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The Novels
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Caldmore Green in c. 1910 — Jerome K. Jeromes birthplace, Caldmore is a suburb of Walsall in the West Midlands of England.
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Belsize House, Caldmore — Jeromes birthplace
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Jerome, aged 2 in 1861, with his mother Marguerite


Three Men in a Boat (To Say Nothing of the Dog) (1889)
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This classic comic novel was first published in 1889 and forms an account of a boating holiday on the Thames, taken by the narrator, his two friends and their dog. The narrative relates the various comic scrapes that beset them, interlaced with numerous comic digressions on various trivial topics, such as picture hanging and the opening of tinned food. 

Each of the three men are based on real people – the narrator, J., is a version of Jerome himself, while his friends George Wingrave and Carl Hentschel make up the rest of the fictive party. The dog, Montmorency, was Jeromes invention. The book is also partly based on Jeromes honeymoon with his wife, Georgina Elizabeth Henrietta Stanley Marris (Ettie), when they had undertaken a boating tour on the Thames.

The novel was initially intended to be a travel guide, but the humorous content that gradually crept into Jeromes project finally edged out any serious intention. Elements of the original format survive, however, in the inclusion of sentimental passages of description. 

Upon its original publication, the novel was badly received by critics, largely due to snobbery at Jeromes lower middle-class upbringing, his self-education and his use of slang phrases. Despite this hostile reaction, the book sold so well that it allowed Jerome the financial security to become a full-time writer. 
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The first edition
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Title page of the first edition
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Jeromes wife Ettie, whom he married shortly before writing his first comic novel, which is based on the couples honeymoon experiences in a little boat on the Thames
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The River Thames at Kingston – the object of the Three Mens journey
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The plaque at 91-104 Chelsea Gardens, the block where Jerome lived whilst writing Three Men in a Boat
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The building today


PREFACE.
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THE CHIEF BEAUTY of this book lies not so much in its literary style, or in the extent and usefulness of the information it conveys, as in its simple truthfulness. Its pages form the record of events that really happened. All that has been done is to colour them; and, for this, no extra charge has been made. George and Harris and Montmorency are not poetic ideals, but things of flesh and blood — especially George, who weighs about twelve stone. Other works may excel this in dept of thought and knowledge of human nature: other books may rival it in originality and size; but, for hopeless and incurable veracity, nothing yet discovered can surpass it. This, more than all its other charms, will, it is felt, make the volume precious in the eye of the earnest reader; and will lend additional weight to the lesson that the story teaches.

London, August, 1889.
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CHAPTER I.
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THREE INVALIDS. — Sufferings of George and Harris. — A victim to one hundred and seven fatal maladies. — Useful prescriptions. — Cure for liver complaint in children. — We agree that we are overworked, and need rest. — A week on the rolling deep? — George suggests the River. — Montmorency lodges an objection. — Original motion carried by majority of three to one.

There were four of us — George, and William Samuel Harris, and myself, and Montmorency. We were sitting in my room, smoking, and talking about how bad we were — bad from a medical point of view I mean, of course.

We were all feeling seedy, and we were getting quite nervous about it. Harris said he felt such extraordinary fits of giddiness come over him at times, that he hardly knew what he was doing; and then George said that he had fits of giddiness too, and hardly knew what he was doing. With me, it was my liver that was out of order. I knew it was my liver that was out of order, because I had just been reading a patent liver-pill circular, in which were detailed the various symptoms by which a man could tell when his liver was out of order. I had them all.

It is a most extraordinary thing, but I never read a patent medicine advertisement without being impelled to the conclusion that I am suffering from the particular disease therein dealt with in its most virulent form. The diagnosis seems in every case to correspond exactly with all the sensations that I have ever felt.
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I remember going to the British Museum one day to read up the treatment for some slight ailment of which I had a touch — hay fever, I fancy it was. I got down the book, and read all I came to read; and then, in an unthinking moment, I idly turned the leaves, and began to indolently study diseases, generally. I forget which was the first distemper I plunged into — some fearful, devastating scourge, I know — and, before I had glanced half down the list of premonitory symptoms, it was borne in upon me that I had fairly got it.

I sat for awhile, frozen with horror; and then, in the listlessness of despair, I again turned over the pages. I came to typhoid fever — read the symptoms — discovered that I had typhoid fever, must have had it for months without knowing it — wondered what else I had got; turned up St. Vituss Dance — found, as I expected, that I had that too, — began to get interested in my case, and determined to sift it to the bottom, and so started alphabetically — read up ague, and learnt that I was sickening for it, and that the acute stage would commence in about another fortnight. Brights disease, I was relieved to find, I had only in a modified form, and, so far as that was concerned, I might live for years. Cholera I had, with severe complications; and diphtheria I seemed to have been born with. I plodded conscientiously through the twenty-six letters, and the only malady I could conclude I had not got was housemaids knee.

I felt rather hurt about this at first; it seemed somehow to be a sort of slight. Why hadnt I got housemaids knee? Why this invidious reservation? After a while, however, less grasping feelings prevailed. I reflected that I had every other known malady in the pharmacology, and I grew less selfish, and determined to do without housemaids knee. Gout, in its most malignant stage, it would appear, had seized me without my being aware of it; and zymosis I had evidently been suffering with from boyhood. There were no more diseases after zymosis, so I concluded there was nothing else the matter with me.

I sat and pondered. I thought what an interesting case I must be from a medical point of view, what an acquisition I should be to a class! Students would have no need to walk the hospitals, if they had me. I was a hospital in myself. All they need do would be to walk round me, and, after that, take their diploma.

Then I wondered how long I had to live. I tried to examine myself. I felt my pulse. I could not at first feel any pulse at all. Then, all of a sudden, it seemed to start off. I pulled out my watch and timed it. I made it a hundred and forty-seven to the minute. I tried to feel my heart. I could not feel my heart. It had stopped beating. I have since been induced to come to the opinion that it must have been there all the time, and must have been beating, but I cannot account for it. I patted myself all over my front, from what I call my waist up to my head, and I went a bit round each side, and a little way up the back. But I could not feel or hear anything. I tried to look at my tongue. I stuck it out as far as ever it would go, and I shut one eye, and tried to examine it with the other. I could only see the tip, and the only thing that I could gain from that was to feel more certain than before that I had scarlet fever.
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I had walked into that reading-room a happy, healthy man. I crawled out a decrepit wreck.

I went to my medical man. He is an old chum of mine, and feels my pulse, and looks at my tongue, and talks about the weather, all for nothing, when I fancy Im ill; so I thought I would do him a good turn by going to him now. What a doctor wants, I said, is practice. He shall have me. He will get more practice out of me than out of seventeen hundred of your ordinary, commonplace patients, with only one or two diseases each. So I went straight up and saw him, and he said:

Well, whats the matter with you?

I said:

I will not take up your time, dear boy, with telling you what is the matter with me. Life is brief, and you might pass away before I had finished. But I will tell you what is not the matter with me. I have not got housemaids knee. Why I have not got housemaids knee, I cannot tell you; but the fact remains that I have not got it. Everything else, however, I have got.

And I told him how I came to discover it all.

Then he opened me and looked down me, and clutched hold of my wrist, and then he hit me over the chest when I wasnt expecting it — a cowardly thing to do, I call it — and immediately afterwards butted me with the side of his head. After that, he sat down and wrote out a prescription, and folded it up and gave it me, and I put it in my pocket and went out.

I did not open it. I took it to the nearest chemists, and handed it in. The man read it, and then handed it back.

He said he didnt keep it.

I said:

You are a chemist?

He said:

I am a chemist. If I was a co-operative stores and family hotel combined, I might be able to oblige you. Being only a chemist hampers me.

I read the prescription. It ran:

1 lb. beefsteak, with
1 pt. bitter beer

every 6 hours.

1 ten-mile walk every morning.

1 bed at 11 sharp every night.

And dont stuff up your head with things you dont understand.



I followed the directions, with the happy result — speaking for myself — that my life was preserved, and is still going on.

In the present instance, going back to the liver-pill circular, I had the symptoms, beyond all mistake, the chief among them being a general disinclination to work of any kind.

What I suffer in that way no tongue can tell. From my earliest infancy I have been a martyr to it. As a boy, the disease hardly ever left me for a day. They did not know, then, that it was my liver. Medical science was in a far less advanced state than now, and they used to put it down to laziness.

Why, you skulking little devil, you, they would say, get up and do something for your living, cant you? — not knowing, of course, that I was ill.

And they didnt give me pills; they gave me clumps on the side of the head. And, strange as it may appear, those clumps on the head often cured me — for the time being. I have known one clump on the head have more effect upon my liver, and make me feel more anxious to go straight away then and there, and do what was wanted to be done, without further loss of time, than a whole box of pills does now.

You know, it often is so — those simple, old-fashioned remedies are sometimes more efficacious than all the dispensary stuff.

We sat there for half-an-hour, describing to each other our maladies. I explained to George and William Harris how I felt when I got up in the morning, and William Harris told us how he felt when he went to bed; and George stood on the hearth-rug, and gave us a clever and powerful piece of acting, illustrative of how he felt in the night.

George fancies he is ill; but theres never anything really the matter with him, you know.

At this point, Mrs. Poppets knocked at the door to know if we were ready for supper. We smiled sadly at one another, and said we supposed we had better try to swallow a bit. Harris said a little something in ones stomach often kept the disease in check; and Mrs. Poppets brought the tray in, and we drew up to the table, and toyed with a little steak and onions, and some rhubarb tart.

I must have been very weak at the time; because I know, after the first half-hour or so, I seemed to take no interest whatever in my food — an unusual thing for me — and I didnt want any cheese.

This duty done, we refilled our glasses, lit our pipes, and resumed the discussion upon our state of health. What it was that was actually the matter with us, we none of us could be sure of; but the unanimous opinion was that it — whatever it was — had been brought on by overwork.

What we want is rest, said Harris.

Rest and a complete change, said George. The overstrain upon our brains has produced a general depression throughout the system. Change of scene, and absence of the necessity for thought, will restore the mental equilibrium.

George has a cousin, who is usually described in the charge-sheet as a medical student, so that he naturally has a somewhat family-physicianary way of putting things.

I agreed with George, and suggested that we should seek out some retired and old-world spot, far from the madding crowd, and dream away a sunny week among its drowsy lanes — some half-forgotten nook, hidden away by the fairies, out of reach of the noisy world — some quaint-perched eyrie on the cliffs of Time, from whence the surging waves of the nineteenth century would sound far-off and faint.

Harris said he thought it would be humpy. He said he knew the sort of place I meant; where everybody went to bed at eight oclock, and you couldnt get a Referee for love or money, and had to walk ten miles to get your baccy.

No, said Harris, if you want rest and change, you cant beat a sea trip.

I objected to the sea trip strongly. A sea trip does you good when you are going to have a couple of months of it, but, for a week, it is wicked.

You start on Monday with the idea implanted in your bosom that you are going to enjoy yourself. You wave an airy adieu to the boys on shore, light your biggest pipe, and swagger about the deck as if you were Captain Cook, Sir Francis Drake, and Christopher Columbus all rolled into one. On Tuesday, you wish you hadnt come. On Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday, you wish you were dead. On Saturday, you are able to swallow a little beef tea, and to sit up on deck, and answer with a wan, sweet smile when kind-hearted people ask you how you feel now. On Sunday, you begin to walk about again, and take solid food. And on Monday morning, as, with your bag and umbrella in your hand, you stand by the gunwale, waiting to step ashore, you begin to thoroughly like it.

I remember my brother-in-law going for a short sea trip once, for the benefit of his health. He took a return berth from London to Liverpool; and when he got to Liverpool, the only thing he was anxious about was to sell that return ticket.

It was offered round the town at a tremendous reduction, so I am told; and was eventually sold for eighteenpence to a bilious-looking youth who had just been advised by his medical men to go to the sea-side, and take exercise.

Sea-side! said my brother-in-law, pressing the ticket affectionately into his hand; why, youll have enough to last you a lifetime; and as for exercise! why, youll get more exercise, sitting down on that ship, than you would turning somersaults on dry land.

He himself — my brother-in-law — came back by train. He said the North-Western Railway was healthy enough for him.

Another fellow I knew went for a weeks voyage round the coast, and, before they started, the steward came to him to ask whether he would pay for each meal as he had it, or arrange beforehand for the whole series.

The steward recommended the latter course, as it would come so much cheaper. He said they would do him for the whole week at two pounds five. He said for breakfast there would be fish, followed by a grill. Lunch was at one, and consisted of four courses. Dinner at six — soup, fish, entree, joint, poultry, salad, sweets, cheese, and dessert. And a light meat supper at ten.

My friend thought he would close on the two-pound-five job (he is a hearty eater), and did so.

Lunch came just as they were off Sheerness. He didnt feel so hungry as he thought he should, and so contented himself with a bit of boiled beef, and some strawberries and cream. He pondered a good deal during the afternoon, and at one time it seemed to him that he had been eating nothing but boiled beef for weeks, and at other times it seemed that he must have been living on strawberries and cream for years.

Neither the beef nor the strawberries and cream seemed happy, either — seemed discontented like.

At six, they came and told him dinner was ready. The announcement aroused no enthusiasm within him, but he felt that there was some of that two-pound-five to be worked off, and he held on to ropes and things and went down. A pleasant odour of onions and hot ham, mingled with fried fish and greens, greeted him at the bottom of the ladder; and then the steward came up with an oily smile, and said:

What can I get you, sir?
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Get me out of this, was the feeble reply.

And they ran him up quick, and propped him up, over to leeward, and left him.

For the next four days he lived a simple and blameless life on thin captains biscuits (I mean that the biscuits were thin, not the captain) and soda-water; but, towards Saturday, he got uppish, and went in for weak tea and dry toast, and on Monday he was gorging himself on chicken broth. He left the ship on Tuesday, and as it steamed away from the landing-stage he gazed after it regretfully.

There she goes, he said, there she goes, with two pounds worth of food on board that belongs to me, and that I havent had.

He said that if they had given him another day he thought he could have put it straight.

So I set my face against the sea trip. Not, as I explained, upon my own account. I was never queer. But I was afraid for George. George said he should be all right, and would rather like it, but he would advise Harris and me not to think of it, as he felt sure we should both be ill. Harris said that, to himself, it was always a mystery how people managed to get sick at sea — said he thought people must do it on purpose, from affectation — said he had often wished to be, but had never been able.

Then he told us anecdotes of how he had gone across the Channel when it was so rough that the passengers had to be tied into their berths, and he and the captain were the only two living souls on board who were not ill. Sometimes it was he and the second mate who were not ill; but it was generally he and one other man. If not he and another man, then it was he by himself.

It is a curious fact, but nobody ever is sea-sick — on land. At sea, you come across plenty of people very bad indeed, whole boat-loads of them; but I never met a man yet, on land, who had ever known at all what it was to be sea-sick. Where the thousands upon thousands of bad sailors that swarm in every ship hide themselves when they are on land is a mystery.

If most men were like a fellow I saw on the Yarmouth boat one day, I could account for the seeming enigma easily enough. It was just off Southend Pier, I recollect, and he was leaning out through one of the port-holes in a very dangerous position. I went up to him to try and save him.

Hi! come further in, I said, shaking him by the shoulder. Youll be overboard.

Oh my! I wish I was, was the only answer I could get; and there I had to leave him.

Three weeks afterwards, I met him in the coffee-room of a Bath hotel, talking about his voyages, and explaining, with enthusiasm, how he loved the sea.

Good sailor! he replied in answer to a mild young mans envious query; well, I did feel a little queer once, I confess. It was off Cape Horn. The vessel was wrecked the next morning.

I said:

Werent you a little shaky by Southend Pier one day, and wanted to be thrown overboard?

Southend Pier! he replied, with a puzzled expression.

Yes; going down to Yarmouth, last Friday three weeks.

Oh, ah — yes, he answered, brightening up; I remember now. I did have a headache that afternoon. It was the pickles, you know. They were the most disgraceful pickles I ever tasted in a respectable boat. Did you have any?

For myself, I have discovered an excellent preventive against sea-sickness, in balancing myself. You stand in the centre of the deck, and, as the ship heaves and pitches, you move your body about, so as to keep it always straight. When the front of the ship rises, you lean forward, till the deck almost touches your nose; and when its back end gets up, you lean backwards. This is all very well for an hour or two; but you cant balance yourself for a week.

George said:

Lets go up the river.

He said we should have fresh air, exercise and quiet; the constant change of scene would occupy our minds (including what there was of Harriss); and the hard work would give us a good appetite, and make us sleep well.

Harris said he didnt think George ought to do anything that would have a tendency to make him sleepier than he always was, as it might be dangerous. He said he didnt very well understand how George was going to sleep any more than he did now, seeing that there were only twenty-four hours in each day, summer and winter alike; but thought that if he did sleep any more, he might just as well be dead, and so save his board and lodging.

Harris said, however, that the river would suit him to a T. I dont know what a T is (except a sixpenny one, which includes bread-and-butter and cake ad lib., and is cheap at the price, if you havent had any dinner). It seems to suit everybody, however, which is greatly to its credit.

It suited me to a T too, and Harris and I both said it was a good idea of Georges; and we said it in a tone that seemed to somehow imply that we were surprised that George should have come out so sensible.
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The only one who was not struck with the suggestion was Montmorency. He never did care for the river, did Montmorency.

Its all very well for you fellows, he says; you like it, but I dont. Theres nothing for me to do. Scenery is not in my line, and I dont smoke. If I see a rat, you wont stop; and if I go to sleep, you get fooling about with the boat, and slop me overboard. If you ask me, I call the whole thing bally foolishness.

We were three to one, however, and the motion was carried.


CHAPTER II.
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PLANS DISCUSSED. — Pleasures of camping-out, on fine nights. — Ditto, wet nights. — Compromise decided on. — Montmorency, first impressions of. — Fears lest he is too good for this world, fears subsequently dismissed as groundless. — Meeting adjourns.

We pulled out the maps, and discussed plans.

We arranged to start on the following Saturday from Kingston. Harris and I would go down in the morning, and take the boat up to Chertsey, and George, who would not be able to get away from the City till the afternoon (George goes to sleep at a bank from ten to four each day, except Saturdays, when they wake him up and put him outside at two), would meet us there.

Should we camp out or sleep at inns?

George and I were for camping out. We said it would be so wild and free, so patriarchal like.

Slowly the golden memory of the dead sun fades from the hearts of the cold, sad clouds. Silent, like sorrowing children, the birds have ceased their song, and only the moorhens plaintive cry and the harsh croak of the corncrake stirs the awed hush around the couch of waters, where the dying day breathes out her last.

From the dim woods on either bank, Nights ghostly army, the grey shadows, creep out with noiseless tread to chase away the lingering rear-guard of the light, and pass, with noiseless, unseen feet, above the waving river-grass, and through the sighing rushes; and Night, upon her sombre throne, folds her black wings above the darkening world, and, from her phantom palace, lit by the pale stars, reigns in stillness.
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Then we run our little boat into some quiet nook, and the tent is pitched, and the frugal supper cooked and eaten. Then the big pipes are filled and lighted, and the pleasant chat goes round in musical undertone; while, in the pauses of our talk, the river, playing round the boat, prattles strange old tales and secrets, sings low the old childs song that it has sung so many thousand years — will sing so many thousand years to come, before its voice grows harsh and old — a song that we, who have learnt to love its changing face, who have so often nestled on its yielding bosom, think, somehow, we understand, though we could not tell you in mere words the story that we listen to.

And we sit there, by its margin, while the moon, who loves it too, stoops down to kiss it with a sisters kiss, and throws her silver arms around it clingingly; and we watch it as it flows, ever singing, ever whispering, out to meet its king, the sea — till our voices die away in silence, and the pipes go out — till we, common-place, everyday young men enough, feel strangely full of thoughts, half sad, half sweet, and do not care or want to speak — till we laugh, and, rising, knock the ashes from our burnt-out pipes, and say Good-night, and, lulled by the lapping water and the rustling trees, we fall asleep beneath the great, still stars, and dream that the world is young again — young and sweet as she used to be ere the centuries of fret and care had furrowed her fair face, ere her childrens sins and follies had made old her loving heart — sweet as she was in those bygone days when, a new-made mother, she nursed us, her children, upon her own deep breast — ere the wiles of painted civilization had lured us away from her fond arms, and the poisoned sneers of artificiality had made us ashamed of the simple life we led with her, and the simple, stately home where mankind was born so many thousands years ago.

Harris said:

How about when it rained?

You can never rouse Harris. There is no poetry about Harris — no wild yearning for the unattainable. Harris never weeps, he knows not why. If Harriss eyes fill with tears, you can bet it is because Harris has been eating raw onions, or has put too much Worcester over his chop.
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If you were to stand at night by the sea-shore with Harris, and say:

Hark! do you not hear? Is it but the mermaids singing deep below the waving waters; or sad spirits, chanting dirges for white corpses, held by seaweed? Harris would take you by the arm, and say:

I know what it is, old man; youve got a chill. Now, you come along with me. I know a place round the corner here, where you can get a drop of the finest Scotch whisky you ever tasted — put you right in less than no time.

Harris always does know a place round the corner where you can get something brilliant in the drinking line. I believe that if you met Harris up in Paradise (supposing such a thing likely), he would immediately greet you with:

So glad youve come, old fellow; Ive found a nice place round the corner here, where you can get some really first-class nectar.

In the present instance, however, as regarded the camping out, his practical view of the matter came as a very timely hint. Camping out in rainy weather is not pleasant.

It is evening. You are wet through, and there is a good two inches of water in the boat, and all the things are damp. You find a place on the banks that is not quite so puddly as other places you have seen, and you land and lug out the tent, and two of you proceed to fix it.

It is soaked and heavy, and it flops about, and tumbles down on you, and clings round your head and makes you mad. The rain is pouring steadily down all the time. It is difficult enough to fix a tent in dry weather: in wet, the task becomes herculean. Instead of helping you, it seems to you that the other man is simply playing the fool. Just as you get your side beautifully fixed, he gives it a hoist from his end, and spoils it all.

Here! what are you up to? you call out.

What are you up to? he retorts; leggo, cant you?

Dont pull it; youve got it all wrong, you stupid ass! you shout.

No, I havent, he yells back; let go your side!

I tell you youve got it all wrong! you roar, wishing that you could get at him; and you give your ropes a lug that pulls all his pegs out.

Ah, the bally idiot! you hear him mutter to himself; and then comes a savage haul, and away goes your side. You lay down the mallet and start to go round and tell him what you think about the whole business, and, at the same time, he starts round in the same direction to come and explain his views to you. And you follow each other round and round, swearing at one another, until the tent tumbles down in a heap, and leaves you looking at each other across its ruins, when you both indignantly exclaim, in the same breath:

There you are! what did I tell you?

Meanwhile the third man, who has been baling out the boat, and who has spilled the water down his sleeve, and has been cursing away to himself steadily for the last ten minutes, wants to know what the thundering blazes youre playing at, and why the blarmed tent isnt up yet.

At last, somehow or other, it does get up, and you land the things. It is hopeless attempting to make a wood fire, so you light the methylated spirit stove, and crowd round that.

Rainwater is the chief article of diet at supper. The bread is two-thirds rainwater, the beefsteak-pie is exceedingly rich in it, and the jam, and the butter, and the salt, and the coffee have all combined with it to make soup.

After supper, you find your tobacco is damp, and you cannot smoke. Luckily you have a bottle of the stuff that cheers and inebriates, if taken in proper quantity, and this restores to you sufficient interest in life to induce you to go to bed.

There you dream that an elephant has suddenly sat down on your chest, and that the volcano has exploded and thrown you down to the bottom of the sea — the elephant still sleeping peacefully on your bosom. You wake up and grasp the idea that something terrible really has happened. Your first impression is that the end of the world has come; and then you think that this cannot be, and that it is thieves and murderers, or else fire, and this opinion you express in the usual method. No help comes, however, and all you know is that thousands of people are kicking you, and you are being smothered.

Somebody else seems in trouble, too. You can hear his faint cries coming from underneath your bed. Determining, at all events, to sell your life dearly, you struggle frantically, hitting out right and left with arms and legs, and yelling lustily the while, and at last something gives way, and you find your head in the fresh air. Two feet off, you dimly observe a half-dressed ruffian, waiting to kill you, and you are preparing for a life-and-death struggle with him, when it begins to dawn upon you that its Jim.

Oh, its you, is it? he says, recognising you at the same moment.

Yes, you answer, rubbing your eyes; whats happened?

Bally tents blown down, I think, he says. Wheres Bill?

Then you both raise up your voices and shout for Bill! and the ground beneath you heaves and rocks, and the muffled voice that you heard before replies from out the ruin:

Get off my head, cant you?

And Bill struggles out, a muddy, trampled wreck, and in an unnecessarily aggressive mood — he being under the evident belief that the whole thing has been done on purpose.

In the morning you are all three speechless, owing to having caught severe colds in the night; you also feel very quarrelsome, and you swear at each other in hoarse whispers during the whole of breakfast time.

We therefore decided that we would sleep out on fine nights; and hotel it, and inn it, and pub. it, like respectable folks, when it was wet, or when we felt inclined for a change.

Montmorency hailed this compromise with much approval. He does not revel in romantic solitude. Give him something noisy; and if a trifle low, so much the jollier. To look at Montmorency you would imagine that he was an angel sent upon the earth, for some reason withheld from mankind, in the shape of a small fox-terrier. There is a sort of Oh-what-a-wicked-world-this-is-and-how-I-wish-I-could-do-something-to-make-it-better-and-nobler expression about Montmorency that has been known to bring the tears into the eyes of pious old ladies and gentlemen.

When first he came to live at my expense, I never thought I should be able to get him to stop long. I used to sit down and look at him, as he sat on the rug and looked up at me, and think: Oh, that dog will never live. He will be snatched up to the bright skies in a chariot, that is what will happen to him.

But, when I had paid for about a dozen chickens that he had killed; and had dragged him, growling and kicking, by the scruff of his neck, out of a hundred and fourteen street fights; and had had a dead cat brought round for my inspection by an irate female, who called me a murderer; and had been summoned by the man next door but one for having a ferocious dog at large, that had kept him pinned up in his own tool-shed, afraid to venture his nose outside the door for over two hours on a cold night; and had learned that the gardener, unknown to myself, had won thirty shillings by backing him to kill rats against time, then I began to think that maybe theyd let him remain on earth for a bit longer, after all.

To hang about a stable, and collect a gang of the most disreputable dogs to be found in the town, and lead them out to march round the slums to fight other disreputable dogs, is Montmorencys idea of life; and so, as I before observed, he gave to the suggestion of inns, and pubs., and hotels his most emphatic approbation.

Having thus settled the sleeping arrangements to the satisfaction of all four of us, the only thing left to discuss was what we should take with us; and this we had begun to argue, when Harris said hed had enough oratory for one night, and proposed that we should go out and have a smile, saying that he had found a place, round by the square, where you could really get a drop of Irish worth drinking.
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George said he felt thirsty (I never knew George when he didnt); and, as I had a presentiment that a little whisky, warm, with a slice of lemon, would do my complaint good, the debate was, by common assent, adjourned to the following night; and the assembly put on its hats and went out.


CHAPTER III.
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ARRANGEMENTS SETTLED. — Harriss method of doing work. — How the elderly, family-man puts up a picture. — George makes a sensible, remark. — Delights of early morning bathing. — Provisions for getting upset.

So, on the following evening, we again assembled, to discuss and arrange our plans. Harris said:

Now, the first thing to settle is what to take with us. Now, you get a bit of paper and write down, J., and you get the grocery catalogue, George, and somebody give me a bit of pencil, and then Ill make out a list.

Thats Harris all over — so ready to take the burden of everything himself, and put it on the backs of other people.

He always reminds me of my poor Uncle Podger. You never saw such a commotion up and down a house, in all your life, as when my Uncle Podger undertook to do a job. A picture would have come home from the frame-makers, and be standing in the dining-room, waiting to be put up; and Aunt Podger would ask what was to be done with it, and Uncle Podger would say:

Oh, you leave that to me. Dont you, any of you, worry yourselves about that. Ill do all that.

And then he would take off his coat, and begin. He would send the girl out for sixpenorth of nails, and then one of the boys after her to tell her what size to get; and, from that, he would gradually work down, and start the whole house.

[image: img38.jpg]

Now you go and get me my hammer, Will, he would shout; and you bring me the rule, Tom; and I shall want the step-ladder, and I had better have a kitchen-chair, too; and, Jim! you run round to Mr. Goggles, and tell him, Pas kind regards, and hopes his legs better; and will he lend him his spirit-level? And dont you go, Maria, because I shall want somebody to hold me the light; and when the girl comes back, she must go out again for a bit of picture-cord; and Tom! — wheres Tom? — Tom, you come here; I shall want you to hand me up the picture.

And then he would lift up the picture, and drop it, and it would come out of the frame, and he would try to save the glass, and cut himself; and then he would spring round the room, looking for his handkerchief. He could not find his handkerchief, because it was in the pocket of the coat he had taken off, and he did not know where he had put the coat, and all the house had to leave off looking for his tools, and start looking for his coat; while he would dance round and hinder them.

[image: img39.jpg]

Doesnt anybody in the whole house know where my coat is? I never came across such a set in all my life — upon my word I didnt. Six of you! — and you cant find a coat that I put down not five minutes ago! Well, of all the—

Then hed get up, and find that he had been sitting on it, and would call out:

Oh, you can give it up! Ive found it myself now. Might just as well ask the cat to find anything as expect you people to find it.

And, when half an hour had been spent in tying up his finger, and a new glass had been got, and the tools, and the ladder, and the chair, and the candle had been brought, he would have another go, the whole family, including the girl and the charwoman, standing round in a semi-circle, ready to help. Two people would have to hold the chair, and a third would help him up on it, and hold him there, and a fourth would hand him a nail, and a fifth would pass him up the hammer, and he would take hold of the nail, and drop it.

There! he would say, in an injured tone, now the nails gone.

And we would all have to go down on our knees and grovel for it, while he would stand on the chair, and grunt, and want to know if he was to be kept there all the evening.

The nail would be found at last, but by that time he would have lost the hammer.

Wheres the hammer? What did I do with the hammer? Great heavens! Seven of you, gaping round there, and you dont know what I did with the hammer!

We would find the hammer for him, and then he would have lost sight of the mark he had made on the wall, where the nail was to go in, and each of us had to get up on the chair, beside him, and see if we could find it; and we would each discover it in a different place, and he would call us all fools, one after another, and tell us to get down. And he would take the rule, and re-measure, and find that he wanted half thirty-one and three-eighths inches from the corner, and would try to do it in his head, and go mad.

And we would all try to do it in our heads, and all arrive at different results, and sneer at one another. And in the general row, the original number would be forgotten, and Uncle Podger would have to measure it again.

He would use a bit of string this time, and at the critical moment, when the old fool was leaning over the chair at an angle of forty-five, and trying to reach a point three inches beyond what was possible for him to reach, the string would slip, and down he would slide on to the piano, a really fine musical effect being produced by the suddenness with which his head and body struck all the notes at the same time.

And Aunt Maria would say that she would not allow the children to stand round and hear such language.

At last, Uncle Podger would get the spot fixed again, and put the point of the nail on it with his left hand, and take the hammer in his right hand. And, with the first blow, he would smash his thumb, and drop the hammer, with a yell, on somebodys toes.

Aunt Maria would mildly observe that, next time Uncle Podger was going to hammer a nail into the wall, she hoped hed let her know in time, so that she could make arrangements to go and spend a week with her mother while it was being done.

Oh! you women, you make such a fuss over everything, Uncle Podger would reply, picking himself up. Why, I like doing a little job of this sort.
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And then he would have another try, and, at the second blow, the nail would go clean through the plaster, and half the hammer after it, and Uncle Podger be precipitated against the wall with force nearly sufficient to flatten his nose.

Then we had to find the rule and the string again, and a new hole was made; and, about midnight, the picture would be up — very crooked and insecure, the wall for yards round looking as if it had been smoothed down with a rake, and everybody dead beat and wretched — except Uncle Podger.

There you are, he would say, stepping heavily off the chair on to the charwomans corns, and surveying the mess he had made with evident pride. Why, some people would have had a man in to do a little thing like that!

Harris will be just that sort of man when he grows up, I know, and I told him so. I said I could not permit him to take so much labour upon himself. I said:

No; you get the paper, and the pencil, and the catalogue, and George write down, and Ill do the work.

The first list we made out had to be discarded. It was clear that the upper reaches of the Thames would not allow of the navigation of a boat sufficiently large to take the things we had set down as indispensable; so we tore the list up, and looked at one another!

George said:

You know we are on a wrong track altogether. We must not think of the things we could do with, but only of the things that we cant do without.

George comes out really quite sensible at times. Youd be surprised. I call that downright wisdom, not merely as regards the present case, but with reference to our trip up the river of life, generally. How many people, on that voyage, load up the boat till it is ever in danger of swamping with a store of foolish things which they think essential to the pleasure and comfort of the trip, but which are really only useless lumber.

How they pile the poor little craft mast-high with fine clothes and big houses; with useless servants, and a host of swell friends that do not care twopence for them, and that they do not care three hapence for; with expensive entertainments that nobody enjoys, with formalities and fashions, with pretence and ostentation, and with — oh, heaviest, maddest lumber of all! — the dread of what will my neighbour think, with luxuries that only cloy, with pleasures that bore, with empty show that, like the criminals iron crown of yore, makes to bleed and swoon the aching head that wears it!

It is lumber, man — all lumber! Throw it overboard. It makes the boat so heavy to pull, you nearly faint at the oars. It makes it so cumbersome and dangerous to manage, you never know a moments freedom from anxiety and care, never gain a moments rest for dreamy laziness — no time to watch the windy shadows skimming lightly oer the shallows, or the glittering sunbeams flitting in and out among the ripples, or the great trees by the margin looking down at their own image, or the woods all green and golden, or the lilies white and yellow, or the sombre-waving rushes, or the sedges, or the orchis, or the blue forget-me-nots.

Throw the lumber over, man! Let your boat of life be light, packed with only what you need — a homely home and simple pleasures, one or two friends, worth the name, someone to love and someone to love you, a cat, a dog, and a pipe or two, enough to eat and enough to wear, and a little more than enough to drink; for thirst is a dangerous thing.

You will find the boat easier to pull then, and it will not be so liable to upset, and it will not matter so much if it does upset; good, plain merchandise will stand water. You will have time to think as well as to work. Time to drink in lifes sunshine — time to listen to the Æolian music that the wind of God draws from the human heart-strings around us — time to — 

I beg your pardon, really. I quite forgot.

Well, we left the list to George, and he began it.
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We wont take a tent, suggested George; we will have a boat with a cover. It is ever so much simpler, and more comfortable.

It seemed a good thought, and we adopted it. I do not know whether you have ever seen the thing I mean. You fix iron hoops up over the boat, and stretch a huge canvas over them, and fasten it down all round, from stem to stern, and it converts the boat into a sort of little house, and it is beautifully cosy, though a trifle stuffy; but there, everything has its drawbacks, as the man said when his mother-in-law died, and they came down upon him for the funeral expenses.

George said that in that case we must take a rug each, a lamp, some soap, a brush and comb (between us), a toothbrush (each), a basin, some tooth-powder, some shaving tackle (sounds like a French exercise, doesnt it?), and a couple of big-towels for bathing. I notice that people always make gigantic arrangements for bathing when they are going anywhere near the water, but that they dont bathe much when they are there.
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It is the same when you go to the sea-side. I always determine — when thinking over the matter in London — that Ill get up early every morning, and go and have a dip before breakfast, and I religiously pack up a pair of drawers and a bath towel. I always get red bathing drawers. I rather fancy myself in red drawers. They suit my complexion so. But when I get to the sea I dont feel somehow that I want that early morning bathe nearly so much as I did when I was in town.

On the contrary, I feel more that I want to stop in bed till the last moment, and then come down and have my breakfast. Once or twice virtue has triumphed, and I have got out at six and half-dressed myself, and have taken my drawers and towel, and stumbled dismally off. But I havent enjoyed it. They seem to keep a specially cutting east wind, waiting for me, when I go to bathe in the early morning; and they pick out all the three-cornered stones, and put them on the top, and they sharpen up the rocks and cover the points over with a bit of sand so that I cant see them, and they take the sea and put it two miles out, so that I have to huddle myself up in my arms and hop, shivering, through six inches of water. And when I do get to the sea, it is rough and quite insulting.

One huge wave catches me up and chucks me in a sitting posture, as hard as ever it can, down on to a rock which has been put there for me. And, before Ive said Oh! Ugh! and found out what has gone, the wave comes back and carries me out to mid-ocean. I begin to strike out frantically for the shore, and wonder if I shall ever see home and friends again, and wish Id been kinder to my little sister when a boy (when I was a boy, I mean). Just when I have given up all hope, a wave retires and leaves me sprawling like a star-fish on the sand, and I get up and look back and find that Ive been swimming for my life in two feet of water. I hop back and dress, and crawl home, where I have to pretend I liked it.

In the present instance, we all talked as if we were going to have a long swim every morning.

George said it was so pleasant to wake up in the boat in the fresh morning, and plunge into the limpid river. Harris said there was nothing like a swim before breakfast to give you an appetite. He said it always gave him an appetite. George said that if it was going to make Harris eat more than Harris ordinarily ate, then he should protest against Harris having a bath at all.

He said there would be quite enough hard work in towing sufficient food for Harris up against stream, as it was.

I urged upon George, however, how much pleasanter it would be to have Harris clean and fresh about the boat, even if we did have to take a few more hundredweight of provisions; and he got to see it in my light, and withdrew his opposition to Harriss bath.

Agreed, finally, that we should take three bath towels, so as not to keep each other waiting.

For clothes, George said two suits of flannel would be sufficient, as we could wash them ourselves, in the river, when they got dirty. We asked him if he had ever tried washing flannels in the river, and he replied: No, not exactly himself like; but he knew some fellows who had, and it was easy enough; and Harris and I were weak enough to fancy he knew what he was talking about, and that three respectable young men, without position or influence, and with no experience in washing, could really clean their own shirts and trousers in the river Thames with a bit of soap.

We were to learn in the days to come, when it was too late, that George was a miserable impostor, who could evidently have known nothing whatever about the matter. If you had seen these clothes after — but, as the shilling shockers say, we anticipate.

George impressed upon us to take a change of under-things and plenty of socks, in case we got upset and wanted a change; also plenty of handkerchiefs, as they would do to wipe things, and a pair of leather boots as well as our boating shoes, as we should want them if we got upset.


CHAPTER IV.
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THE FOOD QUESTION. — Objections to paraffine oil as an atmosphere. — Advantages of cheese as a travelling companion. — A married woman deserts her home. — Further provision for getting upset. — I pack. — Cussedness of tooth-brushes. — George and Harris pack. — Awful behaviour of Montmorency. — We retire to rest.

Then we discussed the food question. George said:

Begin with breakfast. (George is so practical.) Now for breakfast we shall want a frying-pan — (Harris said it was indigestible; but we merely urged him not to be an ass, and George went on)—a tea-pot and a kettle, and a methylated spirit stove.

No oil, said George, with a significant look; and Harris and I agreed.

We had taken up an oil-stove once, but never again. It had been like living in an oil-shop that week. It oozed. I never saw such a thing as paraffine oil is to ooze. We kept it in the nose of the boat, and, from there, it oozed down to the rudder, impregnating the whole boat and everything in it on its way, and it oozed over the river, and saturated the scenery and spoilt the atmosphere. Sometimes a westerly oily wind blew, and at other times an easterly oily wind, and sometimes it blew a northerly oily wind, and maybe a southerly oily wind; but whether it came from the Arctic snows, or was raised in the waste of the desert sands, it came alike to us laden with the fragrance of paraffine oil.

And that oil oozed up and ruined the sunset; and as for the moonbeams, they positively reeked of paraffine.

We tried to get away from it at Marlow. We left the boat by the bridge, and took a walk through the town to escape it, but it followed us. The whole town was full of oil. We passed through the church-yard, and it seemed as if the people had been buried in oil. The High Street stunk of oil; we wondered how people could live in it. And we walked miles upon miles out Birmingham way; but it was no use, the country was steeped in oil.

At the end of that trip we met together at midnight in a lonely field, under a blasted oak, and took an awful oath (we had been swearing for a whole week about the thing in an ordinary, middle-class way, but this was a swell affair) — an awful oath never to take paraffine oil with us in a boat again-except, of course, in case of sickness.

Therefore, in the present instance, we confined ourselves to methylated spirit. Even that is bad enough. You get methylated pie and methylated cake. But methylated spirit is more wholesome when taken into the system in large quantities than paraffine oil.

For other breakfast things, George suggested eggs and bacon, which were easy to cook, cold meat, tea, bread and butter, and jam. For lunch, he said, we could have biscuits, cold meat, bread and butter, and jam — but no cheese. Cheese, like oil, makes too much of itself. It wants the whole boat to itself. It goes through the hamper, and gives a cheesy flavour to everything else there. You cant tell whether you are eating apple-pie or German sausage, or strawberries and cream. It all seems cheese. There is too much odour about cheese.

I remember a friend of mine, buying a couple of cheeses at Liverpool. Splendid cheeses they were, ripe and mellow, and with a two hundred horse-power scent about them that might have been warranted to carry three miles, and knock a man over at two hundred yards. I was in Liverpool at the time, and my friend said that if I didnt mind he would get me to take them back with me to London, as he should not be coming up for a day or two himself, and he did not think the cheeses ought to be kept much longer.

Oh, with pleasure, dear boy, I replied, with pleasure.

I called for the cheeses, and took them away in a cab. It was a ramshackle affair, dragged along by a knock-kneed, broken-winded somnambulist, which his owner, in a moment of enthusiasm, during conversation, referred to as a horse. I put the cheeses on the top, and we started off at a shamble that would have done credit to the swiftest steam-roller ever built, and all went merry as a funeral bell, until we turned the corner. There, the wind carried a whiff from the cheeses full on to our steed. It woke him up, and, with a snort of terror, he dashed off at three miles an hour. The wind still blew in his direction, and before we reached the end of the street he was laying himself out at the rate of nearly four miles an hour, leaving the cripples and stout old ladies simply nowhere.

It took two porters as well as the driver to hold him in at the station; and I do not think they would have done it, even then, had not one of the men had the presence of mind to put a handkerchief over his nose, and to light a bit of brown paper.

I took my ticket, and marched proudly up the platform, with my cheeses, the people falling back respectfully on either side. The train was crowded, and I had to get into a carriage where there were already seven other people. One crusty old gentleman objected, but I got in, notwithstanding; and, putting my cheeses upon the rack, squeezed down with a pleasant smile, and said it was a warm day.

A few moments passed, and then the old gentleman began to fidget.

Very close in here, he said.

Quite oppressive, said the man next him.

And then they both began sniffing, and, at the third sniff, they caught it right on the chest, and rose up without another word and went out. And then a stout lady got up, and said it was disgraceful that a respectable married woman should be harried about in this way, and gathered up a bag and eight parcels and went. The remaining four passengers sat on for a while, until a solemn-looking man in the corner, who, from his dress and general appearance, seemed to belong to the undertaker class, said it put him in mind of dead baby; and the other three passengers tried to get out of the door at the same time, and hurt themselves.
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I smiled at the black gentleman, and said I thought we were going to have the carriage to ourselves; and he laughed pleasantly, and said that some people made such a fuss over a little thing. But even he grew strangely depressed after we had started, and so, when we reached Crewe, I asked him to come and have a drink. He accepted, and we forced our way into the buffet, where we yelled, and stamped, and waved our umbrellas for a quarter of an hour; and then a young lady came, and asked us if we wanted anything.

Whats yours? I said, turning to my friend.

Ill have half-a-crowns worth of brandy, neat, if you please, miss, he responded.

And he went off quietly after he had drunk it and got into another carriage, which I thought mean.

From Crewe I had the compartment to myself, though the train was crowded. As we drew up at the different stations, the people, seeing my empty carriage, would rush for it. Here y are, Maria; come along, plenty of room. All right, Tom; well get in here, they would shout. And they would run along, carrying heavy bags, and fight round the door to get in first. And one would open the door and mount the steps, and stagger back into the arms of the man behind him; and they would all come and have a sniff, and then droop off and squeeze into other carriages, or pay the difference and go first.

From Euston, I took the cheeses down to my friends house. When his wife came into the room she smelt round for an instant. Then she said:

What is it? Tell me the worst.

I said:

Its cheeses. Tom bought them in Liverpool, and asked me to bring them up with me.

And I added that I hoped she understood that it had nothing to do with me; and she said that she was sure of that, but that she would speak to Tom about it when he came back.

My friend was detained in Liverpool longer than he expected; and, three days later, as he hadnt returned home, his wife called on me. She said:

What did Tom say about those cheeses?

I replied that he had directed they were to be kept in a moist place, and that nobody was to touch them.

She said:

Nobodys likely to touch them. Had he smelt them?

I thought he had, and added that he seemed greatly attached to them.

You think he would be upset, she queried, if I gave a man a sovereign to take them away and bury them?

I answered that I thought he would never smile again.

An idea struck her. She said:

Do you mind keeping them for him? Let me send them round to you.

Madam, I replied, for myself I like the smell of cheese, and the journey the other day with them from Liverpool I shall ever look back upon as a happy ending to a pleasant holiday. But, in this world, we must consider others. The lady under whose roof I have the honour of residing is a widow, and, for all I know, possibly an orphan too. She has a strong, I may say an eloquent, objection to being what she terms put upon. The presence of your husbands cheeses in her house she would, I instinctively feel, regard as a put upon; and it shall never be said that I put upon the widow and the orphan.

Very well, then, said my friends wife, rising, all I have to say is, that I shall take the children and go to an hotel until those cheeses are eaten. I decline to live any longer in the same house with them.

She kept her word, leaving the place in charge of the charwoman, who, when asked if she could stand the smell, replied, What smell? and who, when taken close to the cheeses and told to sniff hard, said she could detect a faint odour of melons. It was argued from this that little injury could result to the woman from the atmosphere, and she was left.

The hotel bill came to fifteen guineas; and my friend, after reckoning everything up, found that the cheeses had cost him eight-and-sixpence a pound. He said he dearly loved a bit of cheese, but it was beyond his means; so he determined to get rid of them. He threw them into the canal; but had to fish them out again, as the bargemen complained. They said it made them feel quite faint. And, after that, he took them one dark night and left them in the parish mortuary. But the coroner discovered them, and made a fearful fuss.

He said it was a plot to deprive him of his living by waking up the corpses.

My friend got rid of them, at last, by taking them down to a sea-side town, and burying them on the beach. It gained the place quite a reputation. Visitors said they had never noticed before how strong the air was, and weak-chested and consumptive people used to throng there for years afterwards.

Fond as I am of cheese, therefore, I hold that George was right in declining to take any.

We shant want any tea, said George (Harriss face fell at this); but well have a good round, square, slap-up meal at seven — dinner, tea, and supper combined.

Harris grew more cheerful. George suggested meat and fruit pies, cold meat, tomatoes, fruit, and green stuff. For drink, we took some wonderful sticky concoction of Harriss, which you mixed with water and called lemonade, plenty of tea, and a bottle of whisky, in case, as George said, we got upset.

It seemed to me that George harped too much on the getting-upset idea. It seemed to me the wrong spirit to go about the trip in.

But Im glad we took the whisky.

We didnt take beer or wine. They are a mistake up the river. They make you feel sleepy and heavy. A glass in the evening when you are doing a mouch round the town and looking at the girls is all right enough; but dont drink when the sun is blazing down on your head, and youve got hard work to do.

We made a list of the things to be taken, and a pretty lengthy one it was, before we parted that evening. The next day, which was Friday, we got them all together, and met in the evening to pack. We got a big Gladstone for the clothes, and a couple of hampers for the victuals and the cooking utensils. We moved the table up against the window, piled everything in a heap in the middle of the floor, and sat round and looked at it.

I said Id pack.

I rather pride myself on my packing. Packing is one of those many things that I feel I know more about than any other person living. (It surprises me myself, sometimes, how many of these subjects there are.) I impressed the fact upon George and Harris, and told them that they had better leave the whole matter entirely to me. They fell into the suggestion with a readiness that had something uncanny about it. George put on a pipe and spread himself over the easy-chair, and Harris cocked his legs on the table and lit a cigar.

This was hardly what I intended. What I had meant, of course, was, that I should boss the job, and that Harris and George should potter about under my directions, I pushing them aside every now and then with, Oh, you — ! Here, let me do it. There you are, simple enough! — really teaching them, as you might say. Their taking it in the way they did irritated me. There is nothing does irritate me more than seeing other people sitting about doing nothing when Im working.

I lived with a man once who used to make me mad that way. He would loll on the sofa and watch me doing things by the hour together, following me round the room with his eyes, wherever I went. He said it did him real good to look on at me, messing about. He said it made him feel that life was not an idle dream to be gaped and yawned through, but a noble task, full of duty and stern work. He said he often wondered now how he could have gone on before he met me, never having anybody to look at while they worked.

Now, Im not like that. I cant sit still and see another man slaving and working. I want to get up and superintend, and walk round with my hands in my pockets, and tell him what to do. It is my energetic nature. I cant help it.

However, I did not say anything, but started the packing. It seemed a longer job than I had thought it was going to be; but I got the bag finished at last, and I sat on it and strapped it.

Aint you going to put the boots in? said Harris.

And I looked round, and found I had forgotten them. Thats just like Harris. He couldnt have said a word until Id got the bag shut and strapped, of course. And George laughed — one of those irritating, senseless, chuckle-headed, crack-jawed laughs of his. They do make me so wild.

I opened the bag and packed the boots in; and then, just as I was going to close it, a horrible idea occurred to me. Had I packed my tooth-brush? I dont know how it is, but I never do know whether Ive packed my tooth-brush.

My tooth-brush is a thing that haunts me when Im travelling, and makes my life a misery. I dream that I havent packed it, and wake up in a cold perspiration, and get out of bed and hunt for it. And, in the morning, I pack it before I have used it, and have to unpack again to get it, and it is always the last thing I turn out of the bag; and then I repack and forget it, and have to rush upstairs for it at the last moment and carry it to the railway station, wrapped up in my pocket-handkerchief.
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Of course I had to turn every mortal thing out now, and, of course, I could not find it. I rummaged the things up into much the same state that they must have been before the world was created, and when chaos reigned. Of course, I found Georges and Harriss eighteen times over, but I couldnt find my own. I put the things back one by one, and held everything up and shook it. Then I found it inside a boot. I repacked once more.

When I had finished, George asked if the soap was in. I said I didnt care a hang whether the soap was in or whether it wasnt; and I slammed the bag to and strapped it, and found that I had packed my tobacco-pouch in it, and had to re-open it. It got shut up finally at 10.5 p.m., and then there remained the hampers to do. Harris said that we should be wanting to start in less than twelve hours time, and thought that he and George had better do the rest; and I agreed and sat down, and they had a go.

They began in a light-hearted spirit, evidently intending to show me how to do it. I made no comment; I only waited. When George is hanged, Harris will be the worst packer in this world; and I looked at the piles of plates and cups, and kettles, and bottles and jars, and pies, and stoves, and cakes, and tomatoes, &c., and felt that the thing would soon become exciting.

It did. They started with breaking a cup. That was the first thing they did. They did that just to show you what they could do, and to get you interested.

Then Harris packed the strawberry jam on top of a tomato and squashed it, and they had to pick out the tomato with a teaspoon.

And then it was Georges turn, and he trod on the butter. I didnt say anything, but I came over and sat on the edge of the table and watched them. It irritated them more than anything I could have said. I felt that. It made them nervous and excited, and they stepped on things, and put things behind them, and then couldnt find them when they wanted them; and they packed the pies at the bottom, and put heavy things on top, and smashed the pies in.

They upset salt over everything, and as for the butter! I never saw two men do more with one-and-twopence worth of butter in my whole life than they did. After George had got it off his slipper, they tried to put it in the kettle. It wouldnt go in, and what was in wouldnt come out. They did scrape it out at last, and put it down on a chair, and Harris sat on it, and it stuck to him, and they went looking for it all over the room.

Ill take my oath I put it down on that chair, said George, staring at the empty seat.

I saw you do it myself, not a minute ago, said Harris.

Then they started round the room again looking for it; and then they met again in the centre, and stared at one another.

Most extraordinary thing I ever heard of, said George.

So mysterious! said Harris.

Then George got round at the back of Harris and saw it.

Why, here it is all the time, he exclaimed, indignantly.

Where? cried Harris, spinning round.

Stand still, cant you! roared George, flying after him.

And they got it off, and packed it in the teapot.

Montmorency was in it all, of course. Montmorencys ambition in life, is to get in the way and be sworn at. If he can squirm in anywhere where he particularly is not wanted, and be a perfect nuisance, and make people mad, and have things thrown at his head, then he feels his day has not been wasted.

To get somebody to stumble over him, and curse him steadily for an hour, is his highest aim and object; and, when he has succeeded in accomplishing this, his conceit becomes quite unbearable.

He came and sat down on things, just when they were wanted to be packed; and he laboured under the fixed belief that, whenever Harris or George reached out their hand for anything, it was his cold, damp nose that they wanted. He put his leg into the jam, and he worried the teaspoons, and he pretended that the lemons were rats, and got into the hamper and killed three of them before Harris could land him with the frying-pan.

Harris said I encouraged him. I didnt encourage him. A dog like that dont want any encouragement. Its the natural, original sin that is born in him that makes him do things like that.

The packing was done at 12.50; and Harris sat on the big hamper, and said he hoped nothing would be found broken. George said that if anything was broken it was broken, which reflection seemed to comfort him. He also said he was ready for bed. We were all ready for bed. Harris was to sleep with us that night, and we went upstairs.

We tossed for beds, and Harris had to sleep with me. He said:

Do you prefer the inside or the outside, J.?

I said I generally preferred to sleep inside a bed.

Harris said it was old.

George said:

What time shall I wake you fellows?

Harris said:

Seven.

I said:

No — six, because I wanted to write some letters.

Harris and I had a bit of a row over it, but at last split the difference, and said half-past six.

Wake us at 6.30, George, we said.

George made no answer, and we found, on going over, that he had been asleep for some time; so we placed the bath where he could tumble into it on getting out in the morning, and went to bed ourselves.
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CHAPTER V.
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MRS. P. AROUSES us. — George, the sluggard. — The weather forecast swindle. — Our luggage. — Depravity of the small boy. — The people gather round us. — We drive off in great style, and arrive at Waterloo. — Innocence of South Western Officials concerning such worldly things as trains. — We are afloat, afloat in an open boat.
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It was Mrs. Poppets that woke me up next morning.

She said:

Do you know that its nearly nine oclock, sir?

Nine o what? I cried, starting up.

Nine oclock, she replied, through the keyhole. I thought you was a-oversleeping yourselves.

I woke Harris, and told him. He said:

I thought you wanted to get up at six?

So I did, I answered; why didnt you wake me?

How could I wake you, when you didnt wake me? he retorted. Now we shant get on the water till after twelve. I wonder you take the trouble to get up at all.

Um, I replied, lucky for you that I do. If I hadnt woke you, youd have lain there for the whole fortnight.
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We snarled at one another in this strain for the next few minutes, when we were interrupted by a defiant snore from George. It reminded us, for the first time since our being called, of his existence. There he lay — the man who had wanted to know what time he should wake us — on his back, with his mouth wide open, and his knees stuck up.

I dont know why it should be, I am sure; but the sight of another man asleep in bed when I am up, maddens me. It seems to me so shocking to see the precious hours of a mans life — the priceless moments that will never come back to him again — being wasted in mere brutish sleep.

There was George, throwing away in hideous sloth the inestimable gift of time; his valuable life, every second of which he would have to account for hereafter, passing away from him, unused. He might have been up stuffing himself with eggs and bacon, irritating the dog, or flirting with the slavey, instead of sprawling there, sunk in soul-clogging oblivion.

It was a terrible thought. Harris and I appeared to be struck by it at the same instant. We determined to save him, and, in this noble resolve, our own dispute was forgotten. We flew across and slung the clothes off him, and Harris landed him one with a slipper, and I shouted in his ear, and he awoke.

Wasermarrer? he observed, sitting up.

Get up, you fat-headed chunk! roared Harris. Its quarter to ten.

What! he shrieked, jumping out of bed into the bath; Who the thunder put this thing here?

We told him he must have been a fool not to see the bath.

We finished dressing, and, when it came to the extras, we remembered that we had packed the tooth-brushes and the brush and comb (that tooth-brush of mine will be the death of me, I know), and we had to go downstairs, and fish them out of the bag. And when we had done that George wanted the shaving tackle. We told him that he would have to go without shaving that morning, as we werent going to unpack that bag again for him, nor for anyone like him.

He said:

Dont be absurd. How can I go into the City like this?

It was certainly rather rough on the City, but what cared we for human suffering? As Harris said, in his common, vulgar way, the City would have to lump it.
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We went downstairs to breakfast. Montmorency had invited two other dogs to come and see him off, and they were whiling away the time by fighting on the doorstep. We calmed them with an umbrella, and sat down to chops and cold beef.

Harris said:

The great thing is to make a good breakfast, and he started with a couple of chops, saying that he would take these while they were hot, as the beef could wait.

George got hold of the paper, and read us out the boating fatalities, and the weather forecast, which latter prophesied rain, cold, wet to fine (whatever more than usually ghastly thing in weather that may be), occasional local thunder-storms, east wind, with general depression over the Midland Counties (London and Channel). Bar. falling.

I do think that, of all the silly, irritating tomfoolishness by which we are plagued, this weather-forecast fraud is about the most aggravating. It forecasts precisely what happened yesterday or a the day before, and precisely the opposite of what is going to happen to-day.

I remember a holiday of mine being completely ruined one late autumn by our paying attention to the weather report of the local newspaper. Heavy showers, with thunderstorms, may be expected to-day, it would say on Monday, and so we would give up our picnic, and stop indoors all day, waiting for the rain. — And people would pass the house, going off in wagonettes and coaches as jolly and merry as could be, the sun shining out, and not a cloud to be seen.

Ah! we said, as we stood looking out at them through the window, wont they come home soaked!

And we chuckled to think how wet they were going to get, and came back and stirred the fire, and got our books, and arranged our specimens of seaweed and cockle shells. By twelve oclock, with the sun pouring into the room, the heat became quite oppressive, and we wondered when those heavy showers and occasional thunderstorms were going to begin.

Ah! theyll come in the afternoon, youll find, we said to each other. Oh, wont those people get wet. What a lark!

At one oclock, the landlady would come in to ask if we werent going out, as it seemed such a lovely day.

No, no, we replied, with a knowing chuckle, not we. We dont mean to get wet — no, no.

And when the afternoon was nearly gone, and still there was no sign of rain, we tried to cheer ourselves up with the idea that it would come down all at once, just as the people had started for home, and were out of the reach of any shelter, and that they would thus get more drenched than ever. But not a drop ever fell, and it finished a grand day, and a lovely night after it.

The next morning we would read that it was going to be a warm, fine to set-fair day; much heat; and we would dress ourselves in flimsy things, and go out, and, half-an-hour after we had started, it would commence to rain hard, and a bitterly cold wind would spring up, and both would keep on steadily for the whole day, and we would come home with colds and rheumatism all over us, and go to bed.

The weather is a thing that is beyond me altogether. I never can understand it. The barometer is useless: it is as misleading as the newspaper forecast.

There was one hanging up in a hotel at Oxford at which I was staying last spring, and, when I got there, it was pointing to set fair. It was simply pouring with rain outside, and had been all day; and I couldnt quite make matters out. I tapped the barometer, and it jumped up and pointed to very dry. The Boots stopped as he was passing, and said he expected it meant to-morrow. I fancied that maybe it was thinking of the week before last, but Boots said, No, he thought not.

I tapped it again the next morning, and it went up still higher, and the rain came down faster than ever. On Wednesday I went and hit it again, and the pointer went round towards set fair, very dry, and much heat, until it was stopped by the peg, and couldnt go any further. It tried its best, but the instrument was built so that it couldnt prophesy fine weather any harder than it did without breaking itself. It evidently wanted to go on, and prognosticate drought, and water famine, and sunstroke, and simooms, and such things, but the peg prevented it, and it had to be content with pointing to the mere commonplace very dry.

Meanwhile, the rain came down in a steady torrent, and the lower part of the town was under water, owing to the river having overflowed.

Boots said it was evident that we were going to have a prolonged spell of grand weather some time, and read out a poem which was printed over the top of the oracle, about

Long foretold, long last;
Short notice, soon past.

The fine weather never came that summer. I expect that machine must have been referring to the following spring.

Then there are those new style of barometers, the long straight ones. I never can make head or tail of those. There is one side for 10 a.m. yesterday, and one side for 10 a.m. to-day; but you cant always get there as early as ten, you know. It rises or falls for rain and fine, with much or less wind, and one end is Nly and the other Ely (whats Ely got to do with it?), and if you tap it, it doesnt tell you anything. And youve got to correct it to sea-level, and reduce it to Fahrenheit, and even then I dont know the answer.

But who wants to be foretold the weather? It is bad enough when it comes, without our having the misery of knowing about it beforehand. The prophet we like is the old man who, on the particularly gloomy-looking morning of some day when we particularly want it to be fine, looks round the horizon with a particularly knowing eye, and says:

Oh no, sir, I think it will clear up all right. It will break all right enough, sir.

Ah, he knows, we say, as we wish him good-morning, and start off; wonderful how these old fellows can tell!

And we feel an affection for that man which is not at all lessened by the circumstances of its not clearing up, but continuing to rain steadily all day.

Ah, well, we feel, he did his best.

For the man that prophesies us bad weather, on the contrary, we entertain only bitter and revengeful thoughts.

Going to clear up, dye think? we shout, cheerily, as we pass.

Well, no, sir; Im afraid its settled down for the day, he replies, shaking his head.

Stupid old fool! we mutter, whats he know about it? And, if his portent proves correct, we come back feeling still more angry against him, and with a vague notion that, somehow or other, he has had something to do with it.

It was too bright and sunny on this especial morning for Georges blood-curdling readings about Bar. falling, atmospheric disturbance, passing in an oblique line over Southern Europe, and pressure increasing, to very much upset us: and so, finding that he could not make us wretched, and was only wasting his time, he sneaked the cigarette that I had carefully rolled up for myself, and went.

Then Harris and I, having finished up the few things left on the table, carted out our luggage on to the doorstep, and waited for a cab.
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There seemed a good deal of luggage, when we put it all together. There was the Gladstone and the small hand-bag, and the two hampers, and a large roll of rugs, and some four or five overcoats and macintoshes, and a few umbrellas, and then there was a melon by itself in a bag, because it was too bulky to go in anywhere, and a couple of pounds of grapes in another bag, and a Japanese paper umbrella, and a frying pan, which, being too long to pack, we had wrapped round with brown paper.

It did look a lot, and Harris and I began to feel rather ashamed of it, though why we should be, I cant see. No cab came by, but the street boys did, and got interested in the show, apparently, and stopped.

Biggss boy was the first to come round. Biggs is our greengrocer, and his chief talent lies in securing the services of the most abandoned and unprincipled errand-boys that civilisation has as yet produced. If anything more than usually villainous in the boy-line crops up in our neighbourhood, we know that it is Biggss latest. I was told that, at the time of the Great Coram Street murder, it was promptly concluded by our street that Biggss boy (for that period) was at the bottom of it, and had he not been able, in reply to the severe cross-examination to which he was subjected by No. 19, when he called there for orders the morning after the crime (assisted by No. 21, who happened to be on the step at the time), to prove a complete alibi, it would have gone hard with him. I didnt know Biggss boy at that time, but, from what I have seen of them since, I should not have attached much importance to that alibi myself.

Biggss boy, as I have said, came round the corner. He was evidently in a great hurry when he first dawned upon the vision, but, on catching sight of Harris and me, and Montmorency, and the things, he eased up and stared. Harris and I frowned at him. This might have wounded a more sensitive nature, but Biggss boys are not, as a rule, touchy. He came to a dead stop, a yard from our step, and, leaning up against the railings, and selecting a straw to chew, fixed us with his eye. He evidently meant to see this thing out.

In another moment, the grocers boy passed on the opposite side of the street. Biggss boy hailed him:

Hi! ground floor o 42s a-moving.

The grocers boy came across, and took up a position on the other side of the step. Then the young gentleman from the boot-shop stopped, and joined Biggss boy; while the empty-can superintendent from The Blue Posts took up an independent position on the curb.

They aint a-going to starve, are they? said the gentleman from the boot-shop.

Ah! youd want to take a thing or two with you, retorted The Blue Posts, if you was a-going to cross the Atlantic in a small boat.

They aint a-going to cross the Atlantic, struck in Biggss boy; theyre a-going to find Stanley.

By this time, quite a small crowd had collected, and people were asking each other what was the matter. One party (the young and giddy portion of the crowd) held that it was a wedding, and pointed out Harris as the bridegroom; while the elder and more thoughtful among the populace inclined to the idea that it was a funeral, and that I was probably the corpses brother.

At last, an empty cab turned up (it is a street where, as a rule, and when they are not wanted, empty cabs pass at the rate of three a minute, and hang about, and get in your way), and packing ourselves and our belongings into it, and shooting out a couple of Montmorencys friends, who had evidently sworn never to forsake him, we drove away amidst the cheers of the crowd, Biggss boy shying a carrot after us for luck.

We got to Waterloo at eleven, and asked where the eleven-five started from. Of course nobody knew; nobody at Waterloo ever does know where a train is going to start from, or where a train when it does start is going to, or anything about it. The porter who took our things thought it would go from number two platform, while another porter, with whom he discussed the question, had heard a rumour that it would go from number one. The station-master, on the other hand, was convinced it would start from the local.

To put an end to the matter, we went upstairs, and asked the traffic superintendent, and he told us that he had just met a man, who said he had seen it at number three platform. We went to number three platform, but the authorities there said that they rather thought that train was the Southampton express, or else the Windsor loop. But they were sure it wasnt the Kingston train, though why they were sure it wasnt they couldnt say.

Then our porter said he thought that must be it on the high-level platform; said he thought he knew the train. So we went to the high-level platform, and saw the engine-driver, and asked him if he was going to Kingston. He said he couldnt say for certain of course, but that he rather thought he was. Anyhow, if he wasnt the 11.5 for Kingston, he said he was pretty confident he was the 9.32 for Virginia Water, or the 10 a.m. express for the Isle of Wight, or somewhere in that direction, and we should all know when we got there. We slipped half-a-crown into his hand, and begged him to be the 11.5 for Kingston.

Nobody will ever know, on this line, we said, what you are, or where youre going. You know the way, you slip off quietly and go to Kingston.

Well, I dont know, gents, replied the noble fellow, but I suppose some trains got to go to Kingston; and Ill do it. Gimme the half-crown.

Thus we got to Kingston by the London and South-Western Railway.

We learnt, afterwards, that the train we had come by was really the Exeter mail, and that they had spent hours at Waterloo, looking for it, and nobody knew what had become of it.

Our boat was waiting for us at Kingston just below bridge, and to it we wended our way, and round it we stored our luggage, and into it we stepped.

Are you all right, sir? said the man.

Right it is, we answered; and with Harris at the sculls and I at the tiller-lines, and Montmorency, unhappy and deeply suspicious, in the prow, out we shot on to the waters which, for a fortnight, were to be our home.


CHAPTER VI.
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KINGSTON. — INSTRUCTIVE remarks on early English history. — Instructive observations on carved oak and life in general. — Sad case of Stivvings, junior. — Musings on antiquity. — I forget that I am steering. — Interesting result. — Hampton Court Maze. — Harris as a guide.

It was a glorious morning, late spring or early summer, as you care to take it, when the dainty sheen of grass and leaf is blushing to a deeper green; and the year seems like a fair young maid, trembling with strange, wakening pulses on the brink of womanhood.

The quaint back streets of Kingston, where they came down to the waters edge, looked quite picturesque in the flashing sunlight, the glinting river with its drifting barges, the wooded towpath, the trim-kept villas on the other side, Harris, in a red and orange blazer, grunting away at the sculls, the distant glimpses of the grey old palace of the Tudors, all made a sunny picture, so bright but calm, so full of life, and yet so peaceful, that, early in the day though it was, I felt myself being dreamily lulled off into a musing fit.

I mused on Kingston, or Kyningestun, as it was once called in the days when Saxon kinges were crowned there. Great Cæsar crossed the river there, and the Roman legions camped upon its sloping uplands. Cæsar, like, in later years, Elizabeth, seems to have stopped everywhere: only he was more respectable than good Queen Bess; he didnt put up at the public-houses.

She was nuts on public-houses, was Englands Virgin Queen. Theres scarcely a pub. of any attractions within ten miles of London that she does not seem to have looked in at, or stopped at, or slept at, some time or other. I wonder now, supposing Harris, say, turned over a new leaf, and became a great and good man, and got to be Prime Minister, and died, if they would put up signs over the public-houses that he had patronised: Harris had a glass of bitter in this house; Harris had two of Scotch cold here in the summer of 88; Harris was chucked from here in December, 1886.

No, there would be too many of them! It would be the houses that he had never entered that would become famous. Only house in South London that Harris never had a drink in! The people would flock to it to see what could have been the matter with it.

How poor weak-minded King Edwy must have hated Kyningestun! The coronation feast had been too much for him. Maybe boars head stuffed with sugar-plums did not agree with him (it wouldnt with me, I know), and he had had enough of sack and mead; so he slipped from the noisy revel to steal a quiet moonlight hour with his beloved Elgiva.

Perhaps, from the casement, standing hand-in-hand, they were watching the calm moonlight on the river, while from the distant halls the boisterous revelry floated in broken bursts of faint-heard din and tumult.

Then brutal Odo and St. Dunstan force their rude way into the quiet room, and hurl coarse insults at the sweet-faced Queen, and drag poor Edwy back to the loud clamour of the drunken brawl.

Years later, to the crash of battle-music, Saxon kings and Saxon revelry were buried side by side, and Kingstons greatness passed away for a time, to rise once more when Hampton Court became the palace of the Tudors and the Stuarts, and the royal barges strained at their moorings on the rivers bank, and bright-cloaked gallants swaggered down the water-steps to cry: What Ferry, ho! Gadzooks, gramercy.

Many of the old houses, round about, speak very plainly of those days when Kingston was a royal borough, and nobles and courtiers lived there, near their King, and the long road to the palace gates was gay all day with clanking steel and prancing palfreys, and rustling silks and velvets, and fair faces. The large and spacious houses, with their oriel, latticed windows, their huge fireplaces, and their gabled roofs, breathe of the days of hose and doublet, of pearl-embroidered stomachers, and complicated oaths. They were upraised in the days when men knew how to build. The hard red bricks have only grown more firmly set with time, and their oak stairs do not creak and grunt when you try to go down them quietly.

Speaking of oak staircases reminds me that there is a magnificent carved oak staircase in one of the houses in Kingston. It is a shop now, in the market-place, but it was evidently once the mansion of some great personage. A friend of mine, who lives at Kingston, went in there to buy a hat one day, and, in a thoughtless moment, put his hand in his pocket and paid for it then and there.

The shopman (he knows my friend) was naturally a little staggered at first; but, quickly recovering himself, and feeling that something ought to be done to encourage this sort of thing, asked our hero if he would like to see some fine old carved oak. My friend said he would, and the shopman, thereupon, took him through the shop, and up the staircase of the house. The balusters were a superb piece of workmanship, and the wall all the way up was oak-panelled, with carving that would have done credit to a palace.

From the stairs, they went into the drawing-room, which was a large, bright room, decorated with a somewhat startling though cheerful paper of a blue ground. There was nothing, however, remarkable about the apartment, and my friend wondered why he had been brought there. The proprietor went up to the paper, and tapped it. It gave forth a wooden sound.

Oak, he explained. All carved oak, right up to the ceiling, just the same as you saw on the staircase.

But, great Cæsar! man, expostulated my friend; you dont mean to say you have covered over carved oak with blue wall-paper?

Yes, was the reply: it was expensive work. Had to match-board it all over first, of course. But the room looks cheerful now. It was awful gloomy before.

I cant say I altogether blame the man (which is doubtless a great relief to his mind). From his point of view, which would be that of the average householder, desiring to take life as lightly as possible, and not that of the old-curiosity-shop maniac, there is reason on his side. Carved oak is very pleasant to look at, and to have a little of, but it is no doubt somewhat depressing to live in, for those whose fancy does not lie that way. It would be like living in a church.

No, what was sad in his case was that he, who didnt care for carved oak, should have his drawing-room panelled with it, while people who do care for it have to pay enormous prices to get it. It seems to be the rule of this world. Each person has what he doesnt want, and other people have what he does want.

Married men have wives, and dont seem to want them; and young single fellows cry out that they cant get them. Poor people who can hardly keep themselves have eight hearty children. Rich old couples, with no one to leave their money to, die childless.

Then there are girls with lovers. The girls that have lovers never want them. They say they would rather be without them, that they bother them, and why dont they go and make love to Miss Smith and Miss Brown, who are plain and elderly, and havent got any lovers? They themselves dont want lovers. They never mean to marry.

It does not do to dwell on these things; it makes one so sad.

There was a boy at our school, we used to call him Sandford and Merton. His real name was Stivvings. He was the most extraordinary lad I ever came across. I believe he really liked study. He used to get into awful rows for sitting up in bed and reading Greek; and as for French irregular verbs there was simply no keeping him away from them. He was full of weird and unnatural notions about being a credit to his parents and an honour to the school; and he yearned to win prizes, and grow up and be a clever man, and had all those sorts of weak-minded ideas. I never knew such a strange creature, yet harmless, mind you, as the babe unborn.

Well, that boy used to get ill about twice a week, so that he couldnt go to school. There never was such a boy to get ill as that Sandford and Merton. If there was any known disease going within ten miles of him, he had it, and had it badly. He would take bronchitis in the dog-days, and have hay-fever at Christmas. After a six weeks period of drought, he would be stricken down with rheumatic fever; and he would go out in a November fog and come home with a sunstroke.

They put him under laughing-gas one year, poor lad, and drew all his teeth, and gave him a false set, because he suffered so terribly with toothache; and then it turned to neuralgia and ear-ache. He was never without a cold, except once for nine weeks while he had scarlet fever; and he always had chilblains. During the great cholera scare of 1871, our neighbourhood was singularly free from it. There was only one reputed case in the whole parish: that case was young Stivvings.

He had to stop in bed when he was ill, and eat chicken and custards and hot-house grapes; and he would lie there and sob, because they wouldnt let him do Latin exercises, and took his German grammar away from him.

And we other boys, who would have sacrificed ten terms of our school-life for the sake of being ill for a day, and had no desire whatever to give our parents any excuse for being stuck-up about us, couldnt catch so much as a stiff neck. We fooled about in draughts, and it did us good, and freshened us up; and we took things to make us sick, and they made us fat, and gave us an appetite. Nothing we could think of seemed to make us ill until the holidays began. Then, on the breaking-up day, we caught colds, and whooping cough, and all kinds of disorders, which lasted till the term recommenced; when, in spite of everything we could manœuvre to the contrary, we would get suddenly well again, and be better than ever.

Such is life; and we are but as grass that is cut down, and put into the oven and baked.

To go back to the carved-oak question, they must have had very fair notions of the artistic and the beautiful, our great-great-grandfathers. Why, all our art treasures of to-day are only the dug-up commonplaces of three or four hundred years ago. I wonder if there is real intrinsic beauty in the old soup-plates, beer-mugs, and candle-snuffers that we prize so now, or if it is only the halo of age glowing around them that gives them their charms in our eyes. The old blue that we hang about our walls as ornaments were the common every-day household utensils of a few centuries ago; and the pink shepherds and the yellow shepherdesses that we hand round now for all our friends to gush over, and pretend they understand, were the unvalued mantel-ornaments that the mother of the eighteenth century would have given the baby to suck when he cried.

Will it be the same in the future? Will the prized treasures of to-day always be the cheap trifles of the day before? Will rows of our willow-pattern dinner-plates be ranged above the chimneypieces of the great in the years 2000 and odd? Will the white cups with the gold rim and the beautiful gold flower inside (species unknown), that our Sarah Janes now break in sheer light-heartedness of spirit, be carefully mended, and stood upon a bracket, and dusted only by the lady of the house?
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That china dog that ornaments the bedroom of my furnished lodgings. It is a white dog. Its eyes blue. Its nose is a delicate red, with spots. Its head is painfully erect, its expression is amiability carried to verge of imbecility. I do not admire it myself. Considered as a work of art, I may say it irritates me. Thoughtless friends jeer at it, and even my landlady herself has no admiration for it, and excuses its presence by the circumstance that her aunt gave it to her.

But in 200 years time it is more than probable that that dog will be dug up from somewhere or other, minus its legs, and with its tail broken, and will be sold for old china, and put in a glass cabinet. And people will pass it round, and admire it. They will be struck by the wonderful depth of the colour on the nose, and speculate as to how beautiful the bit of the tail that is lost no doubt was.

We, in this age, do not see the beauty of that dog. We are too familiar with it. It is like the sunset and the stars: we are not awed by their loveliness because they are common to our eyes. So it is with that china dog. In 2288 people will gush over it. The making of such dogs will have become a lost art. Our descendants will wonder how we did it, and say how clever we were. We shall be referred to lovingly as those grand old artists that flourished in the nineteenth century, and produced those china dogs.

The sampler that the eldest daughter did at school will be spoken of as tapestry of the Victorian era, and be almost priceless. The blue-and-white mugs of the present-day roadside inn will be hunted up, all cracked and chipped, and sold for their weight in gold, and rich people will use them for claret cups; and travellers from Japan will buy up all the Presents from Ramsgate, and Souvenirs of Margate, that may have escaped destruction, and take them back to Jedo as ancient English curios.

At this point Harris threw away the sculls, got up and left his seat, and sat on his back, and stuck his legs in the air. Montmorency howled, and turned a somersault, and the top hamper jumped up, and all the things came out.

I was somewhat surprised, but I did not lose my temper. I said, pleasantly enough:

Hulloa! whats that for?

Whats that for? Why—

No, on second thoughts, I will not repeat what Harris said. I may have been to blame, I admit it; but nothing excuses violence of language and coarseness of expression, especially in a man who has been carefully brought up, as I know Harris has been. I was thinking of other things, and forgot, as any one might easily understand, that I was steering, and the consequence was that we had got mixed up a good deal with the tow-path. It was difficult to say, for the moment, which was us and which was the Middlesex bank of the river; but we found out after a while, and separated ourselves.

Harris, however, said he had done enough for a bit, and proposed that I should take a turn; so, as we were in, I got out and took the tow-line, and ran the boat on past Hampton Court. What a dear old wall that is that runs along by the river there! I never pass it without feeling better for the sight of it. Such a mellow, bright, sweet old wall; what a charming picture it would make, with the lichen creeping here, and the moss growing there, a shy young vine peeping over the top at this spot, to see what is going on upon the busy river, and the sober old ivy clustering a little farther down! There are fifty shades and tints and hues in every ten yards of that old wall. If I could only draw, and knew how to paint, I could make a lovely sketch of that old wall, Im sure. Ive often thought I should like to live at Hampton Court. It looks so peaceful and so quiet, and it is such a dear old place to ramble round in the early morning before many people are about.

But, there, I dont suppose I should really care for it when it came to actual practice. It would be so ghastly dull and depressing in the evening, when your lamp cast uncanny shadows on the panelled walls, and the echo of distant feet rang through the cold stone corridors, and now drew nearer, and now died away, and all was death-like silence, save the beating of ones own heart.

We are creatures of the sun, we men and women. We love light and life. That is why we crowd into the towns and cities, and the country grows more and more deserted every year. In the sunlight — in the daytime, when Nature is alive and busy all around us, we like the open hill-sides and the deep woods well enough: but in the night, when our Mother Earth has gone to sleep, and left us waking, oh! the world seems so lonesome, and we get frightened, like children in a silent house. Then we sit and sob, and long for the gas-lit streets, and the sound of human voices, and the answering throb of human life. We feel so helpless and so little in the great stillness, when the dark trees rustle in the night-wind. There are so many ghosts about, and their silent sighs make us feel so sad. Let us gather together in the great cities, and light huge bonfires of a million gas-jets, and shout and sing together, and feel brave.
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Harris asked me if Id ever been in the maze at Hampton Court. He said he went in once to show somebody else the way. He had studied it up in a map, and it was so simple that it seemed foolish — hardly worth the twopence charged for admission. Harris said he thought that map must have been got up as a practical joke, because it wasnt a bit like the real thing, and only misleading. It was a country cousin that Harris took in. He said:

Well just go in here, so that you can say youve been, but its very simple. Its absurd to call it a maze. You keep on taking the first turning to the right. Well just walk round for ten minutes, and then go and get some lunch.

They met some people soon after they had got inside, who said they had been there for three-quarters of an hour, and had had about enough of it. Harris told them they could follow him, if they liked; he was just going in, and then should turn round and come out again. They said it was very kind of him, and fell behind, and followed.

They picked up various other people who wanted to get it over, as they went along, until they had absorbed all the persons in the maze. People who had given up all hopes of ever getting either in or out, or of ever seeing their home and friends again, plucked up courage at the sight of Harris and his party, and joined the procession, blessing him. Harris said he should judge there must have been twenty people, following him, in all; and one woman with a baby, who had been there all the morning, insisted on taking his arm, for fear of losing him.

Harris kept on turning to the right, but it seemed a long way, and his cousin said he supposed it was a very big maze.

Oh, one of the largest in Europe, said Harris.

Yes, it must be, replied the cousin, because weve walked a good two miles already.

Harris began to think it rather strange himself, but he held on until, at last, they passed the half of a penny bun on the ground that Harriss cousin swore he had noticed there seven minutes ago. Harris said: Oh, impossible! but the woman with the baby said, Not at all, as she herself had taken it from the child, and thrown it down there, just before she met Harris. She also added that she wished she never had met Harris, and expressed an opinion that he was an impostor. That made Harris mad, and he produced his map, and explained his theory.

The map may be all right enough, said one of the party, if you know whereabouts in it we are now.

Harris didnt know, and suggested that the best thing to do would be to go back to the entrance, and begin again. For the beginning again part of it there was not much enthusiasm; but with regard to the advisability of going back to the entrance there was complete unanimity, and so they turned, and trailed after Harris again, in the opposite direction. About ten minutes more passed, and then they found themselves in the centre.

Harris thought at first of pretending that that was what he had been aiming at; but the crowd looked dangerous, and he decided to treat it as an accident.

Anyhow, they had got something to start from then. They did know where they were, and the map was once more consulted, and the thing seemed simpler than ever, and off they started for the third time.

And three minutes later they were back in the centre again.

After that, they simply couldnt get anywhere else. Whatever way they turned brought them back to the middle. It became so regular at length, that some of the people stopped there, and waited for the others to take a walk round, and come back to them. Harris drew out his map again, after a while, but the sight of it only infuriated the mob, and they told him to go and curl his hair with it. Harris said that he couldnt help feeling that, to a certain extent, he had become unpopular.

They all got crazy at last, and sang out for the keeper, and the man came and climbed up the ladder outside, and shouted out directions to them. But all their heads were, by this time, in such a confused whirl that they were incapable of grasping anything, and so the man told them to stop where they were, and he would come to them. They huddled together, and waited; and he climbed down, and came in.

He was a young keeper, as luck would have it, and new to the business; and when he got in, he couldnt find them, and he wandered about, trying to get to them, and then he got lost. They caught sight of him, every now and then, rushing about the other side of the hedge, and he would see them, and rush to get to them, and they would wait there for about five minutes, and then he would reappear again in exactly the same spot, and ask them where they had been.

They had to wait till one of the old keepers came back from his dinner before they got out.

Harris said he thought it was a very fine maze, so far as he was a judge; and we agreed that we would try to get George to go into it, on our way back.


CHAPTER VII.
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THE RIVER IN its Sunday garb. — Dress on the river. — A chance for the men. — Absence of taste in Harris. — Georges blazer. — A day with the fashion-plate young lady. — Mrs. Thomass tomb. — The man who loves not graves and coffins and skulls. — Harris mad. — His views on George and Banks and lemonade. — He performs tricks.

It was while passing through Moulsey Lock that Harris told me about his maze experience. It took us some time to pass through, as we were the only boat, and it is a big lock. I dont think I ever remember to have seen Moulsey Lock, before, with only one boat in it. It is, I suppose, Boulters not even excepted, the busiest lock on the river.

I have stood and watched it, sometimes, when you could not see any water at all, but only a brilliant tangle of bright blazers, and gay caps, and saucy hats, and many-coloured parasols, and silken rugs, and cloaks, and streaming ribbons, and dainty whites; when looking down into the lock from the quay, you might fancy it was a huge box into which flowers of every hue and shade had been thrown pell-mell, and lay piled up in a rainbow heap, that covered every corner.

On a fine Sunday it presents this appearance nearly all day long, while, up the stream, and down the stream, lie, waiting their turn, outside the gates, long lines of still more boats; and boats are drawing near and passing away, so that the sunny river, from the Palace up to Hampton Church, is dotted and decked with yellow, and blue, and orange, and white, and red, and pink. All the inhabitants of Hampton and Moulsey dress themselves up in boating costume, and come and mouch round the lock with their dogs, and flirt, and smoke, and watch the boats; and, altogether, what with the caps and jackets of the men, the pretty coloured dresses of the women, the excited dogs, the moving boats, the white sails, the pleasant landscape, and the sparkling water, it is one of the gayest sights I know of near this dull old London town.

The river affords a good opportunity for dress. For once in a way, we men are able to show our taste in colours, and I think we come out very natty, if you ask me. I always like a little red in my things — red and black. You know my hair is a sort of golden brown, rather a pretty shade Ive been told, and a dark red matches it beautifully; and then I always think a light-blue necktie goes so well with it, and a pair of those Russian-leather shoes and a red silk handkerchief round the waist — a handkerchief looks so much better than a belt.

Harris always keeps to shades or mixtures of orange or yellow, but I dont think he is at all wise in this. His complexion is too dark for yellows. Yellows dont suit him: there can be no question about it. I want him to take to blue as a background, with white or cream for relief; but, there! the less taste a person has in dress, the more obstinate he always seems to be. It is a great pity, because he will never be a success as it is, while there are one or two colours in which he might not really look so bad, with his hat on.

George has bought some new things for this trip, and Im rather vexed about them. The blazer is loud. I should not like George to know that I thought so, but there really is no other word for it. He brought it home and showed it to us on Thursday evening. We asked him what colour he called it, and he said he didnt know. He didnt think there was a name for the colour. The man had told him it was an Oriental design. George put it on, and asked us what we thought of it. Harris said that, as an object to hang over a flower-bed in early spring to frighten the birds away, he should respect it; but that, considered as an article of dress for any human being, except a Margate nigger, it made him ill. George got quite huffy; but, as Harris said, if he didnt want his opinion, why did he ask for it?

What troubles Harris and myself, with regard to it, is that we are afraid it will attract attention to the boat.

[image: img56.jpg]

Girls, also, dont look half bad in a boat, if prettily dressed. Nothing is more fetching, to my thinking, than a tasteful boating costume. But a boating costume, it would be as well if all ladies would understand, ought to be a costume that can be worn in a boat, and not merely under a glass-case. It utterly spoils an excursion if you have folk in the boat who are thinking all the time a good deal more of their dress than of the trip. It was my misfortune once to go for a water picnic with two ladies of this kind. We did have a lively time!

They were both beautifully got up — all lace and silky stuff, and flowers, and ribbons, and dainty shoes, and light gloves. But they were dressed for a photographic studio, not for a river picnic. They were the boating costumes of a French fashion-plate. It was ridiculous, fooling about in them anywhere near real earth, air, and water.

The first thing was that they thought the boat was not clean. We dusted all the seats for them, and then assured them that it was, but they didnt believe us. One of them rubbed the cushion with the forefinger of her glove, and showed the result to the other, and they both sighed, and sat down, with the air of early Christian martyrs trying to make themselves comfortable up against the stake. You are liable to occasionally splash a little when sculling, and it appeared that a drop of water ruined those costumes. The mark never came out, and a stain was left on the dress for ever.

I was stroke. I did my best. I feathered some two feet high, and I paused at the end of each stroke to let the blades drip before returning them, and I picked out a smooth bit of water to drop them into again each time. (Bow said, after a while, that he did not feel himself a sufficiently accomplished oarsman to pull with me, but that he would sit still, if I would allow him, and study my stroke. He said it interested him.) But, notwithstanding all this, and try as I would, I could not help an occasional flicker of water from going over those dresses.

The girls did not complain, but they huddled up close together, and set their lips firm, and every time a drop touched them, they visibly shrank and shuddered. It was a noble sight to see them suffering thus in silence, but it unnerved me altogether. I am too sensitive. I got wild and fitful in my rowing, and splashed more and more, the harder I tried not to.

I gave it up at last; I said Id row bow. Bow thought the arrangement would be better too, and we changed places. The ladies gave an involuntary sigh of relief when they saw me go, and quite brightened up for a moment. Poor girls! they had better have put up with me. The man they had got now was a jolly, light-hearted, thick-headed sort of a chap, with about as much sensitiveness in him as there might be in a Newfoundland puppy. You might look daggers at him for an hour and he would not notice it, and it would not trouble him if he did. He set a good, rollicking, dashing stroke that sent the spray playing all over the boat like a fountain, and made the whole crowd sit up straight in no time. When he spread more than pint of water over one of those dresses, he would give a pleasant little laugh, and say:

I beg your pardon, Im sure; and offer them his handkerchief to wipe it off with.

Oh, its of no consequence, the poor girls would murmur in reply, and covertly draw rugs and coats over themselves, and try and protect themselves with their lace parasols.

At lunch they had a very bad time of it. People wanted them to sit on the grass, and the grass was dusty; and the tree-trunks, against which they were invited to lean, did not appear to have been brushed for weeks; so they spread their handkerchiefs on the ground and sat on those, bolt upright. Somebody, in walking about with a plate of beef-steak pie, tripped up over a root, and sent the pie flying. None of it went over them, fortunately, but the accident suggested a fresh danger to them, and agitated them; and, whenever anybody moved about, after that, with anything in his hand that could fall and make a mess, they watched that person with growing anxiety until he sat down again.
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Now then, you girls, said our friend Bow to them, cheerily, after it was all over, come along, youve got to wash up!

They didnt understand him at first. When they grasped the idea, they said they feared they did not know how to wash up.

Oh, Ill soon show you, he cried; its rare fun! You lie down on your — I mean you lean over the bank, you know, and sloush the things about in the water.

The elder sister said that she was afraid that they hadnt got on dresses suited to the work.

Oh, theyll be all right, said he light-heartedly; tuck em up.

And he made them do it, too. He told them that that sort of thing was half the fun of a picnic. They said it was very interesting.

Now I come to think it over, was that young man as dense-headed as we thought? or was he — no, impossible! there was such a simple, child-like expression about him!

Harris wanted to get out at Hampton Church, to go and see Mrs. Thomass tomb.

Who is Mrs. Thomas? I asked.

How should I know? replied Harris. Shes a lady thats got a funny tomb, and I want to see it.

I objected. I dont know whether it is that I am built wrong, but I never did seem to hanker after tombstones myself. I know that the proper thing to do, when you get to a village or town, is to rush off to the churchyard, and enjoy the graves; but it is a recreation that I always deny myself. I take no interest in creeping round dim and chilly churches behind wheezy old men, and reading epitaphs. Not even the sight of a bit of cracked brass let into a stone affords me what I call real happiness.

I shock respectable sextons by the imperturbability I am able to assume before exciting inscriptions, and by my lack of enthusiasm for the local family history, while my ill-concealed anxiety to get outside wounds their feelings.

One golden morning of a sunny day, I leant against the low stone wall that guarded a little village church, and I smoked, and drank in deep, calm gladness from the sweet, restful scene — the grey old church with its clustering ivy and its quaint carved wooden porch, the white lane winding down the hill between tall rows of elms, the thatched-roof cottages peeping above their trim-kept hedges, the silver river in the hollow, the wooded hills beyond!

It was a lovely landscape. It was idyllic, poetical, and it inspired me. I felt good and noble. I felt I didnt want to be sinful and wicked any more. I would come and live here, and never do any more wrong, and lead a blameless, beautiful life, and have silver hair when I got old, and all that sort of thing.

In that moment I forgave all my friends and relations for their wickedness and cussedness, and I blessed them. They did not know that I blessed them. They went their abandoned way all unconscious of what I, far away in that peaceful village, was doing for them; but I did it, and I wished that I could let them know that I had done it, because I wanted to make them happy. I was going on thinking away all these grand, tender thoughts, when my reverie was broken in upon by a shrill piping voice crying out:

All right, sur, Im a-coming, Im a-coming. Its all right, sur; dont you be in a hurry.

I looked up, and saw an old bald-headed man hobbling across the churchyard towards me, carrying a huge bunch of keys in his hand that shook and jingled at every step.

I motioned him away with silent dignity, but he still advanced, screeching out the while:

Im a-coming, sur, Im a-coming. Im a little lame. I aint as spry as I used to be. This way, sur.

Go away, you miserable old man, I said.

Ive come as soon as I could, sur, he replied. My missis never see you till just this minute. You follow me, sur.

Go away, I repeated; leave me before I get over the wall, and slay you.

He seemed surprised.

Dont you want to see the tombs? he said.

No, I answered, I dont. I want to stop here, leaning up against this gritty old wall. Go away, and dont disturb me. I am chock full of beautiful and noble thoughts, and I want to stop like it, because it feels nice and good. Dont you come fooling about, making me mad, chivying away all my better feelings with this silly tombstone nonsense of yours. Go away, and get somebody to bury you cheap, and Ill pay half the expense.

He was bewildered for a moment. He rubbed his eyes, and looked hard at me. I seemed human enough on the outside: he couldnt make it out.

He said:

Yuise a stranger in these parts? You dont live here?
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No, I said, I dont. You wouldnt if I did.

Well then, he said, you want to see the tombs — graves — folks been buried, you know — coffins!

You are an untruther, I replied, getting roused; I do not want to see tombs — not your tombs. Why should I? We have graves of our own, our family has. Why my uncle Podger has a tomb in Kensal Green Cemetery, that is the pride of all that country-side; and my grandfathers vault at Bow is capable of accommodating eight visitors, while my great-aunt Susan has a brick grave in Finchley Churchyard, with a headstone with a coffee-pot sort of thing in bas-relief upon it, and a six-inch best white stone coping all the way round, that cost pounds. When I want graves, it is to those places that I go and revel. I do not want other folks. When you yourself are buried, I will come and see yours. That is all I can do for you.

He burst into tears. He said that one of the tombs had a bit of stone upon the top of it that had been said by some to be probably part of the remains of the figure of a man, and that another had some words, carved upon it, that nobody had ever been able to decipher.

I still remained obdurate, and, in broken-hearted tones, he said:

Well, wont you come and see the memorial window?

I would not even see that, so he fired his last shot. He drew near, and whispered hoarsely:

Ive got a couple of skulls down in the crypt, he said; come and see those. Oh, do come and see the skulls! You are a young man out for a holiday, and you want to enjoy yourself. Come and see the skulls!

Then I turned and fled, and as I sped I heard him calling to me:

Oh, come and see the skulls; come back and see the skulls!

Harris, however, revels in tombs, and graves, and epitaphs, and monumental inscriptions, and the thought of not seeing Mrs. Thomass grave made him crazy. He said he had looked forward to seeing Mrs. Thomass grave from the first moment that the trip was proposed — said he wouldnt have joined if it hadnt been for the idea of seeing Mrs. Thomass tomb.

I reminded him of George, and how we had to get the boat up to Shepperton by five oclock to meet him, and then he went for George. Why was George to fool about all day, and leave us to lug this lumbering old top-heavy barge up and down the river by ourselves to meet him? Why couldnt George come and do some work? Why couldnt he have got the day off, and come down with us? Bank be blowed! What good was he at the bank?

I never see him doing any work there, continued Harris, whenever I go in. He sits behind a bit of glass all day, trying to look as if he was doing something. Whats the good of a man behind a bit of glass? I have to work for my living. Why cant he work. What use is he there, and whats the good of their banks? They take your money, and then, when you draw a cheque, they send it back smeared all over with No effects, Refer to drawer. Whats the good of that? Thats the sort of trick they served me twice last week. Im not going to stand it much longer. I shall withdraw my account. If he was here, we could go and see that tomb. I dont believe hes at the bank at all. Hes larking about somewhere, thats what hes doing, leaving us to do all the work. Im going to get out, and have a drink.

I pointed out to him that we were miles away from a pub.; and then he went on about the river, and what was the good of the river, and was everyone who came on the river to die of thirst?

It is always best to let Harris have his head when he gets like this. Then he pumps himself out, and is quiet afterwards.

I reminded him that there was concentrated lemonade in the hamper, and a gallon-jar of water in the nose of the boat, and that the two only wanted mixing to make a cool and refreshing beverage.

Then he flew off about lemonade, and such-like Sunday-school slops, as he termed them, ginger-beer, raspberry syrup, &c., &c. He said they all produced dyspepsia, and ruined body and soul alike, and were the cause of half the crime in England.

He said he must drink something, however, and climbed upon the seat, and leant over to get the bottle. It was right at the bottom of the hamper, and seemed difficult to find, and he had to lean over further and further, and, in trying to steer at the same time, from a topsy-turvy point of view, he pulled the wrong line, and sent the boat into the bank, and the shock upset him, and he dived down right into the hamper, and stood there on his head, holding on to the sides of the boat like grim death, his legs sticking up into the air. He dared not move for fear of going over, and had to stay there till I could get hold of his legs, and haul him back, and that made him madder than ever.


CHAPTER VIII.
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BLACKMAILING. — THE proper course to pursue. — Selfish boorishness of river-side landowner.—Notice boards. — Unchristianlike feelings of Harris. — How Harris sings a comic song. — A high-class party. — Shameful conduct of two abandoned young men. — Some useless information. — George buys a banjo.

We stopped under the willows by Kempton Park, and lunched. It is a pretty little spot there: a pleasant grass plateau, running along by the waters edge, and overhung by willows. We had just commenced the third course — the bread and jam — when a gentleman in shirt-sleeves and a short pipe came along, and wanted to know if we knew that we were trespassing. We said we hadnt given the matter sufficient consideration as yet to enable us to arrive at a definite conclusion on that point, but that, if he assured us on his word as a gentleman that we were trespassing, we would, without further hesitation, believe it.

He gave us the required assurance, and we thanked him, but he still hung about, and seemed to be dissatisfied, so we asked him if there was anything further that we could do for him; and Harris, who is of a chummy disposition, offered him a bit of bread and jam.

I fancy he must have belonged to some society sworn to abstain from bread and jam; for he declined it quite gruffly, as if he were vexed at being tempted with it, and he added that it was his duty to turn us off.

Harris said that if it was a duty it ought to be done, and asked the man what was his idea with regard to the best means for accomplishing it. Harris is what you would call a well-made man of about number one size, and looks hard and bony, and the man measured him up and down, and said he would go and consult his master, and then come back and chuck us both into the river.

Of course, we never saw him any more, and, of course, all he really wanted was a shilling. There are a certain number of riverside roughs who make quite an income, during the summer, by slouching about the banks and blackmailing weak-minded noodles in this way. They represent themselves as sent by the proprietor. The proper course to pursue is to offer your name and address, and leave the owner, if he really has anything to do with the matter, to summon you, and prove what damage you have done to his land by sitting down on a bit of it. But the majority of people are so intensely lazy and timid, that they prefer to encourage the imposition by giving in to it rather than put an end to it by the exertion of a little firmness.

Where it is really the owners that are to blame, they ought to be shown up. The selfishness of the riparian proprietor grows with every year. If these men had their way they would close the river Thames altogether. They actually do this along the minor tributary streams and in the backwaters. They drive posts into the bed of the stream, and draw chains across from bank to bank, and nail huge notice-boards on every tree. The sight of those notice-boards rouses every evil instinct in my nature. I feel I want to tear each one down, and hammer it over the head of the man who put it up, until I have killed him, and then I would bury him, and put the board up over the grave as a tombstone.

I mentioned these feelings of mine to Harris, and he said he had them worse than that. He said he not only felt he wanted to kill the man who caused the board to be put up, but that he should like to slaughter the whole of his family and all his friends and relations, and then burn down his house. This seemed to me to be going too far, and I said so to Harris; but he answered:

Not a bit of it. Serve em all jolly well right, and Id go and sing comic songs on the ruins.

I was vexed to hear Harris go on in this blood-thirsty strain. We never ought to allow our instincts of justice to degenerate into mere vindictiveness. It was a long while before I could get Harris to take a more Christian view of the subject, but I succeeded at last, and he promised me that he would spare the friends and relations at all events, and would not sing comic songs on the ruins.

You have never heard Harris sing a comic song, or you would understand the service I had rendered to mankind. It is one of Harriss fixed ideas that he can sing a comic song; the fixed idea, on the contrary, among those of Harriss friends who have heard him try, is that he cant and never will be able to, and that he ought not to be allowed to try.

When Harris is at a party, and is asked to sing, he replies: Well, I can only sing a comic song, you know; and he says it in a tone that implies that his singing of that, however, is a thing that you ought to hear once, and then die.

Oh, that is nice, says the hostess. Do sing one, Mr. Harris; and Harris gets up, and makes for the piano, with the beaming cheeriness of a generous-minded man who is just about to give somebody something.

Now, silence, please, everybody says the hostess, turning round; Mr. Harris is going to sing a comic song!

Oh, how jolly! they murmur; and they hurry in from the conservatory, and come up from the stairs, and go and fetch each other from all over the house, and crowd into the drawing-room, and sit round, all smirking in anticipation.

Then Harris begins.

Well, you dont look for much of a voice in a comic song. You dont expect correct phrasing or vocalization. You dont mind if a man does find out, when in the middle of a note, that he is too high, and comes down with a jerk. You dont bother about time. You dont mind a man being two bars in front of the accompaniment, and easing up in the middle of a line to argue it out with the pianist, and then starting the verse afresh. But you do expect the words.

You dont expect a man to never remember more than the first three lines of the first verse, and to keep on repeating these until it is time to begin the chorus. You dont expect a man to break off in the middle of a line, and snigger, and say, its very funny, but hes blest if he can think of the rest of it, and then try and make it up for himself, and, afterwards, suddenly recollect it, when he has got to an entirely different part of the song, and break off, without a word of warning, to go back and let you have it then and there. You dont — well, I will just give you an idea of Harriss comic singing, and then you can judge of it for yourself.

[image: img60.jpg]

Harris (standing up in front of piano and addressing the expectant mob): Im afraid its a very old thing, you know. I expect you all know it, you know. But its the only thing I know. Its the Judges song out of Pinafore — no, I dont mean Pinafore — I mean — you know what I mean — the other thing, you know. You must all join in the chorus, you know.

[Murmurs of delight and anxiety to join in the chorus. Brilliant performance of prelude to the Judges song in Trial by Jury by nervous Pianist. Moment arrives for Harris to join in. Harris takes no notice of it. Nervous pianist commences prelude over again, and Harris, commencing singing at the same time, dashes off the first two lines of the First Lords song out of Pinafore. Nervous pianist tries to push on with prelude, gives it up, and tries to follow Harris with accompaniment to Judges song out Trial by Jury, finds that doesnt answer, and tries to recollect what he is doing, and where he is, feels his mind giving way, and stops short.]

Harris (with kindly encouragement): Its all right. Youre doing it very well, indeed — go on.

Nervous Pianist: Im afraid theres a mistake somewhere. What are you singing?

Harris (promptly): Why the Judges song out of Trial by Jury. Dont you know it?

Some Friend of Harriss (from the back of the room): No, youre not, you chuckle-head, youre singing the Admirals song from Pinafore.

[Long argument between Harris and Harriss friend as to what Harris is really singing. Friend finally suggests that it doesnt matter what Harris is singing so long as Harris gets on and sings it, and Harris, with an evident sense of injustice rankling inside him, requests pianist to begin again. Pianist, thereupon, starts prelude to the Admirals song, and Harris, seizing what he considers to be a favourable opening in the music, begins.]

Harris:

When I was young and called to the Bar.

[General roar of laughter, taken by Harris as a compliment. Pianist, thinking of his wife and family, gives up the unequal contest and retires; his place being taken by a stronger-nerved man.

The New Pianist (cheerily): Now then, old man, you start off, and Ill follow. We wont bother about any prelude.

Harris (upon whom the explanation of matters has slowly dawned — laughing): By Jove! I beg your pardon. Of course — Ive been mixing up the two songs. It was Jenkins confused me, you know. Now then.

[Singing; his voice appearing to come from the cellar, and suggesting the first low warnings of an approaching earthquake.

When I was young I served a term
As office-boy to an attorneys firm.

(Aside to pianist): It is too low, old man; well have that over again, if you dont mind.

[Sings first two lines over again, in a high falsetto this time. Great surprise on the part of the audience. Nervous old lady near the fire begins to cry, and has to be led out.]

Harris (continuing):

I swept the windows and I swept the door,
And I—

No — no, I cleaned the windows of the big front door. And I polished up the floor — no, dash it — I beg your pardon — funny thing, I cant think of that line. And I — and I — Oh, well, well get on to the chorus, and chance it (sings):

And I diddle-diddle-diddle-diddle-diddle-diddle-de,
Till now I am the ruler of the Queens navee.

Now then, chorus — it is the last two lines repeated, you know.

General Chorus:

And he diddle-diddle-diddle-diddle-diddle-diddle-deed,
Till now he is the ruler of the Queens navee.

And Harris never sees what an ass he is making of himself, and how he is annoying a lot of people who never did him any harm. He honestly imagines that he has given them a treat, and says he will sing another comic song after supper.

Speaking of comic songs and parties, reminds me of a rather curious incident at which I once assisted; which, as it throws much light upon the inner mental working of human nature in general, ought, I think, to be recorded in these pages.

We were a fashionable and highly cultured party. We had on our best clothes, and we talked pretty, and were very happy — all except two young fellows, students, just returned from Germany, commonplace young men, who seemed restless and uncomfortable, as if they found the proceedings slow. The truth was, we were too clever for them. Our brilliant but polished conversation, and our high-class tastes, were beyond them. They were out of place, among us. They never ought to have been there at all. Everybody agreed upon that, later on.

We played morceaux from the old German masters. We discussed philosophy and ethics. We flirted with graceful dignity. We were even humorous — in a high-class way.

Somebody recited a French poem after supper, and we said it was beautiful; and then a lady sang a sentimental ballad in Spanish, and it made one or two of us weep — it was so pathetic.

And then those two young men got up, and asked us if we had ever heard Herr Slossenn Boschen (who had just arrived, and was then down in the supper-room) sing his great German comic song.

None of us had heard it, that we could remember.

The young men said it was the funniest song that had ever been written, and that, if we liked, they would get Herr Slossenn Boschen, whom they knew very well, to sing it. They said it was so funny that, when Herr Slossenn Boschen had sung it once before the German Emperor, he (the German Emperor) had had to be carried off to bed.

They said nobody could sing it like Herr Slossenn Boschen; he was so intensely serious all through it that you might fancy he was reciting a tragedy, and that, of course, made it all the funnier. They said he never once suggested by his tone or manner that he was singing anything funny — that would spoil it. It was his air of seriousness, almost of pathos, that made it so irresistibly amusing.

We said we yearned to hear it, that we wanted a good laugh; and they went downstairs, and fetched Herr Slossenn Boschen.

He appeared to be quite pleased to sing it, for he came up at once, and sat down to the piano without another word.

Oh, it will amuse you. You will laugh, whispered the two young men, as they passed through the room, and took up an unobtrusive position behind the Professors back.

Herr Slossenn Boschen accompanied himself. The prelude did not suggest a comic song exactly. It was a weird, soulful air. It quite made ones flesh creep; but we murmured to one another that it was the German method, and prepared to enjoy it.

I dont understand German myself. I learned it at school, but forgot every word of it two years after I had left, and have felt much better ever since. Still, I did not want the people there to guess my ignorance; so I hit upon what I thought to be rather a good idea. I kept my eye on the two young students, and followed them. When they tittered, I tittered; when they roared, I roared; and I also threw in a little snigger all by myself now and then, as if I had seen a bit of humour that had escaped the others. I considered this particularly artful on my part.

I noticed, as the song progressed, that a good many other people seemed to have their eye fixed on the two young men, as well as myself. These other people also tittered when the young men tittered, and roared when the young men roared; and, as the two young men tittered and roared and exploded with laughter pretty continuously all through the song, it went exceedingly well.

And yet that German Professor did not seem happy. At first, when we began to laugh, the expression of his face was one of intense surprise, as if laughter were the very last thing he had expected to be greeted with. We thought this very funny: we said his earnest manner was half the humour. The slightest hint on his part that he knew how funny he was would have completely ruined it all. As we continued to laugh, his surprise gave way to an air of annoyance and indignation, and he scowled fiercely round upon us all (except upon the two young men who, being behind him, he could not see). That sent us into convulsions. We told each other that it would be the death of us, this thing. The words alone, we said, were enough to send us into fits, but added to his mock seriousness — oh, it was too much!

In the last verse, he surpassed himself. He glowered round upon us with a look of such concentrated ferocity that, but for our being forewarned as to the German method of comic singing, we should have been nervous; and he threw such a wailing note of agony into the weird music that, if we had not known it was a funny song, we might have wept.

He finished amid a perfect shriek of laughter. We said it was the funniest thing we had ever heard in all our lives. We said how strange it was that, in the face of things like these, there should be a popular notion that the Germans hadnt any sense of humour. And we asked the Professor why he didnt translate the song into English, so that the common people could understand it, and hear what a real comic song was like.

Then Herr Slossenn Boschen got up, and went on awful. He swore at us in German (which I should judge to be a singularly effective language for that purpose), and he danced, and shook his fists, and called us all the English he knew. He said he had never been so insulted in all his life.

It appeared that the song was not a comic song at all. It was about a young girl who lived in the Hartz Mountains, and who had given up her life to save her lovers soul; and he died, and met her spirit in the air; and then, in the last verse, he jilted her spirit, and went on with another spirit — Im not quite sure of the details, but it was something very sad, I know. Herr Boschen said he had sung it once before the German Emperor, and he (the German Emperor) had sobbed like a little child. He (Herr Boschen) said it was generally acknowledged to be one of the most tragic and pathetic songs in the German language.

It was a trying situation for us — very trying. There seemed to be no answer. We looked around for the two young men who had done this thing, but they had left the house in an unostentatious manner immediately after the end of the song.

That was the end of that party. I never saw a party break up so quietly, and with so little fuss. We never said good-night even to one another. We came downstairs one at a time, walking softly, and keeping the shady side. We asked the servant for our hats and coats in whispers, and opened the door for ourselves, and slipped out, and got round the corner quickly, avoiding each other as much as possible.

I have never taken much interest in German songs since then.

We reached Sunbury Lock at half-past three. The river is sweetly pretty just there before you come to the gates, and the backwater is charming; but dont attempt to row up it.

I tried to do so once. I was sculling, and asked the fellows who were steering if they thought it could be done, and they said, oh, yes, they thought so, if I pulled hard. We were just under the little foot-bridge that crosses it between the two weirs, when they said this, and I bent down over the sculls, and set myself up, and pulled.

I pulled splendidly. I got well into a steady rhythmical swing. I put my arms, and my legs, and my back into it. I set myself a good, quick, dashing stroke, and worked in really grand style. My two friends said it was a pleasure to watch me. At the end of five minutes, I thought we ought to be pretty near the weir, and I looked up. We were under the bridge, in exactly the same spot that we were when I began, and there were those two idiots, injuring themselves by violent laughing. I had been grinding away like mad to keep that boat stuck still under that bridge. I let other people pull up backwaters against strong streams now.

We sculled up to Walton, a rather large place for a riverside town. As with all riverside places, only the tiniest corner of it comes down to the water, so that from the boat you might fancy it was a village of some half-dozen houses, all told. Windsor and Abingdon are the only towns between London and Oxford that you can really see anything of from the stream. All the others hide round corners, and merely peep at the river down one street: my thanks to them for being so considerate, and leaving the river-banks to woods and fields and water-works.

Even Reading, though it does its best to spoil and sully and make hideous as much of the river as it can reach, is good-natured enough to keep its ugly face a good deal out of sight.

Cæsar, of course, had a little place at Walton — a camp, or an entrenchment, or something of that sort. Cæsar was a regular up-river man. Also Queen Elizabeth, she was there, too. You can never get away from that woman, go where you will. Cromwell and Bradshaw (not the guide man, but the King Charless head man) likewise sojourned here. They must have been quite a pleasant little party, altogether.

There is an iron scolds bridle in Walton Church. They used these things in ancient days for curbing womens tongues. They have given up the attempt now. I suppose iron was getting scarce, and nothing else would be strong enough.

There are also tombs of note in the church, and I was afraid I should never get Harris past them; but he didnt seem to think of them, and we went on. Above the bridge the river winds tremendously. This makes it look picturesque; but it irritates you from a towing or sculling point of view, and causes argument between the man who is pulling and the man who is steering.

You pass Oatlands Park on the right bank here. It is a famous old place. Henry VIII. stole it from some one or the other, I forget whom now, and lived in it. There is a grotto in the park which you can see for a fee, and which is supposed to be very wonderful; but I cannot see much in it myself. The late Duchess of York, who lived at Oatlands, was very fond of dogs, and kept an immense number. She had a special graveyard made, in which to bury them when they died, and there they lie, about fifty of them, with a tombstone over each, and an epitaph inscribed thereon.

Well, I dare say they deserve it quite as much as the average Christian does.

At Corway Stakes — the first bend above Walton Bridge — was fought a battle between Cæsar and Cassivelaunus. Cassivelaunus had prepared the river for Cæsar, by planting it full of stakes (and had, no doubt, put up a notice-board). But Cæsar crossed in spite of this. You couldnt choke Cæsar off that river. He is the sort of man we want round the backwaters now.

Halliford and Shepperton are both pretty little spots where they touch the river; but there is nothing remarkable about either of them. There is a tomb in Shepperton churchyard, however, with a poem on it, and I was nervous lest Harris should want to get out and fool round it. I saw him fix a longing eye on the landing-stage as we drew near it, so I managed, by an adroit movement, to jerk his cap into the water, and in the excitement of recovering that, and his indignation at my clumsiness, he forgot all about his beloved graves.

At Weybridge, the Wey (a pretty little stream, navigable for small boats up to Guildford, and one which I have always been making up my mind to explore, and never have), the Bourne, and the Basingstoke Canal all enter the Thames together. The lock is just opposite the town, and the first thing that we saw, when we came in view of it, was Georges blazer on one of the lock gates, closer inspection showing that George was inside it.

Montmorency set up a furious barking, I shrieked, Harris roared; George waved his hat, and yelled back. The lock-keeper rushed out with a drag, under the impression that somebody had fallen into the lock, and appeared annoyed at finding that no one had.

George had rather a curious oilskin-covered parcel in his hand. It was round and flat at one end, with a long straight handle sticking out of it.

Whats that? said Harris—a frying-pan?

No, said George, with a strange, wild look glittering in his eyes; they are all the rage this season; everybody has got them up the river. Its a banjo.

I never knew you played the banjo! cried Harris and I, in one breath.

Not exactly, replied George: but its very easy, they tell me; and Ive got the instruction book!
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CHAPTER IX.
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GEORGE IS INTRODUCED to work. — Heathenish instincts of tow-lines. — Ungrateful conduct of a double-sculling skiff. — Towers and towed. — A use discovered for lovers. — Strange disappearance of an elderly lady. — Much haste, less speed. — Being towed by girls: exciting sensation. — The missing lock or the haunted river. — Music. — Saved!

We made George work, now we had got him. He did not want to work, of course; that goes without saying. He had had a hard time in the City, so he explained. Harris, who is callous in his nature, and not prone to pity, said:

Ah! and now you are going to have a hard time on the river for a change; change is good for everyone. Out you get!

He could not in conscience — not even Georges conscience — object, though he did suggest that, perhaps, it would be better for him to stop in the boat, and get tea ready, while Harris and I towed, because getting tea was such a worrying work, and Harris and I looked tired. The only reply we made to this, however, was to pass him over the tow-line, and he took it, and stepped out.
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There is something very strange and unaccountable about a tow-line. You roll it up with as much patience and care as you would take to fold up a new pair of trousers, and five minutes afterwards, when you pick it up, it is one ghastly, soul-revolting tangle.

I do not wish to be insulting, but I firmly believe that if you took an average tow-line, and stretched it out straight across the middle of a field, and then turned your back on it for thirty seconds, that, when you looked round again, you would find that it had got itself altogether in a heap in the middle of the field, and had twisted itself up, and tied itself into knots, and lost its two ends, and become all loops; and it would take you a good half-hour, sitting down there on the grass and swearing all the while, to disentangle it again.

That is my opinion of tow-lines in general. Of course, there may be honourable exceptions; I do not say that there are not. There may be tow-lines that are a credit to their profession — conscientious, respectable tow-lines — tow-lines that do not imagine they are crochet-work, and try to knit themselves up into antimacassars the instant they are left to themselves. I say there may be such tow-lines; I sincerely hope there are. But I have not met with them.

This tow-line I had taken in myself just before we had got to the lock. I would not let Harris touch it, because he is careless. I had looped it round slowly and cautiously, and tied it up in the middle, and folded it in two, and laid it down gently at the bottom of the boat. Harris had lifted it up scientifically, and had put it into Georges hand. George had taken it firmly, and held it away from him, and had begun to unravel it as if he were taking the swaddling clothes off a new-born infant; and, before he had unwound a dozen yards, the thing was more like a badly-made door-mat than anything else.

It is always the same, and the same sort of thing always goes on in connection with it. The man on the bank, who is trying to disentangle it, thinks all the fault lies with the man who rolled it up; and when a man up the river thinks a thing, he says it.

What have you been trying to do with it, make a fishing-net of it? Youve made a nice mess you have; why couldnt you wind it up properly, you silly dummy? he grunts from time to time as he struggles wildly with it, and lays it out flat on the tow-path, and runs round and round it, trying to find the end.

On the other hand, the man who wound it up thinks the whole cause of the muddle rests with the man who is trying to unwind it.

It was all right when you took it! he exclaims indignantly. Why dont you think what you are doing? You go about things in such a slap-dash style. Youd get a scaffolding pole entangled you would!

And they feel so angry with one another that they would like to hang each other with the thing. Ten minutes go by, and the first man gives a yell and goes mad, and dances on the rope, and tries to pull it straight by seizing hold of the first piece that comes to his hand and hauling at it. Of course, this only gets it into a tighter tangle than ever. Then the second man climbs out of the boat and comes to help him, and they get in each others way, and hinder one another. They both get hold of the same bit of line, and pull at it in opposite directions, and wonder where it is caught. In the end, they do get it clear, and then turn round and find that the boat has drifted off, and is making straight for the weir.

This really happened once to my own knowledge. It was up by Boveney, one rather windy morning. We were pulling down stream, and, as we came round the bend, we noticed a couple of men on the bank. They were looking at each other with as bewildered and helplessly miserable expression as I have ever witnessed on any human countenance before or since, and they held a long tow-line between them. It was clear that something had happened, so we eased up and asked them what was the matter.

Why, our boats gone off! they replied in an indignant tone. We just got out to disentangle the tow-line, and when we looked round, it was gone!

And they seemed hurt at what they evidently regarded as a mean and ungrateful act on the part of the boat.

We found the truant for them half a mile further down, held by some rushes, and we brought it back to them. I bet they did not give that boat another chance for a week.

I shall never forget the picture of those two men walking up and down the bank with a tow-line, looking for their boat.

One sees a good many funny incidents up the river in connection with towing. One of the most common is the sight of a couple of towers, walking briskly along, deep in an animated discussion, while the man in the boat, a hundred yards behind them, is vainly shrieking to them to stop, and making frantic signs of distress with a scull. Something has gone wrong; the rudder has come off, or the boat-hook has slipped overboard, or his hat has dropped into the water and is floating rapidly down stream.

He calls to them to stop, quite gently and politely at first.
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Hi! stop a minute, will you? he shouts cheerily. Ive dropped my hat over-board.

Then: Hi! Tom — Dick! cant you hear? not quite so affably this time.

Then: Hi! Confound you, you dunder-headed idiots! Hi! stop! Oh you — !

After that he springs up, and dances about, and roars himself red in the face, and curses everything he knows. And the small boys on the bank stop and jeer at him, and pitch stones at him as he is pulled along past them, at the rate of four miles an hour, and cant get out.

Much of this sort of trouble would be saved if those who are towing would keep remembering that they are towing, and give a pretty frequent look round to see how their man is getting on. It is best to let one person tow. When two are doing it, they get chattering, and forget, and the boat itself, offering, as it does, but little resistance, is of no real service in reminding them of the fact.

As an example of how utterly oblivious a pair of towers can be to their work, George told us, later on in the evening, when we were discussing the subject after supper, of a very curious instance.
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He and three other men, so he said, were sculling a very heavily laden boat up from Maidenhead one evening, and a little above Cookham lock they noticed a fellow and a girl, walking along the towpath, both deep in an apparently interesting and absorbing conversation. They were carrying a boat-hook between them, and, attached to the boat-hook was a tow-line, which trailed behind them, its end in the water. No boat was near, no boat was in sight. There must have been a boat attached to that tow-line at some time or other, that was certain; but what had become of it, what ghastly fate had overtaken it, and those who had been left in it, was buried in mystery. Whatever the accident may have been, however, it had in no way disturbed the young lady and gentleman, who were towing. They had the boat-hook and they had the line, and that seemed to be all that they thought necessary to their work.

George was about to call out and wake them up, but, at that moment, a bright idea flashed across him, and he didnt. He got the hitcher instead, and reached over, and drew in the end of the tow-line; and they made a loop in it, and put it over their mast, and then they tidied up the sculls, and went and sat down in the stern, and lit their pipes.

And that young man and young woman towed those four hulking chaps and a heavy boat up to Marlow.

George said he never saw so much thoughtful sadness concentrated into one glance before, as when, at the lock, that young couple grasped the idea that, for the last two miles, they had been towing the wrong boat. George fancied that, if it had not been for the restraining influence of the sweet woman at his side, the young man might have given way to violent language.

The maiden was the first to recover from her surprise, and, when she did, she clasped her hands, and said, wildly:

Oh, Henry, then where is auntie?

Did they ever recover the old lady? asked Harris.

George replied he did not know.

Another example of the dangerous want of sympathy between tower and towed was witnessed by George and myself once up near Walton. It was where the tow-path shelves gently down into the water, and we were camping on the opposite bank, noticing things in general. By-and-by a small boat came in sight, towed through the water at a tremendous pace by a powerful barge horse, on which sat a very small boy. Scattered about the boat, in dreamy and reposeful attitudes, lay five fellows, the man who was steering having a particularly restful appearance.

I should like to see him pull the wrong line, murmured George, as they passed. And at that precise moment the man did it, and the boat rushed up the bank with a noise like the ripping up of forty thousand linen sheets. Two men, a hamper, and three oars immediately left the boat on the larboard side, and reclined on the bank, and one and a half moments afterwards, two other men disembarked from the starboard, and sat down among boat-hooks and sails and carpet-bags and bottles. The last man went on twenty yards further, and then got out on his head.

This seemed to sort of lighten the boat, and it went on much easier, the small boy shouting at the top of his voice, and urging his steed into a gallop. The fellows sat up and stared at one another. It was some seconds before they realised what had happened to them, but, when they did, they began to shout lustily for the boy to stop. He, however, was too much occupied with the horse to hear them, and we watched them, flying after him, until the distance hid them from view.

I cannot say I was sorry at their mishap. Indeed, I only wish that all the young fools who have their boats towed in this fashion — and plenty do — could meet with similar misfortunes. Besides the risk they run themselves, they become a danger and an annoyance to every other boat they pass. Going at the pace they do, it is impossible for them to get out of anybody elses way, or for anybody else to get out of theirs. Their line gets hitched across your mast, and overturns you, or it catches somebody in the boat, and either throws them into the water, or cuts their face open. The best plan is to stand your ground, and be prepared to keep them off with the butt-end of a mast.

Of all experiences in connection with towing, the most exciting is being towed by girls. It is a sensation that nobody ought to miss. It takes three girls to tow always; two hold the rope, and the other one runs round and round, and giggles. They generally begin by getting themselves tied up. They get the line round their legs, and have to sit down on the path and undo each other, and then they twist it round their necks, and are nearly strangled. They fix it straight, however, at last, and start off at a run, pulling the boat along at quite a dangerous pace. At the end of a hundred yards they are naturally breathless, and suddenly stop, and all sit down on the grass and laugh, and your boat drifts out to mid-stream and turns round, before you know what has happened, or can get hold of a scull. Then they stand up, and are surprised.

Oh, look! they say; hes gone right out into the middle.
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They pull on pretty steadily for a bit, after this, and then it all at once occurs to one of them that she will pin up her frock, and they ease up for the purpose, and the boat runs aground.

You jump up, and push it off, and you shout to them not to stop.

Yes. Whats the matter? they shout back.

Dont stop, you roar.

Dont what?

Dont stop — go on — go on!

Go back, Emily, and see what it is they want, says one; and Emily comes back, and asks what it is.

What do you want? she says; anything happened?

No, you reply, its all right; only go on, you know — dont stop.

Why not?

Why, we cant steer, if you keep stopping. You must keep some way on the boat.

Keep some what?

Some way — you must keep the boat moving.

Oh, all right, Ill tell em. Are we doing it all right?

Oh, yes, very nicely, indeed, only dont stop.

It doesnt seem difficult at all. I thought it was so hard.

Oh, no, its simple enough. You want to keep on steady at it, thats all.

I see. Give me out my red shawl, its under the cushion.

You find the shawl, and hand it out, and by this time another one has come back and thinks she will have hers too, and they take Marys on chance, and Mary does not want it, so they bring it back and have a pocket-comb instead. It is about twenty minutes before they get off again, and, at the next corner, they see a cow, and you have to leave the boat to chivy the cow out of their way.

There is never a dull moment in the boat while girls are towing it.

George got the line right after a while, and towed us steadily on to Penton Hook. There we discussed the important question of camping. We had decided to sleep on board that night, and we had either to lay up just about there, or go on past Staines. It seemed early to think about shutting up then, however, with the sun still in the heavens, and we settled to push straight on for Runnymead, three and a half miles further, a quiet wooded part of the river, and where there is good shelter.

We all wished, however, afterward that we had stopped at Penton Hook. Three or four miles up stream is a trifle, early in the morning, but it is a weary pull at the end of a long day. You take no interest in the scenery during these last few miles. You do not chat and laugh. Every half-mile you cover seems like two. You can hardly believe you are only where you are, and you are convinced that the map must be wrong; and, when you have trudged along for what seems to you at least ten miles, and still the lock is not in sight, you begin to seriously fear that somebody must have sneaked it, and run off with it.

I remember being terribly upset once up the river (in a figurative sense, I mean). I was out with a young lady — cousin on my mothers side — and we were pulling down to Goring. It was rather late, and we were anxious to get in — at least she was anxious to get in. It was half-past six when we reached Bensons lock, and dusk was drawing on, and she began to get excited then. She said she must be in to supper. I said it was a thing I felt I wanted to be in at, too; and I drew out a map I had with me to see exactly how far it was. I saw it was just a mile and a half to the next lock — Wallingford — and five on from there to Cleeve.

Oh, its all right! I said. Well be through the next lock before seven, and then there is only one more; and I settled down and pulled steadily away.

We passed the bridge, and soon after that I asked if she saw the lock. She said no, she did not see any lock; and I said, Oh! and pulled on. Another five minutes went by, and then I asked her to look again.

No, she said; I cant see any signs of a lock.

You — you are sure you know a lock, when you do see one? I asked hesitatingly, not wishing to offend her.

The question did offend her, however, and she suggested that I had better look for myself; so I laid down the sculls, and took a view. The river stretched out straight before us in the twilight for about a mile; not a ghost of a lock was to be seen.

You dont think we have lost our way, do you? asked my companion.

I did not see how that was possible; though, as I suggested, we might have somehow got into the weir stream, and be making for the falls.

This idea did not comfort her in the least, and she began to cry. She said we should both be drowned, and that it was a judgment on her for coming out with me.

It seemed an excessive punishment, I thought; but my cousin thought not, and hoped it would all soon be over.

I tried to reassure her, and to make light of the whole affair. I said that the fact evidently was that I was not rowing as fast as I fancied I was, but that we should soon reach the lock now; and I pulled on for another mile.

Then I began to get nervous myself. I looked again at the map. There was Wallingford lock, clearly marked, a mile and a half below Bensons. It was a good, reliable map; and, besides, I recollected the lock myself. I had been through it twice. Where were we? What had happened to us? I began to think it must be all a dream, and that I was really asleep in bed, and should wake up in a minute, and be told it was past ten.

I asked my cousin if she thought it could be a dream, and she replied that she was just about to ask me the same question; and then we both wondered if we were both asleep, and if so, who was the real one that was dreaming, and who was the one that was only a dream; it got quite interesting.

I still went on pulling, however, and still no lock came in sight, and the river grew more and more gloomy and mysterious under the gathering shadows of night, and things seemed to be getting weird and uncanny. I thought of hobgoblins and banshees, and will-o-the-wisps, and those wicked girls who sit up all night on rocks, and lure people into whirl-pools and things; and I wished I had been a better man, and knew more hymns; and in the middle of these reflections I heard the blessed strains of Hes got em on, played, badly, on a concertina, and knew that we were saved.

I do not admire the tones of a concertina, as a rule; but, oh! how beautiful the music seemed to us both then — far, far more beautiful than the voice of Orpheus or the lute of Apollo, or anything of that sort could have sounded. Heavenly melody, in our then state of mind, would only have still further harrowed us. A soul-moving harmony, correctly performed, we should have taken as a spirit-warning, and have given up all hope. But about the strains of Hes got em on, jerked spasmodically, and with involuntary variations, out of a wheezy accordion, there was something singularly human and reassuring.

The sweet sounds drew nearer, and soon the boat from which they were worked lay alongside us.

It contained a party of provincial Arrys and Arriets, out for a moonlight sail. (There was not any moon, but that was not their fault.) I never saw more attractive, lovable people in all my life. I hailed them, and asked if they could tell me the way to Wallingford lock; and I explained that I had been looking for it for the last two hours.

Wallingford lock! they answered. Lor love you, sir, thats been done away with for over a year. There aint no Wallingford lock now, sir. Youre close to Cleeve now. Blow me tight if ere aint a gentleman been looking for Wallingford lock, Bill!

I had never thought of that. I wanted to fall upon all their necks and bless them; but the stream was running too strong just there to allow of this, so I had to content myself with mere cold-sounding words of gratitude.

We thanked them over and over again, and we said it was a lovely night, and we wished them a pleasant trip, and, I think, I invited them all to come and spend a week with me, and my cousin said her mother would be so pleased to see them. And we sang the soldiers chorus out of Faust, and got home in time for supper, after all.
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CHAPTER X.
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OUR FIRST NIGHT. — Under canvas. — An appeal for help. — Contrariness of tea-kettles, how to overcome. — Supper. — How to feel virtuous. — Wanted! a comfortably-appointed, well-drained desert island, neighbourhood of South Pacific Ocean preferred. — Funny thing that happened to Georges father. — a restless night.

Harris and I began to think that Bell Weir lock must have been done away with after the same manner. George had towed us up to Staines, and we had taken the boat from there, and it seemed that we were dragging fifty tons after us, and were walking forty miles. It was half-past seven when we were through, and we all got in, and sculled up close to the left bank, looking out for a spot to haul up in.

We had originally intended to go on to Magna Charta Island, a sweetly pretty part of the river, where it winds through a soft, green valley, and to camp in one of the many picturesque inlets to be found round that tiny shore. But, somehow, we did not feel that we yearned for the picturesque nearly so much now as we had earlier in the day. A bit of water between a coal-barge and a gas-works would have quite satisfied us for that night. We did not want scenery. We wanted to have our supper and go to bed. However, we did pull up to the point—Picnic Point, it is called — and dropped into a very pleasant nook under a great elm-tree, to the spreading roots of which we fastened the boat.

Then we thought we were going to have supper (we had dispensed with tea, so as to save time), but George said no; that we had better get the canvas up first, before it got quite dark, and while we could see what we were doing. Then, he said, all our work would be done, and we could sit down to eat with an easy mind.

That canvas wanted more putting up than I think any of us had bargained for. It looked so simple in the abstract. You took five iron arches, like gigantic croquet hoops, and fitted them up over the boat, and then stretched the canvas over them, and fastened it down: it would take quite ten minutes, we thought.

That was an under-estimate.

We took up the hoops, and began to drop them into the sockets placed for them. You would not imagine this to be dangerous work; but, looking back now, the wonder to me is that any of us are alive to tell the tale. They were not hoops, they were demons. First they would not fit into their sockets at all, and we had to jump on them, and kick them, and hammer at them with the boat-hook; and, when they were in, it turned out that they were the wrong hoops for those particular sockets, and they had to come out again.

But they would not come out, until two of us had gone and struggled with them for five minutes, when they would jump up suddenly, and try and throw us into the water and drown us. They had hinges in the middle, and, when we were not looking, they nipped us with these hinges in delicate parts of the body; and, while we were wrestling with one side of the hoop, and endeavouring to persuade it to do its duty, the other side would come behind us in a cowardly manner, and hit us over the head.

We got them fixed at last, and then all that was to be done was to arrange the covering over them. George unrolled it, and fastened one end over the nose of the boat. Harris stood in the middle to take it from George and roll it on to me, and I kept by the stern to receive it. It was a long time coming down to me. George did his part all right, but it was new work to Harris, and he bungled it.

How he managed it I do not know, he could not explain himself; but by some mysterious process or other he succeeded, after ten minutes of superhuman effort, in getting himself completely rolled up in it. He was so firmly wrapped round and tucked in and folded over, that he could not get out. He, of course, made frantic struggles for freedom — the birthright of every Englishman, — and, in doing so (I learned this afterwards), knocked over George; and then George, swearing at Harris, began to struggle too, and got himself entangled and rolled up.
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I knew nothing about all this at the time. I did not understand the business at all myself. I had been told to stand where I was, and wait till the canvas came to me, and Montmorency and I stood there and waited, both as good as gold. We could see the canvas being violently jerked and tossed about, pretty considerably; but we supposed this was part of the method, and did not interfere.

We also heard much smothered language coming from underneath it, and we guessed that they were finding the job rather troublesome, and concluded that we would wait until things had got a little simpler before we joined in.

We waited some time, but matters seemed to get only more and more involved, until, at last, Georges head came wriggling out over the side of the boat, and spoke up.

It said:

Give us a hand here, cant you, you cuckoo; standing there like a stuffed mummy, when you see we are both being suffocated, you dummy!

I never could withstand an appeal for help, so I went and undid them; not before it was time, either, for Harris was nearly black in the face.

It took us half an hours hard labour, after that, before it was properly up, and then we cleared the decks, and got out supper. We put the kettle on to boil, up in the nose of the boat, and went down to the stern and pretended to take no notice of it, but set to work to get the other things out.

That is the only way to get a kettle to boil up the river. If it sees that you are waiting for it and are anxious, it will never even sing. You have to go away and begin your meal, as if you were not going to have any tea at all. You must not even look round at it. Then you will soon hear it sputtering away, mad to be made into tea.

It is a good plan, too, if you are in a great hurry, to talk very loudly to each other about how you dont need any tea, and are not going to have any. You get near the kettle, so that it can overhear you, and then you shout out, I dont want any tea; do you, George? to which George shouts back, Oh, no, I dont like tea; well have lemonade instead — teas so indigestible. Upon which the kettle boils over, and puts the stove out.

We adopted this harmless bit of trickery, and the result was that, by the time everything else was ready, the tea was waiting. Then we lit the lantern, and squatted down to supper.

We wanted that supper.

For five-and-thirty minutes not a sound was heard throughout the length and breadth of that boat, save the clank of cutlery and crockery, and the steady grinding of four sets of molars. At the end of five-and-thirty minutes, Harris said, Ah! and took his left leg out from under him and put his right one there instead.

Five minutes afterwards, George said, Ah! too, and threw his plate out on the bank; and, three minutes later than that, Montmorency gave the first sign of contentment he had exhibited since we had started, and rolled over on his side, and spread his legs out; and then I said, Ah! and bent my head back, and bumped it against one of the hoops, but I did not mind it. I did not even swear.

How good one feels when one is full — how satisfied with ourselves and with the world! People who have tried it, tell me that a clear conscience makes you very happy and contented; but a full stomach does the business quite as well, and is cheaper, and more easily obtained. One feels so forgiving and generous after a substantial and well-digested meal — so noble-minded, so kindly-hearted.

It is very strange, this domination of our intellect by our digestive organs. We cannot work, we cannot think, unless our stomach wills so. It dictates to us our emotions, our passions. After eggs and bacon, it says, Work! After beefsteak and porter, it says, Sleep! After a cup of tea (two spoonsful for each cup, and dont let it stand more than three minutes), it says to the brain, Now, rise, and show your strength. Be eloquent, and deep, and tender; see, with a clear eye, into Nature and into life; spread your white wings of quivering thought, and soar, a god-like spirit, over the whirling world beneath you, up through long lanes of flaming stars to the gates of eternity!

After hot muffins, it says, Be dull and soulless, like a beast of the field — a brainless animal, with listless eye, unlit by any ray of fancy, or of hope, or fear, or love, or life. And after brandy, taken in sufficient quantity, it says, Now, come, fool, grin and tumble, that your fellow-men may laugh — drivel in folly, and splutter in senseless sounds, and show what a helpless ninny is poor man whose wit and will are drowned, like kittens, side by side, in half an inch of alcohol.

We are but the veriest, sorriest slaves of our stomach. Reach not after morality and righteousness, my friends; watch vigilantly your stomach, and diet it with care and judgment. Then virtue and contentment will come and reign within your heart, unsought by any effort of your own; and you will be a good citizen, a loving husband, and a tender father — a noble, pious man.

Before our supper, Harris and George and I were quarrelsome and snappy and ill-tempered; after our supper, we sat and beamed on one another, and we beamed upon the dog, too. We loved each other, we loved everybody. Harris, in moving about, trod on Georges corn. Had this happened before supper, George would have expressed wishes and desires concerning Harriss fate in this world and the next that would have made a thoughtful man shudder.

As it was, he said: Steady, old man; ware wheat.

And Harris, instead of merely observing, in his most unpleasant tones, that a fellow could hardly help treading on some bit of Georges foot, if he had to move about at all within ten yards of where George was sitting, suggesting that George never ought to come into an ordinary sized boat with feet that length, and advising him to hang them over the side, as he would have done before supper, now said: Oh, Im so sorry, old chap; I hope I havent hurt you.
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And George said: Not at all; that it was his fault; and Harris said no, it was his.

It was quite pretty to hear them.

We lit our pipes, and sat, looking out on the quiet night, and talked.

George said why could not we be always like this — away from the world, with its sin and temptation, leading sober, peaceful lives, and doing good. I said it was the sort of thing I had often longed for myself; and we discussed the possibility of our going away, we four, to some handy, well-fitted desert island, and living there in the woods.

Harris said that the danger about desert islands, as far as he had heard, was that they were so damp: but George said no, not if properly drained.

And then we got on to drains, and that put George in mind of a very funny thing that happened to his father once. He said his father was travelling with another fellow through Wales, and, one night, they stopped at a little inn, where there were some other fellows, and they joined the other fellows, and spent the evening with them.

They had a very jolly evening, and sat up late, and, by the time they came to go to bed, they (this was when Georges father was a very young man) were slightly jolly, too. They (Georges father and Georges fathers friend) were to sleep in the same room, but in different beds. They took the candle, and went up. The candle lurched up against the wall when they got into the room, and went out, and they had to undress and grope into bed in the dark. This they did; but, instead of getting into separate beds, as they thought they were doing, they both climbed into the same one without knowing it — one getting in with his head at the top, and the other crawling in from the opposite side of the compass, and lying with his feet on the pillow.

There was silence for a moment, and then Georges father said:

Joe!

Whats the matter, Tom? replied Joes voice from the other end of the bed.

Why, theres a man in my bed, said Georges father; heres his feet on my pillow.

Well, its an extraordinary thing, Tom, answered the other; but Im blest if there isnt a man in my bed, too!

What are you going to do? asked Georges father.

Well, Im going to chuck him out, replied Joe.

So am I, said Georges father, valiantly.

There was a brief struggle, followed by two heavy bumps on the floor, and then a rather doleful voice said:

I say, Tom!

Yes!

How have you got on?

Well, to tell you the truth, my mans chucked me out.

Sos mine! I say, I dont think much of this inn, do you?

What was the name of that inn? said Harris.

The Pig and Whistle, said George. Why?

Ah, no, then it isnt the same, replied Harris.

What do you mean? queried George.

Why its so curious, murmured Harris, but precisely that very same thing happened to my father once at a country inn. Ive often heard him tell the tale. I thought it might have been the same inn.

We turned in at ten that night, and I thought I should sleep well, being tired; but I didnt. As a rule, I undress and put my head on the pillow, and then somebody bangs at the door, and says it is half-past eight: but, to-night, everything seemed against me; the novelty of it all, the hardness of the boat, the cramped position (I was lying with my feet under one seat, and my head on another), the sound of the lapping water round the boat, and the wind among the branches, kept me restless and disturbed.

I did get to sleep for a few hours, and then some part of the boat which seemed to have grown up in the night — for it certainly was not there when we started, and it had disappeared by the morning — kept digging into my spine. I slept through it for a while, dreaming that I had swallowed a sovereign, and that they were cutting a hole in my back with a gimlet, so as to try and get it out. I thought it very unkind of them, and I told them I would owe them the money, and they should have it at the end of the month. But they would not hear of that, and said it would be much better if they had it then, because otherwise the interest would accumulate so. I got quite cross with them after a bit, and told them what I thought of them, and then they gave the gimlet such an excruciating wrench that I woke up.

The boat seemed stuffy, and my head ached; so I thought I would step out into the cool night-air. I slipped on what clothes I could find about — some of my own, and some of Georges and Harriss — and crept under the canvas on to the bank.

It was a glorious night. The moon had sunk, and left the quiet earth alone with the stars. It seemed as if, in the silence and the hush, while we her children slept, they were talking with her, their sister — conversing of mighty mysteries in voices too vast and deep for childish human ears to catch the sound.

They awe us, these strange stars, so cold, so clear. We are as children whose small feet have strayed into some dim-lit temple of the god they have been taught to worship but know not; and, standing where the echoing dome spans the long vista of the shadowy light, glance up, half hoping, half afraid to see some awful vision hovering there.

And yet it seems so full of comfort and of strength, the night. In its great presence, our small sorrows creep away, ashamed. The day has been so full of fret and care, and our hearts have been so full of evil and of bitter thoughts, and the world has seemed so hard and wrong to us. Then Night, like some great loving mother, gently lays her hand upon our fevered head, and turns our little tear-stained faces up to hers, and smiles; and, though she does not speak, we know what she would say, and lay our hot flushed cheek against her bosom, and the pain is gone.

Sometimes, our pain is very deep and real, and we stand before her very silent, because there is no language for our pain, only a moan. Nights heart is full of pity for us: she cannot ease our aching; she takes our hand in hers, and the little world grows very small and very far away beneath us, and, borne on her dark wings, we pass for a moment into a mightier Presence than her own, and in the wondrous light of that great Presence, all human life lies like a book before us, and we know that Pain and Sorrow are but the angels of God.

Only those who have worn the crown of suffering can look upon that wondrous light; and they, when they return, may not speak of it, or tell the mystery they know.

Once upon a time, through a strange country, there rode some goodly knights, and their path lay by a deep wood, where tangled briars grew very thick and strong, and tore the flesh of them that lost their way therein. And the leaves of the trees that grew in the wood were very dark and thick, so that no ray of light came through the branches to lighten the gloom and sadness.

And, as they passed by that dark wood, one knight of those that rode, missing his comrades, wandered far away, and returned to them no more; and they, sorely grieving, rode on without him, mourning him as one dead.

Now, when they reached the fair castle towards which they had been journeying, they stayed there many days, and made merry; and one night, as they sat in cheerful ease around the logs that burned in the great hall, and drank a loving measure, there came the comrade they had lost, and greeted them. His clothes were ragged, like a beggars, and many sad wounds were on his sweet flesh, but upon his face there shone a great radiance of deep joy.

And they questioned him, asking him what had befallen him: and he told them how in the dark wood he had lost his way, and had wandered many days and nights, till, torn and bleeding, he had lain him down to die.

Then, when he was nigh unto death, lo! through the savage gloom there came to him a stately maiden, and took him by the hand and led him on through devious paths, unknown to any man, until upon the darkness of the wood there dawned a light such as the light of day was unto but as a little lamp unto the sun; and, in that wondrous light, our way-worn knight saw as in a dream a vision, and so glorious, so fair the vision seemed, that of his bleeding wounds he thought no more, but stood as one entranced, whose joy is deep as is the sea, whereof no man can tell the depth.

And the vision faded, and the knight, kneeling upon the ground, thanked the good saint who into that sad wood had strayed his steps, so he had seen the vision that lay there hid.

And the name of the dark forest was Sorrow; but of the vision that the good knight saw therein we may not speak nor tell.


CHAPTER XI.
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HOW GEORGE, ONCE upon a time, got up early in the morning. — George, Harris, and Montmorency do not like the look of the cold water. — Heroism and determination on the part of J. — George and his shirt: story with a moral. — Harris as cook. — Historical retrospect, specially inserted for the use of schools.

I woke at six the next morning; and found George awake too. We both turned round, and tried to go to sleep again, but we could not. Had there been any particular reason why we should not have gone to sleep again, but have got up and dressed then and there, we should have dropped off while we were looking at our watches, and have slept till ten. As there was no earthly necessity for our getting up under another two hours at the very least, and our getting up at that time was an utter absurdity, it was only in keeping with the natural cussedness of things in general that we should both feel that lying down for five minutes more would be death to us.

George said that the same kind of thing, only worse, had happened to him some eighteen months ago, when he was lodging by himself in the house of a certain Mrs. Gippings. He said his watch went wrong one evening, and stopped at a quarter-past eight. He did not know this at the time because, for some reason or other, he forgot to wind it up when he went to bed (an unusual occurrence with him), and hung it up over his pillow without ever looking at the thing.

It was in the winter when this happened, very near the shortest day, and a week of fog into the bargain, so the fact that it was still very dark when George woke in the morning was no guide to him as to the time. He reached up, and hauled down his watch. It was a quarter-past eight.

Angels and ministers of grace defend us! exclaimed George; and here have I got to be in the City by nine. Why didnt somebody call me? Oh, this is a shame! And he flung the watch down, and sprang out of bed, and had a cold bath, and washed himself, and dressed himself, and shaved himself in cold water because there was not time to wait for the hot, and then rushed and had another look at the watch.

Whether the shaking it had received in being thrown down on the bed had started it, or how it was, George could not say, but certain it was that from a quarter-past eight it had begun to go, and now pointed to twenty minutes to nine.

George snatched it up, and rushed downstairs. In the sitting-room, all was dark and silent: there was no fire, no breakfast. George said it was a wicked shame of Mrs. G., and he made up his mind to tell her what he thought of her when he came home in the evening. Then he dashed on his great-coat and hat, and, seizing his umbrella, made for the front door. The door was not even unbolted. George anathematized Mrs. G. for a lazy old woman, and thought it was very strange that people could not get up at a decent, respectable time, unlocked and unbolted the door, and ran out.

He ran hard for a quarter of a mile, and at the end of that distance it began to be borne in upon him as a strange and curious thing that there were so few people about, and that there were no shops open. It was certainly a very dark and foggy morning, but still it seemed an unusual course to stop all business on that account. He had to go to business: why should other people stop in bed merely because it was dark and foggy!

At length he reached Holborn. Not a shutter was down! not a bus was about! There were three men in sight, one of whom was a policeman; a market-cart full of cabbages, and a dilapidated looking cab. George pulled out his watch and looked at it: it was five minutes to nine! He stood still and counted his pulse. He stooped down and felt his legs. Then, with his watch still in his hand, he went up to the policeman, and asked him if he knew what the time was.
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Whats the time? said the man, eyeing George up and down with evident suspicion; why, if you listen you will hear it strike.

George listened, and a neighbouring clock immediately obliged.

But its only gone three! said George in an injured tone, when it had finished.

Well, and how many did you want it to go? replied the constable.

Why, nine, said George, showing his watch.

Do you know where you live? said the guardian of public order, severely.

George thought, and gave the address.

Oh! thats where it is, is it? replied the man; well, you take my advice and go there quietly, and take that watch of yours with you; and dont lets have any more of it.

And George went home again, musing as he walked along, and let himself in.

At first, when he got in, he determined to undress and go to bed again; but when he thought of the redressing and re-washing, and the having of another bath, he determined he would not, but would sit up and go to sleep in the easy-chair.

But he could not get to sleep: he never felt more wakeful in his life; so he lit the lamp and got out the chess-board, and played himself a game of chess. But even that did not enliven him: it seemed slow somehow; so he gave chess up and tried to read. He did not seem able to take any sort of interest in reading either, so he put on his coat again and went out for a walk.

It was horribly lonesome and dismal, and all the policemen he met regarded him with undisguised suspicion, and turned their lanterns on him and followed him about, and this had such an effect upon him at last that he began to feel as if he really had done something, and he got to slinking down the by-streets and hiding in dark doorways when he heard the regulation flip-flop approaching.

Of course, this conduct made the force only more distrustful of him than ever, and they would come and rout him out and ask him what he was doing there; and when he answered, Nothing, he had merely come out for a stroll (it was then four oclock in the morning), they looked as though they did not believe him, and two plain-clothes constables came home with him to see if he really did live where he had said he did. They saw him go in with his key, and then they took up a position opposite and watched the house.

He thought he would light the fire when he got inside, and make himself some breakfast, just to pass away the time; but he did not seem able to handle anything from a scuttleful of coals to a teaspoon without dropping it or falling over it, and making such a noise that he was in mortal fear that it would wake Mrs. G. up, and that she would think it was burglars and open the window and call Police! and then these two detectives would rush in and handcuff him, and march him off to the police-court.

He was in a morbidly nervous state by this time, and he pictured the trial, and his trying to explain the circumstances to the jury, and nobody believing him, and his being sentenced to twenty years penal servitude, and his mother dying of a broken heart. So he gave up trying to get breakfast, and wrapped himself up in his overcoat and sat in the easy-chair till Mrs. G came down at half-past seven.

He said he had never got up too early since that morning: it had been such a warning to him.

We had been sitting huddled up in our rugs while George had been telling me this true story, and on his finishing it I set to work to wake up Harris with a scull. The third prod did it: and he turned over on the other side, and said he would be down in a minute, and that he would have his lace-up boots. We soon let him know where he was, however, by the aid of the hitcher, and he sat up suddenly, sending Montmorency, who had been sleeping the sleep of the just right on the middle of his chest, sprawling across the boat.

Then we pulled up the canvas, and all four of us poked our heads out over the off-side, and looked down at the water and shivered. The idea, overnight, had been that we should get up early in the morning, fling off our rugs and shawls, and, throwing back the canvas, spring into the river with a joyous shout, and revel in a long delicious swim. Somehow, now the morning had come, the notion seemed less tempting. The water looked damp and chilly: the wind felt cold.

Well, whos going to be first in? said Harris at last.

There was no rush for precedence. George settled the matter so far as he was concerned by retiring into the boat and pulling on his socks. Montmorency gave vent to an involuntary howl, as if merely thinking of the thing had given him the horrors; and Harris said it would be so difficult to get into the boat again, and went back and sorted out his trousers.

I did not altogether like to give in, though I did not relish the plunge. There might be snags about, or weeds, I thought. I meant to compromise matters by going down to the edge and just throwing the water over myself; so I took a towel and crept out on the bank and wormed my way along on to the branch of a tree that dipped down into the water.
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It was bitterly cold. The wind cut like a knife. I thought I would not throw the water over myself after all. I would go back into the boat and dress; and I turned to do so; and, as I turned, the silly branch gave way, and I and the towel went in together with a tremendous splash, and I was out mid-stream with a gallon of Thames water inside me before I knew what had happened.

By Jove! old J.s gone in, I heard Harris say, as I came blowing to the surface. I didnt think hed have the pluck to do it. Did you?

Is it all right? sung out George.

Lovely, I spluttered back. You are duffers not to come in. I wouldnt have missed this for worlds. Why wont you try it? It only wants a little determination.

But I could not persuade them.

Rather an amusing thing happened while dressing that morning. I was very cold when I got back into the boat, and, in my hurry to get my shirt on, I accidentally jerked it into the water. It made me awfully wild, especially as George burst out laughing. I could not see anything to laugh at, and I told George so, and he only laughed the more. I never saw a man laugh so much. I quite lost my temper with him at last, and I pointed out to him what a drivelling maniac of an imbecile idiot he was; but he only roared the louder. And then, just as I was landing the shirt, I noticed that it was not my shirt at all, but Georges, which I had mistaken for mine; whereupon the humour of the thing struck me for the first time, and I began to laugh. And the more I looked from Georges wet shirt to George, roaring with laughter, the more I was amused, and I laughed so much that I had to let the shirt fall back into the water again.

Arnt you — you — going to get it out? said George, between his shrieks.

I could not answer him at all for a while, I was laughing so, but, at last, between my peals I managed to jerk out:

It isnt my shirt — its yours!

I never saw a mans face change from lively to severe so suddenly in all my life before.

What! he yelled, springing up. You silly cuckoo! Why cant you be more careful what youre doing? Why the deuce dont you go and dress on the bank? Youre not fit to be in a boat, youre not. Gimme the hitcher.

I tried to make him see the fun of the thing, but he could not. George is very dense at seeing a joke sometimes.

Harris proposed that we should have scrambled eggs for breakfast. He said he would cook them. It seemed, from his account, that he was very good at doing scrambled eggs. He often did them at picnics and when out on yachts. He was quite famous for them. People who had once tasted his scrambled eggs, so we gathered from his conversation, never cared for any other food afterwards, but pined away and died when they could not get them.

It made our mouths water to hear him talk about the things, and we handed him out the stove and the frying-pan and all the eggs that had not smashed and gone over everything in the hamper, and begged him to begin.

He had some trouble in breaking the eggs — or rather not so much trouble in breaking them exactly as in getting them into the frying-pan when broken, and keeping them off his trousers, and preventing them from running up his sleeve; but he fixed some half-a-dozen into the pan at last, and then squatted down by the side of the stove and chivied them about with a fork.

It seemed harassing work, so far as George and I could judge. Whenever he went near the pan he burned himself, and then he would drop everything and dance round the stove, flicking his fingers about and cursing the things. Indeed, every time George and I looked round at him he was sure to be performing this feat. We thought at first that it was a necessary part of the culinary arrangements.

We did not know what scrambled eggs were, and we fancied that it must be some Red Indian or Sandwich Islands sort of dish that required dances and incantations for its proper cooking. Montmorency went and put his nose over it once, and the fat spluttered up and scalded him, and then he began dancing and cursing. Altogether it was one of the most interesting and exciting operations I have ever witnessed. George and I were both quite sorry when it was over.

The result was not altogether the success that Harris had anticipated. There seemed so little to show for the business. Six eggs had gone into the frying-pan, and all that came out was a teaspoonful of burnt and unappetizing looking mess.

Harris said it was the fault of the frying-pan, and thought it would have gone better if we had had a fish-kettle and a gas-stove; and we decided not to attempt the dish again until we had those aids to housekeeping by us.

The sun had got more powerful by the time we had finished breakfast, and the wind had dropped, and it was as lovely a morning as one could desire. Little was in sight to remind us of the nineteenth century; and, as we looked out upon the river in the morning sunlight, we could almost fancy that the centuries between us and that ever-to-be-famous June morning of 1215 had been drawn aside, and that we, English yeomens sons in homespun cloth, with dirk at belt, were waiting there to witness the writing of that stupendous page of history, the meaning whereof was to be translated to the common people some four hundred and odd years later by one Oliver Cromwell, who had deeply studied it.

It is a fine summer morning — sunny, soft, and still. But through the air there runs a thrill of coming stir. King John has slept at Duncroft Hall, and all the day before the little town of Staines has echoed to the clang of armed men, and the clatter of great horses over its rough stones, and the shouts of captains, and the grim oaths and surly jests of bearded bowmen, billmen, pikemen, and strange-speaking foreign spearmen.

Gay-cloaked companies of knights and squires have ridden in, all travel-stained and dusty. And all the evening long the timid townsmens doors have had to be quick opened to let in rough groups of soldiers, for whom there must be found both board and lodging, and the best of both, or woe betide the house and all within; for the sword is judge and jury, plaintiff and executioner, in these tempestuous times, and pays for what it takes by sparing those from whom it takes it, if it pleases it to do so.

Round the camp-fire in the market-place gather still more of the Barons troops, and eat and drink deep, and bellow forth roystering drinking songs, and gamble and quarrel as the evening grows and deepens into night. The firelight sheds quaint shadows on their piled-up arms and on their uncouth forms. The children of the town steal round to watch them, wondering; and brawny country wenches, laughing, draw near to bandy ale-house jest and jibe with the swaggering troopers, so unlike the village swains, who, now despised, stand apart behind, with vacant grins upon their broad, peering faces. And out from the fields around, glitter the faint lights of more distant camps, as here some great lords followers lie mustered, and there false Johns French mercenaries hover like crouching wolves without the town.

And so, with sentinel in each dark street, and twinkling watch-fires on each height around, the night has worn away, and over this fair valley of old Thame has broken the morning of the great day that is to close so big with the fate of ages yet unborn.

Ever since grey dawn, in the lower of the two islands, just above where we are standing, there has been great clamour, and the sound of many workmen. The great pavilion brought there yester eve is being raised, and carpenters are busy nailing tiers of seats, while prentices from London town are there with many-coloured stuffs and silks and cloth of gold and silver.

And now, lo! down upon the road that winds along the rivers bank from Staines there come towards us, laughing and talking together in deep guttural bass, a half-a-score of stalwart halbert-men — Barons men, these — and halt at a hundred yards or so above us, on the other bank, and lean upon their arms, and wait.

And so, from hour to hour, march up along the road ever fresh groups and bands of armed men, their casques and breastplates flashing back the long low lines of morning sunlight, until, as far as eye can reach, the way seems thick with glittering steel and prancing steeds. And shouting horsemen are galloping from group to group, and little banners are fluttering lazily in the warm breeze, and every now and then there is a deeper stir as the ranks make way on either side, and some great Baron on his war-horse, with his guard of squires around him, passes along to take his station at the head of his serfs and vassals.

And up the slope of Coopers Hill, just opposite, are gathered the wondering rustics and curious townsfolk, who have run from Staines, and none are quite sure what the bustle is about, but each one has a different version of the great event that they have come to see; and some say that much good to all the people will come from this days work; but the old men shake their heads, for they have heard such tales before.

And all the river down to Staines is dotted with small craft and boats and tiny coracles — which last are growing out of favour now, and are used only by the poorer folk. Over the rapids, where in after years trim Bell Weir lock will stand, they have been forced or dragged by their sturdy rowers, and now are crowding up as near as they dare come to the great covered barges, which lie in readiness to bear King John to where the fateful Charter waits his signing.

It is noon, and we and all the people have been waiting patient for many an hour, and the rumour has run round that slippery John has again escaped from the Barons grasp, and has stolen away from Duncroft Hall with his mercenaries at his heels, and will soon be doing other work than signing charters for his peoples liberty.

Not so! This time the grip upon him has been one of iron, and he has slid and wriggled in vain. Far down the road a little cloud of dust has risen, and draws nearer and grows larger, and the pattering of many hoofs grows louder, and in and out between the scattered groups of drawn-up men, there pushes on its way a brilliant cavalcade of gay-dressed lords and knights. And front and rear, and either flank, there ride the yeomen of the Barons, and in the midst King John.

He rides to where the barges lie in readiness, and the great Barons step forth from their ranks to meet him. He greets them with a smile and laugh, and pleasant honeyed words, as though it were some feast in his honour to which he had been invited. But as he rises to dismount, he casts one hurried glance from his own French mercenaries drawn up in the rear to the grim ranks of the Barons men that hem him in.

Is it too late? One fierce blow at the unsuspecting horseman at his side, one cry to his French troops, one desperate charge upon the unready lines before him, and these rebellious Barons might rue the day they dared to thwart his plans! A bolder hand might have turned the game even at that point. Had it been a Richard there! the cup of liberty might have been dashed from Englands lips, and the taste of freedom held back for a hundred years.

But the heart of King John sinks before the stern faces of the English fighting men, and the arm of King John drops back on to his rein, and he dismounts and takes his seat in the foremost barge. And the Barons follow in, with each mailed hand upon the sword-hilt, and the word is given to let go.

Slowly the heavy, bright-decked barges leave the shore of Runningmede. Slowly against the swift current they work their ponderous way, till, with a low grumble, they grate against the bank of the little island that from this day will bear the name of Magna Charta Island. And King John has stepped upon the shore, and we wait in breathless silence till a great shout cleaves the air, and the great cornerstone in Englands temple of liberty has, now we know, been firmly laid.


CHAPTER XII.
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HENRY VIII. AND Anne Boleyn. — Disadvantages of living in same house with pair of lovers. — A trying time for the English nation. — A night search for the picturesque. — Homeless and houseless. — Harris prepares to die. — An angel comes along. — Effect of sudden joy on Harris. — A little supper. — Lunch. — High price for mustard. — A fearful battle. — Maidenhead. — Sailing. — Three fishers. — We are cursed.

I was sitting on the bank, conjuring up this scene to myself, when George remarked that when I was quite rested, perhaps I would not mind helping to wash up; and, thus recalled from the days of the glorious past to the prosaic present, with all its misery and sin, I slid down into the boat and cleaned out the frying-pan with a stick of wood and a tuft of grass, polishing it up finally with Georges wet shirt.

We went over to Magna Charta Island, and had a look at the stone which stands in the cottage there and on which the great Charter is said to have been signed; though, as to whether it really was signed there, or, as some say, on the other bank at Runningmede, I decline to commit myself. As far as my own personal opinion goes, however, I am inclined to give weight to the popular island theory. Certainly, had I been one of the Barons, at the time, I should have strongly urged upon my comrades the advisability of our getting such a slippery customer as King John on to the island, where there was less chance of surprises and tricks.

There are the ruins of an old priory in the grounds of Ankerwyke House, which is close to Picnic Point, and it was round about the grounds of this old priory that Henry VIII. is said to have waited for and met Anne Boleyn. He also used to meet her at Hever Castle in Kent, and also somewhere near St. Albans. It must have been difficult for the people of England in those days to have found a spot where these thoughtless young folk were not spooning.

Have you ever been in a house where there are a couple courting? It is most trying. You think you will go and sit in the drawing-room, and you march off there. As you open the door, you hear a noise as if somebody had suddenly recollected something, and, when you get in, Emily is over by the window, full of interest in the opposite side of the road, and your friend, John Edward, is at the other end of the room with his whole soul held in thrall by photographs of other peoples relatives.

Oh! you say, pausing at the door, I didnt know anybody was here.

Oh! didnt you? says Emily, coldly, in a tone which implies that she does not believe you.

You hang about for a bit, then you say:

Its very dark. Why dont you light the gas?

John Edward says, Oh! he hadnt noticed it; and Emily says that papa does not like the gas lit in the afternoon.

You tell them one or two items of news, and give them your views and opinions on the Irish question; but this does not appear to interest them. All they remark on any subject is, Oh! Is it? Did he? Yes, and You dont say so! And, after ten minutes of such style of conversation, you edge up to the door, and slip out, and are surprised to find that the door immediately closes behind you, and shuts itself, without your having touched it.

Half an hour later, you think you will try a pipe in the conservatory. The only chair in the place is occupied by Emily; and John Edward, if the language of clothes can be relied upon, has evidently been sitting on the floor. They do not speak, but they give you a look that says all that can be said in a civilised community; and you back out promptly and shut the door behind you.

You are afraid to poke your nose into any room in the house now; so, after walking up and down the stairs for a while, you go and sit in your own bedroom. This becomes uninteresting, however, after a time, and so you put on your hat and stroll out into the garden. You walk down the path, and as you pass the summer-house you glance in, and there are those two young idiots, huddled up into one corner of it; and they see you, and are evidently under the idea that, for some wicked purpose of your own, you are following them about.

Why dont they have a special room for this sort of thing, and make people keep to it? you mutter; and you rush back to the hall and get your umbrella and go out.

It must have been much like this when that foolish boy Henry VIII. was courting his little Anne. People in Buckinghamshire would have come upon them unexpectedly when they were mooning round Windsor and Wraysbury, and have exclaimed, Oh! you here! and Henry would have blushed and said, Yes; hed just come over to see a man; and Anne would have said, Oh, Im so glad to see you! Isnt it funny? Ive just met Mr. Henry VIII. in the lane, and hes going the same way I am.

Then those people would have gone away and said to themselves: Oh! wed better get out of here while this billing and cooing is on. Well go down to Kent.

And they would go to Kent, and the first thing they would see in Kent, when they got there, would be Henry and Anne fooling round Hever Castle.

Oh, drat this! they would have said. Here, lets go away. I cant stand any more of it. Lets go to St. Albans — nice quiet place, St. Albans.
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And when they reached St. Albans, there would be that wretched couple, kissing under the Abbey walls. Then these folks would go and be pirates until the marriage was over.

From Picnic Point to Old Windsor Lock is a delightful bit of the river. A shady road, dotted here and there with dainty little cottages, runs by the bank up to the Bells of Ouseley, a picturesque inn, as most up-river inns are, and a place where a very good glass of ale may be drunk — so Harris says; and on a matter of this kind you can take Harriss word. Old Windsor is a famous spot in its way. Edward the Confessor had a palace here, and here the great Earl Godwin was proved guilty by the justice of that age of having encompassed the death of the Kings brother. Earl Godwin broke a piece of bread and held it in his hand.

If I am guilty, said the Earl, may this bread choke me when I eat it!

Then he put the bread into his mouth and swallowed it, and it choked him, and he died.

After you pass Old Windsor, the river is somewhat uninteresting, and does not become itself again until you are nearing Boveney. George and I towed up past the Home Park, which stretches along the right bank from Albert to Victoria Bridge; and as we were passing Datchet, George asked me if I remembered our first trip up the river, and when we landed at Datchet at ten oclock at night, and wanted to go to bed.

I answered that I did remember it. It will be some time before I forget it.

It was the Saturday before the August Bank Holiday. We were tired and hungry, we same three, and when we got to Datchet we took out the hamper, the two bags, and the rugs and coats, and such like things, and started off to look for diggings. We passed a very pretty little hotel, with clematis and creeper over the porch; but there was no honeysuckle about it, and, for some reason or other, I had got my mind fixed on honeysuckle, and I said:

Oh, dont lets go in there! Lets go on a bit further, and see if there isnt one with honeysuckle over it.

So we went on till we came to another hotel. That was a very nice hotel, too, and it had honey-suckle on it, round at the side; but Harris did not like the look of a man who was leaning against the front door. He said he didnt look a nice man at all, and he wore ugly boots: so we went on further. We went a goodish way without coming across any more hotels, and then we met a man, and asked him to direct us to a few.

He said:

Why, you are coming away from them. You must turn right round and go back, and then you will come to the Stag.

We said:

Oh, we had been there, and didnt like it — no honeysuckle over it.

Well, then, he said, theres the Manor House, just opposite. Have you tried that?

Harris replied that we did not want to go there — didnt like the looks of a man who was stopping there — Harris did not like the colour of his hair, didnt like his boots, either.

Well, I dont know what youll do, Im sure, said our informant; because they are the only two inns in the place.

No other inns! exclaimed Harris.

None, replied the man.

What on earth are we to do? cried Harris.

Then George spoke up. He said Harris and I could get an hotel built for us, if we liked, and have some people made to put in. For his part, he was going back to the Stag.

The greatest minds never realise their ideals in any matter; and Harris and I sighed over the hollowness of all earthly desires, and followed George.

We took our traps into the Stag, and laid them down in the hall.

The landlord came up and said:

Good evening, gentlemen.

Oh, good evening, said George; we want three beds, please.

Very sorry, sir, said the landlord; but Im afraid we cant manage it.

Oh, well, never mind, said George, two will do. Two of us can sleep in one bed, cant we? he continued, turning to Harris and me.

Harris said, Oh, yes; he thought George and I could sleep in one bed very easily.

Very sorry, sir, again repeated the landlord: but we really havent got a bed vacant in the whole house. In fact, we are putting two, and even three gentlemen in one bed, as it is.

This staggered us for a bit.

But Harris, who is an old traveller, rose to the occasion, and, laughing cheerily, said:

Oh, well, we cant help it. We must rough it. You must give us a shake-down in the billiard-room.

Very sorry, sir. Three gentlemen sleeping on the billiard-table already, and two in the coffee-room. Cant possibly take you in to-night.

We picked up our things, and went over to the Manor House. It was a pretty little place. I said I thought I should like it better than the other house; and Harris said, Oh, yes, it would be all right, and we neednt look at the man with the red hair; besides, the poor fellow couldnt help having red hair.

Harris spoke quite kindly and sensibly about it.

The people at the Manor House did not wait to hear us talk. The landlady met us on the doorstep with the greeting that we were the fourteenth party she had turned away within the last hour and a half. As for our meek suggestions of stables, billiard-room, or coal-cellars, she laughed them all to scorn: all these nooks had been snatched up long ago.

Did she know of any place in the whole village where we could get shelter for the night?

Well, if we didnt mind roughing it — she did not recommend it, mind — but there was a little beershop half a mile down the Eton road—

We waited to hear no more; we caught up the hamper and the bags, and the coats and rugs, and parcels, and ran. The distance seemed more like a mile than half a mile, but we reached the place at last, and rushed, panting, into the bar.

The people at the beershop were rude. They merely laughed at us. There were only three beds in the whole house, and they had seven single gentlemen and two married couples sleeping there already. A kind-hearted bargeman, however, who happened to be in the tap-room, thought we might try the grocers, next door to the Stag, and we went back.

The grocers was full. An old woman we met in the shop then kindly took us along with her for a quarter of a mile, to a lady friend of hers, who occasionally let rooms to gentlemen.

This old woman walked very slowly, and we were twenty minutes getting to her lady friends. She enlivened the journey by describing to us, as we trailed along, the various pains she had in her back.

Her lady friends rooms were let. From there we were recommended to No. 27. No. 27 was full, and sent us to No. 32, and 32 was full.

Then we went back into the high road, and Harris sat down on the hamper and said he would go no further. He said it seemed a quiet spot, and he would like to die there. He requested George and me to kiss his mother for him, and to tell all his relations that he forgave them and died happy.

At that moment an angel came by in the disguise of a small boy (and I cannot think of any more effective disguise an angel could have assumed), with a can of beer in one hand, and in the other something at the end of a string, which he let down on to every flat stone he came across, and then pulled up again, this producing a peculiarly unattractive sound, suggestive of suffering.

We asked this heavenly messenger (as we discovered him afterwards to be) if he knew of any lonely house, whose occupants were few and feeble (old ladies or paralysed gentlemen preferred), who could be easily frightened into giving up their beds for the night to three desperate men; or, if not this, could he recommend us to an empty pigstye, or a disused limekiln, or anything of that sort. He did not know of any such place — at least, not one handy; but he said that, if we liked to come with him, his mother had a room to spare, and could put us up for the night.

We fell upon his neck there in the moonlight and blessed him, and it would have made a very beautiful picture if the boy himself had not been so over-powered by our emotion as to be unable to sustain himself under it, and sunk to the ground, letting us all down on top of him. Harris was so overcome with joy that he fainted, and had to seize the boys beer-can and half empty it before he could recover consciousness, and then he started off at a run, and left George and me to bring on the luggage.

It was a little four-roomed cottage where the boy lived, and his mother — good soul! — gave us hot bacon for supper, and we ate it all — five pounds — and a jam tart afterwards, and two pots of tea, and then we went to bed. There were two beds in the room; one was a 2ft. 6in. truckle bed, and George and I slept in that, and kept in by tying ourselves together with a sheet; and the other was the little boys bed, and Harris had that all to himself, and we found him, in the morning, with two feet of bare leg sticking out at the bottom, and George and I used it to hang the towels on while we bathed.

We were not so uppish about what sort of hotel we would have, next time we went to Datchet.

To return to our present trip: nothing exciting happened, and we tugged steadily on to a little below Monkey Island, where we drew up and lunched. We tackled the cold beef for lunch, and then we found that we had forgotten to bring any mustard. I dont think I ever in my life, before or since, felt I wanted mustard as badly as I felt I wanted it then. I dont care for mustard as a rule, and it is very seldom that I take it at all, but I would have given worlds for it then.

I dont know how many worlds there may be in the universe, but anyone who had brought me a spoonful of mustard at that precise moment could have had them all. I grow reckless like that when I want a thing and cant get it.

Harris said he would have given worlds for mustard too. It would have been a good thing for anybody who had come up to that spot with a can of mustard, then: he would have been set up in worlds for the rest of his life.

But there! I daresay both Harris and I would have tried to back out of the bargain after we had got the mustard. One makes these extravagant offers in moments of excitement, but, of course, when one comes to think of it, one sees how absurdly out of proportion they are with the value of the required article. I heard a man, going up a mountain in Switzerland, once say he would give worlds for a glass of beer, and, when he came to a little shanty where they kept it, he kicked up a most fearful row because they charged him five francs for a bottle of Bass. He said it was a scandalous imposition, and he wrote to the Times about it.

It cast a gloom over the boat, there being no mustard. We ate our beef in silence. Existence seemed hollow and uninteresting. We thought of the happy days of childhood, and sighed. We brightened up a bit, however, over the apple-tart, and, when George drew out a tin of pine-apple from the bottom of the hamper, and rolled it into the middle of the boat, we felt that life was worth living after all.

We are very fond of pine-apple, all three of us. We looked at the picture on the tin; we thought of the juice. We smiled at one another, and Harris got a spoon ready.

Then we looked for the knife to open the tin with. We turned out everything in the hamper. We turned out the bags. We pulled up the boards at the bottom of the boat. We took everything out on to the bank and shook it. There was no tin-opener to be found.

Then Harris tried to open the tin with a pocket-knife, and broke the knife and cut himself badly; and George tried a pair of scissors, and the scissors flew up, and nearly put his eye out. While they were dressing their wounds, I tried to make a hole in the thing with the spiky end of the hitcher, and the hitcher slipped and jerked me out between the boat and the bank into two feet of muddy water, and the tin rolled over, uninjured, and broke a teacup.

Then we all got mad. We took that tin out on the bank, and Harris went up into a field and got a big sharp stone, and I went back into the boat and brought out the mast, and George held the tin and Harris held the sharp end of his stone against the top of it, and I took the mast and poised it high up in the air, and gathered up all my strength and brought it down.

It was Georges straw hat that saved his life that day. He keeps that hat now (what is left of it), and, of a winters evening, when the pipes are lit and the boys are telling stretchers about the dangers they have passed through, George brings it down and shows it round, and the stirring tale is told anew, with fresh exaggerations every time.

Harris got off with merely a flesh wound.

After that, I took the tin off myself, and hammered at it with the mast till I was worn out and sick at heart, whereupon Harris took it in hand.
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We beat it out flat; we beat it back square; we battered it into every form known to geometry — but we could not make a hole in it. Then George went at it, and knocked it into a shape, so strange, so weird, so unearthly in its wild hideousness, that he got frightened and threw away the mast. Then we all three sat round it on the grass and looked at it.

There was one great dent across the top that had the appearance of a mocking grin, and it drove us furious, so that Harris rushed at the thing, and caught it up, and flung it far into the middle of the river, and as it sank we hurled our curses at it, and we got into the boat and rowed away from the spot, and never paused till we reached Maidenhead.

Maidenhead itself is too snobby to be pleasant. It is the haunt of the river swell and his overdressed female companion. It is the town of showy hotels, patronised chiefly by dudes and ballet girls. It is the witchs kitchen from which go forth those demons of the river — steam-launches. The London Journal duke always has his little place at Maidenhead; and the heroine of the three-volume novel always dines there when she goes out on the spree with somebody elses husband.
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We went through Maidenhead quickly, and then eased up, and took leisurely that grand reach beyond Boulters and Cookham locks. Clieveden Woods still wore their dainty dress of spring, and rose up, from the waters edge, in one long harmony of blended shades of fairy green. In its unbroken loveliness this is, perhaps, the sweetest stretch of all the river, and lingeringly we slowly drew our little boat away from its deep peace.

We pulled up in the backwater, just below Cookham, and had tea; and, when we were through the lock, it was evening. A stiffish breeze had sprung up — in our favour, for a wonder; for, as a rule on the river, the wind is always dead against you whatever way you go. It is against you in the morning, when you start for a days trip, and you pull a long distance, thinking how easy it will be to come back with the sail. Then, after tea, the wind veers round, and you have to pull hard in its teeth all the way home.

When you forget to take the sail at all, then the wind is consistently in your favour both ways. But there! this world is only a probation, and man was born to trouble as the sparks fly upward.

This evening, however, they had evidently made a mistake, and had put the wind round at our back instead of in our face. We kept very quiet about it, and got the sail up quickly before they found it out, and then we spread ourselves about the boat in thoughtful attitudes, and the sail bellied out, and strained, and grumbled at the mast, and the boat flew.

I steered.

There is no more thrilling sensation I know of than sailing. It comes as near to flying as man has got to yet — except in dreams. The wings of the rushing wind seem to be bearing you onward, you know not where. You are no longer the slow, plodding, puny thing of clay, creeping tortuously upon the ground; you are a part of Nature! Your heart is throbbing against hers! Her glorious arms are round you, raising you up against her heart! Your spirit is at one with hers; your limbs grow light! The voices of the air are singing to you. The earth seems far away and little; and the clouds, so close above your head, are brothers, and you stretch your arms to them.

We had the river to ourselves, except that, far in the distance, we could see a fishing-punt, moored in mid-stream, on which three fishermen sat; and we skimmed over the water, and passed the wooded banks, and no one spoke.

I was steering.

As we drew nearer, we could see that the three men fishing seemed old and solemn-looking men. They sat on three chairs in the punt, and watched intently their lines. And the red sunset threw a mystic light upon the waters, and tinged with fire the towering woods, and made a golden glory of the piled-up clouds. It was an hour of deep enchantment, of ecstatic hope and longing. The little sail stood out against the purple sky, the gloaming lay around us, wrapping the world in rainbow shadows; and, behind us, crept the night.

We seemed like knights of some old legend, sailing across some mystic lake into the unknown realm of twilight, unto the great land of the sunset.

We did not go into the realm of twilight; we went slap into that punt, where those three old men were fishing. We did not know what had happened at first, because the sail shut out the view, but from the nature of the language that rose up upon the evening air, we gathered that we had come into the neighbourhood of human beings, and that they were vexed and discontented.

Harris let the sail down, and then we saw what had happened. We had knocked those three old gentlemen off their chairs into a general heap at the bottom of the boat, and they were now slowly and painfully sorting themselves out from each other, and picking fish off themselves; and as they worked, they cursed us — not with a common cursory curse, but with long, carefully-thought-out, comprehensive curses, that embraced the whole of our career, and went away into the distant future, and included all our relations, and covered everything connected with us — good, substantial curses.

Harris told them they ought to be grateful for a little excitement, sitting there fishing all day, and he also said that he was shocked and grieved to hear men their age give way to temper so.

But it did not do any good.

George said he would steer, after that. He said a mind like mine ought not to be expected to give itself away in steering boats — better let a mere commonplace human being see after that boat, before we jolly well all got drowned; and he took the lines, and brought us up to Marlow.

And at Marlow we left the boat by the bridge, and went and put up for the night at the Crown.
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CHAPTER XIII.
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MARLOW. — BISHAM Abbey. — The Medmenham Monks. — Montmorency thinks he will murder an old Tom cat. — But eventually decides that he will let it live. — Shameful conduct of a fox terrier at the Civil Service Stores. — Our departure from Marlow. — An imposing procession. — The steam launch, useful receipts for annoying and hindering it. — We decline to drink the river. — A peaceful dog. — Strange disappearance of Harris and a pie.

Marlow is one of the pleasantest river centres I know of. It is a bustling, lively little town; not very picturesque on the whole, it is true, but there are many quaint nooks and corners to be found in it, nevertheless — standing arches in the shattered bridge of Time, over which our fancy travels back to the days when Marlow Manor owned Saxon Algar for its lord, ere conquering William seized it to give to Queen Matilda, ere it passed to the Earls of Warwick or to worldly-wise Lord Paget, the councillor of four successive sovereigns.

There is lovely country round about it, too, if, after boating, you are fond of a walk, while the river itself is at its best here. Down to Cookham, past the Quarry Woods and the meadows, is a lovely reach. Dear old Quarry Woods! with your narrow, climbing paths, and little winding glades, how scented to this hour you seem with memories of sunny summer days! How haunted are your shadowy vistas with the ghosts of laughing faces! how from your whispering leaves there softly fall the voices of long ago!
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From Marlow up to Sonning is even fairer yet. Grand old Bisham Abbey, whose stone walls have rung to the shouts of the Knights Templars, and which, at one time, was the home of Anne of Cleves and at another of Queen Elizabeth, is passed on the right bank just half a mile above Marlow Bridge. Bisham Abbey is rich in melodramatic properties. It contains a tapestry bed-chamber, and a secret room hid high up in the thick walls. The ghost of the Lady Holy, who beat her little boy to death, still walks there at night, trying to wash its ghostly hands clean in a ghostly basin.

Warwick, the king-maker, rests there, careless now about such trivial things as earthly kings and earthly kingdoms; and Salisbury, who did good service at Poitiers. Just before you come to the abbey, and right on the rivers bank, is Bisham Church, and, perhaps, if any tombs are worth inspecting, they are the tombs and monuments in Bisham Church. It was while floating in his boat under the Bisham beeches that Shelley, who was then living at Marlow (you can see his house now, in West street), composed The Revolt of Islam.

By Hurley Weir, a little higher up, I have often thought that I could stay a month without having sufficient time to drink in all the beauty of the scene. The village of Hurley, five minutes walk from the lock, is as old a little spot as there is on the river, dating, as it does, to quote the quaint phraseology of those dim days, from the times of King Sebert and King Offa. Just past the weir (going up) is Danes Field, where the invading Danes once encamped, during their march to Gloucestershire; and a little further still, nestling by a sweet corner of the stream, is what is left of Medmenham Abbey.

The famous Medmenham monks, or Hell Fire Club, as they were commonly called, and of whom the notorious Wilkes was a member, were a fraternity whose motto was Do as you please, and that invitation still stands over the ruined doorway of the abbey. Many years before this bogus abbey, with its congregation of irreverent jesters, was founded, there stood upon this same spot a monastery of a sterner kind, whose monks were of a somewhat different type to the revellers that were to follow them, five hundred years afterwards.

The Cistercian monks, whose abbey stood there in the thirteenth century, wore no clothes but rough tunics and cowls, and ate no flesh, nor fish, nor eggs. They lay upon straw, and they rose at midnight to mass. They spent the day in labour, reading, and prayer; and over all their lives there fell a silence as of death, for no one spoke.

A grim fraternity, passing grim lives in that sweet spot, that God had made so bright! Strange that Natures voices all around them — the soft singing of the waters, the whisperings of the river grass, the music of the rushing wind — should not have taught them a truer meaning of life than this. They listened there, through the long days, in silence, waiting for a voice from heaven; and all day long and through the solemn night it spoke to them in myriad tones, and they heard it not.

From Medmenham to sweet Hambledon Lock the river is full of peaceful beauty, but, after it passes Greenlands, the rather uninteresting looking river residence of my newsagent — a quiet unassuming old gentleman, who may often be met with about these regions, during the summer months, sculling himself along in easy vigorous style, or chatting genially to some old lock-keeper, as he passes through — until well the other side of Henley, it is somewhat bare and dull.

We got up tolerably early on the Monday morning at Marlow, and went for a bathe before breakfast; and, coming back, Montmorency made an awful ass of himself. The only subject on which Montmorency and I have any serious difference of opinion is cats. I like cats; Montmorency does not.
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When I meet a cat, I say, Poor Pussy! and stop down and tickle the side of its head; and the cat sticks up its tail in a rigid, cast-iron manner, arches its back, and wipes its nose up against my trousers; and all is gentleness and peace. When Montmorency meets a cat, the whole street knows about it; and there is enough bad language wasted in ten seconds to last an ordinarily respectable man all his life, with care.

I do not blame the dog (contenting myself, as a rule, with merely clouting his head or throwing stones at him), because I take it that it is his nature. Fox-terriers are born with about four times as much original sin in them as other dogs are, and it will take years and years of patient effort on the part of us Christians to bring about any appreciable reformation in the rowdiness of the fox-terrier nature.

I remember being in the lobby of the Haymarket Stores one day, and all round about me were dogs, waiting for the return of their owners, who were shopping inside. There were a mastiff, and one or two collies, and a St. Bernard, a few retrievers and Newfoundlands, a boar-hound, a French poodle, with plenty of hair round its head, but mangy about the middle; a bull-dog, a few Lowther Arcade sort of animals, about the size of rats, and a couple of Yorkshire tykes.

There they sat, patient, good, and thoughtful. A solemn peacefulness seemed to reign in that lobby. An air of calmness and resignation — of gentle sadness pervaded the room.

Then a sweet young lady entered, leading a meek-looking little fox-terrier, and left him, chained up there, between the bull-dog and the poodle. He sat and looked about him for a minute. Then he cast up his eyes to the ceiling, and seemed, judging from his expression, to be thinking of his mother. Then he yawned. Then he looked round at the other dogs, all silent, grave, and dignified.

He looked at the bull-dog, sleeping dreamlessly on his right. He looked at the poodle, erect and haughty, on his left. Then, without a word of warning, without the shadow of a provocation, he bit that poodles near fore-leg, and a yelp of agony rang through the quiet shades of that lobby.

The result of his first experiment seemed highly satisfactory to him, and he determined to go on and make things lively all round. He sprang over the poodle and vigorously attacked a collie, and the collie woke up, and immediately commenced a fierce and noisy contest with the poodle. Then Foxey came back to his own place, and caught the bull-dog by the ear, and tried to throw him away; and the bull-dog, a curiously impartial animal, went for everything he could reach, including the hall-porter, which gave that dear little terrier the opportunity to enjoy an uninterrupted fight of his own with an equally willing Yorkshire tyke.

Anyone who knows canine nature need hardly, be told that, by this time, all the other dogs in the place were fighting as if their hearths and homes depended on the fray. The big dogs fought each other indiscriminately; and the little dogs fought among themselves, and filled up their spare time by biting the legs of the big dogs.

The whole lobby was a perfect pandemonium, and the din was terrific. A crowd assembled outside in the Haymarket, and asked if it was a vestry meeting; or, if not, who was being murdered, and why? Men came with poles and ropes, and tried to separate the dogs, and the police were sent for.

And in the midst of the riot that sweet young lady returned, and snatched up that sweet little dog of hers (he had laid the tyke up for a month, and had on the expression, now, of a new-born lamb) into her arms, and kissed him, and asked him if he was killed, and what those great nasty brutes of dogs had been doing to him; and he nestled up against her, and gazed up into her face with a look that seemed to say: Oh, Im so glad youve come to take me away from this disgraceful scene!

She said that the people at the Stores had no right to allow great savage things like those other dogs to be put with respectable peoples dogs, and that she had a great mind to summon somebody.

Such is the nature of fox-terriers; and, therefore, I do not blame Montmorency for his tendency to row with cats; but he wished he had not given way to it that morning.

We were, as I have said, returning from a dip, and half-way up the High Street a cat darted out from one of the houses in front of us, and began to trot across the road. Montmorency gave a cry of joy — the cry of a stern warrior who sees his enemy given over to his hands — the sort of cry Cromwell might have uttered when the Scots came down the hill — and flew after his prey.

His victim was a large black Tom. I never saw a larger cat, nor a more disreputable-looking cat. It had lost half its tail, one of its ears, and a fairly appreciable proportion of its nose. It was a long, sinewy-looking animal. It had a calm, contented air about it.

Montmorency went for that poor cat at the rate of twenty miles an hour; but the cat did not hurry up — did not seem to have grasped the idea that its life was in danger. It trotted quietly on until its would-be assassin was within a yard of it, and then it turned round and sat down in the middle of the road, and looked at Montmorency with a gentle, inquiring expression, that said:

Yes! You want me?

Montmorency does not lack pluck; but there was something about the look of that cat that might have chilled the heart of the boldest dog. He stopped abruptly, and looked back at Tom.

Neither spoke; but the conversation that one could imagine was clearly as follows: — 

The Cat: Can I do anything for you?

Montmorency: No — no, thanks.

The Cat: Dont you mind speaking, if you really want anything, you know.

Montmorency (backing down the High Street): Oh, no — not at all — certainly — dont you trouble. I — I am afraid Ive made a mistake. I thought I knew you. Sorry I disturbed you.

The Cat: Not at all — quite a pleasure. Sure you dont want anything, now?

Montmorency (still backing): Not at all, thanks — not at all — very kind of you. Good morning.

The Cat: Good-morning.

Then the cat rose, and continued his trot; and Montmorency, fitting what he calls his tail carefully into its groove, came back to us, and took up an unimportant position in the rear.

To this day, if you say the word Cats! to Montmorency, he will visibly shrink and look up piteously at you, as if to say:

Please dont.

We did our marketing after breakfast, and revictualled the boat for three days. George said we ought to take vegetables — that it was unhealthy not to eat vegetables. He said they were easy enough to cook, and that he would see to that; so we got ten pounds of potatoes, a bushel of peas, and a few cabbages. We got a beefsteak pie, a couple of gooseberry tarts, and a leg of mutton from the hotel; and fruit, and cakes, and bread and butter, and jam, and bacon and eggs, and other things we foraged round about the town for.

Our departure from Marlow I regard as one of our greatest successes. It was dignified and impressive, without being ostentatious. We had insisted at all the shops we had been to that the things should be sent with us then and there. None of your Yes, sir, I will send them off at once: the boy will be down there before you are, sir! and then fooling about on the landing-stage, and going back to the shop twice to have a row about them, for us. We waited while the basket was packed, and took the boy with us.

We went to a good many shops, adopting this principle at each one; and the consequence was that, by the time we had finished, we had as fine a collection of boys with baskets following us around as heart could desire; and our final march down the middle of the High Street, to the river, must have been as imposing a spectacle as Marlow had seen for many a long day.

The order of the procession was as follows: — 

Montmorency, carrying a stick.
Two disreputable-looking curs, friends of Montmorencys.
George, carrying coats and rugs, and smoking a short pipe.
Harris, trying to walk with easy grace,
while carrying a bulged-out Gladstone bag in one hand
and a bottle of lime-juice in the other.
Greengrocers boy and bakers boy,
with baskets.
Boots from the hotel, carrying hamper.
Confectioners boy, with basket.
Grocers boy, with basket.
Long-haired dog.
Cheesemongers boy, with basket.
Odd man carrying a bag.
Bosom companion of odd man, with his hands in his pockets,
smoking a short clay.
Fruiterers boy, with basket.
Myself, carrying three hats and a pair of boots,
and trying to look as if I didnt know it.
Six small boys, and four stray dogs.

When we got down to the landing-stage, the boatman said:

Let me see, sir; was yours a steam-launch or a house-boat?
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On our informing him it was a double-sculling skiff, he seemed surprised.

We had a good deal of trouble with steam launches that morning. It was just before the Henley week, and they were going up in large numbers; some by themselves, some towing houseboats. I do hate steam launches: I suppose every rowing man does. I never see a steam launch but I feel I should like to lure it to a lonely part of the river, and there, in the silence and the solitude, strangle it.

There is a blatant bumptiousness about a steam launch that has the knack of rousing every evil instinct in my nature, and I yearn for the good old days, when you could go about and tell people what you thought of them with a hatchet and a bow and arrows. The expression on the face of the man who, with his hands in his pockets, stands by the stern, smoking a cigar, is sufficient to excuse a breach of the peace by itself; and the lordly whistle for you to get out of the way would, I am confident, ensure a verdict of justifiable homicide from any jury of river men.

They used to have to whistle for us to get out of their way. If I may do so, without appearing boastful, I think I can honestly say that our one small boat, during that week, caused more annoyance and delay and aggravation to the steam launches that we came across than all the other craft on the river put together.

Steam launch, coming! one of us would cry out, on sighting the enemy in the distance; and, in an instant, everything was got ready to receive her. I would take the lines, and Harris and George would sit down beside me, all of us with our backs to the launch, and the boat would drift out quietly into mid-stream.

On would come the launch, whistling, and on we would go, drifting. At about a hundred yards off, she would start whistling like mad, and the people would come and lean over the side, and roar at us; but we never heard them! Harris would be telling us an anecdote about his mother, and George and I would not have missed a word of it for worlds.

Then that launch would give one final shriek of a whistle that would nearly burst the boiler, and she would reverse her engines, and blow off steam, and swing round and get aground; everyone on board of it would rush to the bow and yell at us, and the people on the bank would stand and shout to us, and all the other passing boats would stop and join in, till the whole river for miles up and down was in a state of frantic commotion. And then Harris would break off in the most interesting part of his narrative, and look up with mild surprise, and say to George:

Why, George, bless me, if here isnt a steam launch!

And George would answer:

Well, do you know, I thought I heard something!

Upon which we would get nervous and confused, and not know how to get the boat out of the way, and the people in the launch would crowd round and instruct us:

Pull your right — you, you idiot! back with your left. No, not you — the other one — leave the lines alone, cant you — now, both together. NOT that way. Oh, you — !

Then they would lower a boat and come to our assistance; and, after quarter of an hours effort, would get us clean out of their way, so that they could go on; and we would thank them so much, and ask them to give us a tow. But they never would.

Another good way we discovered of irritating the aristocratic type of steam launch, was to mistake them for a beanfeast, and ask them if they were Messrs. Cubits lot or the Bermondsey Good Templars, and could they lend us a saucepan.

Old ladies, not accustomed to the river, are always intensely nervous of steam launches. I remember going up once from Staines to Windsor — a stretch of water peculiarly rich in these mechanical monstrosities — with a party containing three ladies of this description. It was very exciting. At the first glimpse of every steam launch that came in view, they insisted on landing and sitting down on the bank until it was out of sight again. They said they were very sorry, but that they owed it to their families not to be fool-hardy.

We found ourselves short of water at Hambledon Lock; so we took our jar and went up to the lock-keepers house to beg for some.

George was our spokesman. He put on a winning smile, and said:

Oh, please could you spare us a little water?

Certainly, replied the old gentleman; take as much as you want, and leave the rest.

Thank you so much, murmured George, looking about him. Where — where do you keep it?

Its always in the same place my boy, was the stolid reply: just behind you.

I dont see it, said George, turning round.

Why, bless us, wheres your eyes? was the mans comment, as he twisted George round and pointed up and down the stream. Theres enough of it to see, aint there?

Oh! exclaimed George, grasping the idea; but we cant drink the river, you know!

No; but you can drink some of it, replied the old fellow. Its what Ive drunk for the last fifteen years.

George told him that his appearance, after the course, did not seem a sufficiently good advertisement for the brand; and that he would prefer it out of a pump.

We got some from a cottage a little higher up. I daresay that was only river water, if we had known. But we did not know, so it was all right. What the eye does not see, the stomach does not get upset over.

We tried river water once, later on in the season, but it was not a success. We were coming down stream, and had pulled up to have tea in a backwater near Windsor. Our jar was empty, and it was a case of going without our tea or taking water from the river. Harris was for chancing it. He said it must be all right if we boiled the water. He said that the various germs of poison present in the water would be killed by the boiling. So we filled our kettle with Thames backwater, and boiled it; and very careful we were to see that it did boil.

We had made the tea, and were just settling down comfortably to drink it, when George, with his cup half-way to his lips, paused and exclaimed:

Whats that?

Whats what? asked Harris and I.

Why that! said George, looking westward.
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Harris and I followed his gaze, and saw, coming down towards us on the sluggish current, a dog. It was one of the quietest and peacefullest dogs I have ever seen. I never met a dog who seemed more contented — more easy in its mind. It was floating dreamily on its back, with its four legs stuck up straight into the air. It was what I should call a full-bodied dog, with a well-developed chest. On he came, serene, dignified, and calm, until he was abreast of our boat, and there, among the rushes, he eased up, and settled down cosily for the evening.

George said he didnt want any tea, and emptied his cup into the water. Harris did not feel thirsty, either, and followed suit. I had drunk half mine, but I wished I had not.

I asked George if he thought I was likely to have typhoid.

He said: Oh, no; he thought I had a very good chance indeed of escaping it. Anyhow, I should know in about a fortnight, whether I had or had not.

We went up the backwater to Wargrave. It is a short cut, leading out of the right-hand bank about half a mile above Marsh Lock, and is well worth taking, being a pretty, shady little piece of stream, besides saving nearly half a mile of distance.

Of course, its entrance is studded with posts and chains, and surrounded with notice boards, menacing all kinds of torture, imprisonment, and death to everyone who dares set scull upon its waters — I wonder some of these riparian boors dont claim the air of the river and threaten everyone with forty shillings fine who breathes it — but the posts and chains a little skill will easily avoid; and as for the boards, you might, if you have five minutes to spare, and there is nobody about, take one or two of them down and throw them into the river.

Half-way up the backwater, we got out and lunched; and it was during this lunch that George and I received rather a trying shock.

Harris received a shock, too; but I do not think Harriss shock could have been anything like so bad as the shock that George and I had over the business.

You see, it was in this way: we were sitting in a meadow, about ten yards from the waters edge, and we had just settled down comfortably to feed. Harris had the beefsteak pie between his knees, and was carving it, and George and I were waiting with our plates ready.

Have you got a spoon there? says Harris; I want a spoon to help the gravy with.

The hamper was close behind us, and George and I both turned round to reach one out. We were not five seconds getting it. When we looked round again, Harris and the pie were gone!

It was a wide, open field. There was not a tree or a bit of hedge for hundreds of yards. He could not have tumbled into the river, because we were on the water side of him, and he would have had to climb over us to do it.

George and I gazed all about. Then we gazed at each other.

Has he been snatched up to heaven? I queried.

Theyd hardly have taken the pie too, said George.

There seemed weight in this objection, and we discarded the heavenly theory.

I suppose the truth of the matter is, suggested George, descending to the commonplace and practicable, that there has been an earthquake.

And then he added, with a touch of sadness in his voice: I wish he hadnt been carving that pie.

With a sigh, we turned our eyes once more towards the spot where Harris and the pie had last been seen on earth; and there, as our blood froze in our veins and our hair stood up on end, we saw Harriss head — and nothing but his head — sticking bolt upright among the tall grass, the face very red, and bearing upon it an expression of great indignation!

George was the first to recover.

Speak! he cried, and tell us whether you are alive or dead — and where is the rest of you?

Oh, dont be a stupid ass! said Harriss head. I believe you did it on purpose.

Did what? exclaimed George and I.

Why, put me to sit here — darn silly trick! Here, catch hold of the pie.
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And out of the middle of the earth, as it seemed to us, rose the pie — very much mixed up and damaged; and, after it, scrambled Harris — tumbled, grubby, and wet.

He had been sitting, without knowing it, on the very verge of a small gully, the long grass hiding it from view; and in leaning a little back he had shot over, pie and all.

He said he had never felt so surprised in all his life, as when he first felt himself going, without being able to conjecture in the slightest what had happened. He thought at first that the end of the world had come.

Harris believes to this day that George and I planned it all beforehand. Thus does unjust suspicion follow even the most blameless for, as the poet says, Who shall escape calumny?

Who, indeed!


CHAPTER XIV.
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WARGRAVE. — WAXWORKS. — Sonning. — Our stew. — Montmorency is sarcastic. — Fight between Montmorency and the tea-kettle. — Georges banjo studies. — Meet with discouragement. — Difficulties in the way of the musical amateur. — Learning to play the bagpipes. — Harris feels sad after supper. — George and I go for a walk. — Return hungry and wet. — There is a strangeness about Harris. — Harris and the swans, a remarkable story. — Harris has a troubled night.

We caught a breeze, after lunch, which took us gently up past Wargrave and Shiplake. Mellowed in the drowsy sunlight of a summers afternoon, Wargrave, nestling where the river bends, makes a sweet old picture as you pass it, and one that lingers long upon the retina of memory.

The George and Dragon at Wargrave boasts a sign, painted on the one side by Leslie, R.A., and on the other by Hodgson of that ilk. Leslie has depicted the fight; Hodgson has imagined the scene, After the Fight — George, the work done, enjoying his pint of beer.

Day, the author of Sandford and Merton, lived and — more credit to the place still — was killed at Wargrave. In the church is a memorial to Mrs. Sarah Hill, who bequeathed 1 pound annually, to be divided at Easter, between two boys and two girls who have never been undutiful to their parents; who have never been known to swear or to tell untruths, to steal, or to break windows. Fancy giving up all that for five shillings a year! It is not worth it.

It is rumoured in the town that once, many years ago, a boy appeared who really never had done these things — or at all events, which was all that was required or could be expected, had never been known to do them — and thus won the crown of glory. He was exhibited for three weeks afterwards in the Town Hall, under a glass case.

What has become of the money since no one knows. They say it is always handed over to the nearest wax-works show.

Shiplake is a pretty village, but it cannot be seen from the river, being upon the hill. Tennyson was married in Shiplake Church.

The river up to Sonning winds in and out through many islands, and is very placid, hushed, and lonely. Few folk, except at twilight, a pair or two of rustic lovers, walk along its banks. Arry and Lord Fitznoodle have been left behind at Henley, and dismal, dirty Reading is not yet reached. It is a part of the river in which to dream of bygone days, and vanished forms and faces, and things that might have been, but are not, confound them.

We got out at Sonning, and went for a walk round the village. It is the most fairy-like little nook on the whole river. It is more like a stage village than one built of bricks and mortar. Every house is smothered in roses, and now, in early June, they were bursting forth in clouds of dainty splendour. If you stop at Sonning, put up at the Bull, behind the church. It is a veritable picture of an old country inn, with green, square courtyard in front, where, on seats beneath the trees, the old men group of an evening to drink their ale and gossip over village politics; with low, quaint rooms and latticed windows, and awkward stairs and winding passages.

We roamed about sweet Sonning for an hour or so, and then, it being too late to push on past Reading, we decided to go back to one of the Shiplake islands, and put up there for the night. It was still early when we got settled, and George said that, as we had plenty of time, it would be a splendid opportunity to try a good, slap-up supper. He said he would show us what could be done up the river in the way of cooking, and suggested that, with the vegetables and the remains of the cold beef and general odds and ends, we should make an Irish stew.

It seemed a fascinating idea. George gathered wood and made a fire, and Harris and I started to peel the potatoes. I should never have thought that peeling potatoes was such an undertaking. The job turned out to be the biggest thing of its kind that I had ever been in. We began cheerfully, one might almost say skittishly, but our light-heartedness was gone by the time the first potato was finished. The more we peeled, the more peel there seemed to be left on; by the time we had got all the peel off and all the eyes out, there was no potato left — at least none worth speaking of. George came and had a look at it — it was about the size of a pea-nut. He said:

Oh, that wont do! Youre wasting them. You must scrape them.

So we scraped them, and that was harder work than peeling. They are such an extraordinary shape, potatoes — all bumps and warts and hollows. We worked steadily for five-and-twenty minutes, and did four potatoes. Then we struck. We said we should require the rest of the evening for scraping ourselves.

I never saw such a thing as potato-scraping for making a fellow in a mess. It seemed difficult to believe that the potato-scrapings in which Harris and I stood, half smothered, could have come off four potatoes. It shows you what can be done with economy and care.

George said it was absurd to have only four potatoes in an Irish stew, so we washed half-a-dozen or so more, and put them in without peeling. We also put in a cabbage and about half a peck of peas. George stirred it all up, and then he said that there seemed to be a lot of room to spare, so we overhauled both the hampers, and picked out all the odds and ends and the remnants, and added them to the stew. There were half a pork pie and a bit of cold boiled bacon left, and we put them in. Then George found half a tin of potted salmon, and he emptied that into the pot.

He said that was the advantage of Irish stew: you got rid of such a lot of things. I fished out a couple of eggs that had got cracked, and put those in. George said they would thicken the gravy.

I forget the other ingredients, but I know nothing was wasted; and I remember that, towards the end, Montmorency, who had evinced great interest in the proceedings throughout, strolled away with an earnest and thoughtful air, reappearing, a few minutes afterwards, with a dead water-rat in his mouth, which he evidently wished to present as his contribution to the dinner; whether in a sarcastic spirit, or with a genuine desire to assist, I cannot say.

We had a discussion as to whether the rat should go in or not. Harris said that he thought it would be all right, mixed up with the other things, and that every little helped; but George stood up for precedent. He said he had never heard of water-rats in Irish stew, and he would rather be on the safe side, and not try experiments.

Harris said:

If you never try a new thing, how can you tell what its like? Its men such as you that hamper the worlds progress. Think of the man who first tried German sausage!

It was a great success, that Irish stew. I dont think I ever enjoyed a meal more. There was something so fresh and piquant about it. Ones palate gets so tired of the old hackneyed things: here was a dish with a new flavour, with a taste like nothing else on earth.

And it was nourishing, too. As George said, there was good stuff in it. The peas and potatoes might have been a bit softer, but we all had good teeth, so that did not matter much: and as for the gravy, it was a poem — a little too rich, perhaps, for a weak stomach, but nutritious.

We finished up with tea and cherry tart. Montmorency had a fight with the kettle during tea-time, and came off a poor second.

Throughout the trip, he had manifested great curiosity concerning the kettle. He would sit and watch it, as it boiled, with a puzzled expression, and would try and rouse it every now and then by growling at it. When it began to splutter and steam, he regarded it as a challenge, and would want to fight it, only, at that precise moment, some one would always dash up and bear off his prey before he could get at it.

To-day he determined he would be beforehand. At the first sound the kettle made, he rose, growling, and advanced towards it in a threatening attitude. It was only a little kettle, but it was full of pluck, and it up and spit at him.
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Ah! would ye! growled Montmorency, showing his teeth; Ill teach ye to cheek a hard-working, respectable dog; ye miserable, long-nosed, dirty-looking scoundrel, ye. Come on!

And he rushed at that poor little kettle, and seized it by the spout.

Then, across the evening stillness, broke a blood-curdling yelp, and Montmorency left the boat, and did a constitutional three times round the island at the rate of thirty-five miles an hour, stopping every now and then to bury his nose in a bit of cool mud.

From that day Montmorency regarded the kettle with a mixture of awe, suspicion, and hate. Whenever he saw it he would growl and back at a rapid rate, with his tail shut down, and the moment it was put upon the stove he would promptly climb out of the boat, and sit on the bank, till the whole tea business was over.

George got out his banjo after supper, and wanted to play it, but Harris objected: he said he had got a headache, and did not feel strong enough to stand it. George thought the music might do him good — said music often soothed the nerves and took away a headache; and he twanged two or three notes, just to show Harris what it was like.

Harris said he would rather have the headache.

George has never learned to play the banjo to this day. He has had too much all-round discouragement to meet. He tried on two or three evenings, while we were up the river, to get a little practice, but it was never a success. Harriss language used to be enough to unnerve any man; added to which, Montmorency would sit and howl steadily, right through the performance. It was not giving the man a fair chance.

Whats he want to howl like that for when Im playing? George would exclaim indignantly, while taking aim at him with a boot.

What do you want to play like that for when he is howling? Harris would retort, catching the boot. You let him alone. He cant help howling. Hes got a musical ear, and your playing makes him howl.

So George determined to postpone study of the banjo until he reached home. But he did not get much opportunity even there. Mrs. P. used to come up and say she was very sorry — for herself, she liked to hear him — but the lady upstairs was in a very delicate state, and the doctor was afraid it might injure the child.

Then George tried taking it out with him late at night, and practising round the square. But the inhabitants complained to the police about it, and a watch was set for him one night, and he was captured. The evidence against him was very clear, and he was bound over to keep the peace for six months.

He seemed to lose heart in the business after that. He did make one or two feeble efforts to take up the work again when the six months had elapsed, but there was always the same coldness — the same want of sympathy on the part of the world to fight against; and, after awhile, he despaired altogether, and advertised the instrument for sale at a great sacrifice—owner having no further use for same — and took to learning card tricks instead.

It must be disheartening work learning a musical instrument. You would think that Society, for its own sake, would do all it could to assist a man to acquire the art of playing a musical instrument. But it doesnt!

I knew a young fellow once, who was studying to play the bagpipes, and you would be surprised at the amount of opposition he had to contend with. Why, not even from the members of his own family did he receive what you could call active encouragement. His father was dead against the business from the beginning, and spoke quite unfeelingly on the subject.

My friend used to get up early in the morning to practise, but he had to give that plan up, because of his sister. She was somewhat religiously inclined, and she said it seemed such an awful thing to begin the day like that.

So he sat up at night instead, and played after the family had gone to bed, but that did not do, as it got the house such a bad name. People, going home late, would stop outside to listen, and then put it about all over the town, the next morning, that a fearful murder had been committed at Mr. Jeffersons the night before; and would describe how they had heard the victims shrieks and the brutal oaths and curses of the murderer, followed by the prayer for mercy, and the last dying gurgle of the corpse.

So they let him practise in the day-time, in the back-kitchen with all the doors shut; but his more successful passages could generally be heard in the sitting-room, in spite of these precautions, and would affect his mother almost to tears.

She said it put her in mind of her poor father (he had been swallowed by a shark, poor man, while bathing off the coast of New Guinea — where the connection came in, she could not explain).

Then they knocked up a little place for him at the bottom of the garden, about quarter of a mile from the house, and made him take the machine down there when he wanted to work it; and sometimes a visitor would come to the house who knew nothing of the matter, and they would forget to tell him all about it, and caution him, and he would go out for a stroll round the garden and suddenly get within earshot of those bagpipes, without being prepared for it, or knowing what it was. If he were a man of strong mind, it only gave him fits; but a person of mere average intellect it usually sent mad.

There is, it must be confessed, something very sad about the early efforts of an amateur in bagpipes. I have felt that myself when listening to my young friend. They appear to be a trying instrument to perform upon. You have to get enough breath for the whole tune before you start — at least, so I gathered from watching Jefferson.

He would begin magnificently with a wild, full, come-to-the-battle sort of a note, that quite roused you. But he would get more and more piano as he went on, and the last verse generally collapsed in the middle with a splutter and a hiss.

You want to be in good health to play the bagpipes.

Young Jefferson only learnt to play one tune on those bagpipes; but I never heard any complaints about the insufficiency of his repertoire — none whatever. This tune was The Campbells are Coming, Hooray — Hooray! so he said, though his father always held that it was The Blue Bells of Scotland. Nobody seemed quite sure what it was exactly, but they all agreed that it sounded Scotch.

Strangers were allowed three guesses, and most of them guessed a different tune each time.

Harris was disagreeable after supper, — I think it must have been the stew that had upset him: he is not used to high living, — so George and I left him in the boat, and settled to go for a mouch round Henley. He said he should have a glass of whisky and a pipe, and fix things up for the night. We were to shout when we returned, and he would row over from the island and fetch us.

Dont go to sleep, old man, we said as we started.

Not much fear of that while this stews on, he grunted, as he pulled back to the island.

Henley was getting ready for the regatta, and was full of bustle. We met a goodish number of men we knew about the town, and in their pleasant company the time slipped by somewhat quickly; so that it was nearly eleven oclock before we set off on our four-mile walk home — as we had learned to call our little craft by this time.

It was a dismal night, coldish, with a thin rain falling; and as we trudged through the dark, silent fields, talking low to each other, and wondering if we were going right or not, we thought of the cosy boat, with the bright light streaming through the tight-drawn canvas; of Harris and Montmorency, and the whisky, and wished that we were there.

We conjured up the picture of ourselves inside, tired and a little hungry; of the gloomy river and the shapeless trees; and, like a giant glow-worm underneath them, our dear old boat, so snug and warm and cheerful. We could see ourselves at supper there, pecking away at cold meat, and passing each other chunks of bread; we could hear the cheery clatter of our knives, the laughing voices, filling all the space, and overflowing through the opening out into the night. And we hurried on to realise the vision.

We struck the tow-path at length, and that made us happy; because prior to this we had not been sure whether we were walking towards the river or away from it, and when you are tired and want to go to bed uncertainties like that worry you. We passed Skiplake as the clock was striking the quarter to twelve; and then George said, thoughtfully:

You dont happen to remember which of the islands it was, do you?

No, I replied, beginning to grow thoughtful too, I dont. How many are there?

Only four, answered George. It will be all right, if hes awake.

And if not? I queried; but we dismissed that train of thought.

We shouted when we came opposite the first island, but there was no response; so we went to the second, and tried there, and obtained the same result.

Oh! I remember now, said George; it was the third one.

And we ran on hopefully to the third one, and hallooed.

No answer!

The case was becoming serious. it was now past midnight. The hotels at Skiplake and Henley would be crammed; and we could not go round, knocking up cottagers and householders in the middle of the night, to know if they let apartments! George suggested walking back to Henley and assaulting a policeman, and so getting a nights lodging in the station-house. But then there was the thought, Suppose he only hits us back and refuses to lock us up!

We could not pass the whole night fighting policemen. Besides, we did not want to overdo the thing and get six months.

We despairingly tried what seemed in the darkness to be the fourth island, but met with no better success. The rain was coming down fast now, and evidently meant to last. We were wet to the skin, and cold and miserable. We began to wonder whether there were only four islands or more, or whether we were near the islands at all, or whether we were anywhere within a mile of where we ought to be, or in the wrong part of the river altogether; everything looked so strange and different in the darkness. We began to understand the sufferings of the Babes in the Wood.

Just when we had given up all hope — yes, I know that is always the time that things do happen in novels and tales; but I cant help it. I resolved, when I began to write this book, that I would be strictly truthful in all things; and so I will be, even if I have to employ hackneyed phrases for the purpose.

It was just when we had given up all hope, and I must therefore say so. Just when we had given up all hope, then, I suddenly caught sight, a little way below us, of a strange, weird sort of glimmer flickering among the trees on the opposite bank. For an instant I thought of ghosts: it was such a shadowy, mysterious light. The next moment it flashed across me that it was our boat, and I sent up such a yell across the water that made the night seem to shake in its bed.

We waited breathless for a minute, and then — oh! divinest music of the darkness! — we heard the answering bark of Montmorency. We shouted back loud enough to wake the Seven Sleepers — I never could understand myself why it should take more noise to wake seven sleepers than one — and, after what seemed an hour, but what was really, I suppose, about five minutes, we saw the lighted boat creeping slowly over the blackness, and heard Harriss sleepy voice asking where we were.

There was an unaccountable strangeness about Harris. It was something more than mere ordinary tiredness. He pulled the boat against a part of the bank from which it was quite impossible for us to get into it, and immediately went to sleep. It took us an immense amount of screaming and roaring to wake him up again and put some sense into him; but we succeeded at last, and got safely on board.

Harris had a sad expression on him, so we noticed, when we got into the boat. He gave you the idea of a man who had been through trouble. We asked him if anything had happened, and he said — 
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Swans!

It seemed we had moored close to a swans nest, and, soon after George and I had gone, the female swan came back, and kicked up a row about it. Harris had chivied her off, and she had gone away, and fetched up her old man. Harris said he had had quite a fight with these two swans; but courage and skill had prevailed in the end, and he had defeated them.

Half-an-hour afterwards they returned with eighteen other swans! It must have been a fearful battle, so far as we could understand Harriss account of it. The swans had tried to drag him and Montmorency out of the boat and drown them; and he had defended himself like a hero for four hours, and had killed the lot, and they had all paddled away to die.

How many swans did you say there were? asked George.

Thirty-two, replied Harris, sleepily.

You said eighteen just now, said George.

No, I didnt, grunted Harris; I said twelve. Think I cant count?

What were the real facts about these swans we never found out. We questioned Harris on the subject in the morning, and he said, What swans? and seemed to think that George and I had been dreaming.

Oh, how delightful it was to be safe in the boat, after our trials and fears! We ate a hearty supper, George and I, and we should have had some toddy after it, if we could have found the whisky, but we could not. We examined Harris as to what he had done with it; but he did not seem to know what we meant by whisky, or what we were talking about at all. Montmorency looked as if he knew something, but said nothing.

I slept well that night, and should have slept better if it had not been for Harris. I have a vague recollection of having been woke up at least a dozen times during the night by Harris wandering about the boat with the lantern, looking for his clothes. He seemed to be worrying about his clothes all night.

Twice he routed up George and myself to see if we were lying on his trousers. George got quite wild the second time.

What the thunder do you want your trousers for, in the middle of the night? he asked indignantly. Why dont you lie down, and go to sleep?

I found him in trouble, the next time I awoke, because he could not find his socks; and my last hazy remembrance is of being rolled over on my side, and of hearing Harris muttering something about its being an extraordinary thing where his umbrella could have got to.


CHAPTER XV.
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HOUSEHOLD DUTIES. — Love of work. — The old river hand, what he does and what he tells you he has done. — Scepticism of the new generation. — Early boating recollections. — Rafting. — George does the thing in style. — The old boatman, his method. — So calm, so full of peace. — The beginner. — Punting. — A sad accident. — Pleasures of friendship. — Sailing, my first experience. — Possible reason why we were not drowned.
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We woke late the next morning, and, at Harriss earnest desire, partook of a plain breakfast, with non dainties. Then we cleaned up, and put everything straight (a continual labour, which was beginning to afford me a pretty clear insight into a question that had often posed me — namely, how a woman with the work of only one house on her hands manages to pass away her time), and, at about ten, set out on what we had determined should be a good days journey.

We agreed that we would pull this morning, as a change from towing; and Harris thought the best arrangement would be that George and I should scull, and he steer. I did not chime in with this idea at all; I said I thought Harris would have been showing a more proper spirit if he had suggested that he and George should work, and let me rest a bit. It seemed to me that I was doing more than my fair share of the work on this trip, and I was beginning to feel strongly on the subject.

It always does seem to me that I am doing more work than I should do. It is not that I object to the work, mind you; I like work: it fascinates me. I can sit and look at it for hours. I love to keep it by me: the idea of getting rid of it nearly breaks my heart.

You cannot give me too much work; to accumulate work has almost become a passion with me: my study is so full of it now, that there is hardly an inch of room for any more. I shall have to throw out a wing soon.

And I am careful of my work, too. Why, some of the work that I have by me now has been in my possession for years and years, and there isnt a finger-mark on it. I take a great pride in my work; I take it down now and then and dust it. No man keeps his work in a better state of preservation than I do.

But, though I crave for work, I still like to be fair. I do not ask for more than my proper share.

But I get it without asking for it — at least, so it appears to me — and this worries me.

George says he does not think I need trouble myself on the subject. He thinks it is only my over-scrupulous nature that makes me fear I am having more than my due; and that, as a matter of fact, I dont have half as much as I ought. But I expect he only says this to comfort me.

In a boat, I have always noticed that it is the fixed idea of each member of the crew that he is doing everything. Harriss notion was, that it was he alone who had been working, and that both George and I had been imposing upon him. George, on the other hand, ridiculed the idea of Harriss having done anything more than eat and sleep, and had a cast-iron opinion that it was he — George himself — who had done all the labour worth speaking of.

He said he had never been out with such a couple of lazily skulks as Harris and I.

That amused Harris.

Fancy old George talking about work! he laughed; why, about half-an-hour of it would kill him. Have you ever seen George work? he added, turning to me.

I agreed with Harris that I never had — most certainly not since we had started on this trip.

Well, I dont see how you can know much about it, one way or the other, George retorted on Harris; for Im blest if you havent been asleep half the time. Have you ever seen Harris fully awake, except at meal-time? asked George, addressing me.

Truth compelled me to support George. Harris had been very little good in the boat, so far as helping was concerned, from the beginning.

Well, hang it all, Ive done more than old J., anyhow, rejoined Harris.

Well, you couldnt very well have done less, added George.

I suppose J. thinks he is the passenger, continued Harris.

And that was their gratitude to me for having brought them and their wretched old boat all the way up from Kingston, and for having superintended and managed everything for them, and taken care of them, and slaved for them. It is the way of the world.

We settled the present difficulty by arranging that Harris and George should scull up past Reading, and that I should tow the boat on from there. Pulling a heavy boat against a strong stream has few attractions for me now. There was a time, long ago, when I used to clamour for the hard work: now I like to give the youngsters a chance.

I notice that most of the old river hands are similarly retiring, whenever there is any stiff pulling to be done. You can always tell the old river hand by the way in which he stretches himself out upon the cushions at the bottom of the boat, and encourages the rowers by telling them anecdotes about the marvellous feats he performed last season.

Call what youre doing hard work! he drawls, between his contented whiffs, addressing the two perspiring novices, who have been grinding away steadily up stream for the last hour and a half; why, Jim Biffles and Jack and I, last season, pulled up from Marlow to Goring in one afternoon — never stopped once. Do you remember that, Jack?

Jack, who has made himself a bed up in the prow of all the rugs and coats he can collect, and who has been lying there asleep for the last two hours, partially wakes up on being thus appealed to, and recollects all about the matter, and also remembers that there was an unusually strong stream against them all the way — likewise a stiff wind.

About thirty-four miles, I suppose, it must have been, adds the first speaker, reaching down another cushion to put under his head.

No — no; dont exaggerate, Tom, murmurs Jack, reprovingly; thirty-three at the outside.

And Jack and Tom, quite exhausted by this conversational effort, drop off to sleep once more. And the two simple-minded youngsters at the sculls feel quite proud of being allowed to row such wonderful oarsmen as Jack and Tom, and strain away harder than ever.

When I was a young man, I used to listen to these tales from my elders, and take them in, and swallow them, and digest every word of them, and then come up for more; but the new generation do not seem to have the simple faith of the old times. We — George, Harris, and myself — took a raw un up with us once last season, and we plied him with the customary stretchers about the wonderful things we had done all the way up.

We gave him all the regular ones — the time-honoured lies that have done duty up the river with every boating-man for years past — and added seven entirely original ones that we had invented for ourselves, including a really quite likely story, founded, to a certain extent, on an all but true episode, which had actually happened in a modified degree some years ago to friends of ours — a story that a mere child could have believed without injuring itself, much.

And that young man mocked at them all, and wanted us to repeat the feats then and there, and to bet us ten to one that we didnt.

We got to chatting about our rowing experiences this morning, and to recounting stories of our first efforts in the art of oarsmanship. My own earliest boating recollection is of five of us contributing threepence each and taking out a curiously constructed craft on the Regents Park lake, drying ourselves subsequently, in the park-keepers lodge.

After that, having acquired a taste for the water, I did a good deal of rafting in various suburban brickfields — an exercise providing more interest and excitement than might be imagined, especially when you are in the middle of the pond and the proprietor of the materials of which the raft is constructed suddenly appears on the bank, with a big stick in his hand.

Your first sensation on seeing this gentleman is that, somehow or other, you dont feel equal to company and conversation, and that, if you could do so without appearing rude, you would rather avoid meeting him; and your object is, therefore, to get off on the opposite side of the pond to which he is, and to go home quietly and quickly, pretending not to see him. He, on the contrary is yearning to take you by the hand, and talk to you.

It appears that he knows your father, and is intimately acquainted with yourself, but this does not draw you towards him. He says hell teach you to take his boards and make a raft of them; but, seeing that you know how to do this pretty well already, the offer, though doubtless kindly meant, seems a superfluous one on his part, and you are reluctant to put him to any trouble by accepting it.

His anxiety to meet you, however, is proof against all your coolness, and the energetic manner in which he dodges up and down the pond so as to be on the spot to greet you when you land is really quite flattering.

If he be of a stout and short-winded build, you can easily avoid his advances; but, when he is of the youthful and long-legged type, a meeting is inevitable. The interview is, however, extremely brief, most of the conversation being on his part, your remarks being mostly of an exclamatory and mono-syllabic order, and as soon as you can tear yourself away you do so.

I devoted some three months to rafting, and, being then as proficient as there was any need to be at that branch of the art, I determined to go in for rowing proper, and joined one of the Lea boating clubs.

Being out in a boat on the river Lea, especially on Saturday afternoons, soon makes you smart at handling a craft, and spry at escaping being run down by roughs or swamped by barges; and it also affords plenty of opportunity for acquiring the most prompt and graceful method of lying down flat at the bottom of the boat so as to avoid being chucked out into the river by passing tow-lines.

But it does not give you style. It was not till I came to the Thames that I got style. My style of rowing is very much admired now. People say it is so quaint.

George never went near the water until he was sixteen. Then he and eight other gentlemen of about the same age went down in a body to Kew one Saturday, with the idea of hiring a boat there, and pulling to Richmond and back; one of their number, a shock-headed youth, named Joskins, who had once or twice taken out a boat on the Serpentine, told them it was jolly fun, boating!

The tide was running out pretty rapidly when they reached the landing-stage, and there was a stiff breeze blowing across the river, but this did not trouble them at all, and they proceeded to select their boat.

There was an eight-oared racing outrigger drawn up on the stage; that was the one that took their fancy. They said theyd have that one, please. The boatman was away, and only his boy was in charge. The boy tried to damp their ardour for the outrigger, and showed them two or three very comfortable-looking boats of the family-party build, but those would not do at all; the outrigger was the boat they thought they would look best in.

So the boy launched it, and they took off their coats and prepared to take their seats. The boy suggested that George, who, even in those days, was always the heavy man of any party, should be number four. George said he should be happy to be number four, and promptly stepped into bows place, and sat down with his back to the stern. They got him into his proper position at last, and then the others followed.

A particularly nervous boy was appointed cox, and the steering principle explained to him by Joskins. Joskins himself took stroke. He told the others that it was simple enough; all they had to do was to follow him.

They said they were ready, and the boy on the landing stage took a boat-hook and shoved him off.

What then followed George is unable to describe in detail. He has a confused recollection of having, immediately on starting, received a violent blow in the small of the back from the butt-end of number fives scull, at the same time that his own seat seemed to disappear from under him by magic, and leave him sitting on the boards. He also noticed, as a curious circumstance, that number two was at the same instant lying on his back at the bottom of the boat, with his legs in the air, apparently in a fit.

They passed under Kew Bridge, broadside, at the rate of eight miles an hour. Joskins being the only one who was rowing. George, on recovering his seat, tried to help him, but, on dipping his oar into the water, it immediately, to his intense surprise, disappeared under the boat, and nearly took him with it.

And then cox threw both rudder lines over-board, and burst into tears.

How they got back George never knew, but it took them just forty minutes. A dense crowd watched the entertainment from Kew Bridge with much interest, and everybody shouted out to them different directions. Three times they managed to get the boat back through the arch, and three times they were carried under it again, and every time cox looked up and saw the bridge above him he broke out into renewed sobs.

George said he little thought that afternoon that he should ever come to really like boating.

Harris is more accustomed to sea rowing than to river work, and says that, as an exercise, he prefers it. I dont. I remember taking a small boat out at Eastbourne last summer: I used to do a good deal of sea rowing years ago, and I thought I should be all right; but I found I had forgotten the art entirely. When one scull was deep down underneath the water, the other would be flourishing wildly about in the air. To get a grip of the water with both at the same time I had to stand up. The parade was crowded with nobility and gentry, and I had to pull past them in this ridiculous fashion. I landed half-way down the beach, and secured the services of an old boatman to take me back.

I like to watch an old boatman rowing, especially one who has been hired by the hour. There is something so beautifully calm and restful about his method. It is so free from that fretful haste, that vehement striving, that is every day becoming more and more the bane of nineteenth-century life. He is not for ever straining himself to pass all the other boats. If another boat overtakes him and passes him it does not annoy him; as a matter of fact, they all do overtake him and pass him — all those that are going his way. This would trouble and irritate some people; the sublime equanimity of the hired boatman under the ordeal affords us a beautiful lesson against ambition and uppishness.

Plain practical rowing of the get-the-boat-along order is not a very difficult art to acquire, but it takes a good deal of practice before a man feels comfortable, when rowing past girls. It is the time that worries a youngster. Its jolly funny, he says, as for the twentieth time within five minutes he disentangles his sculls from yours; I can get on all right when Im by myself!

To see two novices try to keep time with one another is very amusing. Bow finds it impossible to keep pace with stroke, because stroke rows in such an extraordinary fashion. Stroke is intensely indignant at this, and explains that what he has been endeavouring to do for the last ten minutes is to adapt his method to bows limited capacity. Bow, in turn, then becomes insulted, and requests stroke not to trouble his head about him (bow), but to devote his mind to setting a sensible stroke.
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Or, shall I take stroke? he adds, with the evident idea that that would at once put the whole matter right.

They splash along for another hundred yards with still moderate success, and then the whole secret of their trouble bursts upon stroke like a flash of inspiration.

I tell you what it is: youve got my sculls, he cries, turning to bow; pass yours over.

Well, do you know, Ive been wondering how it was I couldnt get on with these, answers bow, quite brightening up, and most willingly assisting in the exchange. Now we shall be all right.

But they are not — not even then. Stroke has to stretch his arms nearly out of their sockets to reach his sculls now; while bows pair, at each recovery, hit him a violent blow in the chest. So they change back again, and come to the conclusion that the man has given them the wrong set altogether; and over their mutual abuse of this man they become quite friendly and sympathetic.

George said he had often longed to take to punting for a change. Punting is not as easy as it looks. As in rowing, you soon learn how to get along and handle the craft, but it takes long practice before you can do this with dignity and without getting the water all up your sleeve.

One young man I knew had a very sad accident happen to him the first time he went punting. He had been getting on so well that he had grown quite cheeky over the business, and was walking up and down the punt, working his pole with a careless grace that was quite fascinating to watch. Up he would march to the head of the punt, plant his pole, and then run along right to the other end, just like an old punter. Oh! it was grand.
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And it would all have gone on being grand if he had not unfortunately, while looking round to enjoy the scenery, taken just one step more than there was any necessity for, and walked off the punt altogether. The pole was firmly fixed in the mud, and he was left clinging to it while the punt drifted away. It was an undignified position for him. A rude boy on the bank immediately yelled out to a lagging chum to hurry up and see real monkey on a stick.

I could not go to his assistance, because, as ill-luck would have it, we had not taken the proper precaution to bring out a spare pole with us. I could only sit and look at him. His expression as the pole slowly sank with him I shall never forget; there was so much thought in it.

I watched him gently let down into the water, and saw him scramble out, sad and wet. I could not help laughing, he looked such a ridiculous figure. I continued to chuckle to myself about it for some time, and then it was suddenly forced in upon me that really I had got very little to laugh at when I came to think of it. Here was I, alone in a punt, without a pole, drifting helplessly down mid-stream — possibly towards a weir.

I began to feel very indignant with my friend for having stepped overboard and gone off in that way. He might, at all events, have left me the pole.

I drifted on for about a quarter of a mile, and then I came in sight of a fishing-punt moored in mid-stream, in which sat two old fishermen. They saw me bearing down upon them, and they called out to me to keep out of their way.

I cant, I shouted back.

But you dont try, they answered.

I explained the matter to them when I got nearer, and they caught me and lent me a pole. The weir was just fifty yards below. I am glad they happened to be there.

The first time I went punting was in company with three other fellows; they were going to show me how to do it. We could not all start together, so I said I would go down first and get out the punt, and then I could potter about and practice a bit until they came.

I could not get a punt out that afternoon, they were all engaged; so I had nothing else to do but to sit down on the bank, watching the river, and waiting for my friends.

I had not been sitting there long before my attention became attracted to a man in a punt who, I noticed with some surprise, wore a jacket and cap exactly like mine. He was evidently a novice at punting, and his performance was most interesting. You never knew what was going to happen when he put the pole in; he evidently did not know himself. Sometimes he shot up stream and sometimes he shot down stream, and at other times he simply spun round and came up the other side of the pole. And with every result he seemed equally surprised and annoyed.

The people about the river began to get quite absorbed in him after a while, and to make bets with one another as to what would be the outcome of his next push.

In the course of time my friends arrived on the opposite bank, and they stopped and watched him too. His back was towards them, and they only saw his jacket and cap. From this they immediately jumped to the conclusion that it was I, their beloved companion, who was making an exhibition of himself, and their delight knew no bounds. They commenced to chaff him unmercifully.

I did not grasp their mistake at first, and I thought, How rude of them to go on like that, with a perfect stranger, too! But before I could call out and reprove them, the explanation of the matter occurred to me, and I withdrew behind a tree.

Oh, how they enjoyed themselves, ridiculing that young man! For five good minutes they stood there, shouting ribaldry at him, deriding him, mocking him, jeering at him. They peppered him with stale jokes, they even made a few new ones and threw at him. They hurled at him all the private family jokes belonging to our set, and which must have been perfectly unintelligible to him. And then, unable to stand their brutal jibes any longer, he turned round on them, and they saw his face!

I was glad to notice that they had sufficient decency left in them to look very foolish. They explained to him that they had thought he was some one they knew. They said they hoped he would not deem them capable of so insulting any one except a personal friend of their own.
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Of course their having mistaken him for a friend excused it. I remember Harris telling me once of a bathing experience he had at Boulogne. He was swimming about there near the beach, when he felt himself suddenly seized by the neck from behind, and forcibly plunged under water. He struggled violently, but whoever had got hold of him seemed to be a perfect Hercules in strength, and all his efforts to escape were unavailing. He had given up kicking, and was trying to turn his thoughts upon solemn things, when his captor released him.

He regained his feet, and looked round for his would-be murderer. The assassin was standing close by him, laughing heartily, but the moment he caught sight of Harriss face, as it emerged from the water, he started back and seemed quite concerned.

I really beg your pardon, he stammered confusedly, but I took you for a friend of mine!

Harris thought it was lucky for him the man had not mistaken him for a relation, or he would probably have been drowned outright.

Sailing is a thing that wants knowledge and practice too — though, as a boy, I did not think so. I had an idea it came natural to a body, like rounders and touch. I knew another boy who held this view likewise, and so, one windy day, we thought we would try the sport. We were stopping down at Yarmouth, and we decided we would go for a trip up the Yare. We hired a sailing boat at the yard by the bridge, and started off.

Its rather a rough day, said the man to us, as we put off: better take in a reef and luff sharp when you get round the bend.

We said we would make a point of it, and left him with a cheery Good-morning, wondering to ourselves how you luffed, and where we were to get a reef from, and what we were to do with it when we had got it.

We rowed until we were out of sight of the town, and then, with a wide stretch of water in front of us, and the wind blowing a perfect hurricane across it, we felt that the time had come to commence operations.

Hector — I think that was his name — went on pulling while I unrolled the sail. It seemed a complicated job, but I accomplished it at length, and then came the question, which was the top end?

By a sort of natural instinct, we, of course, eventually decided that the bottom was the top, and set to work to fix it upside-down. But it was a long time before we could get it up, either that way or any other way. The impression on the mind of the sail seemed to be that we were playing at funerals, and that I was the corpse and itself was the winding-sheet.

When it found that this was not the idea, it hit me over the head with the boom, and refused to do anything.

Wet it, said Hector; drop it over and get it wet.

He said people in ships always wetted the sails before they put them up. So I wetted it; but that only made matters worse than they were before. A dry sail clinging to your legs and wrapping itself round your head is not pleasant, but, when the sail is sopping wet, it becomes quite vexing.

We did get the thing up at last, the two of us together. We fixed it, not exactly upside down — more sideways like — and we tied it up to the mast with the painter, which we cut off for the purpose.

That the boat did not upset I simply state as a fact. Why it did not upset I am unable to offer any reason. I have often thought about the matter since, but I have never succeeded in arriving at any satisfactory explanation of the phenomenon.

Possibly the result may have been brought about by the natural obstinacy of all things in this world. The boat may possibly have come to the conclusion, judging from a cursory view of our behaviour, that we had come out for a mornings suicide, and had thereupon determined to disappoint us. That is the only suggestion I can offer.

By clinging like grim death to the gunwale, we just managed to keep inside the boat, but it was exhausting work. Hector said that pirates and other seafaring people generally lashed the rudder to something or other, and hauled in the main top-jib, during severe squalls, and thought we ought to try to do something of the kind; but I was for letting her have her head to the wind.

As my advice was by far the easiest to follow, we ended by adopting it, and contrived to embrace the gunwale and give her her head.

The boat travelled up stream for about a mile at a pace I have never sailed at since, and dont want to again. Then, at a bend, she heeled over till half her sail was under water. Then she righted herself by a miracle and flew for a long low bank of soft mud.

That mud-bank saved us. The boat ploughed its way into the middle of it and then stuck. Finding that we were once more able to move according to our ideas, instead of being pitched and thrown about like peas in a bladder, we crept forward, and cut down the sail.

We had had enough sailing. We did not want to overdo the thing and get a surfeit of it. We had had a sail — a good all-round exciting, interesting sail — and now we thought we would have a row, just for a change like.

We took the sculls and tried to push the boat off the mud, and, in doing so, we broke one of the sculls. After that we proceeded with great caution, but they were a wretched old pair, and the second one cracked almost easier than the first, and left us helpless.

The mud stretched out for about a hundred yards in front of us, and behind us was the water. The only thing to be done was to sit and wait until someone came by.

It was not the sort of day to attract people out on the river, and it was three hours before a soul came in sight. It was an old fisherman who, with immense difficulty, at last rescued us, and we were towed back in an ignominious fashion to the boat-yard.

What between tipping the man who had brought us home, and paying for the broken sculls, and for having been out four hours and a half, it cost us a pretty considerable number of weeks pocket-money, that sail. But we learned experience, and they say that is always cheap at any price.


CHAPTER XVI.

[image: img93.jpg]

READING. — WE are towed by steam launch. — Irritating behaviour of small boats. — How they get in the way of steam launches. — George and Harris again shirk their work. — Rather a hackneyed story. — Streatley and Goring.

We came in sight of Reading about eleven. The river is dirty and dismal here. One does not linger in the neighbourhood of Reading. The town itself is a famous old place, dating from the dim days of King Ethelred, when the Danes anchored their warships in the Kennet, and started from Reading to ravage all the land of Wessex; and here Ethelred and his brother Alfred fought and defeated them, Ethelred doing the praying and Alfred the fighting.

In later years, Reading seems to have been regarded as a handy place to run down to, when matters were becoming unpleasant in London. Parliament generally rushed off to Reading whenever there was a plague on at Westminster; and, in 1625, the Law followed suit, and all the courts were held at Reading. It must have been worth while having a mere ordinary plague now and then in London to get rid of both the lawyers and the Parliament.

During the Parliamentary struggle, Reading was besieged by the Earl of Essex, and, a quarter of a century later, the Prince of Orange routed King Jamess troops there.

Henry I. lies buried at Reading, in the Benedictine abbey founded by him there, the ruins of which may still be seen; and, in this same abbey, great John of Gaunt was married to the Lady Blanche.

At Reading lock we came up with a steam launch, belonging to some friends of mine, and they towed us up to within about a mile of Streatley. It is very delightful being towed up by a launch. I prefer it myself to rowing. The run would have been more delightful still, if it had not been for a lot of wretched small boats that were continually getting in the way of our launch, and, to avoid running down which, we had to be continually easing and stopping. It is really most annoying, the manner in which these rowing boats get in the way of ones launch up the river; something ought to done to stop it.

And they are so confoundedly impertinent, too, over it. You can whistle till you nearly burst your boiler before they will trouble themselves to hurry. I would have one or two of them run down now and then, if I had my way, just to teach them all a lesson.

The river becomes very lovely from a little above Reading. The railway rather spoils it near Tilehurst, but from Mapledurham up to Streatley it is glorious. A little above Mapledurham lock you pass Hardwick House, where Charles I. played bowls. The neighbourhood of Pangbourne, where the quaint little Swan Inn stands, must be as familiar to the habitues of the Art Exhibitions as it is to its own inhabitants.

My friends launch cast us loose just below the grotto, and then Harris wanted to make out that it was my turn to pull. This seemed to me most unreasonable. It had been arranged in the morning that I should bring the boat up to three miles above Reading. Well, here we were, ten miles above Reading! Surely it was now their turn again.

I could not get either George or Harris to see the matter in its proper light, however; so, to save argument, I took the sculls. I had not been pulling for more than a minute or so, when George noticed something black floating on the water, and we drew up to it. George leant over, as we neared it, and laid hold of it. And then he drew back with a cry, and a blanched face.

It was the dead body of a woman. It lay very lightly on the water, and the face was sweet and calm. It was not a beautiful face; it was too prematurely aged-looking, too thin and drawn, to be that; but it was a gentle, lovable face, in spite of its stamp of pinch and poverty, and upon it was that look of restful peace that comes to the faces of the sick sometimes when at last the pain has left them.

Fortunately for us — we having no desire to be kept hanging about coroners courts — some men on the bank had seen the body too, and now took charge of it from us.

We found out the womans story afterwards. Of course it was the old, old vulgar tragedy. She had loved and been deceived — or had deceived herself. Anyhow, she had sinned — some of us do now and then — and her family and friends, naturally shocked and indignant, had closed their doors against her.

Left to fight the world alone, with the millstone of her shame around her neck, she had sunk ever lower and lower. For a while she had kept both herself and the child on the twelve shillings a week that twelve hours drudgery a day procured her, paying six shillings out of it for the child, and keeping her own body and soul together on the remainder.

Six shillings a week does not keep body and soul together very unitedly. They want to get away from each other when there is only such a very slight bond as that between them; and one day, I suppose, the pain and the dull monotony of it all had stood before her eyes plainer than usual, and the mocking spectre had frightened her. She had made one last appeal to friends, but, against the chill wall of their respectability, the voice of the erring outcast fell unheeded; and then she had gone to see her child — had held it in her arms and kissed it, in a weary, dull sort of way, and without betraying any particular emotion of any kind, and had left it, after putting into its hand a penny box of chocolate she had bought it, and afterwards, with her last few shillings, had taken a ticket and come down to Goring.
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It seemed that the bitterest thoughts of her life must have centred about the wooded reaches and the bright green meadows around Goring; but women strangely hug the knife that stabs them, and, perhaps, amidst the gall, there may have mingled also sunny memories of sweetest hours, spent upon those shadowed deeps over which the great trees bend their branches down so low.

She had wandered about the woods by the rivers brink all day, and then, when evening fell and the grey twilight spread its dusky robe upon the waters, she stretched her arms out to the silent river that had known her sorrow and her joy. And the old river had taken her into its gentle arms, and had laid her weary head upon its bosom, and had hushed away the pain.

Thus had she sinned in all things — sinned in living and in dying. God help her! and all other sinners, if any more there be.

Goring on the left bank and Streatley on the right are both or either charming places to stay at for a few days. The reaches down to Pangbourne woo one for a sunny sail or for a moonlight row, and the country round about is full of beauty. We had intended to push on to Wallingford that day, but the sweet smiling face of the river here lured us to linger for a while; and so we left our boat at the bridge, and went up into Streatley, and lunched at the Bull, much to Montmorencys satisfaction.

They say that the hills on each ride of the stream here once joined and formed a barrier across what is now the Thames, and that then the river ended there above Goring in one vast lake. I am not in a position either to contradict or affirm this statement. I simply offer it.

It is an ancient place, Streatley, dating back, like most river-side towns and villages, to British and Saxon times. Goring is not nearly so pretty a little spot to stop at as Streatley, if you have your choice; but it is passing fair enough in its way, and is nearer the railway in case you want to slip off without paying your hotel bill.


CHAPTER XVII.
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WASHING DAY. — Fish and fishers. — On the art of angling. — A conscientious fly-fisher. — A fishy story.

[image: img96.png]

We stayed two days at Streatley, and got our clothes washed. We had tried washing them ourselves, in the river, under Georges superintendence, and it had been a failure. Indeed, it had been more than a failure, because we were worse off after we had washed our clothes than we were before. Before we had washed them, they had been very, very dirty, it is true; but they were just wearable. After we had washed them — well, the river between Reading and Henley was much cleaner, after we had washed our clothes in it, than it was before. All the dirt contained in the river between Reading and Henley, we collected, during that wash, and worked it into our clothes.

The washerwoman at Streatley said she felt she owed it to herself to charge us just three times the usual prices for that wash. She said it had not been like washing, it had been more in the nature of excavating.

We paid the bill without a murmur.

The neighbourhood of Streatley and Goring is a great fishing centre. There is some excellent fishing to be had here. The river abounds in pike, roach, dace, gudgeon, and eels, just here; and you can sit and fish for them all day.

Some people do. They never catch them. I never knew anybody catch anything, up the Thames, except minnows and dead cats, but that has nothing to do, of course, with fishing! The local fishermans guide doesnt say a word about catching anything. All it says is the place is a good station for fishing; and, from what I have seen of the district, I am quite prepared to bear out this statement.

There is no spot in the world where you can get more fishing, or where you can fish for a longer period. Some fishermen come here and fish for a day, and others stop and fish for a month. You can hang on and fish for a year, if you want to: it will be all the same.

The Anglers Guide to the Thames says that jack and perch are also to be had about here, but there the Anglers Guide is wrong. Jack and perch may be about there. Indeed, I know for a fact that they are. You can see them there in shoals, when you are out for a walk along the banks: they come and stand half out of the water with their mouths open for biscuits. And, if you go for a bathe, they crowd round, and get in your way, and irritate you. But they are not to be had by a bit of worm on the end of a hook, nor anything like it — not they!

I am not a good fisherman myself. I devoted a considerable amount of attention to the subject at one time, and was getting on, as I thought, fairly well; but the old hands told me that I should never be any real good at it, and advised me to give it up. They said that I was an extremely neat thrower, and that I seemed to have plenty of gumption for the thing, and quite enough constitutional laziness. But they were sure I should never make anything of a fisherman. I had not got sufficient imagination.

They said that as a poet, or a shilling shocker, or a reporter, or anything of that kind, I might be satisfactory, but that, to gain any position as a Thames angler, would require more play of fancy, more power of invention than I appeared to possess.

Some people are under the impression that all that is required to make a good fisherman is the ability to tell lies easily and without blushing; but this is a mistake. Mere bald fabrication is useless; the veriest tyro can manage that. It is in the circumstantial detail, the embellishing touches of probability, the general air of scrupulous — almost of pedantic — veracity, that the experienced angler is seen.

Anybody can come in and say, Oh, I caught fifteen dozen perch yesterday evening; or Last Monday I landed a gudgeon, weighing eighteen pounds, and measuring three feet from the tip to the tail.

There is no art, no skill, required for that sort of thing. It shows pluck, but that is all.

No; your accomplished angler would scorn to tell a lie, that way. His method is a study in itself.

He comes in quietly with his hat on, appropriates the most comfortable chair, lights his pipe, and commences to puff in silence. He lets the youngsters brag away for a while, and then, during a momentary lull, he removes the pipe from his mouth, and remarks, as he knocks the ashes out against the bars:

Well, I had a haul on Tuesday evening that its not much good my telling anybody about.

Oh! whys that? they ask.

Because I dont expect anybody would believe me if I did, replies the old fellow calmly, and without even a tinge of bitterness in his tone, as he refills his pipe, and requests the landlord to bring him three of Scotch, cold.

There is a pause after this, nobody feeling sufficiently sure of himself to contradict the old gentleman. So he has to go on by himself without any encouragement.

No, he continues thoughtfully; I shouldnt believe it myself if anybody told it to me, but its a fact, for all that. I had been sitting there all the afternoon and had caught literally nothing — except a few dozen dace and a score of jack; and I was just about giving it up as a bad job when I suddenly felt a rather smart pull at the line. I thought it was another little one, and I went to jerk it up. Hang me, if I could move the rod! It took me half-an-hour — half-an-hour, sir! — to land that fish; and every moment I thought the line was going to snap! I reached him at last, and what do you think it was? A sturgeon! a forty pound sturgeon! taken on a line, sir! Yes, you may well look surprised — Ill have another three of Scotch, landlord, please.

And then he goes on to tell of the astonishment of everybody who saw it; and what his wife said, when he got home, and of what Joe Buggles thought about it.

I asked the landlord of an inn up the river once, if it did not injure him, sometimes, listening to the tales that the fishermen about there told him; and he said:

Oh, no; not now, sir. It did used to knock me over a bit at first, but, lor love you! me and the missus we listens to em all day now. Its what youre used to, you know. Its what youre used to.

I knew a young man once, he was a most conscientious fellow, and, when he took to fly-fishing, he determined never to exaggerate his hauls by more than twenty-five per cent.

When I have caught forty fish, said he, then I will tell people that I have caught fifty, and so on. But I will not lie any more than that, because it is sinful to lie.

But the twenty-five per cent. plan did not work well at all. He never was able to use it. The greatest number of fish he ever caught in one day was three, and you cant add twenty-five per cent. to three — at least, not in fish.

So he increased his percentage to thirty-three-and-a-third; but that, again, was awkward, when he had only caught one or two; so, to simplify matters, he made up his mind to just double the quantity.

He stuck to this arrangement for a couple of months, and then he grew dissatisfied with it. Nobody believed him when he told them that he only doubled, and he, therefore, gained no credit that way whatever, while his moderation put him at a disadvantage among the other anglers. When he had really caught three small fish, and said he had caught six, it used to make him quite jealous to hear a man, whom he knew for a fact had only caught one, going about telling people he had landed two dozen.

So, eventually, he made one final arrangement with himself, which he has religiously held to ever since, and that was to count each fish that he caught as ten, and to assume ten to begin with. For example, if he did not catch any fish at all, then he said he had caught ten fish — you could never catch less than ten fish by his system; that was the foundation of it. Then, if by any chance he really did catch one fish, he called it twenty, while two fish would count thirty, three forty, and so on.

It is a simple and easily worked plan, and there has been some talk lately of its being made use of by the angling fraternity in general. Indeed, the Committee of the Thames Anglers Association did recommend its adoption about two years ago, but some of the older members opposed it. They said they would consider the idea if the number were doubled, and each fish counted as twenty.

If ever you have an evening to spare, up the river, I should advise you to drop into one of the little village inns, and take a seat in the tap-room. You will be nearly sure to meet one or two old rod-men, sipping their toddy there, and they will tell you enough fishy stories, in half an hour, to give you indigestion for a month.

George and I — I dont know what had become of Harris; he had gone out and had a shave, early in the afternoon, and had then come back and spent full forty minutes in pipeclaying his shoes, we had not seen him since — George and I, therefore, and the dog, left to ourselves, went for a walk to Wallingford on the second evening, and, coming home, we called in at a little river-side inn, for a rest, and other things.

We went into the parlour and sat down. There was an old fellow there, smoking a long clay pipe, and we naturally began chatting.

He told us that it had been a fine day to-day, and we told him that it had been a fine day yesterday, and then we all told each other that we thought it would be a fine day to-morrow; and George said the crops seemed to be coming up nicely.

After that it came out, somehow or other, that we were strangers in the neighbourhood, and that we were going away the next morning.
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Then a pause ensued in the conversation, during which our eyes wandered round the room. They finally rested upon a dusty old glass-case, fixed very high up above the chimney-piece, and containing a trout. It rather fascinated me, that trout; it was such a monstrous fish. In fact, at first glance, I thought it was a cod.

Ah! said the old gentleman, following the direction of my gaze, fine fellow that, aint he?

Quite uncommon, I murmured; and George asked the old man how much he thought it weighed.

Eighteen pounds six ounces, said our friend, rising and taking down his coat. Yes, he continued, it wur sixteen year ago, come the third o next month, that I landed him. I caught him just below the bridge with a minnow. They told me he wur in the river, and I said Id have him, and so I did. You dont see many fish that size about here now, Im thinking. Good-night, gentlemen, good-night.

And out he went, and left us alone.

We could not take our eyes off the fish after that. It really was a remarkably fine fish. We were still looking at it, when the local carrier, who had just stopped at the inn, came to the door of the room with a pot of beer in his hand, and he also looked at the fish.

Good-sized trout, that, said George, turning round to him.

Ah! you may well say that, sir, replied the man; and then, after a pull at his beer, he added, Maybe you wasnt here, sir, when that fish was caught?

No, we told him. We were strangers in the neighbourhood.

Ah! said the carrier, then, of course, how should you? It was nearly five years ago that I caught that trout.

Oh! was it you who caught it, then? said I.

Yes, sir, replied the genial old fellow. I caught him just below the lock — leastways, what was the lock then — one Friday afternoon; and the remarkable thing about it is that I caught him with a fly. Id gone out pike fishing, bless you, never thinking of a trout, and when I saw that whopper on the end of my line, blest if it didnt quite take me aback. Well, you see, he weighed twenty-six pound. Good-night, gentlemen, good-night.

Five minutes afterwards, a third man came in, and described how he had caught it early one morning, with bleak; and then he left, and a stolid, solemn-looking, middle-aged individual came in, and sat down over by the window.

None of us spoke for a while; but, at length, George turned to the new comer, and said:

I beg your pardon, I hope you will forgive the liberty that we — perfect strangers in the neighbourhood — are taking, but my friend here and myself would be so much obliged if you would tell us how you caught that trout up there.

Why, who told you I caught that trout! was the surprised query.

We said that nobody had told us so, but somehow or other we felt instinctively that it was he who had done it.

Well, its a most remarkable thing — most remarkable, answered the stolid stranger, laughing; because, as a matter of fact, you are quite right. I did catch it. But fancy your guessing it like that. Dear me, its really a most remarkable thing.

And then he went on, and told us how it had taken him half an hour to land it, and how it had broken his rod. He said he had weighed it carefully when he reached home, and it had turned the scale at thirty-four pounds.

He went in his turn, and when he was gone, the landlord came in to us. We told him the various histories we had heard about his trout, and he was immensely amused, and we all laughed very heartily.

Fancy Jim Bates and Joe Muggles and Mr. Jones and old Billy Maunders all telling you that they had caught it. Ha! ha! ha! Well, that is good, said the honest old fellow, laughing heartily. Yes, they are the sort to give it me, to put up in my parlour, if they had caught it, they are! Ha! ha! ha!

And then he told us the real history of the fish. It seemed that he had caught it himself, years ago, when he was quite a lad; not by any art or skill, but by that unaccountable luck that appears to always wait upon a boy when he plays the wag from school, and goes out fishing on a sunny afternoon, with a bit of string tied on to the end of a tree.

He said that bringing home that trout had saved him from a whacking, and that even his school-master had said it was worth the rule-of-three and practice put together.

He was called out of the room at this point, and George and I again turned our gaze upon the fish.

It really was a most astonishing trout. The more we looked at it, the more we marvelled at it.

It excited George so much that he climbed up on the back of a chair to get a better view of it.

And then the chair slipped, and George clutched wildly at the trout-case to save himself, and down it came with a crash, George and the chair on top of it.

You havent injured the fish, have you? I cried in alarm, rushing up.

I hope not, said George, rising cautiously and looking about.

But he had. That trout lay shattered into a thousand fragments — I say a thousand, but they may have only been nine hundred. I did not count them.

We thought it strange and unaccountable that a stuffed trout should break up into little pieces like that.

And so it would have been strange and unaccountable, if it had been a stuffed trout, but it was not.

That trout was plaster-of-Paris.


CHAPTER XVIII.
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LOCKS. — GEORGE and I are photographed. — Wallingford. — Dorchester. — Abingdon. — A family man. — A good spot for drowning. — A difficult bit of water. — Demoralizing effect of river air.

We left Streatley early the next morning, and pulled up to Culham, and slept under the canvas, in the backwater there.

The river is not extraordinarily interesting between Streatley and Wallingford. From Cleve you get a stretch of six and a half miles without a lock. I believe this is the longest uninterrupted stretch anywhere above Teddington, and the Oxford Club make use of it for their trial eights.

But however satisfactory this absence of locks may be to rowing-men, it is to be regretted by the mere pleasure-seeker.

For myself, I am fond of locks. They pleasantly break the monotony of the pull. I like sitting in the boat and slowly rising out of the cool depths up into new reaches and fresh views; or sinking down, as it were, out of the world, and then waiting, while the gloomy gates creak, and the narrow strip of day-light between them widens till the fair smiling river lies full before you, and you push your little boat out from its brief prison on to the welcoming waters once again.

They are picturesque little spots, these locks. The stout old lock-keeper, or his cheerful-looking wife, or bright-eyed daughter, are pleasant folk to have a passing chat with.  You meet other boats there, and river gossip is exchanged. The Thames would not be the fairyland it is without its flower-decked locks.

Talking of locks reminds me of an accident George and I very nearly had one summers morning at Hampton Court.

It was a glorious day, and the lock was crowded; and, as is a common practice up the river, a speculative photographer was taking a picture of us all as we lay upon the rising waters.

I did not catch what was going on at first, and was, therefore, extremely surprised at noticing George hurriedly smooth out his trousers, ruffle up his hair, and stick his cap on in a rakish manner at the back of his head, and then, assuming an expression of mingled affability and sadness, sit down in a graceful attitude, and try to hide his feet.

My first idea was that he had suddenly caught sight of some girl he knew, and I looked about to see who it was. Everybody in the lock seemed to have been suddenly struck wooden. They were all standing or sitting about in the most quaint and curious attitudes I have ever seen off a Japanese fan. All the girls were smiling. Oh, they did look so sweet! And all the fellows were frowning, and looking stern and noble.

And then, at last, the truth flashed across me, and I wondered if I should be in time. Ours was the first boat, and it would be unkind of me to spoil the mans picture, I thought.

So I faced round quickly, and took up a position in the prow, where I leant with careless grace upon the hitcher, in an attitude suggestive of agility and strength. I arranged my hair with a curl over the forehead, and threw an air of tender wistfulness into my expression, mingled with a touch of cynicism, which I am told suits me.

As we stood, waiting for the eventful moment, I heard someone behind call out:

Hi! look at your nose.

I could not turn round to see what was the matter, and whose nose it was that was to be looked at. I stole a side-glance at Georges nose! It was all right — at all events, there was nothing wrong with it that could be altered. I squinted down at my own, and that seemed all that could be expected also.

Look at your nose, you stupid ass! came the same voice again, louder.

And then another voice cried:

Push your nose out, cant you, you — you two with the dog!

Neither George nor I dared to turn round. The mans hand was on the cap, and the picture might be taken any moment. Was it us they were calling to? What was the matter with our noses? Why were they to be pushed out!

But now the whole lock started yelling, and a stentorian voice from the back shouted:

Look at your boat, sir; you in the red and black caps. Its your two corpses that will get taken in that photo, if you aint quick.

We looked then, and saw that the nose of our boat had got fixed under the woodwork of the lock, while the in-coming water was rising all around it, and tilting it up. In another moment we should be over. Quick as thought, we each seized an oar, and a vigorous blow against the side of the lock with the butt-ends released the boat, and sent us sprawling on our backs.
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We did not come out well in that photograph, George and I. Of course, as was to be expected, our luck ordained it, that the man should set his wretched machine in motion at the precise moment that we were both lying on our backs with a wild expression of Where am I? and what is it? on our faces, and our four feet waving madly in the air.

Our feet were undoubtedly the leading article in that photograph. Indeed, very little else was to be seen. They filled up the foreground entirely. Behind them, you caught glimpses of the other boats, and bits of the surrounding scenery; but everything and everybody else in the lock looked so utterly insignificant and paltry compared with our feet, that all the other people felt quite ashamed of themselves, and refused to subscribe to the picture.

The owner of one steam launch, who had bespoke six copies, rescinded the order on seeing the negative. He said he would take them if anybody could show him his launch, but nobody could. It was somewhere behind Georges right foot.

There was a good deal of unpleasantness over the business. The photographer thought we ought to take a dozen copies each, seeing that the photo was about nine-tenths us, but we declined. We said we had no objection to being photod full-length, but we preferred being taken the right way up.

Wallingford, six miles above Streatley, is a very ancient town, and has been an active centre for the making of English history. It was a rude, mud-built town in the time of the Britons, who squatted there, until the Roman legions evicted them; and replaced their clay-baked walls by mighty fortifications, the trace of which Time has not yet succeeded in sweeping away, so well those old-world masons knew how to build.

But Time, though he halted at Roman walls, soon crumbled Romans to dust; and on the ground, in later years, fought savage Saxons and huge Danes, until the Normans came.

It was a walled and fortified town up to the time of the Parliamentary War, when it suffered a long and bitter siege from Fairfax. It fell at last, and then the walls were razed.

From Wallingford up to Dorchester the neighbourhood of the river grows more hilly, varied, and picturesque. Dorchester stands half a mile from the river. It can be reached by paddling up the Thame, if you have a small boat; but the best way is to leave the river at Days Lock, and take a walk across the fields. Dorchester is a delightfully peaceful old place, nestling in stillness and silence and drowsiness.

Dorchester, like Wallingford, was a city in ancient British times; it was then called Caer Doren, the city on the water. In more recent times the Romans formed a great camp here, the fortifications surrounding which now seem like low, even hills. In Saxon days it was the capital of Wessex. It is very old, and it was very strong and great once. Now it sits aside from the stirring world, and nods and dreams.

Round Clifton Hampden, itself a wonderfully pretty village, old-fashioned, peaceful, and dainty with flowers, the river scenery is rich and beautiful. If you stay the night on land at Clifton, you cannot do better than put up at the Barley Mow. It is, without exception, I should say, the quaintest, most old-world inn up the river. It stands on the right of the bridge, quite away from the village. Its low-pitched gables and thatched roof and latticed windows give it quite a story-book appearance, while inside it is even still more once-upon-a-timeyfied.

It would not be a good place for the heroine of a modern novel to stay at. The heroine of a modern novel is always divinely tall, and she is ever drawing herself up to her full height. At the Barley Mow she would bump her head against the ceiling each time she did this.

It would also be a bad house for a drunken man to put up at. There are too many surprises in the way of unexpected steps down into this room and up into that; and as for getting upstairs to his bedroom, or ever finding his bed when he got up, either operation would be an utter impossibility to him.

We were up early the next morning, as we wanted to be in Oxford by the afternoon. It is surprising how early one can get up, when camping out. One does not yearn for just another five minutes nearly so much, lying wrapped up in a rug on the boards of a boat, with a Gladstone bag for a pillow, as one does in a featherbed. We had finished breakfast, and were through Clifton Lock by half-past eight.

From Clifton to Culham the river banks are flat, monotonous, and uninteresting, but, after you get through Culhalm Lock — the coldest and deepest lock on the river — the landscape improves.

At Abingdon, the river passes by the streets. Abingdon is a typical country town of the smaller order — quiet, eminently respectable, clean, and desperately dull. It prides itself on being old, but whether it can compare in this respect with Wallingford and Dorchester seems doubtful. A famous abbey stood here once, and within what is left of its sanctified walls they brew bitter ale nowadays.

In St. Nicholas Church, at Abingdon, there is a monument to John Blackwall and his wife Jane, who both, after leading a happy married life, died on the very same day, August 21, 1625; and in St. Helens Church, it is recorded that W. Lee, who died in 1637, had in his lifetime issue from his loins two hundred lacking but three. If you work this out you will find that Mr. W. Lees family numbered one hundred and ninety-seven. Mr. W. Lee — five times Mayor of Abingdon — was, no doubt, a benefactor to his generation, but I hope there are not many of his kind about in this overcrowded nineteenth century.

From Abingdon to Nuneham Courteney is a lovely stretch. Nuneham Park is well worth a visit. It can be viewed on Tuesdays and Thursdays. The house contains a fine collection of pictures and curiosities, and the grounds are very beautiful.

The pool under Sandford lasher, just behind the lock, is a very good place to drown yourself in. The undercurrent is terribly strong, and if you once get down into it you are all right. An obelisk marks the spot where two men have already been drowned, while bathing there; and the steps of the obelisk are generally used as a diving-board by young men now who wish to see if the place really is dangerous.
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Iffley Lock and Mill, a mile before you reach Oxford, is a favourite subject with the river-loving brethren of the brush. The real article, however, is rather disappointing, after the pictures. Few things, I have noticed, come quite up to the pictures of them, in this world.

We passed through Iffley Lock at about half-past twelve, and then, having tidied up the boat and made all ready for landing, we set to work on our last mile.

Between Iffley and Oxford is the most difficult bit of the river I know. You want to be born on that bit of water, to understand it. I have been over it a fairish number of times, but I have never been able to get the hang of it. The man who could row a straight course from Oxford to Iffley ought to be able to live comfortably, under one roof, with his wife, his mother-in-law, his elder sister, and the old servant who was in the family when he was a baby.

First the current drives you on to the right bank, and then on to the left, then it takes you out into the middle, turns you round three times, and carries you up stream again, and always ends by trying to smash you up against a college barge.

Of course, as a consequence of this, we got in the way of a good many other boats, during the mile, and they in ours, and, of course, as a consequence of that, a good deal of bad language occurred.

I dont know why it should be, but everybody is always so exceptionally irritable on the river. Little mishaps, that you would hardly notice on dry land, drive you nearly frantic with rage, when they occur on the water. When Harris or George makes an ass of himself on dry land, I smile indulgently; when they behave in a chuckle-head way on the river, I use the most blood-curdling language to them. When another boat gets in my way, I feel I want to take an oar and kill all the people in it.

The mildest tempered people, when on land, become violent and blood-thirsty when in a boat. I did a little boating once with a young lady. She was naturally of the sweetest and gentlest disposition imaginable, but on the river it was quite awful to hear her.

Oh, drat the man! she would exclaim, when some unfortunate sculler would get in her way; why dont he look where hes going?

And, Oh, bother the silly old thing! she would say indignantly, when the sail would not go up properly. And she would catch hold of it, and shake it quite brutally.

Yet, as I have said, when on shore she was kind-hearted and amiable enough.
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The air of the river has a demoralising effect upon ones temper, and this it is, I suppose, which causes even barge men to be sometimes rude to one another, and to use language which, no doubt, in their calmer moments they regret.
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CHAPTER XIX.
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OXFORD. — MONTMORENCYS idea of Heaven. — The hired up-river boat, its beauties and advantages. — The Pride of the Thames. — The weather changes. — The river under different aspects. — Not a cheerful evening. — Yearnings for the unattainable. — The cheery chat goes round. — George performs upon the banjo. — A mournful melody. — Another wet day. — Flight. — A little supper and a toast.
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We spent two very pleasant days at Oxford. There are plenty of dogs in the town of Oxford. Montmorency had eleven fights on the first day, and fourteen on the second, and evidently thought he had got to heaven.
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Among folk too constitutionally weak, or too constitutionally lazy, whichever it may be, to relish up-stream work, it is a common practice to get a boat at Oxford, and row down. For the energetic, however, the up-stream journey is certainly to be preferred. It does not seem good to be always going with the current. There is more satisfaction in squaring ones back, and fighting against it, and winning ones way forward in spite of it — at least, so I feel, when Harris and George are sculling and I am steering.
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To those who do contemplate making Oxford their starting-place, I would say, take your own boat — unless, of course, you can take someone elses without any possible danger of being found out. The boats that, as a rule, are let for hire on the Thames above Marlow, are very good boats. They are fairly water-tight; and so long as they are handled with care, they rarely come to pieces, or sink. There are places in them to sit down on, and they are complete with all the necessary arrangements — or nearly all — to enable you to row them and steer them.

But they are not ornamental. The boat you hire up the river above Marlow is not the sort of boat in which you can flash about and give yourself airs. The hired up-river boat very soon puts a stop to any nonsense of that sort on the part of its occupants. That is its chief — one may say, its only recommendation.
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The man in the hired up-river boat is modest and retiring. He likes to keep on the shady side, underneath the trees, and to do most of his travelling early in the morning or late at night, when there are not many people about on the river to look at him.

When the man in the hired up-river boat sees anyone he knows, he gets out on to the bank, and hides behind a tree.

I was one of a party who hired an up-river boat one summer, for a few days trip. We had none of us ever seen the hired up-river boat before; and we did not know what it was when we did see it.

We had written for a boat — a double sculling skiff; and when we went down with our bags to the yard, and gave our names, the man said:
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Oh, yes; youre the party that wrote for a double sculling skiff. Its all right. Jim, fetch round The Pride of the Thames.

The boy went, and re-appeared five minutes afterwards, struggling with an antediluvian chunk of wood, that looked as though it had been recently dug out of somewhere, and dug out carelessly, so as to have been unnecessarily damaged in the process.

My own idea, on first catching sight of the object, was that it was a Roman relic of some sort, — relic of what I do not know, possibly of a coffin.

The neighbourhood of the upper Thames is rich in Roman relics, and my surmise seemed to me a very probable one; but our serious young man, who is a bit of a geologist, pooh-poohed my Roman relic theory, and said it was clear to the meanest intellect (in which category he seemed to be grieved that he could not conscientiously include mine) that the thing the boy had found was the fossil of a whale; and he pointed out to us various evidences proving that it must have belonged to the preglacial period.

To settle the dispute, we appealed to the boy. We told him not to be afraid, but to speak the plain truth: Was it the fossil of a pre-Adamite whale, or was it an early Roman coffin?

The boy said it was The Pride of the Thames.

We thought this a very humorous answer on the part of the boy at first, and somebody gave him twopence as a reward for his ready wit; but when he persisted in keeping up the joke, as we thought, too long, we got vexed with him.

Come, come, my lad! said our captain sharply, dont let us have any nonsense. You take your mothers washing-tub home again, and bring us a boat.

The boat-builder himself came up then, and assured us, on his word, as a practical man, that the thing really was a boat — was, in fact, the boat, the double sculling skiff selected to take us on our trip down the river.

We grumbled a good deal. We thought he might, at least, have had it whitewashed or tarred — had something done to it to distinguish it from a bit of a wreck; but he could not see any fault in it.

He even seemed offended at our remarks. He said he had picked us out the best boat in all his stock, and he thought we might have been more grateful.

He said it, The Pride of the Thames, had been in use, just as it now stood (or rather as it now hung together), for the last forty years, to his knowledge, and nobody had complained of it before, and he did not see why we should be the first to begin.

We argued no more.

We fastened the so-called boat together with some pieces of string, got a bit of wall-paper and pasted over the shabbier places, said our prayers, and stepped on board.

They charged us thirty-five shillings for the loan of the remnant for six days; and we could have bought the thing out-and-out for four-and-sixpence at any sale of drift-wood round the coast.

The weather changed on the third day, — Oh! I am talking about our present trip now, — and we started from Oxford upon our homeward journey in the midst of a steady drizzle.

The river — with the sunlight flashing from its dancing wavelets, gilding gold the grey-green beech-trunks, glinting through the dark, cool wood paths, chasing shadows oer the shallows, flinging diamonds from the mill-wheels, throwing kisses to the lilies, wantoning with the weirs white waters, silvering moss-grown walls and bridges, brightening every tiny townlet, making sweet each lane and meadow, lying tangled in the rushes, peeping, laughing, from each inlet, gleaming gay on many a far sail, making soft the air with glory — is a golden fairy stream.

But the river — chill and weary, with the ceaseless rain-drops falling on its brown and sluggish waters, with a sound as of a woman, weeping low in some dark chamber; while the woods, all dark and silent, shrouded in their mists of vapour, stand like ghosts upon the margin; silent ghosts with eyes reproachful, like the ghosts of evil actions, like the ghosts of friends neglected — is a spirit-haunted water through the land of vain regrets.

Sunlight is the life-blood of Nature. Mother Earth looks at us with such dull, soulless eyes, when the sunlight has died away from out of her. It makes us sad to be with her then; she does not seem to know us or to care for us. She is as a widow who has lost the husband she loved, and her children touch her hand, and look up into her eyes, but gain no smile from her.

We rowed on all that day through the rain, and very melancholy work it was. We pretended, at first, that we enjoyed it. We said it was a change, and that we liked to see the river under all its different aspects. We said we could not expect to have it all sunshine, nor should we wish it. We told each other that Nature was beautiful, even in her tears.
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Indeed, Harris and I were quite enthusiastic about the business, for the first few hours. And we sang a song about a gipsys life, and how delightful a gipsys existence was! — free to storm and sunshine, and to every wind that blew! — and how he enjoyed the rain, and what a lot of good it did him; and how he laughed at people who didnt like it.

George took the fun more soberly, and stuck to the umbrella.

We hoisted the cover before we had lunch, and kept it up all the afternoon, just leaving a little space in the bow, from which one of us could paddle and keep a look-out. In this way we made nine miles, and pulled up for the night a little below Days Lock.

I cannot honestly say that we had a merry evening. The rain poured down with quiet persistency. Everything in the boat was damp and clammy. Supper was not a success. Cold veal pie, when you dont feel hungry, is apt to cloy. I felt I wanted whitebait and a cutlet; Harris babbled of soles and white-sauce, and passed the remains of his pie to Montmorency, who declined it, and, apparently insulted by the offer, went and sat over at the other end of the boat by himself.

George requested that we would not talk about these things, at all events until he had finished his cold boiled beef without mustard.

We played penny nap after supper. We played for about an hour and a half, by the end of which time George had won fourpence — George always is lucky at cards — and Harris and I had lost exactly twopence each.

We thought we would give up gambling then. As Harris said, it breeds an unhealthy excitement when carried too far. George offered to go on and give us our revenge; but Harris and I decided not to battle any further against Fate.

After that, we mixed ourselves some toddy, and sat round and talked. George told us about a man he had known, who had come up the river two years ago and who had slept out in a damp boat on just such another night as that was, and it had given him rheumatic fever, and nothing was able to save him, and he had died in great agony ten days afterwards. George said he was quite a young man, and was engaged to be married. He said it was one of the saddest things he had ever known.

And that put Harris in mind of a friend of his, who had been in the Volunteers, and who had slept out under canvas one wet night down at Aldershot, on just such another night as this, said Harris; and he had woke up in the morning a cripple for life. Harris said he would introduce us both to the man when we got back to town; it would make our hearts bleed to see him.

This naturally led to some pleasant chat about sciatica, fevers, chills, lung diseases, and bronchitis; and Harris said how very awkward it would be if one of us were taken seriously ill in the night, seeing how far away we were from a doctor.

There seemed to be a desire for something frolicksome to follow upon this conversation, and in a weak moment I suggested that George should get out his banjo, and see if he could not give us a comic song.

I will say for George that he did not want any pressing. There was no nonsense about having left his music at home, or anything of that sort. He at once fished out his instrument, and commenced to play Two Lovely Black Eyes.

I had always regarded Two Lovely Black Eyes as rather a commonplace tune until that evening. The rich vein of sadness that George extracted from it quite surprised me.

The desire that grew upon Harris and myself, as the mournful strains progressed, was to fall upon each others necks and weep; but by great effort we kept back the rising tears, and listened to the wild yearnful melody in silence.

When the chorus came we even made a desperate effort to be merry. We re-filled our glasses and joined in; Harris, in a voice trembling with emotion, leading, and George and I following a few words behind:

Two lovely black eyes;
 Oh! what a surprise!
Only for telling a man he was wrong,
 Two—

There we broke down. The unutterable pathos of Georges accompaniment to that two we were, in our then state of depression, unable to bear. Harris sobbed like a little child, and the dog howled till I thought his heart or his jaw must surely break.

George wanted to go on with another verse. He thought that when he had got a little more into the tune, and could throw more abandon, as it were, into the rendering, it might not seem so sad. The feeling of the majority, however, was opposed to the experiment.

There being nothing else to do, we went to bed — that is, we undressed ourselves, and tossed about at the bottom of the boat for some three or four hours. After which, we managed to get some fitful slumber until five a.m., when we all got up and had breakfast.

The second day was exactly like the first. The rain continued to pour down, and we sat, wrapped up in our mackintoshes, underneath the canvas, and drifted slowly down.

One of us — I forget which one now, but I rather think it was myself — made a few feeble attempts during the course of the morning to work up the old gipsy foolishness about being children of Nature and enjoying the wet; but it did not go down well at all. That — 

I care not for the rain, not I!

was so painfully evident, as expressing the sentiments of each of us, that to sing it seemed unnecessary.

On one point we were all agreed, and that was that, come what might, we would go through with this job to the bitter end. We had come out for a fortnights enjoyment on the river, and a fortnights enjoyment on the river we meant to have. If it killed us! well, that would be a sad thing for our friends and relations, but it could not be helped. We felt that to give in to the weather in a climate such as ours would be a most disastrous precedent.

Its only two days more, said Harris, and we are young and strong. We may get over it all right, after all.

At about four oclock we began to discuss our arrangements for the evening. We were a little past Goring then, and we decided to paddle on to Pangbourne, and put up there for the night.

Another jolly evening! murmured George.

We sat and mused on the prospect. We should be in at Pangbourne by five. We should finish dinner at, say, half-past six. After that we could walk about the village in the pouring rain until bed-time; or we could sit in a dimly-lit bar-parlour and read the almanac.
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Why, the Alhambra would be almost more lively, said Harris, venturing his head outside the cover for a moment and taking a survey of the sky.

With a little supper at the — to follow, I added, half unconsciously.

Yes its almost a pity weve made up our minds to stick to this boat, answered Harris; and then there was silence for a while.

If we hadnt made up our minds to contract our certain deaths in this bally old coffin, observed George, casting a glance of intense malevolence over the boat, it might be worth while to mention that theres a train leaves Pangbourne, I know, soon after five, which would just land us in town in comfortable time to get a chop, and then go on to the place you mentioned afterwards.

Nobody spoke. We looked at one another, and each one seemed to see his own mean and guilty thoughts reflected in the faces of the others. In silence, we dragged out and overhauled the Gladstone. We looked up the river and down the river; not a soul was in sight!

Twenty minutes later, three figures, followed by a shamed-looking dog, might have been seen creeping stealthily from the boat-house at the Swan towards the railway station, dressed in the following neither neat nor gaudy costume:

Black leather shoes, dirty; suit of boating flannels, very dirty; brown felt hat, much battered; mackintosh, very wet; umbrella.

We had deceived the boatman at Pangbourne. We had not had the face to tell him that we were running away from the rain. We had left the boat, and all it contained, in his charge, with instructions that it was to be ready for us at nine the next morning. If, we said — if anything unforeseen should happen, preventing our return, we would write to him.

We reached Paddington at seven, and drove direct to the restaurant I have before described, where we partook of a light meal, left Montmorency, together with suggestions for a supper to be ready at half-past ten, and then continued our way to Leicester Square.

We attracted a good deal of attention at the Alhambra. On our presenting ourselves at the paybox we were gruffly directed to go round to Castle Street, and were informed that we were half-an-hour behind our time.

We convinced the man, with some difficulty, that we were not the world-renowned contortionists from the Himalaya Mountains, and he took our money and let us pass.

Inside we were a still greater success. Our fine bronzed countenances and picturesque clothes were followed round the place with admiring gaze. We were the cynosure of every eye.

It was a proud moment for us all.

We adjourned soon after the first ballet, and wended our way back to the restaurant, where supper was already awaiting us.

I must confess to enjoying that supper. For about ten days we seemed to have been living, more or less, on nothing but cold meat, cake, and bread and jam. It had been a simple, a nutritious diet; but there had been nothing exciting about it, and the odour of Burgundy, and the smell of French sauces, and the sight of clean napkins and long loaves, knocked as a very welcome visitor at the door of our inner man.

We pegged and quaffed away in silence for a while, until the time came when, instead of sitting bolt upright, and grasping the knife and fork firmly, we leant back in our chairs and worked slowly and carelessly — when we stretched out our legs beneath the table, let our napkins fall, unheeded, to the floor, and found time to more critically examine the smoky ceiling than we had hitherto been able to do — when we rested our glasses at arms-length upon the table, and felt good, and thoughtful, and forgiving.

Then Harris, who was sitting next the window, drew aside the curtain and looked out upon the street.

It glistened darkly in the wet, the dim lamps flickered with each gust, the rain splashed steadily into the puddles and trickled down the water-spouts into the running gutters. A few soaked wayfarers hurried past, crouching beneath their dripping umbrellas, the women holding up their skirts.

Well, said Harris, reaching his hand out for his glass, we have had a pleasant trip, and my hearty thanks for it to old Father Thames — but I think we did well to chuck it when we did. Heres to Three Men well out of a Boat!

And Montmorency, standing on his hind legs, before the window, peering out into the night, gave a short bark of decided concurrence with the toast.
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Three Men on the Bummel (1900)
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The success of Three Men in a Boat inspired Jerome to pen a sequel, which was released in 1900, eleven years after the first novel. The book reunites the three protagonists for a cycling tour through Germanys Black Forest – an excursion that proves just as hapless as the boating trip of the first novel. Bummel is a German word meaning a circular journey of little structure. This reflects the structure of the book itself which, unlike the first novel with its linking thread of the River Thames, wanders aimlessly from one hilarious incident to the next.

Like the first novel, the sequel consists of a series of humorous set pieces interspersed with comic meditations on various trivial topics. A new element, however, is Jeromes comic observations on German culture. Although superficial, these provide an insight into how British writers viewed Germany at that time and much fun is had with the stereotype of a society orderly to the point of paranoia and obsessed with apparently trivial laws.
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Cover of the first edition
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Jerome, close to the time of publication
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Title page of the first edition
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The original frontispiece


TO THE GENTLE

GUIDE

WHO LETS ME EVER GO MY OWN WAY, YET BRINGS ME RIGHT — 

TO THE LAUGHTER-LOVING

PHILOSOPHER

WHO, IF HE HAS NOT RECONCILED ME TO BEARING THE TOOTHACHE PATENTLY, AT LEAST HAS TAUGHT ME THE COMFORT THAT THIS EVEN WILL ALSO PASS —
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WHO SMILES WHEN I TELL HIM OF MY TROUBLES, AND WHO WHEN I ASK FOR HELP, ANSWERS ONLY WAIT! —
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TIME
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CHAPTER I
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THREE MEN NEED change — Anecdote showing evil result of deception — Moral cowardice of George — Harris has ideas — Yarn of the Ancient Mariner and the Inexperienced Yachtsman — A hearty crew — Danger of sailing when the wind is off the land — Impossibility of sailing when the wind is off the sea — The argumentativeness of Ethelbertha — The dampness of the river — Harris suggests a bicycle tour — George thinks of the wind — Harris suggests the Black Forest — George thinks of the hills — Plan adopted by Harris for ascent of hills — Interruption by Mrs. Harris.

What we want, said Harris, is a change.

At this moment the door opened, and Mrs. Harris put her head in to say that Ethelbertha had sent her to remind me that we must not be late getting home because of Clarence. Ethelbertha, I am inclined to think, is unnecessarily nervous about the children. As a matter of fact, there was nothing wrong with the child whatever. He had been out with his aunt that morning; and if he looks wistfully at a pastrycooks window she takes him inside and buys him cream buns and maids-of-honour until he insists that he has had enough, and politely, but firmly, refuses to eat another anything. Then, of course, he wants only one helping of pudding at lunch, and Ethelbertha thinks he is sickening for something. Mrs. Harris added that it would be as well for us to come upstairs soon, on our own account also, as otherwise we should miss Muriels rendering of The Mad Hatters Tea Party, out of Alice in Wonderland. Muriel is Harriss second, age eight: she is a bright, intelligent child; but I prefer her myself in serious pieces. We said we would finish our cigarettes and follow almost immediately; we also begged her not to let Muriel begin until we arrived. She promised to hold the child back as long as possible, and went. Harris, as soon as the door was closed, resumed his interrupted sentence.

You know what I mean, he said, a complete change.

The question was how to get it.

George suggested business. It was the sort of suggestion George would make. A bachelor thinks a married woman doesnt know enough to get out of the way of a steam-roller. I knew a young fellow once, an engineer, who thought he would go to Vienna on business. His wife wanted to know what business? He told her it would be his duty to visit the mines in the neighbourhood of the Austrian capital, and to make reports. She said she would go with him; she was that sort of woman. He tried to dissuade her: he told her that a mine was no place for a beautiful woman. She said she felt that herself, and that therefore she did not intend to accompany him down the shafts; she would see him off in the morning, and then amuse herself until his return, looking round the Vienna shops, and buying a few things she might want. Having started the idea, he did not see very well how to get out of it; and for ten long summer days he did visit the mines in the neighbourhood of Vienna, and in the evening wrote reports about them, which she posted for him to his firm, who didnt want them.

I should be grieved to think that either Ethelbertha or Mrs. Harris belonged to that class of wife, but it is as well not to overdo business — it should be kept for cases of real emergency.

No, I said, the thing is to be frank and manly. I shall tell Ethelbertha that I have come to the conclusion a man never values happiness that is always with him. I shall tell her that, for the sake of learning to appreciate my own advantages as I know they should be appreciated, I intend to tear myself away from her and the children for at least three weeks. I shall tell her, I continued, turning to Harris, that it is you who have shown me my duty in this respect; that it is to you we shall owe—

Harris put down his glass rather hurriedly.

If you dont mind, old man, he interrupted, Id really rather you didnt. Shell talk it over with my wife, and — well, I should not be happy, taking credit that I do not deserve.

But you do deserve it, I insisted; it was your suggestion.

It was you gave me the idea, interrupted Harris again. You know you said it was a mistake for a man to get into a groove, and that unbroken domesticity cloyed the brain.

I was speaking generally, I explained.

It struck me as very apt, said Harris. I thought of repeating it to Clara; she has a great opinion of your sense, I know. I am sure that if—

We wont risk it, I interrupted, in my turn; it is a delicate matter, and I see a way out of it. We will say George suggested the idea.

There is a lack of genial helpfulness about George that it sometimes vexes me to notice. You would have thought he would have welcomed the chance of assisting two old friends out of a dilemma; instead, he became disagreeable.

You do, said George, and I shall tell them both that my original plan was that we should make a party — children and all; that I should bring my aunt, and that we should hire a charming old château I know of in Normandy, on the coast, where the climate is peculiarly adapted to delicate children, and the milk such as you do not get in England. I shall add that you over-rode that suggestion, arguing we should be happier by ourselves.

With a man like George kindness is of no use; you have to be firm.

You do, said Harris, and I, for one, will close with the offer. We will just take that château. You will bring your aunt — I will see to that, — and we will have a month of it. The children are all fond of you; J. and I will be nowhere. Youve promised to teach Edgar fishing; and it is you who will have to play wild beasts. Since last Sunday Dick and Muriel have talked of nothing else but your hippopotamus. We will picnic in the woods — there will only be eleven of us, — and in the evenings we will have music and recitations. Muriel is master of six pieces already, as perhaps you know; and all the other children are quick studies.

George climbed down — he has no real courage — but he did not do it gracefully. He said that if we were mean and cowardly and false-hearted enough to stoop to such a shabby trick, he supposed he couldnt help it; and that if I didnt intend to finish the whole bottle of claret myself, he would trouble me to spare him a glass. He also added, somewhat illogically, that it really did not matter, seeing both Ethelbertha and Mrs. Harris were women of sense who would judge him better than to believe for a moment that the suggestion emanated from him.

This little point settled, the question was: What sort of a change?

Harris, as usual, was for the sea. He said he knew a yacht, just the very thing — one that we could manage by ourselves; no skulking lot of lubbers loafing about, adding to the expense and taking away from the romance. Give him a handy boy, he would sail it himself. We knew that yacht, and we told him so; we had been on it with Harris before. It smells of bilge-water and greens to the exclusion of all other scents; no ordinary sea air can hope to head against it. So far as sense of smell is concerned, one might be spending a week in Limehouse Hole. There is no place to get out of the rain; the saloon is ten feet by four, and half of that is taken up by a stove, which falls to pieces when you go to light it. You have to take your bath on deck, and the towel blows overboard just as you step out of the tub. Harris and the boy do all the interesting work — the lugging and the reefing, the letting her go and the heeling her over, and all that sort of thing, — leaving George and myself to do the peeling of the potatoes and the washing up.

Very well, then, said Harris, lets take a proper yacht, with a skipper, and do the thing in style.

That also I objected to. I know that skipper; his notion of yachting is to lie in what he calls the offing, where he can be well in touch with his wife and family, to say nothing of his favourite public-house.

Years ago, when I was young and inexperienced, I hired a yacht myself. Three things had combined to lead me into this foolishness: I had had a stroke of unexpected luck; Ethelbertha had expressed a yearning for sea air; and the very next morning, in taking up casually at the club a copy of the Sportsman, I had come across the following advertisement: — 

TO YACHTSMEN. — Unique Opportunity.—Rogue, 28-ton Yawl. — Owner, called away suddenly on business, is willing to let this superbly-fitted greyhound of the sea for any period short or long. Two cabins and saloon; pianette, by Woffenkoff; new copper. Terms, 10 guineas a week. — Apply Pertwee and Co., 3A Bucklersbury.

It had seemed to me like the answer to a prayer. The new copper did not interest me; what little washing we might want could wait, I thought. But the pianette by Woffenkoff sounded alluring. I pictured Ethelbertha playing in the evening — something with a chorus, in which, perhaps, the crew, with a little training, might join — while our moving home bounded, greyhound-like, over the silvery billows.

I took a cab and drove direct to 3A Bucklersbury. Mr. Pertwee was an unpretentious-looking gentleman, who had an unostentatious office on the third floor. He showed me a picture in water-colours of the Rogue flying before the wind. The deck was at an angle of 95 to the ocean. In the picture no human beings were represented on the deck; I suppose they had slipped off. Indeed, I do not see how anyone could have kept on, unless nailed. I pointed out this disadvantage to the agent, who, however, explained to me that the picture represented the Rogue doubling something or other on the well-known occasion of her winning the Medway Challenge Shield. Mr. Pertwee assumed that I knew all about the event, so that I did not like to ask any questions. Two specks near the frame of the picture, which at first I had taken for moths, represented, it appeared, the second and third winners in this celebrated race. A photograph of the yacht at anchor off Gravesend was less impressive, but suggested more stability. All answers to my inquiries being satisfactory, I took the thing for a fortnight. Mr. Pertwee said it was fortunate I wanted it only for a fortnight — later on I came to agree with him, — the time fitting in exactly with another hiring. Had I required it for three weeks he would have been compelled to refuse me.

The letting being thus arranged, Mr. Pertwee asked me if I had a skipper in my eye. That I had not was also fortunate — things seemed to be turning out luckily for me all round, — because Mr. Pertwee felt sure I could not do better than keep on Mr. Goyles, at present in charge — an excellent skipper, so Mr. Pertwee assured me, a man who knew the sea as a man knows his own wife, and who had never lost a life.

It was still early in the day, and the yacht was lying off Harwich. I caught the ten forty-five from Liverpool Street, and by one oclock was talking to Mr. Goyles on deck. He was a stout man, and had a fatherly way with him. I told him my idea, which was to take the outlying Dutch islands and then creep up to Norway. He said, Aye, aye, sir, and appeared quite enthusiastic about the trip; said he should enjoy it himself. We came to the question of victualling, and he grew more enthusiastic. The amount of food suggested by Mr. Goyles, I confess, surprised me. Had we been living in the days of Drake and the Spanish Main, I should have feared he was arranging for something illegal. However, he laughed in his fatherly way, and assured me we were not overdoing it. Anything left the crew would divide and take home with them — it seemed this was the custom. It appeared to me that I was providing for this crew for the winter, but I did not like to appear stingy, and said no more. The amount of drink required also surprised me. I arranged for what I thought we should need for ourselves, and then Mr. Goyles spoke up for the crew. I must say that for him, he did think of his men.

We dont want anything in the nature of an orgie, Mr. Goyles, I suggested.

Orgie! replied Mr. Goyles; why theyll take that little drop in their tea.

He explained to me that his motto was, Get good men and treat them well.

They work better for you, said Mr. Goyles; and they come again.

Personally, I didnt feel I wanted them to come again. I was beginning to take a dislike to them before I had seen them; I regarded them as a greedy and guzzling crew. But Mr. Goyles was so cheerfully emphatic, and I was so inexperienced, that again I let him have his way. He also promised that even in this department he would see to it personally that nothing was wasted.

I also left him to engage the crew. He said he could do the thing, and would, for me, with the help two men and a boy. If he was alluding to the clearing up of the victuals and drink, I think he was making an under-estimate; but possibly he may have been speaking of the sailing of the yacht.

I called at my tailors on the way home and ordered a yachting suit, with a white hat, which they promised to bustle up and have ready in time; and then I went home and told Ethelbertha all I had done. Her delight was clouded by only one reflection — would the dressmaker be able to finish a yachting costume for her in time? That is so like a woman.

Our honeymoon, which had taken place not very long before, had been somewhat curtailed, so we decided we would invite nobody, but have the yacht to ourselves. And thankful I am to Heaven that we did so decide. On Monday we put on all our clothes and started. I forget what Ethelbertha wore, but, whatever it may have been, it looked very fetching. My own costume was a dark blue trimmed with a narrow white braid, which, I think, was rather effective.

Mr. Goyles met us on deck, and told us that lunch was ready. I must admit Goyles had secured the services of a very fair cook. The capabilities of the other members of the crew I had no opportunity of judging. Speaking of them in a state of rest, however, I can say of them they appeared to be a cheerful crew.

My idea had been that so soon as the men had finished their dinner we would weigh anchor, while I, smoking a cigar, with Ethelbertha by my side, would lean over the gunwale and watch the white cliffs of the Fatherland sink imperceptibly into the horizon. Ethelbertha and I carried out our part of the programme, and waited, with the deck to ourselves.

They seem to be taking their time, said Ethelbertha.

If, in the course of fourteen days, I said, they eat half of what is on this yacht, they will want a fairly long time for every meal. We had better not hurry them, or they wont get through a quarter of it.

They must have gone to sleep, said Ethelbertha, later on. It will be tea-time soon.

They were certainly very quiet. I went forard, and hailed Captain Goyles down the ladder. I hailed him three times; then he came up slowly. He appeared to be a heavier and older man than when I had seen him last. He had a cold cigar in his mouth.

When you are ready, Captain Goyles, I said, well start.

Captain Goyles removed the cigar from his mouth.

Not to-day we wont, sir, he replied, with your permission.

Why, whats the matter with to-day? I said. I know sailors are a superstitious folk; I thought maybe a Monday might be considered unlucky.

The days all right, answered Captain Goyles, its the wind Im a-thinking of. It dont look much like changing.

But do we want it to change? I asked. It seems to me to be just where it should be, dead behind us.

Aye, aye, said Captain Goyles, deads the right word to use, for dead wed all be, bar Providence, if we was to put out in this. You see, sir, he explained, in answer to my look of surprise, this is what we call a land wind, that is, its a-blowing, as one might say, direct off the land.

When I came to think of it the man was right; the wind was blowing off the land.

It may change in the night, said Captain Goyles, more hopefully anyhow, its not violent, and she rides well.

Captain Goyles resumed his cigar, and I returned aft, and explained to Ethelbertha the reason for the delay. Ethelbertha, who appeared to be less high spirited than when we first boarded, wanted to know why we couldnt sail when the wind was off the land.

If it was not blowing off the land, said Ethelbertha, it would be blowing off the sea, and that would send us back into the shore again. It seems to me this is just the very wind we want.

I said: That is your inexperience, love; it seems to be the very wind we want, but it is not. Its what we call a land wind, and a land wind is always very dangerous.

Ethelbertha wanted to know why a land wind was very dangerous.

Her argumentativeness annoyed me somewhat; maybe I was feeling a bit cross; the monotonous rolling heave of a small yacht at anchor depresses an ardent spirit.

I cant explain it to you, I replied, which was true, but to set sail in this wind would be the height of foolhardiness, and I care for you too much, dear, to expose you to unnecessary risks.

I thought this rather a neat conclusion, but Ethelbertha merely replied that she wished, under the circumstances, we hadnt come on board till Tuesday, and went below.

In the morning the wind veered round to the north; I was up early, and observed this to Captain Goyles.

Aye, aye, sir, he remarked; its unfortunate, but it cant be helped.

You dont think it possible for us to start to-day? I hazarded.

He did not get angry with me, he only laughed.

Well, sir, said he, if you was a-wanting to go to Ipswich, I should say as it couldnt be better for us, but our destination being, as you see, the Dutch coast — why there you are!

I broke the news to Ethelbertha, and we agreed to spend the day on shore. Harwich is not a merry town, towards evening you might call it dull. We had some tea and watercress at Dovercourt, and then returned to the quay to look for Captain Goyles and the boat. We waited an hour for him. When he came he was more cheerful than we were; if he had not told me himself that he never drank anything but one glass of hot grog before turning in for the night, I should have said he was drunk.

The next morning the wind was in the south, which made Captain Goyles rather anxious, it appearing that it was equally unsafe to move or to stop where we were; our only hope was it would change before anything happened. By this time, Ethelbertha had taken a dislike to the yacht; she said that, personally, she would rather be spending a week in a bathing machine, seeing that a bathing machine was at least steady.

We passed another day in Harwich, and that night and the next, the wind still continuing in the south, we slept at the Kings Head. On Friday the wind was blowing direct from the east. I met Captain Goyles on the quay, and suggested that, under these circumstances, we might start. He appeared irritated at my persistence.

If you knew a bit more, sir, he said, youd see for yourself that its impossible. The winds a-blowing direct off the sea.

I said: Captain Goyles, tell me what is this thing I have hired? Is it a yacht or a house-boat?

He seemed surprised at my question.

He said: Its a yawl.

What I mean is, I said, can it be moved at all, or is it a fixture here? If it is a fixture, I continued, tell me so frankly, then we will get some ivy in boxes and train over the port-holes, stick some flowers and an awning on deck, and make the thing look pretty. If, on the other hand, it can be moved—

Moved! interrupted Captain Goyles. You get the right wind behind the Rogue—

I said: What is the right wind?

Captain Goyles looked puzzled.

In the course of this week, I went on, we have had wind from the north, from the south, from the east, from the west — with variations. If you can think of any other point of the compass from which it can blow, tell me, and I will wait for it. If not, and if that anchor has not grown into the bottom of the ocean, we will have it up to-day and see what happens.

He grasped the fact that I was determined.

Very well, sir, he said, youre master and Im man. Ive only got one child as is still dependent on me, thank God, and no doubt your executors will feel it their duty to do the right thing by the old woman.

His solemnity impressed me.

Mr. Goyles, I said, be honest with me. Is there any hope, in any weather, of getting away from this damned hole?

Captain Goyless kindly geniality returned to him.

You see, sir, he said, this is a very peculiar coast. Wed be all right if we were once out, but getting away from it in a cockle-shell like that — well, to be frank, sir, it wants doing.

I left Captain Goyles with the assurance that he would watch the weather as a mother would her sleeping babe; it was his own simile, and it struck me as rather touching. I saw him again at twelve oclock; he was watching it from the window of the Chain and Anchor.

At five oclock that evening a stroke of luck occurred; in the middle of the High Street I met a couple of yachting friends, who had had to put in by reason of a strained rudder. I told them my story, and they appeared less surprised than amused. Captain Goyles and the two men were still watching the weather. I ran into the Kings Head, and prepared Ethelbertha. The four of us crept quietly down to the quay, where we found our boat. Only the boy was on board; my two friends took charge of the yacht, and by six oclock we were scudding merrily up the coast.

We put in that night at Aldborough, and the next day worked up to Yarmouth, where, as my friends had to leave, I decided to abandon the yacht. We sold the stores by auction on Yarmouth sands early in the morning. I made a loss, but had the satisfaction of doing Captain Goyles. I left the Rogue in charge of a local mariner, who, for a couple of sovereigns, undertook to see to its return to Harwich; and we came back to London by train. There may be yachts other than the Rogue, and skippers other than Mr. Goyles, but that experience has prejudiced me against both.

George also thought a yacht would be a good deal of responsibility, so we dismissed the idea.

What about the river? suggested Harris.

We have had some pleasant times on that.

George pulled in silence at his cigar, and I cracked another nut.

The river is not what it used to be, said I; I dont know what, but theres a something — a dampness — about the river air that always starts my lumbago.

Its the same with me, said George. I dont know how it is, but I never can sleep now in the neighbourhood of the river. I spent a week at Joes place in the spring, and every night I woke up at seven oclock and never got a wink afterwards.

I merely suggested it, observed Harris. Personally, I dont think it good for me, either; it touches my gout.

What suits me best, I said, is mountain air. What say you to a walking tour in Scotland?

Its always wet in Scotland, said George. I was three weeks in Scotland the year before last, and was never dry once all the time — not in that sense.
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Its fine enough in Switzerland, said Harris.

They would never stand our going to Switzerland by ourselves, I objected. You know what happened last time. It must be some place where no delicately nurtured woman or child could possibly live; a country of bad hotels and comfortless travelling; where we shall have to rough it, to work hard, to starve perhaps—

Easy! interrupted George, easy, there! Dont forget Im coming with you.

I have it! exclaimed Harris; a bicycle tour!

George looked doubtful.

Theres a lot of uphill about a bicycle tour, said he, and the wind is against you.

So there is downhill, and the wind behind you, said Harris.

Ive never noticed it, said George.

You wont think of anything better than a bicycle tour, persisted Harris.

I was inclined to agree with him.

And Ill tell you where, continued he; through the Black Forest.

Why, thats all uphill, said George.

Not all, retorted Harris; say two-thirds. And theres one thing youve forgotten.

He looked round cautiously, and sunk his voice to a whisper.

There are little railways going up those hills, little cogwheel things that—

The door opened, and Mrs. Harris appeared. She said that Ethelbertha was putting on her bonnet, and that Muriel, after waiting, had given The Mad Hatters Tea Party without us.

Club, to-morrow, at four, whispered Harris to me, as he rose, and I passed it on to George as we went upstairs


CHAPTER II
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A DELICATE BUSINESS — What Ethelbertha might have said — What she did say — What Mrs. Harris said — What we told George — We will start on Wednesday — George suggests the possibility of improving our minds — Harris and I are doubtful — Which man on a tandem does the most work? — The opinion of the man in front — Views of the man behind — How Harris lost his wife — The luggage question — The wisdom of my late Uncle Podger — Beginning of story about a man who had a bag.

I opened the ball with Ethelbertha that same evening. I commenced by being purposely a little irritable. My idea was that Ethelbertha would remark upon this. I should admit it, and account for it by over brain pressure. This would naturally lead to talk about my health in general, and the evident necessity there was for my taking prompt and vigorous measures. I thought that with a little tact I might even manage so that the suggestion should come from Ethelbertha herself. I imagined her saying: No, dear, it is change you want; complete change. Now be persuaded by me, and go away for a month. No, do not ask me to come with you. I know you would rather that I did, but I will not. It is the society of other men you need. Try and persuade George and Harris to go with you. Believe me, a highly strung brain such as yours demands occasional relaxation from the strain of domestic surroundings. Forget for a little while that children want music lessons, and boots, and bicycles, with tincture of rhubarb three times a day; forget there are such things in life as cooks, and house decorators, and next-door dogs, and butchers bills. Go away to some green corner of the earth, where all is new and strange to you, where your over-wrought mind will gather peace and fresh ideas. Go away for a space and give me time to miss you, and to reflect upon your goodness and virtue, which, continually present with me, I may, human-like, be apt to forget, as one, through use, grows indifferent to the blessing of the sun and the beauty of the moon. Go away, and come back refreshed in mind and body, a brighter, better man — if that be possible — than when you went away.

But even when we obtain our desires they never come to us garbed as we would wish. To begin with, Ethelbertha did not seem to remark that I was irritable; I had to draw her attention to it. I said:

You must forgive me, Im not feeling quite myself to-night.

She said: Oh! I have not noticed anything different; whats the matter with you?

I cant tell you what it is, I said; Ive felt it coming on for weeks.

Its that whisky, said Ethelbertha. You never touch it except when we go to the Harriss. You know you cant stand it; you have not a strong head.

It isnt the whisky, I replied; its deeper than that. I fancy its more mental than bodily.

Youve been reading those criticisms again, said Ethelbertha, more sympathetically; why dont you take my advice and put them on the fire?

And it isnt the criticisms, I answered; theyve been quite flattering of late — one or two of them.

Well, what is it? said Ethelbertha; there must be something to account for it.

No, there isnt, I replied; thats the remarkable thing about it; I can only describe it as a strange feeling of unrest that seems to have taken possession of me.

Ethelbertha glanced across at me with a somewhat curious expression, I thought; but as she said nothing, I continued the argument myself.

This aching monotony of life, these days of peaceful, uneventful felicity, they appal one.

I should not grumble at them, said Ethelbertha; we might get some of the other sort, and like them still less.

Im not so sure of that, I replied. In a life of continuous joy, I can imagine even pain coming as a welcome variation. I wonder sometimes whether the saints in heaven do not occasionally feel the continual serenity a burden. To myself a life of endless bliss, uninterrupted by a single contrasting note, would, I feel, grow maddening. I suppose, I continued, I am a strange sort of man; I can hardly understand myself at times. There are moments, I added, when I hate myself.

Often a little speech like this, hinting at hidden depths of indescribable emotion has touched Ethelbertha, but to-night she appeared strangely unsympathetic. With regard to heaven and its possible effect upon me, she suggested my not worrying myself about that, remarking it was always foolish to go half-way to meet trouble that might never come; while as to my being a strange sort of fellow, that, she supposed, I could not help, and if other people were willing to put up with me, there was an end of the matter. The monotony of life, she added, was a common experience; there she could sympathise with me.

You dont know I long, said Ethelbertha, to get away occasionally, even from you; but I know it can never be, so I do not brood upon it.

I had never heard Ethelbertha speak like this before; it astonished and grieved me beyond measure.

Thats not a very kind remark to make, I said, not a wifely remark.

I know it isnt, she replied; that is why I have never said it before. You men never can understand, continued Ethelbertha, that, however fond a woman may be of a man, there are times when he palls upon her. You dont know how I long to be able sometimes to put on my bonnet and go out, with nobody to ask me where I am going, why I am going, how long I am going to be, and when I shall be back. You dont know how I sometimes long to order a dinner that I should like and that the children would like, but at the sight of which you would put on your hat and be off to the Club. You dont know how much I feel inclined sometimes to invite some woman here that I like, and that I know you dont; to go and see the people that I want to see, to go to bed when I am tired, and to get up when I feel I want to get up. Two people living together are bound both to be continually sacrificing their own desires to the other one. It is sometimes a good thing to slacken the strain a bit.

On thinking over Ethelberthas words afterwards, have come to see their wisdom; but at the time I admit I was hurt and indignant.

If your desire, I said, is to get rid of me—

Now, dont be an old goose, said Ethelbertha; I only want to get rid of you for a little while, just long enough to forget there are one or two corners about you that are not perfect, just long enough to let me remember what a dear fellow you are in other respects, and to look forward to your return, as I used to look forward to your coming in the old days when I did not see you so often as to become, perhaps, a little indifferent to you, as one grows indifferent to the glory of the sun, just because he is there every day.

I did not like the tone that Ethelbertha took. There seemed to be a frivolity about her, unsuited to the theme into which we had drifted. That a woman should contemplate cheerfully an absence of three or four weeks from her husband appeared to me to be not altogether nice, not what I call womanly; it was not like Ethelbertha at all. I was worried, I felt I didnt want to go this trip at all. If it had not been for George and Harris, I would have abandoned it. As it was, I could not see how to change my mind with dignity.

Very well, Ethelbertha, I replied, it shall be as you wish. If you desire a holiday from my presence, you shall enjoy it; but if it be not impertinent curiosity on the part of a husband, I should like to know what you propose doing in my absence?

We will take that house at Folkestone, answered Ethelbertha, and Ill go down there with Kate. And if you want to do Clara Harris a good turn, added Ethelbertha, youll persuade Harris to go with you, and then Clara can join us. We three used to have some very jolly times together before you men ever came along, and it would be just delightful to renew them. Do you think, continued Ethelbertha, that you could persuade Mr. Harris to go with you?

I said I would try.

Theres a dear boy, said Ethelbertha; try hard. You might get George to join you.

I replied there was not much advantage in Georges coming, seeing he was a bachelor, and that therefore nobody would be much benefited by his absence. But a woman never understands satire. Ethelbertha merely remarked it would look unkind leaving him behind. I promised to put it to him.

I met Harris at the Club in the afternoon, and asked him how he had got on.

He said, Oh, thats all right; theres no difficulty about getting away.

But there was that about his tone that suggested incomplete satisfaction, so I pressed him for further details.

She was as sweet as milk about it, he continued; said it was an excellent idea of Georges, and that she thought it would do me good.

That seems all right, I said; whats wrong about that?

Theres nothing wrong about that, he answered, but that wasnt all. She went on to talk of other things.

I understand, I said.

Theres that bathroom fad of hers, he continued.

Ive heard of it, I said; she has started Ethelbertha on the same idea.

Well, Ive had to agree to that being put in hand at once; I couldnt argue any more when she was so nice about the other thing. That will cost me a hundred pounds, at the very least.

As much as that? I asked.

Every penny of it, said Harris; the estimate alone is sixty.

I was sorry to hear him say this.

Then theres the kitchen stove, continued Harris; everything that has gone wrong in the house for the last two years has been the fault of that kitchen stove.

I know, I said. We have been in seven houses since we were married, and every kitchen stove has been worse than the last. Our present one is not only incompetent; it is spiteful. It knows when we are giving a party, and goes out of its way to do its worst.

We are going to have a new one, said Harris, but he did not say it proudly. Clara thought it would be such a saving of expense, having the two things done at the same time. I believe, said Harris, if a woman wanted a diamond tiara, she would explain that it was to save the expense of a bonnet.

How much do you reckon the stove is going to cost you? I asked. I felt interested in the subject.

I dont know, answered Harris; another twenty, I suppose. Then we talked about the piano. Could you ever notice, said Harris, any difference between one piano and another?

Some of them seem to be a bit louder than others, I answered; but one gets used to that.

Ours is all wrong about the treble, said Harris. By the way, what is the treble?

Its the shrill end of the thing, I explained; the part that sounds as if youd trod on its tail. The brilliant selections always end up with a flourish on it.

They want more of it, said Harris; our old one hasnt got enough of it. Ill have to put it in the nursery, and get a new one for the drawing-room.

Anything else? I asked.

No, said Harris; she didnt seem able to think of anything else.

Youll find when you get home, I said, she has thought of one other thing.

Whats that? said Harris.

A house at Folkestone for the season.

What should she want a house at Folkestone for? said Harris.

To live in, I suggested, during the summer months.

Shes going to her people in Wales, said Harris, for the holidays, with the children; weve had an invitation.

Possibly, I said, shell go to Wales before she goes to Folkestone, or maybe shell take Wales on her way home; but shell want a house at Folkestone for the season, notwithstanding. I may be mistaken — I hope for your sake that I am — but I feel a presentiment that Im not.

This trip, said Harris, is going to be expensive.

It was an idiotic suggestion, I said, from the beginning.

It was foolish of us to listen to him, said Harris; hell get us into real trouble one of these days.

He always was a muddler, I agreed.

So headstrong, added Harris.

We heard his voice at that moment in the hall, asking for letters.

Better not say anything to him, I suggested; its too late to go back now.

There would be no advantage in doing so, replied Harris. I should have to get that bathroom and piano in any case now.

He came in looking very cheerful.

Well, he said, is it all right? Have you managed it?

There was that about his tone I did not altogether like; I noticed Harris resented it also.

Managed what? I said.

Why, to get off, said George.

I felt the time was come to explain things to George.

In married life, I said, the man proposes, the woman submits. It is her duty; all religion teaches it.

George folded his hands and fixed his eyes on the ceiling.

We may chaff and joke a little about these things, I continued; but when it comes to practice, that is what always happens. We have mentioned to our wives that we are going. Naturally, they are grieved; they would prefer to come with us; failing that, they would have us remain with them. But we have explained to them our wishes on the subject, and — theres an end of the matter.

George said, Forgive me; I did not understand. I am only a bachelor. People tell me this, that, and the other, and I listen.

I said, That is where you do wrong. When you want information come to Harris or myself; we will tell you the truth about these questions.

George thanked us, and we proceeded with the business in hand.

When shall we start? said George.

So far as I am concerned, replied Harris, the sooner the better.

His idea, I fancy, was to get away before Mrs. H. thought of other things. We fixed the following Wednesday.

What about route? said Harris.

I have an idea, said George. I take it you fellows are naturally anxious to improve your minds?

I said, We dont want to become monstrosities. To a reasonable degree, yes, if it can be done without much expense and with little personal trouble.

It can, said George. We know Holland and the Rhine. Very well, my suggestion is that we take the boat to Hamburg, see Berlin and Dresden, and work our way to the Schwarzwald, through Nuremberg and Stuttgart.

There are some pretty bits in Mesopotamia, so Ive been told, murmured Harris.

George said Mesopotamia was too much out of our way, but that the Berlin-Dresden route was quite practicable. For good or evil, he persuaded us into it.

The machines, I suppose, said George, as before. Harris and I on the tandem, J.—

I think not, interrupted Harris, firmly. You and J. on the tandem, I on the single.

All the same to me, agreed George. J. and I on the tandem, Harris—

I do not mind taking my turn, I interrupted, but I am not going to carry George all the way; the burden should be divided.

Very well, agreed Harris, well divide it. But it must be on the distinct understanding that he works.

That he what? said George.

That he works, repeated Harris, firmly; at all events, uphill.

Great Scott! said George; dont you want any exercise?

There is always unpleasantness about this tandem. It is the theory of the man in front that the man behind does nothing; it is equally the theory of the man behind that he alone is the motive power, the man in front merely doing the puffing. The mystery will never be solved. It is annoying when Prudence is whispering to you on the one side not to overdo your strength and bring on heart disease; while Justice into the other ear is remarking, Why should you do it all? This isnt a cab. Hes not your passenger: to hear him grunt out:

Whats the matter — lost your pedals?

Harris, in his early married days, made much trouble for himself on one occasion, owing to this impossibility of knowing what the person behind is doing. He was riding with his wife through Holland. The roads were stony, and the machine jumped a good deal.

Sit tight, said Harris, without turning his head.

What Mrs. Harris thought he said was, Jump off. Why she should have thought he said Jump off, when he said Sit tight, neither of them can explain.

Mrs. Harris puts it in this way, If you had said, Sit tight, why should I have jumped off?

Harris puts it, If I had wanted you to jump off, why should I have said Sit tight!?

The bitterness is past, but they argue about the matter to this day.

Be the explanation what it may, however, nothing alters the fact that Mrs. Harris did jump off, while Harris pedalled away hard, under the impression she was still behind him. It appears that at first she thought he was riding up the hill merely to show off. They were both young in those days, and he used to do that sort of thing. She expected him to spring to earth on reaching the summit, and lean in a careless and graceful attitude against the machine, waiting for her. When, on the contrary, she saw him pass the summit and proceed rapidly down a long and steep incline, she was seized, first with surprise, secondly with indignation, and lastly with alarm. She ran to the top of the hill and shouted, but he never turned his head. She watched him disappear into a wood a mile and a half distant, and then sat down and cried. They had had a slight difference that morning, and she wondered if he had taken it seriously and intended desertion. She had no money; she knew no Dutch. People passed, and seemed sorry for her; she tried to make them understand what had happened. They gathered that she had lost something, but could not grasp what. They took her to the nearest village, and found a policeman for her. He concluded from her pantomime that some man had stolen her bicycle. They put the telegraph into operation, and discovered in a village four miles off an unfortunate boy riding a ladys machine of an obsolete pattern. They brought him to her in a cart, but as she did not appear to want either him or his bicycle they let him go again, and resigned themselves to bewilderment.

Meanwhile, Harris continued his ride with much enjoyment. It seemed to him that he had suddenly become a stronger, and in every way a more capable cyclist. Said he to what he thought was Mrs. Harris:

I havent felt this machine so light for months. Its this air, I think; its doing me good.

Then he told her not to be afraid, and he would show her how fast he could go. He bent down over the handles, and put his heart into his work. The bicycle bounded over the road like a thing of life; farmhouses and churches, dogs and chickens came to him and passed. Old folks stood and gazed at him, the children cheered him.

In this way he sped merrily onward for about five miles. Then, as he explains it, the feeling began to grow upon him that something was wrong. He was not surprised at the silence; the wind was blowing strongly, and the machine was rattling a good deal. It was a sense of void that came upon him. He stretched out his hand behind him, and felt; there was nothing there but space. He jumped, or rather fell off, and looked back up the road; it stretched white and straight through the dark wood, and not a living soul could be seen upon it. He remounted, and rode back up the hill. In ten minutes he came to where the road broke into four; there he dismounted and tried to remember which fork he had come down.

While he was deliberating a man passed, sitting sideways on a horse. Harris stopped him, and explained to him that he had lost his wife. The man appeared to be neither surprised nor sorry for him. While they were talking another farmer came along, to whom the first man explained the matter, not as an accident, but as a good story. What appeared to surprise the second man most was that Harris should be making a fuss about the thing. He could get no sense out of either of them, and cursing them he mounted his machine again, and took the middle road on chance. Half-way up, he came upon a party of two young women with one young man between them. They appeared to be making the most of him. He asked them if they had seen his wife. They asked him what she was like. He did not know enough Dutch to describe her properly; all he could tell them was she was a very beautiful woman, of medium size. Evidently this did not satisfy them, the description was too general; any man could say that, and by this means perhaps get possession of a wife that did not belong to him. They asked him how she was dressed; for the life of him he could not recollect.

I doubt if any man could tell how any woman was dressed ten minutes after he had left her. He recollected a blue skirt, and then there was something that carried the dress on, as it were, up to the neck. Possibly, this may have been a blouse; he retained a dim vision of a belt; but what sort of a blouse? Was it green, or yellow, or blue? Had it a collar, or was it fastened with a bow? Were there feathers in her hat, or flowers? Or was it a hat at all? He dared not say, for fear of making a mistake and being sent miles after the wrong party. The two young women giggled, which in his then state of mind irritated Harris. The young man, who appeared anxious to get rid of him, suggested the police station at the next town. Harris made his way there. The police gave him a piece of paper, and told him to write down a full description of his wife, together with details of when and where he had lost her. He did not know where he had lost her; all he could tell them was the name of the village where he had lunched. He knew he had her with him then, and that they had started from there together.

The police looked suspicious; they were doubtful about three matters: Firstly, was she really his wife? Secondly, had he really lost her? Thirdly, why had he lost her? With the aid of a hotel-keeper, however, who spoke a little English, he overcame their scruples. They promised to act, and in the evening they brought her to him in a covered wagon, together with a bill for expenses. The meeting was not a tender one. Mrs. Harris is not a good actress, and always has great difficulty in disguising her feelings. On this occasion, she frankly admits, she made no attempt to disguise them.

The wheel business settled, there arose the ever-lasting luggage question.

The usual list, I suppose, said George, preparing to write.

That was wisdom I had taught them; I had learned it myself years ago from my Uncle Podger.

Always before beginning to pack, my Uncle would say, make a list.

He was a methodical man.

Take a piece of paper — he always began at the beginning—put down on it everything you can possibly require, then go over it and see that it contains nothing you can possibly do without. Imagine yourself in bed; what have you got on? Very well, put it down — together with a change. You get up; what do you do? Wash yourself. What do you wash yourself with? Soap; put down soap. Go on till you have finished. Then take your clothes. Begin at your feet; what do you wear on your feet? Boots, shoes, socks; put them down. Work up till you get to your head. What else do you want besides clothes? A little brandy; put it down. A corkscrew, put it down. Put down everything, then you dont forget anything.

That is the plan he always pursued himself. The list made, he would go over it carefully, as he always advised, to see that he had forgotten nothing. Then he would go over it again, and strike out everything it was possible to dispense with.

Then he would lose the list.

Said George: Just sufficient for a day or two we will take with us on our bikes. The bulk of our luggage we must send on from town to town.

We must be careful, I said; I knew a man once—

Harris looked at his watch.

Well hear about him on the boat, said Harris; I have got to meet Clara at Waterloo Station in half an hour.

It wont take half an hour, I said; its a true story, and—

Dont waste it, said George: I am told there are rainy evenings in the Black Forest; we may be glad of it. What we have to do now is to finish this list.

Now I come to think of it, I never did get off that story; something always interrupted it. And it really was true.


CHAPTER III
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HARRISS ONE FAULT — Harris and the Angel — A patent bicycle lamp — The ideal saddle — The Overhauler — His eagle eye — His method — His cheery confidence — His simple and inexpensive tastes — His appearance — How to get rid of him — George as prophet — The gentle art of making oneself disagreeable in a foreign tongue — George as a student of human nature — He proposes an experiment — His Prudence — Harriss support secured, upon conditions.

On Monday afternoon Harris came round; he had a cycling paper in his hand.

I said: If you take my advice, you will leave it alone.

Harris said: Leave what alone?

I said: That brand-new, patent, revolution in cycling, record-breaking, Tomfoolishness, whatever it may be, the advertisement of which you have there in your hand.

He said: Well, I dont know; there will be some steep hills for us to negotiate; I guess we shall want a good brake.

I said: We shall want a brake, I agree; what we shall not want is a mechanical surprise that we dont understand, and that never acts when it is wanted.

This thing, he said, acts automatically.

You neednt tell me, I said. I know exactly what it will do, by instinct. Going uphill it will jamb the wheel so effectively that we shall have to carry the machine bodily. The air at the top of the hill will do it good, and it will suddenly come right again. Going downhill it will start reflecting what a nuisance it has been. This will lead to remorse, and finally to despair. It will say to itself: Im not fit to be a brake. I dont help these fellows; I only hinder them. Im a curse, thats what I am; and, without a word of warning, it will chuck the whole business. That is what that brake will do. Leave it alone. You are a good fellow, I continued, but you have one fault.

What? he asked, indignantly.

You have too much faith, I answered. If you read an advertisement, you go away and believe it. Every experiment that every fool has thought of in connection with cycling you have tried. Your guardian angel appears to be a capable and conscientious spirit, and hitherto she has seen you through; take my advice and dont try her too far. She must have had a busy time since you started cycling. Dont go on till you make her mad.

He said: If every man talked like that there would be no advancement made in any department of life. If nobody ever tried a new thing the world would come to a standstill. It is by—

I know all that can be said on that side of the argument, I interrupted. I agree in trying new experiments up to thirty-five; after thirty-five I consider a man is entitled to think of himself. You and I have done our duty in this direction, you especially. You have been blown up by a patent gas lamp—

He said: I really think, you know, that was my fault; I think I must have screwed it up too tight.

I said: I am quite willing to believe that if there was a wrong way of handling the thing that is the way you handle it. You should take that tendency of yours into consideration; it bears upon the argument. Myself, I did not notice what you did; I only know we were riding peacefully and pleasantly along the Whitby Road, discussing the Thirty Years War, when your lamp went off like a pistol-shot. The start sent me into the ditch; and your wifes face, when I told her there was nothing the matter and that she was not to worry, because the two men would carry you upstairs, and the doctor would be round in a minute bringing the nurse with him, still lingers in my memory.

He said: I wish you had thought to pick up the lamp. I should like to have found out what was the cause of its going off like that.
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I said: There was not time to pick up the lamp. I calculate it would have taken two hours to have collected it. As to its going off, the mere fact of its being advertised as the safest lamp ever invented would of itself, to anyone but you, have suggested accident. Then there was that electric lamp, I continued.

Well, that really did give a fine light, he replied; you said so yourself.

I said: It gave a brilliant light in the Kings Road, Brighton, and frightened a horse. The moment we got into the dark beyond Kemp Town it went out, and you were summoned for riding without a light. You may remember that on sunny afternoons you used to ride about with that lamp shining for all it was worth. When lighting-up time came it was naturally tired, and wanted a rest.

It was a bit irritating, that lamp, he murmured; I remember it.

I said: It irritated me; it must have been worse for you. Then there are saddles, I went on — I wished to get this lesson home to him. Can you think of any saddle ever advertised that you have not tried?

He said: It has been an idea of mine that the right saddle is to be found.

I said: You give up that idea; this is an imperfect world of joy and sorrow mingled. There may be a better land where bicycle saddles are made out of rainbow, stuffed with cloud; in this world the simplest thing is to get used to something hard. There was that saddle you bought in Birmingham; it was divided in the middle, and looked like a pair of kidneys.

He said: You mean that one constructed on anatomical principles.

Very likely, I replied. The box you bought it in had a picture on the cover, representing a sitting skeleton — or rather that part of a skeleton which does sit.

He said: It was quite correct; it showed you the true position of the—

I said: We will not go into details; the picture always seemed to me indelicate.

He said: Medically speaking, it was right.

Possibly, I said, for a man who rode in nothing but his bones. I only know that I tried it myself, and that to a man who wore flesh it was agony. Every time you went over a stone or a rut it nipped you; it was like riding on an irritable lobster. You rode that for a month.

I thought it only right to give it a fair trial, he answered.

I said: You gave your family a fair trial also; if you will allow me the use of slang. Your wife told me that never in the whole course of your married life had she known you so bad tempered, so un-Christian like, as you were that month. Then you remember that other saddle, the one with the spring under it.

He said: You mean the Spiral.

I said: I mean the one that jerked you up and down like a Jack-in-the-box; sometimes you came down again in the right place, and sometimes you didnt. I am not referring to these matters merely to recall painful memories, but I want to impress you with the folly of trying experiments at your time of life.

He said. I wish you wouldnt harp so much on my age. A man at thirty-four—

A man at what?

He said: If you dont want the thing, dont have it. If your machine runs away with you down a mountain, and you and George get flung through a church roof, dont blame me.

I cannot promise for George, I said; a little thing will sometimes irritate him, as you know. If such an accident as you suggest happen, he may be cross, but I will undertake to explain to him that it was not your fault.

Is the thing all right? he asked.

The tandem, I replied, is well.

He said: Have you overhauled it?

I said: I have not, nor is anyone else going to overhaul it. The thing is now in working order, and it is going to remain in working order till we start.

I have had experience of this overhauling. There was a man at Folkestone; I used to meet him on the Lees. He proposed one evening we should go for a long bicycle ride together on the following day, and I agreed. I got up early, for me; I made an effort, and was pleased with myself. He came half an hour late: I was waiting for him in the garden. It was a lovely day. He said: — 

Thats a good-looking machine of yours. How does it run?

Oh, like most of them! I answered; easily enough in the morning; goes a little stiffly after lunch.

He caught hold of it by the front wheel and the fork and shook it violently.

I said: Dont do that; youll hurt it.

I did not see why he should shake it; it had not done anything to him. Besides, if it wanted shaking, I was the proper person to shake it. I felt much as I should had he started whacking my dog.

He said: This front wheel wobbles.

I said: It doesnt if you dont wobble it. It didnt wobble, as a matter of fact — nothing worth calling a wobble.

He said: This is dangerous; have you got a screw-hammer?

I ought to have been firm, but I thought that perhaps he really did know something about the business. I went to the tool shed to see what I could find. When I came back he was sitting on the ground with the front wheel between his legs. He was playing with it, twiddling it round between his fingers; the remnant of the machine was lying on the gravel path beside him.

He said: Something has happened to this front wheel of yours.
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It looks like it, doesnt it? I answered. But he was the sort of man that never understands satire.

He said: It looks to me as if the bearings were all wrong.

I said: Dont you trouble about it any more; you will make yourself tired. Let us put it back and get off.

He said: We may as well see what is the matter with it, now it is out. He talked as though it had dropped out by accident.

Before I could stop him he had unscrewed something somewhere, and out rolled all over the path some dozen or so little balls.

Catch em! he shouted; catch em! We mustnt lose any of them. He was quite excited about them.

We grovelled round for half an hour, and found sixteen. He said he hoped we had got them all, because, if not, it would make a serious difference to the machine. He said there was nothing you should be more careful about in taking a bicycle to pieces than seeing you did not lose any of the balls. He explained that you ought to count them as you took them out, and see that exactly the same number went back in each place. I promised, if ever I took a bicycle to pieces I would remember his advice.

I put the balls for safety in my hat, and I put my hat upon the doorstep. It was not a sensible thing to do, I admit. As a matter of fact, it was a silly thing to do. I am not as a rule addle-headed; his influence must have affected me.

He then said that while he was about it he would see to the chain for me, and at once began taking off the gear-case. I did try to persuade him from that. I told him what an experienced friend of mine once said to me solemnly: — 

If anything goes wrong with your gear-case, sell the machine and buy a new one; it comes cheaper.

He said: People talk like that who understand nothing about machines. Nothing is easier than taking off a gear-case.

I had to confess he was right. In less than five minutes he had the gear-case in two pieces, lying on the path, and was grovelling for screws. He said it was always a mystery to him the way screws disappeared.

We were still looking for the screws when Ethelbertha came out. She seemed surprised to find us there; she said she thought we had started hours ago.

He said: We shant be long now. Im just helping your husband to overhaul this machine of his. Its a good machine; but they all want going over occasionally.

Ethelbertha said: If you want to wash yourselves when you have done you might go into the back kitchen, if you dont mind; the girls have just finished the bedrooms.

She told me that if she met Kate they would probably go for a sail; but that in any case she would be back to lunch. I would have given a sovereign to be going with her. I was getting heartily sick of standing about watching this fool breaking up my bicycle.

Common sense continued to whisper to me: Stop him, before he does any more mischief. You have a right to protect your own property from the ravages of a lunatic. Take him by the scruff of the neck, and kick him out of the gate!

But I am weak when it comes to hurting other peoples feelings, and I let him muddle on.

He gave up looking for the rest of the screws. He said screws had a knack of turning up when you least expected them; and that now he would see to the chain. He tightened it till it would not move; next he loosened it until it was twice as loose as it was before. Then he said we had better think about getting the front wheel back into its place again.

I held the fork open, and he worried with the wheel. At the end of ten minutes I suggested he should hold the forks, and that I should handle the wheel; and we changed places. At the end of his first minute he dropped the machine, and took a short walk round the croquet lawn, with his hands pressed together between his thighs. He explained as he walked that the thing to be careful about was to avoid getting your fingers pinched between the forks and the spokes of the wheel. I replied I was convinced, from my own experience, that there was much truth in what he said. He wrapped himself up in a couple of dusters, and we commenced again. At length we did get the thing into position; and the moment it was in position he burst out laughing.

I said: Whats the joke?

He said: Well, I am an ass!

It was the first thing he had said that made me respect him. I asked him what had led him to the discovery.

He said: Weve forgotten the balls!

I looked for my hat; it was lying topsy-turvy in the middle of the path, and Ethelberthas favourite hound was swallowing the balls as fast as he could pick them up.

He will kill himself, said Ebbson — I have never met him since that day, thank the Lord; but I think his name was Ebbson—they are solid steel.

I said: I am not troubling about the dog. He has had a bootlace and a packet of needles already this week. Natures the best guide; puppies seem to require this kind of stimulant. What I am thinking about is my bicycle.

He was of a cheerful disposition. He said: Well, we must put back all we can find, and trust to Providence.

We found eleven. We fixed six on one side and five on the other, and half an hour later the wheel was in its place again. It need hardly be added that it really did wobble now; a child might have noticed it. Ebbson said it would do for the present. He appeared to be getting a bit tired himself. If I had let him, he would, I believe, at this point have gone home. I was determined now, however, that he should stop and finish; I had abandoned all thoughts of a ride. My pride in the machine he had killed. My only interest lay now in seeing him scratch and bump and pinch himself. I revived his drooping spirits with a glass of beer and some judicious praise. I said:

Watching you do this is of real use to me. It is not only your skill and dexterity that fascinates me, it is your cheery confidence in yourself, your inexplicable hopefulness, that does me good.

Thus encouraged, he set to work to refix the gear-case. He stood the bicycle against the house, and worked from the off side. Then he stood it against a tree, and worked from the near side. Then I held it for him, while he lay on the ground with his head between the wheels, and worked at it from below, and dropped oil upon himself. Then he took it away from me, and doubled himself across it like a pack-saddle, till he lost his balance and slid over on to his head. Three times he said:

Thank Heaven, thats right at last!

And twice he said:

No, Im damned if it is after all!

What he said the third time I try to forget.

Then he lost his temper and tried bullying the thing. The bicycle, I was glad to see, showed spirit; and the subsequent proceedings degenerated into little else than a rough-and-tumble fight between him and the machine. One moment the bicycle would be on the gravel path, and he on top of it; the next, the position would be reversed — he on the gravel path, the bicycle on him. Now he would be standing flushed with victory, the bicycle firmly fixed between his legs. But his triumph would be short-lived. By a sudden, quick movement it would free itself, and, turning upon him, hit him sharply over the head with one of its handles.

At a quarter to one, dirty and dishevelled, cut and breeding, he said: I think that will do; and rose and wiped his brow.

The bicycle looked as if it also had had enough of it. Which had received most punishment it would have been difficult to say. I took him into the back kitchen, where, so far as was possible without soda and proper tools, he cleaned himself, and sent him home.

The bicycle I put into a cab and took round to the nearest repairing shop. The foreman of the works came up and looked at it.

What do you want me to do with that? said he.

I want you, I said, so far as is possible, to restore it.

Its a bit far gone, said he; but Ill do my best.

He did his best, which came to two pounds ten. But it was never the same machine again; and at the end of the season I left it in an agents hands to sell. I wished to deceive nobody; I instructed the man to advertise it as a last years machine. The agent advised me not to mention any date. He said:

In this business it isnt a question of what is true and what isnt; its a question of what you can get people to believe. Now, between you and me, it dont look like a last years machine; so far as looks are concerned, it might be a ten-year old. Well say nothing about date; well just get what we can.

I left the matter to him, and he got me five pounds, which he said was more than he had expected.

There are two ways you can get exercise out of a bicycle: you can overhaul it, or you can ride it. On the whole, I am not sure that a man who takes his pleasure overhauling does not have the best of the bargain. He is independent of the weather and the wind; the state of the roads troubles him not. Give him a screw-hammer, a bundle of rags, an oil-can, and something to sit down upon, and he is happy for the day. He has to put up with certain disadvantages, of course; there is no joy without alloy. He himself always looks like a tinker, and his machine always suggests the idea that, having stolen it, he has tried to disguise it; but as he rarely gets beyond the first milestone with it, this, perhaps, does not much matter. The mistake some people make is in thinking they can get both forms of sport out of the same machine. This is impossible; no machine will stand the double strain. You must make up your mind whether you are going to be an overhauler or a rider. Personally, I prefer to ride, therefore I take care to have near me nothing that can tempt me to overhaul. When anything happens to my machine I wheel it to the nearest repairing shop. If I am too far from the town or village to walk, I sit by the roadside and wait till a cart comes along. My chief danger, I always find, is from the wandering overhauler. The sight of a broken-down machine is to the overhauler as a wayside corpse to a crow; he swoops down upon it with a friendly yell of triumph. At first I used to try politeness. I would say:

It is nothing; dont you trouble. You ride on, and enjoy yourself, I beg it of you as a favour; please go away.

Experience has taught me, however, that courtesy is of no use in such an extremity. Now I say:

You go away and leave the thing alone, or I will knock your silly head off.

And if you look determined, and have a good stout cudgel in your hand, you can generally drive him off.

George came in later in the day. He said:

Well, do you think everything will be ready?

I said: Everything will be ready by Wednesday, except, perhaps, you and Harris.

He said: Is the tandem all right?

The tandem, I said, is well.

He said: You dont think it wants overhauling?

I replied: Age and experience have taught me that there are few matters concerning which a man does well to be positive. Consequently, there remain to me now but a limited number of questions upon which I feel any degree of certainty. Among such still-unshaken beliefs, however, is the conviction that that tandem does not want overhauling. I also feel a presentiment that, provided my life is spared, no human being between now and Wednesday morning is going to overhaul it.

George said: I should not show temper over the matter, if I were you. There will come a day, perhaps not far distant, when that bicycle, with a couple of mountains between it and the nearest repairing shop, will, in spite of your chronic desire for rest, have to be overhauled. Then you will clamour for people to tell you where you put the oil-can, and what you have done with the screw-hammer. Then, while you exert yourself holding the thing steady against a tree, you will suggest that somebody else should clean the chain and pump the back wheel.

I felt there was justice in Georges rebuke — also a certain amount of prophetic wisdom. I said:

Forgive me if I seemed unresponsive. The truth is, Harris was round here this morning—

George said: Say no more; I understand. Besides, what I came to talk to you about was another matter. Look at that.

He handed me a small book bound in red cloth. It was a guide to English conversation for the use of German travellers. It commenced On a Steam-boat, and terminated At the Doctors; its longest chapter being devoted to conversation in a railway carriage, among, apparently, a compartment load of quarrelsome and ill-mannered lunatics: Can you not get further away from me, sir?—It is impossible, madam; my neighbour, here, is very stout—Shall we not endeavour to arrange our legs?—Please have the goodness to keep your elbows down—Pray do not inconvenience yourself, madam, if my shoulder is of any accommodation to you, whether intended to be said sarcastically or not, there was nothing to indicate—I really must request you to move a little, madam, I can hardly breathe, the authors idea being, presumably, that by this time the whole party was mixed up together on the floor. The chapter concluded with the phrase, Here we are at our destination, God be thanked! (Gott sei dank!) a pious exclamation, which under the circumstances must have taken the form of a chorus.

At the end of the book was an appendix, giving the German traveller hints concerning the preservation of his health and comfort during his sojourn in English towns, chief among such hints being advice to him to always travel with a supply of disinfectant powder, to always lock his bedroom door at night, and to always carefully count his small change.

It is not a brilliant publication, I remarked, handing the book back to George; it is not a book that personally I would recommend to any German about to visit England; I think it would get him disliked. But I have read books published in London for the use of English travellers abroad every whit as foolish. Some educated idiot, misunderstanding seven languages, would appear to go about writing these books for the misinformation and false guidance of modern Europe.

You cannot deny, said George, that these books are in large request. They are bought by the thousand, I know. In every town in Europe there must be people going about talking this sort of thing.

Maybe, I replied; but fortunately nobody understands them. I have noticed, myself, men standing on railway platforms and at street corners reading aloud from such books. Nobody knows what language they are speaking; nobody has the slightest knowledge of what they are saying. This is, perhaps, as well; were they understood they would probably be assaulted.

George said: Maybe you are right; my idea is to see what would happen if they were understood. My proposal is to get to London early on Wednesday morning, and spend an hour or two going about and shopping with the aid of this book. There are one or two little things I want — a hat and a pair of bedroom slippers, among other articles. Our boat does not leave Tilbury till twelve, and that just gives us time. I want to try this sort of talk where I can properly judge of its effect. I want to see how the foreigner feels when he is talked to in this way.

It struck me as a sporting idea. In my enthusiasm I offered to accompany him, and wait outside the shop. I said I thought that Harris would like to be in it, too — or rather outside.

George said that was not quite his scheme. His proposal was that Harris and I should accompany him into the shop. With Harris, who looks formidable, to support him, and myself at the door to call the police if necessary, he said he was willing to adventure the thing.

We walked round to Harriss, and put the proposal before him. He examined the book, especially the chapters dealing with the purchase of shoes and hats. He said:

If George talks to any bootmaker or any hatter the things that are put down here, it is not support he will want; it is carrying to the hospital that he will need.

That made George angry.

You talk, said George, as though I were a foolhardy boy without any sense. I shall select from the more polite and less irritating speeches; the grosser insults I shall avoid.

This being clearly understood, Harris gave in his adhesion; and our start was fixed for early Wednesday morning.


CHAPTER IV
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WHY HARRIS CONSIDERS alarm clocks unnecessary in a family — Social instinct of the young — A childs thoughts about the morning — The sleepless watchman — The mystery of him — His over anxiety — Night thoughts — The sort of work one does before breakfast — The good sheep and the bad — Disadvantages of being virtuous — Harriss new stove begins badly — The daily out-going of my Uncle Podger — The elderly city man considered as a racer — We arrive in London — We talk the language of the traveller.

George came down on Tuesday evening, and slept at Harriss place. We thought this a better arrangement than his own suggestion, which was that we should call for him on our way and pick him up. Picking George up in the morning means picking him out of bed to begin with, and shaking him awake — in itself an exhausting effort with which to commence the day; helping him find his things and finish his packing; and then waiting for him while he eats his breakfast, a tedious entertainment from the spectators point of view, full of wearisome repetition.

I knew that if he slept at Beggarbush he would be up in time; I have slept there myself, and I know what happens. About the middle of the night, as you judge, though in reality it may be somewhat later, you are startled out of your first sleep by what sounds like a rush of cavalry along the passage, just outside your door. Your half-awakened intelligence fluctuates between burglars, the Day of Judgment, and a gas explosion. You sit up in bed and listen intently. You are not kept waiting long; the next moment a door is violently slammed, and somebody, or something, is evidently coming downstairs on a tea-tray.

I told you so, says a voice outside, and immediately some hard substance, a head one would say from the ring of it, rebounds against the panel of your door.

By this time you are charging madly round the room for your clothes. Nothing is where you put it overnight, the articles most essential have disappeared entirely; and meanwhile the murder, or revolution, or whatever it is, continues unchecked. You pause for a moment, with your head under the wardrobe, where you think you can see your slippers, to listen to a steady, monotonous thumping upon a distant door. The victim, you presume, has taken refuge there; they mean to have him out and finish him. Will you be in time? The knocking ceases, and a voice, sweetly reassuring in its gentle plaintiveness, asks meekly:

Pa, may I get up?

You do not hear the other voice, but the responses are:

No, it was only the bath — no, she aint really hurt, — only wet, you know. Yes, ma, Ill tell em what you say. No, it was a pure accident. Yes; good-night, papa.

Then the same voice, exerting itself so as to be heard in a distant part of the house, remarks:

Youve got to come upstairs again. Pa says it isnt time yet to get up.

You return to bed, and lie listening to somebody being dragged upstairs, evidently against their will. By a thoughtful arrangement the spare rooms at Beggarbush are exactly underneath the nurseries. The same somebody, you conclude, still offering the most creditable opposition, is being put back into bed. You can follow the contest with much exactitude, because every time the body is flung down upon the spring mattress, the bedstead, just above your head, makes a sort of jump; while every time the body succeeds in struggling out again, you are aware by the thud upon the floor. After a time the struggle wanes, or maybe the bed collapses; and you drift back into sleep. But the next moment, or what seems to be the next moment, you again open your eyes under the consciousness of a presence. The door is being held ajar, and four solemn faces, piled one on top of the other, are peering at you, as though you were some natural curiosity kept in this particular room. Seeing you awake, the top face, walking calmly over the other three, comes in and sits on the bed in a friendly attitude.

Oh! it says, we didnt know you were awake. Ive been awake some time.

So I gather, you reply, shortly.

Pa doesnt like us to get up too early, it continues. He says everybody else in the house is liable to be disturbed if we get up. So, of course, we mustnt.

The tone is that of gentle resignation. It is instinct with the spirit of virtuous pride, arising from the consciousness of self-sacrifice.

Dont you call this being up? you suggest.

Oh, no; were not really up, you know, because were not properly dressed. The fact is self-evident. Pas always very tired in the morning, the voice continues; of course, thats because he works hard all day. Are you ever tired in the morning?

At this point he turns and notices, for the first time, that the three other children have also entered, and are sitting in a semi-circle on the floor. From their attitude it is clear they have mistaken the whole thing for one of the slower forms of entertainment, some comic lecture or conjuring exhibition, and are waiting patiently for you to get out of bed and do something. It shocks him, the idea of their being in the guests bedchamber. He peremptorily orders them out. They do not answer him, they do not argue; in dead silence, and with one accord they fall upon him. All you can see from the bed is a confused tangle of waving arms and legs, suggestive of an intoxicated octopus trying to find bottom. Not a word is spoken; that seems to be the etiquette of the thing. If you are sleeping in your pyjamas, you spring from the bed, and only add to the confusion; if you are wearing a less showy garment, you stop where you are and shout commands, which are utterly unheeded. The simplest plan is to leave it to the eldest boy. He does get them out after a while, and closes the door upon them. It re-opens immediately, and one, generally Muriel, is shot back into the room. She enters as from a catapult. She is handicapped by having long hair, which can be used as a convenient handle. Evidently aware of this natural disadvantage, she clutches it herself tightly in one hand, and punches with the other. He opens the door again, and cleverly uses her as a battering-ram against the wall of those without. You can hear the dull crash as her head enters among them, and scatters them. When the victory is complete, he comes back and resumes his seat on the bed. There is no bitterness about him; he has forgotten the whole incident.

I like the morning, he says, dont you?

Some mornings, you agree, are all right; others are not so peaceful.

He takes no notice of your exception; a far-away look steals over his somewhat ethereal face.

I should like to die in the morning, he says; everything is so beautiful then.

Well, you answer, perhaps you will, if your father ever invites an irritable man to come and sleep here, and doesnt warn him beforehand.

He descends from his contemplative mood, and becomes himself again.

Its jolly in the garden, he suggests; you wouldnt like to get up and have a game of cricket, would you?

It was not the idea with which you went to bed, but now, as things have turned out, it seems as good a plan as lying there hopelessly awake; and you agree.

You learn, later in the day, that the explanation of the proceeding is that you, unable to sleep, woke up early in the morning, and thought you would like a game of cricket. The children, taught to be ever courteous to guests, felt it their duty to humour you. Mrs. Harris remarks at breakfast that at least you might have seen to it that the children were properly dressed before you took them out; while Harris points out to you, pathetically, how, by your one mornings example and encouragement, you have undone his labour of months.

On this Wednesday morning, George, it seems, clamoured to get up at a quarter-past five, and persuaded them to let him teach them cycling tricks round the cucumber frames on Harriss new wheel. Even Mrs. Harris, however, did not blame George on this occasion; she felt intuitively the idea could not have been entirely his.

It is not that the Harris children have the faintest notion of avoiding blame at the expense of a friend and comrade. One and all they are honesty itself in accepting responsibility for their own misdeeds. It simply is, that is how the thing presents itself to their understanding. When you explain to them that you had no original intention of getting up at five oclock in the morning to play cricket on the croquet lawn, or to mimic the history of the early Church by shooting with a cross-bow at dolls tied to a tree; that as a matter of fact, left to your own initiative, you would have slept peacefully till roused in Christian fashion with a cup of tea at eight, they are firstly astonished, secondly apologetic, and thirdly sincerely contrite. In the present instance, waiving the purely academic question whether the awakening of George at a little before five was due to natural instinct on his part, or to the accidental passing of a home-made boomerang through his bedroom window, the dear children frankly admitted that the blame for his uprising was their own. As the eldest boy said:

We ought to have remembered that Uncle George had a long day, before him, and we ought to have dissuaded him from getting up. I blame myself entirely.

But an occasional change of habit does nobody any harm; and besides, as Harris and I agreed, it was good training for George. In the Black Forest we should be up at five every morning; that we had determined on. Indeed, George himself had suggested half-past four, but Harris and I had argued that five would be early enough as an average; that would enable us to be on our machines by six, and to break the back of our journey before the heat of the day set in. Occasionally we might start a little earlier, but not as a habit.

I myself was up that morning at five. This was earlier than I had intended. I had said to myself on going to sleep, Six oclock, sharp!

There are men I know who can wake themselves at any time to the minute. They say to themselves literally, as they lay their heads upon the pillow, Four-thirty, Four-forty-five, or Five-fifteen, as the case may be; and as the clock strikes they open their eyes. It is very wonderful this; the more one dwells upon it, the greater the mystery grows. Some Ego within us, acting quite independently of our conscious self, must be capable of counting the hours while we sleep. Unaided by clock or sun, or any other medium known to our five senses, it keeps watch through the darkness. At the exact moment it whispers Time! and we awake. The work of an old riverside fellow I once talked with called him to be out of bed each morning half an hour before high tide. He told me that never once had he overslept himself by a minute. Latterly, he never even troubled to work out the tide for himself. He would lie down tired, and sleep a dreamless sleep, and each morning at a different hour this ghostly watchman, true as the tide itself, would silently call him. Did the mans spirit haunt through the darkness the muddy river stairs; or had it knowledge of the ways of Nature? Whatever the process, the man himself was unconscious of it.

In my own case my inward watchman is, perhaps, somewhat out of practice. He does his best; but he is over-anxious; he worries himself, and loses count. I say to him, maybe, Five-thirty, please; and he wakes me with a start at half-past two. I look at my watch. He suggests that, perhaps, I forgot to wind it up. I put it to my ear; it is still going. He thinks, maybe, something has happened to it; he is confident himself it is half-past five, if not a little later. To satisfy him, I put on a pair of slippers and go downstairs to inspect the dining-room clock. What happens to a man when he wanders about the house in the middle of the night, clad in a dressing-gown and a pair of slippers, there is no need to recount; most men know by experience. Everything — especially everything with a sharp corner — takes a cowardly delight in hitting him. When you are wearing a pair of stout boots, things get out of your way; when you venture among furniture in woolwork slippers and no socks, it comes at you and kicks you. I return to bed bad tempered, and refusing to listen to his further absurd suggestion that all the clocks in the house have entered into a conspiracy against me, take half an hour to get to sleep again. From four to five he wakes me every ten minutes. I wish I had never said a word to him about the thing. At five oclock he goes to sleep himself, worn out, and leaves it to the girl, who does it half an hour later than usual.

On this particular Wednesday he worried me to such an extent, that I got up at five simply to be rid of him. I did not know what to do with myself. Our train did not leave till eight; all our luggage had been packed and sent on the night before, together with the bicycles, to Fenchurch Street Station. I went into my study; I thought I would put in an hours writing. The early morning, before one has breakfasted, is not, I take it, a good season for literary effort. I wrote three paragraphs of a story, and then read them over to myself. Some unkind things have been said about my work; but nothing has yet been written which would have done justice to those three paragraphs. I threw them into the waste-paper basket, and sat trying to remember what, if any, charitable institutions provided pensions for decayed authors.

To escape from this train of reflection, I put a golf-ball in my pocket, and selecting a driver, strolled out into the paddock. A couple of sheep were browsing there, and they followed and took a keen interest in my practice. The one was a kindly, sympathetic old party. I do not think she understood the game; I think it was my doing this innocent thing so early in the morning that appealed to her. At every stroke I made she bleated:

Go-o-o-d, go-o-o-d ind-e-e-d!

She seemed as pleased as if she had done it herself.

As for the other one, she was a cantankerous, disagreeable old thing, as discouraging to me as her friend was helpful.

Ba-a-ad, da-a-a-m ba-a-a-d! was her comment on almost every stroke. As a matter of fact, some were really excellent strokes; but she did it just to be contradictory, and for the sake of irritating. I could see that.

By a most regrettable accident, one of my swiftest balls struck the good sheep on the nose. And at that the bad sheep laughed — laughed distinctly and undoubtedly, a husky, vulgar laugh; and, while her friend stood glued to the ground, too astonished to move, she changed her note for the first time and bleated:

Go-o-o-d, ve-e-ry go-o-o-d! Be-e-e-est sho-o-o-ot he-e-es ma-a-a-de!

I would have given half-a-crown if it had been she I had hit instead of the other one. It is ever the good and amiable who suffer in this world.

I had wasted more time than I had intended in the paddock, and when Ethelbertha came to tell me it was half-past seven, and the breakfast was on the table, I remembered that I had not shaved. It vexes Ethelbertha my shaving quickly. She fears that to outsiders it may suggest a poor-spirited attempt at suicide, and that in consequence it may get about the neighbourhood that we are not happy together. As a further argument, she has also hinted that my appearance is not of the kind that can be trifled with.

On the whole, I was just as glad not to be able to take a long farewell of Ethelbertha; I did not want to risk her breaking down. But I should have liked more opportunity to say a few farewell words of advice to the children, especially as regards my fishing rod, which they will persist in using for cricket stumps; and I hate having to run for a train. Quarter of a mile from the station I overtook George and Harris; they were also running. In their case — so Harris informed me, jerkily, while we trotted side by side — it was the new kitchen stove that was to blame. This was the first morning they had tried it, and from some cause or other it had blown up the kidneys and scalded the cook. He said he hoped that by the time we returned they would have got more used to it.

We caught the train by the skin of our teeth, as the saying is, and reflecting upon the events of the morning, as we sat gasping in the carriage, there passed vividly before my mind the panorama of my Uncle Podger, as on two hundred and fifty days in the year he would start from Ealing Common by the nine-thirteen train to Moorgate Street.

From my Uncle Podgers house to the railway station was eight minutes walk. What my uncle always said was:

Allow yourself a quarter of an hour, and take it easily.

What he always did was to start five minutes before the time and run. I do not know why, but this was the custom of the suburb. Many stout City gentlemen lived at Ealing in those days — I believe some live there still — and caught early trains to Town. They all started late; they all carried a black bag and a newspaper in one hand, and an umbrella in the other; and for the last quarter of a mile to the station, wet or fine, they all ran.

Folks with nothing else to do, nursemaids chiefly and errand boys, with now and then a perambulating costermonger added, would gather on the common of a fine morning to watch them pass, and cheer the most deserving. It was not a showy spectacle. They did not run well, they did not even run fast; but they were earnest, and they did their best. The exhibition appealed less to ones sense of art than to ones natural admiration for conscientious effort.

Occasionally a little harmless betting would take place among the crowd.

Two to one agin the old gent in the white weskit!

Ten to one on old Blowpipes, bar he dont roll over hisself fore e gets there!

Heven money on the Purple Hemperor! — a nickname bestowed by a youth of entomological tastes upon a certain retired military neighbour of my uncles, — a gentleman of imposing appearance when stationary, but apt to colour highly under exercise.

My uncle and the others would write to the Ealing Press complaining bitterly concerning the supineness of the local police; and the editor would add spirited leaders upon the Decay of Courtesy among the Lower Orders, especially throughout the Western Suburbs. But no good ever resulted.

It was not that my uncle did not rise early enough; it was that troubles came to him at the last moment. The first thing he would do after breakfast would be to lose his newspaper. We always knew when Uncle Podger had lost anything, by the expression of astonished indignation with which, on such occasions, he would regard the world in general. It never occurred to my Uncle Podger to say to himself:
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I am a careless old man. I lose everything: I never know where I have put anything. I am quite incapable of finding it again for myself. In this respect I must be a perfect nuisance to everybody about me. I must set to work and reform myself.

On the contrary, by some peculiar course of reasoning, he had convinced himself that whenever he lost a thing it was everybody elses fault in the house but his own.

I had it in my hand here not a minute ago! he would exclaim.

From his tone you would have thought he was living surrounded by conjurers, who spirited away things from him merely to irritate him.

Could you have left it in the garden? my aunt would suggest.

What should I want to leave it in the garden for? I dont want a paper in the garden; I want the paper in the train with me.

You havent put it in your pocket?

God bless the woman! Do you think I should be standing here at five minutes to nine looking for it if I had it in my pocket all the while? Do you think Im a fool?

Here somebody would explain, Whats this? and hand him from somewhere a paper neatly folded.

I do wish people would leave my things alone, he would growl, snatching at it savagely.

He would open his bag to put it in, and then glancing at it, he would pause, speechless with sense of injury.

Whats the matter? aunt would ask.

The day before yesterdays! he would answer, too hurt even to shout, throwing the paper down upon the table.

If only sometimes it had been yesterdays it would have been a change. But it was always the day before yesterdays; except on Tuesday; then it would be Saturdays.

We would find it for him eventually; as often as not he was sitting on it. And then he would smile, not genially, but with the weariness that comes to a man who feels that fate has cast his lot among a band of hopeless idiots.

All the time, right in front of your noses — ! He would not finish the sentence; he prided himself on his self-control.

This settled, he would start for the hall, where it was the custom of my Aunt Maria to have the children gathered, ready to say good-bye to him.

My aunt never left the house herself, if only to make a call next door, without taking a tender farewell of every inmate. One never knew, she would say, what might happen.

One of them, of course, was sure to be missing, and the moment this was noticed all the other six, without an instants hesitation, would scatter with a whoop to find it. Immediately they were gone it would turn up by itself from somewhere quite near, always with the most reasonable explanation for its absence; and would at once start off after the others to explain to them that it was found. In this way, five minutes at least would be taken up in everybodys looking for everybody else, which was just sufficient time to allow my uncle to find his umbrella and lose his hat. Then, at last, the group reassembled in the hall, the drawing-room clock would commence to strike nine. It possessed a cold, penetrating chime that always had the effect of confusing my uncle. In his excitement he would kiss some of the children twice over, pass by others, forget whom he had kissed and whom he hadnt, and have to begin all over again. He used to say he believed they mixed themselves up on purpose, and I am not prepared to maintain that the charge was altogether false. To add to his troubles, one child always had a sticky face; and that child would always be the most affectionate.

If things were going too smoothly, the eldest boy would come out with some tale about all the clocks in the house being five minutes slow, and of his having been late for school the previous day in consequence. This would send my uncle rushing impetuously down to the gate, where he would recollect that he had with him neither his bag nor his umbrella. All the children that my aunt could not stop would charge after him, two of them struggling for the umbrella, the others surging round the bag. And when they returned we would discover on the hall table the most important thing of all that he had forgotten, and wondered what he would say about it when he came home.

We arrived at Waterloo a little after nine, and at once proceeded to put Georges experiment into operation. Opening the book at the chapter entitled At the Cab Rank, we walked up to a hansom, raised our hats, and wished the driver Good-morning.

This man was not to be outdone in politeness by any foreigner, real or imitation. Calling to a friend named Charles to hold the steed, he sprang from his box, and returned to us a bow, that would have done credit to Mr. Turveydrop himself. Speaking apparently in the name of the nation, he welcomed us to England, adding a regret that Her Majesty was not at the moment in London.

We could not reply to him in kind. Nothing of this sort had been anticipated by the book. We called him coachman, at which he again bowed to the pavement, and asked him if he would have the goodness to drive us to the Westminster Bridge road.

He laid his hand upon his heart, and said the pleasure would be his.

Taking the third sentence in the chapter, George asked him what his fare would be.

The question, as introducing a sordid element into the conversation, seemed to hurt his feelings. He said he never took money from distinguished strangers; he suggested a souvenir — a diamond scarf pin, a gold snuffbox, some little trifle of that sort by which he could remember us.

As a small crowd had collected, and as the joke was drifting rather too far in the cabmans direction, we climbed in without further parley, and were driven away amid cheers. We stopped the cab at a boot shop a little past Astleys Theatre that looked the sort of place we wanted. It was one of those overfed shops that the moment their shutters are taken down in the morning disgorge their goods all round them. Boxes of boots stood piled on the pavement or in the gutter opposite. Boots hung in festoons about its doors and windows. Its sun-blind was as some grimy vine, bearing bunches of black and brown boots. Inside, the shop was a bower of boots. The man, when we entered, was busy with a chisel and hammer opening a new crate full of boots.

George raised his hat, and said Good-morning.

The man did not even turn round. He struck me from the first as a disagreeable man. He grunted something which might have been Good-morning, or might not, and went on with his work.

George said: I have been recommended to your shop by my friend, Mr. X.

In response, the man should have said: Mr. X. is a most worthy gentleman; it will give me the greatest pleasure to serve any friend of his.

What he did say was: Dont know him; never heard of him.

This was disconcerting. The book gave three or four methods of buying boots; George had carefully selected the one centred round Mr. X, as being of all the most courtly. You talked a good deal with the shopkeeper about this Mr. X, and then, when by this means friendship and understanding had been established, you slid naturally and gracefully into the immediate object of your coming, namely, your desire for boots, cheap and good. This gross, material man cared, apparently, nothing for the niceties of retail dealing. It was necessary with such an one to come to business with brutal directness. George abandoned Mr. X, and turning back to a previous page, took a sentence at random. It was not a happy selection; it was a speech that would have been superfluous made to any bootmaker. Under the present circumstances, threatened and stifled as we were on every side by boots, it possessed the dignity of positive imbecility. It ran:—One has told me that you have here boots for sale.

For the first time the man put down his hammer and chisel, and looked at us. He spoke slowly, in a thick and husky voice. He said:

What dye think I keep boots for — to smell em?

He was one of those men that begin quietly and grow more angry as they proceed, their wrongs apparently working within them like yeast.

What dye think I am, he continued, a boot collector? What dye think Im running this shop for — my health? Dye think I love the boots, and cant bear to part with a pair? Dye think I hang em about here to look at em? Aint there enough of em? Where dye think you are — in an international exhibition of boots? What dye think these boots are — a historical collection? Did you ever hear of a man keeping a boot shop and not selling boots? Dye think I decorate the shop with em to make it look pretty? What dye take me for — a prize idiot?

I have always maintained that these conversation books are never of any real use. What we wanted was some English equivalent for the well-known German idiom: Behalten Sie Ihr Haar auf.

Nothing of the sort was to be found in the book from beginning to end. However, I will do George the credit to admit he chose the very best sentence that was to be found therein and applied it. He said:.

I will come again, when, perhaps, you will have some more boots to show me. Till then, adieu!

With that we returned to our cab and drove away, leaving the man standing in the centre of his boot-bedecked doorway addressing remarks to us. What he said, I did not hear, but the passers-by appeared to find it interesting.

George was for stopping at another boot shop and trying the experiment afresh; he said he really did want a pair of bedroom slippers. But we persuaded him to postpone their purchase until our arrival in some foreign city, where the tradespeople are no doubt more inured to this sort of talk, or else more naturally amiable. On the subject of the hat, however, he was adamant. He maintained that without that he could not travel, and, accordingly, we pulled up at a small shop in the Blackfriars Road.

The proprietor of this shop was a cheery, bright-eyed little man, and he helped us rather than hindered us.

When George asked him in the words of the book, Have you any hats? he did not get angry; he just stopped and thoughtfully scratched his chin.

Hats, said he. Let me think. Yes — here a smile of positive pleasure broke over his genial countenance—yes, now I come to think of it, I believe I have a hat. But, tell me, why do you ask me?

George explained to him that he wished to purchase a cap, a travelling cap, but the essence of the transaction was that it was to be a good cap.

The mans face fell.

Ah, he remarked, there, I am afraid, you have me. Now, if you had wanted a bad cap, not worth the price asked for it; a cap good for nothing but to clean windows with, I could have found you the very thing. But a good cap — no; we dont keep them. But wait a minute, he continued, — on seeing the disappointment that spread over Georges expressive countenance, dont be in a hurry. I have a cap here — he went to a drawer and opened it—it is not a good cap, but it is not so bad as most of the caps I sell.

He brought it forward, extended on his palm.

What do you think of that? he asked. Could you put up with that?

George fitted it on before the glass, and, choosing another remark from the book, said:

This hat fits me sufficiently well, but, tell me, do you consider that it becomes me?

The man stepped back and took a birds-eye view.

Candidly, he replied, I cant say that it does.

He turned from George, and addressed himself to Harris and myself.

Your friends beauty, said he, I should describe as elusive. It is there, but you can easily miss it. Now, in that cap, to my mind, you do miss it.

At that point it occurred to George that he had had sufficient fun with this particular man. He said:

That is all right. We dont want to lose the train. How much?

Answered the man: The price of that cap, sir, which, in my opinion, is twice as much as it is worth, is four-and-six. Would you like it wrapped up in brown paper, sir, or in white?

George said he would take it as it was, paid the man four-and-six in-silver, and went out. Harris and I followed.

At Fenchurch Street we compromised with our cabman for five shillings. He made us another courtly bow, and begged us to remember him to the Emperor of Austria.

Comparing views in the train, we agreed that we had lost the game by two points to one; and George, who was evidently disappointed, threw the book out of window.

We found our luggage and the bicycles safe on the boat, and with the tide at twelve dropped down the river.


CHAPTER V
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A NECESSARY DIGRESSION — Introduced by story containing moral — One of the charms of this book — The Journal that did not command success — Its boast: Instruction combined with Amusement — Problem: say what should be considered instructive and what amusing — A popular game — Expert opinion on English law — Another of the charms of this book — A hackneyed tune — Yet a third charm of this book — The sort of wood it was where the maiden lived — Description of the Black Forest.

A story is told of a Scotchman who, loving a lassie, desired her for his wife. But he possessed the prudence of his race. He had noticed in his circle many an otherwise promising union result in disappointment and dismay, purely in consequence of the false estimate formed by bride or bridegroom concerning the imagined perfectability of the other. He determined that in his own case no collapsed ideal should be possible. Therefore, it was that his proposal took the following form:

Im but a puir lad, Jennie; I hae nae siller to offer ye, and nae land.

Ah, but ye hae yoursel, Davie!

An Im wishfu it wa onything else, lassie. Im nae but a puir ill-seasoned loon, Jennie.

Na, na; theres mony a lad mair ill-looking than yoursel, Davie.

I hae na seen him, lass, and Im just a-thinkin I shouldna care to.

Better a plain man, Davie, that ye can depend a than ane that would be a speirin at the lassies, a-bringin trouble into the hame wi his flouting ways.

Dinna ye reckon on that, Jennie; its nae the bonniest Bubbly Jock that maks the most feathers to fly in the kailyard. I was ever a lad to run after the petticoats, as is weel kent; an its a weary handfu Ill be to ye, Im thinkin.

Ah, but ye hae a kind heart, Davie! an ye love me weel. Im sure ont.

I like ye weel enoo, Jennie, though I canna say how long the feeling may bide wi me; an Im kind enoo when I hae my ain way, an naethin happens to put me oot. But I hae the deevils ain temper, as my mither call tell ye, an like my puir fayther, Im a-thinkin, Ill grow nae better as I grow mair auld.

Ay, but yere sair hard upon yersel, Davie. Yere an honest lad. I ken ye better than ye ken yersel, an yell mak a guid hame for me.

Maybe, Jennie! But I hae my doots. Its a sair thing for wife an bairns when the guid man canna keep awa frae the glass; an when the scent of the whusky comes to me its just as though I haed the throat o a Loch Tay salmon; it just gaes doon an doon, an theres nae filling o me.
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Ay, but yere a guid man when yere sober, Davie.

Maybe Ill be that, Jennie, if Im nae disturbed.

An yell bide wi me, Davie, an work for me?

I see nae reason why I shouldna bide wi yet Jennie; but dinna ye clack aboot work to me, for I just canna bear the thoct ot.

Anyhow, yell do your best, Davie? As the minister says, nae man can do mair than that.

An its a puir best that minell be, Jennie, and Im nae sae sure yell hae ower muckle even o that. Were a weak, sinfu creatures, Jennie, an yed hae some deefficulty to find a man weaker or mair sinfu than mysel.

Weel, weel, ye hae a truthfu tongue, Davie. Mony a lad will mak fine promises to a puir lassie, only to break em an her heart wi em. Ye speak me fair, Davie, and Im thinkin Ill just tak ye, an see what comes ot.

Concerning what did come of it, the story is silent, but one feels that under no circumstances had the lady any right to complain of her bargain. Whether she ever did or did not — for women do not invariably order their tongues according to logic, nor men either for the matter of that — Davie, himself, must have had the satisfaction of reflecting that all reproaches were undeserved.

I wish to be equally frank with the reader of this book. I wish here conscientiously to let forth its shortcomings. I wish no one to read this book under a misapprehension.

There will be no useful information in this book.

Anyone who should think that with the aid of this book he would be able to make a tour through Germany and the Black Forest would probably lose himself before he got to the Nore. That, at all events, would be the best thing that could happen to him. The farther away from home he got, the greater only would be his difficulties.

I do not regard the conveyance of useful information as my forte. This belief was not inborn with me; it has been driven home upon me by experience.

In my early journalistic days, I served upon a paper, the forerunner of many very popular periodicals of the present day. Our boast was that we combined instruction with amusement; as to what should be regarded as affording amusement and what instruction, the reader judged for himself. We gave advice to people about to marry — long, earnest advice that would, had they followed it, have made our circle of readers the envy of the whole married world. We told our subscribers how to make fortunes by keeping rabbits, giving facts and figures. The thing that must have surprised them was that we ourselves did not give up journalism and start rabbit-farming. Often and often have I proved conclusively from authoritative sources how a man starting a rabbit farm with twelve selected rabbits and a little judgment must, at the end of three years, be in receipt of an income of two thousand a year, rising rapidly; he simply could not help himself. He might not want the money. He might not know what to do with it when he had it. But there it was for him. I have never met a rabbit farmer myself worth two thousand a year, though I have known many start with the twelve necessary, assorted rabbits. Something has always gone wrong somewhere; maybe the continued atmosphere of a rabbit farm saps the judgment.

We told our readers how many bald-headed men there were in Iceland, and for all we knew our figures may have been correct; how many red herrings placed tail to mouth it would take to reach from London to Rome, which must have been useful to anyone desirous of laying down a line of red herrings from London to Rome, enabling him to order in the right quantity at the beginning; how many words the average woman spoke in a day; and other such like items of information calculated to make them wise and great beyond the readers of other journals.

We told them how to cure fits in cats. Personally I do not believe, and I did not believe then, that you can cure fits in cats. If I had a cat subject to fits I should advertise it for sale, or even give it away. But our duty was to supply information when asked for. Some fool wrote, clamouring to know; and I spent the best part of a morning seeking knowledge on the subject. I found what I wanted at length at the end of an old cookery book. What it was doing there I have never been able to understand. It had nothing to do with the proper subject of the book whatever; there was no suggestion that you could make anything savoury out of a cat, even when you had cured it of its fits. The authoress had just thrown in this paragraph out of pure generosity. I can only say that I wish she had left it out; it was the cause of a deal of angry correspondence and of the loss of four subscribers to the paper, if not more. The man said the result of following our advice had been two pounds worth of damage to his kitchen crockery, to say nothing of a broken window and probable blood poisoning to himself; added to which the cats fits were worse than before. And yet it was a simple enough recipe. You held the cat between your legs, gently, so as not to hurt it, and with a pair of scissors made a sharp, clean cut in its tail. You did not cut off any part of the tail; you were to be careful not to do that; you only made an incision.

As we explained to the man, the garden or the coal cellar would have been the proper place for the operation; no one but an idiot would have attempted to perform it in a kitchen, and without help.

We gave them hints on etiquette. We told them how to address peers and bishops; also how to eat soup. We instructed shy young men how to acquire easy grace in drawing-rooms. We taught dancing to both sexes by the aid of diagrams. We solved their religious doubts for them, and supplied them with a code of morals that would have done credit to a stained-glass window.

The paper was not a financial success, it was some years before its time, and the consequence was that our staff was limited. My own apartment, I remember, included Advice to Mothers — I wrote that with the assistance of my landlady, who, having divorced one husband and buried four children, was, I considered, a reliable authority on all domestic matters; Hints on Furnishing and Household Decorations — with Designs a column of Literary Counsel to Beginners — I sincerely hope my guidance was of better service to them than it has ever proved to myself; and our weekly article, Straight Talks to Young Men, signed Uncle Henry. A kindly, genial old fellow was Uncle Henry, with wide and varied experience, and a sympathetic attitude towards the rising generation. He had been through trouble himself in his far back youth, and knew most things. Even to this day I read of Uncle Henrys advice, and, though I say it who should not, it still seems to me good, sound advice. I often think that had I followed Uncle Henrys counsel closer I would have been wiser, made fewer mistakes, felt better satisfied with myself than is now the case.

A quiet, weary little woman, who lived in a bed-sitting room off the Tottenham Court Road, and who had a husband in a lunatic asylum, did our Cooking Column, Hints on Education — we were full of hints, — and a page and a half of Fashionable Intelligence, written in the pertly personal style which even yet has not altogether disappeared, so I am informed, from modern journalism: I must tell you about the divine frock I wore at Glorious Goodwood last week. Prince C. — but there, I really must not repeat all the things the silly fellow says; he is too foolish — and the dear Countess, I fancy, was just the weeish bit jealous — and so on.

Poor little woman! I see her now in the shabby grey alpaca, with the inkstains on it. Perhaps a day at Glorious Goodwood, or anywhere else in the fresh air, might have put some colour into her cheeks.

Our proprietor — one of the most unashamedly ignorant men I ever met — I remember his gravely informing a correspondent once that Ben Jonson had written Rabelais to pay for his mothers funeral, and only laughing good-naturedly when his mistakes were pointed out to him — wrote with the aid of a cheap encyclopedia the pages devoted to General Information, and did them on the whole remarkably well; while our office boy, with an excellent pair of scissors for his assistant, was responsible for our supply of Wit and Humour.

It was hard work, and the pay was poor, what sustained us was the consciousness that we were instructing and improving our fellow men and women. Of all games in the world, the one most universally and eternally popular is the game of school. You collect six children, and put them on a doorstep, while you walk up and down with the book and cane. We play it when babies, we play it when boys and girls, we play it when men and women, we play it as, lean and slippered, we totter towards the grave. It never palls upon, it never wearies us. Only one thing mars it: the tendency of one and all of the other six children to clamour for their turn with the book and the cane. The reason, I am sure, that journalism is so popular a calling, in spite of its many drawbacks, is this: each journalist feels he is the boy walking up and down with the cane. The Government, the Classes, and the Masses, Society, Art, and Literature, are the other children sitting on the doorstep. He instructs and improves them.

But I digress. It was to excuse my present permanent disinclination to be the vehicle of useful information that I recalled these matters. Let us now return.

Somebody, signing himself Balloonist, had written to ask concerning the manufacture of hydrogen gas. It is an easy thing to manufacture — at least, so I gathered after reading up the subject at the British Museum; yet I did warn Balloonist, whoever he might be, to take all necessary precaution against accident. What more could I have done? Ten days afterwards a florid-faced lady called at the office, leading by the hand what, she explained, was her son, aged twelve. The boys face was unimpressive to a degree positively remarkable. His mother pushed him forward and took off his hat, and then I perceived the reason for this. He had no eyebrows whatever, and of his hair nothing remained but a scrubby dust, giving to his head the appearance of a hard-boiled egg, skinned and sprinkled with black pepper.

That was a handsome lad this time last week, with naturally curly hair, remarked the lady. She spoke with a rising inflection, suggestive of the beginning of things.

What has happened to him? asked our chief.

This is whats happened to him, retorted the lady. She drew from her muff a copy of our last weeks issue, with my article on hydrogen gas scored in pencil, and flung it before his eyes. Our chief took it and read it through.

He was Balloonist? queried the chief.

He was Balloonist, admitted the lady, the poor innocent child, and now look at him!

Maybe itll grow again, suggested our chief.

Maybe it will, retorted the lady, her key continuing to rise, and maybe it wont. What I want to know is what you are going to do for him.
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Our chief suggested a hair wash. I thought at first she was going to fly at him; but for the moment she confined herself to words. It appears she was not thinking of a hair wash, but of compensation. She also made observations on the general character of our paper, its utility, its claim to public support, the sense and wisdom of its contributors.

I really dont see that it is our fault, urged the chief — he was a mild-mannered man; he asked for information, and he got it.

Dont you try to be funny about it, said the lady (he had not meant to be funny, I am sure; levity was not his failing) or youll get something that you havent asked for. Why, for two pins, said the lady, with a suddenness that sent us both flying like scuttled chickens behind our respective chairs, Id come round and make your head like it! I take it, she meant like the boys. She also added observations upon our chiefs personal appearance, that were distinctly in bad taste. She was not a nice woman by any means.

Myself, I am of opinion that had she brought the action she threatened, she would have had no case; but our chief was a man who had had experience of the law, and his principle was always to avoid it. I have heard him say:

If a man stopped me in the street and demanded of me my watch, I should refuse to give it to him. If he threatened to take it by force, I feel I should, though not a fighting man, do my best to protect it. If, on the other hand, he should assert his intention of trying to obtain it by means of an action in any court of law, I should take it out of my pocket and hand it to him, and think I had got off cheaply.

He squared the matter with the florid-faced lady for a five-pound note, which must have represented a months profits on the paper; and she departed, taking her damaged offspring with her. After she was gone, our chief spoke kindly to me. He said:

Dont think I am blaming you in the least; it is not your fault, it is Fate. Keep to moral advice and criticism — there you are distinctly good; but dont try your hand any more on Useful Information. As I have said, it is not your fault. Your information is correct enough — there is nothing to be said against that; it simply is that you are not lucky with it.

I would that I had followed his advice always; I would have saved myself and other people much disaster. I see no reason why it should be, but so it is. If I instruct a man as to the best route between London and Rome, he loses his luggage in Switzerland, or is nearly shipwrecked off Dover. If I counsel him in the purchase of a camera, he gets run in by the German police for photographing fortresses. I once took a deal of trouble to explain to a man how to marry his deceased wifes sister at Stockholm. I found out for him the time the boat left Hull and the best hotels to stop at. There was not a single mistake from beginning to end in the information with which I supplied him; no hitch occurred anywhere; yet now he never speaks to me.

Therefore it is that I have come to restrain my passion for the giving of information; therefore it is that nothing in the nature of practical instruction will be found, if I can help it, within these pages.

There will be no description of towns, no historical reminiscences, no architecture, no morals.

I once asked an intelligent foreigner what he thought of London.

He said: It is a very big town.

I said: What struck you most about it?

He replied: The people.

I said: Compared with other towns — Paris, Rome, Berlin, — what did you think of it?

He shrugged his shoulders. It is bigger, he said; what more can one say?

One anthill is very much like another. So many avenues, wide or narrow, where the little creatures swarm in strange confusion; these bustling by, important; these halting to pow-wow with one another. These struggling with big burdens; those but basking in the sun. So many granaries stored with food; so many cells where the little things sleep, and eat, and love; the corner where lie their little white bones. This hive is larger, the next smaller. This nest lies on the sand, and another under the stones. This was built but yesterday, while that was fashioned ages ago, some say even before the swallows came; who knows?

Nor will there be found herein folk-lore or story.

Every valley where lie homesteads has its song. I will tell you the plot; you can turn it into verse and set it to music of your own.

There lived a lass, and there came a lad, who loved and rode away.

It is a monotonous song, written in many languages; for the young man seems to have been a mighty traveller. Here in sentimental Germany they remember him well. So also the dwellers of the Blue Alsatian Mountains remember his coming among them; while, if my memory serves me truly, he likewise visited the Banks of Allan Water. A veritable Wandering Jew is he; for still the foolish girls listen, so they say, to the dying away of his hoof-beats.

In this land of many ruins, that long while ago were voice-filled homes, linger many legends; and here again, giving you the essentials, I leave you to cook the dish for yourself. Take a human heart or two, assorted; a bundle of human passions — there are not many of them, half a dozen at the most; season with a mixture of good and evil; flavour the whole with the sauce of death, and serve up where and when you will. The Saints Cell, The Haunted Keep, The Dungeon Grave, The Lovers Leap — call it what you will, the stews the same.

Lastly, in this book there will be no scenery. This is not laziness on my part; it is self-control. Nothing is easier to write than scenery; nothing more difficult and unnecessary to read. When Gibbon had to trust to travellers tales for a description of the Hellespont, and the Rhine was chiefly familiar to English students through the medium of Caesars Commentaries, it behoved every globe-trotter, for whatever distance, to describe to the best of his ability the things that he had seen. Dr. Johnson, familiar with little else than the view down Fleet Street, could read the description of a Yorkshire moor with pleasure and with profit. To a cockney who had never seen higher ground than the Hogs Back in Surrey, an account of Snowdon must have appeared exciting. But we, or rather the steam-engine and the camera for us, have changed all that. The man who plays tennis every year at the foot of the Matterhorn, and billiards on the summit of the Rigi, does not thank you for an elaborate and painstaking description of the Grampian Hills. To the average man, who has seen a dozen oil paintings, a hundred photographs, a thousand pictures in the illustrated journals, and a couple of panoramas of Niagara, the word-painting of a waterfall is tedious.

An American friend of mine, a cultured gentleman, who loved poetry well enough for its own sake, told me that he had obtained a more correct and more satisfying idea of the Lake district from an eighteenpenny book of photographic views than from all the works of Coleridge, Southey, and Wordsworth put together. I also remember his saying concerning this subject of scenery in literature, that he would thank an author as much for writing an eloquent description of what he had just had for dinner. But this was in reference to another argument; namely, the proper province of each art. My friend maintained that just as canvas and colour were the wrong mediums for story telling, so word-painting was, at its best, but a clumsy method of conveying impressions that could much better be received through the eye.

As regards the question, there also lingers in my memory very distinctly a hot school afternoon. The class was for English literature, and the proceedings commenced with the reading of a certain lengthy, but otherwise unobjectionable, poem. The authors name, I am ashamed to say, I have forgotten, together with the title of the poem. The reading finished, we closed our books, and the Professor, a kindly, white-haired old gentleman, suggested our giving in our own words an account of what we had just read.

Tell me, said the Professor, encouragingly, what it is all about.

Please, sir, said the first boy — he spoke with bowed head and evident reluctance, as though the subject were one which, left to himself, he would never have mentioned,—it is about a maiden.

Yes, agreed the Professor; but I want you to tell me in your own words. We do not speak of a maiden, you know; we say a girl. Yes, it is about a girl. Go on.

A girl, repeated the top boy, the substitution apparently increasing his embarrassment, who lived in a wood.

What sort of a wood? asked the Professor.

The first boy examined his inkpot carefully, and then looked at the ceiling.

Come, urged the Professor, growing impatient, you have been reading about this wood for the last ten minutes. Surely you can tell me something concerning it.

The gnarly trees, their twisted branches — recommenced the top boy.

No, no, interrupted the Professor; I do not want you to repeat the poem. I want you to tell me in your own words what sort of a wood it was where the girl lived.

The Professor tapped his foot impatiently; the top boy made a dash for it.

Please, sir, it was the usual sort of a wood.

Tell him what sort of a wood, said he, pointing to the second lad.

The second boy said it was a green wood. This annoyed the Professor still more; he called the second boy a blockhead, though really I cannot see why, and passed on to the third, who, for the last minute, had been sitting apparently on hot plates, with his right arm waving up and down like a distracted semaphore signal. He would have had to say it the next second, whether the Professor had asked him or not; he was red in the face, holding his knowledge in.

A dark and gloomy wood, shouted the third boy, with much relief to his feelings.

A dark and gloomy wood, repeated the Professor, with evident approval. And why was it dark and gloomy?

The third boy was still equal to the occasion.

Because the sun could not get inside it.

The Professor felt he had discovered the poet of the class.

Because the sun could not get into it, or, better, because the sunbeams could not penetrate. And why could not the sunbeams penetrate there?

Please, sir, because the leaves were too thick.

Very well, said the Professor. The girl lived in a dark and gloomy wood, through the leafy canopy of which the sunbeams were unable to pierce. Now, what grew in this wood? He pointed to the fourth boy.

Please, sir, trees, sir.

And what else?

Toadstools, sir. This after a pause.

The Professor was not quite sure about the toadstools, but on referring to the text he found that the boy was right; toadstools had been mentioned.

Quite right, admitted the Professor, toadstools grew there. And what else? What do you find underneath trees in a wood?

Please, sir, earth, sir.

No; no; what grows in a wood besides trees?

Oh, please, sir, bushes, sir.

Bushes; very good. Now we are getting on. In this wood there were trees and bushes. And what else?

He pointed to a small boy near the bottom, who having decided that the wood was too far off to be of any annoyance to him, individually, was occupying his leisure playing noughts and crosses against himself. Vexed and bewildered, but feeling it necessary to add something to the inventory, he hazarded blackberries. This was a mistake; the poet had not mentioned blackberries.

Of course, Klobstock would think of something to eat, commented the Professor, who prided himself on his ready wit. This raised a laugh against Klobstock, and pleased the Professor.

You, continued he, pointing to a boy in the middle; what else was there in this wood besides trees and bushes?

Please, sir, there was a torrent there.

Quite right; and what did the torrent do?

Please, sir, it gurgled.

No; no. Streams gurgle, torrents — ?

Roar, sir.

It roared. And what made it roar?

This was a poser. One boy — he was not our prize intellect, I admit — suggested the girl. To help us the Professor put his question in another form:

When did it roar?

Our third boy, again coming to the rescue, explained that it roared when it fell down among the rocks. I think some of us had a vague idea that it must have been a cowardly torrent to make such a noise about a little thing like this; a pluckier torrent, we felt, would have got up and gone on, saying nothing about it. A torrent that roared every time it fell upon a rock we deemed a poor spirited torrent; but the Professor seemed quite content with it.

And what lived in this wood beside the girl? was the next question.

Please, sir, birds, sir.

Yes, birds lived in this wood. What else?

Birds seemed to have exhausted our ideas.

Come, said the Professor, what are those animals with tails, that run up trees?

We thought for a while, then one of us suggested cats.

This was an error; the poet had said nothing about cats; squirrels was what the Professor was trying to get.

I do not recall much more about this wood in detail. I only recollect that the sky was introduced into it. In places where there occurred an opening among the trees you could by looking up see the sky above you; very often there were clouds in this sky, and occasionally, if I remember rightly, the girl got wet.

I have dwelt upon this incident, because it seems to me suggestive of the whole question of scenery in literature. I could not at the time, I cannot now, understand why the top boys summary was not sufficient. With all due deference to the poet, whoever he may have been, one cannot but acknowledge that his wood was, and could not be otherwise than, the usual sort of a wood.

I could describe the Black Forest to you at great length. I could translate to you Hebel, the poet of the Black Forest. I could write pages concerning its rocky gorges and its smiling valleys, its pine-clad slopes, its rock-crowned summits, its foaming rivulets (where the tidy German has not condemned them to flow respectably through wooden troughs or drainpipes), its white villages, its lonely farmsteads.

But I am haunted by the suspicion you might skip all this. Were you sufficiently conscientious — or weak-minded enough — not to do so, I should, all said and done, succeed in conveying to you only an impression much better summed up in the simple words of the unpretentious guide book:

A picturesque, mountainous district, bounded on the south and the west by the plain of the Rhine, towards which its spurs descend precipitately. Its geological formation consists chiefly of variegated sandstone and granite; its lower heights being covered with extensive pine forests. It is well watered with numerous streams, while its populous valleys are fertile and well cultivated. The inns are good; but the local wines should be partaken of by the stranger with discretion.


CHAPTER VI

[image: img127.jpg]

WHY WE WENT to Hanover — Something they do better abroad — The art of polite foreign conversation, as taught in English schools — A true history, now told for the first time — The French joke, as provided for the amusement of British youth — Fatherly instincts of Harris — The road-waterer, considered as an artist — Patriotism of George — What Harris ought to have done — What he did — We save Harriss life — A sleepless city — The cab-horse as a critic.

We arrived in Hamburg on Friday after a smooth and uneventful voyage; and from Hamburg we travelled to Berlin by way of Hanover. It is not the most direct route. I can only account for our visit to Hanover as the nigger accounted to the magistrate for his appearance in the Deacons poultry-yard.

Well?

Yes, sar, what the constable sez is quite true, sar; I was dar, sar.

Oh, so you admit it? And what were you doing with a sack, pray, in Deacon Abrahams poultry-yard at twelve oclock at night?

Ise gwine ter tell yer, sar; yes, sar. Id been to Massa Jordans wid a sack of melons. Yes, sar; an Massa Jordan he wuz very greeable, an axed me for ter come in.

Yes, sar, very greeable man is Massa Jordan. An dar we sat a talking an a talking—

Very likely. What we want to know is what you were doing in the Deacons poultry-yard?

Yes, sar, dats what Ise cumming to. It wuz ver late fore I left Massa Jordans, an den I sez ter mysel, sez I, now yer jest step out with yer best leg foremost, Ulysses, case yer gets into trouble wid de ole woman. Ver talkative woman she is, sar, very—

Yes, never mind her; there are other people very talkative in this town besides your wife. Deacon Abrahams house is half a mile out of your way home from Mr. Jordans. How did you get there?

Dats what Im a-gwine ter explain, sar.

I am glad of that. And how do you propose to do it?

Well, Ise thinkin, sar, I must ha digressed.

I take it we digressed a little.

At first, from some reason or other, Hanover strikes you as an uninteresting town, but it grows upon you. It is in reality two towns; a place of broad, modern, handsome streets and tasteful gardens; side by side with a sixteenth-century town, where old timbered houses overhang the narrow lanes; where through low archways one catches glimpses of galleried courtyards, once often thronged, no doubt, with troops of horse, or blocked with lumbering coach and six, waiting its rich merchant owner, and his fat placid Frau, but where now children and chickens scuttle at their will; while over the carved balconies hang dingy clothes a-drying.

A singularly English atmosphere hovers over Hanover, especially on Sundays, when its shuttered shops and clanging bells give to it the suggestion of a sunnier London. Nor was this British Sunday atmosphere apparent only to myself, else I might have attributed it to imagination; even George felt it. Harris and I, returning from a short stroll with our cigars after lunch on the Sunday afternoon, found him peacefully slumbering in the smoke-rooms easiest chair.

After all, said Harris, there is something about the British Sunday that appeals to the man with English blood in his veins. I should be sorry to see it altogether done away with, let the new generation say what it will.

And taking one each end of the ample settee, we kept George company.

To Hanover one should go, they say, to learn the best German. The disadvantage is that outside Hanover, which is only a small province, nobody understands this best German. Thus you have to decide whether to speak good German and remain in Hanover, or bad German and travel about. Germany being separated so many centuries into a dozen principalities, is unfortunate in possessing a variety of dialects. Germans from Posen wishful to converse with men of Wurtemburg, have to talk as often as not in French or English; and young ladies who have received an expensive education in Westphalia surprise and disappoint their parents by being unable to understand a word said to them in Mechlenberg. An English-speaking foreigner, it is true, would find himself equally nonplussed among the Yorkshire wolds, or in the purlieus of Whitechapel; but the cases are not on all fours. Throughout Germany it is not only in the country districts and among the uneducated that dialects are maintained. Every province has practically its own language, of which it is proud and retentive. An educated Bavarian will admit to you that, academically speaking, the North German is more correct; but he will continue to speak South German and to teach it to his children.

In the course of the century, I am inclined to think that Germany will solve her difficulty in this respect by speaking English. Every boy and girl in Germany, above the peasant class, speaks English. Were English pronunciation less arbitrary, there is not the slightest doubt but that in the course of a very few years, comparatively speaking, it would become the language of the world. All foreigners agree that, grammatically, it is the easiest language of any to learn. A German, comparing it with his own language, where every word in every sentence is governed by at least four distinct and separate rules, tells you that English has no grammar. A good many English people would seem to have come to the same conclusion; but they are wrong. As a matter of fact, there is an English grammar, and one of these days our schools will recognise the fact, and it will be taught to our children, penetrating maybe even into literary and journalistic circles. But at present we appear to agree with the foreigner that it is a quantity neglectable. English pronunciation is the stumbling-block to our progress. English spelling would seem to have been designed chiefly as a disguise to pronunciation. It is a clever idea, calculated to check presumption on the part of the foreigner; but for that he would learn it in a year.

For they have a way of teaching languages in Germany that is not our way, and the consequence is that when the German youth or maiden leaves the gymnasium or high school at fifteen, it (as in Germany one conveniently may say) can understand and speak the tongue it has been learning. In England we have a method that for obtaining the least possible result at the greatest possible expenditure of time and money is perhaps unequalled. An English boy who has been through a good middle-class school in England can talk to a Frenchman, slowly and with difficulty, about female gardeners and aunts; conversation which, to a man possessed perhaps of neither, is liable to pall. Possibly, if he be a bright exception, he may be able to tell the time, or make a few guarded observations concerning the weather. No doubt he could repeat a goodly number of irregular verbs by heart; only, as a matter of fact, few foreigners care to listen to their own irregular verbs, recited by young Englishmen. Likewise he might be able to remember a choice selection of grotesquely involved French idioms, such as no modern Frenchman has ever heard or understands when he does hear.

The explanation is that, in nine cases out of ten, he has learnt French from an Ahns First-Course. The history of this famous work is remarkable and instructive. The book was originally written for a joke, by a witty Frenchman who had resided for some years in England. He intended it as a satire upon the conversational powers of British society. From this point of view it was distinctly good. He submitted it to a London publishing firm. The manager was a shrewd man. He read the book through. Then he sent for the author.

This book of yours, said he to the author, is very clever. I have laughed over it myself till the tears came.

I am delighted to hear you say so, replied the pleased Frenchman. I tried to be truthful without being unnecessarily offensive.

It is most amusing, concurred the manager; and yet published as a harmless joke, I feel it would fail.

The authors face fell.

Its humour, proceeded the manager, would be denounced as forced and extravagant. It would amuse the thoughtful and intelligent, but from a business point of view that portion of the public are never worth considering. But I have an idea, continued the manager. He glanced round the room to be sure they were alone, and leaning forward sunk his voice to a whisper. My notion is to publish it as a serious work for the use of schools!

The author stared, speechless.

I know the English schoolman, said the manager; this book will appeal to him. It will exactly fit in with his method. Nothing sillier, nothing more useless for the purpose will he ever discover. He will smack his lips over the book, as a puppy licks up blacking.

The author, sacrificing art to greed, consented. They altered the title and added a vocabulary, but left the book otherwise as it was.

The result is known to every schoolboy. Ahn became the palladium of English philological education. If it no longer retains its ubiquity, it is because something even less adaptable to the object in view has been since invented.

Lest, in spite of all, the British schoolboy should obtain, even from the like of Ahn, some glimmering of French, the British educational method further handicaps him by bestowing upon him the assistance of, what is termed in the prospectus, A native gentleman. This native French gentleman, who, by-the-by, is generally a Belgian, is no doubt a most worthy person, and can, it is true, understand and speak his own language with tolerable fluency. There his qualifications cease. Invariably he is a man with a quite remarkable inability to teach anybody anything. Indeed, he would seem to be chosen not so much as an instructor as an amuser of youth. He is always a comic figure. No Frenchman of a dignified appearance would be engaged for any English school. If he possess by nature a few harmless peculiarities, calculated to cause merriment, so much the more is he esteemed by his employers. The class naturally regards him as an animated joke. The two to four hours a week that are deliberately wasted on this ancient farce, are looked forward to by the boys as a merry interlude in an otherwise monotonous existence. And then, when the proud parent takes his son and heir to Dieppe merely to discover that the lad does not know enough to call a cab, he abuses not the system, but its innocent victim.

I confine my remarks to French, because that is the only language we attempt to teach our youth. An English boy who could speak German would be looked down upon as unpatriotic. Why we waste time in teaching even French according to this method I have never been able to understand. A perfect unacquaintance with a language is respectable. But putting aside comic journalists and lady novelists, for whom it is a business necessity, this smattering of French which we are so proud to possess only serves to render us ridiculous.

In the German school the method is somewhat different. One hour every day is devoted to the same language. The idea is not to give the lad time between each lesson to forget what he learned at the last; the idea is for him to get on. There is no comic foreigner provided for his amusement. The desired language is taught by a German school-master who knows it inside and out as thoroughly as he knows his own. Maybe this system does not provide the German youth with that perfection of foreign accent for which the British tourist is in every land remarkable, but it has other advantages. The boy does not call his master froggy, or sausage, nor prepare for the French or English hour any exhibition of homely wit whatever. He just sits there, and for his own sake tries to learn that foreign tongue with as little trouble to everybody concerned as possible. When he has left school he can talk, not about penknives and gardeners and aunts merely, but about European politics, history, Shakespeare, or the musical glasses, according to the turn the conversation may take.

Viewing the German people from an Anglo-Saxon standpoint, it may be that in this book I shall find occasion to criticise them: but on the other hand there is much that we might learn from them; and in the matter of common sense, as applied to education, they can give us ninety-nine in a hundred and beat us with one hand.

The beautiful wood of the Eilenriede bounds Hanover on the south and west, and here occurred a sad drama in which Harris took a prominent part.

We were riding our machines through this wood on the Monday afternoon in the company of many other cyclists, for it is a favourite resort with the Hanoverians on a sunny afternoon, and its shady pathways are then filled with happy, thoughtless folk. Among them rode a young and beautiful girl on a machine that was new. She was evidently a novice on the bicycle. One felt instinctively that there would come a moment when she would require help, and Harris, with his accustomed chivalry, suggested we should keep near her. Harris, as he occasionally explains to George and to myself, has daughters of his own, or, to speak more correctly, a daughter, who as the years progress will no doubt cease practising catherine wheels in the front garden, and will grow up into a beautiful and respectable young lady. This naturally gives Harris an interest in all beautiful girls up to the age of thirty-five or thereabouts; they remind him, so he says, of home.

We had ridden for about two miles, when we noticed, a little ahead of us in a space where five ways met, a man with a hose, watering the roads. The pipe, supported at each joint by a pair of tiny wheels, writhed after him as he moved, suggesting a gigantic-worm, from whose open neck, as the man, gripping it firmly in both hands, pointing it now this way, and now that, now elevating it, now depressing it, poured a strong stream of water at the rate of about a gallon a second.

What a much better method than ours, observed Harris, enthusiastically. Harris is inclined to be chronically severe on all British institutions. How much simpler, quicker, and more economical! You see, one man by this method can in five minutes water a stretch of road that would take us with our clumsy lumbering cart half an hour to cover.

George, who was riding behind me on the tandem, said, Yes, and it is also a method by which with a little carelessness a man could cover a good many people in a good deal less time than they could get out of the way.

George, the opposite to Harris, is British to the core. I remember George quite patriotically indignant with Harris once for suggesting the introduction of the guillotine into England.

It is so much neater, said Harris.

I dont care if it is, said George; Im an Englishman; hanging is good enough for me.

Our water-cart may have its disadvantages, continued George, but it can only make you uncomfortable about the legs, and you can avoid it. This is the sort of machine with which a man can follow you round the corner and upstairs.

It fascinates me to watch them, said Harris. They are so skilful. I have seen a man from the corner of a crowded square in Strassburg cover every inch of ground, and not so much as wet an apron string. It is marvellous how they judge their distance. They will send the water up to your toes, and then bring it over your head so that it falls around your heels. They can—

Ease up a minute, said George. I said: Why?

He said: I am going to get off and watch the rest of this show from behind a tree. There may be great performers in this line, as Harris says; this particular artist appears to me to lack something. He has just soused a dog, and now hes busy watering a sign-post. I am going to wait till he has finished.

Nonsense, said Harris; he wont wet you.

That is precisely what I am going to make sure of, answered George, saying which he jumped off, and, taking up a position behind a remarkably fine elm, pulled out and commenced filling his pipe.

I did not care to take the tandem on by myself, so I stepped off and joined him, leaving the machine against a tree. Harris shouted something or other about our being a disgrace to the land that gave us birth, and rode on.

The next moment I heard a womans cry of distress. Glancing round the stem of the tree, I perceived that it proceeded from the young and elegant lady before mentioned, whom, in our interest concerning the road-waterer, we had forgotten. She was riding her machine steadily and straightly through a drenching shower of water from the hose. She appeared to be too paralysed either to get off or turn her wheel aside. Every instant she was becoming wetter, while the man with the hose, who was either drunk or blind, continued to pour water upon her with utter indifference. A dozen voices yelled imprecations upon him, but he took no heed whatever.

Harris, his fatherly nature stirred to its depths, did at this point what, under the circumstances, was quite the right and proper thing to do. Had he acted throughout with the same coolness and judgment he then displayed, he would have emerged from that incident the hero of the hour, instead of, as happened, riding away followed by insult and threat. Without a moments hesitation he spurted at the man, sprang to the ground, and, seizing the hose by the nozzle, attempted to wrest it away.

What he ought to have done, what any man retaining his common sense would have done the moment he got his hands upon the thing, was to turn off the tap. Then he might have played foot-ball with the man, or battledore and shuttlecock as he pleased; and the twenty or thirty people who had rushed forward to assist would have only applauded. His idea, however, as he explained to us afterwards, was to take away the hose from the man, and, for punishment, turn it upon the fool himself. The watermans idea appeared to be the same, namely, to retain the hose as a weapon with which to soak Harris. Of course, the result was that, between them, they soused every dead and living thing within fifty yards, except themselves. One furious man, too drenched to care what more happened to him, leapt into the arena and also took a hand. The three among them proceeded to sweep the compass with that hose. They pointed it to heaven, and the water descended upon the people in the form of an equinoctial storm. They pointed it downwards, and sent the water in rushing streams that took people off their feet, or caught them about the waist line, and doubled them up.

Not one of them would loosen his grip upon the hose, not one of them thought to turn the water off. You might have concluded they were struggling with some primeval force of nature. In forty-five seconds, so George said, who was timing it, they had swept that circus bare of every living thing except one dog, who, dripping like a water nymph, rolled over by the force of water, now on this side, now on that, still gallantly staggered again and again to its feet to bark defiance at what it evidently regarded as the powers of hell let loose.

Men and women left their machines upon the ground, and flew into the woods. From behind every tree of importance peeped out wet, angry heads.

At last, there arrived upon the scene one man of sense. Braving all things, he crept to the hydrant, where still stood the iron key, and screwed it down. And then from forty trees began to creep more or less soaked human beings, each one with something to say.

At first I fell to wondering whether a stretcher or a clothes basket would be the more useful for the conveyance of Harriss remains back to the hotel. I consider that Georges promptness on that occasion saved Harriss life. Being dry, and therefore able to run quicker, he was there before the crowd. Harris was for explaining things, but George cut him short.

You get on that, said George, handing him his bicycle, and go. They dont know we belong to you, and you may trust us implicitly not to reveal the secret. Well hang about behind, and get in their way. Ride zig-zag in case they shoot.

I wish this book to be a strict record of fact, unmarred by exaggeration, and therefore I have shown my description of this incident to Harris, lest anything beyond bald narrative may have crept into it. Harris maintains it is exaggerated, but admits that one or two people may have been sprinkled. I have offered to turn a street hose on him at a distance of five-and-twenty yards, and take his opinion afterwards, as to whether sprinkled is the adequate term, but he has declined the test. Again, he insists there could not have been more than half a dozen people, at the outside, involved in the catastrophe, that forty is a ridiculous misstatement. I have offered to return with him to Hanover and make strict inquiry into the matter, and this offer he has likewise declined. Under these circumstances, I maintain that mine is a true and restrained narrative of an event that is, by a certain number of Hanoverians, remembered with bitterness unto this very day.

We left Hanover that same evening, and arrived at Berlin in time for supper and an evening stroll. Berlin is a disappointing town; its centre over-crowded, its outlying parts lifeless; its one famous street, Unter den Linden, an attempt to combine Oxford Street with the Champs Elysée, singularly unimposing, being much too wide for its size; its theatres dainty and charming, where acting is considered of more importance than scenery or dress, where long runs are unknown, successful pieces being played again and again, but never consecutively, so that for a week running you may go to the same Berlin theatre, and see a fresh play every night; its opera house unworthy of it; its two music halls, with an unnecessary suggestion of vulgarity and commonness about them, ill-arranged and much too large for comfort. In the Berlin cafés and restaurants, the busy time is from midnight on till three. Yet most of the people who frequent them are up again at seven. Either the Berliner has solved the great problem of modern life, how to do without sleep, or, with Carlyle, he must be looking forward to eternity.

Personally, I know of no other town where such late hours are the vogue, except St. Petersburg. But your St. Petersburger does not get up early in the morning. At St. Petersburg, the music halls, which it is the fashionable thing to attend after the theatre — a drive to them taking half an hour in a swift sleigh — do not practically begin till twelve. Through the Neva at four oclock in the morning you have to literally push your way; and the favourite trains for travellers are those starting about five oclock in the morning. These trains save the Russian the trouble of getting up early. He wishes his friends Good-night, and drives down to the station comfortably after supper, without putting the house to any inconvenience.

Potsdam, the Versailles to Berlin, is a beautiful little town, situate among lakes and woods. Here in the shady ways of its quiet, far-stretching park of Sans Souci, it is easy to imagine lean, snuffy Frederick bummeling with shrill Voltaire.

Acting on my advice, George and Harris consented not to stay long in Berlin; but to push on to Dresden. Most that Berlin has to show can be seen better elsewhere, and we decided to be content with a drive through the town. The hotel porter introduced us to a droschke driver, under whose guidance, so he assured us, we should see everything worth seeing in the shortest possible time. The man himself, who called for us at nine oclock in the morning, was all that could be desired. He was bright, intelligent, and well-informed; his German was easy to understand, and he knew a little English with which to eke it out on occasion. With the man himself there was no fault to be found, but his horse was the most unsympathetic brute I have ever sat behind.

He took a dislike to us the moment he saw us. I was the first to come out of the hotel. He turned his head, and looked me up and down with a cold, glassy eye; and then he looked across at another horse, a friend of his that was standing facing him. I knew what he said. He had an expressive head, and he made no attempt to disguise his thought.

He said:

Funny things one does come across in the summer time, dont one?

George followed me out the next moment, and stood behind me. The horse again turned his head and looked. I have never known a horse that could twist himself as this horse did. I have seen a camelopard do tricks with his neck that compelled ones attention, but this animal was more like the thing one dreams of after a dusty days at Ascot, followed by a dinner with six old chums. If I had seen his eyes looking at me from between his own hind legs, I doubt if I should have been surprised. He seemed more amused with George if anything, than with myself. He turned to his friend again.

Extraordinary, isnt it? he remarked; I suppose there must be some place where they grow them; and then he commenced licking flies off his own left shoulder. I began to wonder whether he had lost his mother when young, and had been brought up by a cat.

George and I climbed in, and sat waiting for Harris. He came a moment later. Myself, I thought he looked rather neat. He wore a white flannel knickerbocker suit, which he had had made specially for bicycling in hot weather; his hat may have been a trifle out of the common, but it did keep the sun off.

The horse gave one look at him, said Gott in Himmel! as plainly as ever horse spoke, and started off down Friedrich Strasse at a brisk walk, leaving Harris and the driver standing on the pavement. His owner called to him to stop, but he took no notice. They ran after us, and overtook us at the corner of the Dorotheen Strasse. I could not catch what the man said to the horse, he spoke quickly and excitedly; but I gathered a few phrases, such as:

Got to earn my living somehow, havent I? Who asked for your opinion? Aye, little you care so long as you can guzzle.

The horse cut the conversation short by turning up the Dorotheen Strasse on his own account. I think what he said was:

Come on then; dont talk so much. Lets get the job over, and, where possible, lets keep to the back streets.

Opposite the Brandenburger Thor our driver hitched the reins to the whip, climbed down, and came round to explain things to us. He pointed out the Thiergarten, and then descanted to us of the Reichstag House. He informed us of its exact height, length, and breadth, after the manner of guides. Then he turned his attention to the Gate. He said it was constructed of sandstone, in imitation of the Properleer in Athens.

At this point the horse, which had been occupying its leisure licking its own legs, turned round its head. It did not say anything, it just looked.

The man began again nervously. This time he said it was an imitation of the Propeyedliar.

Here the horse proceeded up the Linden, and nothing would persuade him not to proceed up the Linden. His owner expostulated with him, but he continued to trot on. From the way he hitched his shoulders as he moved, I somehow felt he was saying:

Theyve seen the Gate, havent they? Very well, thats enough. As for the rest, you dont know what you are talking about, and they wouldnt understand you if you did. You talk German.

It was the same throughout the length of the Linden. The horse consented to stand still sufficiently long to enable us to have a good look at each sight, and to hear the name of it. All explanation and description he cut short by the simple process of moving on.

What these fellows want, he seemed to say to himself, is to go home and tell people they have seen these things. If I am doing them an injustice, if they are more intelligent than they look, they can get better information than this old fool of mine is giving them from the guide book. Who wants to know how high a steeple is? You dont remember it the next five minutes when you are told, and if you do it is because you have got nothing else in your head. He just tires me with his talk. Why doesnt he hurry up, and let us all get home to lunch?

Upon reflection, I am not sure that wall-eyed old brute had not sense on its side. Anyhow, I know there have been occasions, with a guide, when I would have been glad of its interference.

But one is apt to sin ones mercies, as the Scotch say, and at the time we cursed that horse instead of blessing it.


CHAPTER VII
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GEORGE WONDERS — German love of order—The Band of the Schwarzwald Blackbirds will perform at seven — The china dog — Its superiority over all other dogs — The German and the solar system — A tidy country — The mountain valley as it ought to be, according to the German idea — How the waters come down in Germany — The scandal of Dresden — Harris gives an entertainment — It is unappreciated — George and the aunt of him — George, a cushion, and three damsels.

At a point between Berlin and Dresden, George, who had, for the last quarter of an hour or so, been looking very attentively out of the window, said:

Why, in Germany, is it the custom to put the letter-box up a tree? Why do they not fix it to the front door as we do? I should hate having to climb up a tree to get my letters. Besides, it is not fair to the postman. In addition to being most exhausting, the delivery of letters must to a heavy man, on windy nights, be positively dangerous work. If they will fix it to a tree, why not fix it lower down, why always among the topmost branches? But, maybe, I am misjudging the country, he continued, a new idea occurring to him. Possibly the Germans, who are in many matters ahead of us, have perfected a pigeon post. Even so, I cannot help thinking they would have been wiser to train the birds, while they were about it, to deliver the letters nearer the ground. Getting your letters out of those boxes must be tricky work even to the average middle-aged German.

I followed his gaze out of window. I said:

Those are not letter-boxes, they are birds nests. You must understand this nation. The German loves birds, but he likes tidy birds. A bird left to himself builds his nest just anywhere. It is not a pretty object, according to the German notion of prettiness. There is not a bit of paint on it anywhere, not a plaster image all round, not even a flag. The nest finished, the bird proceeds to live outside it. He drops things on the grass; twigs, ends of worms, all sorts of things. He is indelicate. He makes love, quarrels with his wife, and feeds the children quite in public. The German householder is shocked. He says to the bird:

For many things I like you. I like to look at you. I like to hear you sing. But I dont like your ways. Take this little box, and put your rubbish inside where I cant see it. Come out when you want to sing; but let your domestic arrangements be confined to the interior. Keep to the box, and dont make the garden untidy.

In Germany one breathes in love of order with the air, in Germany the babies beat time with their rattles, and the German bird has come to prefer the box, and to regard with contempt the few uncivilised outcasts who continue to build their nests in trees and hedges. In course of time every German bird, one is confident, will have his proper place in a full chorus. This promiscuous and desultory warbling of his must, one feels, be irritating to the precise German mind; there is no method in it. The music-loving German will organise him. Some stout bird with a specially well-developed crop will be trained to conduct him, and, instead of wasting himself in a wood at four oclock in the morning, he will, at the advertised time, sing in a beer garden, accompanied by a piano. Things are drifting that way.

Your German likes nature, but his idea of nature is a glorified Welsh Harp. He takes great interest in his garden. He plants seven rose trees on the north side and seven on the south, and if they do not grow up all the same size and shape it worries him so that he cannot sleep of nights. Every flower he ties to a stick. This interferes with his view of the flower, but he has the satisfaction of knowing it is there, and that it is behaving itself. The lake is lined with zinc, and once a week he takes it up, carries it into the kitchen, and scours it. In the geometrical centre of the grass plot, which is sometimes as large as a tablecloth and is generally railed round, he places a china dog. The Germans are very fond of dogs, but as a rule they prefer them of china. The china dog never digs holes in the lawn to bury bones, and never scatters a flower-bed to the winds with his hind legs. From the German point of view, he is the ideal dog. He stops where you put him, and he is never where you do not want him. You can have him perfect in all points, according to the latest requirements of the Kennel Club; or you can indulge your own fancy and have something unique. You are not, as with other dogs, limited to breed. In china, you can have a blue dog or a pink dog. For a little extra, you can have a double-headed dog.

On a certain fixed date in the autumn the German stakes his flowers and bushes to the earth, and covers them with Chinese matting; and on a certain fixed date in the spring he uncovers them, and stands them up again. If it happens to be an exceptionally fine autumn, or an exceptionally late spring, so much the worse for the unfortunate vegetable. No true German would allow his arrangements to be interfered with by so unruly a thing as the solar system. Unable to regulate the weather, he ignores it.

Among trees, your Germans favourite is the poplar. Other disorderly nations may sing the charms of the rugged oak, the spreading chestnut, or the waving elm. To the German all such, with their wilful, untidy ways, are eyesores. The poplar grows where it is planted, and how it is planted. It has no improper rugged ideas of its own. It does not want to wave or to spread itself. It just grows straight and upright as a German tree should grow; and so gradually the German is rooting out all other trees, and replacing them with poplars.

Your German likes the country, but he prefers it as the lady thought she would the noble savage — more dressed. He likes his walk through the wood — to a restaurant. But the pathway must not be too steep, it must have a brick gutter running down one side of it to drain it, and every twenty yards or so it must have its seat on which he can rest and mop his brow; for your German would no more think of sitting on the grass than would an English bishop dream of rolling down One Tree Hill. He likes his view from the summit of the hill, but he likes to find there a stone tablet telling him what to look at, find a table and bench at which he can sit to partake of the frugal beer and belegte Semmel he has been careful to bring with him. If, in addition, he can find a police notice posted on a tree, forbidding him to do something or other, that gives him an extra sense of comfort and security.

Your German is not averse even to wild scenery, provided it be not too wild. But if he consider it too savage, he sets to work to tame it. I remember, in the neighbourhood of Dresden, discovering a picturesque and narrow valley leading down towards the Elbe. The winding roadway ran beside a mountain torrent, which for a mile or so fretted and foamed over rocks and boulders between wood-covered banks. I followed it enchanted until, turning a corner, I suddenly came across a gang of eighty or a hundred workmen. They were busy tidying up that valley, and making that stream respectable. All the stones that were impeding the course of the water they were carefully picking out and carting away. The bank on either side they were bricking up and cementing. The overhanging trees and bushes, the tangled vines and creepers they were rooting up and trimming down. A little further I came upon the finished work — the mountain valley as it ought to be, according to German ideas. The water, now a broad, sluggish stream, flowed over a level, gravelly bed, between two walls crowned with stone coping. At every hundred yards it gently descended down three shallow wooden platforms. For a space on either side the ground had been cleared, and at regular intervals young poplars planted. Each sapling was protected by a shield of wickerwork and bossed by an iron rod. In the course of a couple of years it is the hope of the local council to have finished that valley throughout its entire length, and made it fit for a tidy-minded lover of German nature to walk in. There will be a seat every fifty yards, a police notice every hundred, and a restaurant every half-mile.

They are doing the same from the Memel to the Rhine. They are just tidying up the country. I remember well the Wehrthal. It was once the most romantic ravine to be found in the Black Forest. The last time I walked down it some hundreds of Italian workmen were encamped there hard at work, training the wild little Wehr the way it should go, bricking the banks for it here, blasting the rocks for it there, making cement steps for it down which it can travel soberly and without fuss.

For in Germany there is no nonsense talked about untrammelled nature. In Germany nature has got to behave herself, and not set a bad example to the children. A German poet, noticing waters coming down as Southey describes, somewhat inexactly, the waters coming down at Lodore, would be too shocked to stop and write alliterative verse about them. He would hurry away, and at once report them to the police. Then their foaming and their shrieking would be of short duration.

Now then, now then, whats all this about? the voice of German authority would say severely to the waters. We cant have this sort of thing, you know. Come down quietly, cant you? Where do you think you are?

And the local German council would provide those waters with zinc pipes and wooden troughs, and a corkscrew staircase, and show them how to come down sensibly, in the German manner.

It is a tidy land is Germany.

We reached Dresden on the Wednesday evening, and stayed there over the Sunday.

Taking one consideration with another, Dresden, perhaps, is the most attractive town in Germany; but it is a place to be lived in for a while rather than visited. Its museums and galleries, its palaces and gardens, its beautiful and historically rich environment, provide pleasure for a winter, but bewilder for a week. It has not the gaiety of Paris or Vienna, which quickly palls; its charms are more solidly German, and more lasting. It is the Mecca of the musician. For five shillings, in Dresden, you can purchase a stall at the opera house, together, unfortunately, with a strong disinclination ever again to take the trouble of sitting out a performance in any English, French, or, American opera house.

The chief scandal of Dresden still centres round August the Strong, the Man of Sin, as Carlyle always called him, who is popularly reputed to have cursed Europe with over a thousand children. Castles where he imprisoned this discarded mistress or that — one of them, who persisted in her claim to a better title, for forty years, it is said, poor lady! The narrow rooms where she ate her heart out and died are still shown. Chateaux, shameful for this deed of infamy or that, lie scattered round the neighbourhood like bones about a battlefield; and most of your guides stories are such as the young person educated in Germany had best not hear. His life-sized portrait hangs in the fine Zwinger, which he built as an arena for his wild beast fights when the people grew tired of them in the market-place; a beetle-browed, frankly animal man, but with the culture and taste that so often wait upon animalism. Modern Dresden undoubtedly owes much to him.

But what the stranger in Dresden stares at most is, perhaps, its electric trams. These huge vehicles flash through the streets at from ten to twenty miles an hour, taking curves and corners after the manner of an Irish car driver. Everybody travels by them, excepting only officers in uniform, who must not. Ladies in evening dress, going to ball or opera, porters with their baskets, sit side by side. They are all-important in the streets, and everything and everybody makes haste to get out of their way. If you do not get out of their way, and you still happen to be alive when picked up, then on your recovery you are fined for having been in their way. This teaches you to be wary of them.

One afternoon Harris took a bummel by himself. In the evening, as we sat listening to the band at the Belvedere, Harris said, à propos of nothing in particular, These Germans have no sense of humour.

What makes you think that? I asked.

Why, this afternoon, he answered, I jumped on one of those electric tramcars. I wanted to see the town, so I stood outside on the little platform — what do you call it?

The Stehplatz, I suggested.

Thats it, said Harris. Well, you know the way they shake you about, and how you have to look out for the corners, and mind yourself when they stop and when they start?

I nodded.

There were about half a dozen of us standing there, he continued, and, of course, I am not experienced. The thing started suddenly, and that jerked me backwards. I fell against a stout gentleman, just behind me. He could not have been standing very firmly himself, and he, in his turn, fell back against a boy who was carrying a trumpet in a green baize case. They never smiled, neither the man nor the boy with the trumpet; they just stood there and looked sulky. I was going to say I was sorry, but before I could get the words out the tram eased up, for some reason or other, and that, of course, shot me forward again, and I butted into a white-haired old chap, who looked to me like a professor. Well, he never smiled, never moved a muscle.

Maybe, he was thinking of something else, I suggested.

That could not have been the case with them all, replied Harris, and in the course of that journey, I must have fallen against every one of them at least three times. You see, explained Harris, they knew when the corners were coming, and in which direction to brace themselves. I, as a stranger, was naturally at a disadvantage. The way I rolled and staggered about that platform, clutching wildly now at this man and now at that, must have been really comic. I dont say it was high-class humour, but it would have amused most people. Those Germans seemed to see no fun in it whatever — just seemed anxious, that was all. There was one man, a little man, who stood with his back against the brake; I fell against him five times, I counted them. You would have expected the fifth time would have dragged a laugh out of him, but it didnt; he merely looked tired. They are a dull lot.

George also had an adventure at Dresden. There was a shop near the Altmarkt, in the window of which were exhibited some cushions for sale. The proper business of the shop was handling of glass and china; the cushions appeared to be in the nature of an experiment. They were very beautiful cushions, hand-embroidered on satin. We often passed the shop, and every time George paused and examined those cushions. He said he thought his aunt would like one.

George has been very attentive to this aunt of his during the journey. He has written her quite a long letter every day, and from every town we stop at he sends her off a present. To my mind, he is overdoing the business, and more than once I have expostulated with him. His aunt will be meeting other aunts, and talking to them; the whole class will become disorganised and unruly. As a nephew, I object to the impossible standard that George is setting up. But he will not listen.

Therefore it was that on the Saturday he left us after lunch, saying he would go round to that shop and get one of those cushions for his aunt. He said he would not be long, and suggested our waiting for him.

We waited for what seemed to me rather a long time. When he rejoined us he was empty handed, and looked worried. We asked him where his cushion was. He said he hadnt got a cushion, said he had changed his mind, said he didnt think his aunt would care for a cushion. Evidently something was amiss. We tried to get at the bottom of it, but he was not communicative. Indeed, his answers after our twentieth question or thereabouts became quite short.

In the evening, however, when he and I happened to be alone, he broached the subject himself. He said:

They are somewhat peculiar in some things, these Germans.

I said: What has happened?

Well, he answered, there was that cushion I wanted.

For your aunt, I remarked.

Why not? he returned. He was huffy in a moment; I never knew a man so touchy about an aunt. Why shouldnt I send a cushion to my aunt?

Dont get excited, I replied. I am not objecting; I respect you for it.

He recovered his temper, and went on:

There were four in the window, if you remember, all very much alike, and each one labelled in plain figures twenty marks. I dont pretend to speak German fluently, but I can generally make myself understood with a little effort, and gather the sense of what is said to me, provided they dont gabble. I went into the shop. A young girl came up to me; she was a pretty, quiet little soul, one might almost say, demure; not at all the sort of girl from whom you would have expected such a thing. I was never more surprised in all my life.

Surprised about what? I said.

George always assumes you know the end of the story while he is telling you the beginning; it is an annoying method.

At what happened, replied George; at what I am telling you. She smiled and asked me what I wanted. I understood that all right; there could have been no mistake about that. I put down a twenty mark piece on the counter and said:

Please give me a cushion.

She stared at me as if I had asked for a feather bed. I thought, maybe, she had not heard, so I repeated it louder. If I had chucked her under the chin she could not have looked more surprised or indignant.

She said she thought I must be making a mistake.

I did not want to begin a long conversation and find myself stranded. I said there was no mistake. I pointed to my twenty mark piece, and repeated for the third time that I wanted a cushion, a twenty mark cushion.

Another girl came up, an elder girl; and the first girl repeated to her what I had just said: she seemed quite excited about it. The second girl did not believe her — did not think I looked the sort of man who would want a cushion. To make sure, she put the question to me herself.

Did you say you wanted a cushion? she asked.

I have said it three times, I answered. I will say it again — I want a cushion.

She said: Then you cant have one.

I was getting angry by this time. If I hadnt really wanted the thing I should have walked out of the shop; but there the cushions were in the window, evidently for sale. I didnt see why I couldnt have one.

I said: I will have one! It is a simple sentence. I said it with determination.

A third girl came up at this point, the three representing, I fancy, the whole force of the shop. She was a bright-eyed, saucy-looking little wench, this last one. On any other occasion I might have been pleased to see her; now, her coming only irritated me. I didnt see the need of three girls for this business.

The first two girls started explaining the thing to the third girl, and before they were half-way through the third girl began to giggle — she was the sort of girl who would giggle at anything. That done, they fell to chattering like Jenny Wrens, all three together; and between every half-dozen words they looked across at me; and the more they looked at me the more the third girl giggled; and before they had finished they were all three giggling, the little idiots; you might have thought I was a clown, giving a private performance.

When she was steady enough to move, the third girl came up to me; she was still giggling. She said:

If you get it, will you go?

I did not quite understand her at first, and she repeated it.

This cushion. When youve got it, will you go — away — at once?

I was only too anxious to go. I told her so. But, I added I was not going without it. I had made up my mind to have that cushion now if I stopped in the shop all night for it.

She rejoined the other two girls. I thought they were going to get me the cushion and have done with the business. Instead of that, the strangest thing possible happened. The two other girls got behind the first girl, all three still giggling, Heaven knows what about, and pushed her towards me. They pushed her close up to me, and then, before I knew what was happening, she put her hands on my shoulders, stood up on tiptoe, and kissed me. After which, burying her face in her apron, she ran off, followed by the second girl. The third girl opened the door for me, and so evidently expected me to go, that in my confusion I went, leaving my twenty marks behind me. I dont say I minded the kiss, though I did not particularly want it, while I did want the cushion. I dont like to go back to the shop. I cannot understand the thing at all.

I said: What did you ask for?

He said: A cushion

I said: That is what you wanted, I know. What I mean is, what was the actual German word you said.

He replied: A kuss.

I said: You have nothing to complain of. It is somewhat confusing. A kuss sounds as if it ought to be a cushion, but it is not; it is a kiss, while a kissen is a cushion. You muddled up the two words — people have done it before. I dont know much about this sort of thing myself; but you asked for a twenty mark kiss, and from your description of the girl some people might consider the price reasonable. Anyhow, I should not tell Harris. If I remember rightly, he also has an aunt.

George agreed with me it would be better not.


CHAPTER VIII
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MR. AND MISS Jones, of Manchester — The benefits of cocoa — A hint to the Peace Society — The window as a mediaeval argument — The favourite Christian recreation — The language of the guide — How to repair the ravages of time — George tries a bottle — The fate of the German beer drinker — Harris and I resolve to do a good action — The usual sort of statue — Harris and his friends — A pepperless Paradise — Women and towns.

We were on our way to Prague, and were waiting in the great hall of the Dresden Station until such time as the powers-that-be should permit us on to the platform. George, who had wandered to the bookstall, returned to us with a wild look in his eyes. He said:

Ive seen it.

I said, Seen what?

He was too excited to answer intelligently. He said

Its here. Its coming this way, both of them. If you wait, youll see it for yourselves. Im not joking; its the real thing.

As is usual about this period, some paragraphs, more or less serious, had been appearing in the papers concerning the sea-serpent, and I thought for the moment he must be referring to this. A moments reflection, however, told me that here, in the middle of Europe, three hundred miles from the coast, such a thing was impossible. Before I could question him further, he seized me by the arm.

Look! he said; now am I exaggerating?

I turned my head and saw what, I suppose, few living Englishmen have ever seen before — the travelling Britisher according to the Continental idea, accompanied by his daughter. They were coming towards us in the flesh and blood, unless we were dreaming, alive and concrete — the English Milor and the English Mees, as for generations they have been portrayed in the Continental comic press and upon the Continental stage. They were perfect in every detail. The man was tall and thin, with sandy hair, a huge nose, and long Dundreary whiskers. Over a pepper-and-salt suit he wore a light overcoat, reaching almost to his heels. His white helmet was ornamented with a green veil; a pair of opera-glasses hung at his side, and in his lavender-gloved hand he carried an alpenstock a little taller than himself. His daughter was long and angular. Her dress I cannot describe: my grandfather, poor gentleman, might have been able to do so; it would have been more familiar to him. I can only say that it appeared to me unnecessarily short, exhibiting a pair of ankles — if I may be permitted to refer to such points — that, from an artistic point of view, called rather for concealment. Her hat made me think of Mrs. Hemans; but why I cannot explain. She wore side-spring boots—prunella, I believe, used to be the trade name — mittens, and pince-nez. She also carried an alpenstock (there is not a mountain within a hundred miles of Dresden) and a black bag strapped to her waist. Her teeth stuck out like a rabbits, and her figure was that of a bolster on stilts.

Harris rushed for his camera, and of course could not find it; he never can when he wants it. Whenever we see Harris scuttling up and down like a lost dog, shouting, Wheres my camera? What the dickens have I done with my camera? Dont either of you remember where I put my camera? — then we know that for the first time that day he has come across something worth photographing. Later on, he remembered it was in his bag; that is where it would be on an occasion like this.

They were not content with appearance; they acted the thing to the letter. They walked gaping round them at every step. The gentleman had an open Baedeker in his hand, and the lady carried a phrase book. They talked French that nobody could understand, and German that they could not translate themselves! The man poked at officials with his alpenstock to attract their attention, and the lady, her eye catching sight of an advertisement of somebodys cocoa, said Shocking! and turned the other way.

Really, there was some excuse for her. One notices, even in England, the home of the proprieties, that the lady who drinks cocoa appears, according to the poster, to require very little else in this world; a yard or so of art muslin at the most. On the Continent she dispenses, so far as one can judge, with every other necessity of life. Not only is cocoa food and drink to her, it should be clothes also, according to the idea of the cocoa manufacturer. But this by the way.

Of course, they immediately became the centre of attraction. By being able to render them some slight assistance, I gained the advantage of five minutes conversation with them. They were very affable. The gentleman told me his name was Jones, and that he came from Manchester, but he did not seem to know what part of Manchester, or where Manchester was. I asked him where he was going to, but he evidently did not know. He said it depended. I asked him if he did not find an alpenstock a clumsy thing to walk about with through a crowded town; he admitted that occasionally it did get in the way. I asked him if he did not find a veil interfere with his view of things; he explained that you only wore it when the flies became troublesome. I enquired of the lady if she did not find the wind blow cold; she said she had noticed it, especially at the corners. I did not ask these questions one after another as I have here put them down; I mixed them up with general conversation, and we parted on good terms.

I have pondered much upon the apparition, and have come to a definite opinion. A man I met later at Frankfort, and to whom I described the pair, said he had seen them himself in Paris, three weeks after the termination of the Fashoda incident; while a traveller for some English steel works whom we met in Strassburg remembered having seen them in Berlin during the excitement caused by the Transvaal question. My conclusion is that they were actors out of work, hired to do this thing in the interest of international peace. The French Foreign Office, wishful to allay the anger of the Parisian mob clamouring for war with England, secured this admirable couple and sent them round the town. You cannot be amused at a thing, and at the same time want to kill it. The French nation saw the English citizen and citizeness — no caricature, but the living reality — and their indignation exploded in laughter. The success of the stratagem prompted them later on to offer their services to the German Government, with the beneficial results that we all know.

Our own Government might learn the lesson. It might be as well to keep near Downing Street a few small, fat Frenchmen, to be sent round the country when occasion called for it, shrugging their shoulders and eating frog sandwiches; or a file of untidy, lank-haired Germans might be retained, to walk about, smoking long pipes, saying So. The public would laugh and exclaim, War with such? It would be too absurd. Failing the Government, I recommend the scheme to the Peace Society.

Our visit to Prague we were compelled to lengthen somewhat. Prague is one of the most interesting towns in Europe. Its stones are saturated with history and romance; its every suburb must have been a battlefield. It is the town that conceived the Reformation and hatched the Thirty Years War. But half Pragues troubles, one imagines, might have been saved to it, had it possessed windows less large and temptingly convenient. The first of these mighty catastrophes it set rolling by throwing the seven Catholic councillors from the windows of its Rathhaus on to the pikes of the Hussites below. Later, it gave the signal for the second by again throwing the Imperial councillors from the windows of the old Burg in the Hradschin — Pragues second Fenstersturz. Since, other fateful questions have been decide in Prague, one assumes from their having been concluded without violence that such must have been discussed in cellars. The window, as an argument, one feels, would always have proved too strong a temptation to any true-born Praguer.

In the Teynkirche stands the worm-eaten pulpit from which preached John Huss. One may hear from the selfsame desk to-day the voice of a Papist priest, while in far-off Constance a rude block of stone, half ivy hidden, marks the spot where Huss and Jerome died burning at the stake. History is fond of her little ironies. In this same Teynkirche lies buried Tycho Brahe, the astronomer, who made the common mistake of thinking the earth, with its eleven hundred creeds and one humanity, the centre of the universe; but who otherwise observed the stars clearly.

Through Pragues dirty, palace-bordered alleys must have pressed often in hot haste blind Ziska and open-minded Wallenstein — they have dubbed him The Hero in Prague; and the town is honestly proud of having owned him for citizen. In his gloomy palace in the Waldstein-Platz they show as a sacred spot the cabinet where he prayed, and seem to have persuaded themselves he really had a soul. Its steep, winding ways must have been choked a dozen times, now by Sigismunds flying legions, followed by fierce-killing Tarborites, and now by pale Protestants pursued by the victorious Catholics of Maximilian. Now Saxons, now Bavarians, and now French; now the saints of Gustavus Adolphus, and now the steel fighting machines of Frederick the Great, have thundered at its gates and fought upon its bridges.

The Jews have always been an important feature of Prague. Occasionally they have assisted the Christians in their favourite occupation of slaughtering one another, and the great flag suspended from the vaulting of the Altneuschule testifies to the courage with which they helped Catholic Ferdinand to resist the Protestant Swedes. The Prague Ghetto was one of the first to be established in Europe, and in the tiny synagogue, still standing, the Jew of Prague has worshipped for eight hundred years, his women folk devoutly listening, without, at the ear holes provided for them in the massive walls. A Jewish cemetery adjacent, Bethchajim, or the House of Life, seems as though it were bursting with its dead. Within its narrow acre it was the law of centuries that here or nowhere must the bones of Israel rest. So the worn and broken tombstones lie piled in close confusion, as though tossed and tumbled by the struggling host beneath.

The Ghetto walls have long been levelled, but the living Jews of Prague still cling to their foetid lanes, though these are being rapidly replaced by fine new streets that promise to eventually transform this quarter into the handsomest part of the town.

At Dresden they advised us not to talk German in Prague. For years racial animosity between the German minority and the Czech majority has raged throughout Bohemia, and to be mistaken for a German in certain streets of Prague is inconvenient to a man whose staying powers in a race are not what once they were. However, we did talk German in certain streets in Prague; it was a case of talking German or nothing. The Czech dialect is said to be of great antiquity and of highly scientific cultivation. Its alphabet contains forty-two letters, suggestive to a stranger of Chinese. It is not a language to be picked up in a hurry. We decided that on the whole there would be less risk to our constitution in keeping to German, and as a matter of fact no harm came to us. The explanation I can only surmise. The Praguer is an exceedingly acute person; some subtle falsity of accent, some slight grammatical inaccuracy, may have crept into our German, revealing to him the fact that, in spite of all appearances to the contrary, we were no true-born Deutscher. I do not assert this; I put it forward as a possibility.

To avoid unnecessary danger, however, we did our sight-seeing with the aid of a guide. No guide I have ever come across is perfect. This one had two distinct failings. His English was decidedly weak. Indeed, it was not English at all. I do not know what you would call it. It was not altogether his fault; he had learnt English from a Scotch lady. I understand Scotch fairly well — to keep abreast of modern English literature this is necessary, — but to understand broad Scotch talked with a Sclavonic accent, occasionally relieved by German modifications, taxes the intelligence. For the first hour it was difficult to rid ones self of the conviction that the man was choking. Every moment we expected him to die on our hands. In the course of the morning we grew accustomed to him, and rid ourselves of the instinct to throw him on his back every time he opened his mouth, and tear his clothes from him. Later, we came to understand a part of what he said, and this led to the discovery of his second failing.

It would seem he had lately invented a hair-restorer, which he had persuaded a local chemist to take up and advertise. Half his time he had been pointing out to us, not the beauties of Prague, but the benefits likely to accrue to the human race from the use of this concoction; and the conventional agreement with which, under the impression he was waxing eloquent concerning views and architecture, we had met his enthusiasm he had attributed to sympathetic interest in this wretched wash of his.

The result was that now there was no keeping him away from the subject. Ruined palaces and crumbling churches he dismissed with curt reference as mere frivolities, encouraging a morbid taste for the decadent. His duty, as he saw it, was not to lead us to dwell upon the ravages of time, but rather to direct our attention to the means of repairing them. What had we to do with broken-headed heroes, or bald-headed saints? Our interest should be surely in the living world; in the maidens with their flowing tresses, or the flowing tresses they might have, by judicious use of Kophkeo, in the young men with their fierce moustaches — as pictured on the label.

Unconsciously, in his own mind, he had divided the world into two sections. The Past (Before Use), a sickly, disagreeable-looking, uninteresting world. The Future (After Use) a fat, jolly, God-bless-everybody sort of world; and this unfitted him as a guide to scenes of mediaeval history.

He sent us each a bottle of the stuff to our hotel. It appeared that in the early part of our converse with him we had, unwittingly, clamoured for it. Personally, I can neither praise it nor condemn it. A long series of disappointments has disheartened me; added to which a permanent atmosphere of paraffin, however faint, is apt to cause remark, especially in the case of a married man. Now, I never try even the sample.

I gave my bottle to George. He asked for it to send to a man he knew in Leeds. I learnt later that Harris had given him his bottle also, to send to the same man.

A suggestion of onions has clung to this tour since we left Prague. George has noticed it himself. He attributes it to the prevalence of garlic in European cooking.

It was in Prague that Harris and I did a kind and friendly thing to George. We had noticed for some time past that George was getting too fond of Pilsener beer. This German beer is an insidious drink, especially in hot weather; but it does not do to imbibe too freely of it. It does not get into your head, but after a time it spoils your waist. I always say to myself on entering Germany:

Now, I will drink no German beer. The white wine of the country, with a little soda-water; perhaps occasionally a glass of Ems or potash. But beer, never — or, at all events, hardly ever.

It is a good and useful resolution, which I recommend to all travellers. I only wish I could keep to it myself. George, although I urged him, refused to bind himself by any such hard and fast limit. He said that in moderation German beer was good.

One glass in the morning, said George, one in the evening, or even two. That will do no harm to anyone.

Maybe he was right. It was his half-dozen glasses that troubled Harris and myself.

We ought to do something to stop it, said Harris; it is becoming serious.

Its hereditary, so he has explained to me, I answered. It seems his family have always been thirsty.

There is Apollinaris water, replied Harris, which, I believe, with a little lemon squeezed into it, is practically harmless. What I am thinking about is his figure. He will lose all his natural elegance.

We talked the matter over, and, Providence aiding us, we fixed upon a plan. For the ornamentation of the town a new statue had just been cast. I forget of whom it was a statue. I only remember that in the essentials it was the usual sort of street statue, representing the usual sort of gentleman, with the usual stiff neck, riding the usual sort of horse — the horse that always walks on its hind legs, keeping its front paws for beating time. But in detail it possessed individuality. Instead of the usual sword or baton, the man was holding, stretched out in his hand, his own plumed hat; and the horse, instead of the usual waterfall for a tail, possessed a somewhat attenuated appendage that somehow appeared out of keeping with his ostentatious behaviour. One felt that a horse with a tail like that would not have pranced so much.

It stood in a small square not far from the further end of the Karlsbrücke, but it stood there only temporarily. Before deciding finally where to fix it, the town authorities had resolved, very sensibly, to judge by practical test where it would look best. Accordingly, they had made three rough copies of the statue — mere wooden profiles, things that would not bear looking at closely, but which, viewed from a little distance, produced all the effect that was necessary. One of these they had set up at the approach to the Franz-Josefsbrücke, a second stood in the open space behind the theatre, and the third in the centre of the Wenzelsplatz.

If George is not in the secret of this thing, said Harris — we were walking by ourselves for an hour, he having remained behind in the hotel to write a letter to his aunt,—if he has not observed these statues, then by their aid we will make a better and a thinner man of him, and that this very evening.

So during dinner we sounded him, judiciously; and finding him ignorant of the matter, we took him out, and led him by side-streets to the place where stood the real statue. George was for looking at it and passing on, as is his way with statues, but we insisted on his pulling up and viewing the thing conscientiously. We walked him round that statue four times, and showed it to him from every possible point of view. I think, on the whole, we rather bored him with the thing, but our object was to impress it upon him. We told him the history of the man who rode upon the horse, the name of the artist who had made the statue, how much it weighed, how much it measured. We worked that statue into his system. By the time we had done with him he knew more about that statue, for the time being, than he knew about anything else. We soaked him in that statue, and only let him go at last on the condition that he would come again with us in the morning, when we could all see it better, and for such purpose we saw to it that he made a note in his pocket-book of the place where the statue stood.

Then we accompanied him to his favourite beer hall, and sat beside him, telling him anecdotes of men who, unaccustomed to German beer, and drinking too much of it, had gone mad and developed homicidal mania; of men who had died young through drinking German beer; of lovers that German beer had been the means of parting for ever from beautiful girls.

At ten oclock we started to walk back to the hotel. It was a stormy-looking night, with heavy clouds drifting over a light moon. Harris said:

We wont go back the same way we came; well walk back by the river. It is lovely in the moonlight.

Harris told a sad history, as we walked, about a man he once knew, who is now in a home for harmless imbeciles. He said he recalled the story because it was on just such another night as this that he was walking with that man the very last time he ever saw the poor fellow. They were strolling down the Thames Embankment, Harris said, and the man frightened him then by persisting that he saw the statue of the Duke of Wellington at the corner of Westminster Bridge, when, as everybody knows, it stands in Piccadilly.

It was at this exact instant that we came in sight of the first of these wooden copies. It occupied the centre of a small, railed-in square a little above us on the opposite side of the way. George suddenly stood still and leant against the wall of the quay.

Whats the matter? I said; feeling giddy?

He said: I do, a little. Lets rest here a moment.

He stood there with his eyes glued to the thing.

He said, speaking huskily:

Talking of statues, what always strikes me is how very much one statue is like another statue.

Harris said: I cannot agree with you there — pictures, if you like. Some pictures are very like other pictures, but with a statue there is always something distinctive. Take that statue we saw early in the evening, continued Harris, before we went into the concert hall. It represented a man sitting on a horse. In Prague you will see other statues of men on horses, but nothing at all like that one.

Yes they are, said George; they are all alike. Its always the same horse, and its always the same man. They are all exactly alike. Its idiotic nonsense to say they are not.

He appeared to be angry with Harris.

What makes you think so? I asked.

What makes me think so? retorted George, now turning upon me. Why, look at that damned thing over there!

I said: What damned thing?

Why, that thing, said George; look at it! There is the same horse with half a tail, standing on its hind legs; the same man without his hat; the same—

Harris said: You are talking now about the statue we saw in the Ringplatz.

No, Im not, replied George; Im talking about the statue over there.

What statue? said Harris.

George looked at Harris; but Harris is a man who might, with care, have been a fair amateur actor. His face merely expressed friendly sorrow, mingled with alarm. Next, George turned his gaze on me. I endeavoured, so far as lay with me, to copy Harriss expression, adding to it on my own account a touch of reproof.

Will you have a cab? I said as kindly as I could to George. Ill run and get one.

What the devil do I want with a cab? he answered, ungraciously. Cant you fellows understand a joke? Its like being out with a couple of confounded old women, saying which, he started off across the bridge, leaving us to follow.

I am so glad that was only a joke of yours, said Harris, on our overtaking him. I knew a case of softening of the brain that began—

Oh, youre a silly ass! said George, cutting him short; you know everything.

He was really most unpleasant in his manner.

We took him round by the riverside of the theatre. We told him it was the shortest way, and, as a matter of fact, it was. In the open space behind the theatre stood the second of these wooden apparitions. George looked at it, and again stood still.

Whats the matter? said Harris, kindly. You are not ill, are you?

I dont believe this is the shortest way, said George.

I assure you it is, persisted Harris.

Well, Im going the other, said George; and he turned and went, we, as before, following him.

Along the Ferdinand Strasse Harris and I talked about private lunatic asylums, which, Harris said, were not well managed in England. He said a friend of his, a patient in a lunatic asylum — 

George said, interrupting: You appear to have a large number of friends in lunatic asylums.

He said it in a most insulting tone, as though to imply that that is where one would look for the majority of Harriss friends. But Harris did not get angry; he merely replied, quite mildly:

Well, it really is extraordinary, when one comes to think of it, how many of them have gone that way sooner or later. I get quite nervous sometimes, now.

At the corner of the Wenzelsplatz, Harris, who was a few steps ahead of us, paused.

Its a fine street, isnt it? he said, sticking his hands in his pockets, and gazing up at it admiringly.

George and I followed suit. Two hundred yards away from us, in its very centre, was the third of these ghostly statues. I think it was the best of the three — the most like, the most deceptive. It stood boldly outlined against the wild sky: the horse on its hind legs, with its curiously attenuated tail; the man bareheaded, pointing with his plumed hat to the now entirely visible moon.

I think, if you dont mind, said George — he spoke with almost a pathetic ring in his voice, his aggressiveness had completely fallen from him,—that I will have that cab, if theres one handy.

I thought you were looking queer, said Harris, kindly. Its your head, isnt it?

Perhaps it is, answered George.

I have noticed it coining on, said Harris; but I didnt like to say anything to you. You fancy you see things, dont you?

No, no; it isnt that, replied George, rather quickly. I dont know what it is.

I do, said Harris, solemnly, and Ill tell you. Its this German beer that you are drinking. I have known a case where a man—

Dont tell me about him just now, said George. I dare say its true, but somehow I dont feel I want to hear about him.

You are not used to it, said Harris.

I shall give it up from to-night, said George. I think you must be right; it doesnt seem to agree with me.

We took him home, and saw him to bed. He was very gentle and quite grateful.

One evening later on, after a long days ride, followed by a most satisfactory dinner, we started him on a big cigar, and, removing things from his reach, told him of this stratagem that for his good we had planned.

How many copies of that statue did you say we saw? asked George, after we had finished.

Three, replied Harris.

Only three? said George. Are you sure?

Positive, replied Harris. Why?

Oh, nothing! answered George.

But I dont think he quite believed Harris.

From Prague we travelled to Nuremberg, through Carlsbad. Good Germans, when they die, go, they say, to Carlsbad, as good Americans to Paris. This I doubt, seeing that it is a small place with no convenience for a crowd. In Carlsbad, you rise at five, the fashionable hour for promenade, when the band plays under the Colonnade, and the Sprudel is filled with a packed throng over a mile long, being from six to eight in the morning. Here you may hear more languages spoken than the Tower of Babel could have echoed. Polish Jews and Russian princes, Chinese mandarins and Turkish pashas, Norwegians looking as if they had stepped out of Ibsens plays, women from the Boulevards, Spanish grandees and English countesses, mountaineers from Montenegro and millionaires from Chicago, you will find every dozen yards. Every luxury in the world Carlsbad provides for its visitors, with the one exception of pepper. That you cannot get within five miles of the town for money; what you can get there for love is not worth taking away. Pepper, to the liver brigade that forms four-fifths of Carlsbads customers, is poison; and, prevention being better than cure, it is carefully kept out of the neighbourhood. Pepper parties are formed in Carlsbad to journey to some place without the boundary, and there indulge in pepper orgies.

Nuremberg, if one expects a town of mediaeval appearance, disappoints. Quaint corners, picturesque glimpses, there are in plenty; but everywhere they are surrounded and intruded upon by the modern, and even what is ancient is not nearly so ancient as one thought it was. After all, a town, like a woman, is only as old as it looks; and Nuremberg is still a comfortable-looking dame, its age somewhat difficult to conceive under its fresh paint and stucco in the blaze of the gas and the electric light. Still, looking closely, you may see its wrinkled walls and grey towers.


CHAPTER IX
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HARRIS BREAKS THE law — The helpful man: The dangers that beset him — George sets forth upon a career of crime — Those to whom Germany would come as a boon and a blessing — The English Sinner: His disappointments — The German Sinner: His exceptional advantages — What you may not do with your bed — An inexpensive vice — The German dog: His simple goodness — The misbehaviour of the beetle — A people that go the way they ought to go — The German small boy: His love of legality — How to go astray with a perambulator — The German student: His chastened wilfulness.

All three of us, by some means or another, managed, between Nuremberg and the Black Forest, to get into trouble.

Harris led off at Stuttgart by insulting an official. Stuttgart is a charming town, clean and bright, a smaller Dresden. It has the additional attraction of containing little that one need to go out of ones way to see: a medium-sized picture gallery, a small museum of antiquities, and half a palace, and you are through with the entire thing and can enjoy yourself. Harris did not know it was an official he was insulting. He took it for a fireman (it looked like a fireman), and he called it a dummer Esel.

In German you are not permitted to call an official a silly ass, but undoubtedly this particular man was one. What had happened was this: Harris in the Stadgarten, anxious to get out, and seeing a gate open before him, had stepped over a wire into the street. Harris maintains he never saw it, but undoubtedly there was hanging to the wire a notice, Durchgang Verboten! The man, who was standing near the gates stopped Harris, and pointed out to him this notice. Harris thanked him, and passed on. The man came after him, and explained that treatment of the matter in such off-hand way could not be allowed; what was necessary to put the business right was that Harris should step back over the wire into the garden. Harris pointed out to the man that the notice said going through forbidden, and that, therefore, by re-entering the garden that way he would be infringing the law a second time. The man saw this for himself, and suggested that to get over the difficulty Harris should go back into the garden by the proper entrance, which was round the corner, and afterwards immediately come out again by the same gate. Then it was that Harris called the man a silly ass. That delayed us a day, and cost Harris forty marks.

I followed suit at Carlsruhe, by stealing a bicycle. I did not mean to steal the bicycle; I was merely trying to be useful. The train was on the point of starting when I noticed, as I thought, Harriss bicycle still in the goods van. No one was about to help me. I jumped into the van and hauled it out, only just in time. Wheeling it down the platform in triumph, I came across Harriss bicycle, standing against a wall behind some milk-cans. The bicycle I had secured was not Harriss, but some other mans.

It was an awkward situation. In England, I should have gone to the stationmaster and explained my mistake. But in Germany they are not content with your explaining a little matter of this sort to one man: they take you round and get you to explain it to about half a dozen; and if any one of the half dozen happens not to be handy, or not to have time just then to listen to you, they have a habit of leaving you over for the night to finish your explanation the next morning. I thought I would just put the thing out of sight, and then, without making any fuss or show, take a short walk. I found a wood shed, which seemed just the very place, and was wheeling the bicycle into it when, unfortunately, a red-hatted railway official, with the airs of a retired field-marshal, caught sight of me and came up. He said:

What are you doing with that bicycle?

I said: I am going to put it in this wood shed out of the way. I tried to convey by my tone that I was performing a kind and thoughtful action, for which the railway officials ought to thank me; but he was unresponsive.

Is it your bicycle? he said.

Well, not exactly, I replied.

Whose is it? he asked, quite sharply.

I cant tell you, I answered. I dont know whose bicycle it is.

Where did you get it from? was his next question. There was a suspiciousness about his tone that was almost insulting.

I got it, I answered, with as much calm dignity as at the moment I could assume, out of the train.

The fact is, I continued, frankly, I have made a mistake.

He did not allow me time to finish. He merely said he thought so too, and blew a whistle.

Recollection of the subsequent proceedings is not, so far as I am concerned, amusing. By a miracle of good luck — they say Providence watches over certain of us — the incident happened in Carlsruhe, where I possess a German friend, an official of some importance. Upon what would have been my fate had the station not been at Carlsruhe, or had my friend been from home, I do not care to dwell; as it was I got off, as the saying is, by the skin of my teeth. I should like to add that I left Carlsruhe without a stain upon my character, but that would not be the truth. My going scot free is regarded in police circles there to this day as a grave miscarriage of justice.

But all lesser sin sinks into insignificance beside the lawlessness of George. The bicycle incident had thrown us all into confusion, with the result that we lost George altogether. It transpired subsequently that he was waiting for us outside the police court; but this at the time we did not know. We thought, maybe, he had gone on to Baden by himself; and anxious to get away from Carlsruhe, and not, perhaps, thinking out things too clearly, we jumped into the next train that came up and proceeded thither. When George, tired of waiting, returned to the station, he found us gone and he found his luggage gone. Harris had his ticket; I was acting as banker to the party, so that he had in his pocket only some small change. Excusing himself upon these grounds, he thereupon commenced deliberately a career of crime that, reading it later, as set forth baldly in the official summons, made the hair of Harris and myself almost to stand on end.

German travelling, it may be explained, is somewhat complicated. You buy a ticket at the station you start from for the place you want to go to. You might think this would enable you to get there, but it does not. When your train comes up, you attempt to swarm into it; but the guard magnificently waves you away. Where are your credentials? You show him your ticket. He explains to you that by itself that is of no service whatever; you have only taken the first step towards travelling; you must go back to the booking-office and get in addition what is called a schnellzug ticket. With this you return, thinking your troubles over. You are allowed to get in, so far so good. But you must not sit down anywhere, and you must not stand still, and you must not wander about. You must take another ticket, this time what is called a platz ticket, which entitles you to a place for a certain distance.

What a man could do who persisted in taking nothing but the one ticket, I have often wondered. Would he be entitled to run behind the train on the six-foot way? Or could he stick a label on himself and get into the goods van? Again, what could be done with the man who, having taken his schnellzug ticket, obstinately refused, or had not the money to take a platz ticket: would they let him lie in the umbrella rack, or allow him to hang himself out of the window?

To return to George, he had just sufficient money to take a third-class slow train ticket to Baden, and that was all. To avoid the inquisitiveness of the guard, he waited till the train was moving, and then jumped in.

That was his first sin:

(a) Entering a train in motion;

(b) After being warned not to do so by an official.

Second sin:

(a) Travelling in train of superior class to that for which ticket was held.

(b) Refusing to pay difference when demanded by an official. (George says he did not refuse; he simply told the man he had not got it.)

Third sin:

(a) Travelling in carriage of superior class to that for which ticket was held.

(b) Refusing to pay difference when demanded by an official. (Again George disputes the accuracy of the report. He turned his pockets out, and offered the man all he had, which was about eightpence in German money. He offered to go into a third class, but there was no third class. He offered to go into the goods van, but they would not hear of it.)

Fourth sin:

(a) Occupying seat, and not paying for same.

(b) Loitering about corridor. (As they would not let him sit down without paying, and as he could not pay, it was difficult to see what else he could do.)

But explanations are held as no excuse in Germany; and his journey from Carlsruhe to Baden was one of the most expensive perhaps on record.

Reflecting upon the case and frequency with which one gets into trouble here in Germany, one is led to the conclusion that this country would come as a boon and a blessing to the average young Englishman. To the medical student, to the eater of dinners at the Temple, to the subaltern on leave, life in London is a wearisome proceeding. The healthy Briton takes his pleasure lawlessly, or it is no pleasure to him. Nothing that he may do affords to him any genuine satisfaction. To be in trouble of some sort is his only idea of bliss. Now, England affords him small opportunity in this respect; to get himself into a scrape requires a good deal of persistence on the part of the young Englishman.

I spoke on this subject one day with our senior churchwarden. It was the morning of the 10th of November, and we were both of us glancing, somewhat anxiously, through the police reports. The usual batch of young men had been summoned for creating the usual disturbance the night before at the Criterion. My friend the churchwarden has boys of his own, and a nephew of mine, upon whom I am keeping a fatherly eye, is by a fond mother supposed to be in London for the sole purpose of studying engineering. No names we knew happened, by fortunate chance, to be in the list of those detained in custody, and, relieved, we fell to moralising upon the folly and depravity of youth.

It is very remarkable, said my friend the churchwarden, how the Criterion retains its position in this respect. It was just so when I was young; the evening always wound up with a row at the Criterion.

So meaningless, I remarked.

So monotonous, he replied. You have no idea, he continued, a dreamy expression stealing over his furrowed face, how unutterably tired one can become of the walk from Piccadilly Circus to the Vine Street Police Court. Yet, what else was there for us to do? Simply nothing. Sometimes we would put out a street lamp, and a man would come round and light it again. If one insulted a policeman, he simply took no notice. He did not even know he was being insulted; or, if he did, he seemed not to care. You could fight a Covent Garden porter, if you fancied yourself at that sort of thing. Generally speaking, the porter got the best of it; and when he did it cost you five shillings, and when he did not the price was half a sovereign. I could never see much excitement in that particular sport. I tried driving a hansom cab once. That has always been regarded as the acme of modern Tom and Jerryism. I stole it late one night from outside a public-house in Dean Street, and the first thing that happened to me was that I was hailed in Golden Square by an old lady surrounded by three children, two of them crying and the third one half asleep. Before I could get away she had shot the brats into the cab, taken my number, paid me, so she said, a shilling over the legal fare, and directed me to an address a little beyond what she called North Kensington. As a matter of fact, the place turned out to be the other side of Willesden. The horse was tired, and the journey took us well over two hours. It was the slowest lark I ever remember being concerned in. I tried once or twice to persuade the children to let me take them back to the old lady: but every time I opened the trap-door to speak to them the youngest one, a boy, started screaming; and when I offered other drivers to transfer the job to them, most of them replied in the words of a song popular about that period: Oh, George, dont you think youre going just a bit too far? One man offered to take home to my wife any last message I might be thinking of, while another promised to organise a party to come and dig me out in the spring. When I mounted the dickey I had imagined myself driving a peppery old colonel to some lonesome and cabless region, half a dozen miles from where he wanted to go, and there leaving him upon the kerbstone to swear. About that there might have been good sport or there might not, according to circumstances and the colonel. The idea of a trip to an outlying suburb in charge of a nursery full of helpless infants had never occurred to me. No, London, concluded my friend the churchwarden with a sigh, affords but limited opportunity to the lover of the illegal.

Now, in Germany, on the other hand, trouble is to be had for the asking. There are many things in Germany that you must not do that are quite easy to do. To any young Englishman yearning to get himself into a scrape, and finding himself hampered in his own country, I would advise a single ticket to Germany; a return, lasting as it does only a month, might prove a waste.

In the Police Guide of the Fatherland he will find set forth a list of the things the doing of which will bring to him interest and excitement. In Germany you must not hang your bed out of window. He might begin with that. By waving his bed out of window he could get into trouble before he had his breakfast. At home he might hang himself out of window, and nobody would mind much, provided he did not obstruct anybodys ancient lights or break away and injure any passer underneath.

In Germany you must not wear fancy dress in the streets. A Highlander of my acquaintance who came to pass the winter in Dresden spent the first few days of his residence there in arguing this question with the Saxon Government. They asked him what he was doing in those clothes. He was not an amiable man. He answered, he was wearing them. They asked him why he was wearing them. He replied, to keep himself warm. They told him frankly that they did not believe him, and sent him back to his lodgings in a closed landau. The personal testimony of the English Minister was necessary to assure the authorities that the Highland garb was the customary dress of many respectable, law-abiding British subjects. They accepted the statement, as diplomatically bound, but retain their private opinion to this day. The English tourist they have grown accustomed to; but a Leicestershire gentleman, invited to hunt with some German officers, on appearing outside his hotel, was promptly marched off, horse and all, to explain his frivolity at the police court.

Another thing you must not do in the streets of German towns is to feed horses, mules, or donkeys, whether your own or those belonging to other people. If a passion seizes you to feed somebody elses horse, you must make an appointment with the animal, and the meal must take place in some properly authorised place. You must not break glass or china in the street, nor, in fact, in any public resort whatever; and if you do, you must pick up all the pieces. What you are to do with the pieces when you have gathered them together I cannot say. The only thing I know for certain is that you are not permitted to throw them anywhere, to leave them anywhere, or apparently to part with them in any way whatever. Presumably, you are expected to carry them about with you until you die, and then be buried with them; or, maybe, you are allowed to swallow them.

In German streets you must not shoot with a crossbow. The German law-maker does not content himself with the misdeeds of the average man — the crime one feels one wants to do, but must not: he worries himself imagining all the things a wandering maniac might do. 
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In Germany there is no law against a man standing on his head in the middle of the road; the idea has not occurred to them. One of these days a German statesman, visiting a circus and seeing acrobats, will reflect upon this omission. Then he will straightway set to work and frame a clause forbidding people from standing on their heads in the middle of the road, and fixing a fine. This is the charm of German law: misdemeanour in Germany has its fixed price. You are not kept awake all night, as in England, wondering whether you will get off with a caution, be fined forty shillings, or, catching the magistrate in an unhappy moment for yourself, get seven days. You know exactly what your fun is going to cost you. You can spread out your money on the table, open your Police Guide, and plan out your holiday to a fifty pfennig piece. For a really cheap evening, I would recommend walking on the wrong side of the pavement after being cautioned not to do so. I calculate that by choosing your district and keeping to the quiet side streets you could walk for a whole evening on the wrong side of the pavement at a cost of little over three marks.

In German towns you must not ramble about after dark in droves. I am not quite sure how many constitute a drove, and no official to whom I have spoken on this subject has felt himself competent to fix the exact number. I once put it to a German friend who was starting for the theatre with his wife, his mother-in-law, five children of his own, his sister and her fiancé, and two nieces, if he did not think he was running a risk under this by-law. He did not take my suggestion as a joke. He cast an eye over the group.

Oh, I dont think so, he said; you see, we are all one family.

The paragraph says nothing about its being a family drove or not, I replied; it simply says drove. I do not mean it in any uncomplimentary sense, but, speaking etymologically, I am inclined personally to regard your collection as a drove. Whether the police will take the same view or not remains to be seen. I am merely warning you.

My friend himself was inclined to pooh-pooh my fears; but his wife thinking it better not to run any risk of having the party broken up by the police at the very beginning of the evening, they divided, arranging to come together again in the theatre lobby.

Another passion you must restrain in Germany is that prompting you to throw things out of window. Cats are no excuse. During the first week of my residence in Germany I was awakened incessantly by cats. One night I got mad. I collected a small arsenal — two or three pieces of coal, a few hard pears, a couple of candle ends, an odd egg I found on the kitchen table, an empty soda-water bottle, and a few articles of that sort, — and, opening the window, bombarded the spot from where the noise appeared to come. I do not suppose I hit anything; I never knew a man who did hit a cat, even when he could see it, except, maybe, by accident when aiming at something else. I have known crack shots, winners of Queens prizes — those sort of men, — shoot with shot-guns at cats fifty yards away, and never hit a hair. I have often thought that, instead of bulls-eyes, running deer, and that rubbish, the really superior marksman would be he who could boast that he had shot the cat.

But, anyhow, they moved off; maybe the egg annoyed them. I had noticed when I picked it up that it did not look a good egg; and I went back to bed again, thinking the incident closed. Ten minutes afterwards there came a violent ringing of the electric bell. I tried to ignore it, but it was too persistent, and, putting on my dressing gown, I went down to the gate. A policeman was standing there. He had all the things I had been throwing out of the window in a little heap in front of him, all except the egg. He had evidently been collecting them. He said:

Are these things yours?

I said: They were mine, but personally I have done with them. Anybody can have them — you can have them.

He ignored my offer. He said:

You threw these things out of window.

You are right, I admitted; I did.

Why did you throw them out of window? he asked. A German policeman has his code of questions arranged for him; he never varies them, and he never omits one.

I threw them out of the window at some cats, I answered.

What cats? he asked.

It was the sort of question a German policeman would ask. I replied with as much sarcasm as I could put into my accent that I was ashamed to say I could not tell him what cats. I explained that, personally, they were strangers to me; but I offered, if the police would call all the cats in the district together, to come round and see if I could recognise them by their yaul.

The German policeman does not understand a joke, which is perhaps on the whole just as well, for I believe there is a heavy fine for joking with any German uniform; they call it treating an official with contumely. He merely replied that it was not the duty of the police to help me recognise the cats; their duty was merely to fine me for throwing things out of window.

I asked what a man was supposed to do in Germany when woke up night after night by cats, and he explained that I could lodge an information against the owner of the cat, when the police would proceed to caution him, and, if necessary, order the cat to be destroyed. Who was going to destroy the cat, and what the cat would be doing during the process, he did not explain.

I asked him how he proposed I should discover the owner of the cat. He thought for a while, and then suggested that I might follow it home. I did not feel inclined to argue with him any more after that; I should only have said things that would have made the matter worse. As it was, that nights sport cost me twelve marks; and not a single one of the four German officials who interviewed me on the subject could see anything ridiculous in the proceedings from beginning to end.

But in Germany most human faults and follies sink into comparative insignificance beside the enormity of walking on the grass. Nowhere, and under no circumstances, may you at any time in Germany walk on the grass. Grass in Germany is quite a fetish. To put your foot on German grass would be as great a sacrilege as to dance a hornpipe on a Mohammedans praying-mat. The very dogs respect German grass; no German dog would dream of putting a paw on it. If you see a dog scampering across the grass in Germany, you may know for certain that it is the dog of some unholy foreigner. In England, when we want to keep dogs out of places, we put up wire netting, six feet high, supported by buttresses, and defended on the top by spikes. In Germany, they put a notice-board in the middle of the place, Hunden verboten, and a dog that has German blood in its veins looks at that notice-board and walks away. In a German park I have seen a gardener step gingerly with felt boots on to grass-plot, and removing therefrom a beetle, place it gravely but firmly on the gravel; which done, he stood sternly watching the beetle, to see that it did not try to get back on the grass; and the beetle, looking utterly ashamed of itself, walked hurriedly down the gutter, and turned up the path marked Ausgang.
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In German parks separate roads are devoted to the different orders of the community, and no one person, at peril of liberty and fortune, may go upon another persons road. There are special paths for wheel-riders and special paths for foot-goers, avenues for horse-riders, roads for people in light vehicles, and roads for people in heavy vehicles; ways for children and for alone ladies. That no particular route has yet been set aside for bald-headed men or new women has always struck me as an omission.

In the Grosse Garten in Dresden I once came across an old lady, standing, helpless and bewildered, in the centre of seven tracks. Each was guarded by a threatening notice, warning everybody off it but the person for whom it was intended.

I am sorry to trouble you, said the old lady, on learning I could speak English and read German, but would you mind telling me what I am and where I have to go?

I inspected her carefully. I came to the conclusion that she was a grown-up and a foot-goer, and pointed out her path. She looked at it, and seemed disappointed.

But I dont want to go down there, she said; maynt I go this way?

Great heavens, no, madam! I replied. That path is reserved for children.

But I wouldnt do them any harm, said the old lady, with a smile. She did not look the sort of old lady who would have done them any harm.

Madam, I replied, if it rested with me, I would trust you down that path, though my own first-born were at the other end; but I can only inform you of the laws of this country. For you, a full-grown woman, to venture down that path is to go to certain fine, if not imprisonment. There is your path, marked plainly — Nur für Fussgänger, and if you will follow my advice, you will hasten down it; you are not allowed to stand here and hesitate.

It doesnt lead a bit in the direction I want to go, said the old lady.

It leads in the direction you ought to want to go, I replied, and we parted.

In the German parks there are special seats labelled, Only for grown-ups (Nur für Erwachsene), and the German small boy, anxious to sit down, and reading that notice, passes by, and hunts for a seat on which children are permitted to rest; and there he seats himself, careful not to touch the woodwork with his muddy boots. Imagine a seat in Regents or St. Jamess Park labelled Only for grown-ups! Every child for five miles round would be trying to get on that seat, and hauling other children off who were on. As for any grown-up, he would never be able to get within half a mile of that seat for the crowd. The German small boy, who has accidentally sat down on such without noticing, rises with a start when his error is pointed out to him, and goes away with down-cast head, blushing to the roots of his hair with shame and regret.
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Not that the German child is neglected by a paternal Government. In German parks and public gardens special places (Spielplätze) are provided for him, each one supplied with a heap of sand. There he can play to his hearts content at making mud pies and building sand castles. To the German child a pie made of any other mud than this would appear an immoral pie. It would give to him no satisfaction: his soul would revolt against it.

That pie, he would say to himself, was not, as it should have been, made of Government mud specially set apart for the purpose; it was nor manufactured in the place planned and maintained by the Government for the making of mud pies. It can bring no real blessing with it; it is a lawless pie. And until his father had paid the proper fine, and he had received his proper licking, his conscience would continue to trouble him.

Another excellent piece of material for obtaining excitement in Germany is the simple domestic perambulator. What you may do with a kinder-wagen, as it is called, and what you may not, covers pages of German law; after the reading of which, you conclude that the man who can push a perambulator through a German town without breaking the law was meant for a diplomatist. You must not loiter with a perambulator, and you must not go too fast. You must not get in anybodys way with a perambulator, and if anybody gets in your way you must get out of their way. If you want to stop with a perambulator, you must go to a place specially appointed where perambulators may stop; and when you get there you must stop. You must not cross the road with a perambulator; if you and the baby happen to live on the other side, that is your fault. You must not leave your perambulator anywhere, and only in certain places can you take it with you. I should say that in Germany you could go out with a perambulator and get into enough trouble in half an hour to last you for a month. Any young Englishman anxious for a row with the police could not do better than come over to Germany and bring his perambulator with him.

In Germany you must not leave your front door unlocked after ten oclock at night, and you must not play the piano in your own house after eleven. In England I have never felt I wanted to play the piano myself, or to hear anyone else play it, after eleven oclock at night; but that is a very different thing to being told that you must not play it. Here, in Germany, I never feel that I really care for the piano until eleven oclock, then I could sit and listen to the Maidens Prayer, or the Overture to Zampa, with pleasure. To the law-loving German, on the other hand, music after eleven oclock at night ceases to be music; it becomes sin, and as such gives him no satisfaction.

The only individual throughout Germany who ever dreams of taking liberties with the law is the German student, and he only to a certain well-defined point. By custom, certain privileges are permitted to him, but even these are strictly limited and clearly understood. For instance, the German student may get drunk and fall asleep in the gutter with no other penalty than that of having the next morning to tip the policeman who has found him and brought him home. But for this purpose he must choose the gutters of side-streets. The German student, conscious of the rapid approach of oblivion, uses all his remaining energy to get round the corner, where he may collapse without anxiety. In certain districts he may ring bells. The rent of flats in these localities is lower than in other quarters of the town; while the difficulty is further met by each family preparing for itself a secret code of bell-ringing by means of which it is known whether the summons is genuine or not. When visiting such a household late at night it is well to be acquainted with this code, or you may, if persistent, get a bucket of water thrown over you.

Also the German student is allowed to put out lights at night, but there is a prejudice against his putting out too many. The larky German student generally keeps count, contenting himself with half a dozen lights per night. Likewise, he may shout and sing as he walks home, up till half-past two; and at certain restaurants it is permitted to him to put his arm round the Frauleins waist. To prevent any suggestion of unseemliness, the waitresses at restaurants frequented by students are always carefully selected from among a staid and elderly classy of women, by reason of which the German student can enjoy the delights of flirtation without fear and without reproach to anyone.

They are a law-abiding people, the Germans.


CHAPTER X

[image: img131.jpg]

BADEN FROM THE visitors point of view — Beauty of the early morning, as viewed from the preceding afternoon — Distance, as measured by the compass — Ditto, as measured by the leg — George in account with his conscience — A lazy machine — Bicycling, according to the poster: its restfulness — The poster cyclist: its costume; its method — The griffin as a household pet — A dog with proper self-respect — The horse that was abused.

From Baden, about which it need only be said that it is a pleasure resort singularly like other pleasure resorts of the same description, we started bicycling in earnest. We planned a ten days tour, which, while completing the Black Forest, should include a spin down the Donau-Thal, which for the twenty miles from Tuttlingen to Sigmaringen is, perhaps, the finest valley in Germany; the Danube stream here winding its narrow way past old-world unspoilt villages; past ancient monasteries, nestling in green pastures, where still the bare-footed and bare-headed friar, his rope girdle tight about his loins, shepherds, with crook in hand, his sheep upon the hill sides; through rocky woods; between sheer walls of cliff, whose every towering crag stands crowned with ruined fortress, church, or castle; together with a blick at the Vosges mountains, where half the population is bitterly pained if you speak to them in French, the other half being insulted when you address them in German, and the whole indignantly contemptuous at the first sound of English; a state of things that renders conversation with the stranger somewhat nervous work.

We did not succeed in carrying out our programme in its entirety, for the reason that human performance lags ever behind human intention. It is easy to say and believe at three oclock in the afternoon that: We will rise at five, breakfast lightly at half-past, and start away at six.

Then we shall be well on our way before the heat of the day sets in, remarks one.

This time of the year, the early morning is really the best part of the day. Dont you think so? adds another.

Oh, undoubtedly.

So cool and fresh.

And the half-lights are so exquisite.

The first morning one maintains ones vows. The party assembles at half-past five. It is very silent; individually, somewhat snappy; inclined to grumble with its food, also with most other things; the atmosphere charged with compressed irritability seeking its vent. In the evening the Tempters voice is heard:

I think if we got off by half-past six, sharp, that would be time enough?

The voice of Virtue protests, faintly: It will be breaking our resolution.

The Tempter replies: Resolutions were made for man, not man for resolutions. The devil can paraphrase Scripture for his own purpose. Besides, it is disturbing the whole hotel; think of the poor servants.

The voice of Virtue continues, but even feebler: But everybody gets up early in these parts.

They would not if they were not obliged to, poor things! Say breakfast at half-past six, punctual; that will be disturbing nobody.

Thus Sin masquerades under the guise of Good, and one sleeps till six, explaining to ones conscience, who, however, doesnt believe it, that one does this because of unselfish consideration for others. I have known such consideration extend until seven of the clock.

Likewise, distance measured with a pair of compasses is not precisely the same as when measured by the leg.

Ten miles an hour for seven hours, seventy miles. A nice easy days work.

There are some stiff hills to climb?

The other side to come down. Say, eight miles an hour, and call it sixty miles. Gott in Himmel! if we cant average eight miles an hour, we had better go in bath-chairs. It does seem somewhat impossible to do less, on paper.

But at four oclock in the afternoon the voice of Duty rings less trumpet-toned:

Well, I suppose we ought to be getting on.

Oh, theres no hurry! dont fuss. Lovely view from here, isnt it?

Very. Dont forget we are twenty-five miles from St. Blasien.

How far?

Twenty-five miles, a little over if anything.

Do you mean to say we have only come thirty-five miles?

Thats all.

Nonsense. I dont believe that map of yours.

It is impossible, you know. We have been riding steadily ever since the first thing this morning.

No, we havent. We didnt get away till eight, to begin with.

Quarter to eight.

Well, quarter to eight; and every half-dozen miles we have stopped.

We have only stopped to look at the view. Its no good coming to see a country, and then not seeing it.

And we have had to pull up some stiff hills.

Besides, it has been an exceptionally hot day to-day.

Well, dont forget St. Blasien is twenty-five miles off, thats all.

Any more hills?

Yes, two; up and down.

I thought you said it was downhill into St. Blasien?

So it is for the last ten miles. We are twenty-five miles from St. Blasien here.

Isnt there anywhere between here and St. Blasien? Whats that little place there on the lake?

It isnt St. Blasien, or anywhere near it. Theres a danger in beginning that sort of thing.

Theres a danger in overworking oneself. One should study moderation in all things. Pretty little place, that Titisee, according to the map; looks as if there would be good air there.

All right, Im agreeable. It was you fellows who suggested our making for St. Blasien.

Oh, Im not so keen on St. Blasien! poky little place, down in a valley. This Titisee, I should say, was ever so much nicer.

Quite near, isnt it?

Five miles.

General chorus: Well stop at Titisee.

George made discovery of this difference between theory and practice on the very first day of our ride.

I thought, said George — he was riding the single, Harris and I being a little ahead on the tandem—that the idea was to train up the hills and ride down them.

So it is, answered Harris, as a general rule. But the trains dont go up every hill in the Black Forest.

Somehow, I felt a suspicion that they wouldnt, growled George; and for awhile silence reigned.

Besides, remarked Harris, who had evidently been ruminating the subject, you would not wish to have nothing but downhill, surely. It would not be playing the game. One must take a little rough with ones smooth.

Again there returned silence, broken after awhile by George, this time.

Dont you two fellows over-exert yourselves merely on my account, said George.

How do you mean? asked Harris.

I mean, answered George, that where a train does happen to be going up these hills, dont you put aside the idea of taking it for fear of outraging my finer feelings. Personally, I am prepared to go up all these hills in a railway train, even if its not playing the game. Ill square the thing with my conscience; Ive been up at seven every day for a week now, and I calculate it owes me a bit. Dont you consider me in the matter at all.

We promised to bear this in mind, and again the ride continued in dogged dumbness, until it was again broken by George.

What bicycle did you say this was of yours? asked George.

Harris told him. I forget of what particular manufacture it happened to be; it is immaterial.

Are you sure? persisted George.

Of course I am sure, answered Harris. Why, whats the matter with it?

Well, it doesnt come up to the poster, said George, thats all.

What poster? asked Harris.

The poster advertising this particular brand of cycle, explained George. I was looking at one on a hoarding in Sloane Street only a day or two before we started. A man was riding this make of machine, a man with a banner in his hand: he wasnt doing any work, that was clear as daylight; he was just sitting on the thing and drinking in the air. The cycle was going of its own accord, and going well. This thing of yours leaves all the work to me. It is a lazy brute of a machine; if you dont shove, it simply does nothing: I should complain about it, if I were you.

When one comes to think of it, few bicycles do realise the poster. On only one poster that I can recollect have I seen the rider represented as doing any work. But then this man was being pursued by a bull. In ordinary cases the object of the artist is to convince the hesitating neophyte that the sport of bicycling consists in sitting on a luxurious saddle, and being moved rapidly in the direction you wish to go by unseen heavenly powers.

Generally speaking, the rider is a lady, and then one feels that, for perfect bodily rest combined with entire freedom from mental anxiety, slumber upon a water-bed cannot compare with bicycle-riding upon a hilly road. No fairy travelling on a summer cloud could take things more easily than does the bicycle girl, according to the poster. Her costume for cycling in hot weather is ideal. Old-fashioned landladies might refuse her lunch, it is true; and a narrowminded police force might desire to secure her, and wrap her in a rug preliminary to summonsing her. But such she heeds not. Uphill and downhill, through traffic that might tax the ingenuity of a cat, over road surfaces calculated to break the average steam roller she passes, a vision of idle loveliness; her fair hair streaming to the wind, her sylph-like form poised airily, one foot upon the saddle, the other resting lightly upon the lamp. Sometimes she condescends to sit down on the saddle; then she puts her feet on the rests, lights a cigarette, and waves above her head a Chinese lantern.

Less often, it is a mere male thing that rides the machine. He is not so accomplished an acrobat as is the lady; but simple tricks, such as standing on the saddle and waving flags, drinking beer or beef-tea while riding, he can and does perform. Something, one supposes, he must do to occupy his mind: sitting still hour after hour on this machine, having no work to do, nothing to think about, must pall upon any man of active temperament. Thus it is that we see him rising on his pedals as he nears the top of some high hill to apostrophise the sun, or address poetry to the surrounding scenery.

Occasionally the poster pictures a pair of cyclists; and then one grasps the fact how much superior for purposes of flirtation is the modern bicycle to the old-fashioned parlour or the played-out garden gate. He and she mount their bicycles, being careful, of course, that such are of the right make. After that they have nothing to think about but the old sweet tale. Down shady lanes, through busy towns on market days, merrily roll the wheels of the Bermondsey Companys Bottom Bracket Britains Best, or of the Camberwell Companys Jointless Eureka. They need no pedalling; they require no guiding. Give them their heads, and tell them what time you want to get home, and that is all they ask. While Edwin leans from his saddle to whisper the dear old nothings in Angelinas ear, while Angelinas face, to hide its blushes, is turned towards the horizon at the back, the magic bicycles pursue their even course.

And the sun is always shining and the roads are always dry. No stern parent rides behind, no interfering aunt beside, no demon small boy brother is peeping round the corner, there never comes a skid. Ah me! Why were there no Britains Best nor Camberwell Eurekas to be hired when we were young?

Or maybe the Britains Best or the Camberwell Eureka stands leaning against a gate; maybe it is tired. It has worked hard all the afternoon, carrying these young people. Mercifully minded, they have dismounted, to give the machine a rest. They sit upon the grass beneath the shade of graceful boughs; it is long and dry grass. A stream flows by their feet. All is rest and peace.

That is ever the idea the cycle poster artist sets himself to convey — rest and peace.

But I am wrong in saying that no cyclist, according to the poster, ever works. Now I come to reflect, I have seen posters representing gentlemen on cycles working very hard — over-working themselves, one might almost say. They are thin and haggard with the toil, the perspiration stands upon their brow in beads; you feel that if there is another hill beyond the poster they must either get off or die. But this is the result of their own folly. This happens because they will persist in riding a machine of an inferior make. Were they riding a Putney Popular or Battersea Bounder, such as the sensible young man in the centre of the poster rides, then all this unnecessary labour would be saved to them. Then all required of them would be, as in gratitude bound, to look happy; perhaps, occasionally to back-pedal a little when the machine in its youthful buoyancy loses its head for a moment and dashes on too swiftly.

You tired young men, sitting dejectedly on milestones, too spent to heed the steady rain that soaks you through; you weary maidens, with the straight, damp hair, anxious about the time, longing to swear, not knowing how; you stout bald men, vanishing visibly as you pant and grunt along the endless road; you purple, dejected matrons, plying with pain the slow unwilling wheel; why did you not see to it that you bought a Britains Best or a Camberwell Eureka? Why are these bicycles of inferior make so prevalent throughout the land

Or is it with bicycling as with all other things: does Life at no point realise the Poster?

The one thing in Germany that never fails to charm and fascinate me is the German dog. In England one grows tired of the old breeds, one knows them all so well: the mastiff, the plum-pudding dog, the terrier (black, white or rough-haired, as the case may be, but always quarrelsome), the collie, the bulldog; never anything new. Now in Germany you get variety. You come across dogs the like of which you have never seen before: that until you hear them bark you do not know are dogs. It is all so fresh, so interesting. George stopped a dog in Sigmaringen and drew our attention to it. It suggested a cross between a codfish and a poodle. I would not like to be positive it was not a cross between a codfish and a poodle. Harris tried to photograph it, but it ran up a fence and disappeared through some bushes.

I do not know what the German breeders idea is; at present he retains his secret. George suggests he is aiming at a griffin. There is much to bear out this theory, and indeed in one or two cases I have come across success on these lines would seem to have been almost achieved. Yet I cannot bring myself to believe that such are anything more than mere accidents. The German is practical, and I fail to see the object of a griffin. If mere quaintness of design be desired, is there not already the Dachshund! What more is needed? Besides, about a house, a griffin would be so inconvenient: people would be continually treading on its tail. My own idea is that what the Germans are trying for is a mermaid, which they will then train to catch fish.

For your German does not encourage laziness in any living thing. He likes to see his dogs work, and the German dog loves work; of that there can be no doubt. The life of the English dog must be a misery to him. Imagine a strong, active, and intelligent being, of exceptionally energetic temperament, condemned to spend twenty-four hours a day in absolute idleness! How would you like it yourself? No wonder he feels misunderstood, yearns for the unattainable, and gets himself into trouble generally.

Now the German dog, on the other hand, has plenty to occupy his mind. He is busy and important. Watch him as he walks along harnessed to his milk cart. No churchwarden at collection time could feel or look more pleased with himself. He does not do any real work; the human being does the pushing, he does the barking; that is his idea of division of labour. What he says to himself is:

The old man cant bark, but he can shove. Very well.

The interest and the pride he takes in the business is quite beautiful to see. Another dog passing by makes, maybe, some jeering remark, casting discredit upon the creaminess of the milk. He stops suddenly, quite regardless of the traffic.

I beg your pardon, what was that you said about our milk?

I said nothing about your milk, retorts the other dog, in a tone of gentle innocence. I merely said it was a fine day, and asked the price of chalk.

Oh, you asked the price of chalk, did you? Would you like to know?

Yes, thanks; somehow I thought you would be able to tell me.

You are quite right, I can. Its worth—

Oh, do come along! says the old lady, who is tired and hot, and anxious to finish her round.

Yes, but hang it all; did you hear what he hinted about our milk?

Oh, never mind him! Theres a tram coming round the corner: we shall all get run over.

Yes, but I do mind him; one has ones proper pride. He asked the price of chalk, and hes going to know it! Its worth just twenty times as much—

Youll have the whole thing over, I know you will, cries the old lady, pathetically, struggling with all her feeble strength to haul him back. Oh dear, oh dear! I do wish I had left you at home.

The tram is bearing down upon them; a cab-driver is shouting at them; another huge brute, hoping to be in time to take a hand, is dragging a bread cart, followed by a screaming child, across the road from the opposite side; a small crowd is collecting; and a policeman is hastening to the scene.

Its worth, says the milk dog, just twenty-times as much as youll be worth before Ive done with you.

Oh, you think so, do you?

Yes, I do, you grandson of a French poodle, you cabbage-eating—

There! I knew youd have it over, says the poor milk-woman. I told him hed have it over.

But he is busy, and heeds her not. Five minutes later, when the traffic is renewed, when the bread girl has collected her muddy rolls, and the policeman has gone off with the name and address of everybody in the street, he consents to look behind him.

It is a bit of an upset, he admits. Then shaking himself free of care, he adds, cheerfully, But I guess I taught him the price of chalk. He wont interfere with us again, Im thinking.

Im sure I hope not, says the old lady, regarding dejectedly the milky road.

But his favourite sport is to wait at the top of the hill for another dog, and then race down. On these occasions the chief occupation of the other fellow is to run about behind, picking up the scattered articles, loaves, cabbages, or shirts, as they are jerked out. At the bottom of the hill, he stops and waits for his friend.

Good race, wasnt it? he remarks, panting, as the Human comes up, laden to the chin. I believe Id have won it, too, if it hadnt been for that fool of a small boy. He was right in my way just as I turned the corner. You noticed him? Wish I had, beastly brat! Whats he yelling like that for? Because I knocked him down and ran over him? Well, why didnt he get out of the way? Its disgraceful, the way people leave their children about for other people to tumble over. Halloa! did all those things come out? You couldnt have packed them very carefully; you should see to a thing like that. You did not dream of my tearing down the hill twenty miles an hour? Surely, you knew me better than to expect Id let that old Schneiders dog pass me without an effort. But there, you never think. Youre sure youve got them all? You believe so? I shouldnt believe if I were you; I should run back up the hill again and make sure. You feel too tired? Oh, all right! dont blame me if anything is missing, thats all.

He is so self-willed. He is cock-sure that the correct turning is the second on the right, and nothing will persuade him that it is the third. He is positive he can get across the road in time, and will not be convinced until he sees the cart smashed up. Then he is very apologetic, it is true. But of what use is that? As he is usually of the size and strength of a young bull, and his human companion is generally a weak-kneed old man or woman, or a small child, he has his way. The greatest punishment his proprietor can inflict upon him is to leave him at home, and take the cart out alone. But your German is too kind-hearted to do this often.

That he is harnessed to the cart for anybodys pleasure but his own it is impossible to believe; and I am confident that the German peasant plans the tiny harness and fashions the little cart purely with the hope of gratifying his dog. In other countries — in Belgium, Holland and France — I have seen these draught dogs ill-treated and over-worked; but in Germany, never. Germans abuse animals shockingly. I have seen a German stand in front of his horse and call it every name he could lay his tongue to. But the horse did not mind it. I have seen a German, weary with abusing his horse, call to his wife to come out and assist him. When she came, he told her what the horse had done. The recital roused the womans temper to almost equal heat with his own; and standing one each side of the poor beast, they both abused it. They abused its dead mother, they insulted its father; they made cutting remarks about its personal appearance, its intelligence, its moral sense, its general ability as a horse. The animal bore the torrent with exemplary patience for awhile; then it did the best thing possible to do under the circumstances. Without losing its own temper, it moved quietly away. The lady returned to her washing, and the man followed it up the street, still abusing it.

A kinder-hearted people than the Germans there is no need for. Cruelty to animal or child is a thing almost unknown in the land. The whip with them is a musical instrument; its crack is heard from morning to night, but an Italian coachman that in the streets of Dresden I once saw use it was very nearly lynched by the indignant crowd. Germany is the only country in Europe where the traveller can settle himself comfortably in his hired carriage, confident that his gentle, willing friend between the shafts will be neither over-worked nor cruelly treated.


CHAPTER XI
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BLACK FOREST HOUSE: and the sociability therein — Its perfume — George positively declines to remain in bed after four oclock in the morning — The road one cannot miss — My peculiar extra instinct — An ungrateful party — Harris as a scientist — His cheery confidence — The village: where it was, and where it ought to have been — George: his plan — We promenade à la Français — The German coachman asleep and awake — The man who spreads the English language abroad.

There was one night when, tired out and far from town or village, we slept in a Black Forest farmhouse. The great charm about the Black Forest house is its sociability. The cows are in the next room, the horses are upstairs, the geese and ducks are in the kitchen, while the pigs, the children, and the chickens live all over the place.

You are dressing, when you hear a grunt behind you.

Good-morning! Dont happen to have any potato peelings in here? No, I see you havent; good-bye.

Next there is a cackle, and you see the neck of an old hen stretched round the corner.

Fine morning, isnt it? You dont mind my bringing this worm of mine in here, do you? It is so difficult in this house to find a room where one can enjoy ones food with any quietness. From a chicken I have always been a slow eater, and when a dozen — there, I thought they wouldnt leave me alone. Now theyll all want a bit. You dont mind my getting on the bed, do you? Perhaps here they wont notice me.

While you are dressing various shock heads peer in at the door; they evidently regard the room as a temporary menagerie. You cannot tell whether the heads belong to boys or girls; you can only hope they are all male. It is of no use shutting the door, because there is nothing to fasten it by, and the moment you are gone they push it open again. You breakfast as the Prodigal Son is generally represented feeding: a pig or two drop in to keep you company; a party of elderly geese criticise you from the door; you gather from their whispers, added to their shocked expression, that they are talking scandal about you. Maybe a cow will condescend to give a glance in.

This Noahs Ark arrangement it is, I suppose, that gives to the Black Forest home its distinctive scent. It is not a scent you can liken to any one thing. It is as if you took roses and Limburger cheese and hair oil, some heather and onions, peaches and soapsuds, together with a dash of sea air and a corpse, and mixed them up together. You cannot define any particular odour, but you feel they are all there — all the odours that the world has yet discovered. People who live in these houses are fond of this mixture. They do not open the window and lose any of it; they keep it carefully bottled up. If you want any other scent, you can go outside and smell the wood violets and the pines; inside there is the house; and after a while, I am told, you get used to it, so that you miss it, and are unable to go to sleep in any other atmosphere.

We had a long walk before us the next day, and it was our desire, therefore, to get up early, even so early as six oclock, if that could be managed without disturbing the whole household. We put it to our hostess whether she thought this could be done. She said she thought it could. She might not be about herself at that time; it was her morning for going into the town, some eight miles off, and she rarely got back much before seven; but, possibly, her husband or one of the boys would be returning home to lunch about that hour. Anyhow, somebody should be sent back to wake us and get our breakfast.

As it turned out, we did not need any waking. We got up at four, all by ourselves. We got up at four in order to get away from the noise and the din that was making our heads ache. What time the Black Forest peasant rises in the summer time I am unable to say; to us they appeared to be getting up all night. And the first thing the Black Forester does when he gets up is to put on a pair of stout boots with wooden soles, and take a constitutional round the house. Until he has been three times up and down the stairs, he does not feel he is up. Once fully awake himself, the next thing he does is to go upstairs to the stables, and wake up a horse. (The Black Forest house being built generally on the side of a steep hill, the ground floor is at the top, and the hay-loft at the bottom.) Then the horse, it would seem, must also have its constitutional round the house; and this seen to, the man goes downstairs into the kitchen and begins to chop wood, and when he has chopped sufficient wood he feels pleased with himself and begins to sing. All things considered, we came to the conclusion we could not do better than follow the excellent example set us. Even George was quite eager to get up that morning.

We had a frugal breakfast at half-past four, and started away at five. Our road lay over a mountain, and from enquiries made in the village it appeared to be one of those roads you cannot possibly miss. I suppose everybody knows this sort of road. Generally, it leads you back to where you started from; and when it doesnt, you wish it did, so that at all events you might know where you were. I foresaw evil from the very first, and before we had accomplished a couple of miles we came up with it. The road divided into three. A worm-eaten sign-post indicated that the path to the left led to a place that we had never heard of — that was on no map. Its other arm, pointing out the direction of the middle road, had disappeared. The road to the right, so we all agreed, clearly led back again to the village.

The old man said distinctly, so Harris reminded us, keep straight on round the hill.

Which hill? George asked, pertinently.

We were confronted by half a dozen, some of them big, some of them little.

He told us, continued Harris, that we should come to a wood.

I see no reason to doubt him, commented George, whichever road we take.

As a matter of fact, a dense wood covered every hill.

And he said, murmured Harris, that we should reach the top in about an hour and a half.

There it is, said George, that I begin to disbelieve him.

Well, what shall we do? said Harris.

Now I happen to possess the bump of locality. It is not a virtue; I make no boast of it. It is merely an animal instinct that I cannot help. That things occasionally get in my way — mountains, precipices, rivers, and such like obstructions — is no fault of mine. My instinct is correct enough; it is the earth that is wrong. I led them by the middle road. That the middle road had not character enough to continue for any quarter of a mile in the same direction; that after three miles up and down hill it ended abruptly in a wasps nest, was not a thing that should have been laid to my door. If the middle road had gone in the direction it ought to have done, it would have taken us to where we wanted to go, of that I am convinced.

Even as it was, I would have continued to use this gift of mine to discover a fresh way had a proper spirit been displayed towards me. But I am not an angel — I admit this frankly, — and I decline to exert myself for the ungrateful and the ribald. Besides, I doubt if George and Harris would have followed me further in any event. Therefore it was that I washed my hands of the whole affair, and that Harris entered upon the vacancy.

Well, said Harris. I suppose you are satisfied with what you have done?

I am quite satisfied, I replied from the heap of stones where I was sitting. So far, I have brought you with safety. I would continue to lead you further, but no artist can work without encouragement. You appear dissatisfied with me because you do not know where you are. For all you know, you may be just where you want to be. But I say nothing as to that; I expect no thanks. Go your own way; I have done with you both.

I spoke, perhaps, with bitterness, but I could not help it. Not a word of kindness had I had all the weary way.

Do not misunderstand us, said Harris; both George and myself feel that without your assistance we should never be where we now are. For that we give you every credit. But instinct is liable to error. What I propose to do is to substitute for it Science, which is exact. Now, wheres the sun?

Dont you think, said George, that if we made our way back to the village, and hired a boy for a mark to guide us, it would save time in the end?

It would be wasting hours, said Harris, with decision. You leave this to me. I have been reading about this thing, and it has interested me. He took out his watch, and began turning himself round and round.

Its as simple as A B C, he continued. You point the short hand at the sun, then you bisect the segment between the short hand and the twelve, and thus you get the north.

He worried up and down for a while, then he fixed it.

Now Ive got it, he said; thats the north, where that wasps nest is. Now give me the map.

We handed it to him, and seating himself facing the wasps, he examined it.

Todtmoos from here, he said, is south by south-west.

How do you mean, from here? asked George.

Why, from here, where we are, returned Harris.

But where are we? said George.

This worried Harris for a time, but at length he cheered up.

It doesnt matter where we are, he said. Wherever we are, Todtmoos is south by south-west. Come on, we are only wasting time.

I dont quite see how you make it out, said George, as he rose and shouldered his knapsack; but I suppose it doesnt matter. We are out for our health, and its all pretty!

We shall be all right, said Harris, with cheery confidence. We shall be in at Todtmoos before ten, dont you worry. And at Todtmoos we will have something to eat.

He said that he, himself, fancied a beefsteak, followed by an omelette. George said that, personally, he intended to keep his mind off the subject until he saw Todtmoos.

We walked for half an hour, then emerging upon an opening, we saw below us, about two miles away, the village through which we had passed that morning. It had a quaint church with an outside staircase, a somewhat unusual arrangement.

The sight of it made me sad. We had been walking hard for three hours and a half, and had accomplished, apparently, about four miles. But Harris was delighted.

Now, at last, said Harris, we know where we are.

I thought you said it didnt matter, George reminded him.

No more it does, practically, replied Harris, but it is just as well to be certain. Now I feel more confidence in myself.

Im not so sure about that being an advantage, muttered George. But I do not think Harris heard him.

We are now, continued Harris, east of the sun, and Todtmoos is south-west of where we are. So that if—

He broke off. By-the-by, he said, do you remember whether I said the bisecting line of that segment pointed to the north or to the south?

You said it pointed to the north, replied George.

Are you positive? persisted Harris.

Positive, answered George but dont let that influence your calculations. In all probability you were wrong.

Harris thought for a while; then his brow cleared.

Thats all right, he said; of course, its the north. It must be the north. How could it be the south? Now we must make for the west. Come on.

I am quite willing to make for the west, said George; any point of the compass is the same to me. I only wish to remark that, at the present moment, we are going dead east.

No we are not, returned Harris; we are going west.

We are going east, I tell you, said George.

I wish you wouldnt keep saying that, said Harris, you confuse me.

I dont mind if I do, returned George; I would rather do that than go wrong. I tell you we are going dead east.

What nonsense! retorted Harris; theres the sun.

I can see the sun, answered George, quite distinctly. It may be where it ought to be, according to you and Science, or it may not. All I know is, that when we were down in the village, that particular hill with that particular lump of rock upon it was due north of us. At the present moment we are facing due east.

You are quite right, said Harris; I forgot for the moment that we had turned round.

I should get into the habit of making a note of it, if I were you, grumbled George; its a manoeuvre that will probably occur again more than once.

We faced about, and walked in the other direction. At the end of forty minutes climbing we again emerged upon an opening, and again the village lay just under our feet. On this occasion it was south of us.

This is very extraordinary, said Harris.

I see nothing remarkable about it, said George. If you walk steadily round a village it is only natural that now and then you get a glimpse of it. Myself, I am glad to see it. It proves to me that we are not utterly lost.

It ought to be the other side of us, said Harris.

It will be in another hour or so, said George, if we keep on.

I said little myself; I was vexed with both of them; but I was glad to notice George evidently growing cross with Harris. It was absurd of Harris to fancy he could find the way by the sun.

I wish I knew, said Harris, thoughtfully, for certain whether that bisecting line points to the north or to the south.

I should make up my mind about it, said George; its an important point.

Its impossible it can be the north, said Harris, and Ill tell you why.

You neednt trouble, said George; I am quite prepared to believe it isnt.

You said just now it was, said Harris, reproachfully.

I said nothing of the sort, retorted George. I said you said it was — a very different thing. If you think it isnt, lets go the other way. Itll be a change, at all events.

So Harris worked things out according to the contrary calculation, and again we plunged into the wood; and again after half an hours stiff climbing we came in view of that same village. True, we were a little higher, and this time it lay between us and the sun.

I think, said George, as he stood looking down at it, this is the best view weve had of it, as yet. There is only one other point from which we can see it. After that, I propose we go down into it and get some rest.

I dont believe its the same village, said Harris; it cant be.

Theres no mistaking that church, said George. But maybe it is a case on all fours with that Prague statue. Possibly, the authorities hereabout have had made some life-sized models of that village, and have stuck them about the Forest to see where the thing would look best. Anyhow, which way do we go now?

I dont know, said Harris, and I dont care. I have done my best; youve done nothing but grumble, and confuse me.

I may have been critical, admitted George but look at the thing from my point of view. One of you says hes got an instinct, and leads me to a wasps nest in the middle of a wood.

I cant help wasps building in a wood, I replied.

I dont say you can, answered George. I am not arguing; I am merely stating incontrovertible facts. The other one, who leads me up and down hill for hours on scientific principles, doesnt know the north from the south, and is never quite sure whether hes turned round or whether he hasnt. Personally, I profess to no instincts beyond the ordinary, nor am I a scientist. But two fields off I can see a man. I am going to offer him the worth of the hay he is cutting, which I estimate at one mark fifty pfennig, to leave his work, and lead me to within sight of Todtmoos. If you two fellows like to follow, you can. If not, you can start another system and work it out by yourselves.

Georges plan lacked both originality and aplomb, but at the moment it appealed to us. Fortunately, we had worked round to a very short distance away from the spot where we had originally gone wrong; with the result that, aided by the gentleman of the scythe, we recovered the road, and reached Todtmoos four hours later than we had calculated to reach it, with an appetite that took forty-five minutes steady work in silence to abate.

From Todtmoos we had intended to walk down to the Rhine; but having regard to our extra exertions of the morning, we decided to promenade in a carriage, as the French would say: and for this purpose hired a picturesque-looking vehicle, drawn by a horse that I should have called barrel-bodied but for contrast with his driver, in comparison with whom he was angular. In Germany every vehicle is arranged for a pair of horses, but drawn generally by one. This gives to the equipage a lop-sided appearance, according to our notions, but it is held here to indicate style. The idea to be conveyed is that you usually drive a pair of horses, but that for the moment you have mislaid the other one. The German driver is not what we should call a first-class whip. He is at his best when he is asleep. Then, at all events, he is harmless; and the horse being, generally speaking, intelligent and experienced, progress under these conditions is comparatively safe. If in Germany they could only train the horse to collect the money at the end of the journey, there would be no need for a coachman at all. This would be a distinct relief to the passenger, for when the German coachman is awake and not cracking his whip he is generally occupied in getting himself into trouble or out of it. He is better at the former. Once I recollect driving down a steep Black Forest hill with a couple of ladies. It was one of those roads winding corkscrew-wise down the slope. The hill rose at an angle of seventy-five on the off-side, and fell away at an angle of seventy-five on the near-side. We were proceeding very comfortably, the driver, we were happy to notice, with his eyes shut, when suddenly something, a bad dream or indigestion, awoke him. He seized the reins, and, by an adroit movement, pulled the near-side horse over the edge, where it clung, half supported by the traces. Our driver did not appear in the least annoyed or surprised; both horses, I also, noticed, seemed equally used to the situation. We got out, and he got down. He took from under the seat a huge clasp-knife, evidently kept there for the purpose, and deftly cut the traces. The horse, thus released, rolled over and over until he struck the road again some fifty feet below. There he regained his feet and stood waiting for us. We re-entered the carriage and descended with the single horse until we came to him. There, with the help of some bits of string, our driver harnessed him again, and we continued on our way. What impressed me was the evident accustomedness of both driver and horses to this method of working down a hill.

Evidently to them it appeared a short and convenient cut. I should not have been surprised had the man suggested our strapping ourselves in, and then rolling over and over, carriage and all, to the bottom.

Another peculiarity of the German coachman is that he never attempts to pull in or to pull up. He regulates his rate of speed, not by the pace of the horse, but by manipulation of the brake. For eight miles an hour he puts it on slightly, so that it only scrapes the wheel, producing a continuous sound as of the sharpening of a saw; for four miles an hour he screws it down harder, and you travel to an accompaniment of groans and shrieks, suggestive of a symphony of dying pigs. When he desires to come to a full stop, he puts it on to its full. If his brake be a good one, he calculates he can stop his carriage, unless the horse be an extra powerful animal, in less than twice its own length. Neither the German driver nor the German horse knows, apparently, that you can stop a carriage by any other method. The German horse continues to pull with his full strength until he finds it impossible to move the vehicle another inch; then he rests. Horses of other countries are quite willing to stop when the idea is suggested to them. I have known horses content to go even quite slowly. But your German horse, seemingly, is built for one particular speed, and is unable to depart from it. I am stating nothing but the literal, unadorned truth, when I say I have seen a German coachman, with the reins lying loose over the splash-board, working his brake with both hands, in terror lest he would not be in time to avoid a collision.

At Waldshut, one of those little sixteenth-century towns through which the Rhine flows during its earlier course, we came across that exceedingly common object of the Continent: the travelling Briton grieved and surprised at the unacquaintance of the foreigner with the subtleties of the English language. When we entered the station he was, in very fair English, though with a slight Somersetshire accent, explaining to a porter for the tenth time, as he informed us, the simple fact that though he himself had a ticket for Donaueschingen, and wanted to go to Donaueschingen, to see the source of the Danube, which is not there, though they tell you it is, he wished his bicycle to be sent on to Engen and his bag to Constance, there to await his arrival. He was hot and angry with the effort of the thing. The porter was a young man in years, but at the moment looked old and miserable. I offered my services. I wish now I had not — though not so fervently, I expect, as he, the speechless one, came subsequently to wish this. All three routes, so the porter explained to us, were complicated, necessitating changing and re-changing. 
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There was not much time for calm elucidation, as our own train was starting in a few minutes. The man himself was voluble — always a mistake when anything entangled has to be made clear; while the porter was only too eager to get the job done with and so breathe again. It dawned upon me ten minutes later, when thinking the matter over in the train, that though I had agreed with the porter that it would be best for the bicycle to go by way of Immendingen, and had agreed to his booking it to Immendingen, I had neglected to give instructions for its departure from Immendingen. Were I of a despondent temperament I should be worrying myself at the present moment with the reflection that in all probability that bicycle is still at Immendingen to this day. But I regard it as good philosophy to endeavour always to see the brighter side of things. Possibly the porter corrected my omission on his own account, or some simple miracle may have happened to restore that bicycle to its owner some time before the end of his tour. The bag we sent to Radolfzell: but here I console myself with the recollection that it was labelled Constance; and no doubt after a while the railway authorities, finding it unclaimed at Radolfzell, forwarded it on to Constance.

But all this is apart from the moral I wished to draw from the incident. The true inwardness of the situation lay in the indignation of this Britisher at finding a German railway porter unable to comprehend English. The moment we spoke to him he expressed this indignation in no measured terms.

Thank you very much indeed, he said; its simple enough. I want to go to Donaueschingen myself by train; from Donaueschingen I am going to walk to Geisengen; from Geisengen I am going to take the train to Engen, and from Engen I am going to bicycle to Constance. But I dont want to take my bag with me; I want to find it at Constance when I get there. I have been trying to explain the thing to this fool for the last ten minutes; but I cant get it into him.

It is very disgraceful, I agreed. Some of these German workmen know hardly any other language than their own.

I have gone over it with him, continued the man, on the time table, and explained it by pantomime. Even then I could not knock it into him.

I can hardly believe you, I again remarked; you would think the thing explained itself.

Harris was angry with the man; he wished to reprove him for his folly in journeying through the outlying portions of a foreign clime, and seeking in such to accomplish complicated railway tricks without knowing a word of the language of the country. But I checked the impulsiveness of Harris, and pointed out to him the great and good work at which the man was unconsciously assisting.

Shakespeare and Milton may have done their little best to spread acquaintance with the English tongue among the less favoured inhabitants of Europe. Newton and Darwin may have rendered their language a necessity among educated and thoughtful foreigners. Dickens and Ouida (for your folk who imagine that the literary world is bounded by the prejudices of New Grub Street, would be surprised and grieved at the position occupied abroad by this at-home-sneered-at lady) may have helped still further to popularise it. But the man who has spread the knowledge of English from Cape St. Vincent to the Ural Mountains is the Englishman who, unable or unwilling to learn a single word of any language but his own, travels purse in hand into every corner of the Continent. One may be shocked at his ignorance, annoyed at his stupidity, angry at his presumption. But the practical fact remains; he it is that is anglicising Europe. For him the Swiss peasant tramps through the snow on winter evenings to attend the English class open in every village. For him the coachman and the guard, the chambermaid and the laundress, pore over their English grammars and colloquial phrase books. For him the foreign shopkeeper and merchant send their sons and daughters in their thousands to study in every English town. For him it is that every foreign hotel- and restaurant-keeper adds to his advertisement: Only those with fair knowledge of English need apply.

Did the English-speaking races make it their rule to speak anything else than English, the marvellous progress of the English tongue throughout the world would stop. The English-speaking man stands amid the strangers and jingles his gold.

Here, cries, is payment for all such as can speak English.

He it is who is the great educator. Theoretically we may scold him; practically we should take our hats off to him. He is the missionary of the English tongue.


CHAPTER XII
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WE ARE GRIEVED at the earthly instincts of the German — A superb view, but no restaurant — Continental opinion of the Englishman — That he does not know enough to come in out of the rain — There comes a weary traveller with a brick — The hurting of the dog — An undesirable family residence — A fruitful region — A merry old soul comes up the hill — George, alarmed at the lateness of the hour, hastens down the other side — Harris follows him, to show him the way — I hate being alone, and follow Harris — Pronunciation specially designed for use of foreigners.

A thing that vexes much the high-class Anglo-Saxon soul is the earthly instinct prompting the German to fix a restaurant at the goal of every excursion. On mountain summit, in fairy glen, on lonely pass, by waterfall or winding stream, stands ever the busy Wirtschaft. How can one rhapsodise over a view when surrounded by beer-stained tables? How lose ones self in historical reverie amid the odour of roast veal and spinach?

One day, on elevating thoughts intent, we climbed through tangled woods.

And at the top, said Harris, bitterly, as we paused to breathe a space and pull our belts a hole tighter, there will be a gaudy restaurant, where people will be guzzling beefsteaks and plum tarts and drinking white wine.

Do you think so? said George.

Sure to be, answered Harris; you know their way. Not one grove will they consent to dedicate to solitude and contemplation; not one height will they leave to the lover of nature unpolluted by the gross and the material.

I calculate, I remarked, that we shall be there a little before one oclock, provided we dont dawdle.

The mittagstisch will be just ready, groaned Harris, with possibly some of those little blue trout they catch about here. In Germany one never seems able to get away from food and drink. It is maddening!

We pushed on, and in the beauty of the walk forgot our indignation. My estimate proved to be correct.

At a quarter to one, said Harris, who was leading:

Here we are; I can see the summit.

Any sign of that restaurant? said George.

I dont notice it, replied Harris; but its there, you may be sure; confound it!

Five minutes later we stood upon the top. We looked north, south, east and west; then we looked at one another.

Grand view, isnt it? said Harris.

Magnificent, I agreed.

Superb, remarked George.

They have had the good sense for once, said Harris, to put that restaurant out of sight.

They do seem to have hidden it, said George. One doesnt mind the thing so much when it is not forced under ones nose, said Harris.

Of course, in its place, I observed, a restaurant is right enough.

I should like to know where they have put it, said George.

Suppose we look for it? said Harris, with inspiration.

It seemed a good idea. I felt curious myself. We agreed to explore in different directions, returning to the summit to report progress. In half an hour we stood together once again. There was no need for words. The face of one and all of us announced plainly that at last we had discovered a recess of German nature untarnished by the sordid suggestion of food or drink.

I should never have believed it possible, said Harris: would you?

I should say, I replied, that this is the only square quarter of a mile in the entire Fatherland unprovided with one.

And we three strangers have struck it, said George, without an effort.

True, I observed. By pure good fortune we are now enabled to feast our finer senses undisturbed by appeal to our lower nature. Observe the light upon those distant peaks; is it not ravishing?

Talking of nature, said George, which should you say was the nearest way down?

The road to the left, I replied, after consulting the guide book, takes us to Sonnensteig — where, by-the-by, I observe the Goldener Adler is well spoken of — in about two hours. The road to the right, though somewhat longer, commands more extensive prospects.

One prospect, said Harris, is very much like another prospect; dont you think so?

Personally, said George, I am going by the left-hand road. And Harris and I went after him.

But we were not to get down so soon as we had anticipated. Storms come quickly in these regions, and before we had walked for quarter of an hour it became a question of seeking shelter or living for the rest of the day in soaked clothes. We decided on the former alternative, and selected a tree that, under ordinary circumstances, should have been ample protection. But a Black Forest thunderstorm is not an ordinary circumstance. We consoled ourselves at first by telling each other that at such a rate it could not last long. Next, we endeavoured to comfort ourselves with the reflection that if it did we should soon be too wet to fear getting wetter.

As it turned out, said Harris, I should have been almost glad if there had been a restaurant up here.

I see no advantage in being both wet and hungry, said George. I shall give it another five minutes, then I am going on.

These mountain solitudes, I remarked, are very attractive in fine weather. On a rainy day, especially if you happen to be past the age when—

At this point there hailed us a voice, proceeding from a stout gentleman, who stood some fifty feet away from us under a big umbrella.

Wont you come inside? asked the stout gentleman.

Inside where? I called back. I thought at first he was one of those fools that will try to be funny when there is nothing to be funny about.

Inside the restaurant, he answered.

We left our shelter and made for him. We wished for further information about this thing.

I did call to you from the window, said the stout gentleman, as we drew near to him, but I suppose you did not hear me. This storm may last for another hour; you will get so wet.

He was a kindly old gentleman; he seemed quite anxious about us.

I said: It is very kind of you to have come out. We are not lunatics. We have not been standing under that tree for the last half-hour knowing all the time there was a restaurant, hidden by the trees, within twenty yards of us. We had no idea we were anywhere near a restaurant.

I thought maybe you hadnt, said the old gentleman; that is why I came.

It appeared that all the people in the inn had been watching us from the windows also, wondering why we stood there looking miserable. If it had not been for this nice old gentleman the fools would have remained watching us, I suppose, for the rest of the afternoon. The landlord excused himself by saying he thought we looked like English. It is no figure of speech. On the Continent they do sincerely believe that every Englishman is mad. They are as convinced of it as is every English peasant that Frenchmen live on frogs. Even when one makes a direct personal effort to disabuse them of the impression one is not always successful.

It was a comfortable little restaurant, where they cooked well, while the Tischwein was really most passable. We stopped there for a couple of hours, and dried ourselves and fed ourselves, and talked about the view; and just before we left an incident occurred that shows how much more stirring in this world are the influences of evil compared with those of good.
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A traveller entered. He seemed a careworn man. He carried a brick in his hand, tied to a piece of rope. He entered nervously and hurriedly, closed the door carefully behind him, saw to it that it was fastened, peered out of the window long and earnestly, and then, with a sigh of relief, laid his brick upon the bench beside him and called for food and drink.

There was something mysterious about the whole affair. One wondered what he was going to do with the brick, why he had closed the door so carefully, why he had looked so anxiously from the window; but his aspect was too wretched to invite conversation, and we forbore, therefore, to ask him questions. As he ate and drank he grew more cheerful, sighed less often. Later he stretched his legs, lit an evil-smelling cigar, and puffed in calm contentment.

Then it happened. It happened too suddenly for any detailed explanation of the thing to be possible. I recollect a Fräulein entering the room from the kitchen with a pan in her hand. I saw her cross to the outer door. The next moment the whole room was in an uproar. One was reminded of those pantomime transformation scenes where, from among floating clouds, slow music, waving flowers, and reclining fairies, one is suddenly transported into the midst of shouting policemen tumbling yelling babies, swells fighting pantaloons, sausages and harlequins, buttered slides and clowns. As the Fräulein of the pan touched the door it flew open, as though all the spirits of sin had been pressed against it, waiting. Two pigs and a chicken rushed into the room; a cat that had been sleeping on a beer-barrel spluttered into fiery life. The Fräulein threw her pan into the air and lay down on the floor. The gentleman with the brick sprang to his feet, upsetting the table before him with everything upon it.

One looked to see the cause of this disaster: one discovered it at once in the person of a mongrel terrier with pointed ears and a squirrels tail. The landlord rushed out from another door, and attempted to kick him out of the room. Instead, he kicked one of the pigs, the fatter of the two. It was a vigorous, well-planted kick, and the pig got the whole of it; none of it was wasted. One felt sorry for the poor animal; but no amount of sorrow anyone else might feel for him could compare with the sorrow he felt for himself. He stopped running about; he sat down in the middle of the room, and appealed to the solar system generally to observe this unjust thing that had come upon him. They must have heard his complaint in the valleys round about, and have wondered what upheaval of nature was taking place among the hills.

As for the hen it scuttled, screaming, every way at once. It was a marvellous bird: it seemed to be able to run up a straight wall quite easily; and it and the cat between them fetched down mostly everything that was not already on the floor. In less than forty seconds there were nine people in that room, all trying to kick one dog. Possibly, now and again, one or another may have succeeded, for occasionally the dog would stop barking in order to howl. But it did not discourage him. Everything has to be paid for, he evidently argued, even a pig and chicken hunt; and, on the whole, the game was worth it.

Besides, he had the satisfaction of observing that, for every kick he received, most other living things in the room got two. As for the unfortunate pig — the stationary one, the one that still sat lamenting in the centre of the room — he must have averaged a steady four. Trying to kick this dog was like playing football with a ball that was never there — not when you went to kick it, but after you had started to kick it, and had gone too far to stop yourself, so that the kick had to go on in any case, your only hope being that your foot would find something or another solid to stop it, and so save you from sitting down on the floor noisily and completely. When anybody did kick the dog it was by pure accident, when they were not expecting to kick him; and, generally speaking, this took them so unawares that, after kicking him, they fell over him. And everybody, every half-minute, would be certain to fall over the pig the sitting pig, the one incapable of getting out of anybodys way.

How long the scrimmage might have lasted it is impossible to say. It was ended by the judgment of George. For a while he had been seeking to catch, not the dog but the remaining pig, the one still capable of activity. Cornering it at last, he persuaded it to cease running round and round the room, and instead to take a spin outside. It shot through the door with one long wail.

We always desire the thing we have not. One pig, a chicken, nine people, and a cat, were as nothing in that dogs opinion compared with the quarry that was disappearing. Unwisely, he darted after it, and George closed the door upon him and shot the bolt.

Then the landlord stood up, and surveyed all the things that were lying on the floor.

Thats a playful dog of yours, said he to the man who had come in with the brick.

He is not my dog, replied the man sullenly.

Whose dog is it then? said the landlord.

I dont know whose dog it is, answered the man.

That wont do for me, you know, said the landlord, picking up a picture of the German Emperor, and wiping beer from it with his sleeve.

I know it wont, replied the man; I never expected it would. Im tired of telling people it isnt my dog. They none of them believe me.

What do you want to go about with him for, if hes not your dog? said the landlord. Whats the attraction about him?

I dont go about with him, replied the man; he goes about with me. He picked me up this morning at ten oclock, and he wont leave me. I thought I had got rid of him when I came in here. I left him busy killing a duck more than a quarter of an hour away. Ill have to pay for that, I expect, on my way back.

Have you tried throwing stones at him? asked Harris.

Have I tried throwing stones at him! replied the man, contemptuously. Ive been throwing stones at him till my arm aches with throwing stones; and he thinks its a game, and brings them back to me. Ive been carrying this beastly brick about with me for over an hour, in the hope of being able to drown him, but he never comes near enough for me to get hold of him. He just sits six inches out of reach with his mouth open, and looks at me.

Its the funniest story Ive heard for a long while, said the landlord.

Glad it amuses somebody, said the man.

We left him helping the landlord to pick up the broken things, and went our way. A dozen yards outside the door the faithful animal was waiting for his friend. He looked tired, but contented. He was evidently a dog of strange and sudden fancies, and we feared for the moment lest he might take a liking to us. But he let us pass with indifference. His loyalty to this unresponsive man was touching; and we made no attempt to undermine it.

Having completed to our satisfaction the Black Forest, we journeyed on our wheels through Alt Breisach and Colmar to Münster; whence we started a short exploration of the Vosges range, where, according to the present German Emperor, humanity stops. Of old, Alt Breisach, a rocky fortress with the river now on one side of it and now on the other — for in its inexperienced youth the Rhine never seems to have been quite sure of its way, — must, as a place of residence, have appealed exclusively to the lover of change and excitement. Whoever the war was between, and whatever it was about, Alt Breisach was bound to be in it. Everybody besieged it, most people captured it; the majority of them lost it again; nobody seemed able to keep it. Whom he belonged to, and what he was, the dweller in Alt Breisach could never have been quite sure. One day he would be a Frenchman, and then before he could learn enough French to pay his taxes he would be an Austrian. While trying to discover what you did in order to be a good Austrian, he would find he was no longer an Austrian, but a German, though what particular German out of the dozen must always have been doubtful to him. One day he would discover that he was a Catholic, the next an ardent Protestant. The only thing that could have given any stability to his existence must have been the monotonous necessity of paying heavily for the privilege of being whatever for the moment he was. But when one begins to think of these things one finds oneself wondering why anybody in the Middle Ages, except kings and tax collectors, ever took the trouble to live at all.

For variety and beauty, the Vosges will not compare with the hills of the Schwarzwald. The advantage about them from the tourists point of view is their superior poverty. The Vosges peasant has not the unromantic air of contented prosperity that spoils his vis-a-vis across the Rhine. The villages and farms possess more the charm of decay. Another point wherein the Vosges district excels is its ruins. Many of its numerous castles are perched where you might think only eagles would care to build. In others, commenced by the Romans and finished by the Troubadours, covering acres with the maze of their still standing walls, one may wander for hours.

The fruiterer and greengrocer is a person unknown in the Vosges. Most things of that kind grow wild, and are to be had for the picking. It is difficult to keep to any programme when walking through the Vosges, the temptation on a hot day to stop and eat fruit generally being too strong for resistance. Raspberries, the most delicious I have ever tasted, wild strawberries, currants, and gooseberries, grow upon the hill-sides as black-berries by English lanes. The Vosges small boy is not called upon to rob an orchard; he can make himself ill without sin. Orchards exist in the Vosges mountains in plenty; but to trespass into one for the purpose of stealing fruit would be as foolish as for a fish to try and get into a swimming bath without paying. Still, of course, mistakes do occur.

One afternoon in the course of a climb we emerged upon a plateau, where we lingered perhaps too long, eating more fruit than may have been good for us; it was so plentiful around us, so varied. We commenced with a few late strawberries, and from those we passed to raspberries. Then Harris found a greengage-tree with some early fruit upon it, just perfect.

This is about the best thing we have struck, said George; we had better make the most of this. Which was good advice, on the face of it.

It is a pity, said Harris, that the pears are still so hard.

He grieved about this for a while, but later on came across some remarkably fine yellow plums and these consoled him somewhat.

I suppose we are still a bit too far north for pineapples, said George. I feel I could just enjoy a fresh pineapple. This commonplace fruit palls upon one after a while.

Too much bush fruit and not enough tree, is the fault I find, said Harris. Myself, I should have liked a few more greengages.

Here is a man coming up the hill, I observed, who looks like a native. Maybe, he will know where we can find some more greengages.

He walks well for an old chap, remarked Harris.

He certainly was climbing the hill at a remarkable pace. Also, so far as we were able to judge at that distance, he appeared to be in a remarkably cheerful mood, singing and shouting at the top of his voice, gesticulating, and waving his arms.

What a merry old soul it is, said Harris; it does one good to watch him. But why does he carry his stick over his shoulder? Why doesnt he use it to help him up the hill?

Do you know, I dont think it is a stick, said George.

What can it be, then? asked Harris.

Well, it looks to me, said George, more like a gun.

You dont think we can have made a mistake? suggested Harris. You dont think this can be anything in the nature of a private orchard?

I said: Do you remember the sad thing that happened in the South of France some two years ago? A soldier picked some cherries as he passed a house, and the French peasant to whom the cherries belonged came out, and without a word of warning shot him dead.

But surely you are not allowed to shoot a man dead for picking fruit, even in France? said George.

Of course not, I answered. It was quite illegal. The only excuse offered by his counsel was that he was of a highly excitable disposition, and especially keen about these particular cherries.

I recollect something about the case, said Harris, now you mention it. I believe the district in which it happened — the Commune, as I think it is called — had to pay heavy compensation to the relatives of the deceased soldier; which was only fair.

George said: I am tired of this place. Besides, its getting late.

Harris said: If he goes at that rate he will fall and hurt himself. Besides, I dont believe he knows the way.

I felt lonesome up there all by myself, with nobody to speak to. Besides, not since I was a boy, I reflected, had I enjoyed a run down a really steep hill. I thought I would see if I could revive the sensation. It is a jerky exercise, but good, I should say, for the liver.

We slept that night at Barr, a pleasant little town on the way to St. Ottilienberg, an interesting old convent among the mountains, where you are waited upon by real nuns, and your bill made out by a priest. At Barr, just before supper a tourist entered. He looked English, but spoke a language the like of which I have never heard before. Yet it was an elegant and fine-sounding language. The landlord stared at him blankly; the landlady shook her head. He sighed, and tried another, which somehow recalled to me forgotten memories, though, at the time, I could not fix it. But again nobody understood him.

This is damnable, he said aloud to himself.

Ah, you are English! exclaimed the landlord, brightening up.

And Monsieur looks tired, added the bright little landlady. Monsieur will have supper.

They both spoke English excellently, nearly as well as they spoke French and German; and they bustled about and made him comfortable. At supper he sat next to me, and I talked to him.

Tell me, I said — I was curious on the subject—what language was it you spoke when you first came in?

German, he explained.

Oh, I replied, I beg your pardon.

You did not understand it? he continued.

It must have been my fault, I answered; my knowledge is extremely limited. One picks up a little here and there as one goes about, but of course that is a different thing.

But they did not understand it, he replied, the landlord and his wife; and it is their own language.

I do not think so, I said. The children hereabout speak German, it is true, and our landlord and landlady know German to a certain point. But throughout Alsace and Lorraine the old people still talk French.

And I spoke to them in French also, he added, and they understood that no better.

It is certainly very curious, I agreed.

It is more than curious, he replied; in my case it is incomprehensible. I possess a diploma for modern languages. I won my scholarship purely on the strength of my French and German. The correctness of my construction, the purity of my pronunciation, was considered at my college to be quite remarkable. Yet, when I come abroad hardly anybody understands a word I say. Can you explain it?

I think I can, I replied. Your pronunciation is too faultless. You remember what the Scotsman said when for the first time in his life he tasted real whisky: It may be puir, but I canna drink it; so it is with your German. It strikes one less as a language than as an exhibition. If I might offer advice, I should say: Mispronounce as much as possible, and throw in as many mistakes as you can think of.

It is the same everywhere. Each country keeps a special pronunciation exclusively for the use of foreigners — a pronunciation they never dream of using themselves, that they cannot understand when it is used. I once heard an English lady explaining to a Frenchman how to pronounce the word Have.

You will pronounce it, said the lady reproachfully, as if it were spelt H-a-v. It isnt. There is an e at the end.

But I thought, said the pupil, that you did not sound the e at the end of h-a-v-e.

No more you do, explained his teacher. It is what we call a mute e; but it exercises a modifying influence on the preceding vowel.

Before that, he used to say have quite intelligently. Afterwards, when he came to the word he would stop dead, collect his thoughts, and give expression to a sound that only the context could explain.

Putting aside the sufferings of the early martyrs, few men, I suppose, have gone through more than I myself went through in trying to I attain the correct pronunciation of the German word for church—Kirche. Long before I had done with it I had determined never to go to church in Germany, rather than be bothered with it.

No, no, my teacher would explain — he was a painstaking gentleman; you say it as if it were spelt K-i-r-c-h-k-e. There is no k. It is — . And he would illustrate to me again, for the twentieth time that morning, how it should be pronounced; the sad thing being that I could never for the life of me detect any difference between the way he said it and the way I said it. So he would try a new method.

You say it from your throat, he would explain. He was quite right; I did. I want you to say it from down here, and with a fat forefinger he would indicate the region from where I was to start. After painful efforts, resulting in sounds suggestive of anything rather than a place of worship, I would excuse myself.

I really fear it is impossible, I would say. You see, for years I have always talked with my mouth, as it were; I never knew a man could talk with his stomach. I doubt if it is not too late now for me to learn.

By spending hours in dark corners, and practising in silent streets, to the terror of chance passers-by, I came at last to pronounce this word correctly. My teacher was delighted with me, and until I came to Germany I was pleased with myself. In Germany I found that nobody understood what I meant by it. I never got near a church with it. I had to drop the correct pronunciation, and painstakingly go back to my first wrong pronunciation. Then they would brighten up, and tell me it was round the corner, or down the next street, as the case might be.

I also think pronunciation of a foreign tongue could be better taught than by demanding from the pupil those internal acrobatic feats that are generally impossible and always useless. This is the sort of instruction one receives:

Press your tonsils against the underside of your larynx. Then with the convex part of the septum curved upwards so as almost — but not quite — to touch the uvula, try with the tip of your tongue to reach your thyroid. Take a deep breath, and compress your glottis. Now, without opening your lips, say Garoo.

And when you have done it they are not satisfied.


CHAPTER XIII
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AN EXAMINATION INTO the character and behaviour of the German student — The German Mensur — Uses and abuses of use — Views of an impressionist — The humour of the thing — Recipe for making savages — The Jungfrau: her peculiar taste in laces — The Kneipe — How to rub a Salamander — Advice to the stranger — A story that might have ended sadly — Of two men and two wives — Together with a bachelor.

On our way home we included a German University town, being wishful to obtain an insight into the ways of student life, a curiosity that the courtesy of German friends enabled us to gratify.

The English boy plays till he is fifteen, and works thence till twenty. In Germany it is the child that works; the young man that plays. The German boy goes to school at seven oclock in the summer, at eight in the winter, and at school he studies. The result is that at sixteen he has a thorough knowledge of the classics and mathematics, knows as much history as any man compelled to belong to a political party is wise in knowing, together with a thorough grounding in modern languages. Therefore his eight College Semesters, extending over four years, are, except for the young man aiming at a professorship, unnecessarily ample. He is not a sportsman, which is a pity, for he should make good one. He plays football a little, bicycles still less; plays French billiards in stuffy cafés more. But generally speaking he, or the majority of him, lays out his time bummeling, beer drinking, and fighting. If he be the son of a wealthy father he joins a Korps — to belong to a crack Korps costs about four hundred pounds a year. If he be a middle-class young man, he enrols himself in a Burschenschaft, or a Landsmannschaft, which is a little cheaper. These companies are again broken up into smaller circles, in which attempt is made to keep to nationality. There are the Swabians, from Swabia; the Frankonians, descendants of the Franks; the Thuringians, and so forth. In practice, of course, this results as all such attempts do result — I believe half our Gordon Highlanders are Cockneys — but the picturesque object is obtained of dividing each University into some dozen or so separate companies of students, each one with its distinctive cap and colours, and, quite as important, its own particular beer hall, into which no other student wearing his colours may come.

The chief work of these student companies is to fight among themselves, or with some rival Korps or Schaft, the celebrated German Mensur.

The Mensur has been described so often and so thoroughly that I do not intend to bore my readers with any detailed account of it. I merely come forward as an impressionist, and I write purposely the impression of my first Mensur, because I believe that first impressions are more true and useful than opinions blunted by intercourse, or shaped by influence.

A Frenchman or a Spaniard will seek to persuade you that the bull-ring is an institution got up chiefly for the benefit of the bull. The horse which you imagined to be screaming with pain was only laughing at the comical appearance presented by its own inside. Your French or Spanish friend contrasts its glorious and exciting death in the ring with the cold-blooded brutality of the knackers yard. If you do not keep a tight hold of your head, you come away with the desire to start an agitation for the inception of the bull-ring in England as an aid to chivalry. No doubt Torquemada was convinced of the humanity of the Inquisition. To a stout gentleman, suffering, perhaps, from cramp or rheumatism, an hour or so on the rack was really a physical benefit. He would rise feeling more free in his joints — more elastic, as one might say, than he had felt for years. English huntsmen regard the fox as an animal to be envied. A days excellent sport is provided for him free of charge, during which he is the centre of attraction.

Use blinds one to everything one does not wish to see. Every third German gentleman you meet in the street still bears, and will bear to his grave, marks of the twenty to a hundred duels he has fought in his student days. The German children play at the Mensur in the nursery, rehearse it in the gymnasium. The Germans have come to persuade themselves there is no brutality in it — nothing offensive, nothing degrading. Their argument is that it schools the German youth to coolness and courage. If this could be proved, the argument, particularly in a country where every man is a soldier, would be sufficiently one-sided. But is the virtue of the prize-fighter the virtue of the soldier? One doubts it. Nerve and dash are surely of more service in the field than a temperament of unreasoning indifference as to what is happening to one. As a matter of fact, the German student would have to be possessed of much more courage not to fight. He fights not to please himself, but to satisfy a public opinion that is two hundred years behind the times.

All the Mensur does is to brutalise him. There may be skill displayed — I am told there is, — but it is not apparent. The mere fighting is like nothing so much as a broadsword combat at a Richardsons show; the display as a whole a successful attempt to combine the ludicrous with the unpleasant. In aristocratic Bonn, where style is considered, and in Heidelberg, where visitors from other nations are more common, the affair is perhaps more formal. I am told that there the contests take place in handsome rooms; that grey-haired doctors wait upon the wounded, and liveried servants upon the hungry, and that the affair is conducted throughout with a certain amount of picturesque ceremony. In the more essentially German Universities, where strangers are rare and not much encouraged, the simple essentials are the only things kept in view, and these are not of an inviting nature.

Indeed, so distinctly uninviting are they, that I strongly advise the sensitive reader to avoid even this description of them. The subject cannot be made pretty, and I do not intend to try.

The room is bare and sordid; its walls splashed with mixed stains of beer, blood, and candle-grease; its ceiling, smoky; its floor, sawdust covered. A crowd of students, laughing, smoking, talking, some sitting on the floor, others perched upon chairs and benches form the framework.

In the centre, facing one another, stand the combatants, resembling Japanese warriors, as made familiar to us by the Japanese tea-tray. Quaint and rigid, with their goggle-covered eyes, their necks tied up in comforters, their bodies smothered in what looks like dirty bed quilts, their padded arms stretched straight above their heads, they might be a pair of ungainly clockwork figures. 
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The seconds, also more or less padded — their heads and faces protected by huge leather-peaked caps, — drag them out into their proper position. One almost listens to hear the sound of the castors. The umpire takes his place, the word is given, and immediately there follow five rapid clashes of the long straight swords. There is no interest in watching the fight: there is no movement, no skill, no grace (I am speaking of my own impressions.) The strongest man wins; the man who, with his heavily-padded arm, always in an unnatural position, can hold his huge clumsy sword longest without growing too weak to be able either to guard or to strike.

The whole interest is centred in watching the wounds. They come always in one of two places — on the top of the head or the left side of the face. Sometimes a portion of hairy scalp or section of cheek flies up into the air, to be carefully preserved in an envelope by its proud possessor, or, strictly speaking, its proud former possessor, and shown round on convivial evenings; and from every wound, of course, flows a plentiful stream of blood. It splashes doctors, seconds, and spectators; it sprinkles ceiling and walls; it saturates the fighters, and makes pools for itself in the sawdust. At the end of each round the doctors rush up, and with hands already dripping with blood press together the gaping wounds, dabbing them with little balls of wet cotton wool, which an attendant carries ready on a plate. Naturally, the moment the men stand up again and commence work, the blood gushes out again, half blinding them, and rendering the ground beneath them slippery. Now and then you see a mans teeth laid bare almost to the ear, so that for the rest of the duel he appears to be grinning at one half of the spectators, his other side, remaining serious; and sometimes a mans nose gets slit, which gives to him as he fights a singularly supercilious air.

As the object of each student is to go away from the University bearing as many scars as possible, I doubt if any particular pains are taken to guard, even to the small extent such method of fighting can allow. The real victor is he who comes out with the greatest number of wounds; he who then, stitched and patched almost to unrecognition as a human being, can promenade for the next month, the envy of the German youth, the admiration of the German maiden. He who obtains only a few unimportant wounds retires sulky and disappointed.

But the actual fighting is only the beginning of the fun. The second act of the spectacle takes place in the dressing-room. The doctors are generally mere medical students — young fellows who, having taken their degree, are anxious for practice. Truth compels me to say that those with whom I came in contact were coarse-looking men who seemed rather to relish their work. Perhaps they are not to be blamed for this. It is part of the system that as much further punishment as possible must be inflicted by the doctor, and the ideal medical man might hardly care for such job. How the student bears the dressing of his wounds is as important as how he receives them. Every operation has to be performed as brutally as may be, and his companions carefully watch him during the process to see that he goes through it with an appearance of peace and enjoyment. A clean-cut wound that gapes wide is most desired by all parties. On purpose it is sewn up clumsily, with the hope that by this means the scar will last a lifetime. Such a wound, judiciously mauled and interfered with during the week afterwards, can generally be reckoned on to secure its fortunate possessor a wife with a dowry of five figures at the least.

These are the general bi-weekly Mensurs, of which the average student fights some dozen a year. There are others to which visitors are not admitted. When a student is considered to have disgraced himself by some slight involuntary movement of the head or body while fighting, then he can only regain his position by standing up to the best swordsman in his Korps. He demands and is accorded, not a contest, but a punishment. His opponent then proceeds to inflict as many and as bloody wounds as can be taken. The object of the victim is to show his comrades that he can stand still while his head is half sliced from his skull.

Whether anything can properly be said in favour of the German Mensur I am doubtful; but if so it concerns only the two combatants. Upon the spectators it can and does, I am convinced, exercise nothing but evil. I know myself sufficiently well to be sure I am not of an unusually bloodthirsty disposition. The effect it had upon me can only be the usual effect. At first, before the actual work commenced, my sensation was curiosity mingled with anxiety as to how the sight would trouble me, though some slight acquaintance with dissecting-rooms and operating tables left me less doubt on that point than I might otherwise have felt. As the blood began to flow, and nerves and muscles to be laid bare, I experienced a mingling of disgust and pity. But with the second duel, I must confess, my finer feelings began to disappear; and by the time the third was well upon its way, and the room heavy with the curious hot odour of blood, I began, as the American expression is, to see things red.

I wanted more. I looked from face to face surrounding me, and in most of them I found reflected undoubtedly my own sensations. If it be a good thing to excite this blood thirst in the modern man, then the Mensur is a useful institution. But is it a good thing? We prate about our civilisation and humanity, but those of us who do not carry hypocrisy to the length of self-deception know that underneath our starched shirts there lurks the savage, with all his savage instincts untouched. Occasionally he may be wanted, but we never need fear his dying out. On the other hand, it seems unwise to over-nourish him.

In favour of the duel, seriously considered, there are many points to be urged. But the Mensur serves no good purpose whatever. It is childishness, and the fact of its being a cruel and brutal game makes it none the less childish. Wounds have no intrinsic value of their own; it is the cause that dignifies them, not their size. William Tell is rightly one of the heroes of the world; but what should we think of the members of a club of fathers, formed with the object of meeting twice a week to shoot apples from their sons heads with cross-bows? These young German gentlemen could obtain all the results of which they are so proud by teasing a wild cat! To join a society for the mere purpose of getting yourself hacked about reduces a man to the intellectual level of a dancing Dervish. Travellers tell us of savages in Central Africa who express their feelings on festive occasions by jumping about and slashing themselves. But there is no need for Europe to imitate them. The Mensur is, in fact, the reductio ad absurdum of the duel; and if the Germans themselves cannot see that it is funny, one can only regret their lack of humour.

But though one may be unable to agree with the public opinion that supports and commands the Mensur, it at least is possible to understand. The University code that, if it does not encourage it, at least condones drunkenness, is more difficult to treat argumentatively. All German students do not get drunk; in fact, the majority are sober, if not industrious. But the minority, whose claim to be representative is freely admitted, are only saved from perpetual inebriety by ability, acquired at some cost, to swill half the day and all the night, while retaining to some extent their five senses. It does not affect all alike, but it is common in any University town to see a young man not yet twenty with the figure of a Falstaff and the complexion of a Rubens Bacchus. That the German maiden can be fascinated with a face, cut and gashed till it suggests having been made out of odd materials that never could have fitted, is a proved fact. But surely there can be no attraction about a blotched and bloated skin and a bay window thrown out to an extent threatening to overbalance the whole structure. Yet what else can be expected, when the youngster starts his beer-drinking with a Fruhschoppen at 10 a.m., and closes it with a Kneipe at four in the morning?

The Kneipe is what we should call a stag party, and can be very harmless or very rowdy, according to its composition. One man invites his fellow-students, a dozen or a hundred, to a café, and provides them with as much beer and as many cheap cigars as their own sense of health and comfort may dictate, or the host may be the Korps itself. Here, as everywhere, you observe the German sense of discipline and order. As each new comer enters all those sitting round the table rise, and with heels close together salute. When the table is complete, a chairman is chosen, whose duty it is to give out the number of the songs. Printed books of these songs, one to each two men, lie round the table. The chairman gives out number twenty-nine. First verse, he cries, and away all go, each two men holding a book between them exactly as two people might hold a hymn-book in church. There is a pause at the end of each verse until the chairman starts the company on the next. As every German is a trained singer, and as most of them have fair voices, the general effect is striking.

Although the manner may be suggestive of the singing of hymns in church, the words of the songs are occasionally such as to correct this impression. But whether it be a patriotic song, a sentimental ballad, or a ditty of a nature that would shock the average young Englishman, all are sung through with stern earnestness, without a laugh, without a false note. At the end, the chairman calls Prosit! Everyone answers Prosit! and the next moment every glass is empty. The pianist rises and bows, and is bowed to in return; and then the Fräulein enters to refill the glasses.

Between the songs, toasts are proposed and responded to; but there is little cheering, and less laughter. Smiles and grave nods of approval are considered as more seeming among German students.

A particular toast, called a Salamander, accorded to some guest as a special distinction, is drunk with exceptional solemnity.

We will now, says the chairman, a Salamander rub (Einen Salamander reiben). We all rise, and stand like a regiment at attention.

Is the stuff prepared? (Sind die stoffe parat?) demands the chairman.

Sunt, we answer, with one voice.

Ad exercitium Salamandri, says the chairman, and we are ready.

Eins! We rub our glasses with a circular motion on the table.

Zwei! Again the glasses growl; also at Drei!

Drink! (Bibite!)

And with mechanical unison every glass is emptied and held on high.

Eins! says the chairman. The foot of every empty glass twirls upon the table, producing a sound as of the dragging back of a stony beach by a receding wave.

Zwei! The roll swells and sinks again.

Drei! The glasses strike the table with a single crash, and we are in our seats again.

The sport at the Kneipe is for two students to insult each other (in play, of course), and to then challenge each other to a drinking duel. An umpire is appointed, two huge glasses are filled, and the men sit opposite each other with their hands upon the handles, all eyes fixed upon them. The umpire gives the word to go, and in an instant the beer is gurgling down their throats. The man who bangs his perfectly finished glass upon the table first is victor.

Strangers who are going through a Kneipe, and who wish to do the thing in German style, will do well, before commencing proceedings, to pin their name and address upon their coats. The German student is courtesy itself, and whatever his own state may be, he will see to it that, by some means or another, his guest gets safely home before the morning. But, of course, he cannot be expected to remember addresses.

A story was told me of three guests to a Berlin Kneipe which might have had tragic results. The strangers determined to do the thing thoroughly. They explained their intention, and were applauded, and each proceeded to write his address upon his card, and pin it to the tablecloth in front of him. That was the mistake they made. They should, as I have advised, have pinned it carefully to their coats. A man may change his place at a table, quite unconsciously he may come out the other side of it; but wherever he goes he takes his coat with him.

Some time in the small hours, the chairman suggested that to make things more comfortable for those still upright, all the gentlemen unable to keep their heads off the table should be sent home. Among those to whom the proceedings had become uninteresting were the three Englishmen. It was decided to put them into a cab in charge of a comparatively speaking sober student, and return them. Had they retained their original seats throughout the evening all would have been well; but, unfortunately, they had gone walking about, and which gentleman belonged to which card nobody knew — least of all the guests themselves. In the then state of general cheerfulness, this did not to anybody appear to much matter. There were three gentlemen and three addresses. I suppose the idea was that even if a mistake were made, the parties could be sorted out in the morning. Anyhow, the three gentlemen were put into a cab, the comparatively speaking sober student took the three cards in his hand, and the party started amid the cheers and good wishes of the company.

There is this advantage about German beer: it does not make a man drunk as the word drunk is understood in England. There is nothing objectionable about him; he is simply tired. He does not want to talk; he wants to be let alone, to go to sleep; it does not matter where — anywhere.

The conductor of the party stopped his cab at the nearest address. He took out his worst case; it was a natural instinct to get rid of that first. He and the cabman carried it upstairs, and rang the bell of the Pension. A sleepy porter answered it. They carried their burden in, and looked for a place to drop it. A bedroom door happened to be open; the room was empty; could anything be better? — they took it in there. They relieved it of such things as came off easily, and laid it in the bed. This done, both men, pleased with themselves, returned to the cab.

At the next address they stopped again. This time, in answer to their summons, a lady appeared, dressed in a tea gown, with a book in her hand. The German student looked at the top one of two cards remaining in his hand, and enquired if he had the pleasure of addressing Frau Y. 
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It happened that he had, though so far as any pleasure was concerned that appeared to be entirely on his side. He explained to Frau Y. that the gentleman at that moment asleep against the wall was her husband. The reunion moved her to no enthusiasm; she simply opened the bedroom door, and then walked away. The cabman and the student took him in, and laid him on the bed. They did not trouble to undress him, they were feeling tired! They did not see the lady of the house again, and retired therefore without adieus.

The last card was that of a bachelor stopping at an hotel. They took their last man, therefore, to that hotel, passed him over to the night porter, and left him.

To return to the address at which the first delivery was made, what had happened there was this. Some eight hours previously had said Mr. X. to Mrs. X.: I think I told you, my dear, that I had an invitation for this evening to what, I believe, is called a Kneipe?

You did mention something of the sort, replied Mrs. X. What is a Kneipe?

Well, its a sort of bachelor party, my dear, where the students meet to sing and talk and — and smoke, and all that sort of thing, you know.

Oh, well, I hope you will enjoy yourself! said Mrs. X., who was a nice woman and sensible.

It will be interesting, observed Mr. X. I have often had a curiosity to see one. I may, continued Mr. X.,—I mean it is possible, that I may be home a little late.

What do you call late? asked Mrs. X.

It is somewhat difficult to say, returned Mr. X. You see these students, they are a wild lot, and when they get together — And then, I believe, a good many toasts are drunk. I dont know how it will affect me. If I can see an opportunity I shall come away early, that is if I can do so without giving offence; but if not—

Said Mrs. X., who, as I remarked before, was a sensible woman: You had better get the people here to lend you a latchkey. I shall sleep with Dolly, and then you wont disturb me whatever time it may be.

I think that an excellent idea of yours, agreed Mr. X. I should hate disturbing you. I shall just come in quietly, and slip into bed.

Some time in the middle of the night, or maybe towards the early morning, Dolly, who was Mrs. X.s sister, sat up in bed and listened.

Jenny, said Dolly, are you awake?

Yes, dear, answered Mrs. X. Its all right. You go to sleep again.

But whatever is it? asked Dolly. Do you think its fire?

I expect, replied Mrs. X., that its Percy. Very possibly he has stumbled over something in the dark. Dont you worry, dear; you go to sleep.

But so soon as Dolly had dozed off again, Mrs. X., who was a good wife, thought she would steal off softly and see to it that Percy was all right. So, putting on a dressing-gown and slippers, she crept along the passage and into her own room. To awake the gentleman on the bed would have required an earthquake. She lit a candle and stole over to the bedside.

It was not Percy; it was not anyone like Percy. She felt it was not the man that ever could have been her husband, under any circumstances. In his present condition her sentiment towards him was that of positive dislike. Her only desire was to get rid of him.

But something there was about him which seemed familiar to her. She went nearer, and took a closer view. Then she remembered. Surely it was Mr. Y., a gentleman at whose flat she and Percy had dined the day they first arrived in Berlin.

But what was he doing here? She put the candle on the table, and taking her head between her hands sat down to think. The explanation of the thing came to her with a rush. It was with this Mr. Y. that Percy had gone to the Kneipe. A mistake had been made. Mr. Y. had been brought back to Percys address. Percy at this very moment — 

The terrible possibilities of the situation swam before her. Returning to Dollys room, she dressed herself hastily, and silently crept downstairs. Finding, fortunately, a passing night-cab, she drove to the address of Mrs. Y. Telling the man to wait, she flew upstairs and rang persistently at the bell. It was opened as before by Mrs. Y., still in her tea-gown, and with her book still in her hand.

Mrs. X.! exclaimed Mrs. Y. Whatever brings you here?

My husband! was all poor Mrs. X. could think to say at the moment, is he here?

Mrs. X., returned Mrs. Y., drawing herself up to her full height, how dare you?

Oh, please dont misunderstand me! pleaded Mrs. X. Its all a terrible mistake. They must have brought poor Percy here instead of to our place, Im sure they must. Do please look and see.

My dear, said Mrs. Y., who was a much older woman, and more motherly, dont excite yourself. They brought him here about half an hour ago, and, to tell you the truth, I never looked at him. He is in here. I dont think they troubled to take off even his boots. If you keep cool, we will get him downstairs and home without a soul beyond ourselves being any the wiser.

Indeed, Mrs. Y. seemed quite eager to help Mrs. X.

She pushed open the door, and Mrs. X, went in. The next moment she came out with a white, scared face.

It isnt Percy, she said. Whatever am I to do?

I wish you wouldnt make these mistakes, said Mrs. Y., moving to enter the room herself.

Mrs. X. stopped her. And it isnt your husband either.

Nonsense, said Mrs. Y.

It isnt really, persisted Mrs. X. I know, because I have just left him, asleep on Percys bed.

Whats he doing there? thundered Mrs. Y.

They brought him there, and put him there, explained Mrs. X., beginning to cry. Thats what made me think Percy must be here.

The two women stood and looked at one another; and there was silence for awhile, broken only by the snoring of the gentleman the other side of the half-open door.

Then who is that, in there? demanded Mrs. Y., who was the first to recover herself.

I dont know, answered Mrs. X., I have never seen him before. Do you think it is anybody you know?

But Mrs. Y. only banged to the door.

What are we to do? said Mrs. X.

I know what I am going to do, said Mrs. Y. Im coming back with you to fetch my husband.

Hes very sleepy, explained Mrs. X.

Ive known him to be that before, replied Mrs. Y., as she fastened on her cloak.

But wheres Percy? sobbed poor little Mrs. X., as they descended the stairs together.

That my dear, said Mrs. Y., will be a question for you to ask him.

If they go about making mistakes like this, said Mrs. X., it is impossible to say what they may not have done with him.

We will make enquiries in the morning, my dear, said Mrs. Y., consolingly.

I think these Kneipes are disgraceful affairs, said Mrs. X. I shall never let Percy go to another, never — so long as I live.

My dear, remarked Mrs. Y., if you know your duty, he will never want to. And rumour has it that he never did.

But, as I have said, the mistake was in pinning the card to the tablecloth instead of to the coat. And error in this world is always severely punished.


CHAPTER XIV
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WHICH IS SERIOUS: as becomes a parting chapter — The German from the Anglo-Saxons point of view — Providence in buttons and a helmet — Paradise of the helpless idiot — German conscience: its aggressiveness — How they hang in Germany, very possibly — What happens to good Germans when they die? — The military instinct: is it all-sufficient? — The German as a shopkeeper — How he supports life — The New Woman, here as everywhere — What can be said against the Germans, as a people — The Bummel is over and done.

Anybody could rule this country, said George; I could rule it.

We were seated in the garden of the Kaiser Hof at Bonn, looking down upon the Rhine. It was the last evening of our Bummel; the early morning train would be the beginning of the end.

I should write down all I wanted the people to do on a piece of paper, continued George; get a good firm to print off so many copies, have them posted about the towns and villages; and the thing would be done.

In the placid, docile German of to-day, whose only ambition appears to be to pay his taxes, and do what he is told to do by those whom it has pleased Providence to place in authority over him, it is difficult, one must confess, to detect any trace of his wild ancestor, to whom individual liberty was as the breath of his nostrils; who appointed his magistrates to advise, but retained the right of execution for the tribe; who followed his chief, but would have scorned to obey him. In Germany to-day one hears a good deal concerning Socialism, but it is a Socialism that would only be despotism under another name. Individualism makes no appeal to the German voter. He is willing, nay, anxious, to be controlled and regulated in all things. He disputes, not government, but the form of it. The policeman is to him a religion, and, one feels, will always remain so. In England we regard our man in blue as a harmless necessity. By the average citizen he is employed chiefly as a signpost, though in busy quarters of the town he is considered useful for taking old ladies across the road. Beyond feeling thankful to him for these services, I doubt if we take much thought of him. In Germany, on the other hand, he is worshipped as a little god and loved as a guardian angel. To the German child he is a combination of Santa Claus and the Bogie Man. All good things come from him: Spielplätze to play in, furnished with swings and giant-strides, sand heaps to fight around, swimming baths, and fairs. All misbehaviour is punished by him. It is the hope of every well-meaning German boy and girl to please the police. To be smiled at by a policeman makes it conceited. A German child that has been patted on the head by a policeman is not fit to live with; its self-importance is unbearable.
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The German citizen is a soldier, and the policeman is his officer. The policeman directs him where in the street to walk, and how fast to walk. At the end of each bridge stands a policeman to tell the German how to cross it. Were there no policeman there, he would probably sit down and wait till the river had passed by. At the railway station the policeman locks him up in the waiting-room, where he can do no harm to himself. When the proper time arrives, he fetches him out and hands him over to the guard of the train, who is only a policeman in another uniform. The guard tells him where to sit in the train, and when to get out, and sees that he does get out. In Germany you take no responsibility upon yourself whatever. Everything is done for you, and done well. You are not supposed to look after yourself; you are not blamed for being incapable of looking after yourself; it is the duty of the German policeman to look after you. That you may be a helpless idiot does not excuse him should anything happen to you. Wherever you are and whatever you are doing you are in his charge, and he takes care of you — good care of you; there is no denying this.

If you lose yourself, he finds you; and if you lose anything belonging to you, he recovers it for you. If you dont know what you want, he tells you. If you want anything that is good for you to have, he gets it for you. Private lawyers are not needed in Germany. If you want to buy or sell a house or field, the State makes out the conveyance. If you have been swindled, the State takes up the case for you. The State marries you, insures you, will even gamble with you for a trifle.

You get yourself born, says the German Government to the German citizen, we do the rest. Indoors and out of doors, in sickness and in health, in pleasure and in work, we will tell you what to do, and we will see to it that you do it. Dont you worry yourself about anything.

And the German doesnt. Where there is no policeman to be found, he wanders about till he comes to a police notice posted on a wall. This he reads; then he goes and does what it says.

I remember in one German town — I forget which; it is immaterial; the incident could have happened in any — noticing an open gate leading to a garden in which a concert was being given. There was nothing to prevent anyone who chose from walking through that gate, and thus gaining admittance to the concert without paying. In fact, of the two gates quarter of a mile apart it was the more convenient. Yet of the crowds that passed, not one attempted to enter by that gate. They plodded steadily on under a blazing sun to the other gate, at which a man stood to collect the entrance money. I have seen German youngsters stand longingly by the margin of a lonely sheet of ice. They could have skated on that ice for hours, and nobody have been the wiser. The crowd and the police were at the other end, more than half a mile away, and round the corner. Nothing stopped their going on but the knowledge that they ought not. Things such as these make one pause to seriously wonder whether the Teuton be a member of the sinful human family or not. Is it not possible that these placid, gentle folk may in reality be angels, come down to earth for the sake of a glass of beer, which, as they must know, can only in Germany be obtained worth the drinking?

In Germany the country roads are lined with fruit trees. There is no voice to stay man or boy from picking and eating the fruit, except conscience. In England such a state of things would cause public indignation. Children would die of cholera by the hundred. The medical profession would be worked off its legs trying to cope with the natural results of over-indulgence in sour apples and unripe walnuts. Public opinion would demand that these fruit trees should be fenced about, and thus rendered harmless. Fruit growers, to save themselves the expense of walls and palings, would not be allowed in this manner to spread sickness and death throughout the community.

But in Germany a boy will walk for miles down a lonely road, hedged with fruit trees, to buy a pennyworth of pears in the village at the other end. To pass these unprotected fruit trees, drooping under their burden of ripe fruit, strikes the Anglo-Saxon mind as a wicked waste of opportunity, a flouting of the blessed gifts of Providence.

I do not know if it be so, but from what I have observed of the German character I should not be surprised to hear that when a man in Germany is condemned to death he is given a piece of rope, and told to go and hang himself. It would save the State much trouble and expense, and I can see that German criminal taking that piece of rope home with him, reading up carefully the police instructions, and proceeding to carry them out in his own back kitchen.

The Germans are a good people. On the whole, the best people perhaps in the world; an amiable, unselfish, kindly people. I am positive that the vast majority of them go to Heaven. Indeed, comparing them with the other Christian nations of the earth, one is forced to the conclusion that Heaven will be chiefly of German manufacture. But I cannot understand how they get there. That the soul of any single individual German has sufficient initiative to fly up by itself and knock at St. Peters door, I cannot believe. My own opinion is that they are taken there in small companies, and passed in under the charge of a dead policeman.

Carlyle said of the Prussians, and it is true of the whole German nation, that one of their chief virtues was their power of being drilled. 
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Of the Germans you might say they are a people who will go anywhere, and do anything, they are told. Drill him for the work and send him out to Africa or Asia under charge of somebody in uniform, and he is bound to make an excellent colonist, facing difficulties as he would face the devil himself, if ordered. But it is not easy to conceive of him as a pioneer. Left to run himself, one feels he would soon fade away and die, not from any lack of intelligence, but from sheer want of presumption.

The German has so long been the soldier of Europe, that the military instinct has entered into his blood. The military virtues he possesses in abundance; but he also suffers from the drawbacks of the military training. It was told me of a German servant, lately released from the barracks, that he was instructed by his master to deliver a letter to a certain house, and to wait there for the answer. The hours passed by, and the man did not return. His master, anxious and surprised, followed. He found the man where he had been sent, the answer in his hand. He was waiting for further orders. The story sounds exaggerated, but personally I can credit it.

The curious thing is that the same man, who as an individual is as helpless as a child, becomes, the moment he puts on the uniform, an intelligent being, capable of responsibility and initiative. The German can rule others, and be ruled by others, but he cannot rule himself. The cure would appear to be to train every German for an officer, and then put him under himself. It is certain he would order himself about with discretion and judgment, and see to it that he himself obeyed himself with smartness and precision.

For the direction of German character into these channels, the schools, of course, are chiefly responsible. Their everlasting teaching is duty. It is a fine ideal for any people; but before buckling to it, one would wish to have a clear understanding as to what this duty is. The German idea of it would appear to be: blind obedience to everything in buttons. It is the antithesis of the Anglo-Saxon scheme; but as both the Anglo-Saxon and the Teuton are prospering, there must be good in both methods. Hitherto, the German has had the blessed fortune to be exceptionally well governed; if this continue, it will go well with him. When his troubles will begin will be when by any chance something goes wrong with the governing machine. But maybe his method has the advantage of producing a continuous supply of good governors; it would certainly seem so.

As a trader, I am inclined to think the German will, unless his temperament considerably change, remain always a long way behind his Anglo-Saxon competitor; and this by reason of his virtues. To him life is something more important than a mere race for wealth. A country that closes its banks and post-offices for two hours in the middle of the day, while it goes home and enjoys a comfortable meal in the bosom of its family, with, perhaps, forty winks by way of dessert, cannot hope, and possibly has no wish, to compete with a people that takes its meals standing, and sleeps with a telephone over its bed. In Germany there is not, at all events as yet, sufficient distinction between the classes to make the struggle for position the life and death affair it is in England. Beyond the landed aristocracy, whose boundaries are impregnable, grade hardly counts. Frau Professor and Frau Candlestickmaker meet at the Weekly Kaffee-Klatsch and exchange scandal on terms of mutual equality. The livery-stable keeper and the doctor hobnob together at their favourite beer hall. The wealthy master builder, when he prepares his roomy waggon for an excursion into the country, invites his foreman and his tailor to join him with their families. Each brings his share of drink and provisions, and returning home they sing in chorus the same songs. So long as this state of things endures, a man is not induced to sacrifice the best years of his life to win a fortune for his dotage. His tastes, and, more to the point still, his wifes, remain inexpensive. He likes to see his flat or villa furnished with much red plush upholstery and a profusion of gilt and lacquer. But that is his idea; and maybe it is in no worse taste than is a mixture of bastard Elizabethan with imitation Louis XV, the whole lit by electric light, and smothered with photographs. Possibly, he will have his outer walls painted by the local artist: a sanguinary battle, a good deal interfered with by the front door, taking place below, while Bismarck, as an angel, flutters vaguely about the bedroom windows. But for his Old Masters he is quite content to go to the public galleries; and the Celebrity at Home not having as yet taken its place amongst the institutions of the Fatherland, he is not impelled to waste his, money turning his house into an old curiosity shop.

The German is a gourmand. There are still English farmers who, while telling you that farming spells starvation, enjoy their seven solid meals a day. Once a year there comes a weeks feast throughout Russia, during which many deaths occur from the over-eating of pancakes; but this is a religious festival, and an exception. Taking him all round, the German as a trencherman stands pre-eminent among the nations of the earth. He rises early, and while dressing tosses off a few cups of coffee, together with half a dozen hot buttered rolls. But it is not until ten oclock that he sits down to anything that can properly be called a meal. At one or half-past takes place his chief dinner. Of this he makes a business, sitting at it for a couple of hours. At four oclock he goes to the café, and eats cakes and drinks chocolate. The evening he devotes to eating generally — not a set meal, or rarely, but a series of snacks, — a bottle of beer and a Belegete-semmel or two at seven, say; another bottle of beer and an Aufschnitt at the theatre between the acts; a small bottle of white wine and a Spiegeleier before going home; then a piece of cheese or sausage, washed down by more beer, previous to turning in for the night.

But he is no gourmet. French cooks and French prices are not the rule at his restaurant. His beer or his inexpensive native white wine he prefers to the most costly clarets or champagnes. And, indeed, it is well for him he does; for one is inclined to think that every time a French grower sells a bottle of wine to a German hotel- or shop-keeper, Sedan is rankling in his mind. It is a foolish revenge, seeing that it is not the German who as a rule drinks it; the punishment falls upon some innocent travelling Englishman. Maybe, however, the French dealer remembers also Waterloo, and feels that in any event he scores.

In Germany expensive entertainments are neither offered nor expected. Everything throughout the Fatherland is homely and friendly. The German has no costly sports to pay for, no showy establishment to maintain, no purse-proud circle to dress for. His chief pleasure, a seat at the opera or concert, can be had for a few marks; and his wife and daughters walk there in home-made dresses, with shawls over their heads. Indeed, throughout the country the absence of all ostentation is to English eyes quite refreshing. Private carriages are few and far between, and even the droschke is made use of only when the quicker and cleaner electric car is not available.

By such means the German retains his independence. The shopkeeper in Germany does not fawn upon his customers. I accompanied an English lady once on a shopping excursion in Munich. She had been accustomed to shopping in London and New York, and she grumbled at everything the man showed her. It was not that she was really dissatisfied; this was her method. She explained that she could get most things cheaper and better elsewhere; not that she really thought she could, merely she held it good for the shopkeeper to say this. She told him that his stock lacked taste — she did not mean to be offensive; as I have explained, it was her method; — that there was no variety about it; that it was not up to date; that it was commonplace; that it looked as if it would not wear. He did not argue with her; he did not contradict her. He put the things back into their respective boxes, replaced the boxes on their respective shelves, walked into the little parlour behind the shop, and closed the door.

Isnt he ever coming back? asked the lady, after a couple of minutes had elapsed.

Her tone did not imply a question, so much as an exclamation of mere impatience.

I doubt it, I replied.

Why not? she asked, much astonished.

I expect, I answered, you have bored him. In all probability he is at this moment behind that door smoking a pipe and reading the paper.

What an extraordinary shopkeeper! said my friend, as she gathered her parcels together and indignantly walked out.

It is their way, I explained. There are the goods; if you want them, you can have them. If you do not want them, they would almost rather that you did not come and talk about them.

On another occasion I listened in the smoke-room of a German hotel to a small Englishman telling a tale which, had I been in his place, I should have kept to myself.

It doesnt do, said the little Englishman, to try and beat a German down. They dont seem to understand it. I saw a first edition of The Robbers in a shop in the Georg Platz. I went in and asked the price. It was a rum old chap behind the counter. He said: Twenty-five marks, and went on reading. I told him I had seen a better copy only a few days before for twenty — one talks like that when one is bargaining; it is understood. He asked me Where? I told him in a shop at Leipsig. He suggested my returning there and getting it; he did not seem to care whether I bought the book or whether I didnt. I said:

Whats the least you will take for it?

I have told you once, he answered; twenty-five marks. He was an irritable old chap.

I said: Its not worth it.

I never said it was, did I? he snapped.

I said: Ill give you ten marks for it. I thought, maybe, he would end by taking twenty.

He rose. I took it he was coming round the counter to get the book out. Instead, he came straight up to me. He was a biggish sort of man. He took me by the two shoulders, walked me out into the street, and closed the door behind me with a bang. I was never more surprised in all my life.

Maybe the book was worth twenty-five marks, I suggested.

Of course it was, he replied; well worth it. But what a notion of business!

If anything change the German character, it will be the German woman. She herself is changing rapidly — advancing, as we call it. Ten years ago no German woman caring for her reputation, hoping for a husband, would have dared to ride a bicycle: to-day they spin about the country in their thousands. The old folks shake their heads at them; but the young men, I notice, overtake them and ride beside them. Not long ago it was considered unwomanly in Germany for a lady to be able to do the outside edge. Her proper skating attitude was thought to be that of clinging limpness to some male relative. Now she practises eights in a corner by herself, until some young man comes along to help her. She plays tennis, and, from a point of safety, I have even noticed her driving a dog-cart.

Brilliantly educated she always has been. At eighteen she speaks two or three languages, and has forgotten more than the average Englishwoman has ever read. Hitherto, this education has been utterly useless to her. On marriage she has retired into the kitchen, and made haste to clear her brain of everything else, in order to leave room for bad cooking. But suppose it begins to dawn upon her that a woman need not sacrifice her whole existence to household drudgery any more than a man need make himself nothing else than a business machine. Suppose she develop an ambition to take part in the social and national life. Then the influence of such a partner, healthy in body and therefore vigorous in mind, is bound to be both lasting and far-reaching.

For it must be borne in mind that the German man is exceptionally sentimental, and most easily influenced by his women folk. It is said of him, he is the best of lovers, the worst of husbands. This has been the womans fault. Once married, the German woman has done more than put romance behind her; she has taken a carpet-beater and driven it out of the house. As a girl, she never understood dressing; as a wife, she takes off such clothes even as she had, and proceeds to wrap herself up in any odd articles she may happen to find about the house; at all events, this is the impression she produces. The figure that might often be that of a Juno, the complexion that would sometimes do credit to a healthy angel, she proceeds of malice and intent to spoil. She sells her birth-right of admiration and devotion for a mess of sweets. Every afternoon you may see her at the café, loading herself with rich cream-covered cakes, washed down by copious draughts of chocolate. In a short time she becomes fat, pasty, placid, and utterly uninteresting.

When the German woman gives up her afternoon coffee and her evening beer, takes sufficient exercise to retain her shape, and continues to read after marriage something else than the cookery-book, the German Government will find it has a new and unknown force to deal with. And everywhere throughout Germany one is confronted by unmistakable signs that the old German Frauen are giving place to the newer Damen.

Concerning what will then happen one feels curious. For the German nation is still young, and its maturity is of importance to the world. They are a good people, a lovable people, who should help much to make the world better.

The worst that can be said against them is that they have their failings. They themselves do not know this; they consider themselves perfect, which is foolish of them. They even go so far as to think themselves superior to the Anglo-Saxon: this is incomprehensible. One feels they must be pretending.

They have their points, said George; but their tobacco is a national sin. Im going to bed.

We rose, and leaning over the low stone parapet, watched the dancing lights upon the soft, dark river.

It has been a pleasant Bummel, on the whole, said Harris; I shall be glad to get back, and yet I am sorry it is over, if you understand me.

What is a Bummel? said George. How would you translate it?

A Bummel, I explained, I should describe as a journey, long or short, without an end; the only thing regulating it being the necessity of getting back within a given time to the point from which one started. Sometimes it is through busy streets, and sometimes through the fields and lanes; sometimes we can be spared for a few hours, and sometimes for a few days. But long or short, but here or there, our thoughts are ever on the running of the sand. We nod and smile to many as we pass; with some we stop and talk awhile; and with a few we walk a little way. We have been much interested, and often a little tired. But on the whole we have had a pleasant time, and are sorry when tis over.

THE END


Paul Kelver (1902)
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Paul Kelver first appeared in 1902 and is an autobiographical bildungsroman — a genre that relates the central protagonists journey from youth to adulthood; in this case, a young mans development into a fully-fledged writer. Obvious comparisons can be drawn with Charles Dickenss David Copperfield and the scene in which Jeromes protagonist meets the actual Dickens is one of the novels highlights. 

This more serious, realist work was much more favourably received by critics than Jeromes previous humorous stories of lower-middle-class life, but has been largely neglected since its original publication in favour of Jeromes more famous comic tales. 
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Jerome in 1900
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BOOK I.


PROLOGUE.

IN WHICH THE AUTHOR SEEKS TO CAST THE RESPONSIBILITY OF THIS STORY UPON ANOTHER.
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AT THE CORNER of a long, straight, brick-built street in the far East End of London — one of those lifeless streets, made of two drab walls upon which the level lines, formed by the precisely even window-sills and doorsteps, stretch in weary perspective from end to end, suggesting petrified diagrams proving dead problems — stands a house that ever draws me to it; so that often, when least conscious of my footsteps, I awake to find myself hurrying through noisy, crowded thoroughfares, where flaring naphtha lamps illumine fierce, patient, leaden-coloured faces; through dim-lit, empty streets, where monstrous shadows come and go upon the close-drawn blinds; through narrow, noisome streets, where the gutters swarm with children, and each ever-open doorway vomits riot; past reeking corners, and across waste places, till at last I reach the dreary goal of my memory-driven desire, and, coming to a halt beside the broken railings, find rest.

The house, larger than its fellows, built when the street was still a country lane, edging the marshes, strikes a strange note of individuality amid the surrounding harmony of hideousness. It is encompassed on two sides by what was once a garden, though now but a barren patch of stones and dust where clothes — it is odd any one should have thought of washing — hang in perpetuity; while about the door continue the remnants of a porch, which the stucco falling has left exposed in all its naked insincerity.

Occasionally I drift hitherward in the day time, when slatternly women gossip round the area gates, and the silence is broken by the hoarse, wailing cry of Coals — any coals — three and sixpence a sack — co-o-o-als! chanted in a tone that absence of response has stamped with chronic melancholy; but then the street knows me not, and my old friend of the corner, ashamed of its shabbiness in the unpitying sunlight, turns its face away, and will not see me as I pass.

Not until the Night, merciful alone of all things to the ugly, draws her veil across its sordid features will it, as some fond old nurse, sought out in after years, open wide its arms to welcome me. Then the teeming life it now shelters, hushed for a time within its walls, the flickering flare from the King of Prussia opposite extinguished, will it talk with me of the past, asking me many questions, reminding me of many things I had forgotten. Then into the silent street come the well-remembered footsteps; in and out the creaking gate pass, not seeing me, the well-remembered faces; and we talk concerning them; as two cronies, turning the torn leaves of some old album where the faded portraits in forgotten fashions, speak together in low tones of those now dead or scattered, with now a smile and now a sigh, and many an Ah me! or Dear, dear!

This bent, worn man, coming towards us with quick impatient steps, which yet cease every fifty yards or so, while he pauses, leaning heavily upon his high Malacca cane: It is a handsome face, is it not? I ask, as I gaze upon it, shadow framed.

Aye, handsome enough, answers the old House; and handsomer still it must have been before you and I knew it, before mean care had furrowed it with fretful lines.

I never could make out, continues the old House, musingly, whom you took after; for they were a handsome pair, your father and your mother, though Lord! what a couple of children!

Children! I say in surprise, for my father must have been past five and thirty before the House could have known him, and my mothers face is very close to mine, in the darkness, so that I see the many grey hairs mingling with the bonny brown.

Children, repeats the old House, irritably, so it seems to me, not liking, perhaps, its opinions questioned, a failing common to old folk; the most helpless pair of children I ever set eyes upon. Who but a child, I should like to know, would have conceived the notion of repairing his fortune by becoming a solicitor at thirty-eight, or, having conceived such a notion, would have selected the outskirts of Poplar as a likely centre in which to put up his door-plate?

It was considered to be a rising neighbourhood, I reply, a little resentful. No son cares to hear the family wisdom criticised, even though at the bottom of his heart he may be in agreement with the critic. All sorts and conditions of men, whose affairs were in connection with the sea would, it was thought, come to reside hereabout, so as to be near to the new docks; and had they, it is not unreasonable to suppose they would have quarrelled and disputed with one another, much to the advantage of a cute solicitor, convenient to their hand.

Stuff and nonsense, retorts the old House, shortly; why, the mere smell of the place would have been sufficient to keep a sensible man away. And — the grim brick face before me twists itself into a goblin smile—he, of all men in the world, as the cute solicitor, giving advice to shady clients, eager to get out of trouble by the shortest way, can you fancy it! he who for two years starved himself, living on five shillings a week — that was before you came to London, when he was here alone. Even your mother knew nothing of it till years afterwards — so that no man should be a penny the poorer for having trusted his good name. Do you think the crew of chandlers and brokers, dock hustlers and freight wreckers would have found him a useful man of business, even had they come to settle here?

I have no answer; nor does the old House wait for any, but talks on.

And your mother! would any but a child have taken that soft-tongued wanton to her bosom, and not have seen through acting so transparent? Would any but the veriest child that never ought to have been let out into the world by itself have thought to dree her weird in such folly? Children! poor babies they were, both of them.

Tell me, I say — for at such times all my stock of common sense is not sufficient to convince me that the old House is but clay. From its walls so full of voices, from its floors so thick with footsteps, surely it has learned to live; as a violin, long played on, comes to learn at last a music of its own. Tell me, I was but a child to whom life speaks in a strange tongue, was there any truth in the story?

Truth! snaps out the old House; just truth enough to plant a lie upon; and Lord knows not much ground is needed for that weed. I saw what I saw, and I know what I know. Your mother had a good man, and your father a true wife, but it was the old story: a mans way is not a womans way, and a womans way is not a mans way, so there lives ever doubt between them.

But they came together in the end, I say, remembering.

Aye, in the end, answers the House. That is when you begin to understand, you men and women, when you come to the end.

The grave face of a not too recently washed angel peeps shyly at me through the railings, then, as I turn my head, darts back and disappears.

What has become of her? I ask.

She? Oh, she is well enough, replies the House. She lives close here. You must have passed the shop. You might have seen her had you looked in. She weighs fourteen stone, about; and has nine children living. She would be pleased to see you.

Thank you, I say, with a laugh that is not wholly a laugh; I do not think I will call. But I still hear the pit-pat of her tiny feet, dying down the long street.

The faces thicken round me. A large looming, rubicund visage smiles kindly on me, bringing back into my heart the old, odd mingling of instinctive liking held in check by conscientious disapproval. I turn from it, and see a massive, clean-shaven face, with the ugliest mouth and the loveliest eyes I ever have known in a man.

Was he as bad, do you think, as they said? I ask of my ancient friend.

Shouldnt wonder, the old House answers. I never knew a worse — nor a better.

The wind whisks it aside, leaving to view a little old woman, hobbling nimbly by aid of a stick. Three corkscrew curls each side of her head bob with each step she takes, and as she draws near to me, making the most alarming grimaces, I hear her whisper, as though confiding to herself some fascinating secret, Id like to skin em. Id like to skin em all. Id like to skin em all alive!

It sounds a fiendish sentiment, yet I only laugh, and the little old lady, with a final facial contortion surpassing all dreams, limps beyond my ken.

Then, as though choosing contrasts, follows a fair, laughing face. I saw it in the life only a few hours ago — at least, not it, but the poor daub that Evil has painted over it, hating the sweetness underlying. And as I stand gazing at it, wishing it were of the dead who change not, there drifts back from the shadows that other face, the one of the wicked mouth and the tender eyes, so that I stand again helpless between the two I loved so well, he from whom I learned my first steps in manhood, she from whom I caught my first glimpse of the beauty and the mystery of woman. And again the cry rises from my heart, Whose fault was it — yours or hers? And again I hear his mocking laugh as he answers, Whose fault? God made us. And thinking of her and of the love I bore her, which was as the love of a young pilgrim to a saint, it comes into my blood to hate him. But when I look into his eyes and see the pain that lives there, my pity grows stronger than my misery, and I can only echo his words, God made us.

Merry faces and sad, fair faces and foul, they ride upon the wind; but the centre round which they circle remains always the one: a little lad with golden curls more suitable to a girl than to a boy, with shy, awkward ways and a silent tongue, and a grave, old-fashioned face.

And, turning from him to my old brick friend, I ask: Would he know me, could he see me, do you think?

How should he, answers the old House, you are so different to what he would expect. Would you recognise your own ghost, think you?

It is sad to think he would not recognise me, I say.

It might be sadder if he did, grumbles the old House.

We both remained silent for awhile; but I know of what the old House is thinking. Soon it speaks as I expected.

You — writer of stories, why dont you write a book about him? There is something that you know.

It is the favourite theme of the old House. I never visit it but it suggests to me this idea.

But he has done nothing? I say.

He has lived, answers the old House. Is not that enough?

Aye, but only in London in these prosaic modern times, I persist. How of such can one make a story that shall interest the people?

The old House waxes impatient of me.

The people! it retorts, what are you all but children in a dim-lit room, waiting until one by one you are called out to sleep. And one mounts upon a stool and tells a tale to the others who have gathered round. Who shall say what will please them, what will not.

Returning home with musing footsteps through the softly breathing streets, I ponder the words of the old House. Is it but as some foolish mother thinking all the world interested in her child, or may there lie wisdom in its counsel? Then to my guidance or misguidance comes the thought of a certain small section of the Public who often of an evening commands of me a story; and who, when I have told her of the dreadful giants and of the gallant youths who slay them, of the wood-cutters sons who rescue maidens from Ogre-guarded castles; of the Princesses the most beautiful in all the world, of the Princes with magic swords, still unsatisfied, creeps closer yet, saying: Now tell me a real story, adding for my comprehending: You know: about a little girl who lived in a big house with her father and mother, and who was sometimes naughty, you know.

So perhaps among the many there may be some who for a moment will turn aside from tales of haughty Heroes, ruffling it in Court and Camp, to listen to the story of a very ordinary lad who lived with very ordinary folk in a modern London street, and who grew up to be a very ordinary sort of man, loving a little and grieving a little, helping a few and harming a few, struggling and failing and hoping; and if any such there be, let them come round me.

But let not those who come to me grow indignant as they listen, saying: This rascal tells us but a humdrum story, where nothing is as it should be; for I warn all beforehand that I tell but of things that I have seen. My villains, I fear, are but poor sinners, not altogether bad; and my good men but sorry saints. My princes do not always slay their dragons; alas, sometimes, the dragon eats the prince. The wicked fairies often prove more powerful than the good. The magic thread leads sometimes wrong, and even the hero is not always brave and true.

So let those come round me only who will be content to hear but their own story, told by another, saying as they listen, So dreamt I. Ah, yes, that is true, I remember.


CHAPTER I

PAUL, ARRIVED IN A STRANGE LAND, LEARNS MANY THINGS, AND GOES TO MEET THE MAN IN GREY.
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FATE INTENDED ME for a singularly fortunate man. Properly, I ought to have been born in June, which being, as is well known, the luckiest month in all the year for such events, should, by thoughtful parents, be more generally selected. How it was I came to be born in May, which is, on the other hand, of all the twelve the most unlucky, as I have proved, I leave to those more conversant with the subject to explain. An early nurse, the first human being of whom I have any distinct recollection, unhesitatingly attributed the unfortunate fact to my natural impatience; which quality she at the same time predicted would lead me into even greater trouble, a prophecy impressed by future events with the stamp of prescience. It was from this same bony lady that I likewise learned the manner of my coming. It seems that I arrived, quite unexpectedly, two hours after news had reached the house of the ruin of my fathers mines through inundation; misfortunes, as it was expounded to me, never coming singly in this world to any one. That all things might be of a piece, my poor mother, attempting to reach the bell, fell against and broke the cheval-glass, thus further saddening herself with the conviction — for no amount of reasoning ever succeeded in purging her Welsh blood of its natural superstition — that whatever might be the result of future battles with my evil star, the first seven years of tiny existence had been, by her act, doomed to disaster.

And I must confess, added the knobbly Mrs. Fursey, with a sigh, it does look as though there must be some truth in the saying, after all.

Then aint I a lucky little boy? I asked. For hitherto it had been Mrs. Furseys method to impress upon me my exceptional good fortune. That I could and did, involuntarily, retire to bed at six, while less happily placed children were deprived of their natural rest until eight or nine oclock, had always been held up to me as an astounding piece of luck. Some little boys had not a bed at all; for the which, in my more riotous moments, I envied them. Again, that at the first sign of a cold it became my unavoidable privilege to lunch off linseed gruel and sup off brimstone and treacle — a compound named with deliberate intent to deceive the innocent, the treacle, so far as taste is concerned, being wickedly subordinated to the brimstone — was another example of Fortunes favouritism: other little boys were so astoundingly unlucky as to be left alone when they felt ill. If further proof were needed to convince that I had been signalled out by Providence as its especial protege, there remained always the circumstance that I possessed Mrs. Fursey for my nurse. The suggestion that I was not altogether the luckiest of children was a new departure.

The good dame evidently perceived her error, and made haste to correct it.

Oh, you! You are lucky enough, she replied; I was thinking of your poor mother.

Isnt mamma lucky?

Well, she hasnt been too lucky since you came.

Wasnt it lucky, her having me?

I cant say it was, at that particular time.

Didnt she want me?

Mrs. Fursey was one of those well-meaning persons who are of opinion that the only reasonable attitude of childhood should be that of perpetual apology for its existence.

Well, I daresay she could have done without you, was the answer.

I can see the picture plainly still. I am sitting on a low chair before the nursery fire, one knee supported in my locked hands, meanwhile Mrs. Furseys needle grated with monotonous regularity against her thimble. At that moment knocked at my small soul for the first time the problem of life.

Suddenly, without moving, I said:

Then why did she take me in?

The rasping click of the needle on the thimble ceased abruptly.

Took you in! Whats the child talking about? Whos took you in?

Why, mamma. If she didnt want me, why did she take me in?

But even while, with heart full of dignified resentment, I propounded this, as I proudly felt, logically unanswerable question, I was glad that she had. The vision of my being refused at the bedroom window presented itself to my imagination. I saw the stork, perplexed and annoyed, looking as I had sometimes seen Tom Pinfold look when the fish he had been holding out by the tail had been sniffed at by Anna, and the kitchen door shut in his face. Would the stork also have gone away thoughtfully scratching his head with one of those long, compass-like legs of his, and muttering to himself. And here, incidentally, I fell a-wondering how the stork had carried me. In the garden I had often watched a blackbird carrying a worm, and the worm, though no doubt really safe enough, had always appeared to me nervous and uncomfortable. Had I wriggled and squirmed in like fashion? And where would the stork have taken me to then? Possibly to Mrs. Furseys: their cottage was the nearest. But I felt sure Mrs. Fursey would not have taken me in; and next to them, at the first house in the village, lived Mr. Chumdley, the cobbler, who was lame, and who sat all day hammering boots with very dirty hands, in a little cave half under the ground, his whole appearance suggesting a poor-spirited ogre. I should have hated being his little boy. Possibly nobody would have taken me in. I grew pensive, thinking of myself as the rejected of all the village. What would the stork have done with me, left on his hands, so to speak. The reflection prompted a fresh question.

Nurse, where did I come from?

Why, Ive told you often. The stork brought you.

Yes, I know. But where did the stork get me from? Mrs. Fursey paused for quite a long while before replying. Possibly she was reflecting whether such answer might not make me unduly conceited. Eventually she must have decided to run that risk; other opportunities could be relied upon for neutralising the effect.

Oh, from Heaven.

But I thought Heaven was a place where you went to, I answered; not where you comed from. I know I said comed, for I remember that at this period my irregular verbs were a bewildering anxiety to my poor mother. Comed and goned, which I had worked out for myself, were particular favourites of mine.

Mrs. Fursey passed over my grammar in dignified silence. She had been pointedly requested not to trouble herself with that part of my education, my mother holding that diverging opinions upon the same subject only confused a child.

You came from Heaven, repeated Mrs. Fursey, and youll go to Heaven — if youre good.

Do all little boys and girls come from Heaven?

So they say. Mrs. Furseys tone implied that she was stating what might possibly be but a popular fallacy, for which she individually took no responsibility.

And did you come from Heaven, Mrs. Fursey? Mrs. Furseys reply to this was decidedly more emphatic.

Of course I did. Where do you think I came from?

At once, I am ashamed to say, Heaven lost its exalted position in my eyes. Even before this, it had puzzled me that everybody I knew should be going there — for so I was always assured; now, connected as it appeared to be with the origin of Mrs. Fursey, much of its charm disappeared.

But this was not all. Mrs. Furseys information had suggested to me a fresh grief. I stopped not to console myself with the reflection that my fate had been but the fate of all little boys and girls. With a childs egoism I seized only upon my own particular case.

Didnt they want me in Heaven then, either? I asked. Werent they fond of me up there?

The misery in my voice must have penetrated even Mrs. Furseys bosom, for she answered more sympathetically than usual.

Oh, they liked you well enough, I daresay. I like you, but I like to get rid of you sometimes. There could be no doubt as to this last. Even at the time, I often doubted whether that six oclock bedtime was not occasionally half-past five.

The answer comforted me not. It remained clear that I was not wanted either in Heaven nor upon the earth. God did not want me. He was glad to get rid of me. My mother did not want me. She could have done without me. Nobody wanted me. Why was I here?

And then, as the sudden opening and shutting of the door of a dark room, came into my childish brain the feeling that Something, somewhere, must have need of me, or I could not be, Something I felt I belonged to and that belonged to me, Something that was as much a part of me as I of It. The feeling came back to me more than once during my childhood, though I could never put it into words. Years later the son of the Portuguese Jew explained to me my thought. But all that I myself could have told was that in that moment I knew for the first time that I lived, that I was I.

The next instant all was dark again, and I once more a puzzled little boy, sitting by a nursery fire, asking of a village dame questions concerning life.

Suddenly a new thought came to me, or rather the recollection of an old.

Nurse, why havent we got a husband?

Mrs. Fursey left off her sewing, and stared at me.

What maggot has the child got into its head now? was her observation; who hasnt got a husband?

Why, mamma.

Dont talk nonsense, Master Paul; you know your mamma has got a husband.

No, she aint.

And dont contradict. Your mammas husband is your papa, who lives in London.

Whats the good of him!

Mrs. Furseys reply appeared to me to be unnecessarily vehement.

You wicked child, you; wheres your commandments? Your father is in London working hard to earn money to keep you in idleness, and you sit there and say Whats the good of him! Id be ashamed to be such an ungrateful little brat.

I had not meant to be ungrateful. My words were but the repetition of a conversation I had overheard the day before between my mother and my aunt.

Had said my aunt: There she goes, moping again. Drat me if ever I saw such a thing to mope as a woman.

My aunt was entitled to preach on the subject. She herself grumbled all day about all things, but she did it cheerfully.

My mother was standing with her hands clasped behind her — a favourite attitude of hers — gazing through the high French window into the garden beyond. It must have been spring time, for I remember the white and yellow crocuses decking the grass.

I want a husband, had answered my mother, in a tone so ludicrously childish that at sound of it I had looked up from the fairy story I was reading, half expectant to find her changed into a little girl; I hate not having a husband.

Help us and save us, my aunt had retorted; how many more does a girl want? Shes got one.

Whats the good of him all that way off, had pouted my mother; I want him here where I can get at him.

I had often heard of this father of mine, who lived far away in London, and to whom we owed all the blessings of life; but my childish endeavours to square information with reflection had resulted in my assigning to him an entirely spiritual existence. I agreed with my mother that such an one, however to be revered, was no substitute for the flesh and blood father possessed by luckier folk — the big, strong, masculine thing that would carry a fellow pig-a-back round the garden, or take a chap to sail in boats.

You dont understand me, nurse, I explained; what I mean is a husband you can get at.

Well, and youll get at him, poor gentleman, one of these days, answered Mrs. Fursey. When hes ready for you hell send for you, and then youll go to him in London.

I felt that still Mrs. Fursey didnt understand. But I foresaw that further explanation would only shock her, so contented myself with a simple, matter-of-fact question.

How do you get to London; do you have to die first?

I do think, said Mrs. Fursey, in the voice of resigned despair rather than of surprise, that, without exception, you are the silliest little boy I ever came across. Ive no patience with you.

I am very sorry, nurse, I answered; I thought—

Then, interrupted Mrs. Fursey, in the voice of many generations, you shouldnt think. London, continued the good dame, her experience no doubt suggesting that the shortest road to peace would be through my understanding of this matter, is a big town, and you go there in a train. Some time — soon now — your father will write to your mother that everything is ready. Then you and your mother and your aunt will leave this place and go to London, and I shall be rid of you.

And shant we come back here ever any more?

Never again.

And Ill never play in the garden again, never go down to the pebble-ridge to tea, or to Jacobs tower?

Never again. I think Mrs. Fursey took a pleasure in the phrase. It sounded, as she said it, like something out of the prayer-book.

And Ill never see Anna, or Tom Pinfold, or old Yeo, or Pincher, or you, ever any more? In this moment of the crumbling from under me of all my footholds I would have clung even to that dry tuft, Mrs. Fursey herself.

Never any more. Youll go away and begin an entirely new life. And I do hope, Master Paul, added Mrs. Fursey, piously, it may be a better one. That you will make up your mind to—

But Mrs. Furseys well-meant exhortations, whatever they may have been, fell upon deaf ears. Here was I face to face with yet another problem. This life into which I had fallen: it was understandable! One went away, leaving the pleasant places that one knew, never to return to them. One left ones labour and ones play to enter upon a new existence in a strange land. One parted from the friends one had always known, one saw them never again. Life was indeed a strange thing; and, would a body comprehend it, then must a body sit staring into the fire, thinking very hard, unheedful of all idle chatter.

That night, when my mother came to kiss me good-night, I turned my face to the wall and pretended to be asleep, for children as well as grown-ups have their foolish moods; but when I felt the soft curls brush my cheek, my pride gave way, and clasping my arms about her neck, and drawing her face still closer down to mine; I voiced the question that all the evening had been knocking at my heart:

I suppose you couldnt send me back now, could you? You see, youve had me so long.

Send you back?

Yes. Id be too big for the stork to carry now, wouldnt I?

My mother knelt down beside the bed so that her face and mine were on a level, and looking into her eyes, the fear that had been haunting me fell from me.

Who has been talking foolishly to a foolish little boy? asked my mother, keeping my arms still clasped about her neck.

Oh, nurse and I were discussing things, you know, I answered, and she said you could have done without me. Somehow, I did not mind repeating the words now; clearly it could have been but Mrs. Furseys fun.

My mother drew me closer to her.

And what made her think that?

Well, you see, I replied, I came at a very awkward time, didnt I; when you had a lot of other troubles.

My mother laughed, but the next moment looked grave again.

I did not know you thought about such things, she said; we must be more together, you and I, Paul, and you shall tell me all you think, because nurse does not quite understand you. It is true what she said about the trouble; it came just at that time. But I could not have done without you. I was very unhappy, and you were sent to comfort me and help me to bear it. I liked this explanation better.

Then it was lucky, your having me? I said. Again my mother laughed, and again there followed that graver look upon her childish face.

Will you remember what I am going to say? She spoke so earnestly that I, wriggling into a sitting posture, became earnest also.

Ill try, I answered; but I aint got a very good memory, have I?

Not very, smiled my mother; but if you think about it a good deal it will not leave you. When you are a good boy, and later on, when you are a good man, then I am the luckiest little mother in all the world. And every time you fail, that means bad luck for me. You will remember that after Im gone, when you are a big man, wont you, Paul?

So, both of us quite serious, I promised; and though I smile now when I remember, seeing before me those two earnest, childish faces, yet I think, however little success it may be I have to boast of, it would perhaps have been still less had I entirely forgotten.

From that day my mother waxes in my memory; Mrs. Fursey, of the many promontories, waning. There were sunny mornings in the neglected garden, where the leaves played round us while we worked and read; twilight evenings in the window seat where, half hidden by the dark red curtains, we would talk in whispers, why I know not, of good men and noble women, ogres, fairies, saints and demons; they were pleasant days.

Possibly our curriculum lacked method; maybe it was too varied and extensive for my age, in consequence of which chronology became confused within my brain, and fact and fiction more confounded than has usually been considered permissible, even in history. I saw Aphrodite, ready armed and risen from the sea, move with stately grace to meet King Canute, who, throned upon the sand, bade her come no further lest she should wet his feet. In forest glade I saw King Rufus fall from a poisoned arrow shot by Robin Hood; but thanks to sweet Queen Eleanor, who sucked the poison from his wound, I knew he lived. Oliver Cromwell, having killed King Charles, married his widow, and was in turn stabbed by Hamlet. Ulysses, in the Argo, it was fixed upon my mind, had discovered America. Romulus and Remus had slain the wolf and rescued Little Red Riding Hood. Good King Arthur, for letting the cakes burn, had been murdered by his uncle in the Tower of London. Prometheus, bound to the Rock, had been saved by good St. George. Paris had given the apple to William Tell. What matter! the information was there. It needed rearranging, that was all.

Sometimes, of an afternoon, we would climb the steep winding pathway through the woods, past awful precipices, spirit-haunted, by grassy swards where fairies danced o nights, by briar and bracken sheltered Caves where fearsome creatures lurked, till high above the creeping sea we would reach the open plateau where rose old Jacobs ruined tower. Jacobs Folly it was more often called about the country side, and by some The Devils Tower; for legend had it that there old Jacob and his master, the Devil, had often met in windy weather to wave false wrecking lights to troubled ships. Who old Jacob was, I never, that I can remember, learned, nor how nor why he built the Tower. Certain only it is his memory was unpopular, and the fisher folk would swear that still on stormy nights strange lights would gleam and flash from the ivy-curtained windows of his Folly.

But in day time no spot was more inviting, the short moss-grass before its shattered door, the lichen on its crumbling stones. From its topmost platform one saw the distant mountains, faint like spectres, and the silent ships that came and vanished; and about ones feet the pleasant farm lands and the grave, sweet river.

Smaller and poorer the world has grown since then. Now, behind those hills lie naught but smoky towns and dingy villages; but then they screened a land of wonder where princesses dwelt in castles, where the cities were of gold. Now the ocean is but six days journey wide, ending at the New York Custom House. Then, had one set ones sail upon it, one would have travelled far and far, beyond the golden moonlight, beyond the gate of clouds; to the magic land of the blood red shore, tother side o the sun. I never dreamt in those days a world could be so small.

Upon the topmost platform a wooden seat ran round within the parapet, and sitting there hand in hand, sheltered from the wind which ever blew about the tower, my mother would people for me all the earth and air with the forms of myth and legend — perhaps unwisely, yet I do not know. I took no harm from it, good rather, I think. They were beautiful fancies, most of them; or so my mother turned them, making for love and pity, as do all the tales that live, whether poems or old wives fables. But at that time of course they had no meaning for me other than the literal; so that my mother, looking into my eyes, would often hasten to add: But that, you know, is only an old superstition, and of course there are no such things nowadays. Yet, forgetful sometimes of the time, and overtaken homeward by the shadows, we would hasten swiftly through the darkening path, holding each other tightly by the hand.

Spring had waxed to summer, summer waned to autumn. Then my aunt and I one morning, waiting at the breakfast table, saw through the open window my mother skipping, dancing, pirouetting up the garden path. She held a letter open in her hand, which as she drew near she waved about her head, singing:

Saturday, Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, then comes Wednesday morning.

She caught me to her and began dancing with me round the room.

Observed my aunt, who continued steadily to eat bread and butter:

Just like em all. Goes mad with joy. What for? Because shes going to leave a decent house, to live in a poky hole in the East End of London, and keep one servant.

To my aunt the second person ever remained a grammatical superfluity. Invariably she spoke not to but of a person, throwing out her conversation in the form of commentary. This had the advantage of permitting the party intended to ignore it as mere impersonal philosophy. Seeing it was generally uncomplimentary, most people preferred so to regard it; but my mother had never succeeded in schooling herself to indifference.

Its not a poky hole, she replied; its an old-fashioned house, near the river.

Plaistow marshes! ejaculated my aunt, calls it the river!

So it is the river, returned my mother; the river is the other side of the marshes.

Lets hope it will always stop there, said my aunt.

And its got a garden, continued my mother, ignoring my aunts last remark; which is quite an unusual feature in a London house. And it isnt the East End of London; it is a rising suburb. And you wont make me miserable because I am too happy.

Drat the woman! said my aunt, why cant she sit down and give us our tea before its all cold?

You are a disagreeable thing! said my mother.

Not half milk, said my aunt. My aunt was never in the least disturbed by other peoples opinion of her, which was perhaps well for her.

For three days my mother packed and sang; and a dozen times a day unpacked and laughed, looking for things wanted that were always found at the very bottom of the very last box looked into, so that Anna, waiting for a certain undergarment of my aunts which shall be nameless, suggested a saving of time:

If I were you, maam, said Anna, Id look into the last box youre going to look into first.

But it was found eventually in the first box-the box, that is, my mother had intended to search first, but which, acting on Annas suggestion, she had reserved till the last. This caused my mother to be quite short with Anna, who she said had wasted her time. But by Tuesday afternoon all stood ready: we were to start early Wednesday morning.

That evening, missing my mother in the house, I sought her in the garden and found her, as I had expected, on her favourite seat under the great lime tree; but to my surprise there were tears in her eyes.

But I thought you were glad we were going, I said.

So I am, answered my mother, drying her eyes only to make room for fresh tears.

Then why are you crying?

Because Im sorry to leave here.

Grown-up folks with their contradictory ways were a continual puzzle to me in those days; I am not sure I quite understand them even now, myself included.

We were up and off next day before the dawn. The sun rose as the wagon reached the top of the hill; and there we paused and took our farewell look at Old Jacobs Tower. My mother cried a little behind her veil; but my aunt only said, I never did care for earwigs in my tea; and as for myself I was too excited and expectant to feel much sentiment about anything.

On the journey I sat next to an exceptionally large and heavy man, who in his sleep — and he slept often — imagined me to be a piece of stuffing out of place. Then, grunting and wriggling, he would endeavour to rub me out, until the continued irritation of my head between the window and his back would cause him to awake, when he would look down upon me reprovingly but not unkindly, observing to the carriage generally: Its a funny thing, aint it, nobodys ever made a boy yet that could keep still for ten seconds. After which he would pat me heartily on the head, to show he was not vexed with me, and fall to sleep again upon me. He was a good-tempered man.

My mother sat occupied chiefly with her own thoughts, and my aunt had found a congenial companion in a lady who had had her cap basket sat upon; so I was left mainly to my own resources. When I could get my head free of the big mans back, I gazed out of the window, and watched the flying fragments as we shed the world. Now a village would fall from us, now the yellow corn-land would cling to us for awhile, or a wood catch at our rushing feet, and sometimes a strong town would stop us, and hold us, panting for a space. Or, my eyes weary, I would sit and listen to the hoarse singing of the wheels beneath my feet. It was a monotonous chaunt, ever the same two lines:

Here we suffer grief and pain,

Here we meet to part again,

followed by a low, rumbling laugh. Sometimes fortissimo, sometimes pianissimo; now vivace, now largo; but ever those same two lines, and ever followed by the same low, rumbling laugh; still to this day the iron wheels sing to me that same song.

Later on I also must have slept, for I dreamt that as the result of my having engaged in single combat with a dragon, the dragon, ignoring all the rules of Fairyland, had swallowed me. It was hot and stuffy in the dragons stomach. He had, so it appeared to me, disgracefully overeaten himself; there were hundreds of us there, entirely undigested, including Mother Hubbard and a gentleman named Johnson, against whom, at that period, I entertained a strong prejudice by reason of our divergent views upon the subject of spelling. Even in this hour of our mutual discomfort Johnson would not leave me alone, but persisted in asking me how I spelt Jonah. Nobody was looking, so I kicked him. He sprang up and came after me. I tried to run away, but became wedged between Hop-o-my-Thumb and Julius Caesar. I suppose our tearing about must have hurt the dragon, for at that moment he gave vent to a most fearful scream, and I awoke to find the fat man rubbing his left shin, while we struggled slowly, with steps growing ever feebler, against a sea of brick that every moment closed in closer round us.

We scrambled out of the carriage into a great echoing cave that might have been the dragons home, where, to my alarm, my mother was immediately swooped down upon by a strange man in grey.

Whys he do that? I asked of my aunt.

Because hes a fool, answered my aunt; they all are.

He put my mother down and came towards us. He was a tall, thin man, with eyes one felt one would never be afraid of; and instinctively even then I associated him in my mind with windmills and a lank white horse.

Why, how hes grown, said the grey man, raising me in his arms until my mother beside me appeared to me in a new light as quite a little person; and solid too.

My mother whispered something. I think from her face, for I knew the signs, it was praise of me.

And hes going to be our new fortune, she added aloud, as the grey man lowered me.

Then, said my aunt, who had this while been sitting rigid upon a flat black box, dont drop him down a coal-mine. Thats all I say.

I wondered at the time why the grey mans pale face should flush so crimson, and why my mother should whisper angrily:

Flow can you be so wicked, Fanny? How dare you say such a thing?

I only said dont drop him down a coal-mine, returned my aunt, apparently much surprised; you dont want to drop him down a coal-mine, do you?

We passed through glittering, joyous streets, piled high each side with all the good things of the earth; toys and baubles, jewels and gold, things good to eat and good to drink, things good to wear and good to see; through pleasant ways where fountains splashed and flowers bloomed. The people wore bright clothes, had happy faces. They rode in beautiful carriages, they strolled about, greeting one another with smiles. The children ran and laughed. London, thought I to myself, is the city of the fairies.

It passed, and we sank into a grim city of hoarse, roaring streets, wherein the endless throngs swirled and surged as I had seen the yellow waters curve and fret, contending, where the river pauses, rock-bound. Here were no bright costumes, no bright faces, none stayed to greet another; all was stern, and swift, and voiceless. London, then, said I to myself, is the city of the giants. They must live in these towering castles side by side, and these hurrying thousands are their driven slaves.

But this passed also, and we sank lower yet until we reached a third city, where a pale mist filled each sombre street. None of the beautiful things of the world were to be seen here, but only the things coarse and ugly. And wearily to and fro its sunless passages trudged with heavy steps a weary people, coarse-clad, and with dull, listless faces. And London, I knew, was the city of the gnomes who labour sadly all their lives, imprisoned underground; and a terror seized me lest I, too, should remain chained here, deep down below the fairy city that was already but a dream.

We stopped at last in a long, unfinished street. I remember our pushing our way through a group of dirty urchins, all of whom, my aunt remarked in passing, ought to be skinned. It was my aunts one prescription for all to whom she took objection; but really in the present instance I think it would have been of service; nothing else whatever could have restored them to cleanliness. Then the door closed behind us with an echoing clang, and the small, cold rooms came forward stiffly to greet us.

The man in grey went to the one window and drew back the curtain; it was growing dusk now. My aunt sat on a straight, hard chair and stared fixedly at the three-armed gaselier. My mother stood in the centre of the room with one small ungloved hand upon the table, and I noticed — for I was very near — that the poor little one-legged thing was trembling.

Of course its not what youve been accustomed to, Maggie, said the man in grey; but its only for a little while.

He spoke in a new, angry voice; but I could not see his face, his back being to the light.

My mother drew his arms around us both.

It is the best home in all the world, she said; and thus we stayed for awhile.

Nonsense, said my aunt, suddenly; and this aroused us; its a poky hole, as I told her it would be. Let her thank the Lord shes got a man clever enough to get her out of it. I know him; he never could rest where he was put. Now hes at the bottom; hell go up.

It sounded to me a very disagreeable speech; but the grey man laughed — I had not heard him laugh till then — and my mother ran to my aunt and kissed her; and somehow the room seemed to become lighter.

For some reason I slept downstairs that night, on the floor, behind a screen improvised out of a clothes horse and a blanket; and later in the evening the clatter of knives and forks and the sound of subdued voices awoke me. My aunt had apparently gone to bed; my mother and the man in grey were talking together over their supper.

We must buy land, said the voice of the grey man; London is coming this way. The Somebodies (I forget the name my father mentioned) made all their money by buying up land round New York for a mere song. Then, as the city spread, they became worth millions.

But where will you get the money from, Luke? asked the voice of my mother.

The voice of the grey man answered airily:

Oh, thats merely a matter of business. You grant a mortgage. The property goes up in value. You borrow more. Then you buy more — and so on.

I see, said my mother.

Being on the spot gives one such an advantage, said the grey man. I shall know just when to buy. Its a great thing, being on the spot.

Of course, it must be, said my mother.

I suppose I must have dozed, for the next words I heard the grey man say were:

Of course you have the park opposite, but then the house is small.

But shall we need a very large one? asked my mother.

One never knows, said the grey man. If I should go into Parliament—

At this point a hissing sound arose from the neighbourhood of the fire.

It looks, said my mother, as if it were done.

If you will hold the dish, said the grey man, I think I can pour it in without spilling.

Again I must have dozed.

It depends, said the grey man, upon what he is going to be. For the classics, of course, Oxford.

Hes going to be very clever, said my mother. She spoke as one who knows.

Well hope so, said the grey man.

I shouldnt be surprised, said my mother, if he turned out a poet.

The grey man said something in a low tone that I did not hear.

Im not so sure, answered my mother, its in the blood. Ive often thought that you, Luke, ought to have been a poet.

I never had the time, said the grey man. There were one or two little things—

They were very beautiful, interrupted my mother. The clatter of the knives and forks continued undisturbed for a few moments. Then continued the grey man:

There would be no harm, provided I made enough. Its the law of nature. One generation earns, the next spends. We must see. In any case, I think I should prefer Oxford for him.

It will be so hard parting from him, said my mother.

There will be the vacations, said the grey man, when we shall travel.


CHAPTER II.

IN WHICH PAUL MAKES ACQUAINTANCE OF THE MAN WITH THE UGLY MOUTH.
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THE CASE OF my father and mother was not normal. You understand they had been separated for some years, and though they were not young in age — indeed, before my childish eyes they loomed quite ancient folk, and in fact my father must have been nearly forty and my mother quit of thirty — yet, as you will come to think yourself, no doubt, during the course of my story, they were in all the essentials of life little more than boy and girl. This I came to see later on, but at that time, had I been consulted by enquiring maid or bachelor, I might unwittingly have given wrong impressions concerning marriage in the general. I should have described a husband as a man who could never rest quite content unless his wife were by his side; who twenty times a day would call from his office door: Maggie, are you doing anything important? I want to talk to you about a matter of business. ... Maggie, are you alone? Oh, all right, Ill come down. Of a wife I should have said she was a woman whose eyes were ever love-lit when resting on her man; who was glad where he was and troubled where he was not. But in every case this might not have been correct.

Also, I should have had something to say concerning the alarms and excursions attending residence with any married couple. I should have recommended the holding up of feet under the table lest, mistaken for other feet, they should be trodden on and pressed. Also, I should have advised against entry into any room unpreceded by what in Stageland is termed noise without. It is somewhat disconcerting to the nervous incomer to be met, the door still in his hand, by a sound as of people springing suddenly into the air, followed by a weird scuttling of feet, and then to discover the occupants sitting stiffly in opposite corners, deeply engaged in book or needlework. But, as I have said, with regard to some households, such precautions might be needless.

Personally, I fear, I exercised little or no controlling influence upon my parents in this respect, my intrusions coming soon to be greeted with: Oh, its only Spud, in a tone of relief, accompanied generally by the sofa cushion; but of my aunt they stood more in awe. Not that she ever said anything, and, indeed, to do her justice, in her efforts to spare their feelings she erred, if at all, on the side of excess. Never did she move a footstep about the house except to the music of a sustained and penetrating cough. As my father once remarked, ungratefully, I must confess, the volume of bark produced by my aunt in a single day would have done credit to the dying efforts of a hospital load of consumptives; to a robust and perfectly healthy lady the cost in nervous force must have been prodigious. Also, that no fear should live with them that her eyes had seen aught not intended for them, she would invariably enter backwards any room in which they might be, closing the door loudly and with difficulty before turning round: and through dark passages she would walk singing. No woman alive could have done more; yet — such is human nature! — neither my father nor my mother was grateful to her, so far as I could judge.

Indeed, strange as it may appear, the more sympathetic towards them she showed herself, the more irritated against her did they become.

I believe, Fanny, you hate seeing Luke and me happy together, said my mother one day, coming up from the kitchen to find my aunt preparing for entry into the drawing-room by dropping teaspoons at five-second intervals outside the door: Dont make yourself so ridiculous. My mother spoke really quite unkindly.

Hate it! replied my aunt. Why should I? Why shouldnt a pair of turtle doves bill and coo, when their united age is only a little over seventy, the pretty dears? The mildness of my aunts answers often surprised me.

As for my father, he grew positively vindictive. I remember the occasion well. It was the first, though not the last time I knew him lose his temper. What brought up the subject I forget, but my father stopped suddenly; we were walking by the canal bank.

Your aunt — my father may not have intended it, but his tone and manner when speaking of my aunt always conveyed to me the impression that he regarded me as personally responsible for her existence. This used to weigh upon me. Your aunt is the most cantankerous, the most— he broke off, and shook his fist towards the setting sun. I wish to God, said my father, your aunt had a comfortable little income of her own, with a freehold cottage in the country, by God I do! But the next moment, ashamed, I suppose, of his brutality: Not but what sometimes, of course, she can be very nice, you know, he added; dont tell your mother what I said just now.

Another who followed with sympathetic interest the domestic comedy was Susan, our maid-of-all-work, the first of a long and varied series, extending unto the advent of Amy, to whom the blessing of Heaven. Susan was a stout and elderly female, liable to sudden fits of sleepiness, the result, we were given to understand, of trouble; but her heart, it was her own proud boast, was always in the right place. She could never look at my father and mother sitting anywhere near each other but she must flop down and weep awhile; the sight of connubial bliss always reminding her, so she would explain, of the past glories of her own married state.

Though an earnest enquirer, I was never able myself to grasp the ins and outs of this past married life of Susans. Whether her answers were purposely framed to elude curiosity, or whether they were the result of a naturally incoherent mind, I cannot say. Their tendency was to convey confusion.

On Monday I have seen Susan shed tears of regret into the Brussels sprouts, that she had been debarred by the pressure of other duties from lately watering his grave, which, I gathered, was at Manor Park. While on Tuesday I have listened, blood chilled, to the recital of her intentions should she ever again enjoy the luxury of getting her fingers near the scruff of his neck.

But, I thought, Susan, he was dead, was my very natural comment upon this outbreak.

So did I, Master Paul, was Susans rejoinder; that was his artfulness.

Then he isnt buried in Manor Park Cemetery?

Not yet; but hell wish he was, the half-baked monkey, when I get hold of him.

Then he wasnt a good man?

Who?

Your husband.

Who says he aint a good man? It was Susans flying leaps from tense to tense that most bewildered me. If anybody says he aint Ill gouge their eye out!

I hastened to assure Susan that my observation had been intended in the nature of enquiry, not of assertion.

Brings me a bottle of gin — for my headaches — every time he comes home, continued Susan, showing cause for opinion, every blessed time.

And at some such point as this I would retire to the clearer atmosphere of German grammar or mixed fractions.

We suffered a good deal from Susan one way and another; for having regard to the admirable position of her heart, we all felt it our duty to overlook mere failings of the flesh — all but my aunt, that is, who never made any pretence of being a sentimentalist.

Shes a lazy hussy, was the opinion expressed of her one morning by my aunt, who was rinsing; a gulping, snorting, lazy hussy, thats what she is. There was some excuse for my aunts indignation. It was then eleven oclock and Susan was still sleeping off an attack of what she called new-ralgy.

She has seen a good deal of trouble, said my mother, who was wiping.

And if she was my cook and housemaid, replied my aunt, she would see more, the slut!

Shes not a good servant in many respects, admitted my mother, but I think shes good-hearted.

Oh, drat her heart, was my aunts retort. The right place for that heart of hers is on the doorstep. And thats where Id put it, and her and her box alongside it, if I had my way.

The departure of Susan did take place not long afterwards. It occurred one Saturday night. My mother came upstairs looking pale.

Luke, she said, do please run for the doctor.

Whats the matter? asked my father.

Susan, gasped my mother, shes lying on the kitchen floor breathing in the strangest fashion and quite unable to speak.

Ill go for Washburn, said my father; if I am quick I shall catch him at the dispensary.

Five minutes later my father came back panting, followed by the doctor. This was a big, black-bearded man; added to which he had the knack of looking bigger than even he really was. He came down the kitchen stairs two at a time, shaking the whole house. He brushed my mother aside, and bent over the unconscious Susan, who was on her back with her mouth wide open. Then he rose and looked at my father and mother, who were watching him with troubled faces; and then he opened his mouth, and there came from it a roar of laughter, the like of which sound I had never heard.

The next moment he had seized a pail half full of water and had flung it over the woman. She opened her eyes and sat up.

Feeling better? said the doctor, with the pail still in his hand; have another dose?

Susan began to gather herself together with the evident intention of expressing her feelings; but before she could find the first word, he had pushed the three of us outside and slammed the door behind us.

From the top of the stairs we could hear Susans thick, rancorous voice raging fiercer and fiercer, drowned every now and then by the mans savage roar of laughter. And, when for want of breath she would flag for a moment, he would yell out encouragement to her, shouting: Bravo! Go it, my beauty, give it tongue! Bark, bark! I love to hear you, applauding her, clapping his hands and stamping his feet.

What a beast of a man, said my mother.

He is really a most interesting man when you come to know him, explained my father.

Replied my mother, stiffly: I dont ever mean to know him. But it is only concerning the past that we possess knowledge.

The riot from below ceased at length, and was followed by a new voice, speaking quietly and emphatically, and then we heard the doctors step again upon the stairs.

My mother held her purse open in her hand, and as the man entered the room she went forward to meet him.

How much do we owe you, Doctor? said my mother. She spoke in a voice trembling with severity.

He closed the purse and gently pushed it back towards her.

A glass of beer and a chop, Mrs. Kelver, he answered, which I am coming back in an hour to cook for myself. And as you will be without any servant, he continued, while my mother stood staring at him incapable of utterance, you had better let me cook some for you at the same time. I am an expert at grilling chops.

But, really, Doctor— my mother began. He laid his huge hand upon her shoulder, and my mother sat down upon the nearest chair.

My dear lady, he said, shes a person you never ought to have had inside your house. Shes promised me to be gone in half an hour, and Im coming back to see she keeps her word. Give her a months wages, and have a clear fire ready for me. And before my mother could reply, he had slammed the front door.

What a very odd sort of a man, said my mother, recovering herself.

Hes a character, said my father; you might not think it, but hes worshipped about here.

I hardly know what to make of him, said my mother; I suppose I had better go out and get some chops; which she did.

Susan went, as sober as a judge, on Friday, as the saying is, her great anxiety being to get out of the house before the doctor returned. The doctor himself arrived true to his time, and I lay awake — for no human being ever slept or felt he wanted to sleep while Dr. Washburn was anywhere near — and listened to the gusts of laughter that swept continually through the house. Even my aunt laughed that supper time, and when the doctor himself laughed it seemed to me that the bed shook under me. Not liking to be out of it, I did what spoilt little boys and even spoilt little girls sometimes will do under similar stress of feeling, wrapped the blanket round my legs and pattered down, with my face set to express the sudden desire of a sensitive and possibly short-lived child for parents love. My mother pretended to be angry, but that I knew was only her company manners. Besides, I really had, if not exactly a pain, an extremely uncomfortable sensation (one common to me about that period) as of having swallowed the dome of St. Pauls. The doctor said it was a frequent complaint with children, the result of too early hours and too much study; and, taking me on his knee, wrote then and there a diet chart for me, which included one tablespoonful of golden syrup four times a day, and one ounce of sherbet to be placed upon the tongue and taken neat ten minutes before each meal.

That evening will always live in my remembrance. My mother was brighter than I had ever seen her. A flush was on her cheek and a sparkle in her eye, and looking across at her as she sat holding a small painted screen to shield her face from the fire, the sense of beauty became suddenly born within me, and answering an impulse I could not have explained, I slipped down, still with my blanket around me, from the doctors knee, and squatted on the edge of the fender, from where, when I thought no one was noticing me, I could steal furtive glances up into her face.

So also my father seemed to me to have become all at once bigger and more dignified, talking with a vigour and an enjoyment that sat newly on him. Aunt Fan was quite witty and agreeable — for her; and even I asked one or two questions, at which, for some reason or another, everybody laughed; which determined me to remember and ask those same questions again on some future occasion.

That was the great charm of the man, that by the magnetic spell of his magnificent vitality he drew from everyone their best. In his company clever people waxed intellectual giants, while the dull sat amazed at their own originality. Conversing with him, Podsnap might have been piquant, Dogberry incisive. But better than all else, I found it listening to his own talk. Of what he spoke I could tell you no more than could the children of Hamelin have told the tune the Pied Piper played. I only know that at the tangled music of his strong voice the walls of the mean room faded away, and that beyond I saw a brave, laughing world that called to me; a world full of joyous fight, where some won and some lost. But that mattered not a jot, because whatever else came of it there was a right royal game for all; a world where merry gentlemen feared neither life nor death, and Fate was but the Master of the Revels.

Such was my first introduction to Dr. Washburn, or to give him the name by which he was known in every slum and alley of that quarter, Dr. Fighting Hal; and in a minor key that evening was an index to the whole man. Often he would wrinkle his nose as a dog before it bites, and then he was more brute than man — brutish in his instincts, in his appetites, brutish in his pleasure, brutish in his fun. Or his deep blue eyes would grow soft as a mothers, and then you might have thought him an angel in a soft felt hat and a coat so loose-fitting as to suggest the possibility of his wings being folded away underneath. Often have I tried to make up my mind whether it has been better for me or worse that I ever came to know him; but as easy would it be for the tree to say whether the rushing winds and the wild rains have shaped it or mis-shaped.

Susans place remained vacant for some time. My mother would explain to the few friends who occasionally came from afar to see us, that her housemaid she had been compelled to suddenly discharge, and that we were waiting for the arrival of a new and better specimen. But the months passed and we still waited, and my father on the rare days when a client would ring the office bell, would, after pausing a decent interval, open the front door himself, and then call downstairs indignantly and loudly, to know why Jane or Mary could not attend to their work. And my mother, that the bread-boy or the milkman might not put it about the neighbourhood that the Kelvers in the big corner house kept no servant, would hide herself behind a thick veil and fetch all things herself from streets a long way off.

For this family of whom I am writing were, I confess, weak and human. Their poverty they were ashamed of as though it were a crime, and in consequence their life was more full of paltry and useless subterfuge than should be perhaps the life of brave men and women. The larder, I fancy, was very often bare, but the port and sherry with the sweet biscuits stood always on the sideboard; and the fire had often to be low in the grate that my fathers tall hat might shine resplendent and my mothers black silk rustle on Sundays.

But I would not have you sneer at them, thinking all pretence must spring from snobbishness and never from mistaken self-respect. Some fine gentleman writers there be — men whose world is bounded on the east by Bond Street — who see in the struggles of poverty to hide its darns only matter for jest. But myself, I cannot laugh at them. I know the long hopes and fears that centre round the hired waiter; the long cost of the cream and the ice jelly ordered the week before from the confectioners. But to me it is pathetic, not ridiculous. Heroism is not all of one pattern. Dr. Washburn, had the Prince of Wales come to see him, would have put his bread and cheese and jug of beer upon the table, and helped His Royal Highness to half. But my father and mothers tea was very weak that Mr. Jones or Mr. Smith might have a glass of wine should they come to dinner. I remember the one egg for breakfast, my mother arguing that my father should have it because he had his business to attend to; my father insisting that my mother should eat it, she having to go out shopping, a compromise being effected by their dividing it between them, each clamouring for the white as the most nourishing. And I know however little the meal looked upon the table when we started I always rose well satisfied. These are small things to speak of, but then you must bear in mind this is a story moving in narrow ways.

To me this life came as a good time. That I was encouraged to eat treacle in preference to butter seemed to me admirable. Personally, I preferred sausages for dinner; and a supper of fried fish and potatoes, brought in stealthily in a carpet bag, was infinitely more enjoyable than the set meal where nothing was of interest till one came to the dessert. What fun there was about it all! The cleaning of the doorstep by night, when from the ill-lit street a gentleman with a piece of sacking round his legs might very well pass for a somewhat tall charwoman. I would keep watch at the gate to give warning should any one looking like a possible late caller turn the corner of the street, coming back now and then in answer to a low whistle to help my father grope about in the dark for the hearthstone; he was always mislaying the hearthstone. How much better, helping to clean the knives or running errands than wasting all ones morning dwelling upon the shocking irregularity of certain classes of French verbs; or making useless calculations as to how long X, walking four and a quarter miles an hour, would be overtaking Y, whose powers were limited to three and a half, but who had started two and three quarter hours sooner; the whole argument being reduced to sheer pedantry by reason of no information being afforded to the student concerning the respective thirstiness of X and Y.

Even my father and mother were able to take it lightly with plenty of laughter and no groaning that I ever heard. For over all lay the morning light of hope, and what prisoner, escaping from his dungeon, ever stayed to think of his torn hands and knees when beyond the distant opening he could see the sunlight glinting through the brambles?

I had no idea, said my mother, there was so much to do in a house. In future I shall arrange for the servants to have regular hours, and a little time to themselves, for rest. Dont you think it right, Luke?

Quite right, replied my father; and Ill tell you another thing well do. I shall insist on the landlords putting a marble doorstep to the next house we take; you pass a sponge over marble and it is always clean.

Or tesselated, suggested my mother.

Or tesselated, agreed my father; but marble is more uncommon.

Only once, can I recall a cloud. That was one Sunday when my mother, speaking across the table in the middle of dinner, said to my father, We might save the rest of that stew, Luke; theres an omelette coming.

My father laid down the spoon. An omelette!

Yes, said my mother. I thought I would like to try again.

My father stepped into the back kitchen — we dined in the kitchen, as a rule, it saved much carriage — returning with the wood chopper.

What ever are you going to do, Luke, with the chopper? said my mother.

Divide the omelette, replied my father.

My mother began to cry.

Why, Maggie — ! said my father.

I know the other one was leathery, said my mother, but it was the fault of the oven, you know it was, Luke.

My dear, said my father, I only meant it as a joke.

I dont like that sort of joke, said my mother; it isnt nice of you, Luke.

I dont think, to be candid, my mother liked much any joke that was against herself. Indeed, when I come to think of it, I have never met a woman who did, nor man, either.

There had soon grown up a comradeship between my father and myself for he was the youngest thing I had met with as yet. Sometimes my mother seemed very young, and later I met boys and girls nearer to my own age in years; but they grew, while my father remained always the same. The hair about his temples was turning grey, and when you looked close you saw many crows feet and lines, especially about the mouth. But his eyes were the eyes of a boy, his laugh the laugh of a boy, and his heart the heart of a boy. So we were very close to each other.

In a narrow strip of ground we called our garden we would play a cricket of our own, encompassed about by many novel rules, rendered necessary by the locality. For instance, all hitting to leg was forbidden, as tending to endanger neighbouring windows, while hitting to off was likewise not to be encouraged, as causing a temporary adjournment of the game, while batter and bowler went through the house and out into the street to recover the ball from some predatory crowd of urchins to whom it had evidently appeared as a gift direct from Heaven. Sometimes rising very early we would walk across the marshes to bathe in a small creek that led down to the river, but this was muddy work, necessitating much washing of legs on the return home. And on rare days we would, taking the train to Hackney and walking to the bridge, row up the river Lea, perhaps as far as Ponders End.

But these sports being hedged around with difficulties, more commonly for recreation we would take long walks. There were pleasant nooks even in the neighbourhood of Plaistow marshes in those days. Here and there a graceful elm still clung to the troubled soil. Surrounded on all sides by hideousness, picturesque inns still remained hidden within green walls where, if you were careful not to pry too curiously, you might sit and sip your glass of beer beneath the oak and dream yourself where reeking chimneys and mean streets were not. During such walks my father would talk to me as he would talk to my mother, telling me all his wild, hopeful plans, discussing with me how I was to lodge at Oxford, to what particular branches of study and of sport I was to give my preference, speaking always with such catching confidence that I came to regard my sojourn in this brick and mortar prison as only a question of months.

One day, talking of this future, and laughing as we walked briskly. through the shrill streets, I told him the words my mother had said — long ago, as it seemed to me, for life is as a stone rolling down-hill, and moves but slowly at first; she and I sitting on the moss at the foot of old Jacobs Folly — that he was our Prince fighting to deliver us from the grim castle called Hard Times, guarded by the dragon Poverty.

My father laughed and his boyish face flushed with pleasure.

And she was right, Paul, he whispered, pressing my small hand in his — it was necessary to whisper, for the street where we were was very crowded, but I knew that he wanted to shout. I will fight him and I will slay him. My father made passes in the air with his walking-stick, and it was evident from the way they drew aside that the people round about fancied he was mad. I will batter down the iron gates and she shall be free. I will, God help me, I will.

The gallant gentleman! How long and how bravely he fought! But in the end it was the Dragon triumphed, the Knight that lay upon the ground, his great heart still. I have read how, with the sword of Honest Industry, one may always conquer this grim Dragon. But such was in foolish books. In truth, only with the sword of Chicanery and the stout buckler of Unscrupulousness shall you be certain of victory over him. If you care not to use these, pray to your Gods, and take what comes with a stout heart.


CHAPTER III.

HOW GOOD LUCK KNOCKED AT THE DOOR OF THE MAN IN GREY.
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LOUISA! ROARED MY father down the kitchen stairs, are you all asleep? Here have I had to answer the front door myself. Then my father strode into his office, and the door slammed. My father could be very angry when nobody was by.

Quarter of an hour later his bell rang with a quick, authoritative jangle. My mother, who was peeling potatoes with difficulty in wash-leather gloves, looked at my aunt who was shelling peas. The bell rang again louder still this time.

Once for Louisa, twice for James, isnt it? enquired my aunt.

You go, Paul, said my mother; say that Louisa— but with the words a sudden flush overspread my mothers face, and before I could lay down my slate she had drawn off her gloves and had passed me. No, dont stop your lessons, Ill go myself, she said, and ran out.

A few minutes later the kitchen door opened softly, and my mothers hand, appearing through the jar, beckoned to me mysteriously.

Walk on your toes, whispered my mother, setting the example as she led the way up the stairs; which after the manner of stairs showed their disapproval of deception by creaking louder and more often than under any other circumstances; and in this manner we reached my parents bedroom, where, in the old-fashioned wardrobe, relic of better days, reposed my best suit of clothes, or, to be strictly grammatical, my better.

Never before had I worn these on a week-day morning, but all conversation not germane to the question of getting into them quickly my mother swept aside; and when I was complete, down even to the new shoes — Bluchers, we called them in those days — took me by the hand, and together we crept down as we had crept up, silent, stealthy and alert. My mother led me to the street door and opened it.

Shant I want my cap? I whispered. But my mother only shook her head and closed the door with a bang; and then the explanation of the pantomime came to me, for with such business — comic, shall I call it, or tragic? — I was becoming familiar; and, my mothers hand upon my shoulder, we entered my fathers office.

Whether from the fact that so often of an evening — our drawing-room being reserved always as a show-room in case of chance visitors; Cowpers poems, open face-downwards on the wobbly loo table; the half-finished crochet work, suggestive of elegant leisure, thrown carelessly over the arm of the smaller easy-chair — this office would become our sitting-room, its books and papers, as things of no account, being huddled out of sight; or whether from the readiness with which my father would come out of it at all times to play at something else — at cricket in the back garden on dry days or ninepins in the passage on wet, charging back into it again whenever a knock sounded at the front door, I cannot say. But I know that as a child it never occurred to me to regard my fathers profession as a serious affair. To me he was merely playing there, surrounded by big books and bundles of documents, labelled profusely but consisting only of blank papers; by japanned tin boxes, lettered imposingly, but for the most part empty. Sutton Hampden, Esq., I remember was practically my mothers work-box. The Drayton Estates yielded apparently nothing but apples, a fruit of which my father was fond; while Mortgages it was not until later in life I discovered had no connection with poems in manuscript, some in course of correction, others completed.

Now, as the door opened, he rose and came towards us. His hair stood up from his head, for it was a habit of his to rumple it as he talked; and this added to his evident efforts to compose his face into an expression of businesslike gravity, added emphasis, if such were needed, to the suggestion of the over long schoolboy making believe.

This is the youngster, said my father, taking me from my mother, and passing me on. Tall for his age, isnt he?

With a twist of his thick lips, he rolled the evil-smelling cigar he was smoking from the left corner of his mouth to the right; and held out a fat and not too clean hand, which, as it closed round mine, brought to my mind the picture of the walrus in my natural history book; with the other he flapped me kindly on the head.

Like is mother, wonderfully like is mother, aint e? he observed, still holding my hand. And that, he added with a wink of one of his small eyes towards my father, is about the ighest compliment I can pay im, eh?

His eyes were remarkably small, but marvellously bright and piercing; so much so that when he turned them again upon me I tried to think quickly of something nice about him, feeling sure that he could see right into me.

And where are you thinkin of sendin im? he continued; Eton or Arrow?

We havent quite made up our minds as yet, replied my father; at present we are educating him at home.

You take my tip, said the fat man, and learn all you can. Look at me! If Id ad the opportunity of being a schollard I wouldnt be here offering your father an extravagant price for doin my work; Id be able to do it myself.

You seem to have got on very well without it, laughed my father; and in truth his air of prosperity might have justified greater self-complacency. Rings sparkled on his blunt fingers, and upon the swelling billows of his waistcoat rose and sank a massive gold cable.

Id ave done better with it, he grunted.

But you look very clever, I said; and though divining with a childs cuteness that it was desired I should make a favourable impression upon him, I hoped this would please him, the words were yet spontaneous.

He laughed heartily, his whole body shaking like some huge jelly.

Well, old Noel Haslucks not exactly a fool, he assented, but Id like myself better if I could talk about something else than business, and didnt drop my aitches. And so would my little gell.

You have a daughter? asked my mother, with whom a child, as a bond of sympathy with the stranger took the place assigned by most women to disrespectful cooks and incompetent housemaids.

I wont tell you about er. But Ill just bring er to see you now and then, maam, if you dont mind, answered Mr. Hasluck. She dont often meet gentle-folks, an itll do er good.

My mother glanced across at my father, but the man, intercepting her question, replied to it himself.

You neednt be afraid, maam, that shes anything like me, he assured her quite good-temperedly; nobody ever believes shes my daughter, except me and the old woman. Shes a little lady, she is. Freak o nature, I call it.

We shall be delighted, explained my mother.

Well, you will when you see er, replied Mr. Hasluck, quite contentedly.

He pushed half-a-crown into my hand, overriding my parents susceptibilities with the easy good-temper of a man accustomed to have his way in all things.

No squanderin it on the eathen, was his parting injunction as I left the room; you spend that on a Christian tradesman.

It was the first money I ever remember having to spend, that half-crown of old Haslucks; suggestions of the delights to be derived from a new pair of gloves for Sunday, from a Latin grammar, which would then be all my own, and so on, having hitherto displaced all less exalted visions concerning the disposal of chance coins coming into my small hands. But on this occasion I was left free to decide for myself.

The anxiety it gave me! the long tossing hours in bed! the tramping of the bewildering streets! Even advice when asked for was denied me.

You must learn to think for yourself, said my father, who spoke eloquently on the necessity of early acquiring sound judgment and what he called commercial aptitude.

No, dear, said my mother, Mr. Hasluck wanted you to spend it as you like. If I told you, that would be spending it as I liked. Your father and I want to see what you will do with it.

The good little boys in the books bought presents or gave away to people in distress. For this I hated them with the malignity the lower nature ever feels towards the higher. I consulted my aunt Fan.

If somebody gave you half-a-crown, I put it to her, what would you buy with it?

Side-combs, said my aunt; she was always losing or breaking her side-combs.

But I mean if you were me, I explained.

Drat the child! said my aunt; how do I know what he wants if he dont know himself. Idiot!

The shop windows into which I stared, my nose glued to the pane! The things I asked the price of! The things I made up my mind to buy and then decided that I wouldnt buy! Even my patient mother began to show signs of irritation. It was rapidly assuming the dimensions of a family curse, was old Haslucks half-crown.

Then one day I made up my mind, and so ended the trouble. In the window of a small plumbers shop in a back street near, stood on view among brass taps, rolls of lead piping and cistern requisites, various squares of coloured glass, the sort of thing chiefly used, I believe, for lavatory doors and staircase windows. Some had stars in the centre, and others, more elaborate, were enriched with designs, severe but inoffensive. I purchased a dozen of these, the plumber, an affable man who appeared glad to see me, throwing in two extra out of sheer generosity.

Why I bought them I did not know at the time, and I do not know now. My mother cried when she saw them. My father could get no further than: But what are you going to do with them? to which I was unable to reply. My aunt, alone, attempted comfort.

If a person fancies coloured glass, said my aunt, then hes a fool not to buy coloured glass when he gets the chance. We havent all the same tastes.

In the end, I cut myself badly with them and consented to their being thrown into the dust-bin. But looking back, I have come to regard myself rather as the victim of Fate than of Folly. Many folks have I met since, recipients of Haslucks half-crowns — many a man who has slapped his pocket and blessed the day he first met that Napoleon of Finance, as later he came to be known among his friends — but it ever ended so; coloured glass and cut fingers. Is it fairy gold that he and his kind fling round? It would seem to be.

Next time old Hasluck knocked at our front door a maid in cap and apron opened it to him, and this was but the beginning of change. New oilcloth glistened in the passage. Lace curtains, such as in that neighbourhood were the hall-mark of the plutocrat, advertised our rising fortunes to the street, and greatest marvel of all, at least to my awed eyes, my fathers Sunday clothes came into weekday wear, new ones taking their place in the great wardrobe that hitherto had been the stronghold of our gentility; to which we had ever turned for comfort when rendered despondent by contemplation of the weakness of our outer walls. Seeing that everything was all right is how my mother would explain it. She would lay the lilac silk upon the bed, fondly soothing down its rustling undulations, lingering lovingly over its deep frosted flounces of rich Honiton. Maybe she had entered the room weary looking and depressed, but soon there would proceed from her a gentle humming as from some small winged thing when the sun first touches it and warms it, and sometimes by the time the Indian shawl, which could go through a wedding ring, but never would when it was wanted to, had been refolded and fastened again with the great cameo brooch, and the poke bonnet, like some fractious child, shaken and petted into good condition, she would be singing softly to herself, nodding her head to the words: which were generally to the effect that somebody was too old and somebody else too bold and another too cold, so he wouldnt do for me; and stepping lightly as though the burden of the years had fallen from her.

One evening — it was before the advent of this Hasluck — I remember climbing out of bed, for trouble was within me. Creatures, indescribable but heavy, had sat upon my chest, after which I had fallen downstairs, slowly and reasonably for the first few hundred flights, then with haste for the next million miles or so, until I found myself in the street with nothing on but my nightshirt. Personally, I was shocked, but nobody else seemed to mind, and I hailed a two-penny bus and climbed in. But when I tried to pay I found I hadnt any pockets, so I jumped out and ran away and the conductor came after me. My feet were like lead, and with every step he gained on me, till with a scream I made one mighty effort and awoke.

Feeling the need of comfort after these unpleasant but by no means unfamiliar experiences, I wrapped some clothes round me and crept downstairs. The office was dark, but to my surprise a light shone from under the drawing-room door, and I opened it.

The candles in the silver candlesticks were lighted, and in state, one in each easy-chair, sat my father and mother, both in their best clothes; my father in the buckled shoes and the frilled shirt that I had never seen him wear before, my mother with the Indian shawl about her shoulders, and upon her head the cap of ceremony that reposed three hundred and sixty days out of the year in its round wicker-work nest lined with silk. They started guiltily as I pushed open the door, but I congratulate myself that I had sense enough — or was it instinct — to ask no questions.

The last time I had seen them, three hours ago, they had been engaged, the lights carefully extinguished, cleaning the ground floor windows, my father the outside, my mother within, and it astonished me the change not only in their appearance, but in their manner and bearing, and even in their very voices. My father brought over from the sideboard the sherry and sweet biscuits and poured out and handed a glass to my mother, and he and my mother drank to each other, while I between them ate the biscuits, and the conversation was of Byrons poems and the great glass palace in Hyde Park.

I wonder am I disloyal setting this down? Maybe to others it shows but a foolish man and woman, and that is far from my intention. I dwell upon such trifles because to me the memory of them is very tender. The virtues of our loved ones we admire, yet after all tis but what we expected of them: how could they do otherwise? Their failings we would forget; no one of us is perfect. But over their follies we love to linger, smiling.

To me personally, old Haslucks coming and all that followed thereupon made perhaps more difference than to any one else. My father now was busy all the day; if not in his office, then away in the grim city of the giants, as I still thought of it; while to my mother came every day more social and domestic duties; so that for a time I was left much to my own resources.

Rambling—bummelling, as the Germans term it — was my bent. This my mother would have checked, but my father said:

Dont molly-coddle him. Let him learn to be smart.

I dont think the smart people are always the nicest, demurred my mother. I dont call you at all smart, Luke.

My father appeared surprised, but reflected.

I should call myself smart — in a sense, he explained, after consideration.

Perhaps you are right, dear, replied my mother; and of course boys are different from girls.

Sometimes I would wander Victoria Park way, which was then surrounded by many small cottages in leafy gardens; or even reach as far as Clapton, where old red brick Georgian houses still stood behind high palings, and tall elms gave to the wide road on sunny afternoons an old-world air of peace. But such excursions were the exception, for strange though it may read, the narrow, squalid streets had greater hold on me. Not the few main thoroughfares, filled ever with a dull, deep throbbing as of some tireless iron machine; where the endless human files, streaming ever up and down, crossing and recrossing, seemed mere rushing chains of flesh and blood, working upon unseen wheels; but the dim, weary, lifeless streets — the dark, tortuous roots, as I fancied them, of that grim forest of entangled brick. Mystery lurked in their gloom. Fear whispered from behind their silence. Dumb figures flitted swiftly to and fro, never pausing, never glancing right nor left. Far-off footsteps, rising swiftly into sound, as swiftly fading, echoed round their lonely comers. Dreading, yet drawn on, I would creep along their pavements as through some city of the dead, thinking of the eyes I saw not watching from the thousand windows; starting at each muffled sound penetrating the long, dreary walls, behind which that close-packed, writhing life lay hid.

One day there came a cry from behind a curtained window. I stood still for a moment and then ran; but before I could get far enough away I heard it again, a long, piercing cry, growing fiercer before it ceased; so that I ran faster still, not heeding where I went, till I found myself in a raw, unfinished street, ending in black waste land, bordering the river. I stopped, panting, wondering how I should find my way again. To recover myself and think I sat upon the doorstep of an empty house, and there came dancing down the road with a curious, half-running, half-hopping step — something like a water wagtails — a child, a boy about my own age, who, after eyeing me strangely sat down beside me.

We watched each other for a few minutes; and I noticed that his mouth kept opening and shutting, though he said nothing. Suddenly, edging closer to me, he spoke in a thick whisper. It sounded as though his mouth were full of wool.

Wot appens to yer when yer dead?

If youre good you go to Heaven. If youre bad you go to Hell.

Long way off, both of em, aint they?

Yes. Millions of miles.

They cant come after yer? Cant fetch yer back again?

No, never.

The doorstep that we occupied was the last. A yard beyond began the black waste of mud. From the other end of the street, now growing dark, he never took his staring eyes for an instant.

Ever seen a stiff un — a dead un?

No.

I ave — stuck a pin into im. E never felt it. Dont feel anything when yer dead, do yer?

All the while he kept swaying his body to and fro, twisting his arms and legs, and making faces. Comical figures made of ginger-bread, with quaintly curved limbs and grinning features, were to be bought then in bakers shops: he made me hungry, reminding me of such.

Of course not. When you are dead youre not there, you know. Our bodies are but senseless clay. I was glad I remembered that line. I tried to think of the next one, which was about food for worms; but it evaded me.

I like you, he said; and making a fist, he gave me a punch in the chest. It was the token of palship among the youth of that neighbourhood, and gravely I returned it, meaning it, for friendship with children is an affair of the instant, or not at all, and I knew him for my first chum.

He wormed himself up.

Yer wont tell? he said.

I had no notion what I was not to tell, but our compact demanded that I should agree.

Say I swear.

I swear.

The heroes of my favourite fiction bound themselves by such like secret oaths. Here evidently was a comrade after my own heart.

Good-bye, cockey.

But he turned again, and taking from his pocket an old knife, thrust it into my hand. Then with that extraordinary hopping movement of his ran off across the mud.

I stood watching him, wondering where he could be going. He stumbled a little further, where the mud began to get softer and deeper, but struggling up again, went hopping on towards the river.

I shouted to him, but he never looked back. At every few yards he would sink down almost to his knees in the black mud, but wrenching himself free would flounder forward. Then, still some distance from the river, he fell upon his face, and did not rise again. I saw his arms beating feebler and feebler as he sank till at last the oily slime closed over him, and I could detect nothing but a faint heaving underneath the mud. And after a time even that ceased.

It was late before I reached home, and fortunately my father and mother were still out. I did not tell any one what I had seen, having sworn not to; and as time went on the incident haunted me less and less until it became subservient to my will. But of my fancy for those silent, lifeless streets it cured me for the time. From behind their still walls I would hear that long cry; down their narrow vistas see that writhing figure, like some animated ginger-bread, hopping, springing, falling.

Yet in the more crowded streets another trouble awaited me, one more tangible.

Have you ever noticed a pack of sparrows round some crumbs perchance that you have thrown out from your window? Suddenly the rest of the flock will set upon one. There is a tremendous Lilliputian hubbub, a tossing of tiny wings and heads, a babel of shrill chirps. It is comical.

Spiteful little imps they are, you say to yourself, much amused.

So I have heard good-tempered men and women calling out to one another with a laugh.

There go those young devils chivvying that poor little beggar again; ought to be ashamed of theirselves.

But, oh! the anguish of the poor little beggar! Can any one who has not been through it imagine it! Reduced to its actualities, what was it? Gibes and jeers that, after all, break no bones. A few pinches, kicks and slaps; at worst a few hard knocks. But the dreading of it beforehand! Terror lived in every street, hid, waiting for me, round each corner. The half-dozen wrangling over their marbles — had they seen me? The boy whistling as he stood staring into the print shop, would I get past him without his noticing me; or would he, swinging round upon his heel, raise the shrill whoop that brought them from every doorway to hunt me?

The shame, when caught at last and cornered: the grinning face that would stop to watch; the careless jokes of passers-by, regarding the whole thing but as a sparrows squabble: worst of all, perhaps, the rare pity! The after humiliation when, finally released, I would dart away, followed by shouted taunts and laughter; every eye turned to watch me, shrinking by; my whole small carcass shaking with dry sobs of bitterness and rage!

If only I could have turned and faced them! So far as the mere bearing of pain was concerned, I knew myself brave. The physical suffering resulting from any number of stand-up fights would have been trivial compared with the mental agony I endured. That I, the comrade of a hundred heroes — I, who nightly rode with Richard Coeur de Lion, who against Sir Lancelot himself had couched a lance, and that not altogether unsuccessful, I to whom all damsels in distress were wont to look for succour — that I should run from varlets such as these!

My friend, my bosom friend, good Robin Hood! how would he have behaved under similar circumstances? how Ivanhoe, my chosen companion in all quests of knightly enterprise? how — to come to modern times — Jack Harkaway, mere schoolboy though he might be? Would not one and all have welcomed such incident with a joyous shout, and in a trice have scattered to the winds the worthless herd?

But, alas! upon my pale lips the joyous shout sank into an unheard whisper, and the thing that became scattered to the wind was myself, the first opening that occurred.

Sometimes, the blood boiling in my veins, I would turn, thinking to go back and at all risk defying my tormentors, prove to myself I was no coward. But before I had retraced my steps a dozen paces, I would see in imagination the whole scene again before me: the laughing crowd, the halting passers-by, the spiteful, mocking little faces every way I turned; and so instead would creep on home, and climbing stealthily up into my own room, cry my heart out in the dark upon my bed.

Until one blessed day, when a blessed Fairy, in the form of a small kitten, lifted the spell that bound me, and set free my limbs.

I have always had a passionate affection for the dumb world, if it be dumb. My first playmate, I remember, was a water rat. A stream ran at the bottom of our garden; and sometimes, escaping the vigilant eye of Mrs. Fursey, I would steal out with my supper and join him on the banks. There, hidden behind the osiers, we would play at banquets, he, it is true, doing most of the banqueting, and I the make-believe. But it was a good game; added to which it was the only game I could ever get him to play, though I tried. He was a one-ideaed rat.

Later I came into the possession of a white specimen all my own. He lived chiefly in the outside breast pocket of my jacket, in company with my handkerchief, so that glancing down I could generally see his little pink eyes gleaming up at me, except on very cold days, when it would be only his tail that I could see; and when I felt miserable, somehow he would know it, and, swarming up, push his little cold snout against my ear. He died just so, clinging round my neck; and from many of my fellow-men and women have I parted with less pain. It sounds callous to say so; but, after all, our feelings are not under our own control; and I have never been able to understand the use of pretending to emotions one has not. All this, however, comes later. Let me return now to my fairy kitten.

I heard its cry of pain from afar, and instinctively hastened my steps. Three or four times I heard it again, and at each call I ran faster, till, breathless, I arrived upon the scene, the opening of a narrow court, leading out of a by-street. At first I saw nothing but the backs of a small mob of urchins. Then from the centre of them came another wailing appeal for help, and without waiting for any invitation, I pushed my way into the group.

What I saw was Hecuba to me — gave me the motive and the cue for passion, transformed me from the dull and muddy-mettled little John-a-dreams I had been into a small, blind Fury. Pale Thought, that mental emetic, banished from my system, I became the healthy, unreasoning animal, and acted as such.

From my methods, I frankly admit, science was absent. In simple, primitive fashion that would have charmed a Darwinian disciple to observe, I went for the whole crowd. To employ the expressive idiom of the neighbourhood, I was all over it and inside. Something clung about my feet. By kicking myself free and then standing on it I gained the advantage of quite an extra foot in height; I dont know what it was and didnt care. I fought with my arms and I fought with my legs; where I could get in with my head I did. I fought whatever came to hand in a spirit of simple thankfulness, grateful for what I could reach and indifferent to what was beyond me.

That the show — if again I may be permitted the local idiom — was not entirely mine I was well aware. That not alone my person but my property also was being damaged in the rear became dimly conveyed to me through the sensation of draught. Already the world to the left of me was mere picturesque perspective, while the growing importance of my nose was threatening the absorption of all my other features. These things did not trouble me. I merely noted them as phenomena and continued to punch steadily.

Until I found that I was punching something soft and yet unyielding. I looked up to see what this foreign matter that thus mysteriously had entered into the mixture might be, and discovered it to be a policeman. Still I did not care. The felons dock! the prison cell! a fig for such mere bogies. An impudent word, an insulting look, and I would have gone for the Law itself. Pale Thought — it must have been a livid green by this time — still trembled at respectful distance from me.

Fortunately for all of us, he was not impertinent, and though he spoke the language of his order, his tone disarmed offence.

Now, then. Now, then. What is all this about?

There was no need for me to answer. A dozen voluble tongues were ready to explain to him; and to explain wholly in my favour. This time the crowd was with me. Let a man school himself to bear dispraise, for thereby alone shall he call his soul his own. But let no man lie, saying he is indifferent to popular opinion. That was my first taste of public applause. The public was not select, and the applause might, by the sticklers for English pure and undefiled, have been deemed ill-worded, but to me it was the sweetest music I had ever heard, or have heard since. I was called a plucky little devil, a fair ot un, not only a good un, but a good un preceded by the adjective that in the East bestows upon its principal every admirable quality that can possibly apply. Under the circumstances it likewise fitted me literally; but I knew it was intended rather in its complimentary sense.

Kind, if dirty, hands wiped my face. A neighbouring butcher presented me with a choice morsel of steak, not to eat but to wear; and I found it, if I may so express myself without infringing copyright, grateful and comforting. My enemies had long since scooted, some of them, I had rejoiced to notice, with lame and halting steps. The mutilated kitten had been restored to its owner, a lady of ample bosom, who, carried beyond judgment by emotion, publicly offered to adopt me on the spot. The Law suggested, not for the first time, that everybody should now move on; and slowly, followed by feminine commendation mingled with masculine advice as to improved methods for the future, I was allowed to drift away.

My bones ached, my flesh stung me, yet I walked as upon air. Gradually I became conscious that I was not alone. A light, pattering step was trying to keep pace with me. Graciously I slacked my speed, and the pattering step settled down beside me. Every now and again she would run ahead and then turn round to look up into my face, much as your small dog does when he happens not to be misbehaving himself and desires you to note the fact. Evidently she approved of me. I was not at my best, as far as appearance was concerned, but women are kittle cattle, and I think she preferred me so. Thus we walked for quite a long distance without speaking, I drinking in the tribute of her worship and enjoying it. Then gaining confidence, she shyly put her hand into mine, and finding I did not repel her, promptly assumed possession of me, according to womans way.

For her age and station she must have been a person of means, for having tried in vain various methods to make me more acceptable to followers and such as having passed would turn their heads, she said:

I know, gelatines; and disappearing into a sweetstuff shop, returned with quite a quantity. With these, first sucked till glutinous, we joined my many tatters. I still attracted attention, but felt warmer.

She informed me that her name was Cissy, and that her fathers shop was in Three Colt Street. I informed her that my name was Paul, and that my father was a lawyer. I also pointed out to her that a lawyer is much superior in social position to a shopkeeper, which she acknowledged cheerfully. We parted at the corner of the Stainsby Road, and I let her kiss me once. It was understood that in the Stainsby Road we might meet again.

I left Eliza gaping after me, the front door in her hand, and ran straight up into my own room. Robinson Crusoe, King Arthur, The Last of the Barons, Rob Roy! I looked them all in the face and was not ashamed. I also was a gentleman.

My mother was much troubled when she saw me, but my father, hearing the story, approved.

But he looks so awful, said my mother. In this world, said my father, one must occasionally be aggressive — if necessary, brutal.

My father would at times be quite savage in his sentiments.


CHAPTER IV.

PAUL, FALLING IN WITH A GOODLY COMPANY OF PILGRIMS, LEARNS OF THEM THE ROAD THAT HE MUST TRAVEL. AND MEETS THE PRINCESS OF THE GOLDEN LOCKS.
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THE EAST INDIA Dock Road is nowadays a busy, crowded thoroughfare. The jingle of the tram-bell and the rattle of the omnibus and cart mingle continuously with the rain of many feet, beating ceaselessly upon its pavements. But at the time of which I write it was an empty, voiceless way, bounded on the one side by the long, echoing wall of the docks and on the other by occasional small houses isolated amid market gardens, drying grounds and rubbish heaps. Only one thing remains — or did remain last time I passed along it, connecting it with its former self — and that is the one-storeyed brick cottage at the commencement of the bridge, and which was formerly the toll-house. I remember this toll-house so well because it was there that my childhood fell from me, and sad and frightened I saw the world beyond.

I cannot explain it better. I had been that afternoon to Plaistow on a visit to the family dentist. It was an out-of-the-way place in which to keep him, but there existed advantages of a counterbalancing nature.

Have the half-crown in your hand, my mother would direct me, while making herself sure that the purse containing it was safe at the bottom of my knickerbocker pocket; but of course if he wont take it, why, you must bring it home again.

I am not sure, but I think he was some distant connection of ours; at all events, I know he was a kind friend. I, seated in the velvet chair of state, he would unroll his case of instruments before me, and ask me to choose, recommending with affectionate eulogisms the most murderous looking.

But on my opening my mouth to discuss the fearful topic, lo! a pair would shoot from under his coat-sleeve, and almost before I knew what had happened, the trouble would be over. After that we would have tea together. He was an old bachelor, and his house stood in a great garden — for Plaistow in those days was a picturesque village — and out of the plentiful fruit thereof his housekeeper made the most wonderful of jams and jellies. Oh, they were good, those teas! Generally our conversation was of my mother who, it appeared, was once a little girl: not at all the sort of little girl I should have imagined her; on the contrary, a prankish, wilful little girl, though good company, I should say, if all the tales he told of her were true. And I am inclined to think they were, in spite of the fact that my mother, when I repeated them to her, would laugh, saying she was sure she had no recollection of anything of the kind, adding severely that it was a pity he and I could not find something better to gossip about. Yet her next question would be:

And what else did he say, if you please? explaining impatiently when my answer was not of the kind expected: No, no, I mean about me.

The tea things cleared away, he would bring out his great microscope. To me it was a peep-hole into a fairy world where dwelt strange dragons, mighty monsters, so that I came to regard him as a sort of harmless magician. It was his pet study, and looking back, I cannot help associating his enthusiasm for all things microscopical with the fact that he was an exceptionally little man himself, but one of the biggest hearted that ever breathed.

On leaving I would formally hand him my half-crown, with mammas compliments, and he would formally accept it. But on putting my hand into my jacket pocket when outside the gate I would invariably find it there. The first time I took it back to him, but unblushingly he repudiated all knowledge.

Must be another half-crown, he suggested; such things do happen. One puts change into a pocket and overlooks it. Slippery things, half-crowns.

Returning home on this particular day of days, I paused upon the bridge, and watched for awhile the lazy barges manoeuvring their way between the piers. It was one of those hushed summer evenings when the air even of grim cities is full of whispering voices; and as, turning away from the river, I passed through the white toll-gate, I had a sense of leaving myself behind me on the bridge. So vivid was the impression, that I looked back, half expecting to see myself still leaning over the iron parapet, looking down into the sunlit water.

It sounds foolish, but I leave it standing, wondering if to others a like experience has ever come. The little chap never came back to me. He passed away from me as a mans body may possibly pass away from him, leaving him only remembrance and regret. For a time I tried to play his games, to dream his dreams, but the substance was wanting. I was only a thin ghost, making believe.

It troubled me for quite a spell of time, even to the point of tears, this feeling that my childhood lay behind me, this sudden realisation that I was travelling swiftly the strange road called growing up. I did not want to grow up; could nothing be done to stop it? Rather would I be always as I had been, playing, dreaming. The dark way frightened me. Must I go forward?

Then gradually, but very slowly, with the long months and years, came to me the consciousness of a new being, new pulsations, sensories, throbbings, rooted in but differing widely from the old; and little Paul, the Paul of whom I have hitherto spoken, faded from my life.

So likewise must I let him fade with sorrow from this book. But before I part with him entirely, let me recall what else I can remember of him. Thus we shall be quit of him, and he will interfere with us no more.

Chief among the pictures that I see is that of my aunt Fan, crouching over the kitchen fire; her skirt and crinoline rolled up round her waist, leaving as sacrifice to custom only her petticoat. Up and down her body sways in rhythmic motion, her hands stroking affectionately her own knees; the while I, with paper knife for sword, or horse of broomstick, stand opposite her, flourishing and declaiming. Sometimes I am a knight and she a wicked ogre. She is slain, growling and swearing, and at once becomes the beautiful princess that I secure and bear away with me upon the prancing broomstick. So long as the princess is merely holding sweet converse with me from her high-barred window, the scene is realistic, at least, to sufficiency; but the bearing away has to be make-believe; for my aunt cannot be persuaded to leave her chair before the fire, and the everlasting rubbing of her knees.

At other times, with the assistance of the meat chopper, I am an Indian brave, and then she is Laughing Water or Singing Sunshine, and we go out scalping together; or in less bloodthirsty moods I am the Fairy Prince and she the Sleeping Beauty. But in such parts she is not at her best. Better, when seated in the centre of the up-turned table, I am Captain Cook, and she the Cannibal Chief.

I shall skin him and hang him in the larder till Sunday week, says my aunt, smacking her lips, then hell be just in right condition; not too tough and not too high. She was always strong in detail, was my aunt Fan.

I do not wish to deprive my aunt of any credit due to her, but the more I exercise my memory for evidence, the more I am convinced that her compliance on these occasions was not conceived entirely in the spirit of self-sacrifice. Often would she suggest the game and even the theme; in such case, casting herself invariably for what, in old theatrical parlance, would have been termed the heavy lead, the dragons and the wicked uncles, the fussy necromancers and the uninvited fairies. As authoress of a new cookery book for use in giant-land, my aunt, I am sure, would have been successful. Most recipes that one reads are so monotonously meagre: Boil him, Put her on the spit and roast her for supper, Cook em in a pie — with plenty of gravy; but my aunt into the domestic economy of Ogredom introduced variety and daintiness.

I think, my dear, my aunt would direct, well have him stuffed with chestnuts and served on toast. And dont forget the giblets. They make such excellent sauce.

With regard to the diet of imprisoned maidens she would advise:

Not too much fish — it spoils the flesh for roasting.

The things that she would turn people into — kings sons, rightful princesses, such sort of people — people who after a time, one would think, must have quite forgotten what they started as. To let her have her way was a lesson to me in natural history both present and pre-historic. The most beautiful damsel that ever lived she would without a moments hesitation turn into a Glyptodon or a Hippocrepian. Afterwards, when I could guess at the spelling, I would look these creatures up in the illustrated dictionary, and feel that under no circumstances could I have loved the lady ever again. Warriors and kings she would delight in transforming into plaice or prawns, and haughty queens into Brussels sprouts.

With gusto would she plan a complicated slaughter, paying heed to every detail: the sharpening of the knives, the having ready of mops and pails of water for purposes of after cleaning up. As a writer she would have followed the realistic school.

Her death, with which we invariably wound up the afternoon, was another conscientious effort. Indeed, her groans and writhings would sometimes frighten me. I always welcomed the last gurgle. That finished, but not a moment before, my aunt would let down her skirt — in this way suggesting the fall of the curtain upon our play — and set to work to get the tea.

Another frequently recurring picture that I see is of myself in glazed-peaked cap explaining many things the while we walk through dingy streets to yet a smaller figure curly haired and open eyed. Still every now and then she runs ahead to turn and look admiringly into my face as on the day she first became captive to the praise and fame of me.

I was glad of her company for more reasons than she knew of. For one, she protected me against my baser self. With her beside me I should not have dared to flee from sudden foes. Indeed, together we courted adventure; for once you get used to it this standing hazard of attack adds a charm to outdoor exercise that older folk in districts better policed enjoy not. So possibly my dog feels when together we take the air. To me it is a simple walk, maybe a little tiresome, suggested rather by contemplation of my waistband than by desire for walking for mere walkings sake; to him an expedition full of danger and surprises: The gentleman asleep with one eye open on The Chequers doorstep! will he greet me with a friendly sniff or try to bite my head off? This cross-eyed, lop-eared loafer, lurching against the lamp-post! shall we pass with a careless wag and a how-do, or become locked in a life and death struggle? Impossible to say. This coming corner, now, Ware! Is anybody waiting round there to kill me, or not?

But the trusting face beside me nerved me. As reward in lonely places I would let her hold my hand.

A second advantage I derived from her company was that of being less trampled on, less walked over, less swept aside into doorway or gutter than when alone. A pretty, winsome face had this little maid, if Memory plays me not kindly false; but also she had a vocabulary; and when the blind idiot, male or female, instead of passing us by walking round us, would, after the custom of the blind idiot, seek to gain the other side of us by walking through us, she would use it.

Now, then, where yer coming to, old glass-eye? We aint sperrits. Cant yer see us?

And if they attempted reply, her childs treble, so strangely at variance with her dainty appearance, would only rise more shrill.

Garn! Theyd run out of eads when they was making you. Thats only a turnip wot youve got stuck on top of yer! I offer but specimens.

Nor was it of the slightest use attempting personal chastisement, as sometimes an irate lady or gentleman would be foolish enough to do. As well might an hippopotamus attempt to reprove a terrier. The only result was to provide comedy for the entire street.

On these occasions our positions were reversed, I being the admiring spectator of her prowess. Yet to me she was ever meek, almost irritatingly submissive. She found out where I lived and would often come and wait for me for hours, her little face pressed tight against the iron railings, until either I came out or shook my head at her from my bedroom window, when she would run off, the dying away into silence of her pattering feet leaving me a little sad.

I think I cared for her in a way, yet she never entered into my day-dreams, which means that she existed for me only in the outer world of shadows that lay round about me and was not of my real life.

Also, I think she was unwise, introducing me to the shop, for children and dogs — one seems unconsciously to bracket them in ones thoughts — are snobbish little wretches. If only her father had been a dealer in firewood I could have soothed myself by imagining mistakes. It was a common occurrence, as I well knew, for children of quite the best families to be brought up by wood choppers. Fairies, the best intentioned in the world, but born muddlers, were generally responsible for these mishaps, which, however, always became righted in time for the wedding. Or even had he been a pork butcher, and there were many in the neighbourhood, I could have thought of him as a swineherd, and so found precedent for hope.

But a fishmonger — from six in the evening a fried fishmonger! I searched history in vain. Fried fishmongers were without the pale.

So gradually our meetings became less frequent, though I knew that every afternoon she waited in the quiet Stainsby Road, where dwelt in semi-detached, six-roomed villas the aristocracy of Poplar, and that after awhile, for arriving late at times I have been witness to the sad fact, tears would trace pathetic patterns upon her dust-besprinkled cheeks; and with the advent of the world-illuminating Barbara, to which event I am drawing near, they ceased altogether.

So began and ended my first romance. One of these days — some quiet summers afternoon, when even the air of Pigott Street vibrates with tenderness beneath the whispered sighs of Memory, I shall walk into the little grocers shop and boldly ask to see her. So far have I already gone as to trace her, and often have I tried to catch sight of her through the glass door, but hitherto in vain. I know she is the more or less troubled mother of a numerous progeny. I am told she has grown stout, and probable enough it is that her tongue has gained rather than lost in sharpness. Yet under all the unrealities the clumsy-handed world has built about her, I shall see, I know, the lithesome little maid with fond, admiring eyes. What help they were to me I never knew till I had lost them. How hard to gain such eyes I have learned since. Were we to write the truth in our confession books, should we not admit the quality we most admire in others is admiration of ourselves? And is it not a wise selection? If you would have me admirable, my friend, admire me, and speak your commendation without stint that in the sunshine of your praises I may wax. For indifference maketh an indifferent man, and contempt a contemptible man. Come, is it not true? Does not all that is worthy in us grow best by honour?

Chief among the remaining figures on my childhoods stage were the many servants of our house, the generals, as they were termed. So rapid, as a rule, was their transit through our kitchen that only one or two, conspicuous by reason of their lingering, remain upon my view. It was a neighbourhood in which domestic servants were not much required. Those intending to take up the calling seriously went westward. The local ranks were recruited mainly from the discontented or the disappointed, from those who, unappreciated at home, hoped from the stranger more discernment; or from the love-lorn, the jilted and the jealous, who took the cap and apron as in an earlier age their like would have taken the veil. Maybe, to the comparative seclusion of our basement, as contrasted with the alternative frivolity of shop or factory, they felt in such mood more attuned. With the advent of the new or the recovery of the old young man they would plunge again into the vain world, leaving my poor mother to search afresh amid the legions of the cursed.

With these I made such comradeship as I could, for I had no child friends. Kind creatures were most of them, at least so I found them. They were poor at making believe, but would always squeeze ten minutes from their work to romp with me, and that, perhaps, was healthier for me. What, perhaps, was not so good for me was that, staggered at the amount of book-learning implied by my conversation (for the journalistic instinct, I am inclined to think, was early displayed in me), they would listen open-mouthed to all my information, regarding me as a precocious oracle. Sometimes they would obtain permission to take me home with them to tea, generously eager that their friends should also profit by me. Then, encouraged by admiring, grinning faces, I would hold forth, keenly enjoying the sound of my own proud piping.

As good as a book, aint he? was the tribute most often paid to me.

As good as a play, one enthusiastic listener, an old greengrocer, went so far as to say.

Already I regarded myself as among the Immortals.

One girl, a dear, wholesome creature named Janet, stayed with us for months and might have stayed years, but for her addiction to strong language. The only and well-beloved child of the captain of the barge Nancy Jane, trading between Purfleet and Ponders End, her conversation was at once my terror and delight.

Janet, my mother would exclaim in agony, her hands going up instinctively to guard her ears, how can you use such words?

What words, mum?

The things you have just called the gas man.

Him! Well, did you see what he did, mum? Walked straight into my clean kitchen, without even wiping his boots, the— And before my mother could stop her, Janet had relieved her feelings by calling him it — or rather them — again, without any idea that she had done aught else than express in fitting phraseology a natural human emotion.

We were good friends, Janet and I, and therefore it was that I personally undertook her reformation. It was not an occasion for mincing ones words. The stake at issue was, I felt, too important. I told her bluntly that if she persisted in using such language she would inevitably go to hell.

Then wheres my father going? demanded Janet.

Does he use language?

I gathered from Janet that no one who had enjoyed the privilege of hearing her father could ever again take interest in the feeble efforts of herself.

I am afraid, Janet, I explained, that if he doesnt give it up—

But its the only way he can talk, interrupted Janet. He dont mean anything by it.

I sighed, yet set my face against weakness. You see, Janet, people who swear do go there.

But Janet would not believe.

God send my dear, kind father to hell just because he cant talk like the gentlefolks! Dont you believe it of Him, Master Paul. Hes got more sense.

I hope I pain no one by quoting Janets common sense. For that I should be sorry. I remember her words because so often, when sinking in sloughs of childish despond, they afforded me firm foothold. More often than I can tell, when compelled to listen to the sententious voice of immeasurable Folly glibly explaining the eternal mysteries, has it comforted me to whisper to myself: I dont believe it of Him. Hes got more sense.

And about that period I had need of all the comfort I could get. As we descend the road of life, the journey, demanding so much of our attention, becomes of more importance than the journeys end; but to the child, standing at the valleys gate, the terminating hills are clearly visible. What lies beyond them is his constant wonder. I never questioned my parents directly on the subject, shrinking as so strangely we all do, both young and old, from discussion of the very matters of most moment to us; and they, on their part, not guessing my need, contented themselves with the vague generalities with which we seek to hide even from ourselves the poverty of our beliefs. But there were foolish voices about me less reticent; while the literature, illustrated and otherwise, provided in those days for serious-minded youth, answered all questionings with blunt brutality. If you did wrong you burnt in a fiery furnace for ever and ever. Were your imagination weak you could turn to the accompanying illustration, and see at a glance how you yourself would writhe and shrink and scream, while cheerful devils, well organised, were busy stoking. I had been burnt once, rather badly, in consequence of live coals, in course of transit on a shovel, being let fall upon me. I imagined these burning coals, not confined to a mere part of my body, but pressing upon me everywhere, not snatched swiftly off by loving hands, the pain assuaged by applications of soft soap and the blue bag, but left there, eating into my flesh and veins. And this continued for eternity. You suffered for an hour, a day, a thousand years, and were no nearer to the end; ten thousand, a million years, and yet, as at the very first, it was for ever, and for ever still it would always be for ever! I suffered also from insomnia about this period.

Then be good, replied the foolish voices round me; never do wrong, and so avoid this endless agony.

But it was so easy to do wrong. There were so many wrong things to do, and the doing of them was so natural.

Then repent, said the voices, always ready.

But how did one repent? What was repentance? Did I hate my sin, as I was instructed I must, or merely hate the idea of going to hell for it? Because the latter, even my childs sense told me, was no true repentance. Yet how could one know the difference?

Above all else there haunted me the fear of the Unforgivable Sin. What this was I was never able to discover. I dreaded to enquire too closely, lest I should find I had committed it. Day and night the terror of it clung to me.

Believe, said the voices; so only shall you be saved. How believe? How know you did believe? Hours would I kneel in the dark, repeating in a whispered scream:

I believe, I believe. Oh, I do believe! and then rise with white knuckles, wondering if I really did believe.

Another question rose to trouble me. In the course of my meanderings I had made the acquaintance of an old sailor, one of the most disreputable specimens possible to find; and had learned to love him. Our first meeting had been outside a confectioners window, in the Commercial Road, where he had discovered me standing, my nose against the glass, a mere palpitating Appetite on legs. He had seized me by the collar, and hauled me into the shop. There, dropping me upon a stool, he bade me eat. Pride of race prompted me politely to decline, but his language became so awful that in fear and trembling I obeyed. So soon as I was finished — it cost him two and fourpence, I remember — we walked down to the docks together, and he told me stories of the sea and land that made my blood run cold. Altogether, in the course of three weeks or a month, we met about half a dozen times, when much the same programme was gone through. I think I was a fairly frank child, but I said nothing about him at home, feeling instinctively that if I did there would be an end of our comradeship, which was dear to me: not merely by reason of the pastry, though I admit that was a consideration, but also for his wondrous tales. I believed them all implicitly, and so came to regard him as one of the most interesting criminals as yet unhanged: and what was sad about the case, as I felt myself, was that his recital of his many iniquities, instead of repelling, attracted me to him. If ever there existed a sinner, here was one. He chewed tobacco — one of the hundred or so deadly sins, according to my theological library — and was generally more or less drunk. Not that a stranger would have noticed this; the only difference being that when sober he appeared constrained — was less his natural, genial self. In a burst of confidence he once admitted to me that he was the biggest blackguard in the merchant service. Unacquainted with the merchant service, as at the time I was, I saw no reason to doubt him.

One night in a state of intoxication he walked over a gangway and was drowned. Our mutual friend, the confectioner, seeing me pass the window, came out to tell me so; and having heard, I walked on, heavy of heart, and pondering.

About his eternal destination there could be no question. The known facts precluded the least ray of hope. How could I be happy in heaven, supposing I eventually did succeed in slipping in, knowing that he, the lovable old scamp, was burning for ever in hell?

How could Janet, taking it that she reformed and thus escaped damnation, be contented, knowing the father she loved doomed to torment? The heavenly hosts, so I argued, could be composed only of the callous and indifferent.

I wondered how people could go about their business, eat, drink and be merry, with tremendous fate hanging thus ever suspended over their heads. When for a little space I myself forgot it, always it fell back upon me with increased weight.

Nor was the contemplation of heaven itself particularly attractive to me, for it was a foolish paradise these foolish voices had fashioned out of their folly. You stood about and sang hymns — for ever! I was assured that my fear of finding the programme monotonous was due only to my state of original sin, that when I got there I should discover I liked it. But I would have given much for the hope of avoiding both their heaven and their hell.

Fortunately for my sanity I was not left long to brood unoccupied upon such themes. Our worldly affairs, under the sunshine of old Haslucks round red face, prospered — for awhile; and one afternoon my father, who had been away from home since breakfast time, calling me into his office where also sat my mother, informed me that the long-talked-of school was become at last a concrete thing.

The term commences next week, explained my father. It is not exactly what I had intended, but it will do — for the present. Later, of course, you will go to one of the big public schools; your mother and I have not yet quite decided which.

You will meet other boys there, good and bad, said my mother, who sat clasping and unclasping her hands. Be very careful, dear, how you choose your companions.

You will learn to take your own part, said my father. School is an epitome of the world. One must assert oneself, or one is sat upon.

I knew not what to reply, the vista thus opened out to me was so unexpected. My blood rejoiced, but my heart sank.

Take one of your long walks, said my father, smiling, and think it over.

And if you are in any doubt, you know where to go for guidance, dont you? whispered my mother, who was very grave.

Yet I went to bed, dreaming of quite other things that night: of Queens of Beauty bending down to crown my brows with laurel: of wronged Princesses for whose cause I rode to death or victory. For on my return home, being called into the drawing-room by my father, I stood transfixed, my cap in hand, staring with all my eyes at the vision that I saw.

No such wonder had I ever seen before, at all events, not to my remembrance. The maidens that one meets in Poplar streets may be fair enough in their way, but their millinery displays them not to advantage; and the few lady visitors that came to us were of a staid and matronly appearance. Only out of pictures hitherto had such witchery looked upon me; and from these the spell faded as one gazed.

I heard old Haslucks smoky voice saying, My little gell, Barbara, and I went nearer to her, moving unconsciously.

You can kiss er, said the smoky voice again; she wont bite. But I did not kiss her. Nor ever felt I wanted to, upon the mouth.

I suppose she must have been about fourteen, and I a little over ten, though tall for my age. Later I came to know she had that rare gold hair that holds the light, so that upon her face, which seemed of dainty porcelain, there ever fell a softened radiance as from some shining aureole; those blue eyes where dwell mysteries, shadow veiled. At the time I knew nothing, but that it seemed to me as though the fairy-tales had all come true.

She smiled, understanding and well pleased with my confusion. Child though I was — little more than child though she was, it flattered her vanity.

Fair and sweet, you had but that one fault. Would it had been another, less cruel to you yourself.


CHAPTER V.

IN WHICH THERE COMES BY ONE BENT UPON PURSUING HIS OWN WAY.
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CORRECT IS, I think, the adjective by which I can best describe Doctor Florret and all his attributes. He was a large man, but not too large — just the size one would select for the head-master of an important middle-class school; stout, not fat, suggesting comfort, not grossness. His hands were white and well shaped. On the left he wore a fine diamond ring, but it shone rather than sparkled. He spoke of commonplace things in a voice that lent dignity even to the weather. His face, which was clean-shaven, radiated benignity tempered by discretion.

So likewise all about him: his wife, the feminine counterpart of himself. Seeing them side by side one felt tempted to believe that for his special benefit original methods had been reverted to, and she fashioned, as his particular helpmeet, out of one of his own ribs. His furniture was solid, meant for use, not decoration. His pictures, following the rule laid down for dress, graced without drawing attention to his walls. He ever said the correct thing at the correct time in the correct manner. Doubtful of the correct thing to do, one could always learn it by waiting till he did it; when one at once felt that nothing else could possibly have been correct. He held on all matters the correct views. To differ from him was to discover oneself a revolutionary.

In practice, as I learned at the cost of four more or less wasted years, he of course followed the methods considered correct by English schoolmen from the days of Edward VI. onwards.

Heaven knows I worked hard. I wanted to learn. Ambition — the all containing ambition of a boy that has its centre everywhere nor cares to fix itself to form stirred within me. Did I pass a speaker at some corner, hatless, perspiring, pointing Utopias in the air to restless hungry eyes, at once I saw myself, a Demosthenes swaying multitudes, a statesman holding the House of Commons spellbound, the Prime Minister of England, worshipped by the entire country. Even the Opposition papers, had I known of them, I should have imagined forced to reluctant admiration. Did the echo of a distant drum fall upon my ear, then before me rose picturesque fields of carnage, one figure ever conspicuous: Myself, well to the front, isolated. Promotion in the British army of my dream being a matter purely of merit, I returned Commander-in-Chief. Vast crowds thronged every flag-decked street. I saw white waving hands from every roof and window. I heard the dull, deep roar of welcome, as with superb seat upon my snow-white charger — or should it be coal-black? The point cost me much consideration, so anxious was I that the day should be without a flaw — I slowly paced at the head of my victorious troops, between wild waves of upturned faces: walked into a lamp-post or on to the toes of some irascible old gentleman, and awoke. A drunken sailor stormed from between swing doors and tacked tumultuously down the street: the factory chimney belching smoke became a swaying mast. The costers round about me shouted Ay, ay, sir. Ready, ay, ready. I was Christopher Columbus, Drake, Nelson, rolled into one. Spurning the presumption of modern geographers, I discovered new continents. I defeated the French — those useful French! I died in the moment of victory. A nation mourned me and I was buried in Westminster Abbey. Also I lived and was created a Duke. Either alternative had its charm: personally I was indifferent. Boys who on November the ninth, as explained by letters from their mothers, read by Doctor Florret with a snort, were suffering from a severe toothache, told me on November the tenth of the glories of Lord Mayors Shows. I heard their chatter fainter and fainter as from an ever-increasing distance. The bells of Bow were ringing in my ears. I saw myself a merchant prince, though still young. Nobles crowded my counting house. I lent them millions and married their daughters. I listened, unobserved in a corner, to discussion on some new book. Immediately I was a famous author. All men praised me: for of reviewers and their density I, in those days, knew nothing. Poetry, fiction, history, I wrote them all; and all men read, and wondered. Only here was a crumpled rose leaf in the pillow on which I laid my swelling head: penmanship was vexation to me, and spelling puzzled me, so that I wrote with sorrow and many blots and scratchings out. Almost I put aside the idea of becoming an author.

But along whichever road I might fight my way to the Elysian Fields of fame, education, I dimly but most certainly comprehended, was a necessary weapon to my hand. And so, with aching heart and aching head, I pored over my many books. I see myself now in my small bedroom, my elbows planted on the shaky, one-legged table, startled every now and again by the frizzling of my hair coming in contact with the solitary candle. On cold nights I wear my overcoat, turned up about the neck, a blanket round my legs, and often I must sit with my fingers in my ears, the better to shut out the sounds of life, rising importunately from below. A song, Of a song, To a song, A song, O! song! I love, Thou lovest, He she or it loves. I should or would love over and over again, till my own voice seems some strange buzzing thing about me, while my head grows smaller and smaller till I put my hands up frightened, wondering if it still be entire upon my shoulders.

Was I more stupid than the average, or is a boys brain physically incapable of the work our educational system demands of it?

Latin and Greek I hear repeating the suave tones of Doctor Florret, echoing as ever the solemn croak of Correctness, are useful as mental gymnastics. My dear Doctor Florret and Co., cannot you, out of the vast storehouse of really necessary knowledge, select apparatus better fitted to strengthen and not overstrain the mental muscles of ten-to-fourteen? You, gentle reader, with brain fully grown, trained by years of practice to its subtlest uses, take me from your bookshelf, say, your Browning or even your Shakespeare. Come, you know this language well. You have not merely learned: it is your mother tongue. Construe for me this short passage, these few verses: parse, analyse, resolve into component parts! And now, will you maintain that it is good for Tommy, tear-stained, ink-bespattered little brat, to be given AEsops Fables, Ovids Metamorphoses to treat in like manner? Would it not be just as sensible to insist upon his practising his skinny little arms with hundred pounds dumb-bells?

We were the sons of City men, of not well-to-do professional men, of minor officials, clerks, shopkeepers, our roads leading through the workaday world. Yet quite half our time was taken up in studies utterly useless to us. How I hated them, these youth-tormenting Shades. Homer! how I wished the fishermen had asked him that absurd riddle earlier. Horace! why could not that shipwreck have succeeded: it would have in the case of any one but a classic.

Until one blessed day there fell into my hands a wondrous talisman.

Hearken unto me, ye heavy burdened little brethren of mine. Waste not your substance upon tops and marbles, nor yet upon tuck (Do ye still call it tuck?), but scrape and save. For in the neighbourhood of Paternoster Row there dwells a good magician who for silver will provide you with a Key that shall open wide for you the gates of Hades.

By its aid, the Frogs of Aristophanes became my merry friends. With Ulysses I wandered eagerly through Wonderland. Doctor Florret was charmed with my progress, which was real, for now, at last, I was studying according to the laws of common sense, understanding first, explaining afterwards. Let Youth, that the folly of Age would imprison in ignorance, provide itself with Keys.

But let me not seem to claim credit due to another. Dan it was — Dan of the strong arm and the soft smile, Dan the wise hater of all useless labour, sharp-witted, easy-going Dan, who made this grand discovery.

Dan followed me a term later into the Lower Fourth, but before he had been there a week was handling Latin verse with an ease and dexterity suggestive of unholy dealings with the Devil. In a lonely corner of Regents Park, first making sure no one was within earshot, he revealed to me his magic.

Dont tell the others, he commanded; or it will get out, and then nobody will be any the better.

But is it right? I asked.

Look here, young un, said Dan; what are you here for — whats your father paying school fees for (it was the appeal to our conscientiousness most often employed by Dr. Florret himself), for you to play a silly game, or to learn something?

Because if its only a game — we boys against the masters, continued Dan, then lets play according to rule. If were here to learn — well, youve been in the class four months and Ive just come, and I bet I know more Ovid than you do already. Which was true.

So I thanked Dan and shared with him his key; and all the Latin I remember, for whatever good it may be to me, I take it I owe to him.

And knowledge of yet greater value do I owe to the good fortune that his sound mother wit was ever at my disposal to correct my dreamy unfeasibility; for from first to last he was my friend; and to have been the chosen friend of Dan, shrewd judge of man and boy, I deem no unimportant feather in my cap. He took to me, he said, because I was so jolly green—such a rummy little mug. No other reason would he ever give me, save only a sweet smile and a tumbling of my hair with his great hand; but I think I understood. And I loved him because he was big and strong and handsome and kind; no one but a little boy knows how brutal or how kind a big boy can be. I was still somewhat of an effeminate little chap, nervous and shy, with a pink and white face, and hair that no amount of wetting would make straight. I was growing too fast, which took what strength I had, and my journey every day, added to school work and home work, maybe was too much for my years. Every morning I had to be up at six, leaving the house before seven to catch the seven fifteen from Poplar station; and from Chalk Farm I had to walk yet another couple of miles. But that I did not mind, for at Chalk Farm station Dan was always waiting for me. In the afternoon we walked back together also; and when I was tired and my back ached — just as if some one had cut a piece out of it, I felt — he would put his arm round me, for he always knew, and oh, how strong and restful it was to lean against, so that one walked as in an easy-chair.

It seems to me, remembering how I would walk thus by his side, looking up shyly into his face, thinking how strong and good he was, feeling so glad he liked me, I can understand a little how a woman loves. He was so solid. With his arm round me, it was good to feel weak.

At first we were in the same class, the Lower Third. He had no business there. He was head and shoulders taller than any of us and years older. It was a disgrace to him that he was not in the Upper Fourth. The Doctor would tell him so before us all twenty times a week. Old Waterhouse (I call him Old Waterhouse because Mister Waterhouse, M.A., would convey no meaning to me, and I should not know about whom I was speaking) who cordially liked him, was honestly grieved. We, his friends, though it was pleasant to have him among us, suffered in our pride of him. The only person quite contented was Dan himself. It was his way in all things. Others had their opinion of what was good for him. He had his own, and his own was the only opinion that ever influenced him. The Lower Third suited him. For him personally the Upper Fourth had no attraction.

And even in the Lower Third he was always at the bottom. He preferred it. He selected the seat and kept it, in spite of all allurements, in spite of all reproaches. It was nearest to the door. It enabled him to be first out and last in. Also it afforded a certain sense of retirement. Its occupant, to an extent screened from observation, became in the course of time almost forgotten. To Dans philosophical temperament its practical advantages outweighed all sentimental objection.

Only on one occasion do I remember his losing it. As a rule, tiresome questions, concerning past participles, square roots, or meridians never reached him, being snapped up in transit by arm-waving lovers of such trifles. The few that by chance trickled so far he took no notice of. They possessed no interest for him, and he never pretended that they did. But one day, taken off his guard, he gave voice quite unconsciously to a correct reply, with the immediate result of finding himself in an exposed position on the front bench. I had never seen Dan out of temper before, but that moment had any of us ventured upon a whispered congratulation we would have had our head punched, I feel confident.

Old Waterhouse thought that here at last was reformation. Come, Brian, he cried, rubbing his long thin hands together with delight, after all, youre not such a fool as you pretend.

Never said I was, muttered Dan to himself, with a backward glance of regret towards his lost seclusion; and before the day was out he had worked his way back to it again.

As we were going out together, old Waterhouse passed us on the stairs: Havent you any sense of shame, my boy? he asked sorrowfully, laying his hand kindly on Dans shoulder.

Yes, sir, answered Dan, with his frank smile; plenty. It isnt yours, thats all.

He was an excellent fighter. In the whole school of over two hundred boys, not half a dozen, and those only Upper Sixth boys — fellows who came in top hats with umbrellas, and who wouldnt out of regard to their own dignity — could have challenged him with any chance of success. Yet he fought very seldom, and then always in a bored, lazy fashion, as though he were doing it purely to oblige the other fellow.

One afternoon, just as we were about to enter Regents Park by the wicket opposite Hanover Gate, a biggish boy, an errand boy carrying an empty basket, and supported by two smaller boys, barred our way.

Cant come in here, said the boy with the basket.

Why not? inquired Dan.

Cos if you do I shall kick you, was the simple explanation.

Without a word Dan turned away, prepared to walk on to the next opening. The boy with the basket, evidently encouraged, followed us: Now, Im going to give you your cowards blow, he said, stepping in front of us; will you take it quietly? It is a lonely way, the Outer Circle, on a winters afternoon.

Ill tell you afterwards, said Dan, stopping short.

The boy gave him a slight slap on the cheek. It could not have hurt, but the indignity, of course, was great. No boy of honour, according to our code, could have accepted it without retaliating.

Is that all? asked Dan.

Thats all — for the present, replied the boy with the basket.

Good-bye, said Dan, and walked on.

Glad he didnt insist on fighting, remarked Dan, cheerfully, as we proceeded; Im going to a party tonight.

Yet on another occasion, in a street off Lisson Grove, he insisted on fighting a young rough half again his own weight, who, brushing up against him, had knocked his hat off into the mud.

I wouldnt have said anything about his knocking it off, explained Dan afterwards, tenderly brushing the poor bruised thing with his coat sleeve, if he hadnt kicked it.

On another occasion I remember, three or four of us, Dan among the number, were on our way one broiling summers afternoon to Hadley Woods. As we turned off from the highroad just beyond Barnet and struck into the fields, Dan drew from his pocket an enormous juicy-looking pear.

Where did you get that from? inquired one, Dudley.

From that big greengrocers opposite Barnet Church, answered Dan. Have a bit?

You told me you hadnt any more money, retorted Dudley, in reproachful tones.

No more I had, replied Dan, holding out a tempting slice at the end of his pocket-knife.

You must have had some, or you couldnt have bought that pear, argued Dudley, accepting.

Didnt buy it.

Do you mean to say you stole it?

Yes.

Youre a thief, denounced Dudley, wiping his mouth and throwing away a pip.

I know it. So are you.

No, Im not.

Whats the good of talking nonsense. You robbed an orchard only last Wednesday at Mill Hill, and gave yourself the stomach-ache.

That isnt stealing.

What is it?

It isnt the same thing.

Whats the difference?

And nothing could make Dan comprehend the difference. Stealing is stealing, he would have it, whether you take it off a tree or out of a basket. Youre a thief, Dudley; so am I. Anybody else say a piece?

The thermometer was at that point where morals become slack. We all had a piece; but we were all of us shocked at Dan, and told him so. It did not agitate him in the least.

To Dan I could speak my inmost thoughts, knowing he would understand me, and sometimes from him I received assistance and sometimes confusion. The yearly examination was approaching. My father and mother said nothing, but I knew how anxiously each of them awaited the result; my father, to see how much I had accomplished; my mother, how much I had endeavoured. I had worked hard, but was doubtful, knowing that prizes depend less upon what you know than upon what you can make others believe you know; which applies to prizes beyond those of school.

Are you going in for anything, Dan? I asked him. We were discussing the subject, crossing Primrose Hill, one bright June morning.

I knew the question absurd. I asked it of him because I wanted him to ask it of me.

Theyre not giving away anything I particularly want, murmured Dan, in his lazy drawl: looked at from that point of view, school prizes are, it must be confessed, not worth their cost.

Youre sweating yourself, young un, of course? he asked next, as I expected.

I mean to have a shot at the History, I admitted. Wish I was better at dates.

Its always two-thirds dates, Dan assured me, to my discouragement. Old Florret thinks you cant eat a potato until you know the date that chap Raleigh was born.

Ive prayed so hard that I may win the History prize, I explained to him. I never felt shy with Dan. He never laughed at me.

You oughtnt to have done that, he said. I stared. It isnt fair to the other fellows. That wont be your winning the prize; that will be your getting it through favouritism.

But they can pray, too, I reminded him.

If you all pray for it, answered Dan, then it will go, not to the fellow that knows most history, but to the fellow thats prayed the hardest. That isnt old Florrets idea, Im sure.

But we are told to pray for things we want, I insisted.

Beastly mean way of getting em, retorted Dan. And no argument that came to me, neither then nor at any future time, brought him to right thinking on this point.

He would judge all matters for himself. In his opinion Achilles was a coward, not a hero.

He ought to have told the Trojans that they couldnt hurt any part of him except his heel, and let them have a shot at that, he argued; King Arthur and all the rest of them with their magic swords, it wasnt playing the game. Theres no pluck in fighting if you know youre bound to win. Beastly cads, I call them all.

I won no prize that year. Oddly enough, Dan did, for arithmetic; the only subject studied in the Lower Fourth that interested him. He liked to see things coming right, he explained.

My father shut himself up with me for half an hour and examined me himself.

Its very curious, Paul, he said, you seem to know a good deal.

They asked me all the things I didnt know. They seemed to do it on purpose, I blurted out, and laid my head upon my arm. My father crossed the room and sat down beside me.

Spud! he said — it was a long time since he had called me by that childish nickname—perhaps you are going to be with me, one of the unlucky ones.

Are you unlucky? I asked.

Invariably, answered my father, rumpling his hair. I dont know why. I try hard — I do the right thing, but it turns out wrong. It always does.

But I thought Mr. Hasluck was bringing us such good fortune, I said, looking up in surprise. Were getting on, arent we?

I have thought so before, so often, said my father, and it has always ended in a — in a collapse.

I put my arms round his neck, for I always felt to my father as to another boy; bigger than myself and older, but not so very much.

You see, when I married your mother, he went on, I was a rich man. She had everything she wanted.

But you will get it all back, I cried.

I try to think so, he answered. I do think so — generally speaking. But there are times — you would not understand — they come to you.

But she is happy, I persisted; we are all happy.

He shook his head.

I watch her, he said. Women suffer more than we do. They live more in the present. I see my hopes, but she — she sees only me, and I have always been a failure. She has lost faith in me.

I could say nothing. I understood but dimly.

That is why I want you to be an educated man, Paul, he continued after a silence. You cant think what a help education is to a man. I dont mean it helps you to get on in the world; I think for that it rather hampers you. But it helps you to bear adversity. To a man with a well-stored mind, life is interesting on a piece of bread and a cup of tea. I know. If it were not for you and your mother I should not trouble.

And yet at that time our fortunes were at their brightest, so far as I remember them; and when they were dark again he was full of fresh hope, planning, scheming, dreaming again. It was never acting. A worse actor never trod this stage on which we fret. His occasional attempts at a cheerfulness he did not feel inevitably resulted in our all three crying in one anothers arms. No; it was only when things were going well that experience came to his injury. Child of misfortune, he ever rose, Antaeus-like, renewed in strength from contact with his mother.

Nor must it be understood that his despondent moods, even in time of prosperity, were oft recurring. Generally speaking, as he himself said, he was full of confidence. Already had he fixed upon our new house in Guilford Street, then still a good residential quarter; while at the same time, as he would explain to my mother, sufficiently central for office purposes, close as it was to Lincoln and Greys Inn and Bedford Row, pavements long worn with the weary footsteps of the Laws sad courtiers.

Poplar, said my father, has disappointed me. It seemed a good idea — a rapidly rising district, singularly destitute of solicitors. It ought to have turned out well, and yet somehow it hasnt.

There have been a few come, my mother reminded him.

Of a sort, admitted my father; a criminal lawyer might gather something of a practice here, I have no doubt. But for general work, of course, you must be in a central position. Now, in Guilford Street people will come to me.

It should certainly be a pleasanter neighbourhood to live in, agreed my mother.

Later on, said my father, in case I want the whole house for offices, we could live ourselves in Regents Park. It is quite near to the Park.

Of course you have consulted Mr. Hasluck? asked my mother, who of the two was by far the more practical.

For Hasluck, replied my father, it will be much more convenient. He grumbles every time at the distance.

I have never been quite able to understand, said my mother, why Mr. Hasluck should have come so far out of his way. There must surely be plenty of solicitors in the City.

He had heard of me, explained my father. A curiou[s] old fellow — likes his own way of doing things. Its not everyone who would care for him as a client. But I seem able to manage him.

Often we would go together, my father and I, to Guilford Street. It was a large corner house that had taken his fancy, half creeper covered, with a balcony, and pleasantly situated, overlooking the gardens of the Foundling Hospital. The wizened old caretaker knew us well, and having opened the door, would leave us to wander through the empty, echoing rooms at our own will. We furnished them handsomely in later Queen Anne style, of which my father was a connoisseur, sparing no necessary expense; for, as my father observed, good furniture is always worth its price, while to buy cheap is pure waste of money.

This, said my father, on the second floor, stepping from the bedroom into the smaller room adjoining, I shall make your mothers boudoir. We will have the walls in lavender and maple green — she is fond of soft tones — and the window looks out upon the gardens. There we will put her writing-table.

My own bedroom was on the third floor, a sunny little room.

You will be quiet here, said my father, and we can shut out the bed and the washstand with a screen.

Later, I came to occupy it; though its rent — eight and sixpence a week, including attendance — was somewhat more than at the time I ought to have afforded. Nevertheless, I adventured it, taking the opportunity of being an inmate of the house to refurnish it, unknown to my stout landlady, in later Queen Anne style, putting a neat brass plate with my fathers name upon the door. Luke Kelver, Solicitor. Office hours, 10 till 4. A medical student thought he occupied my mothers boudoir. He was a dull dog, full of tiresome talk. But I made acquaintanceship with him; and often of an evening would smoke my pipe there in silence while pretending to be listening to his monotonous brag.

The poor thing! he had no idea that he was only a foolish ghost; that his walls, seemingly covered with coarse-coloured prints of wooden-looking horses, simpering ballet girls and petrified prize-fighters, were in reality a delicate tone of lavender and maple green; that at her writing-table in the sunlit window sat my mother, her soft curls curtaining her quiet face.


CHAPTER VI.

OF THE SHADOW THAT CAME BETWEEN THE MAN IN GREY AND THE LADY OF THE LOVE-LIT EYES.
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THERES NOTHING MISSING, said my mother, so far as I can find out. Depend upon it, thats the explanation: she has got frightened and has run away.

But what was there to frighten her? said my father, pausing with a decanter in one hand and the bottle in the other.

It was the idea of the thing, replied my mother. She has never been used to waiting at table. She was actually crying about it only last night.

But whats to be done? said my father. They will be here in less than an hour.

There will be no dinner for them, said my mother, unless I put on an apron and bring it up myself.

Where does she live? asked my father.

At Ilford, answered my mother.

We must make a joke of it, said my father.

My mother, sitting down, began to cry. It had been a trying week for my mother. A party to dinner — to a real dinner, beginning with anchovies and ending with ices from the confectioners; if only they would remain ices and not, giving way to unaccustomed influences, present themselves as cold custard — was an extraordinary departure from the even tenor of our narrow domestic way; indeed, I recollect none previous. First there had been the house to clean and rearrange almost from top to bottom; endless small purchases to be made of articles that Need never misses, but which Ostentation, if ever you let her sneering nose inside the door, at once demands. Then the kitchen range — it goes without saying: one might imagine them all members of a stove union, controlled by some agitating old boiler out of work — had taken the opportunity to strike, refusing to bake another dish except under permanently improved conditions, necessitating weary days with plumbers. Fat cookery books, long neglected on their shelf, had been consulted, argued with and abused; experiments made, failures sighed over, successes noted; cost calculated anxiously; means and ways adjusted, hope finally achieved, shadowed by fear.

And now with victory practically won, to have the reward thus dashed from her hand at the last moment! Downstairs in the kitchen would be the dinner, waiting for the guests; upstairs round the glittering table would be the assembled guests, waiting for their dinner. But between the two yawned an impassable gulf. The bridge, without a word of warning, had bolted — was probably by this time well on its way to Ilford. There was excuse for my mothers tears.

Isnt it possible to get somebody else? asked my father.

Impossible, in the time, said my mother. I had been training her for the whole week. We had rehearsed it perfectly.

Have it in the kitchen, suggested my aunt, who was folding napkins to look like ships, which they didnt in the least, and call it a picnic. Really it seemed the only practical solution.

There came a light knock at the front door.

It cant be anybody yet, surely, exclaimed my father in alarm, making for his coat.

Its Barbara, I expect, explained my mother. She promised to come round and help me dress. But now, of course, I shant want her. My mothers nature was pessimistic.

But with the words Barbara ran into the room, for I had taken it upon myself to admit her, knowing that shadows slipped out through the window when Barbara came in at the door — in those days, I mean.

She kissed them all three, though it seemed but one movement, she was so quick. And at once they saw the humour of the thing.

Theres going to be no dinner, laughed my father. We are going to look surprised and pretend that it was yesterday. It will be fun to see their faces.

There will be a very nice dinner, smiled my mother, but it will be in the kitchen, and theres no way of getting it upstairs. And they explained to her the situation.

She stood for an instant, her sweet face the gravest in the group. Then a light broke upon it.

Ill get you someone, she said.

My dear, you dont even know the neighbourhood, began my mother. But Barbara had snatched the latchkey from its nail and was gone.

With her disappearance, shadow fell again upon us. If there were only an hotel in this beastly neighbourhood, said my father.

You must entertain them by yourself, Luke, said my mother; and I must wait — thats all.

Dont be absurd, Maggie, cried my father, getting angry. Cant cook bring it in?

No one can cook a dinner and serve it, too, answered my mother, impatiently. Besides, shes not presentable.

What about Fan? whispered my father.

My mother merely looked. It was sufficient.

Paul? suggested my father.

Thank you, retorted my mother. I dont choose to have my son turned into a footman, if you do.

Well, hadnt you better go and dress? was my fathers next remark.

It wont take me long to put on an apron, was my mothers reply.

I was looking forward to seeing you in that new frock, said my father. In the case of another, one might have attributed such a speech to tact; in the case of my father, one felt it was a happy accident.

My mother confessed — speaking with a certain indulgence, as one does of ones own follies when past — that she herself also had looked forward to seeing herself therein. Threatening discord melted into mutual sympathy.

I so wanted everything to be all right, for your sake, Luke, said my mother; I know you were hoping it would help on the business.

I was only thinking of you, Maggie, dear, answered my father. You are my business.

I know, dear, said my mother. It is hard.

The key turned in the lock, and we all stood quiet to listen.

Shes come back alone, said my mother. I knew it was hopeless.

The door opened.

Please, maam, said the new parlour-maid, will I do?

She stood there, framed by the lintel, in the daintiest of aprons, the daintiest of caps upon her golden hair; and every objection she swept aside with the wind of her merry wilfulness. No one ever had their way with her, nor wanted it.

You shall be footman, she ordered, turning to me — but this time my mother only laughed. Wait here till I come down again. Then to my mother: Now, maam, are you ready?

It was the first time I had seen my mother, or, indeed, any other flesh and blood woman, in evening dress, and to tell the truth I was a little shocked. Nay, more than a little, and showed it, I suppose; for my mother flushed and drew her shawl over the gleaming whiteness of her shoulders, pleading coldness. But Barbara cried out against this, saying it was a sin such beauty should be hid; and my father, filching a shawl with a quick hand, so dextrously indeed as to suggest some previous practice in the feat, dropped on one knee — as though the world were some sweet picture book — and raised my mothers hand with grave reverence to his lips; and Barbara, standing behind my mothers chair, insisted on my following suit, saying the Queen was receiving. So I knelt also, glancing up shyly as towards the gracious face of some fair lady hitherto unknown, thus Catching my first glimpse of the philosophy of clothes.

My memory lingers upon this scene by contrast with the sad, changed days that swiftly followed, when my mothers eyes would flash towards my father angry gleams, and her voice ring cruel and hard; though the moment he was gone her lips would tremble and her eyes grow soft again and fill with tears; when my father would sit with averted face and sullen lips tight pressed, or worse, would open them only to pour forth a rapid flood of savage speech; and fling out of the room, slamming the door behind him, and I would find him hours afterwards, sitting alone in the dark, with bowed head between his hands.

Wretched, I would lie awake, hearing through the flimsy walls their passionate tones, now rising high, now fiercely forced into cold whispers; and then their words to each other sounded even crueller.

In their estrangement from each other, so new to them, both clung closer to me, though they would tell me nothing, nor should I have understood if they had. When my mother was sobbing softly, her arms clasping me tighter and tighter with each quivering throb, then I hated my father, who I felt had inflicted this sorrow upon her. Yet when my father drew me down upon his knee, and I looked into his kind eyes so full of pain, then I felt angry with my mother, remembering her bitter tongue.

It seemed to me as though some cruel, unseen thing had crept into the house to stand ever between them, so that they might never look into each others loving eyes but only into the eyes of this evil shadow. The idea grew upon me until at times I could almost detect its outline in the air, feel a chillness as it passed me. It trod silently through the pokey rooms, always alert to thrust its grinning face before them. Now beside my mother it would whisper in her ear; and the next moment, stealing across to my father, answer for him with his voice, but strangely different. I used to think I could hear it laughing to itself as it stepped back into enfolding space.

To this day I seem to see it, ever following with noiseless footsteps man and woman, waiting patiently its opportunity to thrust its face between them. So that I can read no love tale, but, glancing round, I see its mocking eyes behind my shoulder, reading also, with a silent laugh. So that never can I meet with boy and girl, whispering in the twilight, but I see it lurking amid the half lights, just behind them, creeping after them with stealthy tread, as hand in hand they pass me in quiet ways.

Shall any of us escape, or lies the road of all through this dark valley of the shadow of dead love? Is it Loves ordeal? testing the feeble-hearted from the strong in faith, who shall find each other yet again, the darkness passed?

Of the dinner itself, until time of dessert, I can give no consecutive account, for as footman, under the orders of this enthusiastic parlour-maid, my place was no sinecure, and but few opportunities of observation through the crack of the door were afforded me. All that was clear to me was that the chief guest was a Mr. Teidelmann — or Tiedelmann, I cannot now remember which — a snuffy, mumbling old frump, with whose name then, however, I was familiar by reason of seeing it so often in huge letters, though with a Co. added, on dreary long blank walls, bordering the Limehouse reach. He sat at my mothers right hand; and I wondered, noticing him so ugly and so foolish seeming, how she could be so interested in him, shouting much and often to him; for added to his other disattractions he was very deaf, which necessitated his putting his hand up to his ear at every other observation made to him, crying querulously: Eh, what? What are you talking about? Say it again, — smiling upon him and paying close attention to his every want. Even old Hasluck, opposite to him, and who, though pleasant enough in his careless way, was far from being a slave to politeness, roared himself purple, praising some new disinfectant of which this same Teidelmann appeared to be the proprietor.

My wife swears by it, bellowed Hasluck, leaning across the table.

Our drains! chimed in Mrs. Hasluck, who was a homely soul; well, youd hardly know there was any in the house since Ive took to using it.

What are they talking about? asked Teidelmann, appealing to my mother. Whats he say his wife does?

Your disinfectant, explained my mother; Mrs. Hasluck swears by it.

Who?

Mrs. Hasluck.

Does she? Delighted to hear it, grunted the old gentleman, evidently bored.

Nothing like it for a sick-room, persisted Hasluck; might almost call it a scent.

Makes one quite anxious to be ill, remarked my aunt, addressing no one in particular.

Reminds me of cocoanuts, continued Hasluck.

Its proprietor appeared not to hear, but Hasluck was determined his flattery should not be lost.

I say it reminds me of cocoanuts. He screamed it this time.

Oh, does it? was the reply.

Doesnt it you?

Cant say it does, answered Teidelmann. As a matter of fact, dont know much about it myself. Never use it.

Old Teidelmann went on with his dinner, but Hasluck was still full of the subject.

Take my advice, he shouted, and buy a bottle.

Buy a what?

A bottle, roared the other, with an effort palpably beyond his strength.

Whats he say? Whats he talking about now? asked Teidelmann, again appealing to my mother.

He says you ought to buy a bottle, again explained my mother.

What of?

Of your own disinfectant.

Silly fool!

Whether he intended the remark to be heard and thus to close the topic (which it did), or whether, as deaf people are apt to, merely misjudged the audibility of an intended sotto vocalism, I cannot say. I only know that outside in the passage I heard the words distinctly, and therefore assume they reached round the table also.

A lull in the conversation followed, but Hasluck was not thin-skinned, and the next thing I distinguished was his cheery laugh.

Hes quite right, was Haslucks comment; thats what I am undoubtedly. Because I cant talk about anything but shop myself, I think everybody else is the same sort of fool.

But he was doing himself an injustice, for on my next arrival in the passage he was again shouting across the table, and this time Teidelmann was evidently interested.

Well, if you could spare the time, Id be more obliged than I can tell you, Hasluck was saying. I know absolutely nothing about pictures myself, and Pearsall says you are one of the best judges in Europe.

He ought to know, chuckled old Teidelmann. Hes tried often enough to palm off rubbish onto me.

That last purchase of yours must have been a good thing for young— Hasluck mentioned the name of a painter since world famous; been the making of him, I should say.

I gave him two thousand for the six, replied Teidelmann, and theyll sell for twenty thousand.

But youll never sell them? exclaimed my father.

No, grunted old Teidelmann, but my widow will. There came a soft, low laugh from a corner of the table I could not see.

Its Andersons great disappointment, followed a languid, caressing voice (the musical laugh translated into prose, it seemed), that he has never been able to educate me to a proper appreciation of art. Hell pay thousands of pounds for a child in rags or a badly dressed Madonna. Such a waste of money, it appears to me.

But you would pay thousands for a diamond to hang upon your neck, argued my fathers voice.

It would enhance the beauty of my neck, replied the musical voice.

An even more absolute waste of money, was my fathers answer, spoken low. And I heard again the musical, soft laugh.

Who is she? I asked Barbara.

The second Mrs. Teidelmann, whispered Barbara. She is quite a swell. Married him for his money — I dont like her myself, but shes very beautiful.

As beautiful as you? I asked incredulously. We were sitting on the stairs, sharing a jelly.

Oh, me! answered Barbara. Im only a child. Nobody takes any notice of me — except other kids, like you. For some reason she appeared out of conceit with herself, which was not her usual state of mind.

But everybody thinks you beautiful, I maintained.

Who? she asked quickly.

Dr. Hal, I answered.

We were with our backs to the light, so that I could not see her face.

What did he say? she asked, and her voice had more of contentment in it.

I could not remember his exact words, but about the sense of them I was positive.

Ask him what he thinks of me, as if you wanted to know yourself, Barbara instructed me, and dont forget what he says this time. Im curious. And though it seemed to me a foolish command — for what could he say of her more than I myself could tell her — I never questioned Barbaras wishes.

Yet if I am right in thinking that jealousy of Mrs. Teidelmann may have clouded for a moment Barbaras sunny nature, surely there was no reason for this, seeing that no one attracted greater attention throughout the dinner than the parlour-maid.

Where ever did you get her from? asked Mrs. Florret, Barbara having just descended the kitchen stairs.

A neat-handed Phillis, commented Dr. Florret with approval.

Ill take good care she never waits at my table, laughed the wife of our minister, the Rev. Cottle, a broad-built, breezy-voiced woman, mother of eleven, eight of them boys.

To tell the truth, said my mother, shes only here temporarily.

As a matter of fact, said my father, we have to thank Mrs. Hasluck for her.

Dont leave me out of it, laughed Hasluck; cant let the old girl take all the credit.

Later my father absent-mindedly addressed her as My dear, at which Mrs. Cottle shot a swift glance towards my mother; and before that incident could have been forgotten, Hasluck, when no one was looking, pinched her elbow, which would not have mattered had not the unexpectedness of it drawn from her an involuntary augh, upon which, for the reputation of the house, and the dinner being then towards its end; my mother deemed it better to take the whole company into her confidence. Naturally the story gained for Barbara still greater admiration, so that when with the dessert, discarding the apron but still wearing the dainty cap, which showed wisdom, she and the footman took their places among the guests, she was even more than before the centre of attention and remark.

It was very nice of you, said Mrs. Cottle, thus completing the circle of compliments, and, as I always tell my girls, that is better than being beautiful.

Kind hearts, added Dr. Florret, summing up the case, are more than coronets. Dr. Florret had ever ready for the occasion the correct quotation, but from him, somehow, it never irritated; rather it fell upon the ear as a necessary rounding and completing of the theme; like the Amen in church.

Only to my aunt would further observations have occurred.

When I was a girl, said my aunt, breaking suddenly upon the passing silence, I used to look into the glass and say to myself: Fanny, youve got to be amiable, and I was amiable, added my aunt, challenging contradiction with a look; nobody can say that I wasnt, for years.

It didnt pay? suggested Hasluck.

It attracted, replied my aunt, no attention whatever.

Hasluck had changed places with my mother, and having after many experiments learned the correct pitch for conversation with old Teidelmann, talked with him as much aside as the circumstances of the case would permit. Hasluck never wasted time on anything else than business. It was in his opera box on the first night of Verdis Aida (I am speaking of course of days then to come) that he arranged the details of his celebrated deal in guano; and even his very religion, so I have been told and can believe, he varied to suit the enterprise of the moment, once during the protracted preliminaries of a cocoa scheme becoming converted to Quakerism.

But for the most of us interest lay in a discussion between Washburn and Florret concerning the superior advantages attaching to residence in the East End.

As a rule, incorrect opinion found itself unable to exist in Dr. Florrets presence. As no bird, it is said, can continue its song once looked at by an owl, so all originality grew silent under the cold stare of his disapproving eye. But Dr. Fighting Hal was no gentle warbler of thought. Vehement, direct, indifferent, he swept through all polite argument as a strong wind through a murmuring wood, carrying his partisans with him further than they meant to go, and quite unable to turn back; leaving his opponents clinging desperately — upside down, anyhow — to their perches, angry, their feathers much ruffled.

Life! flung out Washburn — Dr. Florret had just laid down unimpeachable rules for the conduct of all mankind on all occasions—what do you respectable folk know of life? You are not men and women, you are marionettes. You dont move to your natural emotions implanted by God; you dance according to the latest book of etiquette. You live and love, laugh and weep and sin by rule. Only one moment do you come face to face with life; that is in the moment when you die, leaving the other puppets to be dressed in black and make believe to cry.

It was a favourite subject of denunciation with him, the artificiality of us all.

Little doll, he had once called me, and I had resented the term.

Thats all you are, little Paul, he had persisted, a good little hard-working doll, that does what its made to do, and thinks what its made to think. We are all dolls. Your father is a gallant-hearted, soft-headed little doll; your mother the sweetest and primmest of dolls. And Im a silly, dissatisfied doll that longs to be a man, but hasnt the pluck. We are only dolls, little Paul.

Hes a trifle — a trifle whimsical on some subjects, explained my father, on my repeating this conversation.

There are a certain class of men, explained my mother—you will meet with them more as you grow up — who talk for talkings sake. They dont know what they mean. And nobody else does either.

But what would you have? argued Dr. Florret, that every man should do that which is right in his own eyes?

Far better than, like the old man in the fable, he should do what every other fool thinks right, retorted Washburn. The other day I called to see whether a patient of mine was still alive or not. His wife was washing clothes in the front room. Hows your husband? I asked. I think hes dead, replied the woman. Then, without leaving off her work, Jim, she shouted, are you there? No answer came from the inner room. Hes a goner, she said, wringing out a stocking.

But surely, said Dr. Florret, you dont admire a woman for being indifferent to the death of her husband?

I dont admire her for that, replied Washburn, and I dont blame her. I didnt make the world and Im not responsible for it. What I do admire her for is not pretending a grief she didnt feel. In Berkeley Square shed have met me at the door with an agonised face and a handkerchief to her eyes.

Assume a virtue, if you have it not, murmured Dr. Florret.

Go on, said Washburn. How does it run? That monster, custom, who all sense doth eat, of devils habit, is angel yet in this, that to the use of actions fair and good he gives a frock that aptly is put on. So was the lions skin by the ass, but it showed him only the more an ass. Here asses go about as asses, but there are lions also. I had a woman under my hands only a little while ago. I could have cured her easily. Why she got worse every day instead of better I could not understand. Then by accident learned the truth: instead of helping me she was doing all she could to kill herself. I must, Doctor, she cried. I must. I have promised. If I get well he will only leave me, and if I die now he has sworn to be good to the children. Here, I tell you, they live — think their thoughts, work their will, kill those they hate, die for those they love; savages if you like, but savage men and women, not bloodless dolls.

I prefer the dolls, concluded Dr. Florret.

I admit they are pretty, answered Washburn.

I remember, said my father, the first masked ball I ever went to when I was a student in Paris. It struck me just as you say, Hal; everybody was so exactly alike. I was glad to get out into the street and see faces.

But I thought they always unmasked at midnight, said the second Mrs. Teidelmann in her soft, languid tones.

I did not wait, explained my father.

That was a pity, she replied. I should have been interested to see what they were like, underneath.

I might have been disappointed, answered my father. I agree with Dr. Florret that sometimes the mask is an improvement.

Barbara was right. She was a beautiful woman, with a face that would have been singularly winning if one could have avoided the hard cold eyes ever restless behind the half-closed lids.

Always she was very kind to me. Moreover, since the disappearance of Cissy she was the first to bestow again upon me a good opinion of my small self. My mother praised me when I was good, which to her was the one thing needful; but few of us, I fear, child or grown-up, take much pride in our solid virtues, finding them generally hindrances to our desires: like the oysters pearl, of more comfort to the world than to ourselves. If others there were who admired me, very guardedly must they have kept the secret I would so gladly have shared with them. But this new friend of ours — or had I not better at once say enemy — made me feel when in her presence a person of importance. How it was accomplished I cannot explain. No word of flattery nor even of mere approval ever passed her lips. Her charm to me was not that she admired me, but that she led me by some mysterious process to admire myself.

And yet in spite of this and many lesser kindnesses she showed to me, I never really liked her; but rather feared her, dreading always the sudden raising of those ever half-closed eyelids.

She sat next to my father at the corner of the table, her chin resting on her long white hands, her sweet lips parted, and as often as his eyes were turned away from her, her soft low voice would draw them back again. Once she laid her hand on his, laughing the while at some light jest of his, and I saw that he flushed; and following his quick glance, saw that my mothers eyes were watching also.

I have spoken of my father only as he then appeared to me, a child — an older chum with many lines about his mobile mouth, the tumbled hair edged round with grey; but looking back with older eyes, I see him a slightly stooping, yet still tall and graceful man, with the face of a poet — the face I mean a poet ought to possess but rarely does, nature apparently abhorring the obvious — with the shy eyes of a boy, and a voice tender as a womans. Never the dingiest little drab that entered the kitchen but adored him, speaking always of the master in tones of fond proprietorship, for to the most slatternly his orders had ever the air of requests for favours. Women, I so often read, can care for only masterful men. But may there not be variety in women as in other species? Or perhaps — if the suggestion be not over-daring — the many writers, deeming themselves authorities upon this subject of woman, may in this one particular have erred? I only know my father spoke to few women whose eyes did not brighten. Yet hardly should I call him a masterful man.

I think its all right, whispered Hasluck to my father in the passage — they were the last to go. What does she think of it, eh?

I think shell be with us, answered my father.

Nothing like food for bringing people together, said Hasluck. Good-night.

The door closed, but Something had crept into the house. It stood between my father and mother. It followed them silently up the narrow creaking stairs.


CHAPTER VII.

OF THE PASSING OF THE SHADOW.
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BETTER IS LITTLE, than treasure and trouble therewith. Better a dinner of herbs where love is, than a stalled ox and hatred therewith. None but a great man would have dared to utter such a glaring commonplace as that. Not only on Sundays now, but all the week, came the hot joint to table, and on every day there was pudding, till a body grew indifferent to pudding; thus a joy-giving luxury of life being lost and but another item added to the long list of uninteresting needs. Now we could eat and drink without stint. No need now to organise for the morrows hash. No need now to cut ones bread instead of breaking it, thinking of Saturdays bread pudding. But there the saying fails, for never now were we merry. A silent unseen guest sat with us at the board, so that no longer we laughed and teased as over the half pound of sausages or the two sweet-scented herrings; but talked constrainedly of empty things that lay outside us.

Easy enough would it have been for us to move to Guilford Street. Occasionally in the spiritless tones in which they now spoke on all subjects save the one, my mother and father would discuss the project; but always into the conversation would fall, sooner or later, some loosened thought to stir it to anger, and so the aching months went by, and the cloud grew.

Then one day the news came that old Teidelmann had died suddenly in his counting house.

You are going to her? said my mother.

I have been sent for, said my father; I must — it may mean business.

My mother laughed bitterly; why, at the time, I could not understand; and my father flung out of the house. During the many hours that he was away my mother remained locked in her room, and, stealing sometimes to the door, I was sure I heard her crying; and that she should grieve so at old Teidelmanns death puzzled me.

She came oftener to our house after that. Her mourning added, I think, to her beauty, softening — or seeming to soften — the hardness of her eyes. Always she was very sweet to my mother, who by contrast beside her appeared witless and ungracious; and to me, whatever her motive, she was kindness itself; hardly ever arriving without some trifling gift or plan for affording me some childish treat. By instinct she understood exactly what I desired and liked, the books that would appeal to me as those my mother gave me never did, the pleasures that did please me as opposed to the pleasures that should have pleased me. Often my mother, talking to me, would chill me with the vista of the life that lay before me: a narrow, viewless way between twin endless walls of Must and Must not. This soft-voiced lady set me dreaming of life as of sunny fields through which one wandered laughing, along the winding path of Will; so that, although as I have said, there lurked at the bottom of my thoughts a fear of her; yet something within me I seemed unable to control went out to her, drawn by her subtle sympathy and understanding of it.

Has he ever seen a pantomime? she asked of my father one morning, looking at me the while with a whimsical screwing of her mouth.

My heart leaped within me. My father raised his eyebrows: What would your mother say, do you think? he asked. My heart sank.

She thinks, I replied, that theatres are very wicked places. It was the first time that any doubt as to the correctness of my mothers judgments had ever crossed my mind.

Mrs. Teidelmanns smile strengthened my doubt. Dear me, she said, I am afraid I must be very wicked. I have always regarded a pantomime as quite a moral entertainment. All the bad people go down so very straight to — well, to the fit and proper place for them. And we could promise to leave before the Clown stole the sausages, couldnt we, Paul?

My mother was called and came; and I could not help thinking how insignificant she looked with her pale face and plain dark frock, standing stiffly beside this shining lady in her rustling clothes.

You will let him come, Mrs. Kelver, she pleaded in her soft caressing tones; its Dick Whittington, you know — such an excellent moral.

My mother had stood silent, clasping and unclasping her hands, a childish trick she had when troubled; and her lips were trembling. Important as the matter loomed before my own eyes, I wondered at her agitation.

I am very sorry, said my mother, it is very kind of you. But I would rather he did not go.

Just this once, persisted Mrs. Teidelmann. It is holiday time.

A ray of sunlight fell into the room, lighting upon her coaxing face, making where my mother stood seem shadow.

I would rather he did not go, repeated my mother, and her voice sounded harsh and grating. When he is older others must judge for him, but for the present he must be guided by me — alone.

I really dont think there could be any harm, Maggie, urged my father. Things have changed since we were young.

That may be, answered my mother, still in the same harsh voice; it is long ago since then.

I didnt intend it that way, said my father with a short laugh.

I merely meant that I may be wrong, answered my mother. I seem so old among you all — so out of place. I have tried to change, but I cannot.

We will say no more about it, said Mrs. Teidelmann, sweetly. I merely thought it would give him pleasure; and he has worked so hard this last term, his father tells me.

She laid her hand caressingly on my shoulder, drawing me a little closer to her; and it remained there.

It was very kind of you, said my mother, I would do anything to give him pleasure, anything-I could. He knows that. He understands.

My mothers hand, I knew, was seeking mine, but I was angry and would not see; and without another word she left the room.

My mother did not allude again to the subject; but the very next afternoon she took me herself to a hall in the neighbourhood, where we saw a magic-lantern, followed by a conjurer. She had dressed herself in a prettier frock than she had worn for many a long day, and was brighter and gayer in herself than had lately been her wont, laughing and talking merrily. But I, nursing my wrongs, remained moody and sulky. At any other time such rare amusement would have overjoyed me; but the wonders of the great theatre that from other boys I had heard so much of, that from gaudy-coloured posters I had built up for myself, were floating vague and undefined before me in the air; and neither the open-mouthed sleeper, swallowing his endless chain of rats; nor even the live rabbit found in the stout old gentlemans hat — the last sort of person in whose hat one would have expected to find such a thing — could draw away my mind from the joy I had caught a glimpse of only to lose.

So we walked home through the muddy, darkening streets, speaking but little; and that night, waking — or rather half waking, as children do — I thought I saw a figure in white crouching at the foot of my bed. I must have gone to sleep again; and later, though I cannot say whether the intervening time was short or long, I opened my eyes to see it still there; and frightened, I cried out; and my mother rose from her knees.

She laughed, a curious broken laugh, in answer to my questions. It was a silly dream I had, she explained I must have been thinking of the conjurer we saw. I dreamt that a wicked Magician had spirited you away from me. I could not find you and was all alone in the world.

She put her arms around me, so tight as almost to hurt me. And thus we remained until again I must have fallen asleep.

It was towards the close of these same holidays that my mother and I called upon Mrs. Teidelmann in her great stone-built house at Clapton. She had sent a note round that morning, saying she was suffering from terrible headaches that quite took her senses away, so that she was unable to come out. She would be leaving England in a few days to travel. Would my mother come and see her, she would like to say good-bye to her before she went. My mother handed the letter across the table to my father.

Of course you will go, said my father. Poor girl, I wonder what the cause can be. She used to be so free from everything of the kind.

Do you think it well for me to go? said my mother. What can she have to say to me?

Oh, just to say good-bye, answered my father. It would look so pointed not to go.

It was a dull, sombre house without, but one entered through its commonplace door as through the weed-grown rock into Aladdins cave. Old Teidelmann had been a great collector all his life, and his treasures, now scattered through a dozen galleries, were then heaped there in curious confusion. Pictures filled every inch of wall, stood propped against the wonderful old furniture, were even stretched unframed across the ceilings. Statues gleamed from every corner (a few of the statues were, I remember, the only things out of the entire collection that Mrs. Teidelmann kept for herself), carvings, embroideries, priceless china, miniatures framed in gems, illuminated missals and gorgeously bound books crowded the room. The ugly little thick-lipped man had surrounded himself with the beauty of every age, brought from every land. He himself must have been the only thing cheap and uninteresting to be found within his own walls; and now he lay shrivelled up in his coffin, under a monument by means of which an unknown cemetery became quite famous.

Instructions had been given that my mother was to be shown up into Mrs. Teidelmanns boudoir. She was lying on a sofa near the fire when we entered, asleep, dressed in a loose lace robe that fell away, showing her thin but snow-white arms, her rich dark hair falling loose about her. In sleep she looked less beautiful: harder and with a suggestion of coarseness about the face, of which at other times it showed no trace. My mother said she would wait, perhaps Mrs. Teidelmann would awake; and the servant, closing the door softly, left us alone with her.

An old French clock standing on the mantelpiece, a heart supported by Cupids, ticked with a muffled, soothing sound. My mother, choosing a chair by the window, sat with her eyes fixed on the sleeping womans face, and it seemed to me — though this may have been but my fancy born of after-thought — that a faint smile relaxed for a moment the sleeping womans pained, pressed lips. Neither I nor my mother spoke, the only sound in the room being the hushed ticking of the great gilt clock. Until the other woman after a few slight movements of unrest began to talk in her sleep.

Only confused murmurs escaped her at first, and then I heard her whisper my fathers name. Very low — hardly more than breathed — were the words, but upon the silence each syllable struck clear and distinct: Ah no, we must not. Luke, my darling.

My mother rose swiftly from her chair, but she spoke in quite matter-of-fact tones.

Go, Paul, she said, wait for me downstairs; and noiselessly opening the door, she pushed me gently out, and closed it again behind me.

It was half an hour or more before she came down, and at once we left the house, letting ourselves out. All the way home my mother never once spoke, but walked as one in a dream with eyes that saw not. With her hand upon the lock of our gate she came back to life.

You must say nothing, Paul, do you understand? she said. When people are delirious they use strange words that have no meaning. Do you understand, Paul; you must never breathe a word — never.

I promised, and we entered the house; and from that day my mothers whole manner changed. Not another angry word ever again escaped her lips, never an angry flash lighted up again her eyes. Mrs. Teidelmann remained away three months. My father, of course, wrote to her often, for he was managing all her affairs. But my mother wrote to her also — though this my father, I do not think, knew — long letters that she would go away by herself to pen, writing them always in the twilight, close to the window.

Why do you choose this time, just when its getting dark, to write your letters, my father would expostulate, when by chance he happened to look into the room. Let me ring for the lamp, you will strain your eyes. But my mother would always excuse herself, saying she had only a few lines to finish.

I can think better in this light, she would explain.

And when Mrs. Teidelmann returned, it was my mother who was the first to call upon her; before even my father knew that she was back. And from thence onward one might have thought them the closest of friends, my mother visiting her often, speaking of her to all in terms of praise and liking.

In this way peace returned unto the house, and my father was tender again in all his words and actions towards my mother, and my mother thoughtful as before of all his wants and whims, her voice soft and low, the sweet smile ever lurking around her lips as in the old days before this evil thing had come to dwell among us; and I might have forgotten it had ever cast its blight upon our life but that every day my mother grew feebler, the little ways that had seemed a part of her gone from her.

The summer came and went — that time in towns of panting days and stifling nights, when through the open window crawls to ones face the hot foul air, heavy with reeking odours drawn from a thousand streets; when lying awake one seems to hear the fitful breathing of the myriad mass around, as of some over-laboured beast too tired to even rest; and my mother moved about the house ever more listlessly.

Theres nothing really the matter with her, said Dr. Hal, only weakness. It is the place. Cannot you get her away from it?

I cannot leave myself, said my father, just yet; but there is no reason why you and the boy should not take a holiday. This year I can afford it, and later I might possibly join you.

My mother consented, as she did to all things now, and so it came about that again of afternoons we climbed — though more slowly and with many pauses — the steep path to the ruined tower old Jacob in his happy foolishness had built upon the headland, rested once again upon its topmost platform, sheltered from the wind that ever blew about its crumbling walls, saw once more the distant mountains, faint like spectres, and the silent ships that came and vanished, and about our feet the pleasant farm lands, and the grave, sweet river.

We had taken lodgings in the village: smaller now it seemed than previously; but wonderful its sunny calm, after the turmoil of the fierce dark streets. Mrs. Fursey was there still, but quite another than the Mrs. Fursey of my remembrance, a still angular but cheery dame, bent no longer on suppressing me, but rather on drawing me out before admiring neighbours, as one saying: The material was unpromising, as you know. There were times when I almost despaired. But with patience, and — may I say, a natural gift that way — you see what can be accomplished! And Anna, now a buxom wife and mother, with an uncontrollable desire to fall upon and kiss me at most unexpected moments, necessitating a never sleeping watchfulness on my part, and a choosing of positions affording means of ready retreat. And old Chumbley, still cobbling shoes in his tiny cave. On the bench before him in a row they sat and watched him while he tapped and tapped and hammered: pert little shoes piping Be quick, be quick, we want to be toddling. You seem to have no idea, my good man, how much toddling there is to be done. Dapper boots, sighing: Oh, please make haste, we are waiting to dance and to strut. Jack walks in the lane, Jill waits by the gate. Oh, deary, how slowly he taps. Stout sober boots, saying: As soon as you can, old friend. Remember weve work to do. Flat-footed old boots, rusty and limp, mumbling: We havent much time, Mr. Chumbley. Just a patch, that is all, we havent much further to go. And old Joe, still peddling his pack, with the help of the same old jokes. And Tom Pinfold, still puzzled and scratching his head, the rejected fish still hanging by its tail from his expostulating hand; one might almost have imagined it the same fish. Grown-up folks had changed but little. Only the foolish children had been playing tricks; parties I had left mere sucking babes now swaggering in pinafore or knickerbocker; children I had known now mincing it as men and women; such affectation annoyed me.

One afternoon — it was towards the close of the last week of our stay — my mother and I had climbed, as was so often our wont, to the upper platform of old Jacobs tower. My mother leant upon the parapet, her eyes fixed dreamingly upon the distant mountains, and a smile crept to her lips.

What are you thinking of? I asked.

Oh, only of things that happened over there — she nodded her head towards the distant hills as to some old crony with whom she shares secrets—when I was a girl.

You lived there, long ago, didnt you, when you were young? I asked. Boys do not always stop to consider whether their questions might or might not be better expressed.

Youre very rude, said my mother — it was long since a tone of her old self had rung from her in answer to any touch; it was a very little while ago.

Suddenly she raised her head and listened. Perhaps some twenty seconds she remained so with her lips parted, and then from the woods came a faint, long-drawn Coo-ee. We ran to the side of the tower commanding the pathway from the village, and waited until from among the dark pines my father emerged into the sunlight.

Seeing us, he shouted again and waved his stick, and from the light of his eyes and his gallant bearing, and the spring of his step across the heathery turf, we knew instinctively that trouble had come upon him. He always rose to meet it with that look and air. It was the old Norse blood in his veins, I suppose. So, one imagines, must those godless old Pirates have sprung to their feet when the North wind, loosed as a hawk from the leash, struck at the beaked prow.

We heard his quick step on the rickety stair, and the next moment he was between us, breathing a little hard, but laughing.

He stood for awhile beside my mother without speaking, both of them gazing at the distant hills among which, as my mother had explained, things had happened long ago. And maybe, over there, their memories met and looked upon each other with kind eyes.

Do you remember, said my father, we climbed up here — it was the first walk we took together after coming here. We discussed our plans for the future, how we would retrieve our fortunes.

And the future, answered my mother, has a way of making plans for us instead.

It would seem so, replied my father, with a laugh. I am an unlucky beggar, Maggie. I dropped all your money as well as my own down that wretched mine.

It was the will — it was Fate, or whatever you call it, said my mother. You could not help that, Luke.

If only that damned pump hadnt jambed, said my father.

Do you remember that Mrs. Tharand? asked my mother.

Yes, what of her?

A worldly woman, I always thought her. She called on me the morning we were leaving; I dont think you saw her. Ive been through more worries than you would think, to look at me, she said to me, laughing. Ive always remembered her words: and of all the troubles that come to us in this world, believe me, Mrs. Kelver, money troubles are the easiest to bear.

I wish I could think so, said my father.

She rather irritated me at the time, continued my mother. I thought it one of those commonplaces with which we console ourselves for other peoples misfortunes. But now I know she spoke the truth.

There was silence between them for awhile. Then said my father in a cheery tone:

Ive broken with old Hasluck.

I thought you would be compelled to sooner or later, answered my mother.

Hasluck, exclaimed my father, with sudden vehemence, is little better than a thief; I told him so.

What did he say? asked my mother.

Laughed, and said that was better than some people.

My father laughed himself.

I wish to do the memory of Noel Hasluck no injustice. Ever was he a kind friend to me; not only then, but in later years, when, having come to learn that kindness is rarer in the world than I had dreamt, I was glad of it. Added to which, if only for Barbaras sake, I would prefer to write of him throughout in terms of praise. Yet even were his good-tempered, thick-skinned ghost (and unless it were good-tempered and thick-skinned it would be no true ghost of old Noel Hasluck) to be reading over my shoulder the words as I write them down, I think it would agree with me — I do not think it would be offended with me (for ever in his life he was an admirer and a lover of the Truth, being one of those good fighters capable of respecting even his foe, his enemy, against whom from ten to four, occasionally a little later, he fought right valiantly) for saying that of all the men who go down into the City each day in a cab or bus or train, he was perhaps one of the most unprincipled: and whether that be saying much or little I leave to those with more knowledge to decide.

To do others, as it was his conviction, right or wrong, that they would do him if ever he gave them half a chance, was his notion of business; and in most of his transactions he was successful. I play a game, he would argue, where cheating is the rule. Nine out of every ten men round the table are sharpers like myself, and the tenth man is a fool who has no business to be there. We prey upon each other, and the cutest of us is the winner.

But the innocent people, lured by your fine promises, I ventured once to suggest to him, the widows and the orphans?

My dear lad, he said, with a laugh, laying his fat hand upon my shoulder, I remember one of your widows writing me a pathetic letter about some shares she had taken in a Silver Company of mine. Lord knows where the mine is now — somewhere in Spain, I think. It looked as though all her savings were gone. She had an only son, and it was nearly all they possessed in the world, etc., etc. — you know the sort of thing. Well, I did what Ive often been numskull enough to do in similar cases, wrote and offered to buy her out at par. A week later she answered, thanking me, but saying it did not matter. There had occurred a momentary rise, and she had sold out at a profit — to her own brother-in-law, as I discovered, happening to come across the transfers. You can find widows and orphans round the Monte Carlo card tables, if you like to look for them; they are no more deserving of consideration than the rest of the crowd. Besides, if it comes to that, Im an orphan myself; and he laughed again, one of his deep, hearty, honest laughs. No one ever possessed a laugh more suggestive in its every cadence of simple, transparent honesty. He used to say himself it was worth thousands to him.

Better from the Moralists point of view had such a man been an out-and-out rogue. Then might one have pointed, crying: Behold: Dishonesty, as you will observe in the person of our awful example, to be hated, needs but to be seen. But the duty of the Chronicler is to bear witness to what he knows, leaving Truth with the whole case before her to sum up and direct the verdict. In the City, old Hasluck had a bad reputation and deserved it; in Stoke-Newington — then a green suburb, containing many fine old houses, standing in great wooded gardens — he was loved and respected. In his business, he was a man void of all moral sense, without bowels of compassion for any living thing; in retirement, a man with a strong sense of duty and a fine regard for the rights and feelings of others, never happier than when planning to help or give pleasure. In his office, he would have robbed his own mother. At home, he would have spent his last penny to add to her happiness or comfort. I make no attempt to explain. I only know that such men do exist, and that Hasluck was one of them. One avoids difficulties by dismissing them as a product of our curiously complex civilisation — a convenient phrase; let us hope the recording angel may be equally impressed by it.

Casting about for some reason of excuse to myself for my liking of him, I hit upon the expedient of regarding him as a modern Robin Hood, whom we are taught to admire without shame, a Robin Hood up to date, adapted to the changed conditions of modern environment; making his living relieving the rich; taking pleasure relieving the poor.

What will you do? asked my mother.

I shall have to give up the office, answered my father. Without him theres not enough to keep it going. He was quite good-tempered about the matter — offered to divide the work, letting me retain the straightforward portion for whatever that might be worth. But I declined. Now I know, I feel I would rather have nothing more to do with him.

I think you were quite right, agreed my mother.

What I blame myself for, said my father, is that I didnt see through him before. Of course he has been making a mere tool of me from the beginning. I ought to have seen through him. Why didnt I?

They discussed the future, or, rather, my father discussed, my mother listening in silence, stealing a puzzled look at him from time to time, as though there were something she could not understand.

He would take a situation in the City. One had been offered him. It might sound poor, but it would be a steady income on which we must contrive to live. The little money he had saved must be kept for investments — nothing speculative — judicious dealings, by means of which a cool, clear-headed man could soon accumulate capital. Here the training acquired by working for old Hasluck would serve him well. One man my father knew — quite a dull, commonplace man — starting a few years ago with only a few hundreds, was now worth tens of thousands. Foresight was the necessary qualification. You watched the tendency of things. So often had my father said to himself: This is going to be a big thing. That other, it is no good, and in every instance his prognostications had been verified. He had felt it; some men had that gift. Now was the time to use it for practical purposes.

Here, said my father, breaking off, and casting an approving eye upon the surrounding scenery, would be a pleasant place to end ones days. The house you had was very pretty and you liked it. We might enlarge it, the drawing-room might be thrown out — perhaps another wing. I felt that our good fortune as from this day was at last established.

But my mother had been listening with growing impatience, her puzzled glances giving place gradually to flashes of anger; and now she turned her face full upon him, her question written plainly thereon, demanding answer.

Some idea of it I had even then, watching her; and since I have come to read it word for word: But that woman — that woman that loves you, that you love. Ah, I know — why do you play with me? She is rich. With her your life will be smooth. And the boy — it will be better far for him. Cannot you three wait a little longer? What more can I do? Cannot you see that I am surely dying — dying as quickly as I can — dying as that poor creature your friend once told us of; knowing it was the only thing she could do for those she loved. Be honest with me: I am no longer jealous. All that is past: a man is ever younger than a woman, and a man changes. I do not blame you. It is for the best. She and I have talked; it is far better so. Only be honest with me, or at least silent. Will you not honour me enough for even that?

My father did not answer, having that to speak of that put my mothers question out of her mind for all time; so that until the end no word concerning that other woman passed again between them. Twenty years later, nearly, I myself happened to meet her, and then long physical suffering had chased the wantonness away for ever from the pain-worn mouth; but in that hour of waning voices, as some trouble of the fretful day when evening falls, so she faded from their life; and if even the remembrance of her returned at times to either of them, I think it must have been in those moments when, for no seeming reason, shyly their hands sought one another.

So the truth of the sad ado — how far my mothers suspicions wronged my father; for the eye of jealousy (and what loving woman ever lived that was not jealous?) has its optic nerve terminating not in the brain but in the heart, which was not constructed for the reception of true vision — I never knew. Later, long after the curtain of green earth had been rolled down upon the players, I spoke once on the matter with Doctor Hal, who must have seen something of the play and with more understanding eyes than mine, and who thereupon delivered to me a short lecture on life in general, a performance at which he excelled.

Flee from temptation and pray that you may be delivered from evil, shouted the Doctor — (his was not the Socratic method)—but remember this: that as sure as the sparks fly upward there will come a time when, however fast you run, you will be overtaken — cornered — no one to deliver you but yourself — the gods sitting round interested. It is a grim fight, for the Thing, you may be sure, has chosen its right moment. And every woman in the world will sympathise with you and be just to you, not even despising you should you be overcome; for however they may talk, every woman in the world knows that male and female cannot be judged by the same standard. To woman, Nature and the Law speak with one voice: Sin not, lest you be cursed of your sex! It is no law of man: it is the law of creation. When the woman sins, she sins not only against her conscience, but against her every instinct. But to the man Nature whispers: Yield. It is the Law alone that holds him back. Therefore every woman in the world, knowing this, will be just to you — every woman in the world but one — the woman that loves you. From her, hope for no sympathy, hope for no justice.

Then you think— I began.

I think, said the Doctor, that your father loved your mother devotedly; but he was one of those fighters that for the first half-dozen rounds or so cause their backers much anxiety. It is a dangerous method.

Then you think my mother—

I think your mother was a good woman, Paul; and the good woman will never be satisfied with man till the Lord lets her take him to pieces and put him together herself.

My father had been pacing to and fro the tiny platform. Now he came to a halt opposite my mother, placing his hands upon her shoulders.

I want you to help me, Maggie — help me to be brave. I have only a year or two longer to live, and theres a lot to be done in that time.

Slowly the anger died out of my mothers face.

You remember that fall I had when the cage broke, my father went on. Andrews, as you know, feared from the first it might lead to that. But I always laughed at him.

How long have you known? my mother asked.

Oh, about six months. I felt it at the beginning of the year, but I didnt say anything to Washburn till a month later. I thought it might be only fancy.

And he is sure?

My father nodded.

But why have you never told me?

Because, replied my father, with a laugh, I didnt want you to know. If I could have done without you, I should not have told you now.

And at this there came a light into my mothers face that never altogether left it until the end.

She drew him down beside her on the seat. I had come nearer; and my father, stretching out his hand, would have had me with them. But my mother, putting her arms about him, held him close to her, as though in that moment she would have had him to herself alone.


CHAPTER VIII.

HOW THE MAN IN GREY MADE READY FOR HIS GOING.
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THE EIGHTEEN MONTHS that followed — for the end came sooner than we had expected — were, I think, the happiest days my father and mother had ever known; or if happy be not altogether the right word, let me say the most beautiful, and most nearly perfect. To them it was as though God in His sweet thoughtfulness had sent death to knock lightly at the door, saying: Not yet. You have still a little longer to be together. In a little while. In those last days all things false and meaningless they laid aside. Nothing was of real importance to them but that they should love each other, comforting each other, learning to understand each other. Again we lived poorly; but there was now no pitiful straining to keep up appearances, no haunting terror of what the neighbours might think. The petty cares and worries concerning matters not worth a moments thought, the mean desires and fears with which we disfigure ourselves, fell from them. There came to them broader thought, a wider charity, a deeper pity. Their love grew greater even than their needs, overflowing towards at things. Sometimes, recalling these months, it has seemed to me that we make a mistake seeking to keep Death, Gods go-between, ever from our thoughts. Is it not closing the door to a friend who would help us would we let him (for who knows life so well), whispering to us: In a little while. Only a little longer that you have to be together. Is it worth taking so much thought for self? Is it worth while being unkind?

From them a graciousness emanated pervading all around. Even my aunt Fan decided for the second time in her career to give amiability a trial. This intention she announced publicly to my mother and myself one afternoon soon after our return from Devonshire.

Im a beast of an old woman, said my aunt, suddenly.

Dont say that, Fan, urged my mother.

Whats the good of saying Dont say it when Ive just said it, snapped back my aunt.

Its your manner, explained my mother; people sometimes think you disagreeable.

Theyd be daft if they didnt, interrupted my aunt. Of course you dont really mean it, continued my mother.

Stuff and nonsense, snorted my aunt; does she think Im a fool. I like being disagreeable. I like to see em squirming.

My mother laughed.

I can be agreeable, continued my aunt, if I choose. Nobody more so.

Then why not choose? suggested my mother. I tried it once, said my aunt, and it fell flat. Nothing could have fallen flatter.

It may not have attracted much attention, replied my mother, with a smile, but one should not be agreeable merely to attract attention.

It wasnt only that, returned my aunt, it was that it gave no satisfaction to anybody. It didnt suit me. A disagreeable person is at their best when they are disagreeable.

I can hardly agree with you there, answered my mother.

I could do it again, communed my aunt to herself. There was a suggestion of vindictiveness in her tones. Its easy enough. Look at the sort of fools that are agreeable.

Im sure you could be if you tried, urged my mother.

Let em have it, continued my aunt, still to herself; thats the way to teach em sense. Let em have it.

And strange though it may seem, my aunt was right and my mother altogether wrong. My father was the first to notice the change.

Nothing the matter with poor old Fan, is there? he asked. It was one evening a day or two after my aunt had carried her threat into effect. Nothing happened, has there?

No, answered my mother, nothing that I know of.

Her manner is so strange, explained my father, so — so weird.

My mother smiled. Dont say anything to her. Shes trying to be agreeable.

My father laughed and then looked wistful. I almost wish she wouldnt, he remarked; we were used to it, and she was rather amusing.

But my aunt, being a woman of will, kept her way; and about the same time that occurred tending to confirm her in her new departure. This was the introduction into our small circle of James Wellington Gadley. Properly speaking, it should have been Wellington James, that being the order in which he had been christened in the year 1815. But in course of time, and particularly during his school career, it had been borne in upon him that Wellington is a burdensome name for a commonplace mortal to bear, and very wisely he had reversed the arrangement. He was a slightly pompous but simpleminded little old gentleman, very proud of his position as head clerk to Mr. Stillwood, the solicitor to whom my father was now assistant. Stillwood, Waterhead and Royal dated back to the Georges, and was a firm bound up with the history — occasionally shady — of aristocratic England. True, in these later years its glory was dwindling. Old Mr. Stillwood, its sole surviving representative, declined to be troubled with new partners, explaining frankly, in answer to all applications, that the business was a dying one, and that attempting to work it up again would be but putting new wine into worn-out skins. But though its clientele was a yearly diminishing quantity, much business yet remained to it, and that of a good class, its name being still a synonym for solid respectability; and my father had deemed himself fortunate indeed in securing such an appointment. James Gadley had entered the firm as office boy in the days of its pride, and had never awakened to the fact that it was not still the most important legal firm within the half mile radius from Lombard Street. Nothing delighted him more than to discuss over and over again the many strange affairs in which Stillwood, Waterhead and Royal had been concerned, all of which he had at his tongues tip. Could he find a hearer, these he would reargue interminably, but with professional reticence, personages becoming Mr. Y. and Lady X.; and places, the capital of, let us say, a foreign country, or a certain town not a thousand miles from where we are now sitting. The majority of his friends, his methods being somewhat forensic, would seek to discourage him, but my aunt was a never wearied listener, especially if the case were one involving suspicion of mystery and crime. When, during their very first conversation, he exclaimed: Now why — why, after keeping away from his wife for nearly eighteen years, never even letting her know whether he was alive or dead, why this sudden resolve to return to her? That is what I want explained to me! he paused, as was his wont, for sympathetic comment, my aunt, instead of answering as others, with a yawn: Oh, Im sure I dont know. Felt he wanted to see her, I suppose, replied with prompt intelligence:

To murder her — by slow poison.

To murder her! But why?

In order to marry the other woman.

What other woman?

The woman he had just met and fallen in love with. Before that it was immaterial to him what had become of his wife. This woman had said to him: Come back to me a free man or never see my face again.

Dear me! Now thats very curious.

Nothing of the sort. Plain common sense.

I mean, its curious because, as a matter of fact, his wife did die a little later, and he did marry again.

Told you so, remarked my aunt.

In this way every case in the Stillwood annals was reviewed, and light thrown upon it by my aunts insight into the hidden springs of human action. Fortunate that the actors remained mere Mr. X. and Lady Y., for into the most innocent seeming behaviour my aunt read ever dark criminal intent.

I think you are a little too severe, Mr. Gadley would now and then plead.

Were all of us miserable sinners, my aunt would cheerfully affirm; only we dont all get the same chances.

An elderly maiden lady, a Miss Z., residing in a western town once famous as the resort of fashion, but which we will not name, my aunt was convinced had burnt down a house containing a will, and forged another under which her children — should she ever marry and be blessed with such — would inherit among them on coming of age a fortune of seven hundred pounds.

The freshness of her views on this, his favourite topic, always fascinated Mr. Gadley.

I have to thank you, maam, he would remark on rising, for a most delightful conversation. I may not be able to agree with your conclusions, but they afford food for reflection.

To which my aunt would reply, I hate talking to any one who agrees with me. Its like taking a walk to see ones own looking-glass. Id rather talk to somebody who didnt, even if he were a fool, which for her was gracious.

He was a stout little gentleman with a stomach that protruded about a foot in front of him, and of this he appeared to be quite unaware. Nor would it have mattered had it not been for his desire when talking to approach as close to his listener as possible. Gradually in the course of conversation, his stomach acting as a gentle battering ram, he would in this way drive you backwards round the room, sometimes, unless you were artful, pinning you hopelessly into a corner, when it would surprise him that in spite of all his efforts he never succeeded in getting any nearer to you. His first evening at our house he was talking to my aunt from the corner of his chair. As he grew more interested so he drew his chair nearer and nearer, till at length, having withdrawn inch by inch to avoid his encroachments, my aunt was sitting on the extreme edge of her own. His next move sent her on to the floor. She said nothing, which surprised me; but on the occasion of his next visit she was busy darning stockings, an unusual occupation for her. He approached nearer and nearer as before; but this time she sat her ground, and it was he who in course of time sprang back with an exclamation foreign to the subject under discussion.

Ever afterwards my aunt met him with stockings in her hand, and they talked with a space between their chairs.

Nothing further came of it, though his being a widower added to their intercourse that spice of possibility no woman is ever too old to relish; but that he admired her intellectually was evident. Once he even went so far as to exclaim: Miss Davies, you should have been a solicitors wife! to his thinking the crown of feminine ambition. To which my aunt had replied: Chances are I should have been if one had ever asked me. And warmed by appreciation, my aunts amiability took root and flourished, though assuming, as all growth developed late is apt to, fantastic shape.

There came to her the idea, by no means ill-founded, that by flattery one can most readily render oneself agreeable; so conscientiously she set to work to flatter in season and out. I am sure she meant to give pleasure, but the effect produced was that of thinly veiled sarcasm.

My father would relate to us some trifling story, some incident noticed during the day that had seemed to him amusing. At once she would break out into enthusiasm, holding up her hands in astonishment.

What a funny man he is! And to think that it comes to him naturally without an effort. What a gift it is!

On my mother appearing in a new bonnet, or an old one retrimmed, an event not unfrequent; for in these days my mother took more thought than ever formerly for her appearance (you will understand, you women who have loved), she would step back in simulated amazement.

Dont tell me its a married woman with a boy getting on for fourteen. Its a girl. A saucy, tripping girl. Thats what it is.

Persons have been known, I believe, whose vanity, not checked in time, has grown into a hopeless disease. But I am inclined to think that a dose of my aunt, about this period, would have cured the most obstinate case.

So also, and solely for our benefit, she assumed a vivacity and spriteliness that ill suited her, that having regard to her age and tendency towards rheumatism must have cost her no small effort. From these experiences there remains to me the perhaps immoral opinion that Virtue, in common with all other things, is at her best when unassuming.

Occasionally the old Adam — or should one say Eve — would assert itself in my aunt, and then, still thoughtful for others, she would descend into the kitchen and be disagreeable to Amy, our new servitor, who never minded it. Amy was a philosopher who reconciled herself to all things by the reflection that there were only twenty-four hours in a day. It sounds a dismal theory, but from it Amy succeeded in extracting perpetual cheerfulness. My mother would apologise to her for my aunts interference.

Lord bless you, mum, it dont matter. If I wasnt listening to her something else worse might be happening. Everythings all the same when its over.

Amy had come to us merely as a stop gap, explaining to my mother that she was about to be married and desired only a temporary engagement to bridge over the few weeks between then and the ceremony.

Its rather unsatisfactory, had said my mother. I dislike changes.

I can quite understand it, mum, had replied Amy; I dislike em myself. Only I heard you were in a hurry, and I thought maybe that while you were on the lookout for somebody permanent—

So on that understanding she came. A month later my mother asked her when she thought the marriage would actually take place.

Dont think Im wishing you to go, explained my mother, indeed Id like you to stop. I only want to know in time to make my arrangements.

Oh, some time in the spring, I expect, was Amys answer.

Oh! said my mother, I understood it was coming off almost immediately.

Amy appeared shocked.

I must know a little bit more about him before I go as far as that, she said.

But I dont understand, said my mother; you told me when you came to me that you were going to be married in a few weeks.

Oh, that one! Her tone suggested that an unfair strain was being put upon her memory. I didnt feel I wanted him as much as I thought I did when it came to the point.

You had meantime met the other one? suggested my mother, with a smile.

Well, we cant help our feelings, can we, mum? admitted Amy, frankly, and what I always say is — she spoke as one with experience even then—better change your mind before its too late afterwards.

Amiable, sweet-faced, broad-hearted Amy! most faithful of friends, but oh! most faithless of lovers. Age has not withered nor custom staled her liking for infinite variety. Butchers, bakers, soldiers, sailors, Jacks of all trades! Does the sighing procession never pass before you, Amy, pointing ghostly fingers of reproach! Still Amy is engaged. To whom at the particular moment I cannot say, but I fancy to an early one who has lately become a widower. After more exact knowledge I do not care to enquire; for to confess ignorance on the subject, implying that one has treated as a triviality and has forgotten the most important detail of a matter that to her is of vital importance, is to hurt her feelings; while to angle for information is but to entangle oneself. To speak of Him as Tom, when Tom has belonged for weeks to the dead and buried past, to hastily correct oneself to Dick when there hasnt been a Dick for years, clearly not to know that he is now Harry, annoys her even more. In my mothers time we always referred to him as Dearest. It was the title with which she herself distinguished them all, and it avoided confusion.

Well, and hows Dearest? my mother would enquire, opening the door to Amy on the Sunday evening.

Oh, very well indeed, mum, thank you, and he sends you his respects, or, Well, not so nicely as I could wish. Im a little anxious about him, poor dear!

When you are married you will be able to take good care of him.

Thats really what he wants — some one to take care of him. Its what they all want, the poor dears.

And when is it coming off?

In the spring, mum. She always chose the spring when possible.

Amy was nice to all men, and to Amy all men were nice. Could she have married a dozen, she might have settled down, with only occasional regrets concerning those left without in the cold. But to ask her to select only one out of so many poor dears was to suggest shameful waste of affection.

We had meant to keep our grim secret to ourselves; but to hide ones troubles long from Amy was like keeping cold hands from the fire. Very soon she knew everything that was to be known, drawing it all from my mother as from some overburdened child. Then she put my mother down into a chair and stood over her.

Now you leave the house and everything connected with it to me, mum, commanded Amy; youve got something else to do.

And from that day we were in the hands of Amy, and had nothing else to do but praise the Lord for His goodness.

Barbara also found out (from Washburn, I expect), though she said nothing, but came often. Old Hasluck would have come himself, I am sure, had he thought he would be welcome. As it was, he always sent kind messages and presents of fruit and flowers by Barbara, and always welcomed me most heartily whenever she allowed me to see her home.

She brought, as ever, sunshine with her, making all trouble seem far off and shadowy. My mother tended to the fire of love, but Barbara lit the cheerful lamp of laughter.

And with the lessening days my father seemed to grow younger, life lying lighter on him.

One summers night he and I were walking with Barbara to Poplar station, for sometimes, when he was not looking tired, she would order him to fetch his hat and stick, explaining to him with a caress, I like them tall and slight and full grown. The young ones, they dont know how to flirt! We will take the boy with us as gooseberry; and he, pretending to be anxious that my mother did not see, would kiss her hand, and slip out quietly with her arm linked under his. It was admirable the way he would enter into the spirit of the thing.

The last cloud faded from before the moon as we turned the corner, and even the East India Dock Road lay restful in front of us.

I have always regarded myself, said my father, as a failure in life, and it has troubled me. I felt him pulled the slightest little bit away from me, as though Barbara, who held his other arm, had drawn him towards her with a swift pressure. But do you know the idea that has come to me within the last few months? That on the whole I have been successful. I am like a man, continued my father, who in some deep wood has been frightened, thinking he has lost his way, and suddenly coming to the end of it, finds that by some lucky chance he has been guided to the right point after all. I cannot tell you what a comfort it is to me.

What is the right point? asked Barbara.

Ah, that I cannot tell you, answered my father, with a laugh. I only know that for me it is here where I am. All the time I thought I was wandering away from it I was drawing nearer to it. It is very wonderful. I am just where I ought to be. If I had only known I never need have worried.

Whether it would have troubled either him or my mother very much even had it been otherwise I cannot say, for Life, so small a thing when looked at beside Death, seemed to have lost all terror for them; but be that as it may, I like to remember that Fortune at the last was kind to my father, prospering his adventures, not to the extent his sanguine nature had dreamt, but sufficiently: so that no fear for our future marred the peaceful passing of his tender spirit.

Or should I award thanks not to Fate, but rather to sweet Barbara, and behind her do I not detect shameless old Hasluck, grinning good-naturedly in the background?

Now, Uncle Luke, I want your advice. Dads given me this cheque as a birthday present. I dont want to spend it. How shall I invest it?

My dear, why not consult your father?

Now, Uncle Luke, dads a dear, especially after dinner, but you and I know him. Giving me a present is one thing, doing business for me is another. Hed unload on me. Hed never be able to resist the temptation.

My father would suggest, and Barbara would thank him. But a minute later would murmur: You dont know anything about Argentinos.

My father did not, but Barbara did; to quite a remarkable extent for a young girl.

That child has insisted on leaving this cheque with me and I have advised her to buy Argentinos, my father would observe after she was gone. I am going to put a few hundreds into them myself. I hope they will turn out all right, if only for her sake. I have a presentiment somehow that they will.

A month later Barbara would greet him with: Isnt it lucky we bought Argentinos!

Yes; they havent turned out badly, have they? I had a feeling, you know, for Argentinos.

Youre a genius, Uncle Luke. And now we will sell out and buy Calcuttas, wont we?

Sell out? But why?

You said so. You said, We will sell out in about a month and be quite safe.

My dear, Ive no recollection of it.

But Barbara had, and before she had done with him, so had he. And the next day Argentinos would be sold — not any too soon — and Calcuttas bought.

Could money so gained bring a blessing with it? The question would plague my father.

Its very much like gambling, he would mutter uneasily to himself at each success, uncommonly like gambling.

It is for your mother, he would impress upon me. When she is gone, Paul, put it aside, Keep it for doing good; that may make it clean. Start your own life without any help from it.

He need not have troubled. It went the road that all luck derived however indirectly from old Hasluck ever went. Yet it served good purpose on its way.

But the most marvellous feat, to my thinking, ever accomplished by Barbara was the bearing off of my father and mother to witness A Voice from the Grave, or the Power of Love, New and Original Drama in five acts and thirteen tableaux.

They had been bred in a narrow creed, both my father and my mother. That Puritan blood flowed in their veins that throughout our land has drowned much harmless joyousness; yet those who know of it only from hearsay do foolishly to speak but ill of it. If ever earnest times should come again, not how to enjoy but how to live being the question, Fate demanding of us to show not what we have but what we are, we may regret that they are fewer among us than formerly, those who trained themselves to despise all pleasure, because in pleasure they saw the subtlest foe to principle and duty. No graceful growth, this Puritanism, for its roots are in the hard, stern facts of life; but it is strong, and from it has sprung all that is worth preserving in the Anglo-Saxon character. Its men feared and its women loved God, and if their words were harsh their hearts were tender. If they shut out the sunshine from their lives it was that their eyes might see better the glory lying beyond; and if their view be correct, that earths threescore years and ten are but as preparation for eternity, then who shall call them even foolish for turning away their thoughts from its allurements.

Still, I think I should like to have a look at one, just to see what it is like, argued my father; one cannot judge of a thing that one knows nothing about.

I imagine it was his first argument rather than his second that convinced my mother.

That is true, she answered. I remember how shocked my poor father was when he found me one night at the bedroom window reading Sir Walter Scott by the light of the moon.

What about the boy? said my father, for I had been included in the invitation.

We will all be wicked together, said my mother.

So an evening or two later the four of us stood at the corner of Pigott Street waiting for the bus.

It is a close evening, said my father; lets go the whole hog and ride outside.

In those days for a lady to ride outside a bus was as in these days for a lady to smoke in public. Surely my mothers guardian angel must have betaken himself off in a huff.

Will you keep close behind and see to my skirt? answered my mother, commencing preparations. If you will remember that these were the days of crinolines, that the knife-boards of omnibuses were then approached by a perpendicular ladder, the rungs two feet apart, you will understand the necessity for such precaution.

Which of us was the most excited throughout that long ride it would be difficult to say. Barbara, feeling keenly her responsibility as prompter and leader of the dread enterprise, sat anxious, as she explained to us afterwards, hoping there would be nothing shocking in the play, nothing to belie its innocent title; pleased with her success so far, yet still fearful of failure, doubtful till the last moment lest we should suddenly repent, and stopping the bus, flee from the wrath to come. My father was the youngest of us all. Compared with him I was sober and contained. He fidgeted: people remarked upon it. He hummed. But for the stern eye of a thin young man sitting next to him trying to read a paper, I believe he would have broken out into song. Every minute he would lean across to enquire of my mother: How are you feeling — all right? To which my mother would reply with a nod and a smile, She sat very silent herself, clasping and unclasping her hands. As for myself, I remember feeling so sorry for the crowds that passed us on their way home. It was sad to think of the long dull evening that lay before them. I wondered how they could face it.

Our seats were in the front row of the upper circle. The lights were low and the house only half full when we reached them.

It seems very orderly and — and respectable, whispered my mother. There seemed a touch of disappointment in her tone.

We are rather early, replied Barbara; it will be livelier when the band comes in and they turn up the gas.

But even when this happened my mother was not content. There is so little room for the actors, she complained.

It was explained to her that the green curtain would go up, that the stage lay behind.

So we waited, my mother sitting stiffly on the extreme edge of her seat, holding me tightly by the hand; I believe with some vague idea of flight, should out of that vault-scented gloom the devil suddenly appear to claim us for his own. But before the curtain was quite up she had forgotten him.

You poor folk that go to the theatre a dozen times a year, perhaps oftener, what do you know of plays? You see no drama, you see but middle-aged Mr. Brown, churchwarden, payer of taxes, foolishly pretending to be a brigand; Miss Jones, daughter of old Jones the Chemist, making believe to be a haughty Princess. How can you, a grown man, waste money on a seat to witness such tomfoolery! What we saw was something very different. A young and beautiful girl — true, not a lady by birth, being merely the daughter of an honest yeoman, but one equal in all the essentials of womanhood to the noblest in the land — suffered before our very eyes an amount of misfortune that, had one not seen it for oneself, one would never have believed Fate could have accumulated upon the head of any single individual. Beside her woes our own poor troubles sank into insignificance. We had used to grieve, as my mother in a whisper reminded my father, if now and again we had not been able to afford meat for dinner. This poor creature, driven even from her wretched attic, compelled to wander through the snow without so much as an umbrella to protect her, had not even a crust to eat; and yet never lost her faith in Providence. It was a lesson, as my mother remarked afterwards, that she should never forget. And virtue had been triumphant, let shallow cynics say what they will. Had we not proved it with our own senses? The villain — I think his Christian name, if one can apply the word Christian in connection with such a fiend, was Jasper — had never really loved the heroine. He was incapable of love. My mother had felt this before he had been on the stage five minutes, and my father — in spite of protests from callous people behind who appeared to be utterly indifferent to what was going on under their very noses — had agreed with her. What he was in love with was her fortune — the fortune that had been left to her by her uncle in Australia, but about which nobody but the villain knew anything. Had she swerved a hairs breadth from the course of almost supernatural rectitude, had her love for the hero ever weakened, her belief in him — in spite of damning evidence to the contrary — for a moment wavered, then wickedness might have triumphed. How at times, knowing all the facts but helpless to interfere, we trembled, lest deceived by the cruel lies the villain told her; she should yield to importunity. How we thrilled when, in language eloquent though rude, she flung his false love back into his teeth. Yet still we feared. We knew well that it was not the hero who had done the murder. Poor dear, as Amy would have called him, he was quite incapable of doing anything requiring one-half as much smartness. We knew that it was not he, poor innocent lamb! who had betrayed the lady with the French accent; we had heard her on the subject and had formed a very shrewd conjecture. But appearances, we could not help admitting, were terribly to his disfavour. The circumstantial evidence against him would have hanged an Archbishop. Could she in face of it still retain her faith? There were moments when my mother restrained with difficulty her desire to rise and explain.

Between the acts Barbara would whisper to her that she was not to mind, because it was only a play, and that everything would be sure to come right in the end.

I know, my dear, my mother would answer, laughing, it is very foolish of me; I forget. Paul, when you see me getting excited, you must remind me.

But of what use was I in such case! I, who only by holding on to the arms of my seat could keep myself from swarming down on to the stage to fling myself between this noble damsel and her persecutor — this fair-haired, creamy angel in whose presence for the time being I had forgotten even Barbara.

The end came at last. The uncle from Australia was not dead. The villain — bungler as well as knave — had killed the wrong man, somebody of no importance whatever. As a matter of fact, the comic man himself was the uncle from Australia — had been so all along. My mother had had a suspicion of this from the very first. She told us so three times, to make up, I suppose, for not having mentioned it before. How we cheered and laughed, in spite of the tears in our eyes.

By pure accident it happened to be the first night of the piece, and the author, in response to much shouting and whistling, came before the curtain. He was fat and looked commonplace; but I deemed him a genius, and my mother said he had a good face, and waved her handkerchief wildly; while my father shouted Bravo! long after everybody else had finished; and people round about muttered packed house, which I didnt understand at the time, but came to later.

And stranger still, it happened to be before that very same curtain that many years later I myself stepped forth to make my first bow as a playwright. I saw the house but dimly, for on such occasion ones vision is apt to be clouded. All that I saw clearly was in the front row of the second circle — a sweet face laughing though the tears were in her eyes; and she waved to me a handkerchief. And on one side of her stood a gallant gentleman with merry eyes who shouted Bravo! and on the other a dreamy-looking lad; but he appeared disappointed, having expected better work from me. And the fourth face I could not see, for it was turned away from me.

Barbara, determined on completeness, insisted upon supper. In those days respectability fed at home; but one resort possible there was, an eating-house with some pretence to gaiety behind St. Clement Danes, and to that she led us. It was a long, narrow room, divided into wooden compartments, after the old coffee-house plan, a gangway down the centre. Now we should call it a dismal hole, and closing the door hasten away. But to Adam, Eve in her Sunday fig-leaves was a stylishly dressed woman; and to my eyes, with its gilded mirrors and its flaring gas, the place seemed a palace.

Barbara ordered oysters, a fish that familiarity with its empty shell had made me curious concerning. Truly no spot on the globe is so rich in oyster shells as the East End of London. A stranger might be led to the impression (erroneous) that the customary lunch of the East End labourer consists of oysters. How they collect there in such quantities is a mystery, though Washburn, to whom I once presented the problem, found no difficulty in solving it to his own satisfaction: To the rich man the oyster; to the poor man the shell; thus are the Creators gifts divided among all His creatures; none being sent empty away. For drink the others had stout and I had ginger beer. The waiter, who called me Sir, advised against this mixture; but among us all the dominating sentiment by this time was that nothing really mattered very much. Afterwards my father called for a cigar and boldly lighted it, though my mother looked anxious; and fortunately perhaps it would not draw. And then it came out that he himself had once written a play.

You never told me of that, complained my mother.

It was a long while ago, replied my father; nothing came of it.

It might have been a success, said my mother; you always had a gift for writing.

I must look it over again, said my father; I had quite forgotten it. I have an impression it wasnt at all bad.

It can be of much help, said my mother, a good play. It makes one think.

We put Barbara into a cab and rode home ourselves inside a bus. My mother was tired, so my father slipped his arm round her, telling her to lean against him, and soon she fell asleep with her head upon his shoulder. A coarse-looking wench sat opposite, her mans arm round her likewise, and she also fell asleep, her powdered face against his coat.

They can do with a bit of nursing, cant they? said the man with a grin to the conductor.

Ah, theyre just kids, agreed the conductor, sympathetically, thats what they are, all of em, just kids.

So the day ended. But oh, the emptiness of the morrow! Life without a crime, without a single noble sentiment to brighten it! — no comic uncles, no creamy angels! Oh, the barrenness and dreariness of life! Even my mother at moments was quite irritable.

We were much together again, my father and I, about this time. Often, making my way from school into the City, I would walk home with him, he leaning on each occasion a little heavier upon my arm. To this day I can always meet and walk with him down the Commercial Road. And on Saturday afternoons, crossing the river to Greenwich, we would climb the hill and sit there talking, or sometimes merely thinking together, watching the dim vast city so strangely still and silent at our feet.

At first I did not grasp the fact that he was dying. The year to two of life that Washburn had allowed to him had somehow become converted in my mind to vague years, a fate with no immediate meaning; the meanwhile he himself appeared to grow from day to day in buoyancy. How could I know it was his great heart rising to his need.

The comprehension came to me suddenly. It was one afternoon in early spring. I was on my way to the City to meet him. The Holborn Viaduct was then in building, and the traffic round about was in consequence always much disorganised. The bus on which I was riding became entangled in a block at the corner of Snow Hill, and for ten minutes we had been merely crawling, one joint of a long, sinuous serpent moving by short, painful jerks. It came to me while I was sitting there with a sharp spasm of physical pain. I jumped from the bus and began to run, and the terror and the hurt of it grew with every step. I ran as if I feared he might be dead before I could reach the office. He was waiting for me with a smile as usual, and I flung myself sobbing into his arms.

I think he understood, though I could explain nothing, but that I had had a fear something had happened to him, for from that time forward he dropped all reserve with me, and talked openly of our approaching parting.

It might have come to us earlier, my dear boy, he would say with his arm round me, or it might have been a little later. A year or so one way or the other, what does it matter? And it is only for a little while, Paul. We shall meet again.

But I could not answer him, for clutch them to me as I would, all my beliefs — the beliefs in which I had been bred, the beliefs that until then I had never doubted, in that hour of their first trial, were falling from me. I could not even pray. If I could have prayed for anything, it would have been for my fathers life. But if prayer were all powerful, as they said, would our loved ones ever die? Man has not faith enough, they would explain; if he had there would be no parting. So the Lord jests with His creatures, offering with the one hand to snatch back with the other. I flung the mockery from me. There was no firm foothold anywhere. What were all the religions of the word but narcotics with which Humanity seeks to dull its pain, drugs in which it drowns its terrors, faith but a bubble that death pricks.

I do not mean my thoughts took this form. I was little more than a lad, and to the young all thought is dumb, speaking only with a cry. But they were there, vague, inarticulate. Thoughts do not come to us as we grow older. They are with us all our lives. We learn their language, that is all.

One fair still evening it burst from me. We had lingered in the Park longer than usual, slowly pacing the broad avenue leading from the Observatory to the Heath. I poured forth all my doubts and fears — that he was leaving me for ever, that I should never see him again, I could not believe. What could I do to believe?

I am glad you have spoken, Paul, he said, it would have been sad had we parted not understanding each other. It has been my fault. I did not know you had these doubts. They come to all of us sooner or later. But we hide them from one another. It is foolish.

But tell me, I cried, what can I do? How can I make myself believe?

My dear lad, answered my father, how can it matter what we believe or disbelieve? It will not alter Gods facts. Would you liken Him to some irritable schoolmaster, angry because you cannot understand him?

What do you believe, I asked, father, really I mean.

The night had fallen. My father put his arm round me and drew me to him.

That we are Gods children, little brother, he answered, that what He wills for us is best. It may be life, it may be sleep; it will be best. I cannot think that He will let us die: that were to think of Him as without purpose. But His uses may not be our desires. We must trust Him. Though He slay me yet will I trust in Him.

We walked awhile in silence before my father spoke again.

Now abideth these three, Faith, Hope and Charity — you remember the verse — Faith in Gods goodness to us, Hope that our dreams may be fulfiled. But these concern but ourselves — the greatest of all is Charity.

Out of the night-shrouded human hive beneath our feet shone here and there a point of light.

Be kind, that is all it means, continued my father. Often we do what we think right, and evil comes of it, and out of evil comes good. We cannot understand — maybe the old laws we have misread. But the new Law, that we love one another — all creatures He has made; that is so clear. And if it be that we are here together only for a little while, Paul, the future dark, how much the greater need have we of one another.

I looked up into my fathers face, and the peace that shone from it slid into my soul and gave me strength.


CHAPTER IX.

OF THE FASHIONING OF PAUL.

[image: img145.jpg]

LOVES OF MY youth, whither are ye vanished? Tubby of the golden locks; Langley of the dented nose; Shamus stout of heart but faint of limb, easy enough to down, but utterly impossible to make to cry: I give you best; Neal the thin; and Dicky, dicky Dick the fat; Ballett of the weeping eye; Beau Bunnie lord of many ties, who always fought in black kid gloves; all ye others, ye whose names I cannot recollect, though I well remember ye were very dear to me, whither are ye vanished, where haunt your creeping ghosts? Had one told me then there would come a day I should never see again your merry faces, never hear your wild, shrill whoop of greeting, never feel again the warm clasp of your inky fingers, never fight again nor quarrel with you, never hate you, never love you, could I then have borne the thought, I wonder?

Once, methinks, not long ago, I saw you, Tubby, you with whom so often I discovered the North Pole, probed the problem of the sources of the Nile, (Have you forgotten, Tubby, our secret camping ground beside the lonely waters of the Regents Park canal, where discussing our frugal meal of toasted elephants tongue — by the uninitiated mistakable for jumbles — there would break upon our trained hunters ear the hungry lion or tigers distant roar, mingled with the melancholy, long-drawn growling of the Polar Bear, growing ever in volume and impatience until half-past four precisely; and we would snatch our rifles, and with stealthy tread and every sense alert make our way through the jungle — until stopped by the spiked fencing round the Zoological Gardens?) I feel sure it was you, in spite of your side whiskers and the greyness and the thinness of your once clustering golden locks. You were hurrying down Throgmorton Street chained to a small black bag. I should have stopped you, but that I had no time to spare, having to catch a train at Liverpool Street and to get shaved on the way. I wonder if you recognised me: you looked at me a little hard, I thought. Gallant, kindly hearted Shamus, you who fought once for half an hour to save a frog from being skinned; they tell me you are now an Income Tax assessor; a man, it is reported, with power of disbelief unusual among even Inland Revenue circles; of little faith, lacking in the charity that thinketh no evil. May Providence direct you to other districts than to mine.

So Time, Natures handy-man, bustles to and fro about the many rooms, making all things tidy, covers with sweet earth the burnt volcanoes, turns to use the debris of the ages, smoothes again the ground above the dead, heals again the beech bark marred by lovers.

In the beginning I was far from being a favourite with my schoolmates, and this was the first time trouble came to dwell with me. Later, we men and women generally succeed in convincing ourselves that whatever else we may have missed in life, popularity in a greater or less degree we have at all events secured, for without it altogether few of us, I think, would care to face existence. But where the child suffers keener than the man is in finding himself exposed to the cold truth without the protecting clothes of self-deception. My ostracism was painfully plain to me, and, as was my nature, I brooded upon it in silence.

Can you run? asked of me one day a most important personage whose name I have forgotten. He was head of the Lower Fourth, a tall youth with a nose like a beak, and the manner of one born to authority. He was the son of a draper in the Edgware Road, and his father failing, he had to be content for a niche in life with a lower clerkship in the Civil Service. But to us youngsters he always appeared a Duke of Wellington in embryo, and under other circumstances might, perhaps, have become one.

Yes, I answered. As a matter of fact it was my one accomplishment, and rumour of it maybe had reached him.

Run round the playground twice at your fastest, he commanded; let me see you.

I clinched my fists and charged off. How grateful I was to him for having spoken to me, the outcast of the class, thus publicly, I could only show by my exertions to please him. When I drew up before him I was panting hard, but I could see that he was satisfied.

Why dont the fellows like you? he asked bluntly.

If only I could have stepped out of my shyness, spoken my real thoughts! O Lord of the Lower Fourth! You upon whom success — the only success in life worth having — has fallen as from the laps of the gods! You to whom all Lower Fourth hearts turn! tell me the secret of this popularity. How may I acquire it? No price can be too great for me to pay for it. Vain little egoist that I am, it is the sum of my desires, and will be till the long years have taught me wisdom. The want of it embitters all my days. Why does silence fall upon their chattering groups when I draw near? Why do they drive me from their games? What is it shuts me out from them, repels them from me? I creep into the corners and shed scalding tears of shame. I watch with envious eyes and ears all you to whom the wondrous gift is given. What is your secret? Is it Tommys swagger? Then I will swagger, too, with anxious heart, with mingled fear and hope. But why — why, seeing that in Tommy they admire it, do they wait for me with imitations of cock-a-doodle-do, strut beside me mimicking a pouter pigeon? Is it Dickys playfulness? — Dicky, who runs away with their balls, snatches their caps from off their heads, springs upon their backs when they are least expecting it?

Why should Dickys reward be laughter, and mine a bloody nose and a widened, deepened circle of dislike? I am no heavier than Dicky; if anything a pound or two lighter. Is it Billys friendliness? I too would fling my arms about their necks; but from me they angrily wrench themselves free. Is indifference the best plan? I walk apart with step I try so hard to render careless; but none follows, no little friendly arm is slipped through mine. Should one seek to win ones way by kind offices? Ah, if one could! How I would fag for them. I could do their sums for them — I am good at sums — write their impositions for them, gladly take upon myself their punishments, would they but return my service with a little love and — more important still — a little admiration.

But all I could find to say was, sulkily: They do like me, some of them. I dared not, aloud, acknowledge the truth.

Dont tell lies, he answered; you know they dont — none of them. And I hung my head.

Ill tell you what Ill do, he continued in his lordly way; Ill give you a chance. Were starting hare and hounds next Saturday; you can be a hare. You neednt tell anybody. Just turn up on Saturday and Ill see to it. Mind, youll have to run like the devil.

He walked away without waiting for my answer, leaving me to meet Joy running towards me with outstretched hands. The great moment comes to all of us; to the politician, when the Party whip slips from confabulation with the Front Bench to congratulate him, smiling, on his really admirable little speech; to the youthful dramatist, reading in his bed-sitting-room the managerial note asking him to call that morning at eleven; to the subaltern, beckoned to the stirrup of his chief — the moment when the sun breaks through the morning mists, and the world lies stretched before us, our way clear.

Obeying orders, I gave no hint in school of the great fortune that had come to me; but hurrying home, I exploded in the passage before the front door could be closed behind me.

I am to be a hare because I run so fast. Anybody can be a hound, but theres only two hares, and they all want me. And can I have a jersey? We begin next Saturday. He saw me run. I ran twice round the playground. He said I was splendid! Of course, its a great honour to be a hare. We start from Hampstead Heath. And may I have a pair of shoes?

The jersey and the shoes my mother and I purchased that very day, for the fear was upon me that unless we hastened, the last blue and white striped jersey in London might be sold, and the market be empty of running shoes. That evening, before getting into bed, I dressed myself in full costume to admire myself before the glass; and from then till the end of the week, to the terror of my mother, I practised leaping over chairs, and my method of descending stairs was perilous and roundabout. But, as I explained to them, the credit of the Lower Fourth was at stake, and banisters and legs equally of small account as compared with fame and honour; and my father, nodding his head, supported me with manly argument; but my mother added to her prayers another line.

Saturday came. The members of the hunt were mostly boys who lived in the neighbourhood; so the arrangement was that at half-past two we should meet at the turnpike gate outside the Spaniards. I brought my lunch with me and ate it in Regents Park, and then took the bus to the Heath. One by one the others came up. Beyond mere glances, none of them took any notice of me. I was wearing my ordinary clothes over my jersey. I knew they thought I had come merely to see them start, and I hugged to myself the dream of the surprise that was in store for them, and of which I should be the hero. He came, one of the last, our leader and chief, and I sidled up behind him and waited, while he busied himself organising and constructing.

But weve only got one hare, cried one of them. We ought to have two, you know, in case one gets blown.

Weve got two, answered the Duke. Think I dont know what Im about? Young Kelvers going to be the other one.

Silence fell upon the meet.

Oh, I say, we dont want him, at last broke in a voice. Hes a muff.

He can run, explained the Duke.

Let him run home, came another voice, which was greeted with laughter.

Youll run home in a minute yourself, threatened the Duke, if I have any of your cheek. Whos captain here — you or me? Now, young un, are you ready?

I had commenced unbuttoning my jacket, but my hands fell to my side. I dont want to come, I answered, if they dont want me.

Hell get his feet wet, suggested the boy who had spoken first. Dont spoil him, hes his mothers pet.

Are you coming or are you not? shouted the Duke, seeing me still motionless. But the tears were coming into my eyes and would not go back. I turned my face away without speaking.

All right, stop then, cried the Duke, who, like all authoritative people, was impatient above all things of hesitation. Here, Keefe, you take the bag and be off. Itll be dark before we start.

My substitute snatched eagerly at the chance, and away went the hares, while I, still keeping my face hid, moved slowly off.

Cry-baby! shouted a sharp-eyed youngster.

Let him alone, growled the Duke; and I went on to where the cedars grew.

I heard them start off a few minutes later with a whoop. How could I go home, confess my disappointment, my shame? My father would be expecting me with many questions, my mother waiting for me with hot water and blankets. What explanation could I give that would not betray my miserable secret?

It was a chill, dismal afternoon, the Heath deserted, a thin rain commencing. I slipped off my shirt and jacket, and rolling them under my arm, trotted off alone, hare and hounds combined in one small carcass, to chase myself sadly by myself.

I see it still, that pathetically ridiculous little figure, jogging doggedly over the dank fields. Mile after mile it runs, the little idiot; jumping — sometimes falling into the muddy ditches: it seems anxious rather than otherwise to get itself into a mess; scrambling through the dripping hedges; swarming over tarry fence and slimy paling. On, on it pants — through Bishops Wood, by tangled Churchyard Bottom, where now the railway shrieks; down sloppy lanes, bordering Muswell Hill, where now stand rows of jerry-built, prim villas. At intervals it stops an instant to dab its eyes with its dingy little rag of a handkerchief, to rearrange the bundle under its arm, its chief anxiety to keep well out of sight of chance wanderers, to dodge farmhouses, to dart across highroads when nobody is looking. And so tear-smeared and mud-bespattered up the long rise of darkening Crouch End Lane, where to-night the electric light blazes from a hundred shops, and dead beat into the Seven Sisters Road station, there to tear off its soaked jersey; and then home to Poplar, with shameless account of the jolly afternoon that it has spent, of the admiration and the praise that it has won.

You poor, pitiful little brat! Popularity? it is a shadow. Turn your eyes towards it, and it shall ever run before you, escaping you. Turn your back upon it, walk joyously towards the living sun, and it shall follow you. Am I not right? Why, then, do you look at me, your little face twisted into that quizzical grin?

When one takes service with Deceit, one signs a contract that one may not break but under penalty. Maybe it was good for my health, those lonely runs; but oh, they were dreary! By a process of argument not uncommon I persuaded myself that truth was a matter of mere words, that so long as I had actually gone over the ground I described I was not lying. To further satisfy my conscience, I bought a big satchel and scattered from it torn-up paper as I ran.

And they never catch you? asked my mother.

Oh, no, never; they never even get within sight of me.

Be careful, dear, would advise my mother; dont overstrain yourself. But I could see that she was proud of me.

And after awhile imagination came to my help, so that often I could hear behind me the sound of pursuing feet, catch through gaps in the trees a sight of a merry, host upon my trail, and would redouble my speed.

Thus, but for Dan, my loneliness would have been unbearable. His friendship was always there for me to creep to, the shadow of a great rock in a weary land. To this day one may always know Dans politics: they are those of the Party out of power. Always without question one may know the cause that he will champion, the unpopular cause; the man he will defend, the man who is down.

You are such an un-understandable chap, complained a fellow Clubman to him once in my hearing. I sometimes ask myself if you have any opinions at all.

I hate a crowd, was Dans only confession of faith.

He never claimed anything from me in return for his affection; he was there for me to hold to when I wanted him. When, baffled in all my attempts to win the affections of others, I returned to him for comfort, he gave it me, without even relieving himself of friendly advice. When at length childish success came to me and I needed him less, he was neither hurt nor surprised. Other people — their thoughts, their actions, even when these concerned himself — never troubled him. He loved to bestow, but as to response was strangely indifferent; indeed, if anything, it bored him. His nature appeared to be that of the fountain, which fulfils itself by giving, but is unable to receive.

My popularity came to me unexpectedly after I had given up hoping for it; surprising me, annoying me. Gradually it dawned upon me that my company was being sought.

Come along, Kelver, would say the spokesman of one group; were going part of your way home. You can walk with us.

Maybe I would go with them, but more often, before we reached the gate, the delight of my society would be claimed by a rival troop.

Hes coming with us this afternoon. He promised.

No, he didnt.

Yes, he did.

Well, he aint, anyhow. See?

Oh, isnt he? Who says he isnt?

I do.

Punch his head, Dick!

Yes, you do, Jimmy Blake, and Ill punch yours. Come, Kelver.

I might have been some Queen of Beauty offered as prize for knightly contest. Indeed, more than once the argument concluded thus primitively, I being carried off in triumph by the victorious party.

For a period it remained a mystery to me, until I asked explanation of Norval — we called him Norval, he being one George Grampian: it was our wit. From taking joy in teasing me, Norval had suddenly become one of my greatest admirers. This by itself was difficult enough to understand. He was in the second eleven, and after Dan the best fighter in the lower school. If I could understand Norvals change of attitude all would be plain to me; so when next time, bounding upon me in the cloakroom and slipping his arm into mine, he clamoured for my company to Camden Town, I put the question to him bluntly.

Why should I walk home with you? Why do you want me?

Because we like you.

But why do you like me?

Why! Why, because youre such a funny chap. You say such funny things.

It struck me like a slap in the face. I had thought to reach popularity upon the ladder of heroic qualities. In all the school books I had read, Leonard or Marmaduke (we had a Marmaduke in the Lower Fifth — they called him Marmalade: in the school books these disasters are not contemplated), won love and admiration by reason of integrity of character, nobility of sentiment, goodness of heart, brilliance of intellect; combined maybe with a certain amount of agility, instinct in the direction of bowling, or aptitude for jumping; but such only by the way. Not one of them had ever said a funny thing, either consciously or unconsciously.

Dont be disagreeable, Kelver. Come with us and we will let you into the team as an extra. Ill teach you batting.

So I was to be their Fool — I, dreamer of knightly dreams, aspirant to heros fame! I craved their wonder; I had won their laughter. I had prayed for popularity; it had been granted to me — in this guise. Were the gods still the heartless practical jokers poor Midas had found them?

Had my vanity been less I should have flung their gift back in their faces. But my thirst for approbation was too intense. I had to choose: Cut capers and be followed, or walk in dignity, ignored. I chose to cut the capers. As time wore on I found myself striving to cut them quicker, quainter, thinking out funny stories, preparing ingenuous impromptus, twisting all ideas into odd expression.

I had my reward. Before long my company was desired by all the school. But I was never content. I would rather have been the Captain of their football club, even his deputy Vice; would have given all my meed of laughter for stuttering Jerrys one round of applause when in our match against Highbury he knocked up his century, and so won the victory for us by just three.

Till the end I never quite abandoned hope of exchanging my vine leaves for the laurels. I would rise an hour earlier in the morning to practise throwing at broomsticks set up in waste places. At another time, the sport coming into temporary fashion, I wearied body and mind for weeks in vain attempts to acquire skill on stilts. That even fat Tubby could out-distance me upon them saddened my life for months.

A lad there was, a Sixth Form boy, one Wakeham by name, if I remember rightly, who greatly envied me my gift of being able to amuse. He was of the age when the other sex begins to be of importance to a fellow, and the desire had come to him to be regarded as a star of wit among the social circles of Gospel Oak. Need I say that by nature he was a ponderously dull boy.

One afternoon I happened to be the centre of a small group in the playground. I had been holding forth and they had been laughing. Whether I had delivered myself of anything really entertaining or not I cannot say. It made no difference; they had got into the habit of laughing when I talked. Sometimes I would say quite serious things on purpose; they would laugh just the same. Wakeham was among them, his eyes fixed on me, watching me as boys watch a conjurer in the hope of finding out how he does it. Later in the afternoon he slipped his arm through mine, and drew me away into an empty corner of the ground.

I say, Kelver, he broke out, the moment we were beyond hearing, you really are funny!

It gave me no pleasure. If he had told me that he admired my bowling I might not have believed him, but should have loved him for it.

So are you, I answered savagely, only you dont know it.

No, Im not, he replied. Wish I was. I say, Kelver — he glanced round to see that no one was within earshot—do you think you could teach me to be funny?

I was about to reply with conviction in the negative when an idea occurred to me. Wakeham was famous among us for one thing; he could, inserting two fingers in his mouth, produce a whistle capable of confusing dogs a quarter of a mile off, and of causing people near at hand to jump from six to eighteen inches into the air.

This accomplishment of his I envied him as keenly as he envied me mine. I did not admire it; I could not see the use of it. Generally speaking, it called forth irritation rather than affection. A purple-faced old gentleman, close to whose ear he once performed, promptly cuffed his head for it; and for so doing was commended by the whole street as a public benefactor. Drivers of vehicles would respond by flicking at him, occasionally with success. Even youth, from whom sympathy might have been expected, appeared impelled, if anything happened to be at all handy, to take it up and throw it at him. My own social circle would, I knew, regard it as a vulgar accomplishment, and even Wakeham himself dared not perform it in the hearing of his own classmates. That any human being should have desired to acquire it seems incomprehensible. Yet for weeks in secret I had wrestled to produce the hideous sound. Why? For three reasons, so far as I can analyse this youngster of whom I am writing:

Firstly, here was a means of attracting attention; secondly, it was something that somebody else could do and that he couldnt; thirdly, it was a thing for which he evidently had no natural aptitude whatever, and therefore a thing to acquire which his soul yearned the more. Had a boy come across his path, clever at walking on his hands with his heels in the air, Master Paul Kelver would in all probability have broken his neck in attempts to copy and excel. I make no apologies for the brat: I merely present him as a study for the amusement of a world of wiser boys — and men.

I struck a bargain with young Wakeham; I undertook to teach him to be funny in return for his teaching me this costermongers whistle.

Each of us strove conscientiously to impart knowledge. Neither of us succeeded. Wakeham tried hard to be funny; I tried hard to whistle. He did all I told him; I followed his instructions implicitly. The result was the feeblest of wit and the feeblest of whistles.

Do you think anybody would laugh at that? Wakeham would pathetically enquire at the termination of his supremest effort. And honestly I would have to confess I did not think any living being would.

How far off do you think any one could hear that? I would demand anxiously, on recovering sufficient breath to speak at all.

Well, it would depend upon whether you knew it was coming, Wakeham would reply kindly, not wishing to discourage me.

We abandoned the scheme by mutual consent at about the end of a fortnight.

I suppose its something that youve got to have inside you, I suggested to Wakeham in consolation.

I dont think the roof of your mouth can be quite the right shape for it, concluded Wakeham.

My success as story-teller, commentator, critic, jester, revived my childish ambition towards authorship. My first stirrings in this direction I cannot rightly place. I remember when very small falling into a sunk dust-bin — a deep hole, rather, into which the gardener shot his rubbish. The fall twisted my ankle so that I could not move; and the time being evening and my prison some distance from the house, my predicament loomed large before me. Yet one consolation remained with me: the incident would be of value to me in the autobiography upon which I was then engaged. I can distinctly recollect lying on my back among decaying leaves and broken glass, framing my account. On this day a strange adventure befell me. Walking in the garden, all unheeding, I suddenly — I did not want to add the truth—tumbled into a dust-hole, six feet square, that any one but a moon calf might have seen. I puzzled to evolve a more dignified situation. The dust-bin became a cavern, the entrance to which had been artfully concealed; the six or seven feet I had really fallen, an endless descent, terminating in a vast and gloomy chamber. I was divided between opposing desires: One, for rescue followed by sympathy and supper; the other, for the alarming experience of a night of terror where I lay. Nature conquering Art, I yelled; and the episode terminated prosaically with a warm bath and arnica. But from it I judge that desire for the woes and perils of authorship was with me somewhat early.

Of my many other dreams I would speak freely, discussing them at length with sympathetic souls, but concerning this one ambition I was curiously reticent. Only to two — my mother and a grey-bearded Stranger — did I ever breathe a word of it. Even from my father I kept it a secret, close comrades in all else though we were. He would have talked of it much and freely, dragged it into the light of day; and from this I shrank.

My talk with the Stranger came about in this wise. One evening I had taken a walk to Victoria Park — a favourite haunt of mine at summer time. It was a fair and peaceful evening, and I fell a-wandering there in pleasant reverie, until the waning light hinted to me the question of time. I looked about me. Only one human being was in sight, a man with his back towards me, seated upon a bench overlooking the ornamental water.

I drew nearer. He took no notice of me, and interested — though why, I could not say — I seated myself beside him at the other end of the bench. He was a handsome, distinguished-looking man, with wonderfully bright, clear eyes and iron-grey hair and beard. I might have thought him a sea captain, of whom many were always to be met with in that neighbourhood, but for his hands, which were crossed upon his stick, and which were white and delicate as a womans. He turned his face and glanced at me. I fancied that his lips beneath the grey moustache smiled; and instinctively I edged a little nearer to him.

Please, sir, I said, after awhile, could you tell me the right time?

Twenty minutes to eight, he answered, looking at his watch. And his voice drew me towards him even more than had his beautiful strong face. I thanked him, and we fell back into silence.

Where do you live? he turned and suddenly asked me.

Oh, only over there, I answered, with a wave of my arm towards the chimney-fringed horizon behind us. I neednt be in till half-past eight. I like this Park so much, I added, I often come and sit here of an evening.

Why do you like to come and sit here? he asked. Tell me.

Oh, I dont know, I answered. I think.

I marvelled at myself. With strangers generally I was shy and silent; but the magic of his bright eyes seemed to have loosened my tongue.

I told him my name; that we lived in a street always full of ugly sounds, so that a gentleman could not think, not even in the evening time, when Thought goes a-visiting.

Mamma does not like the twilight time, I confided to him. It always makes her cry. But then mamma is — not very young, you know, and has had a deal of trouble; and that makes a difference, I suppose.

He laid his hand upon mine. We were sitting nearer to each other now. God made women weak to teach us men to be tender, he said. But you, Paul, like this twilight time?

Yes, I answered, very much. Dont you?

And why do you like it? he asked.

Oh, I answered, things come to you.

What things?

Oh, fancies, I explained to him. I am going to be an author when I grow up, and write books.

He took my hand in his and shook it gravely, and then returned it to me. I, too, am a writer of books, he said.

And then I knew what had drawn me to him.

So for the first time I understood the joy of talking shop with a fellow craftsman. I told him my favourite authors — Scott, and Dumas, and Victor Hugo; and to my delight found they were his also; he agreeing with me that real stories were the best, stories in which people did things.

I used to read silly stuff once, I confessed, Indian tales and that sort of thing, you know. But mamma said Id never be able to write if I read that rubbish.

You will find it so all through life, Paul, he replied. The things that are nice are rarely good for us. And what do you read now?

I am reading Marlowes Plays and De Quinceys Confessions just now, I confided to him.

And do you understand them?

Fairly well, I answered. Mamma says Ill like them better as I go on. I want to learn to write very, very well indeed, I admitted to him; then Ill be able to earn heaps of money.

He smiled. So you dont believe in Art for Arts sake, Paul?

I was puzzled. What does that mean? I asked.

It means in our case, Paul, he answered, writing books for the pleasure of writing books, without thinking of any reward, without desiring either money or fame.

It was a new idea to me. Do many authors do that? I asked.

He laughed outright this time. It was a delightful laugh. It rang through the quiet Park, awaking echoes; and caught by it, I laughed with him.

Hush! he said; and he glanced round with a whimsical expression of fear, lest we might have been overheard. Between ourselves, Paul, he continued, drawing me more closely towards him and whispering, I dont think any of us do. We talk about it. But Ill tell you this, Paul; it is a trade secret and you must remember it: No man ever made money or fame but by writing his very best. It may not be as good as somebody elses best, but it is his best. Remember that, Paul.

I promised I would.

And you must not think merely of the money and the fame, Paul, he added the next moment, speaking more seriously. Money and fame are very good things, and only hypocrites pretend to despise them. But if you write books thinking only of money, you will be disappointed. It is earned easier in other ways. Tell me, that is not your only idea?

I pondered. Mamma says it is a very noble calling, authorship, I remembered, and that any one ought to be very proud and glad to be able to write books, because they give people happiness and make them forget things; and that one ought to be very good if one is going to be an author, so as to be worthy to help and teach others.

And do you try to be good, Paul? he enquired.

Yes, I answered; but its very hard to be quite good — until of course youre grown up.

He smiled, but more to himself than to me. Yes, he said, I suppose it is difficult to be good until you are grown up. Perhaps we shall all of us be good when were quite grown up. Which, from a gentleman with a grey beard, appeared to me a puzzling observation.

And what else does mamma say about literature? he asked. Can you remember?

Again I pondered, and her words came back to me. That he who can write a great book is greater than a king; that the gift of being able to write is given to anybody in trust; that an author should never forget he is Gods servant.

He sat for awhile without speaking, his chin resting on his folded hands supported by his gold-topped cane. Then he turned and laid a hand upon my shoulder, and his clear, bright eyes were close to mine.

Your mother is a wise lady, Paul, he said. Remember her words always. In later life let them come back to you; they will guide you better than the chatter of the Clubs.

And what modern authors do you read? he asked after a silence: any of them — Thackeray, Bulwer Lytton, Dickens?

I have read The Last of the Barons, I told him; I like that. And Ive been to Barnet and seen the church. And some of Mr. Dickens.

And what do you think of Mr. Dickens? he asked. But he did not seem very interested in the subject. He had picked up a few small stones, and was throwing them carefully into the water.

I like him very much, I answered; he makes you laugh.

Not always? he asked. He stopped his stone-throwing, and turned sharply towards me.

Oh, no, not always, I admitted; but I like the funny bits best. I like so much where Mr. Pickwick—

Oh, damn Mr. Pickwick! he said.

Dont you like him? I asked.

Oh, yes, I like him well enough, or used to, he replied; Im a bit tired of him, thats all. Does your mamma like Mr. — Mr. Dickens?

Not the funny parts, I explained to him. She thinks he is occasionally—

I know, he interrupted, rather irritably, I thought; a trifle vulgar.

It surprised me that he should have guessed her exact words. I dont think mamma has much sense of humour, I explained to him. Sometimes she doesnt even see papas jokes.

At that he laughed again. But she likes the other parts? he enquired, the parts where Mr. Dickens isnt — vulgar?

Oh, yes, I answered. She says he can be so beautiful and tender, when he likes.

Twilight was deepening. It occurred to me to enquire of him again the time.

Just over the quarter, he answered, looking at his watch.

Im so sorry, I said. I must go now.

So am I sorry, Paul, he answered. Perhaps we shall meet again. Good-bye. Then as our hands touched: You have never asked me my name, Paul, he reminded me.

Oh, havent I? I answered.

No, Paul, he replied, and that makes me think of your future with hope. You are an egotist, Paul; and that is the beginning of all art.

And after that he would not tell me his name. Perhaps next time we meet, he said. Good-bye, Paul. Good luck to you!

So I went my way. Where the path winds out of sight I turned. He was still seated upon the bench, but his face was towards me, and he waved his hand to me. I answered with a wave of mine. And then the intervening boughs and bushes gradually closed in around me. And across the rising mist there rose the hoarse, harsh cry:

All out! All out!


CHAPTER X.

IN WHICH PAUL IS SHIPWRECKED, AND CAST INTO DEEP WATERS.
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MY FATHER DIED, curiously enough, on the morning of his birthday. We had not expected the end to arrive for some time, and at first did not know that it had come.

I have left him sleeping, said my mother, who had slipped out very quietly in her dressing-gown. Washburn gave him a draught last night. We wont disturb him.

So we sat round the breakfast table, speaking in low tones, for the house was small and flimsy, all sound easily heard through its thin partitions. Afterwards my mother crept upstairs, I following, and cautiously opened the door a little way.

The blinds were still down, and the room dark. It seemed a long time that my mother stood there listening, her ear against the jar. The first costermonger — a girls voice, it sounded — passed, crying shrilly: Watercreases, fine fresh watercreases with your breakfast-apenny a bundle watercreases; and further off a hoarse youth was wailing: Mee-ilk-mee-ilk-oi.

Inch by inch my mother opened the door wider and we stole in. He was lying with his eyes still closed, the lips just slightly parted. I had never seen death before, and could not realise it. All that I could see was that he looked even younger than I had ever seen him look before. By slow degrees only, it came home to me, the knowledge that he was gone away from us. For days — for weeks, I would hear his step behind me in the street, his voice calling to me, see his face among the crowds, and hastening to meet him, stand bewildered because it had mysteriously disappeared. But at first I felt no pain whatever.

To my mother it was but a short parting. Into her placid faith had never fallen fear nor doubt. He was waiting for her. In Gods good time they would meet again. What need of sorrow! Without him the days passed slowly: the house must ever be a little dull when the good mans away. But that was all. So my mother would speak of him always — of his dear, kind ways, of his oddities and follies we loved so to recall, not through tears, but smiles, thinking of him not as of one belonging to the past, but as of one beckoning to her from the future.

We lived on still in the old house though ever planning to move, for the great brick monster had crept closer round about us year by year, devouring in his progress all things fair. Field and garden, tree and cottage, time-mellowed house suggesting story, kind hedgerow hiding hideousness beyond — the few spots yet in that doomed land lingering to remind one of the sunshine, one by one had he scrunched them between his ugly teeth. A world apart, this east end of London, this ghetto of the poor for ever growing, dreariness added year by year to dreariness, hopelessness stretching ever farther its long, shrivelled arms, these endless rows of reeking cells where London herds her slaves. Often of a misty afternoon when we knew that without this city of the dead life was stirring in the sunshine, we would fare forth to house-hunt in pleasant suburbs, now themselves added to the weary catacomb of narrow streets — to Highgate, then a tiny town connected by a coach with leafy Holloway; to Hampstead with its rows of ancient red-brick houses, from whose wind-blown heath one saw beyond the woods and farms, far Londons domes and spires, to Wood Green among the pastures, where smock-coated labourers discussed their politics and ale beneath wide-spreading elms; to Hornsey, then a village consisting of an ivy-covered church and one grass-bordered way. But though we often saw the very thing for us and would discuss its possibilities from every point of view and find them good, we yet delayed.

We must think it over, would say my mother; there is no hurry; for some reasons I shall be sorry to leave Poplar.

For what reasons, mother?

Oh, well, no particular reason, Paul. Only we have lived there so long, you know. It will be a wrench leaving the old house.

To the making of man go all things, even to the instincts of the clinging vine. We fling our tendrils round what is the nearest castle-keep or pig-stye wall, rain and sunshine fastening them but firmer. Dying Sir Walter Scott — do you remember? — hastening home from Italy, fearful lest he might not be in time to breathe again the damp mists of the barren hills. An ancient dame I knew, they had carried her from her attic in slumland that she might be fanned by the sea breezes, and the poor old soul lay pining for what she called her home. Wife, mother, widow, she had lived there till the alleys reek smelt good to her nostrils, till its riot was the voices of her people. Who shall understand us save He who fashioned us?

So the old house held us to its dismal bosom; and not until within its homely but unlovely arms, first my aunt, and later on my mother had died, and I had said good-bye to Amy, crying in the midst of littered emptiness, did I leave it.

My aunt died as she had lived, grumbling.

You will be glad to get rid of me, all of you! she said, dropping for the first and last time I can recollect into the retort direct; and I cant say I shall be very sorry to go myself. It hasnt been my idea of life.

Poor old lady! That was only a couple of weeks before the end. I do not suppose she guessed it was so certain or perhaps she might have been more sentimental.

Dont be foolish, said my mother, youre not going to die!

Whats the use of talking like an idiot, retorted my aunt, Ive got to do it some time. Why not now, when everythings all ready for it. It isnt as if I was enjoying myself.

I am sure we do all we can for you, said my mother. I know you do, replied my aunt. Im a burden to you. I always have been.

Not a burden, corrected my mother.

What does the woman call it then, snapped back my aunt. Does she reckon Ive been a sunbeam in the house? Ive been a trial to everybody. Thats what I was born for; its my metier.

My mother put her arms about the poor old soul and kissed her. We should miss you very much, she said.

Im sure I hope they all will! answered my aunt. Its the only thing Ive got to leave em, worth having.

My mother laughed.

Maybe its been a good thing for you, Maggie, grumbled my aunt; if it wasnt for cantankerous, disagreeable people like me, gentle, patient people like you wouldnt get any practice. Perhaps, after all, Ive been a blessing to you in disguise.

I cannot honestly say we ever wished her back; though we certainly did miss her — missed many a joke at her oddities, many a laugh at her cornery ways. It takes all sorts, as the saying goes, to make a world. Possibly enough if only we perfect folk were left in it we would find it uncomfortably monotonous.

As for Amy, I believe she really regretted her.

One never knows whats good for one till ones lost it, sighed Amy.

Im glad to think you liked her, said my mother.

You see, mum, explained Amy, I was one of a large family; and a bit of a row now and again cheers one up, I always think. Ill be losing the power of my tongue if something doesnt come along soon.

Well, you are going to be married in a few weeks now, my mother reminded her.

But Amy remained despondent. Theyre poor things, the men, at a few words, the best of them, she replied. As likely as not just when youre getting interested you turn round to find that theyve put on their hat and gone out.

My mother and I were very much alone after my aunts death. Barbara had gone abroad to put the finishing touches to her education — to learn the tricks of the Nobs trade, as old Hasluck phrased it; and I had left school and taken employment with Mr. Stillwood, without salary, the idea being that I should study for the law.

You are in lucks way, my boy, in lucks way, old Mr. Gadley had assured me. To have commenced your career in the office of Stillwood, Waterhead and Royal will be a passport for you anywhere. It will stamp you, my boy.

Mr. Stillwood himself was an extremely old and feeble gentleman — so old and feeble it seemed strange that he, a wealthy man, had not long ago retired.

I am always meaning to, he explained to me one day soon after my advent in his office. When your poor father came to me he told me very frankly the sad fact — that he had only a few more years to live. Mr. Kelver, I answered him, do not let that trouble you, so far as I am concerned. There are one or two matters in the office I should like to see cleared up, and in these you can help me. When they are completed I shall retire! Yet, you see, I linger on. I am like the old hackney coach horse, Mr. Weller — or is it Mr. Jingle — tells us of; if the shafts were drawn away I should probably collapse. So I jog on, I jog on.

He had married late in life a common woman much younger than himself, who had brought to him a horde of needy and greedy relatives, and no doubt, as a refuge from her noisy neighbourhood, the daily peace of Lombard Street was welcome to him. We saw her occasionally. She was one of those blustering, managing women who go through life under the impression that making a disturbance is somehow putting things to rights. Ridiculously ashamed of her origin, she sought to hide it under what her friends assured her was the air of a duchess, but which, as a matter of fact, resembled rather the Sunday manners of an elderly barmaid. Mr. Gadley alone was not afraid of her; but, on the contrary, kept her always very much in fear of him, often speaking to her with refreshing candour. He had known her in the days it was her desire should be buried in oblivion, and had always resented as a personal insult her entry into the old established aristocratic firm of Stillwood & Co.

Her history was peculiar. Mr. Stillwood, when a blase man about town, verging on forty, had first seen her, then a fair-haired, ethereal-looking child, in spite of her dirt, playing in the gutter. To his lasting self-reproach it was young Gadley himself, accompanying his employer home from Westminster, who had drawn Mr. Stillwoods attention to the girl by boxing her ears for having, as he passed, slapped his face with a convenient sprat. Stillwood, acting on the impulse of the moment, had taken the child by the hand and dragged her, unwilling, to her fathers place of business — a small coal shed in the Horseferry Road. The arrangement he there made amounted practically to the purchase of the child. She was sent abroad to school and the coal shed closed. On her return, ten years later, a big, handsome young woman, he married her, and learned at leisure the truth of the old saying, whats bred in the bone will come out in the flesh, scrub it and paint it and hide it away under fine clothes as you will.

Her constant complaint against her husband was that he was only a solicitor, a profession she considered vulgar; and nothing riled old Gadley more than hearing her views upon this point.

Its not fair to the gals, I once heard her say to him. I was working in the next room, with the door not quite closed, added to which she talked at the top of her voice on all subjects. What real gentleman, I should like to know, is going to marry the daughter of a City attorney? As I told him years ago, he ought to have retired and gone into the House.

The very thing your poor father used to talk of doing whenever things were going a bit queer in the retail coal and potato business, grunted old Gadley.

Mrs. Stillwood called him a low beast in her most aristocratic tones, and swept out of the room.

Not that old Stillwood himself ever expressed fondness for the law.

I am not at all sure, Kelver, I remember his saying to me on one occasion, that you have done wisely in choosing the law. It makes one regard humanity morally as the medical profession regards it physically: — as universally unsound. You suspect everybody of being a rogue. When people are behaving themselves, we lawyers hear nothing of them. All we hear of is roguery, trickery and hypocrisy. It deteriorates the character, Kelver. We live in a perpetual atmosphere of transgression. I sometimes fancy it may be infectious.

It does not seem to have infected you, sir, I replied; for, as I think I have already mentioned, the firm of Stillwood, Waterhead and Royal was held in legal circles as the synonym for rectitude of dealing quite old-fashioned.

I hope not, Kelver, I hope not, the old gentleman replied; and yet, do you know, I sometimes suspect myself — wonder if I may not perhaps be a scamp without realising it. A rogue, you know, Kelver, can always explain himself into an honest man to his own satisfaction. A scamp is never a scamp to himself.

His words for the moment alarmed me, for, acting on old Gadleys advice, I had persuaded my mother to put all her small capital into Mr. Stillwoods hands for re-investment, a transaction that had resulted in substantial increase of our small income. But, looking into his smiling eyes, my momentary fear vanished.

Laughing, he laid his hand upon my shoulder. One person always be suspicious of, Kelver — yourself. Nobody can do you so much harm as yourself.

Of Washburn we saw more and more. Hal we both called him now, for removing with his gentle, masterful hands my mothers shyness from about her, he had established himself almost as one of the family, my mother regarding him as she might some absurdly bearded boy entrusted to her care without his knowing it, I looking up to him as to some wonderful elder brother.

You rest me, Mrs. Kelver, he would say, lighting his pipe and sinking down into the deep leathern chair that always waited for him in our parlour. Your even voice, your soft eyes, your quiet hands, they soothe me.

It is good for a man, he would say, looking from one to the other of us through the hanging smoke, to test his wisdom by two things: the face of a good woman, and the ear of a child — I beg your pardon, Paul — of a young man. A good womans face is the white sunlight. Under the gas-lamps who shall tell diamond from paste? Bring it into the sunlight: does it stand that test? Then it is good. And the children! they are the waiting earth on which we fling our store. Is it chaff and dust or living seed? Wait and watch. I shower my thoughts over our Paul, Mrs. Kelver. They seem to me brilliant, deep, original. The young beggar swallows them, forgets them. They were rubbish. Then I say something that dwells with him, that grows. Ah, that was alive, that was a seed. The waiting earth, it can make use only of what is true.

You should marry, Hal, my mother would say. It was her panacea for all mankind.

I would, Mrs. Kelver, he answered her on one occasion, I would to-morrow if I could marry half a dozen women. I should make an ideal husband for half a dozen wives. One I should neglect for five days, and be a burden to upon the sixth.

From any other than Hal my mother would have taken such a remark, made even in jest, as an insult to her sex. But Hals smile was a coating that could sugar any pill.

I am not one man, Mrs. Kelver, I am half a dozen. If I were to marry one wife she would be married to six husbands. It is too many for any woman to manage.

Have you never fallen in love? asked my mother.

Three of me have, but on each occasion the other five of me out-voted him.

Youre sure six would be sufficient? queried my mother, smiling.

Just the right number, Mrs. Kelver. There is one of me must worship, adore a woman madly, abjectly; grovel before her like the Troubadour before his Queen of Song, eat her slipper, drink the water she has washed in, scourge himself before her window, die for a kiss of her glove flung down with a laugh. She must be scornful, contemptuous, cruel. There is another I would cherish, a tender, yielding creature, one whose face would light at my coming, cloud at my going; one to whom I should be a god. There is a third I, a child of Pan — an ugly little beast, Mrs. Kelver; horns on head and hoofs on feet, leering through the wood, seeking its fit mate. And a fourth would wed a wholesome, homely wench, deep of bosom, broad of hip; fit mother of a sturdy brood. A fifth could only be content with a true friend, a comrade wise and witty, a sharer and understander of all joys and thoughts and feelings. And a last, Mrs. Kelver, yearns for a woman pure and sweet, clothed in love and crowned with holiness. Shouldnt we be a handful, Mrs. Kelver, for any one woman in an eight-roomed house?

But my mother was not to be discouraged. You will find the woman one day, Hal, who will be all of them to you — all of them that are worth having, that is. And your eight-roomed house will be a kingdom!

A man is many, and a woman but one, answered Hal.

That is what men say who are too blind to see more than one side of a woman, retorted my mother, a little sharply; for the honour and credit of her own sex in all things was very dear to my mother. And indeed this I have learned, that the flag of Womanhood you shall ever find upheld by all true women, flouted only by the false. For a judge in petticoats is ever but a witness in a wig.

Hal laid aside his pipe and leant forward in his chair. Now tell us, Mrs. Kelver, for our guidance, we two young bachelors, what must the lover of a young girl be?

Always very serious on this subject of love, my mother answered gravely: She asks for the whole of a man, Hal, not merely for a sixth, nor any other part of him. She is a child asking for a lover to whom she can look up, who will teach her, guide her, protect her. She is a queen demanding homage, and yet he is her king whom it is her joy to serve. She asks to be his partner, his fellow-worker, his playmate, and at the same time she loves to think of him as her child, her big baby she must take care of. Whatever he has to give she has also to respond with. You need not marry six wives, Hal; you will find your six in one.

As the water to the vessel, woman shapes herself to man; an old heathen said that three thousand years ago, and others have repeated him; that is what you mean.

I dont like that way of putting it, answered my mother. I mean that as you say of man, so in every true woman is contained all women. But to know her completely you must love her with all love.

Sometimes the talk would be of religion, for my mothers faith was no dead thing that must be kept ever sheltered from the air, lest it crumble.

One evening Who are we that we should live? cried Hal. The spider is less cruel; the very pig less greedy, gluttonous and foul; the tiger less tigerish; our cousin ape less monkeyish. What are we but savages, clothed and ashamed, nine-tenths of us?

But Sodom and Gomorrah, reminded him my mother, would have been spared for the sake of ten just men.

Much more sensible to have hurried the ten men out, leaving the remainder to be buried with all their abominations under their own ashes, growled Hal.

And we shall be purified, continued my mother, the evil in us washed away.

Why have made us ill merely to mend us? If the Almighty were so anxious for our company, why not have made us decent in the beginning? He had just come away from a meeting of Poor Law Guardians, and was in a state of dissatisfaction with human nature generally.

It is His way, answered my mother. The precious stone lies hid in clay. He has His purpose.

Is the stone so very precious?

Would He have taken so much pains to fashion it if it were not? You see it all around you, Hal, in your daily practice — heroism, self-sacrifice, love stronger than death. Can you think He will waste it, He who uses again even the dead leaf?

Shall the new leaf remember the new flower?

Yes, if it ever knew it. Shall memory be the only thing to die?

Often of an evening I would accompany Hal upon his rounds. By the savage tribe he both served and ruled he had come to be regarded as medicine man and priest combined. He was both their tyrant and their slave, working for them early and late, yet bullying them unmercifully, enforcing his commands sometimes with vehement tongue, and where that would not suffice with quick fists; the counsellor, helper, ruler, literally of thousands. Of income he could have made barely enough to live upon; but few men could have enjoyed more sense of power; and that I think it was that held him to the neighbourhood.

Nature laid me by and forgot me for a couple of thousand years, was his own explanation of himself. Born in my proper period, I should have climbed to chieftainship upon uplifted shields. I might have been an Attila, an Alaric. Among the civilised one can only climb by crawling, and I am too impatient to crawl. Here I am king at once by force of brain and muscle. So in Poplar he remained, poor in fees but rich in honour.

The love of justice was a passion with him. The oppressors of the poor knew and feared him well. Injustice once proved before him, vengeance followed sure. If the law would not help, he never hesitated to employ lawlessness, of which he could always command a satisfactory supply. Bumble might have the Board of Guardians at his back, Shylock legal support for his pound of flesh; but sooner or later the dark night brought punishment, a ducking in dock basin or canal, Brutal Assault Upon a Respected Resident (according to the local papers), the miscreants always making and keeping good their escape, for he was an admirable organiser.

One night it seemed to him necessary that a child should go at once into the Infirmary.

It aint no use my taking her now, explained the mother, Ill only get bullyragged for disturbing em. My old man was carried there three months ago when he broke his leg, but they wouldnt take him in till the morning.

Oho! oho! oho! sang Hal, taking the child up in his arms and putting on his hat. You follow me; well have some sport. Tally ho! tally ho! And away we went, Hal heading our procession through the streets, shouting a rollicking song, the baby staring at him openmouthed.

Now ring, cried Hal to the mother on our reaching the Workhouse gate. Ring modestly, as becomes the poor ringing at the gate of Charity. And the bell tinkled faintly.

Ring again! cried Hal, drawing back into the shadow; and at last the wicket opened.

Oh, if you please, sir, my baby—

Blast your baby! answered a husky voice, what dye mean by coming here this time of night?

Please, sir, Im afraid its dying, and the Doctor—

The man was no sentimentalist, and to do him justice made no hypocritical pretence of being one. He consigned the baby and its mother and the doctor to Hell, and the wicket would have closed but for the point of Hals stick.

Open the gate! roared Hal. It was idle pretending not to hear Hal anywhere within half a mile of him when he filled his lungs for a cry. Open it quick, you blackguard! You gross vat-load of potato spirit, you—

That the Governor should speak a language familiar to the governed was held by the Romans, born rulers of men, essential to authority. This theory Hal also maintained. His command of idiom understanded by his people was one of his rods of power. In less time than it took the trembling porter to loosen the bolts, Hal had presented him with a word picture of himself, as seen by others, that must have lessened his self-esteem.

I didnt know as it was you, Doctor, explained the man.

No, you thought you had only to deal with some helpless creature you could bully. Stir your fat carcass, you ugly cur! Im in a hurry.

The House Surgeon was away, but an attendant or two were lounging about, unfortunately for themselves, for Hal, being there, took it upon himself to go round the ward setting crooked things straight; and a busy and alarming time they had of it. Not till a couple of hours later did he fling himself forth again, having enjoyed himself greatly.

A gentleman came to reside in the district, a firm believer in the wisdom of the couplet: A woman, a spaniel and a walnut tree, The more you beat them the better they be. The spaniel and the walnut tree he did not possess, so his wife had the benefit of his undivided energies. Whether his treatment had improved her morally, one cannot say; her evident desire to do her best may have been natural or may have been assisted; but physically it was injuring her. He used to beat her about the head with his strap, his argument being that she always seemed half asleep, and that this, for the time being, woke her up. Sympathisers brought complaint to Hal, for the police in that neighbourhood are to keep the streets respectable. With the life in the little cells that line them they are no more concerned than are the scavengers of the sewers with the domestic arrangements of the rats.

Whats he like? asked Hal.

Hes a big un, answered the woman who had come with the tale, and hes good with his fists — Ive seen him. But theres no getting at him. Hes the sort to have the law on you if you interfere with him, and shes the sort to help him.

Any likely time to catch him at it? asked Hal.

Saturdays its as regular as early closing, answered the woman, but you might have to wait a bit.

Ill wait in your room, granny, next Saturday, suggested Hal.

All right, agreed the woman, Ill risk it, even if I do get a bloody head for it.

So that week end we sat very still on two rickety chairs listening to a long succession of sharp, cracking sounds that, had one not known, one might have imagined produced by some child monotonously exploding percussion caps, each one followed by an answering groan. Hal never moved, but sat smoking his pipe, an ugly smile about his mouth. Only once he opened his lips, and then it was to murmur to himself: And God blessed them and said unto them, Be fruitful and multiply.

The horror ceased at last, and later we heard the door unlock and a mans foot upon the landing above. Hal beckoned to me, and swiftly we slipped out and down the creaking stairs. He opened the front door, and we waited in the evil-smelling little passage. The man came towards us whistling. He was a powerfully built fellow, rather good-looking, I remember. He stopped abruptly upon catching sight of Hal, who stood crouching in the shadow of the door.

What are you doing here? he demanded.

Waiting to pull your nose! answered Hal, suiting the action to the word. And then laughing he ran down the street, I following.

The man gave chase, calling to us with a string of imprecations to stop. But Hal only ran the faster, though after a street or two he slackened, and the man gained on us a little.

So we continued, the distance between us and our pursuer now a little more, now a little less. People turned and stared at us. A few boys, scenting grim fun, followed shouting for awhile; but these we soon out-paced, till at last in deserted streets, winding among warehouses bordering the river, we three ran alone, between long, lifeless walls. I looked into Hals face from time to time, and he was laughing; but every now and then he would look over his shoulder at the man behind him still following doggedly, and then his face would be twisted into a comically terrified grimace. Turning into a narrow cul-de-sac, Hal suddenly ducked behind a wide brick buttress, and the man, still running, passed us. And then Hal stood up and called to him, and the man turned, looked into Hals eyes, and understood.

He was not a coward. Besides, even a rat when cornered will fight for its life. He made a rush at Hal, and Hal made no attempt to defend himself. He stood there laughing, and the man struck him full in the face, and the blood spurted out and flowed down into his mouth. The man came on again, though terror was in every line of his face, all his desire being to escape. But this time Hal drove him back again. They fought for awhile, if one can call it fighting, till the man, mad for air, reeled against the wall, stood there quivering convulsively, his mouth wide open, resembling more than anything else some huge dying fish. And Hal drew away and waited.

I have no desire to see again the sight I saw that quiet, still evening, framed by those high, windowless walls, from behind which sounded with ceaseless regularity the gentle swish of the incoming tide. All sense of retribution was drowned in the sight of Hals evident enjoyment of his sport. The judge had disappeared, leaving the work to be accomplished by a savage animal loosened for the purpose.

The wretched creature flung itself again towards its only door of escape, fought with the vehemence of despair, to be flung back again, a hideous, bleeding mass of broken flesh. I tried to cling to Hals arm, but one jerk of his steel muscles flung me ten feet away.

Keep off, you fool! he cried. I wont kill him. Im keeping my head. I shall know when to stop. And I crept away and waited.

Hal joined me a little later, wiping the blood from his face. We made our way to a small public-house near the river, and from there Hal sent a couple of men on whom he could rely with instructions how to act. I never heard any more of the matter. It was a subject on which I did not care to speak to Hal. I can only hope that good came of it.

There was a spot — it has been cleared away since to make room for the approach to Greenwich Tunnel — it was then the entrance to a grain depot in connection with the Milwall Docks. A curious brick well it resembled, in the centre of which a roadway wound downward, corkscrew fashion, disappearing at the bottom into darkness under a yawning arch. The place possessed the curious property of being ever filled with a ceaseless murmur, as though it were some aerial maelstrom, drawing into its silent vacuum all wandering waves of sound from the restless human ocean flowing round it. No single tone could one ever distinguish: it was a mingling of all voices, heard there like the murmur of a sea-soaked shell.

We passed through it on our return. Its work for the day was finished, its strange, weary song uninterrupted by the mighty waggons thundering up and down its spiral way. Hal paused, leaning against the railings that encircled its centre, and listened.

Hark, do you not hear it, Paul? he asked. It is the music of Humanity. All human notes are needful to its making: the faint wail of the new-born, the cry of the dying thief; the beating of the hammers, the merry trip of dancers; the clatter of the teacups, the roaring of the streets; the crooning of the mother to her babe, the scream of the tortured child; the meeting kiss of lovers, the sob of those that part. Listen! prayers and curses, sighs and laughter; the soft breathing of the sleeping, the fretful feet of pain; voices of pity, voices of hate; the glad song of the strong, the foolish complaining of the weak. Listen to it, Paul! Right and wrong, good and evil, hope and despair, it is but one voice — a single note, drawn by the sweep of the Players hand across the quivering strings of man. What is the meaning of it, Paul? Can you read it? Sometimes it seems to me a note of joy, so full, so endless, so complete, that I cry: Blessed be the Lord whose hammers have beaten upon us, whose fires have shaped us to His ends! And sometimes it sounds to me a dying note, so that I could curse Him who in wantonness has wrung it from the anguish of His creatures — till I would that I could fling myself, Prometheus like, between Him and His victims, calling: My darkness, but their light; my agony, O God; their hope!

The faint light from a neighbouring gas-lamp fell upon his face that an hour before I had seen the face of a wild beast. The ugly mouth was quivering, tears stood in his great, tender eyes. Could his prayer in that moment have been granted, could he have pressed against his bosom all the pain of the world, he would have rejoiced.

He shook himself together with a laugh. Come, Paul, we have had a busy afternoon, and Im thirsty. Let us drink some beer, my boy, good sound beer, and plenty of it.

My mother fell ill that winter. Mountain born and mountain bred, the close streets had never agreed with her, and scolded by all of us, she promised, come the fine weather, to put sentiment behind her, and go away from them.

Im thinking she will, said Hal, gripping my shoulder with his strong hand, but itll be by herself that shell go, lad. My wonder is, he continued, that she has held out so long. If anything, it is you that have kept her alive. Now that you are off her mind to a certain extent, she is worrying about your father, I expect. These women, they never will believe a man can take care of himself, even in Heaven. Shes never quite trusted the Lord with him, and never will till shes there to give an eye to things herself.

Hals prophecy fell true. She left come the fine weather, as she had promised: I remember it was the first day primroses were hawked in the street. But another death had occurred just before; which, concerning me closely as it does, I had better here dispose of; and that was the death of old Mr. Stillwood, who passed away rich in honour and regret, and was buried with much ostentation and much sincere sorrow; for he had been to many of his clients, mostly old folk, rather a friend than a mere man of business, and had gained from all with whom he had come in contact, respect, and from many real affection.

In conformity with the old legal fashions that in his life he had so fondly clung to, his will was read aloud by Mr. Gadley after the return from the funeral, and many were the tears its recital called forth. Written years ago by himself and never altered, its quaint phraseology was full of kindly thought and expression. No one had been forgotten. Clerks, servants, poor relations, all had been treated with even-handed justice, while for those with claim upon him, ample provision had been made. Few wills, I think, could ever have been read less open to criticism.

Old Gadley slipped his arm into mine as we left the house. If youve nothing to do, young un, he said, Ill get you to come with me to the office. I have got all the keys in my pocket, and we shall be quiet. It will be sad work for me, and I had rather we were alone. A couple of hours will show us everything.

We lighted the wax candles — old Stillwood could never tolerate gas in his own room — and opening the safe took out the heavy ledgers one by one, and from them Gadley dictated figures which I wrote down and added up.

Thirty years I have kept these books for him, said old Gadley, as we laid by the last of them, thirty years come Christmas next, he and I together. No other hands but ours have ever touched them, and now people to whom they mean nothing but so much business will fling them about, drop greasy crumbs upon them — I know their ways, the brutes! — scribble all over them. And he who always would have everything so neat and orderly!

We came to the end of them in less than the time old Gadley had thought needful: in such perfect order had everything been maintained. I was preparing to go, but old Gadley had drawn a couple of small keys from his pocket, and was shuffling again towards the safe.

Only one more, he explained in answer to my look, his own private ledger. It will merely be in the nature of a summary, but well just glance through it.

He opened an inner drawer and took from it a small thick volume bound in green leather and closed with two brass locks. An ancient volume, it appeared, its strong binding faded and stained. Old Gadley sat down with it at the dead mans own desk, and snuffing the two shaded candles, unlocked and opened it. I was standing opposite, so that the book to me was upside down, but the date on the first page, 1841, caught my eye, as also the small neat writing now brown with age.

So neat, so orderly he always was, murmured old Gadley again, smoothing the page affectionately with his hand, and I waited for his dictation.

But no glib flow of figures fell from him. His eyebrows suddenly contracted, his body stiffened itself. Then for the next quarter of an hour nothing sounded in the quiet room but his turning of the creakling pages. Once or twice he glanced round swiftly over his shoulder, as though haunted by the idea of some one behind him; then back to the neat, closely written folios, his little eyes, now exhibiting a comical look of horror, starting out of his round red face. First slowly, then quickly with trembling hands he turned the pages, till the continual ratling of the leaves sounded like strange, mocking laughter through the silent, empty room; almost one could imagine it coming from some watching creature hidden in the shadows.

The end reached, he sat staring before him, his whole body quivering, great beads of sweat upon his shiny bald head.

Am I mad? was all he could find to say. Kelver, am I mad?

He handed me the book. It was a cynically truthful record of fraud, extending over thirty years. Every client, every friend, every relative that had fallen into his net he had robbed: the fortunate ones of a part, the majority of their all. Its very first entry debited him with the proceeds of his own partners estate. Its last ran—Re Kelver — various sales of stock. To his credit were his payments year after year of imaginary interests on imaginary securities, the surplus accounted for with simple brevity: Transferred to own account. No record could have been more clear, more frank. Beneath each transaction was written its true history; the actual investments, sometimes necessary, carefully distinguished from the false. In neat red ink would occur here and there a note for his own guidance: Eldest child comes of age August, 73. Be prepared for trustees desiring production. Turning to August, 73, one found that genuine investment had been made, to be sold again a few months later on. From beginning to end not a single false step had he committed. Suspicious clients had been ear-marked: the trusting discriminated with gratitude, and milked again and again to meet emergency.

As a piece of organisation it was magnificent. No one but a financial genius could have picked a dozen steps through such a network of chicanery. For half a lifetime he had moved among it, dignified, respected and secure.

Whether even he could have maintained his position for another month was doubtful. Suicide, though hinted at, was proved to have been impossible. It seemed as though with his amazing audacity he had tricked even Death into becoming his accomplice.

But it is impossible, Kelver! cried Gadley, this must be some dream. Stillwood, Waterhead and Royal! What is the meaning of it?

He took the book into his hands again, then burst into tears. You never knew him, wailed the poor little man. Stillwood, Waterhead and Royal! I came here as office boy fifty years ago. He was more like a friend to me than— and again the sobs shook his little fat body.

I locked the books away and put him into his hat and coat. But I had much difficulty in getting him out of the office.

I darent, young un, he cried, drawing back. Fifty years I have walked out of this office, proud of it, proud of being connected with it. I darent face the street!

All the way home his only idea was: Could it not be hidden? Honest, kindly little man that he was, he seemed to have no thought for the unfortunate victims. The good name of his master, of his friend, gone! Stillwood, Waterhead and Royal, a by-word! To have avoided that I believe he would have been willing for yet another hundred clients to be ruined.

I saw him to his door, then turned homeward; and to my surprise in a dark by-street heard myself laughing heartily. I checked myself instantly, feeling ashamed of my callousness, of my seeming indifference to the trouble even of myself and my mother. Yet as there passed before me the remembrance of that imposing and expensive funeral with its mournful following of tearful faces; the hushed reading of the will with its accompaniment of rustling approval; the picture of the admirably sympathetic clergyman consoling with white hands Mrs. Stillwood, inclined to hysteria, but anxious concerning her two hundred pounds worth of crape which by no possibility of means could now be paid for — recurred to me the obituary notice in The Chelsea Weekly Chronicle: the humour of the thing swept all else before it, and I laughed again — I could not help it — loud and long. It was my first introduction to the comedy of life, which is apt to be more brutal than the comedy of fiction.

But nearing home, the serious side of the matter forced itself uppermost. Fortunately, our supposed dividends had been paid to us by Mr. Stillwood only the month before. Could I keep the thing from troubling my mothers last days? It would be hard work. I should have to do it alone, for a perhaps foolish pride prevented my taking Hal into my confidence, even made his friendship a dread to me, lest he should come to learn and offer help. There is a higher generosity, it is said, that can receive with pleasure as well as bestow favour; but I have never felt it. Could I be sure of acting my part, of not betraying myself to her sharp eyes, of keeping newspapers and chance gossip away from her? Good shrewd Amy I cautioned, but I shrank from even speaking on the subject to Hal, and my fear was lest he should blunder into the subject, which for the usual nine days occupied much public attention. But fortunately he appeared not even to have heard of the scandal.

Possibly had the need lasted longer I might have failed, but as it was, a few weeks saw the end.

Dont leave me to-day, Paul, whispered my mother to me one morning. So I stayed, and in the evening my mother put her arms around my neck and I lay beside her, my head upon her breast, as I used to when a little boy. And when the morning came I was alone.


BOOK II.


CHAPTER I

DESCRIBES THE DESERT ISLAND TO WHICH PAUL WAS DRIFTED.
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ROOM TO LET for a single gentleman. Sometimes in an idle hour, impelled by foolishness, I will knock at the door. It is opened after a longer or shorter interval by the slavey — in the morning, slatternly, her arms concealed beneath her apron; in the afternoon, smart in dirty cap and apron. How well I know her! Unchanged, not grown an inch — her round bewildered eyes, her open mouth, her touzled hair, her scored red hands. With an effort I refrain from muttering: So sorry, forgot my key, from pushing past her and mounting two at a time the narrow stairs, carpeted to the first floor, but bare beyond. Instead, I say, Oh, what rooms have you to let? when, scuttling to the top of the kitchen stairs, she will call over the banisters: A gentleman to see the rooms. There comes up, panting, a harassed-looking, elderly female, but genteel in black. She crushes past the little slavey, and approaching, eyes me critically.

I have a very nice room on the first floor, she informs me, and one behind on the third.

I agree to see them, explaining that I am seeking them for a young friend of mine. We squeeze past the hat and umbrella stand: there is just room, but one must keep close to the wall. The first floor is rather an imposing apartment, with a marble-topped sideboard measuring quite three feet by two, the doors of which will remain closed if you introduce a wad of paper between them. A green table-cloth, matching the curtains, covers the loo-table. The lamp is perfectly safe so long as it stands in the exact centre of the table, but should not be shifted. A paper fire-stove ornament in some mysterious way bestows upon the room an air of chastity. Above the mantelpiece is a fly-blown mirror, between the once gilt frame and glass of which can be inserted invitation cards; indeed, one or two so remain, proving that the tenants even of bed-sitting-rooms are not excluded from social delights. The wall opposite is adorned by an oleograph of the kind Cheap Jacks sell by auction on Saturday nights in the Pimlico Road, and warrant as hand-made. Generally speaking, it is a Swiss landscape. There appears to be more body in a Swiss landscape than in scenes from less favoured localities. A dilapidated mill, a foaming torrent, a mountain, a maiden and a cow can at the least be relied upon. An easy chair (I disclaim all responsibility for the adjective), stuffed with many coils of steel wire, each possessing a business end in admirable working order, and covered with horsehair, highly glazed, awaits the uninitiated. There is one way of sitting upon it, and only one: by using the extreme edge, and planting your feet firmly on the floor. If you attempt to lean back in it you inevitably slide out of it. When so treated it seems to say to you: Excuse me, you are very heavy, and you would really be much more comfortable upon the floor. Thank you so much. The bed is behind the door, and the washstand behind the bed. If you sit facing the window you can forget the bed. On the other hand, if more than one friend come to call on you, you are glad of it. As a matter of fact, experienced visitors prefer it — make straight for it, refusing with firmness to exchange it for the easy chair.

And this room is?

Eight shillings a week, sir — with attendance, of course.

Any extras?

The lamp, sir, is eighteenpence a week; and the kitchen fire, if the gentleman wishes to dine at home, two shillings.

And fire?

Sixpence a scuttle, sir, I charge for coals.

Its rather a small scuttle.

The landlady bridles a little. The usual size, I think, sir. One presumes there is a special size in coal-scuttles made exclusively for lodging-house keepers.

I agree that while I am about it I may as well see the other room, the third floor back. The landlady opens the door for me, but remains herself on the landing. She is a stout lady, and does not wish to dwarf the apartment by comparison. The arrangement here does not allow of your ignoring the bed. It is the life and soul of the room, and it declines to efface itself. Its only possible rival is the washstand, straw-coloured; with staring white basin and jug, together with other appurtenances. It glares defiantly from its corner. I know Im small, it seems to say; but Im very useful; and I wont be ignored. The remaining furniture consists of a couple of chairs — there is no hypocrisy about them: they are not easy and they do not pretend to be easy; a small chest of light-painted drawers before the window, with white china handles, upon which is a tiny looking-glass; and, occupying the entire remaining space, after allowing three square feet for the tenant, when he arrives, an attenuated four-legged table apparently home-made. The only ornament in the room is, suspended above the fireplace, a funeral card, framed in beer corks. As the corpse introduced by the ancient Egyptians into their banquets, it is hung there perhaps to remind the occupant of the apartment that the luxuries and allurements of life have their end; or maybe it consoles him in despondent moments with the reflection that after all he might be worse off.

The rent of this room is three-and-sixpence a week, also including attendance; lamp, as for the first floor, eighteen-pence; but kitchen fire a shilling.

But why should kitchen fire for the first floor be two shillings, and for this only one?

Well, as a rule, sir, the first floor wants more cooking done.

You are quite right, my dear lady, I was forgetting. The gentleman in the third floor back! cooking for him is not a great tax upon the kitchen fire. His breakfast, it is what, madam, we call plain, I think. His lunch he takes out. You may see him, walking round the quiet square, up and down the narrow street that, leading to nowhere in particular, is between twelve and two somewhat deserted. He carries a paper bag, into which at intervals, when he is sure nobody is looking, his mouth disappears. From studying the neighbourhood one can guess what it contains. Saveloys hereabouts are plentiful and only twopence each. There are pie shops, where meat pies are twopence and fruit pies a penny. The lady behind the counter, using deftly a broad, flat knife, lifts the little dainty with one twist clean from its tiny dish: it is marvellous, having regard to the thinness of the pastry, that she never breaks one. Roley-poley pudding, sweet and wonderfully satisfying, more especially when cold, is but a penny a slice. Peas pudding, though this is an awkward thing to eat out of a bag, is comforting upon cold days. Then with his tea he takes two eggs or a haddock, the fourpenny size; maybe on rare occasions, a chop or steak; and you fry it for him, madam, though every time he urges on you how much he would prefer it grilled, for fried in your one frying-pan its flavour becomes somewhat confused. But maybe this is the better for him, for, shutting his eyes and trusting only to smell and flavour, he can imagine himself enjoying variety. He can begin with herrings, pass on to liver and bacon, opening his eyes again for a moment perceive that he has now arrived at the joint, and closing them again, wind up with distinct suggestion of toasted cheese, thus avoiding monotony. For dinner he goes out again. Maybe he is not hungry, late meals are a mistake; or, maybe, putting his hand into his pocket and making calculations beneath a lamp-post, appetite may come to him. Then there are places cheerful with the sound of frizzling fat, where fried plaice brown and odorous may be had for three halfpence, and a handful of sliced potatoes for a penny; where for fourpence succulent stewed eels may be discussed; vinegar ad lib.; or for sevenpence — but these are red-letter evenings — half a sheeps head may be indulged in, which is a supper fit for any king, who happened to be hungry.

I explain that I will discuss the matter with my young friend when he arrives. The landlady says, Certainly, sir: she is used to what she calls the wandering Christian; and easing my conscience by slipping a shilling into the slaveys astonished, lukewarm hand, I pass out again into the long, dreary street, now echoing maybe to the sad cry of Muffins!

Or sometimes of an evening, the lamp lighted, the remnants of the meat tea cleared away, the flickering firelight cosifying the dingy rooms, I go a-visiting. There is no need for me to ring the bell, to mount the stairs. Through the thin transparent walls I can see you plainly, old friends of mine, fashions a little changed, that is all. We wore bell-shaped trousers; eight-and-six to measure, seven-and-six if from stock; fastened our neckties in dashing style with a horseshoe pin. I think in the matter of waistcoats we had the advantage of you; ours were gayer, braver. Our cuffs and collars were of paper: sixpence-halfpenny the dozen, three-halfpence the pair. On Sunday they were white and glistening; on Monday less aggressively obvious; on Tuesday morning decidedly dappled. But on Tuesday evening, when with natty cane, or umbrella neatly rolled in patent leather case, we took our promenade down Oxford Street — fashionable hour nine to ten p.m. — we could shoot our arms and cock our chins with the best. Your india-rubber linen has its advantages. Storm does not wither it; it braves better the heat and turmoil of the day. The passing of a sponge! and your Dicky is itself again. We had to use bread-crumbs, and so sacrifice the glaze. Yet I cannot help thinking that for the first few hours, at all events, our paper was more dazzling.

For the rest I see no change in you, old friends. I wave you greeting from the misty street. God rest you, gallant gentlemen, lonely and friendless and despised; making the best of joyless lives; keeping yourselves genteel on twelve, fifteen, or eighteen (ah, but you are plutocrats!) shillings a week; saving something even of that, maybe, to help the old mother in the country, so proud of her gentleman son who has book learning and who is something in the City. May nothing you dismay. Bullied, and badgered, and baited from nine to six though you may be, from then till bedtime you are rorty young dogs. The half-guinea topper, as worn by the Prince of Wales (ah, how many a meal has it not cost!), warmed before the fire, brushed and polished and coaxed, shines resplendent. The second pair of trousers are drawn from beneath the bed; in the gaslight, with well-marked crease from top to toe, they will pass for new. A pleasant evening to you! May your cheap necktie make all the impression your soul can desire! May your penny cigar be mistaken for Havana! May the barmaid charm your simple heart by addressing you as Baby! May some sweet shop-girl throw a kindly glance at you, inviting you to walk with her! May she snigger at your humour; may other dogs cast envious looks at you, and may no harm come of it!

You dreamers of dreams, you who while your companions play and sleep will toil upward in the night! You have read Mr. Smiles Self-Help, Longfellows Psalm of Life, and so strengthened attack with confidence French Without a Master, Bookkeeping in Six Lessons. With a sigh to yourselves you turn aside from the alluring streets, from the bright, bewitching eyes, into the stuffy air of Birkbeck Institutions, Polytechnic Schools. May success compensate you for your youth devoid of pleasure! May the partners chair you seen in visions be yours before the end! May you live one day in Clapham in a twelve-roomed house!

And, after all, we have our moments, have we not? The Saturday night at the play. The hours of waiting, they are short. We converse with kindred souls of the British Drama, its past and future: we have our views. We dream of Florence This, Kate That; in a little while we shall see her. Ah, could she but know how we loved her! Her photo is on our mantelpiece, transforming the dismal little room into a shrine. The poem we have so often commenced! when it is finished we will post it to her. At least she will acknowledge its receipt; we can kiss the paper her hand has rested on. The great doors groan, then quiver. Ah, the wild thrill of that moment! Now push for all you are worth: charge, wriggle, squirm! It is an epitome of life. We are through — collarless, panting, pummelled from top to toe: but what of that? Upward, still upward; then downward with leaps at risk of our neck, from bench to bench through the gloom. We have gained the front row! Would we exchange sensations with the stallite, strolling languidly to his seat? The extravagant dinner once a week! We banquet a la Francais, in Soho, for one-and-six, including wine. Does Tortoni ever give his customers a repast they enjoy more? I trow not.

My first lodging was an attic in a square the other side of Blackfriars Bridge. The rent of the room, if I remember rightly, was three shillings a week with cooking, half-a-crown without. I purchased a methylated spirit stove with kettle and frying-pan, and took it without.

Old Hasluck would have helped me willingly, and there were others to whom I might have appealed, but a boys pride held me back. I would make my way alone, win my place in the world by myself. To Hal, knowing he would sympathise with me, I confided the truth.

Had your mother lived, he told me, I should have had something to say on the subject. Of course, I knew what had happened, but as it is — well, you need not be afraid, I shall not offer you help; indeed, I should refuse it were you to ask. Put your Carlyle in your pocket: he is not all voices, but he is the best maker of men I know. The great thing to learn of life is not to be afraid of it.

Look me up now and then, he added, and well talk about the stars, the future of Socialism, and the Woman Question — anything you like except about yourself and your twopenny-half-penny affairs.

From another it would have sounded brutal, but I understood him. And so we shook hands and parted for longer than either of us at the time expected. The Franco-German War broke out a few weeks later on, and Hal, the love of adventure always strong within him, volunteered his services, which were accepted. It was some years before we met again.

On the door-post of a house in Farringdon Street, not far from the Circus, stood in those days a small brass plate, announcing that the Ludgate News Rooms occupied the third and fourth floors, and that the admission to the same was one penny. We were a seedy company that every morning crowded into these rooms: clerks, shopmen, superior artisans, travellers, warehousemen — all of us out of work. Most of us were young, but with us was mingled a sprinkling of elder men, and these latter were always the saddest and most silent of this little whispering army of the down-at-heel. Roughly speaking, we were divided into two groups: the newcomers, cheery, confident. These would flit from newspaper to newspaper with buzz of pleasant anticipation, select their advertisement as one choosing some dainty out of a rich and varied menu card, and replying to it as one conferring favour.

Dear Sir, — in reply to your advertisement in to-days Standard, I shall be pleased to accept the post vacant in your office. I am of good appearance and address. I am an excellent— It was really marvellous the quality and number of our attainments. French! we wrote and spoke it fluently, a la Ahn. German! of this we possessed a slighter knowledge, it was true, but sufficient for mere purposes of commerce. Bookkeeping! arithmetic! geometry! we played with them. The love of work! it was a passion with us. Our moral character! it would have adorned a Free Kirk Elder. I could call on you to-morrow or Friday between eleven and one, or on Saturday any time up till two. Salary required, two guineas a week. An early answer will oblige. Yours truly.

The old stagers did not buzz. Hour after hour they sat writing, steadily, methodically, with day by day less hope and heavier fears:

Sir, — Your advt. in to-days D. T. I am— of such and such an age. List of qualifications less lengthy, set forth with more modesty; object desired being air of verisimilitude.—If you decide to engage me I will endeavour to give you every satisfaction. Any time you like to appoint I will call on you. I should not ask a high salary to start with. Yours obediently.

Dozens of the first letter, hundreds of the second, I wrote with painful care, pen carefully chosen, the one-inch margin down the left hand side of the paper first portioned off with dots. To three or four I received a curt reply, instructing me to call. But the shyness that had stood so in my way during the earlier half of my school days had now, I know not why, returned upon me, hampering me at every turn. A shy child grown-up folks at all events can understand and forgive; but a shy young man is not unnaturally regarded as a fool. I gave the impression of being awkward, stupid, sulky. The more I strove against my temperament the worse I became. My attempts to be at my ease, to assert myself, resulted — I could see it myself — only in rudeness.

Well, I have got to see one or two others. We will write and let you know, was the conclusion of each interview, and the end, as far as I was concerned, of the enterprise.

My few pounds, guard them how I would, were dwindling rapidly. Looking back, it is easy enough to regard ones early struggles from a humorous point of view. One knows the story, it all ended happily. But at the time there is no means of telling whether ones biography is going to be comedy or tragedy. There were moments when I felt confident it was going to be the latter. Occasionally, when one is feeling well, it is not unpleasant to contemplate with pathetic sympathy ones own death-bed. One thinks of the friends and relations who at last will understand and regret one, be sorry they had not behaved themselves better. But myself, there was no one to regret. I felt very small, very helpless. The world was big. I feared it might walk over me, trample me down, never seeing me. I seemed unable to attract its attention.

One morning I found waiting for me at the Reading Room another of the usual missives. It ran: Will Mr. P. Kelver call at the above address to-morrow morning between ten-thirty and eleven. The paper was headed: Lott and Co., Indian Commission Agents, Aldersgate Street. Without much hope I returned to my lodgings, changed my clothes, donned my silk hat, took my one pair of gloves, drew its silk case over my holey umbrella; and so equipped for fight with Fate made my way to Aldersgate Street. For a quarter of an hour or so, being too soon, I walked up and down the pavement outside the house, gazing at the second-floor windows, behind which, so the door-plate had informed me, were the offices of Lott & Co. I could not recall their advertisement, nor my reply to it. The firm was evidently not in a very flourishing condition. I wondered idly what salary they would offer. For a moment I dreamt of a Cheeryble Brother asking me kindly if I thought I could do with thirty shillings a week as a beginning; but the next I recalled my usual fate, and considered whether it was even worth while to climb the stairs, go through what to me was a painful ordeal, merely to be impressed again with the sense of my own worthlessness.

A fine rain began to fall. I did not wish to unroll my umbrella, yet felt nervous for my hat. It was five minutes to the half hour. Listlessly I crossed the road and mounted the bare stairs to the second floor. Two doors faced me, one marked Private. I tapped lightly at the second. Not hearing any response, after a second or two I tapped again. A sound reached me, but it was unintelligible. I knocked yet again, still louder. This time I heard a reply in a shrill, plaintive tone:

Oh, do come in.

The tone was one of pathetic entreaty. I turned the handle and entered. It was a small room, dimly lighted by a dirty window, the bottom half of which was rendered opaque by tissue paper pasted to its panes. The place suggested a village shop rather than an office. Pots of jam, jars of pickles, bottles of wine, biscuit tins, parcels of drapery, boxes of candles, bars of soap, boots, packets of stationery, boxes of cigars, tinned provisions, guns, cartridges — things sufficient to furnish a desert island littered every available corner. At a small desk under the window sat a youth with a remarkably small body and a remarkably large head; so disproportionate were the two I should hardly have been surprised had he put up his hands and taken it off. Half in the room and half out, I paused.

Is this Lott & Co.? I enquired.

No, he answered; its a room. One eye was fixed upon me, dull and glassy; it never blinked, it never wavered. With the help of the other he continued his writing.

I mean, I explained, coming entirely into the room, are these the offices of Lott & Co.?

Its one of them, he replied; the back one. If youre really anxious for a job, you can shut the door.

I complied with his suggestion, and then announced that I was Mr. Kelver — Mr. Paul Kelver.

Minikins my name, he returned, Sylvanus Minikin. You dont happen by any chance to know what youve come for, I suppose?

Looking at his body, my inclination was to pick my way among the goods that covered the floor and pull his ears for him. From his grave and massive face, he might, for all I knew, be the head clerk.

I have called to see Mr. Lott, I replied, with dignity; I have an appointment. I produced the letter from my pocket, and leaning across a sewing-machine, I handed it to him for his inspection. Having read it, he suddenly took from its socket the eye with which he had been hitherto regarding me, and proceeding to polish it upon his pocket handkerchief, turned upon me his other. Having satisfied himself, he handed me back my letter.

Want my advice? he asked.

I thought it might be useful to me, so replied in the affirmative.

Hook it, was his curt counsel.

Why? I asked. Isnt he a good employer?

Replacing his glass eye, he turned again to his work. If employment is what you want, answered Mr. Minikin, youll get it. Best employer in London. Hell keep you going for twenty-four hours a day, and then offer you overtime at half salary.

I must get something to do, I confessed.

Sit down then, suggested Mr. Minikin. Rest while you can.

I took the chair; it was the only chair in the room, with the exception of the one Minikin was sitting on.

Apart from his being a bit of a driver, I asked, what sort of a man is he? Is he pleasant?

Never saw him put out but once, answered Minikin.

It sounded well. When was that? I asked.

All the time Ive known him.

My spirits continued to sink. Had I been left alone with Minikin much longer, I might have ended by following his advice, hooking it before Mr. Lott arrived. But the next moment I heard the other door open, and some one entered the private office. Then the bell rang, and Minikin disappeared, leaving the communicating door ajar behind him. The conversation that I overheard was as follows:

Why isnt Mr. Skeat here?

Because he hasnt come.

Where are the letters?

Under your nose.

How dare you answer me like that?

Well, its the truth. They are under your nose.

Did you give Thorneycrofts man my message?

Yes.

What did he answer?

Said you were a liar.

Oh, he did, did he! What did you reply?

Asked him to tell me something I didnt know.

Thought that clever, didnt you?

Not bad.

Whatever faults might be laid to Mr. Lotts door, he at least, I concluded, possesssed the virtue of self-control.

Anybody been here?

Yes.

Who?

Mr. Kelver — Mr. Paul Kelver.

Kelver, Kelver. Whos Kelver?

Know what he is — a fool.

What do you mean?

Hes come after the place.

Is he there?

Yes.

Whats he like?

Not bad looking; fair—

Idiot! I mean is he smart?

Just at present — got all his Sunday clothes on.

Send him in to me. Dont go, dont go.

How can I send him in to you if I dont go?

Take these. Have you finished those bills of lading?

No.

Good God! when will you have finished them?

Half an hour after I have begun them.

Get out, get out! Has that door been open all the time?

Well, I dont suppose its opened itself.

Minikin re-entered with papers in his hand. In you go, he said. Heaven help you! And I passed in and closed the door behind me.

The room was a replica of the one I had just left. If possible, it was more crowded, more packed with miscellaneous articles. I picked my way through these and approached the desk. Mr. Lott was a small, dingy-looking man, with very dirty hands, and small, restless eyes. I was glad that he was not imposing, or my shyness might have descended upon me; as it was, I felt better able to do myself justice. At once he plunged into the business by seizing and waving in front of my eyes a bulky bundle of letters tied together with red tape.

One hundred and seventeen answers to an advertisement, he cried with evident satisfaction, in one day! That shows you the state of the labour market!

I agreed it was appalling.

Poor devils, poor devils! murmured Mr. Lott what will become of them? Some of them will starve. Terrible death, starvation, Kelver; takes such a long time — especially when youre young.

Here also I found myself in accord with him.

Living with your parents?

I explained to him my situation.

Any friends?

I informed him I was entirely dependent upon my own efforts.

Any money? Anything coming in?

I told him I had a few pounds still remaining to me, but that after that was gone I should be penniless.

And to think, Kelver, that there are hundreds, thousands of young fellows precisely in your position! How sad, how very sad! How long have you been looking for a berth?

A month, I answered him.

I thought as much. Do you know why I selected your letter out of the whole batch?

I replied I hoped it was because he judged from it I should prove satisfactory.

Because its the worst written of them all. He pushed it across to me. Look at it. Awful, isnt it?

I admitted that handwriting was not my strong point.

Nor spelling either, he added, and with truth. Who do you think will engage you if I dont?

Nobody, he continued, without waiting for me to reply. A month hence you will still be looking for a berth, and a month after that. Now, Im going to do you a good turn; save you from destitution; give you a start in life.

I expressed my gratitude.

He waived it aside. That is my notion of philanthropy: help those that nobody else will help. That young fellow in the other room — he isnt a bad worker, hes smart, but hes impertinent.

I murmured that I had gathered so much.

Doesnt mean to be, cant help it. Noticed his trick of looking at you with his glass eye, keeping the other turned away from you?

I replied that I had.

Always does it. Used to irritate his last employer to madness. Said to him one day: Do turn that signal lamp of yours off, Minikin, and look at me with your real eye. What do you think he answered? That it was the only one hed got, and that he didnt want to expose it to shocks. Wouldnt have mattered so much if it hadnt been one of the ugliest men in London.

I murmured my indignation.

I put up with him. Nobody else would. The poor fellow must live.

I expressed admiration at Mr. Lotts humanity.

You dont mind work? Youre not one of those good-for-nothings who sleep all day and wake up when its time to go home?

I assured him that in whatever else I might fail I could promise him industry.

With some of them, complained Mr. Lott, in a tone of bitterness, its nothing but play, girls, gadding about the streets. Work, business — oh, no. I may go bankrupt; my wife and children may go into the workhouse. No thought for me, the man that keeps them, feeds them, clothes them. How much salary do you want?

I hesitated. I gathered this was not a Cheeryble Brother; it would be necessary to be moderate in ones demands. Five-and-twenty shillings a week, I suggested.

He repeated the figure in a scream. Five-and-twenty shillings for writing like that! And cant spell commission! Dont know anything about the business. Five-and-twenty! — Tell you what Ill do: Ill give you twelve.

But I cant live on twelve, I explained.

Cant live on twelve! Do you know why? Because you dont know how to live. I know you all. One veal and ham pie, one roley-poley, one Dutch cheese and a pint of bitter.

His recital made my mouth water.

You overload your stomachs, then you cant work. Half the diseases you young fellows suffer from are brought about by overeating.

Now, you take my advice, continued Mr. Lott; try vegetarianism. In the morning, a little oatmeal. Wonderfully strengthening stuff, oatmeal: look at the Scotch. For dinner, beans. Why, do you know theres more nourishment in half a pint of lentil beans than in a pound of beefsteak — more gluten. Thats what you want, more gluten; no corpses, no dead bodies. Why, Ive known young fellows, vegetarians, who have lived like fighting cocks on sevenpence a day. Seven times seven are forty-nine. How much do you pay for your room?

I told him.

Four-and-a-penny and two-and-six makes six-and-seven. That leaves you five and fivepence for mere foolery. Good God! what more do you want?

Ill take eighteen, sir, I answered. I cant really manage on less.

Very well, I wont beat you down, he answered. Fifteen shillings a week.

I said eighteen, I persisted.

Well, and I said fifteen, he retorted, somewhat indignant at the quibbling. Thats splitting the difference, isnt it? I cant be fairer than that.

I dared not throw away the one opportunity that had occurred. Anything was better than return to the Reading Rooms, and the empty days full of despair. I accepted, and it was agreed that I should come the following Monday morning.

Nabbed? was Minikins enquiry on my return to the back office for my hat.

I nodded.

Whats he wasting on you?

Fifteen shillings a week, I whispered.

Felt sure somehow that hed take a liking to you, answered Minikin. Dont be ungrateful and look thin on it.

Outside the door I heard Mr. Lotts shrill voice demanding to know where postage stamps were to be found.

At the Post-office, was Minikins reply.

The hours were long — in fact, we had no office hours; we got away when we could, which was rarely before seven or eight — but my work was interesting. It consisted of buying for unfortunate clients in India or the Colonies anything they might happen to want, from a stage coach to a pot of marmalade; packing it and shipping it across to them. Our commission was anything they could be persuaded to pay over and above the value of the article. I was not much interfered with. There was that to be said for Lott & Co., so long as the work was done he was quite content to leave one to ones own way of doing it. And hastening through the busy streets, bargaining in shop or warehouse, bustling important in and out the swarming docks, I often thanked my stars that I was not as some poor two-pound-a-week clerk chained to a dreary desk.

The fifteen shillings a week was a tight fit; but that was not my trouble. Reduce your denominator — you know the quotation. I found it no philosophical cant, but a practical solution of life. My food cost me on the average a shilling a day. If more of us limited our commissariat bill to the same figure, there would be less dyspepsia abroad. Generally I cooked my own meals in my own frying-pan; but occasionally I would indulge myself with a more orthodox dinner at a cook shop, or tea with hot buttered toast at a coffee-shop; and but for the greasy table-cloth and the dirty-handed waiter, such would have been even greater delights. The shilling a week for amusements afforded me at least one, occasionally two, visits to the theatre, for in those days there were Paradises where for sixpence one could be a god. Fourpence a week on tobacco gave me half-a-dozen cigarettes a day; I have spent more on smoke and derived less satisfaction. Dress was my greatest difficulty. One anxiety in life the poor man is saved: he knows not the haunting sense of debt. My tailor never dunned me. His principle was half-a-crown down on receipt of order, the balance on the handing over of the goods. No system is perfect; the method avoided friction, it is true; yet on the other hand it was annoying to be compelled to promenade, come Sundays, in shiny elbows and frayed trousers, knowing all the while that finished, waiting, was a suit in which one might have made ones mark — had only one shut ones eyes passing that pastry-cooks window on pay-day. Surely there should be a sumptuary law compelling pastry-cooks to deal in cellars or behind drawn blinds.

Were it because of its mere material hardships that to this day I think of that period of my life with a shudder, I should not here confess to it. I was alone. I knew not a living soul to whom I dared to speak, who cared to speak to me. For those first twelve months after my mothers death I lived alone, thought alone, felt alone. In the morning, during the busy day, it was possible to bear; but in the evenings the sense of desolation gripped me like a physical pain. The summer evenings came again, bringing with them the long, lingering light so laden with melancholy. I would walk into the Parks and, sitting there, watch with hungry eyes the men and women, boys and girls, moving all around me, talking, laughing, interested in one another; feeling myself some speechless ghost, seeing but not seen, crying to the living with a voice they heard not. Sometimes a solitary figure would pass by and glance back at me; some lonely creature like myself longing for human sympathy. In the teeming city must have been thousands such — young men and women to whom a friendly ear, a kindly voice, would have been as the water of life. Each imprisoned in his solitary cell of shyness, we looked at one another through the grating with condoling eyes; further than that was forbidden to us. Once, in Kensington Gardens, a woman turned, then slowly retracing her steps, sat down beside me on the bench. Neither of us spoke; had I done so she would have risen and moved away; yet there was understanding between us. To each of us it was some comfort to sit thus for a little while beside the other. Had she poured out her heart to me, she could have told me nothing more than I knew: I, too, am lonely, friendless; I, too, long for the sound of a voice, the touch of a hand. It is hard for you, it is harder still for me, a girl; shut out from the bright world that laughs around me; denied the right of youth to joy and pleasure; denied the right of womanhood to love and tenderness.

The footsteps to and fro grew fewer. She moved to rise. Stirred by an impulse, I stretched out my hand, then seeing the flush upon her face, drew it back hastily. But the next moment, changing her mind, she held hers out to me, and I took it. It was the first clasp of a hand I had felt since six months before I had said good-bye to Hal. She turned and walked quickly away. I stood watching her; she never looked round, and I never saw her again.

I take no credit to myself for keeping straight, as it is termed, during these days. For good or evil, my shyness prevented my taking part in the flirtations of the streets. Whether inviting eyes were ever thrown to me as to others, I cannot say. Sometimes, fancying so — hoping so, I would follow. Yet never could I summon up sufficient resolution to face the possible rebuff before some less timid swain would swoop down upon the quarry. Then I would hurry on, cursing myself for the poorness of my spirit, fancying mocking contempt in the laughter that followed me.

On a Sunday I would rise early and take long solitary walks into the country. One winters day — I remember it was on the road between Edgware and Stanmore — there issued from a by-road a little ahead of me a party of boys and girls, young people about my own age, bound evidently on a skating expedition. I could hear the musical ring of their blades, clattering as they walked, and the sound of their merry laughter so clear and bell-like through the frosty air. And an aching anguish fell upon me. I felt a mad desire to run after them, to plead with them to let me walk with them a little way, to let me laugh and talk with them. Every now and then they would pirouette to cry some jest to one another. I could see their faces: the girls so sweetly alluring, framed by their dainty hats and furs, the bright colour in their cheeks, the light in their teasing eyes. A little further on they turned aside into a by-lane, and I stood at the corner listening till the last echo of their joyous voices died away, and on a stone that still remains standing there I sat down and sobbed.

I would walk about the streets always till very late. I dreaded the echoing clang of the little front door when I closed it behind me, the climbing of the silent stairs, the solitude that waited for me in my empty room. It would rise and come towards me like some living thing, kissing me with cold lips. Often, unable to bear the closeness of its presence, I would creep out into the streets. There, even though it followed me, I was not alone with it. Sometimes I would pace them the whole night, sharing them with the other outcasts while the city slept.

Occasionally, during these nightly wanderings would come to me moments of exaltation when fear fell from me and my blood would leap with joy at prospect of the fierce struggle opening out before me. Then it was the ghostly city sighing round me that seemed dead, I the only living thing real among a world of shadows. In long, echoing streets I would laugh and shout. Misunderstanding policemen would turn their bulls-eyes on me, gruffly give me practical advice: they knew not who I was! I stood the centre of a vast galanty-show: the phantom houses came and went; from some there shone bright lights; the doors were open, and little figures flitted in and out, the tiny coaches glided to and fro, manikins grotesque but pitiful crept across the star-lit curtain.

Then the mood would change. The city, grim and vast, stretched round me endless. I crawled, a mere atom, within its folds, helpless, insignificant, absurd. The houseless forms that shared my vigil were my fellows. What were we? Animalcule upon its bosom, that it saw not, heeded not. For company I would mingle with them: ragged men, frowsy women, ageless youths, gathered round the red glow of some coffee stall.

Rarely would we speak to one another. More like animals we browsed there, sipping the halfpenny cup of hot water coloured with coffee grounds (at least it was warm), munching the moist slab of coarse cake; looking with dull, indifferent eyes each upon the wretchedness of the others. Perhaps some two would whisper to each other in listless, monotonous tone, broken here and there by a short, mirthless laugh; some shivering creature, not yet case-hardened to despair, seek, perhaps, the relief of curses that none heeded. Later, a faint chill breeze would shake the shadows loose, a thin, wan light streak the dark air with shade, and silently, stealthily, we would fade away and disappear.


CHAPTER II.

PAUL, ESCAPING FROM HIS SOLITUDE, FALLS INTO STRANGE COMPANY. AND BECOMES CAPTIVE TO ONE OF HAUGHTY MIEN.

[image: img145.jpg]

ALL THINGS PASS, even the self-inflicted sufferings of shy young men, condemned by temperament to solitude. Came the winter evenings, I took to work: in it one may drown much sorrow for oneself. With its handful of fire, its two candles lighted, my apartment was more inviting. I bought myself paper, pens and ink. Great or small, what more can a writer do? He is but the would-be medium: will the spirit voices employ him or reject him?

London, with its million characters, grave and gay; its ten thousand romances, its mysteries, its pathos, and its humour, lay to my hand. It stretched before me, asking only intelligent observation, more or less truthful report. But that I could make a story out of the things I really knew never occurred to me. My tales were of cottage maidens, of bucolic yeomen. My scenes were laid in windmills, among mountains, or in moated granges. I fancy this phase of folly is common to most youthful fictionists.

A trail of gentle melancholy lay over them. Sentiment was more popular then than it is now, and, as do all beginners, I scrupulously followed fashion. Generally speaking, to be a heroine of mine was fatal. However naturally her hair might curl — and curly hair, I believe, is the hall-mark of vitality; whatever other indications of vigorous health she might exhibit in the first chapter, such as dancing eyes, colour that came and went, ringing laughter, fawn-like agility, she was tolerably certain, poor girl, to end in an untimely grave. Snowdrops and early primroses (my botany I worked up from a useful little volume, Our Garden Favourites, Illustrated) grew there as in a forcing house; and if in the neighbourhood of the coast, the sea-breezes would choose that particular churchyard, somewhat irreverently, for their favourite playground. Years later a white-haired man would come there leading little children by the hand, and to them he would tell the tale anew, which must have been a dismal entertainment for them.

Now and then, by way of change, it would be the gentleman who would fall a victim of the deadly atmosphere of my literature. It was of no particular consequence, so he himself would conclude in his last soliloquy; it was better so. Snowdrops and primroses, for whatever consolation they might have been to him, it was hopeless for him to expect; his grave, marked by a rude cross, being as a rule situate in an exceptionally unfrequented portion of the African veldt or amid burning sands. For description of final scenery on these occasions a visit to the British Museum reading-room would be necessary.

Dismal little fledgelings! And again and again would I drive them from the nest; again and again they fluttered back to me, soiled, crumpled, physically damaged. Yet one person had admired them, cried over them — myself.

All methods I tried. Sometimes I would send them forth accompanied by a curt business note of the take-it-or-leave-it order. At other times I would attach to it pathetic appeals for its consideration. Sometimes I would give value to it, stating that the price was five guineas and requesting that the cheque should be crossed; at other times seek to tickle editorial cupidity by offering this, my first contribution to their pages, for nothing — my sample packet, so to speak, sent gratis, one trial surely sufficient. Now I would write sarcastically, enclosing together with the stamped envelope for return a brutally penned note of rejection. Or I would write frankly, explaining elaborately that I was a beginner, and asking to be told my faults — if any.

Not one found a resting place for its feet. A month, a week, a couple of days, they would remain away from me, then return. I never lost a single one. I wished I had. It would have varied the monotony.

I hated the poor little slavey who, bursting joyously into the room, would hold them out to me from between her apron-hidden thumb and finger; her chronic sniff I translated into contempt. If flying down the stairs at the sound of the postmans knock I secured it from his hands, it seemed to me he smiled. Tearing them from their envelopes, I would curse them, abuse them, fling them into the fire sometimes; but before they were more than scorched I would snatch them out, smooth them, reread them. The editor himself could never have seen them; it was impossible; some jealous underling had done this thing. I had sent them to the wrong paper. They had arrived at the inopportune moment. Their triumph would come. Rewriting the first and last sheets, I would send them forth again with fresh hope.

Meanwhile, understanding that the would-be happy warrior must shine in camp as well as field, I sought to fit myself also for the social side of life. Smoking and drinking were the twin sins I found most difficulty in acquiring. I am not claiming a mental excellence so much as confessing a bodily infirmity. The spirit had always been willing, but my flesh was weak. Fired by emulation, I had at school occasionally essayed a cigarette. The result had been distinctly unsatisfactory, and after some two or three attempts, I had abandoned, for the time being, all further endeavour; excusing my faint-heartedness by telling myself with sanctimonious air that smoking was bad for growing boys; attempting to delude myself by assuming, in presence of contemporaries of stronger stomach, fine pose of disapproval; yet in my heart knowing myself a young hypocrite, disguising physical cowardice in the robes of moral courage: a self-deception to which human nature is prone.

So likewise now and again I had tasted the wine that was red, and that stood year in, year out, decanted on our sideboard. The true inwardness of St. Pauls prescription had been revealed to me; the attitude — sometimes sneered at — of those who drink it under doctors orders, regarding it purely as a medicine, appeared to me reasonable. I had noticed also that others, some of them grown men even, making wry faces, when drinking my mothers claret, and had concluded therefrom that taste for strong liquor was an accomplishment less easily acquired than is generally supposed. The lack of it in a young man could be no disgrace, and accordingly effort in that direction also had I weakly postponed.

But now, a gentleman at large, my education could no longer be delayed. To the artist in particular was training — and severe training — an absolute necessity. Recently fashion has changed somewhat, but a quarter of a century ago a genius who did not smoke and drink — and that more than was good for him — would have been dismissed without further evidence as an impostor. About the genius I was hopeful, but at no time positively certain. As regarded the smoking and drinking, so much at least I could make sure of. I set to work methodically, conscientiously. Smoking, experience taught me, was better practised on Saturday nights, Sunday affording me the opportunity of walking off the effects. Patience and determination were eventually crowned with success: I learned to smoke a cigarette to all appearance as though I were enjoying it. Young men of less character might here have rested content, but attainment of the highest has always been with me a motive force. The cigarette conquered, I next proceeded to attack the cigar. My first one I remember well: most men do. It was at a smoking concert held in the Islington Drill Hall, to which Minikin had invited me. Not feeling sure whether my growing dizziness were due solely to the cigar, or in part to the hot, over-crowded room, I made my excuses and slipped out. I found myself in a small courtyard, divided from a neighbouring garden by a low wall. The cause of my trouble was clearly the cigar. My inclination was to take it from my mouth and see how far I could throw it. Conscience, on the other hand, urged me to persevere. It occurred to me that if climbing on to the wall I could walk along it from end to end, there would be no excuse for my not heeding the counsels of perfection. If, on the contrary, try as I might, the wall proved not wide enough for my footsteps, then I should be entitled to lose the beastly thing, and, as best I could, make my way home to bed. I attained the wall with some difficulty and commenced my self-inflicted ordeal. Two yards further I found myself lying across the wall, my legs hanging down one side, my head overhanging the other. The position proving suitable to my requirements, I maintained it. Inclination, again seizing its opportunity, urged me then and there to take a solemn vow never to smoke again. I am proud to write that through that hour of temptation I remained firm; strengthening myself by whispering to myself: Never despair. What others can do, so can you. Is not all victory won through suffering?

A liking for drink I had found, if possible, even yet more difficult of achievement. Spirits I almost despaired of. Once, confusing bottles, I drank some hair oil in mistake for whiskey, and found it decidedly less nauseous. But twice a week I would force myself to swallow a glass of beer, standing over myself insisting on my draining it to the bitter dregs. As reward afterwards, to take the taste out of my mouth, I would treat myself to chocolates; at the same time comforting myself by assuring myself that it was for my good, that there would come a day when I should really like it, and be grateful to myself for having been severe with myself.

In other and more sensible directions I sought also to progress. Gradually I was overcoming my shyness. It was a slow process. I found the best plan was not to mind being shy, to accept it as part of my temperament, and with others laugh at it. The coldness of an indifferent world is of service in hardening a too sensitive skin. The gradual rubbings of existence were rounding off my many corners. I became possible to my fellow creatures, and they to me. I began to take pleasure in their company.

By directing me to this particular house in Nelson Square, Fate had done to me a kindness. I flatter myself we were an interesting menagerie gathered together under its leaky roof. Mrs. Peedles, our landlady, who slept in the basement with the slavey, had been an actress in Charles Keanes company at the old Princesss. There, it is true, she had played only insignificant parts. London, as she would explain to us was even then but a poor judge of art, with prejudices. Besides an actor-manager, hampered by a wife — we understood. But previously in the Provinces there had been a career of glory: Juliet, Amy Robsart, Mrs. Haller in The Stranger — almost the entire roll of the Legitimates. Showed we any signs of disbelief, proof was forthcoming: handbills a yard long, rich in notes of exclamation: On Tuesday Evening! By Special Desire!!! Blessingtons Theatre! In the Meadow, adjoining the Falcon Arms!—On Saturday! Under the Patronage of Col. Sir William and the Officers of the 74th!!!! In the Corn Exchange! Maybe it would convince us further were she to run through a passage here and there, say Lady Macbeths sleep-walking scene, or from Ophelias entrance in the fourth act? It would be no trouble; her memory was excellent. We would hasten to assure her of our perfect faith.

Listening to her, it was difficult, as she herself would frankly admit, to imagine her the once arch Miss Lucretia Barry; looking at her, to remember there had been an evening when she had been the cynosure of every eye. One found it necessary to fortify oneself with perusal of underlined extracts from ancient journals, much thumbed and creased, thoughtfully lent to one for the purpose. Since those days Fate had woven round her a mantle of depression. She was now a faded, watery-eyed little woman, prone on the slightest provocation to sit down suddenly On the nearest chair and at once commence a history of her troubles. Quite unconscious of this failing, it was an idea of hers that she was an exceptionally cheerful person.

But there, frettings no good. We must grin and bear things in this world, she would conclude, wiping her eyes upon her apron. Its better to laugh than to cry, I always say. And to prove that this was no mere idle sentiment, she would laugh then and there upon the spot.

Much stair-climbing had bestowed upon her a shortness of breath, which no amount of panting in her resting moments was able to make good.

You dont know ow to breathe, explained our second floor front to her on one occasion, a kindly young man; you dont swallow it, you only gargle with it. Take a good draught and shut your mouth; dont be frightened of it; dont let it out again till its done something: thats what its ere for.

He stood over her with his handkerchief pressed against her mouth to assist her; but it was of no use.

There dont seem any room for it inside me, she explained.

Bells had become to her the business of life; she lived listening for them. Converse to her was a filling in of time while waiting for interruptions.

A bottle of whiskey fell into my hands that Christmas time, a present from a commercial traveller in the way of business. Not liking whiskey myself, it was no sacrifice for me to reserve it for the occasional comfort of Mrs. Peedles, when, breathless, with her hands to her side, she would sink upon the chair nearest to my door. Her poor, washed-out face would lighten at the suggestion.

Ah, well, she would reply, I dont mind if I do. Its a poor heart that never rejoices.

And then, her tongue unloosened, she would sit there and tell me stories of my predecessors, young men lodgers who like myself had taken her bed-sitting-rooms, and of the woes and misfortunes that had overtaken them. I gathered that a more unlucky house I could not have selected. A former tenant of my own room, of whom I strangely reminded her, had written poetry on my very table. He was now in Portland doing five years for forgery. Mrs. Peedles appeared to regard the two accomplishments as merely different expressions of the same art. Another of her young men, as she affectionately called us, had been of studious ambition. His career up to a point appeared to have been brilliant. What he mightnt have been, according to Mrs. Peedles, there was practically no saying; what he happened to be at the moment of conversation was an unpromising inmate of the Hanwell lunatic asylum.

Ive always noticed it, Mrs. Peedles would explain; its always the most deserving, those that try hardest, to whom trouble comes. Im sure I dont know why.

I was glad on the whole when that bottle of whiskey was finished. A second might have driven me to suicide.

There was no Mr. Peedles — at least, not for Mrs. Peedles, though as an individual he continued to exist. He had been general utility at the Princesss — the old terms were still in vogue at that time — a fine figure of a man in his day, so I was given to understand, but one easily led away, especially by minxes. Mrs. Peedles spoke bitterly of general utilities as people of not much use.

For working days Mrs. Peedles had one dress and one cap, both black and void of ostentation; but on Sundays and holidays she would appear metamorphosed. She had carefully preserved the bulk of her stage wardrobe, even to the paste-decked shoes and tinsel jewelry. Shapeless in classic garb as Hermia, or bulgy in brocade and velvet as Lady Teazle, she would receive her few visitors on Sunday evenings, discarded puppets like herself, with whom the conversation was of gayer nights before their wires had been cut; or, her glory hid from the ribald street beneath a mackintosh, pay her few calls. Maybe it was the unusual excitement that then brought colour into her furrowed cheeks, that straightened and darkened her eyebrows, at other times so singularly unobtrusive. Be this how it may, the change was remarkable, only the thin grey hair and the work-worn hands remaining for purposes of identification. Nor was the transformation merely one of surface. Mrs. Peedles hung on her hook behind the kitchen door, dingy, limp, discarded; out of the wardrobe with the silks and satins was lifted down to be put on as an undergarment Miss Lucretia Barry, like her costumes somewhat aged, somewhat withered, but still distinctly arch.

In the room next to me lived a law-writer and his wife. They were very old and miserably poor. The fault was none of theirs. Despite copy-books maxims, there is in this world such a thing as ill-luck-persistent, monotonous, that gradually wears away all power of resistance. I learned from them their history: it was hopelessly simple, hopelessly uninstructive. He had been a schoolmaster, she a pupil teacher; they had married young, and for a while the world had smiled upon them. Then came illness, attacking them both: nothing out of which any moral could be deduced, a mere case of bad drains resulting in typhoid fever. They had started again, saddled by debt, and after years of effort had succeeded in clearing themselves, only to fall again, this time in helping a friend. Nor was it even a case of folly: a poor man who had helped them in their trouble, hardly could they have done otherwise without proving themselves ungrateful. And so on, a tedious tale, commonplace, trivial. Now listless, patient, hard working, they had arrived at an animal-like indifference to their fate, content so long as they could obtain the bare necessities of existence, passive when these were not forthcoming, their interest in life limited to the one luxury of the poor — an occasional glass of beer or spirits. Often days would go by without his obtaining any work, and then they would more or less starve. Law documents are generally given out to such men in the evening, to be returned finished the next morning. Waking in the night, I would hear through the thin wooden partition that divided our rooms the even scratching of his pen.

Thus cheek by jowl we worked, I my side of the screen, he his: youth and age, hope and realisation.

Out of him my fears fashioned a vision of the future. Past his door I would slink on tiptoe, dread meeting him upon the stairs. Once had not he said to himself: The worlds mine oyster? May not the voices of the night have proclaimed him also king? Might I not be but an idle dreamer, mistaking desire for power? Would not the world prove stronger than I? At such times I would see my life before me: the clerkship at thirty shillings a week rising by slow instalments, it may be, to one hundred and fifty a year; the four-roomed house at Brixton; the girl wife, pretty, perhaps, but sinking so soon into the slatternly woman; the squalling children. How could I, unaided, expect to raise myself from the ruck? Was not this the more likely picture?

Our second floor front was a young fellow in the commercial line. Jarman was Young London personified — blatant yet kind-hearted; aggressively self-assertive, generous to a fault; cunning, yet at the same time frank; shrewd, cheery, and full of pluck. Never say die was his motto, and anything less dead it would be difficult to imagine. All day long he was noisy, and all night long he snored. He woke with a start, bathed like a porpoise, sang while dressing, roared for his boots, and whistled during his breakfast. His entrance and exit were always to an orchestration of banging doors, directions concerning his meals shouted at the top of his voice as he plunged up or down the stairs, the clattering and rattling of brooms and pails flying before his feet. His departure always left behind it the suggestion that the house was now to let; it came almost as a shock to meet a human being on the landing. He would have conveyed an atmosphere of bustle to the Egyptian pyramids.

Sometimes carrying his own supper-tray, arranged for two, he would march into my room. At first, resenting his familiarity, I would hint at my desire to be alone, would explain that I was busy.

You fire away, Shakespeare Redivivus, he would reply. Dont delay the tragedy. Why should London wait? Ill keep quiet.

But his notion of keeping quiet was to retire into a corner and there amuse himself by enacting a tragedy of his own in a hoarse whisper, accompanied by appropriate gesture.

Ah, ah! I would hear him muttering to himself, I ave killed er good old father; I ave falsely accused er young man of all the crimes that I ave myself committed; I ave robbed er of er ancestral estates. Yet she loves me not! It is streeange! Then changing his bass to a shrill falsetto: It is a cold and dismal night: the snow falls fast. I will leave me at and umbrella beind the door and go out for a walk with the chee-ild. Aha! who is this? E also as forgotten is umbrella. Ah, now I know im in the pitch dark by is cigarette! Villain, murderer, silly josser! it is you! Then with lightning change of voice and gesture: Mary, I love yer! Sir Jasper Murgatroyd, let me avail myself of this opportunity to tell you what I think of you— No, no; the ouses close in alf an hour; there is not tee-ime. Fly with me instead! Never! Unand me! Ear me! Ah, what ave I done? I ave slipped upon a piece of orange peel and broke me ead! If you will kindly ask them to turn off the snow and give me a little moonlight, I will confess all.

Finding it (much to Jarmans surprise) impossible to renew the thread of my work, I would abandon my attempts at literature, and instead listen to his talk, which was always interesting. His conversation was, it is true, generally about himself, but it was none the less attractive on that account. His love affairs, which appeared to be numerous, formed his chief topic. There was no reserve about Jarman: his life contained no secret chambers. What he told her straight, what she up and said to him in reply was for all the world that cared to hear. So far his search after the ideal had met with but ill success.

Girls, he would say, theyre all alike, till you know em. So long as theyre trying to palm themselves off on yer, theyll persuade you there isnt such another article in all the market. When theyve got yer order — ah, then yer find out what theyre really made of. And you take it from me, Omer Junior, most of em are put together cheap. Bah! it sickens me sometimes to read the way you paper-stainers talk about em-angels, goddesses, fairies! Theyve just been getting at yer. Youre giving em just the price theyre asking without examining the article. Girls aint a special make, like what you seem to think em. Were all turned out of the same old slop shop.

Not that I say, mind yer, he would continue, that there are none of the right sort. Theyre to be ad — real good uns. All I say is, taking em at their own valuation aint the way to do business with em.

What he was on the look out for — to quote his own description — was a really first class article, not something from which the paint would come off almost before you got it home.

Theyre to be found, he would cheerfully affirm, but youve got to look for em. Theyre not the sort that advertises.

Behind Jarman in the second floor back resided one whom Jarman had nicknamed The Lady Ortensia. I believe before my arrival there had been love passages between the two; but neither of them, so I gathered, had upon closer inspection satisfied the others standard. Their present attitude towards each other was that of insult thinly veiled under exaggerated politeness. Miss Rosina Sellars was, in her own language, a lady assistant, in common parlance, a barmaid at the Ludgate Hill Station refreshment room. She was a large, flabby young woman. With less powder, her complexion might by admirers have been termed creamy; as it was, it presented the appearance rather of underdone pastry. To be on all occasions quite the lady was her pride. There were those who held the angle of her dignity to be exaggerated. Jarman would beg her for her own sake to be more careful lest one day she should fall down backwards and hurt herself. On the other hand, her bearing was certainly calculated to check familiarity. Even stockbrokers clerks — young men as a class with the bump of reverence but poorly developed — would in her presence falter and grow hesitating. She had cultivated the art of not noticing to something approaching perfection. She could draw the noisiest customer a glass of beer, which he had never ordered; exchange it for three of whiskey, which he had; take his money and return him his change without ever seeing him, hearing him, or knowing he was there. It shattered the self-assertion of the youngest of commercial travellers. Her tone and manner, outside rare moments of excitement, were suggestive of an offended but forgiving iceberg. Jarman invariably passed her with his coat collar turned up to his ears, and even thus protected might have been observed to shiver. Her stare, in conjunction with her I beg your pardon! was a moral douche that would have rendered apologetic and explanatory Don Juan himself.

To me she was always gracious, which by contrast to her general attitude towards my sex of studied disdain, I confess flattered me. She was good enough to observe to Mrs. Peedles, who repeated it to me, that I was the only gentleman in the house who knew how to behave himself.

The entire first floor was occupied by an Irishman and — they never minced the matter themselves, so hardly is there need for me to do so. She was a charming little dark-eyed woman, an ex-tight-rope dancer, and always greatly offended Mrs. Peedles by claiming Miss Lucretia Barry as a sister artiste.

Of course I dont know how it may be now, would reply Mrs. Peedles, with some slight asperity; but in my time we ladies of the legitimate stage used to look down upon dancers and such sort. Of course, no offence to you, Mrs. OKelly.

Neither of them was in the least offended.

Sure, Mrs. Peedles, ye could never have looked down upon the Signora, the OKelly would answer laughing. Ye had to lie back and look up to her. Why, Ive got the crick in me neck to this day!

Ah! my dear, and you dont know how nervous I was when glancing down Id see his handsome face just underneath me, thinking that with one false step I might spoil it for ever, would reply the Signora.

Me darling! Id have died happy, just smothered in loveliness! would return the OKelly; and he and the Signora would rush into each others arms, and the sound of their kisses would quite excite the little slavey sweeping down the stairs outside.

He was a barrister attached in theory to the Western Circuit; in practice, somewhat indifferent to it, much more attached to the lower strata of Bohemia and the Signora. At the present he was earning all sufficient for the simple needs of himself and the Signora as a teacher of music and singing. His method was simple and suited admirably the locality. Unless specially requested, he never troubled his pupils with such tiresome things as scales and exercises. His plan was to discover the song the young man fancied himself singing, the particular jingle the young lady yearned to knock out of the piano, and to teach it to them. Was it Tom Bowling? Well and good. Come on; follow your leader. The OKelly would sing the first line.

Now then, try that. Dont be afraid. Just open yer mouth and gave it tongue. Thats all right. Everything has a beginning. Sure, later on, well get the time and tune, maybe a little expression.

Whether the system had any merit in it, I cannot answer. Certain it was that as often as not it achieved success. Gradually — say, by the end of twelve eighteen-penny lessons — out of storm and chaos Tom Bowling would emerge, recognisable for all men to hear. Had the pupil any voice to start with, the OKelly improved it; had he none, the OKelly would help him to disguise the fact.

Take it easy, now; take it easy, the OKelly would counsel. Sure, its a delicate organ, yer voice. Dont ye strain it now. Yere at yer best when yere just low and sweet.

So also with the blushing pianiste. At the end of a month a tune was distinctly discernible; she could hear it herself, and was happy. His repute spread.

Twice already had he eloped with the Signora (and twice again was he to repeat the operation, before I finally lost sight of him: to break oneself of habit is always difficult) and once by well-meaning friends had he been induced to return to home, if not to beauty. His wife, who was considerably older than himself, possessed, so he would inform me with tears in his eyes, every moral excellence that should attract mankind. Upon her goodness and virtue, her piety and conscientiousness he would descant to me by the half hour. His sincerity it was impossible to question. It was beyond doubt that he respected her, admired her, honoured her. She was a saint, an angel — a wretch, a villain such as he, was not fit to breathe the same pure air. To do him justice, it must be admitted he showed no particular desire to do so. As an aunt or grandmother, I believe he would have suffered her gladly. He had nothing to say against her, except that he found himself unable to live with her.

That she must have been a lady of exceptional merit one felt convinced. The Signora, who had met her only once, and then under somewhat trying conditions, spoke her praises with equal enthusiasm. Had she, the Signora, enjoyed the advantage of meeting such a model earlier, she, the Signora, might have been a better woman. It seemed a pity the introduction could not have taken place sooner and under different circumstances. Could they both have adopted her as a sort of mutual mother-in-law, it would have given them, I am positive, the greatest satisfaction. On her occasional visits they would have vied with each other in showing her affectionate attention. For the deserted lady I tried to feel sorry, but could not avoid the reflection that it would have been better for all parties had she been less patient and forgiving. Her husband was evidently much more suited to the Signora.

Indeed, the relationship between these two was more a true marriage than one generally meets with. No pair of love-birds could have been more snug together. In their virtues and failings alike they fitted each other. When sober the immorality of their behaviour never troubled them; in fact, when sober nothing ever troubled them. They laughed, joked, played through life, two happy children. To be shocked at them was impossible. I tried it and failed.

But now and again there came an evening when they were not sober. It happened when funds were high. On such occasion the OKelly would return laden with bottles of a certain sweet champagne, of which they were both extremely fond; and a friend or two would be invited to share in the festivity. Whether any exceptional quality resided in this particular brand of champagne I am not prepared to argue; my own personal experience of it has prompted me to avoid it for the rest of my life. Its effect upon them was certainly unique. Instead of intoxicating them, it sobered them: there is no other way of explaining it. With the third or fourth glass they began to take serious views of life. Before the end of the second bottle they would be staring at each other, appalled at contemplation of their own transgression. The Signora, the tears streaming down her pretty face, would declare herself a wicked, wicked woman; she had dragged down into shame the most blameless, the most virtuous of men. Emptying her glass, she would bury her face in her hands, and with her elbows on her knees, in an agony of remorse, sit rocking to and fro. The OKelly, throwing himself at her feet, would passionately abjure her to look up. She had, it appeared, got hold of the thing at the wrong end; it was he who had dragged her down.

At this point metaphor would become confused. Each had been dragged down by the other one and ruined; also each one was the other ones good angel. All that was commendable in the Signora, she owed to the OKelly. Whatever was not discreditable about the OKelly was in the nature of a loan from the Signora. With the help of more champagne the right course would grow plain to them. She would go back broken-hearted but repentant to the tight-rope; he would return a better but a blighted man to Mrs. OKelly and the Western Circuit. This would be their last evening together on earth. A fresh bottle would be broached, and the guest or guests called upon to assist in the ceremony of renunciation; glasses full to the brim this time.

So much tragedy did they continue to instil into the scene that on the first occasion of my witnessing it I was unable to refrain from mingling my tears with theirs. As, however, the next morning they had forgotten all about it, and as nothing came of it, nor of several subsequent repetitions, I should have believed a separation between them impossible but that even while I was an inmate of the house the thing actually happened.

It came about in this wise. His friends, having discovered him, had pointed out to him again his duty. The Signora — a really excellent little woman so far as intention was concerned — had seconded their endeavours, with the result that on a certain evening in autumn we of the house assembled all of us on the first floor to support them on the occasion of their final — so we all deemed it then — leave-taking. For eleven oclock two four-wheeled cabs had been ordered, one to transport the OKelly with his belongings to Hampstead and respectability; in the other the Signora would journey sorrowfully to the Tower Basin, there to join a circus company sailing for the Continent.

I knocked at the door some quarter of an hour before the appointed hour of the party. I fancy the idea had originated with the Signora.

Dear Willie has something to say to you, she had informed me that morning on the stairs. He has taken a sincere liking to you, and it is something very important.

They were sitting one each side the fireplace, looking very serious; a bottle of the sobering champagne stood upon the table. The Signora rose and kissed me gravely on the brow; the OKelly laid both hands upon my shoulders, and sat me down on a chair between them.

Mr. Kelver, said the Signora, you are very young.

I hinted — it was one of those rare occasions upon which gallantry can be combined with truth — that I found myself in company.

The Signora smiled sadly, and shook her head.

Age, said the OKelly, is a matter of feeling. Kelver, may ye never be as old as I am feeling now.

As we are feeling, corrected the Signora. Kelver, said the OKelly, pouring out a third glass of champagne, we want ye to promise us something.

It will make us both happier, added the Signora.

That ye will take warning, continued the OKelly, by our wretched example. Paul, in this world there is only one path to possible happiness. The path of strict— he paused.

Propriety, suggested the Signora.

Of strict propriety, agreed the OKelly. Deviate from it, continued the OKelly, impressively, and what is the result?

Unutterable misery, supplied the Signora.

Ye think we two have been happy here together, said the OKelly.

I replied that such was the conclusion to which observation had directed me.

We tried to appear so, explained the Signora; it was merely on the outside. In reality all the time we hated each other. Tell him, Willie, dear, how we have hated each other.

It is impossible, said the OKelly, finishing and putting down his glass, to give ye any idea, Kelver, how we have hated each other.

How we have quarrelled! said the Signora. Tell him, dear, how we have quarrelled.

All day long and half the night, concluded the OKelly.

Fought, added the Signora. You see, Mr. Kelver, people in — in our position always do. If it had been otherwise, if — if everything had been proper, then of course we should have loved each other. As it is, it has been a cat and dog existence. Hasnt it been a cat and dog existence, Willie?

Its been just hell upon earth, murmured the OKelly, with his eyes fixed gloomily upon the fire-stove ornament. Deadly in earnest though they both were, I could not repress a laugh, their excellent intention was so obvious. The Signora burst into tears.

He doesnt believe us, she wailed.

Me dear, replied the OKelly, throwing up his part with promptness and satisfaction, how could ye expect it? How could he believe that any man could look at ye and hate ye?

Its all my fault, cried the little woman; I am such a wicked creature. I cannot even be miserable when I am doing wrong. A decent woman in my place would have been wretched and unhappy, and made everybody about her wretched and unhappy, and so have set a good example and have been a warning. I dont seem to have any conscience, and I do try. The poor little lady was sobbing her heart out.

When not shy I could be sensible, and of the OKelly and the Signora one could be no more shy than of a pair of robin redbreasts. Besides, I was really fond of them; they had been very good to me.

Dear Miss Beltoni, I answered, I am going to take warning by you both.

She pressed my hand. Oh, do, please do, she murmured. We really have been miserable — now and then.

I am never going to be content, I assured her, until I find a lady as charming and as amiable as you, and if ever I get her Ill take good care never to run any risk of losing her.

It sounded well and pleased us all. The OKelly shook me warmly by the hand, and this time spoke his real feelings.

Me boy, he said, all women are good — for somebody. But the woman that is good for yerself is better for ye than a better woman whos the best for somebody else. Ye understand?

I said I did.

At eight oclock precisely Mrs. Peedles arrived — as Flora MacDonald, in green velvet jacket and twelve to fifteen inches of plaid stocking. As a topic fitting the occasion we discussed the absent Mr. Peedles and the subject of deserted wives in general.

A fine-looking man, allowed Mrs. Peedles, but weak — weak as water.

The Signora agreed that unfortunately there did exist such men: twas pitiful but true.

My dear, continued Mrs. Peedles, she wasnt even a lady.

The Signora expressed astonishment at the deterioration in Mr. Peedles taste thus implied.

I wont go so far as to say we never had a difference, continued Mrs. Peedles, whose object appeared to be an impartial statement of the whole case. There may have been incompatability of temperament, as they say. Myself, I have always been of a playful disposition — frivolous, some might call me.

The Signora protested; the OKelly declined to listen to such aspersion on her character even from Mrs. Peedles herself.

Mrs. Peedles, thus corrected, allowed that maybe frivolous was too sweeping an accusation: say sportive.

But a good wife to him I always was, asserted Mrs. Peedles, with a fine sense of justice; never flighty, like some of them. I challenge any one to accuse me of having been flighty.

We felt we should not believe any one who did, and told her so.

Mrs. Peedles, drawing her chair closer to the Signora, assumed a confidential attitude. If they want to go, let em go, I always say, she whispered loudly into the Signoras ear. Ten to one theyll find theyve only jumped out of the frying-pan into the fire. One can always comfort oneself with that.

There seemed to be confusion in the mind of Mrs. Peedles. Her virtuous sympathies, I gathered, were with the Signora. Mr. OKellys return to Mrs. OKelly evidently manifested itself in the light of a shameful desertion. Having regard to the fact, patent to all who knew him, that the poor fellow was sacrificing every inclination to stern sense of duty, such view of the matter was rough on him. But philosophers from all ages have agreed that our good deeds are the whips with which Fate punishes us for our bad.

My dear, continued Mrs. Peedles, when Mr. Peedles left me I thought that I should never smile again. Yet here you see me laughing away through life, just as ever. Youll get over it all right. And Mrs. Peedles wiped away her tears and smiled upon the Signora; upon which the Signora commenced to cry again.

Happily, timely diversion was made at this point by the bursting into the room of Jarman, who upon perceiving Mrs. Peedles, at once gave vent to a hoot, supposed to be expressive of Scottish joy, and without a moments hesitation commenced to dance a reel.

My neighbours of the first floor knocked at the door a little while afterwards; and genteelly late arrived Miss Rosina Sellars, coldly gleaming in a decollete but awe-inspiring costume of mingled black and scarlet, out of which her fair, if fleshy, neck and arms shone luxuriant.

We did not go into supper; instead, supper came into us from the restaurant at the corner of the Blackfriars Road. I cannot say that at first it was a festive meal. The OKelly and the Signora made effort, as in duty bound, to be cheerful, but for awhile were somewhat unsuccessful. The third floor front wasted no time in speech, but ate and drank copiously. Miss Sellars, retaining her gloves — which was perhaps wise, her hands being her weak point — signalled me out, much to my embarrassment, as the recipient of her most polite conversation. Mrs. Peedles became reminiscent of parties generally. Seeing that most of Mrs. Peedles former friends and acquaintances were either dead or in more or less trouble, her efforts did not tend to enliven the table. One gathering, of which the present strangely reminded her, was a funeral, chiefly remarkable from discovery of the romantic fact, late in the proceedings, that the gentleman in whose honour the whole affair had been organised was not dead at all; but instead, having taken advantage of an error arising out of a railway accident, was at the moment eloping with the wife of his own chief mourner. As Mrs. Peedles explained, and as one could well credit, it had been an awkward position for all present. Nobody had quite known whether to feel glad or sorry — with the exception of the chief mourner, upon whose personal undertaking that the company might regard the ceremony as merely postponed, festivities came to an end.

Our prop and stay from a convivial point of view was Jarman. As a delicate attention to Mrs. Peedles and her costume he sunk his nationality and became for the evening, according to his own declaration, a braw laddie. With her — his sonsie lassie, so he termed her — he flirted in the broadest, if not purest, Scotch. The OKelly for him became the Laird; the third floor Jamie o the Ilk; Miss Sellars, the bonnie wee rose; myself, the chiel. Periods of silence were dispersed by suggestions that we should hoot awa, Jarman himself setting us the example.

With the clearance away of the eatables, making room for the production of a more varied supply of bottles, matters began to mend. Mrs. Peedles became more arch, Jarmans Scotch more striking and extensive, the Lady Ortensias remarks less depressingly genteel, her aitches less accentuated.

Jarman rose to propose the health of the OKelly, coupled with that of the Signora. To the OKelly, in a burst of generosity, Jarman promised our united patronage. To Jarman it appeared that by employing the OKelly to defend us whenever we got into trouble with the police, and by recommending him to our friends, a steady income should be assured to him.

The OKelly replied feelingly to the effect that Nelson Square, Blackfriars, would ever remain engraved upon his memory as the fairest and brightest spot on earth. Personally, nothing would have given him greater pleasure than to die among the dear friends who now surrounded him. But there was such a thing as duty, and he and the Signora had come to the conclusion that true happiness could only be obtained by acting according to ones conscience, even if it made one miserable.

Jarman, warming to his work, then proposed the health of Mrs. Peedles, as true-hearted and hard-breathing a lady as ever it had been his privilege to know. Her talent for cheery conversation was familiar to us all, upon it he need not enlarge; all he would say was that personally never did she go out of his room without leaving him more cheerful than when she entered it.

After that — I forget in what — we drank the health of the Lady Ortensia. Persons there were — Jarman would not attempt to disguise the fact — who complained that the Lady Ortensia was too distant, too stand-offish. With such complaint he himself had no sympathy; but tastes differed. If the Lady Ortensia were inclined to be exclusive, who should blame her? Everybody knew their own business best. For use in a second floor front he could not honestly recommend the Lady Ortensia; it would not be giving her a fair chance, and it would not be giving the second floor a fair chance. But for any gentleman fitting up marble halls, for any one on the lookout for a really toney article, Jarman would say: Inquire for Miss Rosina Sellars, and see that you get her.

There followed my turn. There had been literary chaps in the past, Jarman admitted so much. Against them he had nothing to say. They had no doubt done their best. But the gentleman whose health Jarman wished the company now to drink had this advantage over them: that they were dead, and he wasnt. Some of this gentlemans work Jarman had read — in manuscript; but that was a distinction purely temporary. He, Jarman, claimed to be no judge of literature, but this he could and would say, it took a good deal to make him miserable, yet this the literary efforts of Mr. Kelver invariably accomplished.

Mrs. Peedles, speaking without rising, from personal observation in the daytime — which she hoped would not be deemed a liberty; literature, even in manuscript, being, so to speak, public property — found herself in a position to confirm all that Mr. Jarman had remarked. Speaking as one not entirely without authority on the subject of literature and the drama, Mrs. Peedles could say that passages she had read had struck her as distinctly not half bad. Some of the love-scenes, in particular, had made her to feel quite a girl again. How he had acquired such knowledge was not for her to say. Cries of Naughty! from Jarman, and Oh, Mr. Kelver, I shall be quite afraid of you, roguishly from Miss Sellars.

The OKelly, who, having abandoned his favourite champagne for less sobering liquor, had since supper-time become rapidly more cheerful, felt sure there was a future before me. That he had not seen any of my work, so he assured me, in no way lessened his opinion of it. One thing only would he impress upon me: that the best work was the result of strict attention to virtue. His advice to me was to marry young and be happy.

My persevering efforts of the last few months towards the acquisition of convivial habits appeared this evening to be receiving their reward. The OKellys sweet champagne I had drunk with less dislike than hitherto; a white, syrupy sort of stuff, out of a fat and artistic-looking bottle, I had found distinctly grateful to the palate. Dimly the quotation about taking things at the flood, and so getting on quickly, floated through my brain, coupled with another one about fortune favouring the bold. It had seemed to me a good occasion to try for the second time in my life a full flavoured cigar. I had selected with the caution of a connoisseur one of mottled green complexion from the OKellys largest box. And so far all had gone well. An easy self-confidence, delightful by reason of its novelty, had replaced my customary shyness; a sense of lightness — of positive airiness, emanating from myself, pervaded all things. Tossing off another glass of the champagne, I rose to reply.

Modesty in my present mood would have been affectation. To such dear and well-beloved friends I had no hesitation in admitting the truth, that I was a clever fellow — a damned clever fellow. I knew it, they knew it, in a short time everybody would know it. But they need not fear that in the hour of my pride, when it arrived, I should prove ungrateful. Never should I forget their kindness to me, a lonely young man, alone in a lonely — Here the pathos of my own situation overcame me; words seemed weak. Jarman— I meant, putting my hand upon his head, to have blessed him for his goodness to me; but he being not exactly where he looked to be, I just missed him, and sat down on the edge of my chair, which was a hard one. I had not intended this to be the end of my speech, by a long one; but Jarman, whispering to me: Ended at exactly the right moment; shows the born orator, strong inclination to remain seated, now that I was down seconding his counsel, and the company being clearly satisfied, I decided to leave things where they were.

A delightful dreaminess was stealing over me. Everything and everybody appeared to be a long way off, but, whether because of this or in spite of it, exceedingly attractive. Never had I noticed the Signora so bewitching; in a motherly sort of way even the third floor front was good to look upon; Mrs. Peedles I could almost have believed to be the real Flora MacDonald sitting in front of me. But the vision of Miss Rosina Sellars made literally my head to swim. Never before had I dared to cast upon female loveliness the satisfying gaze with which I now boldly regarded her every movement. Evidently she noticed it, for she turned away her eyes. I had heard that exceptionally strong-minded people merely by concentrating their will could make other, ordinary people, do just whatever they, the exceptionally strong-minded people, wished. I willed that Miss Rosina Sellars should turn her eyes again towards me. Victory crowned my efforts. Evidently I was one of these exceptionally strong-minded persons. Slowly her eyes came round and met mine with a smile — a helpless, pathetic smile that said, so I read it: You know no woman can resist you: be merciful!

Inflamed by the brutal lust of conquest, I suppose I must have willed still further, for the next thing I remember is sitting with Miss Sellars on the sofa, holding her hand, the while the OKelly sang a sentimental ballad, only one line of which comes back to me: For the angels must have told him, and he knows I love him now, much stress upon the now. The others had their backs towards us. Miss Sellars, with a look that pierced my heart, dropped her somewhat large head upon my shoulder, leaving, as I observed the next day, a patch of powder on my coat.

Miss Sellars observed that one of the saddest things in the world was unrequited love.

I replied gallantly, Whateryou know about it?

Ah, you men, you men, murmured Miss Sellars; youre all alike.

This suggested a personal aspersion on my character. Not allus, I murmured.

You dont know what love is, said Miss Sellars. Youre not old enough.

The OKelly had passed on to Sullivans Sweethearts, then in its first popularity.

Oh, love for a year — a week — a day!

But oh for the love that loves al-wa-ay[s]!

Miss Sellars languishing eyes were fixed upon me; Miss Sellars red lips pouted and twitched; Miss Sellars white bosom rose and fell. Never, so it seemed to me, had so large an amount of beauty been concentrated in one being.

Yeserdo, I said. I love you.

I stooped to kiss the red lips, but something was in my way. It turned out to be a cold cigar. Miss Sellars thoughtfully removed it, and threw it away. Our lips met. Her large arms closed about my neck and held me tight.

Well, Im sure! came the voice of Mrs. Peedles, as from afar. Nice goings on!

I have vague remembrance of a somewhat heated discussion, in which everybody but myself appeared to be taking extreme interest — of Miss Sellars in her most ladylike and chilling tones defending me against the charge of being no gentleman, which Mrs. Peedles was explaining nobody had said I wasnt. The argument seemed to be of the circular order. No gentleman had ever kissed Miss Sellars who had not every right to do so, nor ever would. To kiss Miss Sellars without such right was to declare oneself no gentleman. Miss Sellars appealed to me to clear my character from the aspersion of being no gentleman. I was trying to understand the situation, when Jarman, seizing me somewhat roughly by the arm, suggested my going to bed. Miss Sellars, seizing my other arm, suggested my refusing to go to bed. So far I was with Miss Sellars. I didnt want to go to bed, and said so. My desire to sit up longer was proof positive to Miss Sellars that I was a gentleman, but to no one else. The argument shifted, the question being now as to whether Miss Sellars were a lady. To prove the point it was, according to Miss Sellars, necessary that I should repeat I loved her. I did repeat it, adding, with faint remembrance of my own fiction, that if a lifes devotion was likely to be of the slightest further proof, my hearts blood was at her service. This cleared the air, Mrs. Peedles observing that under such circumstances it only remained for her to withdraw everything she had said; to which Miss Sellars replied graciously that she had always known Mrs. Peedles to be a good sort at the bottom.

Nevertheless, gaiety was gone from among us, and for this, in some way I could not understand, I appeared to be responsible. Jarman was distinctly sulky. The OKelly, suddenly thinking of the time, went to the door and discovered that the two cabs were waiting. The third floor recollected that work had to be finished. I myself felt sleepy.

Our host and hostess departed; Jarman again suggested bed, and this time I agreed with him. After a slight misunderstanding with the door, I found myself upon the stairs. I had never noticed before that they were quite perpendicular. Adapting myself to the changed conditions, I climbed them with the help of my hands. I accomplished the last flight somewhat quickly, and feeling tired, sat down the moment I was within my own room. Jarman knocked at the door. I told him to come in; but he didnt. It occurred to me that the reason was I was sitting on the floor with my back against the door. The discovery amused me exceedingly and I laughed; and Jarman, baffled, descended to his own floor. I found getting into bed a difficulty, owing to the strange behaviour of the room. It spun round and round. Now the bed was just in front of me, now it was behind me. I managed at last to catch it before it could get past me, and holding on by the ironwork, frustrated its efforts to throw me out again on to the floor.

But it was some time before I went to sleep, and over my intervening experiences I draw a veil.


CHAPTER III.

GOOD FRIENDS SHOW PAUL THE ROAD TO FREEDOM. BUT BEFORE SETTING OUT, HE WILL GO A-VISITING.
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THE SUN WAS streaming into my window when I woke in the morning. I sat up and listened. The roar of the streets told me plainly that the day had begun without me. I reached out my hand for my watch; it was not in its usual place upon the rickety dressing-table. I raised myself still higher and looked about me. My clothes lay scattered on the floor. One boot, in solitary state, occupied the chair by the fireplace; the other I could not see anywhere.

During the night my head appeared to have grown considerably. I wondered idly for the moment whether I had not made a mistake and put on Minikins; if so, I should be glad to exchange back for my own. This thing I had got was a top-heavy affair, and was aching most confoundedly.

Suddenly the recollection of the previous night rushed at me and shook me awake. From a neighbouring steeple rang chimes: I counted with care. Eleven oclock. I sprang out of bed, and at once sat down upon the floor.

I remembered how, holding on to the bed, I had felt the room waltzing wildly round and round. It had not quite steadied itself even yet. It was still rotating, not whirling now, but staggering feebly, as though worn out by its all-night orgie. Creeping to the wash-stand, I succeeded, after one or two false plunges, in getting my head inside the basin. Then, drawing on my trousers with difficulty and reaching the easy-chair, I sat down and reviewed matters so far as I was able, commencing from the present and working back towards the past.

I was feeling very ill. That was quite clear. Something had disagreed with me.

That strong cigar, I whispered feebly to myself; I ought never to have ventured upon it. And then the little room with all those people in it. Besides, I have been working very hard. I must really take more exercise.

It gave me some satisfaction to observe that, shuffling and cowardly though I might be, I was not a person easily bamboozled.

Nonsense, I told myself brutally; dont try to deceive me. You were drunk.

Not drunk, I pleaded; dont say drunk; it is such a coarse expression. Some people cannot stand sweet champagne, so I have heard. It affected my liver. Do please make it a question of liver.

Drunk, I persisted unrelentingly, hopelessly, vulgarly drunk — drunk as any Arry after a Bank Holiday.

It is the first time, I murmured.

It was your first opportunity, I replied.

Never again, I promised.

The stock phrase, I returned.

How old are you?

Nineteen.

So you have not even the excuse of youth. How do you know that it will not grow upon you; that, having thus commenced a downward career, you will not sink lower and lower, and so end by becoming a confirmed sot?

My heavy head dropped into my hands, and I groaned. Many a temperance tale perused on Sunday afternoons came back to me. Imaginative in all directions, I watched myself hastening toward a drunkards grave, now heroically struggling against temptation, now weakly yielding, the craving growing upon me. In the misty air about me I saw my fathers white face, my mothers sad eyes. I thought of Barbara, of the scorn that could quiver round that bewitching mouth; of Hal, with his tremendous contempt for all forms of weakness. Shame of the present and terror of the future between them racked my mind.

It shall be never again! I cried aloud. By God, it shall! (At nineteen one is apt to be vehement.) I will leave this house at once, I continued to myself aloud; I will get away from its unwholesome atmosphere. I will wipe it out of my mind, and all connected with it. I will make a fresh start. I will—

Something I had been dimly conscious of at the back of my brain came forward and stood before me: the flabby figure of Miss Rosina Sellars. What was she doing here? What right had she to step between me and my regeneration?

The right of your affianced bride, my other half explained, with a grim smile to myself.

Did I really go so far as that?

We will not go into details, I replied; I do not wish to dwell upon them. That was the result.

I was — I was not quite myself at the time. I did not know what I was doing.

As a rule, we dont when we do foolish things; but we have to abide by the consequences, all the same. Unfortunately, it happened to be in the presence of witnesses, and she is not the sort of lady to be easily got rid of. You will marry her and settle down with her in two small rooms. Her people will be your people. You will come to know them better before many days are passed. Among them she is regarded as the lady, from which you can judge of them. A nice commencement of your career, is it not, my ambitious young friend? A nice mess you have made of it!

What am I to do? I asked.

Upon my word, I dont know, I answered.

I passed a wretched day. Ashamed to face Mrs. Peedles or even the slavey, I kept to my room, with the door locked. At dusk, feeling a little better — or, rather, less bad, I stole out and indulged in a simple meal, consisting of tea without sugar and a kippered herring, at a neighbouring coffee-house. Another gentleman, taking his seat opposite to me and ordering hot buttered toast, I left hastily.

At eight oclock in the evening Minikin called round from the office to know what had happened. Seeking help from shame, I confessed to him the truth.

Thought as much, he answered. Seems to have been an A1 from the look of you.

I am glad it has happened, now it is over, I said to him. It will be a lesson I shall never forget.

I know, said Minikin. Nothing like a fair and square drunk for making you feel real good; better than a sermon.

In my trouble I felt the need of advice; and Minikin, though my junior, was, I knew, far more experienced in worldly affairs than I was.

Thats not the worst, I confided to him. What do you think Ive done?

Killed a policeman? suggested Minikin.

Got myself engaged.

No one like you quiet fellows for going it when you do begin, commented Minikin. Nice girl?

I dont know, I answered. I only know I dont want her. How can I get out of it?

Minikin removed his left eye and commenced to polish it upon his handkerchief, a habit he had when in doubt. From looking into it he appeared to derive inspiration.

Take-her-own-part sort of a girl?

I intimated that he had diagnosed Miss Rosina Sellars correctly.

Know how much youre earning?

She knows I live up here in this attic and do my own cooking, I answered.

Minikin glanced round the room. Must be fond of you.

She thinks Im clever, I explained, and that I shall make my way.

And shes willing to wait?

I nodded.

Well, I should let her wait, replied Minikin, replacing his eye. Theres plenty of time before you.

But shes a barmaid, and shell expect me to walk with her, to take her out on Sundays, to go and see her friends. I cant do it. Besides, shes right: I mean to get on. Then shell stick to me. Its awful!

How did it happen? asked Minikin.

I dont know, I replied. I didnt know I had done it till it was over.

Anybody present?

Half-a-dozen of them, I groaned.

The door opened, and Jarman entered; he never troubled to knock anywhere. In place of his usual noisy greeting, he crossed in silence and shook me gravely by the hand.

Friend of yours? he asked, indicating Minikin.

I introduced them to each other.

Proud to meet you, said Jarman.

Glad to hear it, said Minikin. Dont look as if youd got much else to be stuck up about.

Dont mind him, I explained to Jarman. He was born like it.

Wonderful gift replied Jarman. Dye know what I should do if I ad it? He did not wait for Minikins reply. Ire myself out to break up evening parties. Ever thought of it seriously?

Minikin replied that he would give the idea consideration.

Make your fortune going round the suburbs, assured him Jarman. Pity you werent ere last night, he continued; might ave saved our young friend ere a deal of trouble. Has e told you the news?

I explained that I had already put Minikin in possession of all the facts.

Now youve got a good, steady eye, said Jarman, upon whom Minikin, according to his manner, had fixed his glass orb; ow dye think e is looking?

As well as can be expected under the circumstances, dont you think? answered Minikin.

Does e know the circumstances? Has e seen the girl? asked Jarman.

I replied he had not as yet enjoyed that privilege. Then e dont know the worst, said Jarman. A hundred and sixty pounds of er, and still growing! Bit of a load for im, aint it?

Some of em do have luck, was Minikins rejoinder. Jarman leant forward and took further stock for a few seconds of his new acquaintance.

Thats a fine ead of yours, he remarked; all your own? No offence, continued Jarman, without giving Minikin time for repartee. I was merely thinking there must be room for a lot of sense in it. Now, what do you, as a practical man, advise im: dose of poison, or Waterloo Bridge and a brick?

I suppose theres no doubt, I interjected, that we are actually engaged?

Not a blooming shadow, assured me Jarman, cheerfully, so far as shes concerned.

I shall tell her plainly, I explained, that I was drunk at the time.

And ow are you going to convince er of it? asked Jarman. You think your telling er you loved er proves it. So it would to anybody else, but not to er. You cant expect it. Besides, if every girl is going to give up er catch just because the fellow adnt all is wits about im at the time — well, what do you think? He appealed to Minikin.

To Minikin it appeared that if such contention were allowed girls might as well shut up shop.

Jarman, who now that he had got even with Minikin, was more friendly disposed towards that young man, drew his chair closer to him and entered upon a private and confidential argument, from which I appeared to be entirely excluded.

You see, explained Jarman, this aint an ordinary case. This chaps going to be the future Poet Laureate. Now, when the Prince of Wales invites him to dine at Marlborough ouse, e dont want to go there tacked on to a girl that carries aitches with her in a bag, and dont know which end of the spoon out of which to drink er soup.

It makes a difference, of course, agreed Minikin.

What weve got to do, said Jarman, is to get im out of it. And upon my sivvy, blessed if I see ow to do it!

She fancies him? asked Minikin.

What she fancies, explained Jarman, is that nature intended er to be a lady. And its no good pointing out to er the mistake shes making, because she aint got sense enough to see it.

No good talking straight to her, suggested Minikin, telling her that it can never be?

Thats our difficulty, replied Jarman; it can be. This chap — I listened as might a prisoner in the dock to the argument of counsel, interested but impotent—dont know enough to come in out of the rain, as the saying is. Es just the sort of chap this sort of thing does appen to.

But he dont want her, urged Minikin. He says he dont want her.

Yes, to you and me, answered Jarman; and of course e dont. Im not saying es a natural born idiot. But let er come along and do a snivel — tell im that es breaking er eart, and appeal to im to beave as a gentleman, and all that sort of thing, and what do you think will be the result?

Minikin agreed that the problem presented difficulties.

Of course, if twas you or me, we should just tell er to put erself away somewhere where the moth couldnt get at er and wait till we sent round for er; and thered be an end of the matter. But with im its different.

He is a bit of a soft, agreed Minikin.

Taint is fault, explained Jarman; twas the way e was brought up. E fancies girls are the sort of things one sees in plays, going about saying Unand me! Let me pass! Maybe some of em are, but this aint one of em.

How did it happen? asked Minikin.

Ow does it appen nine times out of ten? returned Jarman. E was a bit misty, and she was wide awake. E gets a bit spoony, and — well, you know.

Artful things, girls, commented Minikin.

Cant blame em, returned Jarman, with generosity; its their business. Got to dispose of themselves somehow. Oughtnt to be binding without a written order dated the next morning; thatd make it all right.

Couldnt prove a prior engagement? suggested Minikin.

Shed want to see the girl first before shed believe it — only natural, returned Jarman.

Couldnt get a girl? urged Minikin.

Who could you trust? asked the cautious Jarman. Besides, there aint time. Shes letting im rest to-day; to-morrow evening shell be down on im.

Dont see anything for it, said Minikin, but for him to do a bunk.

Not a bad idea that, mused Jarman; only wheres e to bunk to?

Neednt go far, said Minikin.

Shed find im out and follow im, said Jarman. She can look after herself, mind you. Dont you go doing er any injustice.

He could change his name, suggested Minikin.

Ow could e get a crib? asked Jarman; no character, no references.

Ive got it, cried Jarman, starting up; the stage!

Can he act? asked Minikin.

Can do anything, retorted my supporter, that dont want too much sense. Thats is sanctuary, the stage. No questions asked, no character wanted. Lord! why didnt I think of it before?

Wants a bit of getting on to, doesnt it? suggested Minikin.

Depends upon where you want to get, replied Jarman. For the first time since the commencement of the discussion he turned to me. Can you sing? he asked me.

I replied that I could a little, though I had never done so in public.

Sing something now, demanded Jarman; lets ear you. Wait a minute! he cried.

He slipped out of the room. I heard him pause upon the landing below and knock at the door of the fair Rosinas room. The next minute he returned.

Its all right, he explained; shes not in yet. Now, sing for all youre worth. Remember, its for life and freedom.

I sang Sally in Our Alley, not with much spirit, I am inclined to think. With every mention of the ladys name there rose before me the abundant form and features of my fiancee, which checked the feeling that should have trembled through my voice. But Jarman, though not enthusiastic, was content.

It isnt what I call a grand opera voice, he commented, but it ought to do all right for a chorus where economy is the chief point to be considered. Now, Ill tell you what to do. You go to-morrow straight to the OKelly, and put the whole thing before im. Es a good sort; ell touch you up a bit, and maybe give you a few introductions. Lucky for you, this is just the right time. Theres one or two things comin on, and if Fate aint dead against you, youll lose your amorita, or whatever its called, and not find er again till its too late.

I was not in the mood that evening to feel hopeful about anything; but I thanked both of them for their kind intentions and promised to think the suggestion over on the morrow, when, as it was generally agreed, I should be in a more fitting state to bring cool judgment to bear upon the subject; and they rose to take their departure.

Leaving Minikin to descend alone, Jarman returned the next minute. Consols are down a bit this week, he whispered, with the door in his hand. If you want a little of the ready to carry you through, dont go sellin out. I can manage a few pounds. Suck a couple of lemons and youll be all right in the morning. So long.

I followed his advice regarding the lemons, and finding it correct, went to the office next morning as usual. Lott & Co., in consideration of my agreeing to a deduction of two shillings on the weeks salary, allowed himself to overlook the matter. I had intended acting on Jarman S advice, to call upon the OKelly at his address of respectability in Hampstead that evening, and had posted him a note saying I was coming. Before leaving the office, however, I received a reply to the effect that he would be out that evening, and asking me to make it the following Friday instead. Disappointed, I returned to my lodgings in a depressed state of mind. Jarman s scheme, which had appeared hopeful and even attractive during the daytime, now loomed shadowy and impossible before me. The emptiness of the first floor parlour as I passed its open door struck a chill upon me, reminding me of the disappearance of a friend to whom, in spite of moral disapproval, I had during these last few months become attached. Unable to work, the old pain of loneliness returned upon me. I sat for awhile in the darkness, listening to the scratching of the pen of my neighbour, the old law-writer, and the sense of despair that its sound always communicated to me encompassed me about this evening with heavier weight than usual.

After all, was not the sympathy of the Lady Ortensia, stimulated for personal purposes though it might be, better than nothing? At least, here was some living creature to whom I belonged, to whom my existence or nonexistence was of interest, who, if only for her own sake, was bound to share my hopes, my fears.

It was in this mood that I heard a slight tap at the door. In the dim passage stood the small slavey, holding out a note. I took it, and returning, lighted my candle. The envelope was pink and scented. It was addressed, in handwriting not so bad as I had expected, to Paul Kelver, Esquire. I opened it and read:

Dr mr. Paul — I herd as how you was took hill hafter the party. I feer you are not strong. You must not work so hard or you will be hill and then I shall be very cros with you. I hop you are well now. If so I am going for a wark and you may come with me if you are good. With much love. From your affechonat ROSIE.

In spite of the spelling, a curious, tingling sensation stole over me as I read this my first love-letter. A faint mist swam before my eyes. Through it, glorified and softened, I saw the face of my betrothed, pasty yet alluring, her large white fleshy arms stretched out invitingly toward me. Moved by a sudden hot haste that seized me, I dressed myself with trembling hands; I appeared to be anxious to act without giving myself time for thought. Complete, with a colour in my cheeks unusual to them, and a burning in my eyes, I descended and knocked with a nervous hand at the door of the second floor back.

Whos that? came in answer Miss Sellars sharp tones.

It is I — Paul.

Oh, wait a minute, dear. The tone was sweeter. There followed the sound of scurried footsteps, a rustling of clothes, a banging of drawers, a few moments dead silence, and then:

You can come in now, dear.

I entered. It was a small, untidy room, smelling of smoky lamp; but all I saw distinctly at the moment was Miss Sellars with her arms above her head, pinning her hat upon her straw-coloured hair.

With the sight of her before me in the flesh, my feelings underwent a sudden revulsion. During the few minutes she had kept me waiting outside the door I had suffered from an almost uncontrollable desire to turn the handle and rush in. Now, had I acted on impulse, I should have run out. Not that she was an unpleasant-looking girl by any means; it was the atmosphere of coarseness, of commonness, around her that repelled me. The fastidiousness — finikinness; if you will — that would so often spoil my rare chop, put before me by a waitress with dirty finger-nails, forced me to disregard the ample charms she no doubt did possess, to fasten my eyes exclusively upon her red, rough hands and the one or two warts that grew thereon.

Youre a very naughty boy, told me Miss Sellars, finishing the fastening of her hat. Why didnt you come in and see me in the dinner-hour? Ive a great mind not to kiss you.

The powder she had evidently dabbed on hastily was plainly visible upon her face; the round, soft arms were hidden beneath ill-fitting sleeves of some crapey material, the thought of which put my teeth on edge. I wished her intention had been stronger. Instead, relenting, she offered me her flowery cheek, which I saluted gingerly, the taste of it reminding me of certain pale, thin dough-cakes manufactured by the wife of our school porter and sold to us in playtime at four a penny, and which, having regard to their satisfying quality, had been popular with me in those days.

At the top of the kitchen stairs Miss Sellars paused and called down shrilly to Mrs. Peedles, who in course of time appeared, panting.

Oh, me and Mr. Kelver are going out for a short walk, Mrs. Peedles. I shant want any supper. Good night.

Oh, good night, my dear, replied Mrs. Peedles. Hope youll enjoy yourselves. Is Mr. Kelver there?

Hes round the corner, I heard Miss Sellars explain in a lower voice; and there followed a snigger.

Hes a bit shy, aint he? suggested Mrs. Peedles in a whisper.

Ive had enough of the other sort, was Miss Sellars answer in low tones.

Ah, well; its the shy ones that come out the strongest after a bit — leastways, thats been my experience.

Hell do all right. So long.

Miss Sellars, buttoning a burst glove, rejoined me.

I suppose youve never had a sweetheart before? asked Miss Sellars, as we turned into the Blackfriars Road.

I admitted that this was my first experience.

I cant a-bear a flirty man, explained Miss Sellars. Thats why I took to you from the beginning. You was so quiet.

I began to wish that nature had bestowed upon me a noisier temperament.

Anybody could see you was a gentleman, continued Miss Sellars. Heaps and heaps of hoffers Ive had — hundreds you might almost say. But what Ive always told em is, I like you very much indeed as a friend, but Im not going to marry any one but a gentleman. Dont you think I was right?

I murmured it was only what I should have expected of her.

You may take my harm, if you like, suggested Miss Sellars, as we crossed St. Georges Circus; and linked, we pursued our way along the Kennington Park Road.

Fortunately, there was not much need for me to talk. Miss Sellars was content to supply most of the conversation herself, and all of it was about herself.

I learned that her instincts since childhood had been toward gentility. Nor was this to be wondered at, seeing that her family — on her mothers side, at all events, — were connected distinctly with the highest in the land. Mesalliances, however, are common in all communities, and one of them, a particularly flagrant specimen — her Mar had, alas! contracted, having married — what did I think? I should never guess — a waiter! Miss Sellars, stopping in the act of crossing Newington Butts to shudder at the recollection of her female parents shame, was nearly run down by a tramcar.

Mr. and Mrs. Sellars did not appear to have hit it off together. Could one wonder: Mrs. Sellars with an uncle on the Stock Exchange, and Mr. Sellars with one on Peckham Rye? I gathered his calling to have been, chiefly, three shies a penny. Mrs. Sellars was now, however, happily dead; and if no other good thing had come out of the catastrophe, it had determined Miss Sellars to take warning by her mothers error and avoid connection with the lowly born. She it was who, with my help, would lift the family back again to its proper position in society.

It used to be a joke against me, explained Miss Sellars, heven when I was quite a child. I never could tolerate anything low. Why, one day when I was only seven years old, what do you think happened?

I confessed my inability to guess.

Well, Ill tell you, said Miss Sellars; itll just show you. Uncle Joseph — that was fathers uncle, you understand?

I assured Miss Sellars that the point was fixed in my mind.

Well, one day when he came to see us he takes a cocoanut out of his pocket and offers it to me. Thank you, I says; I dont heat cocoanuts that have been shied at by just anybody and missed! It made him so wild. After that, explained Miss Sellars, they used to call me at home the Princess of Wales.

I murmured it was a pretty fancy.

Some people, replied Miss Sellars, with a giggle, says it fits me; but, of course, thats only their nonsense.

Not knowing what to reply, I remained silent, which appeared to somewhat disappoint Miss Sellars.

Out of the Clapham Road we turned into a by-street of two-storeyed houses.

Youll come in and have a bit of supper? suggested Miss Sellars. Mars quite hanxious to see you.

I found sufficient courage to say I was not feeling well, and would much rather return home.

Oh, but you must just come in for five minutes, dear. Itll look so funny if you dont. I told em we was coming.

I would really rather not, I urged; some other evening. I felt a presentiment, I confided to her, that on this particular evening I should not shine to advantage.

Oh, you mustnt be so shy, said Miss Sellars. I dont like shy fellows — not too shy. Thats silly. And Miss Sellars took my arm with a decided grip, making it clear to me that escape could be obtained only by an unseemly struggle in the street; not being prepared for which, I meekly yielded.

We knocked at the door of one of the small houses, Miss Sellars retaining her hold upon me until it had been opened to us by a lank young man in his shirt-sleeves and closed behind us.

Dont gentlemen wear coats of a hevening nowadays? asked Miss Sellars, tartly, of the lank young man. New fashion just come in?

I dont know what gentlemen wear in the evening or what they dont, retorted the lank young man, who appeared to be in an aggressive mood. If I can find one in this street, Ill ast him and let you know.

Mother in the droaring-room? enquired Miss Sellars, ignoring the retort.

Theyre all of em in the parlour, if thats what you mean, returned the lank young man, the whole blooming shoot. If you stand up against the wall and dont breathe, therell just be room for you.

Sweeping by the lank young man, Miss Sellars opened the parlour door, and towing me in behind her, shut it.

Well, Mar, here we are, announced Miss Sellars. An enormously stout lady, ornamented with a cap that appeared to have been made out of a bandanna handkerchief, rose to greet us, thus revealing the fact that she had been sitting upon an extremely small horsehair-covered easy-chair, the disproportion between the lady and her support being quite pathetic.

I am charmed, Mr.—

Kelver, supplied Miss Sellars.

Kelver, to make your ac-quain-tance, recited Mrs. Sellars in the tone of one repeating a lesson.

I bowed, and murmured that the honour was entirely mine.

Dont mention it, replied Mrs. Sellars. Pray be seated.

Mrs. Sellars herself set the example by suddenly giving way and dropping down into her chair, which thus again became invisible. It received her with an agonised groan.

Indeed, the insistence with which this article of furniture throughout the evening called attention to its sufferings was really quite distracting. With every breath that Mrs. Sellars took it moaned wearily. There were moments when it literally shrieked. I could not have accepted Mrs. Sellars offer had I wished, there being no chair vacant and no room for another. A young man with watery eyes, sitting just behind me between a fat young lady and a lean one, rose and suggested my taking his place. Miss Sellars introduced me to him as her cousin Joseph something or other, and we shook hands.

The watery-eyed Joseph remarked that it had been a fine day between the showers, and hoped that the morrow would be either wet or dry; upon which the lean young lady, having slapped him, asked admiringly of the fat young lady if he wasnt a silly fool; to which the fat young lady replied, with somewhat unnecessary severity, I thought, that no one could help being what they were born. To this the lean young lady retorted that it was with precisely similar reflection that she herself controlled her own feelings when tempted to resent the fat young ladys nasty jealous temper.

The threatened quarrel was nipped in the bud by the discretion of Miss Sellars, who took the opportunity of the fat young ladys momentary speechlessness to introduce me promptly to both of them. They also, I learned, were cousins. The lean girl said she had erd on me, and immediately fell into an uncontrollable fit of giggles; of which the watery-eyed Joseph requested me to take no notice, explaining that she always went off like that at exactly three-quarters to the half-hour every evening, Sundays and holidays excepted; that she had taken everything possible for it without effect, and that what he himself advised was that she should have it off.

The fat girl, seizing the chance afforded her, remarked genteelly that she too had heard hof me, with emphasis upon the hof. She also remarked it was a long walk from Blackfriars Bridge.

All depends upon the company, eh? Bet they didnt find it too long.

This came from a loud-voiced, red-faced man sitting on the sofa beside a somewhat melancholy-looking female dressed in bright green. These twain I discovered to be Uncle and Aunt Gutton. From an observation dropped later in the evening concerning government restrictions on the sale of methylated spirit, and hastily smothered, I gathered that their line was oil and colour.

Mr. Guttons forte appeared to be badinage. He it was who, on my explaining my heightened colour as due to the closeness of the evening, congratulated his niece on having secured so warm a partner.

Will be jolly handy, shouted Uncle Gutton, for Rosina, seeing shes always complaining of her cold feet.

Here the lank young man attempted to squeeze himself into the room, but found his entrance barred by the square, squat figure of the watery-eyed young man.

Dont push, advised the watery-eyed young man. Walk over me quietly.

Well, why dont yer get out of the way, growled the lank young man, now coated, but still aggressive.

Where am I to get to? asked the watery-eyed young man, with some reason. Say the word and Ill ang myself up to the gas bracket.

In my courting days, roared Uncle Gutton, the girls used to be able to find seats, even if there wasnt enough chairs to go all round.

The sentiment was received with varying degrees of approbation. The watery-eyed young man, sitting down, put the lean young lady on his knee, and in spite of her struggles and sounding slaps, heroically retained her there.

Now, then, Rosie, shouted Uncle Gutton, who appeared to have constituted himself master of the ceremonies, dont stand about, my girl; youll get tired.

Left to herself, I am inclined to think my fiancee would have spared me; but Uncle Gutton, having been invited to a love comedy, was not to be cheated of any part of the performance, and the audience clearly being with him, there was nothing for it but compliance. I seated myself, and amid plaudits accommodated the ample and heavy Rosina upon my knee.

Good-bye, called out to me the watery-eyed young man, as behind the fair Rosina I disappeared from his view. See you again later on.

I used to be a plump girl myself before I married, observed Aunt Gutton. Plump as butter I was at one time.

It isnt what one eats, said the maternal Sellars. I myself dont eat enough to keep a fly, and my legs—

Thatll do, Mar, interrupted the filial Sellars, tartly.

I was only going to say, my dear—

We all know what you was going to say, Mar, retorted Miss Sellars. Weve heard it before, and it isnt interesting.

Mrs. Sellars relapsed into silence.

Ard work and plenty of it keeps you thin enough, I notice, remarked the lank young man, with bitterness. To him I was now introduced, he being Mr. George Sellars. Seen im before, was his curt greeting.

At supper — referred to by Mrs. Sellars again in the tone of one remembering a lesson, as a cold col-la-tion, with the accent on the tion — I sat between Miss Sellars and the lean young lady, with Aunt and Uncle Gutton opposite to us. It was remarked with approval that I did not appear to be hungry.

Had too many kisses afore he started, suggested Uncle Gutton, with his mouth full of cold roast pork and pickles. Wonderfully nourishing thing, kisses, eh? Look at mother and me. Thats all we live on.

Aunt Gutton sighed, and observed that she had always been a poor feeder.

The watery-eyed young man, observing he had never tasted them himself — at which sally there was much laughter — said he would not mind trying a sample if the lean young lady would kindly pass him one.

The lean young lady opined that, not being used to high living, it might disagree with him.

Just one, pleaded the watery-eyed young man, to go with this bit of cracklin.

The lean young lady, amid renewed applause, first thoughtfully wiping her mouth, acceded to his request.

The watery-eyed young man turned it over with the air of a gourmet.

Not bad, was his verdict. Reminds me of onions. At this there was another burst of laughter.

Now then, aint Paul goin to have one? shouted Uncle Gutton, when the laughter had subsided.

Amid silence, feeling as wretched as perhaps I have ever felt in my life before or since, I received one from the gracious Miss Sellars, wet and sounding.

Looks better for it already, commented the delighted Uncle Gutton. Hell soon get fat on em.

Not too many at first, advised the watery-eyed young man. Looks to me as if hes got a weak stomach.

I think, had the meal lasted much longer, I should have made a dash for the street; the contemplation of such step was forming in my mind. But Miss Sellars, looking at her watch, declared we must be getting home at once, for the which I could have kissed her voluntarily; and, being a young lady of decision, at once rose and commenced leave-taking. Polite protests were attempted, but these, with enthusiastic assistance from myself, she swept aside.

Dont want any one to walk home with you? suggested Uncle Gutton. Sure you wont feel lonely by yourselves, eh?

We shant come to no harm, assured him Miss Sellars.

Praps youre right, agreed Uncle Gutton. There dont seem to be much of the fiery and untamed about him, so far as I can see.

Slow waters run deep, reminded us Aunt Gutton, with a waggish shake of her head.

No question about the slow, assented Uncle Gutton. If you dont like him— observed Miss Sellars, speaking with dignity.

To be quite candid with you, my girl, I dont, answered Uncle Gutton, whose temper, maybe as the result of too much cold pork and whiskey, seemed to have suddenly changed.

Well, he happens to be good enough for me, recommenced Miss Sellars.

Im sorry to hear a niece of mine say so, interrupted Uncle Gutton. If you want my opinion of him—

If ever I do Ill call round some time when youre sober and ast you for it, returned Miss Sellars. And as for being your niece, you was here when I came, and I dont see very well as how I could have got out of it. You neednt throw that in my teeth.

The gust was dispersed by the practical remark of brother George to the effect that the last tram for Walworth left the Oval at eleven-thirty; to which he further added the suggestion that the Clapham Road was wide and well adapted to a row.

There aint going to be no rows, replied Uncle Gutton, returning to amiability as suddenly as he had departed from it. We understand each other, dont we, my girl?

Thats all right, uncle. I know what you mean, returned Miss Sellars, with equal handsomeness.

Bring him round again when hes feeling better, added Uncle Gutton, and well have another look at him.

What you want, advised the watery-eyed young man on shaking hands with me, is complete rest and a tombstone.

I wished at the time I could have followed his prescription.

The maternal Sellars waddled after us into the passage, which she completely blocked. She told me she was delight-ted to have met me, and that she was always at home on Sundays.

I said I would remember it, and thanked her warmly for a pleasant evening, at Miss Sellars request calling her Ma.

Outside, Miss Sellars agreed that my presentiment had proved correct — that I had not shone to advantage. Our journey home on a tramcar was a somewhat silent proceeding. At the door of her room she forgave me, and kissed me good night. Had I been frank with her, I should have thanked her for that evenings experience. It had made my course plain to me.

The next day, which was Thursday, I wandered about the streets till two oclock in the morning, when I slipped in quietly, passing Miss Sellars door with my boots in my hand.

After Mr. Lotts departure on Friday, which, fortunately, was pay-day, I set my desk in order and confided to Minikin written instructions concerning all matters unfinished.

I shall not be here to-morrow, I told him. Going to follow your advice.

Found anything to do? he asked.

Not yet, I answered.

Suppose you cant get anything?

If the worst comes to the worst, I replied, I can hang myself.

Well, you know the girl. Maybe you are right, he agreed.

Hope it wont throw much extra work on you, I said.

Well, I shant be catching it if it does, was his answer. Thats all right.

He walked with me to the Angel, and there we parted.

If you do get on to the stage, he said, and its anything worth seeing, and you send me an order, and I can find the time, maybe Ill come and see you.

I thanked him for his promised support and jumped upon the tram.

The OKellys address was in Belsize Square. I was about to ring and knock, as requested by a highly-polished brass plate, when I became aware of pieces of small coal falling about me on the doorstep. Looking up, I perceived the OKelly leaning out of an attic window. From signs I gathered I was to retire from the doorstep and wait. In a few minutes the door opened and his hand beckoned me to enter.

Walk quietly, he whispered; and on tip-toe we climbed up to the attic from where had fallen the coal. Ive been waiting for ye, explained the OKelly, speaking low. Me wife — a good woman, Paul; sure, a better woman never lived; yell like her when ye know her, later on — she might not care about yere calling. Shed want to know where I met ye, and — ye understand? Besides, added the OKelly, we can smoke up here; and seating himself where he could keep an eye upon the door, near to a small cupboard out of which he produced a pipe still alight, the OKelly prepared himself to listen.

I told him briefly the reason of my visit.

It was my fault, Paul, he was good enough to say; my fault entirely. Between ourselves, it was a damned silly idea, that party, the whole thing altogether. Dont ye think so?

I replied that I was naturally prejudiced against it myself.

Most unfortunate for me, continued the OKelly; I know that. Me cabman took me to Hammersmith instead of Hampstead; said I told him Hammersmith. Didnt get home here till three oclock in the morning. Most unfortunate — under the circumstances.

I could quite imagine it.

But Im glad yeve come, said the OKelly. I had a notion ye did something foolish that evening, but I couldnt remember precisely what. Its been worrying me.

Its been worrying me also, I can assure you, I told him; and I gave him an account of my Wednesday evenings experience.

Ill go round to-morrow morning, he said, and see one or two people. Its not a bad idea, that of Jarmans. I think I may be able to arrange something for ye.

He fixed a time for me to call again upon him the next day, when Mrs. OKelly would be away from home. He instructed me to walk quietly up and down on the opposite side of the road with my eye on the attic window, and not to come across unless he waved a handkerchief.

Rising to go, I thanked him for his kindness. Dont put it that way, me dear Paul, he answered. If I dont get ye out of this scrape I shall never forgive meself. If we damned silly fools dont help one another, he added, with his pleasant laugh, who is to help us?

We crept downstairs as we had crept up. As we reached the first floor, the drawing-room door suddenly opened.

William! cried a sharp voice.

Me dear, answered the OKelly, snatching his pipe from his mouth and thrusting it, still alight, into his trousers pocket. I made the rest of the descent by myself, and slipping out, closed the door behind me as noiselessly as possible.

Again I did not return to Nelson Square until the early hours, and the next morning did not venture out until I had heard Miss Sellars, who appeared to be in a bad temper, leave the house. Then running to the top of the kitchen stairs, I called for Mrs. Peedles. I told her I was going to leave her, and, judging the truth to be the simplest explanation, I told her the reason why.

My dear, said Mrs. Peedles, I am only too glad to hear it. It wasnt for me to interfere, but I couldnt help seeing you were making a fool of yourself. I only hope youll get clear off, and you may depend upon me to do all I can to help you.

You dont think Im acting dishonourably, do you, Mrs. Peedles? I asked.

My dear, replied Mrs. Peedles, its a difficult world to live in — leastways, thats been my experience of it.

I had just completed my packing — it had not taken me long — when I heard upon the stairs the heavy panting that always announced to me the up-coming of Mrs. Peedles. She entered with a bundle of old manuscripts under her arm, torn and tumbled booklets of various shapes and sizes. These she plumped down upon the rickety table, and herself upon the nearest chair.

Put them in your box, my dear, said Mrs. Peedles. Theyll come in useful to you later on.

I glanced at the bundle. I saw it was a collection of old plays in manuscript-prompt copies, scored, cut and interlined. The top one I noticed was The Bloodspot: Or the Maiden, the Miser and the Murderer; the second, The Female Highwayman.

Everybodys forgotten em, explained Mrs. Peedles, but theres some good stuff in all of them.

But what am I to do with them? I enquired.

Just whatever you like, my dear, explained Mrs. Peedles. Its quite safe. Theyre all of em dead, the authors of em. Ive picked em out most carefully. You just take a scene from one and a scene from the other. With judgment and your talent youll make a dozen good plays out of that little lot when your time comes.

But they wouldnt be my plays, Mrs. Peedles, I suggested.

They will if I give them to you, answered Mrs. Peedles. You put em in your box. And never mind the bit of rent, added Mrs. Peedles; you can pay me that later on.

I kissed the kind old soul good-bye and took her gift with me to my new lodgings in Camden Town. Many a time have I been hard put to it for plot or scene, and more than once in weak mood have I turned with guilty intent the torn and crumpled pages of Mrs. Peedless donation to my literary equipment. It is pleasant to be able to put my hand upon my heart and reflect that never yet have I yielded to the temptation. Always have I laid them back within their drawer, saying to myself, with stern reproof:

No, no, Paul. Stand or fall by your own merits. Never plagiarise — in any case, not from this little lot.


CHAPTER IV.

LEADS TO A MEETING.
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DONT BE NERVOUS, said the OKelly, and dont try to do too much. You have a very fair voice, but its not powerful. Keep cool and open your mouth.

It was eleven oclock in the morning. We were standing at the entrance of the narrow court leading to the stage door. For a fortnight past the OKelly had been coaching me. It had been nervous work for both of us, but especially for the OKelly. Mrs. OKelly, a thin, acid-looking lady, of whom I once or twice had caught a glimpse while promenading Belsize Square awaiting the OKellys signal, was a serious-minded lady, with a conscientious objection to all music not of a sacred character. With the hope of winning the OKelly from one at least of his sinful tendencies, the piano had been got rid of, and its place in the drawing-room filled by an American organ of exceptionally lugubrious tone. With this we had had to make shift, and though the OKelly — a veritable musical genius — had succeeded in evolving from it an accompaniment to Sally in Our Alley less misleading and confusing than might otherwise have been the case, the result had not been to lighten our labours. My rendering of the famous ballad had, in consequence, acquired a dolefulness not intended by the composer. Sung as I sang it, the theme became, to employ a definition since grown hackneyed as applied to Art, a problem ballad. Involuntarily one wondered whether the marriage would turn out as satisfactorily as the young man appeared to anticipate. Was there not, when one came to think of it, a melancholy, a pessimism ingrained within the temperament of the complainful hero that would ill assort with those instincts toward frivolity the careful observer could not avoid discerning in the charming yet nevertheless somewhat shallow character of Sally.

Lighter, lighter. Not so soulful, would demand the OKelly, as the solemn notes rolled jerkily from the groaning instrument beneath his hands.

Once we were nearly caught, Mrs. OKelly returning from a district visitors committee meeting earlier than was expected. Hastily I was hidden in a small conservatory adjutting from the first floor landing, where, crouching behind flower-pots, I listened in fear and trembling to the severe cross-examination of the OKelly.

William, do not prevaricate. It was not a hymn.

Me dear, so much depends upon the time. Let me give ye an example of what I mean.

William, pray in my presence not to play tricks with sacred melodies. If you have no respect for religion, please remember that I have. Besides, why should you be playing hymns in any time at ten oclock in the morning? It is not like you, William, and I do not credit your explanation. And you were singing. I distinctly heard the word Sally as I opened the door.

Salvation, me dear, corrected the OKelly.

Your enunciation, William, is not usually so much at fault.

A little hoarseness, me dear, explained the OKelly.

Your voice did not sound hoarse. Perhaps it will be better if we do not pursue the subject further.

With this the OKelly appeared to agree.

A lady a little difficult to get on with when yere feeling well and strong, so the OKelly would explain her; but if ye happen to be ill, one of the kindest, most devoted of women. When I was down with typhoid three years ago, a tenderer nurse no man could have had. I shall never forget it. And so she would be again to-morrow, if there was anything serious the matter with me.

I murmured the well-known quotation.

Mrs. OKelly to a T, concurred the OKelly. I sometimes wonder if Lady Scott may not have been the same sort of woman.

The unfortunate part of it is, continued the OKelly, that Im such a healthy beggar; it dont give her a chance. If I were only a chronic invalid, now, theres nothing that woman would not do to make me happy. As it is— The OKelly struck a chord. We resumed our studies.

But to return to our conversation at the stage door.

Meet me at the Cheshire Cheese at one oclock, said the OKelly, shaking hands. If ye dont get on here, well try something else; but Ive spoken to Hodgson, and I think ye will. Good luck to ye!

He went his way and I mine. In a glass box just behind the door a curved-nose, round-eyed little man, looking like an angry bird in a cage, demanded of me my business. I showed him my letter of appointment.

Up the passage, across the stage, along the corridor, first floor, second door on the right, he instructed me in one breath, and shut the window with a snap.

I proceeded up the passage. It somewhat surprised me to discover that I was not in the least excited at the thought of this, my first introduction to behind the scenes.

I recall my fathers asking a young soldier on his return from the Crimea what had been his sensations at the commencement of his first charge.

Well, replied the young fellow, I was worrying all the time, remembering I had rushed out leaving the beer tap running in the canteen, and I could not forget it.

So far as the stage I found my way in safety. Pausing for a moment and glancing round, my impression was not so much disillusionment concerning all things theatrical as realisation of my worst forebodings. In that one moment all glamour connected with the stage fell from me, nor has it since ever returned to me. From the tawdry decorations of the auditorium to the childish make-belief littered around on the stage, I saw the Theatre a painted thing of shreds and patches — the grown childs dolls-house. The Drama may improve us, elevate us, interest and teach us. I am sure it does; long may it flourish! But so likewise does the dressing and undressing of dolls, the opening of the front of the house, and the tenderly putting of them away to bed in rooms they completely fill, train our little dears to the duties and the joys of motherhood. Toys! what wise child despises them? Art, fiction, the musical glasses: are they not preparing us for the time, however distant, when we shall at last be grown up?

In a maze of ways beyond the stage I lost myself, but eventually, guided by voices, came to a large room furnished barely with many chairs and worn settees, and here I found some twenty to thirty ladies and gentlemen already seated. They were of varying ages, sizes and appearance, but all of them alike in having about them that impossible-to-define but impossible-to-mistake suggestion of theatricality. The men were chiefly remarkable for having no hair on their faces, but a good deal upon their heads; the ladies, one and all, were blessed with remarkably pink and white complexions and exceptionally bright eyes. The conversation, carried on in subdued but penetrating voices, was chiefly of him and her. Everybody appeared to be on an affectionate footing with everybody else, the terms of address being My dear, My love, Old girl, Old chappie, Christian names — when name of any sort was needful — alone being employed. I hesitated for a minute with the door in my hand, fearing I had stumbled upon a family gathering. As, however, nobody seemed disconcerted at my entry, I ventured to take a vacant seat next to an extremely small and boyish-looking gentleman and to ask him if this was the room in which I, an applicant for a place in the chorus of the forthcoming comic opera, ought to be waiting.

He had large, fishy eyes, with which he looked me up and down. For such a length of time he remained thus regarding me in silence that a massive gentleman sitting near, who had overheard, took it upon himself to reply in the affirmative, adding that from what he knew of Butterworth we would all of us be waiting here a damned sight longer than any gentleman should keep other ladies and gentlemen waiting for no reason at all.

I think it exceedingly bad form, observed the fishy-eyed gentleman, in deep contralto tones, for any gentleman to take it upon himself to reply to a remark addressed to quite another gentleman.

I beg your pardon, retorted the large gentleman. I thought you were asleep.

I think it very ill manners, remarked the small gentlemen in the same slow and impressive tones, for any gentleman to tell another gentleman, who happens to be wide awake, that he thought he was asleep.

Sir, returned the massive gentleman, assuming with the help of a large umbrella a quite Johnsonian attitude, I decline to alter my manners to suit your taste.

If you are satisfied with them, replied the small gentleman, I cannot help it. But I think you are making a mistake.

Does anybody know what the opera is about? asked a bright little woman at the other end of the room.

Does anybody ever know what a comic opera is about? asked another lady, whose appearance suggested experience.

I once asked the author, observed a weary-looking gentleman, speaking from a corner. His reply was: Well, if you had asked me at the beginning of the rehearsals I might have been able to tell you, but damned if I could now![]

It wouldnt surprise me, observed a good-looking gentleman in a velvet coat, if there occurred somewhere in the proceedings a drinking chorus for male voices.

Possibly, if we are good, added a thin lady with golden hair, the heroine will confide to us her love troubles, which will interest us and excite us.

The door at the further end of the room opened and a name was called. An elderly lady rose and went out.

Poor old Gertie! remarked sympathetically the thin lady with the golden hair. Im told that she really had a voice once.

When poor young Bond first came to London, said the massive gentleman who was sitting on my left, I remember his telling me he applied to Lord Barrymores tiger, Alexander Lee, I mean, of course, who was then running the Strand Theatre, for a place in the chorus. Lee heard him sing two lines, and then jumped up. Thanks, thatll do; good morning, says Lee. Bond knew he had got a good voice, so he asked Lee what was wrong. Whats wrong? shouts Lee. Do you think I hire a chorus to show up my principals?

Having regard to the company present, commented the fishy-eyed gentleman, I consider that anecdote as distinctly lacking in tact.

The feeling of the company appeared to be with the fish-eyed young man.

For the next half hour the door at the further end of the room continued to open and close, devouring, ogre-fashion, each time some dainty human morsel, now chorus gentleman, now chorus lady. Conversation among our thinning ranks became more fitful, a growing anxiety making for silence.

At length, Mr. Horace Moncrieff called the voice of the unseen Charon. In common with the rest, I glanced round languidly to see what sort of man Mr. Horace Moncrieff might be. The door was pushed open further. Charon, now revealed as a pale-faced young man with a drooping moustache, put his head into the room and repeated impatiently his invitation to the apparently coy Moncrieff. It suddenly occurred to me that I was Mr. Horace Moncrieff.

So glad youve found yourself, said the pale-faced young man, as I joined him at the door. Please dont lose yourself again; were rather pressed for time.

I crossed with him through a deserted refreshment bar — one of the saddest of sights — into a room beyond. A melancholy-looking gentleman was seated at the piano. Beside him stood a tall, handsome man, who was opening and reading rapidly from a bundle of letters he held in his hand. A big, burly, bored-looking gentleman was making desperate efforts to be amused at the staccato conversation of a sharp-faced, restless-eyed gentleman, whose peculiarity was that he never by any chance looked at the person to whom he was talking, but always at something or somebody else.

Moncrieff? enquired the tall, handsome man — whom I later discovered to be Mr. Hodgson, the manager — without raising his eyes from his letters.

The pale-faced gentleman responded for me.

Fire away, said Mr. Hodgson.

What is it? asked of me wearily the melancholy gentleman at the piano.

Sally in Our Alley, I replied.

What are you? interrupted Mr. Hodgson. He had never once looked at me, and did not now.

A tenor, I replied. Not a full tenor, I added, remembering the OKellys instructions.

Utterly impossible to fill a tenor, remarked the restless-eyed gentleman, looking at me and speaking to the worried-looking gentleman. Ever tried?

Everybody laughed, with the exception of the melancholy gentleman at the piano, Mr. Hodgson throwing in his contribution without raising his eyes from his letters. Throughout the proceedings the restless-eyed gentleman continued to make humorous observations of this nature, at which everybody laughed, excepting always the melancholy pianist — a short, sharp, mechanical laugh, devoid of the least suggestion of amusement. The restless-eyed gentleman, it appeared, was the leading low comedian of the theatre.

Go on, said the melancholy gentleman, and commenced the accompaniment.

Tell me when hes going to begin, remarked Mr. Hodgson at the conclusion of the first verse.

He has a fair voice, said my accompanist. Hes evidently nervous.

There is a prejudice throughout theatrical audiences, observed Mr. Hodgson, in favour of a voice they can hear. That is all I am trying to impress upon him.

The second verse, so I imagined, I sang in the voice of a trumpet. The burly gentleman — the translator of the French libretto, as he turned out to be; the author of the English version, as he preferred to be called — acknowledged to having distinctly detected a sound. The restless-eyed comedian suggested an announcement from the stage requesting strict silence during my part of the performance.

The sickness of fear was stealing over me. My voice, so it seemed to me, disappointed at the effect it had produced, had retired, sulky, into my boots, whence it refused to emerge.

Your voice is all right — very good, whispered the musical conductor. They want to hear the best you can do, thats all.

At this my voice ran up my legs and out of my mouth. Thirty shillings a week, half salary for rehearsals. If thats all right, Mr. Catchpole will give you your agreement. If not, very much obliged. Good morning, said Mr. Hodgson, still absorbed in his correspondence.

With the pale-faced young man I retired to a desk in the corner, where a few seconds sufficed for the completion of the business. Leaving, I sought to catch the eye of my melancholy friend, but he appeared too sunk in dejection to notice anything. The restless-eyed comedian, looking at the author of the English version and addressing me as Boanerges, wished me good morning, at which the everybody laughed; and, informed as to the way out by the pale-faced Mr. Catchpole, I left.

The first call was for the following Monday at two oclock. I found the theatre full of life and bustle. The principals, who had just finished their own rehearsal, were talking together in a group. We ladies and gentlemen of the chorus filled the centre of the stage. I noticed the lady I had heard referred to as Gertie; as also the thin lady with the golden hair. The massive gentleman and the fishy-eyed young man were again in close proximity; so long as I knew them they always were together, possessed, apparently, of a sympathetic antipathy for each other. The fishy-eyed young gentleman was explaining the age at which he thought decayed chorus singers ought, in justice to themselves and the public, to retire from the profession; the massive gentleman, the age and size at which he thought parcels of boys ought to be learning manners across their mothers knee.

Mr. Hodgson, still reading letters exactly as I had left him four days ago, stood close to the footlights. My friend, the musical director, armed with a violin and supported by about a dozen other musicians, occupied the orchestra. The adapter and the stage manager — a Frenchman whom I found it good policy to mistake for a born Englishman — sat deep in confabulation at a small table underneath a temporary gas jet. Quarter of an hour or so passed by, and then the stage manager, becoming suddenly in a hurry, rang a small bell furiously.

Clear, please; all clear, shouted a small boy, with important air suggestive of a fox terrier; and, following the others, I retreated to the wings.

The comedian and the leading lady — whom I knew well from the front, but whom I should never have recognised — severed themselves from their companions and joined Mr. Hodgson by the footlights. As a preliminary we were sorted out, according to our sizes, into loving couples.

Ah, said the stage manager, casting an admiring gaze upon the fishy-eyed young man, whose height might have been a little over five feet two, I have the very girl for you — a beauty! Darting into the group of ladies, he returned with quite the biggest specimen, a lady of magnificent proportions, whom, with the air of the virtuous uncle of melodrama, he bestowed upon the fishy-eyed young man. To the massive gentleman was given a sharp-faced little lady, who at a distance appeared quite girlish. Myself I found mated to the thin lady with the golden hair.

At last complete, we took our places in the then approved semi-circle, and the attenuated orchestra struck up the opening chorus. My music, which had been sent me by post, I had gone over with the OKelly, and about that I felt confident; but for the rest, ill at ease.

I am afraid, said the thin lady, I must ask you to put your arm round my waist. Its very shocking, I know, but, you see, our salary depends upon it. Do you think you could manage it?

I glanced into her face. A whimsical expression of fun replied to me and drove away my shyness. I carried out her instructions to the best of my ability.

The indefatigable stage manager ran in and out among us while we sang, driving this couple back a foot or so, this other forward, herding this group closer together, throughout another making space, suggesting the idea of a sheep-dog at work.

Very good, very good indeed, commented Mr. Hodgson at the conclusion. We will go over it once more, and this time in tune.

And we will make love, added the stage manager; not like marionettes, but like ladies and gentlemen all alive. Seizing the lady nearest to him, he explained to us by object lesson how the real peasant invariably behaves when under influence of the grand passion, standing gracefully with hands clasped upon heart, head inclined at an angle of forty-five, his whole countenance eloquent with tender adoration.

If he expects remarked the massive gentleman sotto voce to an experienced-looking young lady, a performance of Romeo thrown in, I, for one, shall want an extra ten shillings a week.

Casting the lady aside and seizing upon a gentleman, our stage manager then proceeded to show the ladies how a village maiden should receive affectionate advances: one shoulder a trifle higher than the other, body from the waist upward gently waggling, roguish expression in left eye.

Ah, hes a bit new to it, replied the experienced young lady. Hell get over all that.

Again we started. Whether others attempted to follow the stage managers directions I cannot say, my whole attention being centred upon the fishy-eyed young man, who did, implicitly. Soon it became apparent that the whole of us were watching the fishy-eyed young man to the utter neglect of our own business. Mr. Hodgson even looked up from his letters; the orchestra was playing out of time; the author of the English version and the leading lady exchanged glances. Three people only appeared not to be enjoying themselves: the chief comedian, the stage manager and the fishy-eyed young gentleman himself, who pursued his labours methodically and conscientiously. There was a whispered confabulation between the leading low comedian, Mr. Hodgson and the stage manager. As a result, the music ceased and the fishy-eyed young gentleman was requested to explain what he was doing.

Only making love, replied the fishy-eyed young gentleman.

You were playing the fool, sir, retorted the leading low comedian, severely.

That is a very unkind remark, replied the fishy-eyed young gentleman, evidently hurt, to make to a gentleman who is doing his best.

Mr. Hodgson behind his letters was laughing. Poor fellow, he murmured; I suppose he cant help it. Go on.

We are not producing a pantomime, you know, urged our comedian.

I want to give him a chance, poor devil, explained Mr. Hodgson in a lower voice. Only support of a widowed mother.

Our comedian appeared inclined to argue; but at this point Mr. Hodgsons correspondence became absorbing.

For the chorus the second act was a busy one. We opened as soldiers and vivandieres, every warrior in this way possessing his own private travelling bar. Our stage manager again explained to us by example how a soldier behaves, first under stress of patriotic emotion, and secondly under stress of cheap cognac, the difference being somewhat subtle: patriotism displaying itself by slaps upon the chest, and cheap cognac by slaps upon the forehead. A little later we were conspirators; our stage manager, with the help of a tablecloth, showed us how to conspire. Next we were a mob, led by the sentimental baritone; our stage manager, ruffling his hair, expounded to us how a mob led by a sentimental baritone would naturally behave itself. The act wound up with a fight. Our stage manager, minus his coat, demonstrated to us how to fight and die, the dying being a painful and dusty performance, necessitating, as it did, much rolling about on the stage. The fishy-eyed young gentleman throughout the whole of it was again the centre of attraction. Whether he were solemnly slapping his chest and singing about glory, or solemnly patting his head and singing about grapes, was immaterial: he was the soldier for us. What the plot was about did not matter, so long as he was in it. Who led the mob one did not care; ones desire was to see him lead. How others fought and died was matter of no moment; to see him slaughtered was sufficient. Whether his unconsciousness was assumed or natural I cannot say; in either case it was admirable. An earnest young man, over-anxious, if anything, to do his duty by his employers, was the extent of the charge that could be brought against him. Our chief comedian frowned and fumed; our stage manager was in despair. Mr. Hodgson and the author of the English version, on the contrary, appeared kindly disposed towards the gentleman. In addition to the widowed mother, Mr. Hodgson had invented for him five younger brothers and sisters utterly destitute but for his earnings. To deprive so exemplary a son and brother of the means of earning a livelihood for dear ones dependent upon him was not in Mr. Hodgsons heart. Our chief comedian dissociated himself from all uncharitable feelings — would subscribe towards the subsistence of the young man out of his own pocket, his only concern being the success of the opera. The author of the English version was convinced the young man would not accept a charity; had known him for years — was a most sensitive creature.

The rehearsal proceeded. In the last act it became necessary for me to kiss the thin lady.

I am very sorry, said the thin lady, but duty is duty. It has to be done.

Again I followed directions. The thin lady was good enough to congratulate me on my performance.

The last three or four rehearsals we performed in company with the principals. Divided counsels rendered them decidedly harassing. Our chief comedian had his views, and they were decided; the leading lady had hers, and was generous with them. The author of the English version possessed his also, but of these nobody took much notice. Once every twenty minutes the stage manager washed his hands of the whole affair and left the theatre in despair, and anybodys hat that happened to be handy, to return a few minutes later full of renewed hope. The sentimental baritone was sarcastic, the tenor distinctly rude to everybody. Mr. Hodgsons method was to agree with all and listen to none. The smaller fry of the company, together with the more pushing of the chorus, supported each in turn, when the others were not looking. Up to the dress rehearsal it was anybodys opera.

About one thing, and about one thing, only, had the principals fallen into perfect agreement, and that was that the fishy-eyed young gentleman was out of place in a romantic opera. The tenor would be making impassioned love to the leading lady. Perception would come to both of them that, though they might be occupying geographically the centre of the stage, dramatically they were not. Without a shred of evidence, yet with perfect justice, they would unhesitatingly blame for this the fishy-eyed young man.

I wasnt doing anything, he would explain meekly. I was only looking. It was perfectly true; that was all he was doing.

Then dont look, would comment the tenor.

The fishy-eyed young gentleman obediently would turn his face away from them; and in some mysterious manner the situation would thereupon become even yet more hopelessly ridiculous.

My scene, I think, sir! would thunder our chief comedian, a little later on.

I am only doing what I was told to do, answered the fishy-eyed young gentleman; and nobody could say that he was not.

Take a circus, and run him as a side-show, counselled our comedian.

I am afraid he would never be any good as a side-show, replied Mr. Hodgson, who was reading letters.

On the first night, passing the gallery entrance on my way to the stage door, the sight of the huge crowd assembled there waiting gave me my first taste of artistic joy. I was a part of what they had come to see, to praise or to condemn, to listen to, to watch. Within the theatre there was an atmosphere of suppressed excitement, amounting almost to hysteria. The bird-like gentleman in his glass cage was fluttering, agitated. The hands of the stage carpenters putting the finishing touches to the scenery were trembling, their voices passionate with anxiety; the fox-terrier-like call-boy was pale with sense of responsibility.

I made my way to the dressing-room — a long, low, wooden corridor, furnished from end to end with a wide shelf that served as common dressing-table, lighted by a dozen flaring gas-jets, wire-shielded. Here awaited us gentlemen of the chorus the wigmakers assistant, whose duty it was to make us up. From one to another he ran, armed with his hares foot, his box of paints and his bundle of crepe hair. My turn arriving, he seized me by the head, jabbed a wig upon me, and in less than a couple of minutes I left his hands the orthodox peasant of the stage, white of forehead and pink of cheek, with curly moustache and lips of coral. Glancing into the glass, I could not help feeling pleased with myself; a moustache, without doubt, suited me.

The chorus ladies, when I met them on the stage, were a revelation to me. Paint and powder though I knew their appearance to consist of chiefly, yet in that hot atmosphere of the theatre, under that artificial glare, it seemed fit and fascinating. The close approximation to so much bare flesh, its curious, subtle odour was almost intoxicating. Dr. Johnsons excuse to Garrick for the rarity of his visits to the theatre recurred to me with understanding.

How do you like my costume? asked the thin lady with the golden hair.

I think you— We were standing apart behind a piece of projecting scenery. She laid her hand upon my mouth, laughing.

How old are you? she asked me.

Isnt that a rude question? I answered. I dont ask your age.

Mine, she replied, entitles me to talk to you as I should to a boy of my own — I had one once. Get out of this life if you can. Its bad for a woman; its worse still for a man. To you especially it will be harmful.

Why to me in particular?

Because you are an exceedingly foolish little boy, she answered, with another laugh, and are rather nice.

She slipped away and joined the others. The chorus was now entirely assembled on the stage. The sound of the rapidly-filling house reached us, softened through the thick baize curtain, a dull, continuous droning, as of water pouring into some huge cistern. Suddenly there fell upon our ears a startling crash; the overture had commenced. The stage manager — more suggestive of a sheep-dog than ever, but lacking the calm dignity, the self-possession born of conscious capability distinctive of his prototype; a fussy, argumentative sheep-dog — rushed into the midst of us and worried us into our positions, where the more experienced continued to converse in whispers, the rest of us waiting nervously, trying to remember our words. The chorus master, taking his stand with his back to the proscenium, held his white-gloved hand in readiness. The curtain rushed up, the house, a nightmare of white faces, appearing to run towards us. The chorus-masters white-gloved hand flung upward. A roar of voices struck upon my ear, but whether my own were of them I could not say; if I were singing at all it was unconsciously, mechanically. Later, I found myself standing in the wings beside the thin lady; the stage was in the occupation of the principals. On my next entrance my senses were more with me; I was able to look about me. Here and there a strongly-marked face among the audience stood out, but the majority were as indistinguishable as so many blades of grass. Looked at from the stage, the house seemed no more real than from the front do the painted faces upon a black cloth.

The curtain fell amid the usual applause, sounding to us behind it like the rattle of tiny stones against a window-pane. Three times it rose and fell, like the opening and shutting of a door; and then followed a scamper for the dressing-rooms, the long corridors being filled with the rustling of skirts and the scurrying of feet.

It was in the second act that the fishy-eyed young gentleman came into his own. The chorus had lingered till it was quite apparent that the tenor and the leading lady were in love with each other; then, with the exquisite delicacy so characteristic of a chorus, foreseeing that its further presence might be embarrassing, it turned to go, half to the east, the other half to the west. The fishy-eyed young man, starting from the centre, was the last to leave the stage. In another moment he would have disappeared from view. There came a voice from the gallery, clear, distinct, pathetic with entreaty:

Dont go. Get behind a tree.

The request was instantly seconded by a roar of applause from every part of the house, followed by laughter. From that point onward the house was chiefly concerned with the fortunes of the fishy-eyed young gentleman. At his next entrance, disguised as a conspirator, he was welcomed with enthusiasm, his passing away regretted loudly. At the fall of the curtain, the tenor, furious, rushed up to him, and, shaking a fist in his face, demanded what he meant by it.

I wasnt doing anything, explained the fishy-eyed young man.

You went off sideways! roared the tenor.

Well, you told me not to look at you, explained meekly the fishy-eyed young gentleman. I must go off somehow. I regard you as a very difficult man to please.

At the final fall of the curtain the house appeared divided as regarded the merits of the opera; but for Goggles there was a unanimous and enthusiastic call, and the while we were dressing a message came for Goggles that Mr. Hodgson wished to see him in his private room.

He can make a funny face, no doubt about it, commented one gentleman, as Goggles left the room.

I defy him to make a funnier one than God Almightys made for him, responded the massive gentleman.

Theres a deal in luck, observed, with a sigh, another, a tall, handsome young gentleman possessed of a rich bass voice.

Leaving the stage door, I encountered a group of gentlemen waiting upon the pavement outside. Not interested in them myself, I was hurrying past, when one laid a hand upon my shoulder. I turned. He was a big, broad-shouldered fellow, with a dark Vandyke beard and soft, dreamy eyes.

Dan! I cried.

I thought it was you, young un, in the first act, he answered. In the second, when you came on without a moustache, I knew it. Are you in a hurry?

Not at all, I answered. Are you?

No, he replied; we dont go to press till Thursday, so I can write my notice to-morrow. Come and have supper with me at the Albion and we will talk. You look tired, young un.

No, I assured him, only excited — partly at meeting you.

He laughed, and drew my arm through his.


CHAPTER V.

HOW ON A SWEET GREY MORNING THE FUTURE CAME TO PAUL.
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OVER OUR SUPPER Dan and I exchanged histories. They revealed points of similarity. Leaving school some considerable time earlier than myself, Dan had gone to Cambridge; but two years later, in consequence of the death of his father, of a wound contracted in the Indian Mutiny and never cured, had been compelled to bring his college career to an untimely termination.

You might not have expected that to grieve me, said Dan, with a smile, but, as a matter of fact, it was a severe blow to me. At Cambridge I discovered that I was by temperament a scholar. The reason why at school I took no interest in learning was because learning was, of set purpose, made as uninteresting as possible. Like a Cooks tourist party through a picture gallery, we were rushed through education; the object being not that we should see and understand, but that we should be able to say that we had done it. At college I chose my own subjects, studied them in my own way. I fed on knowledge, was not stuffed with it like a Strassburg goose.

Returning to London, he had taken a situation in a bank, the chairman of which had been an old friend of his father. The advantage was that while earning a small income he had time to continue his studies; but the deadly monotony of the work had appalled him, and upon the death of his mother he had shaken the cloying dust of the City from his brain and joined a small fit-up theatrical company. On the stage he had remained for another eighteen months; had played all roles, from Romeo to Paul Pry, had helped to paint the scenery, had assisted in the bill-posting. The latter, so he told me, he had found one of the most difficult of accomplishments, the paste-laden poster having an innate tendency to recoil upon the amateurs own head, and to stick there. Wearying of the stage proper, he had joined a circus company, had been Signor Ricardo, the daring bare-back rider, also one of the Brothers Roscius in their marvellous trapeze act; inclining again towards respectability, had been a waiter for three months at Ostend; from that, a footman.

One never knows, remarked Dan. I may come to be a society novelist; if so, inside knowledge of the aristocracy will give me decided advantage over the majority of my competitors.

Other callings he had sampled: had tramped through Ireland with a fiddle; through Scotland with a lecture on Palestine, assisted by dissolving views; had been a billiard-marker; next a schoolmaster. For the last three months he had been a journalist, dramatic and musical critic to a Sunday newspaper. Often had I dreamt of such a position for myself.

How did you obtain it? I asked.

The idea occurred to me, replied Dan, late one afternoon, sauntering down the Strand, wondering what I should do next. I was on my beam ends, with only a few shillings in my pocket; but luck has always been with me. I entered the first newspaper office I came to, walked upstairs to the first floor, and opening the first door without knocking, passed through a small, empty room into a larger one, littered with books and papers. It was growing dark. A gentleman of extremely youthful figure was running round and round, cursing to himself because of three things: he had upset the ink, could not find the matches, and had broken the bell-pull. In the gloom, assuming him to be the office boy, I thought it would be fun to mistake him for the editor. As a matter of fact, he turned out to be the editor. I lit the gas for him, and found him another ink-pot. He was a slim young man with the voice and manner of a schoolboy. I dont suppose he is any more than five or six-and-twenty. He owes his position to the fact of his aunts being the proprietress. He asked me if he knew me. Before I could tell him that he didnt, he went on talking. He appeared to be labouring under a general sense of injury.

People come into this office, he said; they seem to look upon it as a shelter from the rain — people I dont know from Adam. And that damned fool downstairs lets them march straight up — anybody, men with articles on safety valves, people who have merely come to kick up a row about something or another. Half my work I have to do on the stairs.

I recommended to him that he should insist upon strangers writing their business upon a slip of paper. He thought it a good idea.

For the last three-quarters of an hour, he said, have I been trying to finish this one column, and four times have I been interrupted.

At that precise moment there came another knock at the door.

I wont see him! he cried. I dont care who he is; I wont see him. Send him away! Send everybody away!

I went to the door. He was an elderly gentleman. He made to sweep by me; but I barred his way, and closed the editorial door behind me. He seemed surprised; but I told him it was impossible for him to see the editor that afternoon, and suggested his writing his business on a sheet of paper, which I handed to him for the purpose. I remained in that ante-room for half an hour, and during that time I suppose I must have sent away about ten or a dozen people. I dont think their business could have been important, or I should have heard about it afterwards. The last to come was a tired-looking gentleman, smoking a cigarette. I asked him his name.

He looked at me in surprise, and then answered, Idiot!

I remained firm, however, and refused to let him pass.

Its a bit awkward, he retorted. Dont you think you could make an exception in favour of the sub-editor on press night?

I replied that such would be contrary to my instructions.

Oh, all right, he answered. Id like to know whos going to the Royalty to-night, thats all. Its seven oclock already.

An idea occurred to me. If the sub-editor of a paper doesnt know whom to send to a theatre, it must mean that the post of dramatic critic on that paper is for some reason or another vacant.

Oh, thats all right, I told him. I shall be in time enough.

He appeared neither pleased nor displeased. Have you arranged with the Guvnor? he asked me.

Im just waiting to see him again for a few minutes, I returned. Itll be all right. Have you got the ticket?

Havent seen it, he replied.

About a column? I suggested.

Three-quarters, he preferred, and went.

The moment he was gone, I slipped downstairs and met a printers boy coming up.

Whats the name of your sub? I asked him. Tall man with a black moustache, looks tired.

Oh, you mean Penton, explained the boy.

Thats the name, I answered; couldnt think of it.

I walked straight into the editor; he was still irritable. What is it? What is it now? he snapped out.

I only want the ticket for the Royalty Theatre, I answered. Penton says youve got it.

I dont know where it is, he growled.

I found it after some little search upon his desk.

Whos going? he asked.

I am, I said. And I went.

They have never discovered to this day that I appointed myself. Penton thinks I am some relation of the proprietress, and in consequence everybody treats me with marked respect. Mrs. Wallace herself, the proprietress, thinks I am the discovery of Penton, in whose judgment she has great faith; and with her I get on admirably. The paper I dont think is doing too well, and the salary is small, but sufficient. Journalism suits my temperament, and I dare say I shall keep to it.

Youve been somewhat of a rolling stone hitherto, I commented.

He laughed. From the stones point of view, he answered, I never could see the advantage of being smothered in moss. I should always prefer remaining the stone, unhidden, able to move and see about me. But now, to speak of other matters, what are your plans for the immediate future? Your opera, thanks to the gentlemen, the gods have dubbed Goggles, will, I fancy, run through the winter. Are you getting any salary?

Thirty shillings a week, I explained to him, with full salary for matinees.

Say two pounds, he replied. With my three we could set up an establishment of our own. I have an idea that is original. Shall we work it out together?

I assured him with fervour that nothing would please me better.

There are four delightful rooms in Queens Square, he continued. They are charmingly furnished: a fine sitting-room in the front, with two bedrooms and a kitchen behind. Their last tenant was a Polish Revolutionary, who, three months ago, poor fellow, was foolish enough to venture back to Russia, and who is now living rent free. The landlord of the house is an original old fellow, Deleglise the engraver. He occupies the rest of the house himself. He has told me I can have the rooms for anything I like to offer, and I should suggest thirty shillings a week, though under ordinary circumstances they would be worth three or four pounds. But he will only let us have them on the understanding that we do for ourselves. He is quite an oddity. He hates petticoats, especially elderly petticoats. He has one servant, an old Frenchwoman, who, I believe, was housekeeper to his mother, and he and she do the housework together, most of their time quarrelling over it. Nothing else of the genus domestic female will he allow inside the door; not even an occasional charwoman would be permitted to us. On the other hand, it is a beautiful old Georgian house, with Adams mantelpieces, a stone staircase, and oak-panelled rooms; and our portion would be the entire second floor: no pianos and no landlady. He is a widower with one child, a girl of about fourteen or maybe a little older. Now, what do you say? I am a very fair cook; will you be house-and-parlour-maid?

I needed no pressing. A week later we were installed there, and for nearly two years we lived there. At the risk of offending an adorable but somewhat touchy sex, convinced that man, left to himself, is capable of little more than putting himself to bed, and that only in a rough-and-ready fashion, truth compels me to record the fact that without female assistance or supervision of any kind we passed through those two years, and yet exist to tell the tale. Dan had not idly boasted. Better plain cooking I never want to taste; so good a cup of coffee, omelette, or devilled kidney I rarely have tasted. Had he always confined his efforts within the boundaries of his abilities, there would be little to record beyond continuous and monotonous success. But stirred into dangerous ambition at the call of an occasional tea or supper party, lured out of his depths by the example of old Deleglise, our landlord — a man who for twenty years had made cooking his hobby — Dan would at intervals venture upon experiment. Pastry, it became evident, was a thing he should never have touched: his hand was heavy and his temperament too serious. There was a thing called lemon sponge, necessitating much beating of eggs. In the cookery-book — a remarkably fat volume, luscious with illustrations of highly-coloured food — it appeared an airy and graceful structure of dazzling whiteness. Served as Dan sent it to table, it suggested rather in form and colour a miniature earthquake. Spongy it undoubtedly was. One forced it apart with the assistance of ones spoon and fork; it yielded with a gentle tearing sound. Another favourite dainty of his was manna-cake. Concerning it I would merely remark that if it in any way resembled anything the Children of Israel were compelled to eat, then there is explanation for that fretfulness and discontent for which they have been, perhaps, unjustly blamed — some excuse even for their backward-flung desires in the direction of the Egyptian fleshpots. Moses himself may have been blessed with exceptional digestion. It was substantial, one must say that for it. One slice of it — solid, firm, crusty on the outside, towards the centre marshy — satisfied most people to a sense of repletion. For supper parties Dan would essay trifles — by no means open to the criticism of being light as air — souffles that guests, in spite of my admonishing kicks, would persist in alluding to as pudding; and in winter-time, pancakes. Later, as regards these latter, he acquired some skill; but at first the difficulty was the tossing. I think myself a safer plan would have been to turn them by the aid of a knife and fork; it is less showy, but more sure. At least, you avoid all danger of catching the half-baked thing upon your head instead of in the pan, of dropping it into the fire, or among the cinders. But Thorough was always Dans motto; and after all, small particles of coal or a few hairs can always be detected by the careful feeder, and removed.

A more even-tempered man than Dan for twenty-three hours out of every twenty-four surely never breathed. It was a revelation to me to discover that for the other he could be uncertain, irritable, even ungrateful. At first, in a spirit of pure good nature, I would offer him counsel and advice; explain to him why, as it seemed to me, the custard was pimply, the mayonnaise sauce suggestive of hair oil. What was my return? Sneers, insult and abuse, followed, if I did not clear out quickly, by spoilt tomatoes, cold coffee grounds — anything that happened to be handy. Pained, saddened, I would withdraw, he would kick the door to after me. His greatest enemy appeared to be the oven. The oven it was that set itself to thwart his best wrought schemes. Always it was the ovens fault that the snowy bun appeared to have been made of red sandstone, the macaroni cheese of Cambrian clay. One might have sympathised with him more had his language been more restrained. As it was, the virulence of his reproaches almost inclined one to take the part of the oven.

Concerning our house-maid, I can speak in terms of unqualified praise. There are, alas, fussy house-maids — who has not known and suffered them? — who overdo the thing, have no repose, no instinct telling them when to ease up and let the place alone. I have always held the perpetual stirring up of dust a scientific error; left to itself, it is harmless, may even be regarded as a delicate domestic bloom, bestowing a touch of homeliness upon objects that without it gleam cold and unsympathetic. Let sleeping dogs lie. Why be continually waking up the stuff, filling the air with all manner of unhealthy germs? Nature in her infinite wisdom has ordained that upon table, floor, or picture frame it shall sink and settle. There it remains, quiet and inoffensive; there it will continue to remain so long as nobody interferes with it: why worry it? So also with crumbs, odd bits of string, particles of egg-shell, stumps of matches, ends of cigarettes: what fitter place for such than under the nearest mat? To sweep them up is tiresome work. They cling to the carpet, you get cross with them, curse them for their obstinacy, and feel ashamed of yourself for your childishness. For every one you do persuade into the dust-pan, two jump out again. You lose your temper, feel bitter towards the man that dropped them. Your whole character becomes deteriorated. Under the mat they are always willing to go. Compromise is true statesmanship. There will come a day when you will be glad of an excuse for not doing something else that you ought to be doing. Then you can take up the mats and feel quite industrious, contemplating the amount of work that really must be done — some time or another.

To differentiate between the essential and the non-essential, that is where woman fails. In the name of common sense, what is the use of washing a cup that half an hour later is going to be made dirty again? If the cat be willing and able to so clean a plate that not one speck of grease remain upon it, why deprive her of pleasure to inflict toil upon yourself? If a bed looks made and feels made, then for all practical purposes it is made; why upset it merely to put it straight again? It would surprise most women the amount of labour that can be avoided in a house.

For needlework, I confess, I never acquired skill. Dan had learnt to handle a thimble, but my own second finger was ever reluctant to come forward when wanted. It had to be found, all other fingers removed out of its way. Then, feebly, nervously, it would push, slip, get itself pricked badly with the head of the needle, and, thoroughly frightened, remain incapable of further action. More practical I found it to push the needle through by help of the door or table.

The opera, as Dan had predicted, ran far into the following year. When it was done with, another — in which Goggles appeared as one of the principals — took its place, and was even more successful. After the experience of Nelson Square, my present salary of thirty-five shillings, occasionally forty shillings, a week seemed to me princely. There floated before my eyes the possibility of my becoming a great opera singer. On six hundred pounds a week, I felt I could be content. But the OKelly set himself to dispel this dream.

Yed be making a mistake, me boy, explained the OKelly. Yed be just wasting yere time. I wouldnt tell ye so if I werent convinced of it.

I know it is not powerful, I admitted.

Ye might almost call it thin, added the OKelly.

It might be good enough for comic opera, I argued. People appear to succeed in comic opera without much voice.

Sure, there yere right, agreed the OKelly, with a sigh. An of course if ye had an exceptionally fine presence and were strikingly handsome—

One can do a good deal with make-up, I suggested.

The OKelly shook his head. Its never quite the same thing. It would depend upon your acting.

I dreamt of becoming a second Kean, of taking Macreadys place. It need not interfere with my literary ambition. I could combine the two: fill Drury Lane in the evening, turn out epoch-making novels in the morning, write my own plays.

Every day I studied in the reading-room of the British Museum. Wearying of success in Art, I might eventually go into Parliament: a Prime Minister with a thorough knowledge of history: why not? With Ollendorf for guide, I continued French and German. It might be the diplomatic service that would appeal to me in my old age. An ambassadorship! It would be a pleasant termination to a brilliant career.

There was excuse for my optimistic mood about this period. All things were going well with me. A story of mine had been accepted. I forget for the moment the name of the journal: it is dead now. Most of the papers in which my early efforts appeared are dead. My contributions might be likened to their swan songs. Proofs had been sent me, which I had corrected and returned. But proofs are not facts. This had happened to me once before, and I had been lifted to the skies only to fall the more heavily. The paper had collapsed before my story had appeared. (Ah, why had they delayed? It might have saved them!) This time I remembered the proverb, and kept my own counsel, slipping out early each morning on the day of publication to buy the paper, to scan eagerly its columns. For weeks I suffered hope deferred. But at last, one bright winters day in January, walking down the Harrow Road, I found myself standing still, suddenly stunned, before a bill outside a small news-vendors shop. It was the first time I had seen my real name in print: The Witch of Moel Sarbod: a legend of Mona, by Paul Kelver. (For this I had even risked discovery by the Lady Ortensia.) My legs trembling under me, I entered the shop. A ruffianly-looking man in dirty shirt-sleeves, who appeared astonished that any one should want a copy, found one at length on the floor underneath the counter. With it in my pocket, I retraced my footsteps as in a dream. On a seat in Paddington Green I sat down and read it. The hundred best books! I have waded through them all; they have never charmed me as charmed me that one short story in that now forgotten journal. Need I add it was a sad and sentimental composition. Once upon a time there lived a mighty King; one — but with the names I will not bore you; they are somewhat unpronounceable. Their selection had cost me many hours of study in the British Museum reading-rooms, surrounded by lexicons of the Welsh language, gazetteers, translations from the early Celtic poets — with footnotes. He loved and was beloved by a beautiful Princess, whose name, being translated, was Purity. One day the King, hunting, lost his way, and being weary, lay down and fell asleep. And by chance the spot whereon he lay was near to a place which by infinite pains, with the aid of a magnifying glass, I had discovered upon the map, and which means in English the Cave of the Waters, where dwelt a wicked Sorceress, who, while he slept, cast her spells upon him, so that he awoke to forget his kingly honour and the good of all his people, his only desire being towards the Witch of Moel Sarbod.

Now, there lived in this Kingdom by the sea a great Magician; and Purity, who loved the King far better than herself, bethought her of him, and of all she had heard concerning his power and wisdom; and went to him and besought his aid that she might save the King. There was but one way to accomplish this: with bare feet Purity must climb the rocky path leading to the Witchs dwelling, go boldly up to her, not fearing her sharp claws nor her strong teeth, and kiss her upon the mouth. In this way the spirit of Purity would pass into the Witchs soul, and she would become a woman. But the form and spirit of the Witch would pass into Purity, transforming her, and in the Cave of the Waters she must forever abide. Thus Purity gave herself that the King might live. With bleeding feet she climbed the rocky path, clasped the Witchs form within her arms, kissed her on the mouth. And the Witch became a woman and reigned with the King over his people, wisely and helpfully. But Purity became a hideous witch, and to this day abides on Moel Sarbod, where is the Cave of the Waters. And they who climb the mountains side still hear above the roaring of the cataract the sobbing of Purity, the Kings betrothed. But many liken it rather to a joyous song of love triumphant.

No writer worth his salt was ever satisfied with anything he ever wrote, so I have been told, and so I try to believe. Evidently I am not worth my salt. Candid friends, and others, to whom in my salad days I used to show my work, asking for a frank opinion, meaning, of course, though never would they understand me, their unadulterated praise, would assure me for my good, that this, my first to whom the gods gave life, was but a feeble, ill-shaped child: its attempted early English a cross between The Pilgrims Progress and Old Moores Almanac; its scenery — which had cost me weeks of research — an apparent attempt to sum up in the language of a local guide book the leading characteristics of the Garden of Eden combined with Dantes Inferno; its pathos of the penny-plain and two-penny-coloured order. Maybe they were right. Much have I written since that at the time appeared to me good, that I have read later with regret, with burning cheek, with frowning brow. But of this, my first-born, the harbinger of all my hopes, I am no judge. Touching the yellowing, badly-printed pages, I feel again the deep thrill of joy with which I first unfolded them and read. Again I am a youngster, and life opens out before me — inmeasurable, no goal too high. This child of my brain, my work: it shall spread my name throughout the world. It shall be a household world in lands that I shall never see. Friends whose voices I shall never hear will speak of me. I shall die, but it shall live, yield fresh seed, bear fruit I know not of. Generations yet unborn shall read it and remember me. My thoughts, my words, my spirit: in it I shall live again; it shall keep my memory green.

The long, long thoughts of boyhood! We elders smile at them. The little world spins round; the little voices of an hour sink hushed. The crawling generations come and go. The solar system drops from space. The eternal mechanism reforms and shapes itself anew. Time, turning, ploughs another furrow. So, growing sleepy, we murmur with a yawn. Is it that we see clearer, or that our eyes are growing dim? Let the young men see their visions, dream their dreams, hug to themselves their hopes of enduring fame; so shall they serve the world better.

I brushed the tears from my eyes and looked up. Half-a-dozen urchins, male and female, were gaping at me open-mouthed. They scattered shouting, whether compliment or insult I know not: probably the latter. I flung them a handful of coppers, which for the moment silenced them; and went upon my way. How bright, how fair the bustling streets, golden in the winter sunshine, thronged with life, with effort! Laughter rang around me. Sweet music rolled from barrel-organs. The strenuous voices of the costermongers called invitation to the fruitful earth. Errand boys passed me whistling shrilly joyous melodies. Perspiring tradesmen shouted generous offers to the needy. Men and women hurried by with smiling faces. Sleek cats purred in sheltered nooks, till merry dogs invited them to sport. The sparrows, feasting in the roadway, chirped their hymn of praise.

At the Marble Arch I jumped upon a bus. I mentioned to the conductor in mounting that it was a fine day. He replied that he had noticed it himself. The retort struck me as a brilliant repartee. Our coachman, all but run into by a hansom cab driven by a surly old fellow of patriarchal appearance, remarked upon the danger of allowing horses out in charge of bits of boys. How full the world of wit and humour!

Almost without knowing it, I found myself in earnest conversation with a young man sitting next to me. We conversed of life, of love. Not until afterwards, reflecting upon the matter, did it surprise me that to a mere chance acquaintance of the moment he had spoken of the one thing dearest to his heart: a sweet but clearly wayward maiden, the Hebe of a small, old-fashioned coffee-shop the bus was at that moment passing. Hitherto I had not been the recipient of confidences. It occurred to me that as a rule not even my friends spoke much to me concerning their own affairs; generally it was I who spoke to them of mine. I sympathised with him, advised him — how, I do not recollect. He said, however, he thought that I was right; and at Regent Street he left me, expressing his determination to follow my counsel, whatever it may have been.

Between Berners Street and the Circus I lent a shilling to a couple of young ladies who had just discovered with amusement, quickly swallowed by despair, that they neither of them had any money with them. (They returned it next day in postage stamps, with a charming note.) The assurance with which I tendered the slight service astonished me myself. At any other time I should have hesitated, argued with my fears, offered it with an appearance of sulky constraint, and been declined. For a moment they were doubtful, then, looking at me, accepted with a delightful smile. They consulted me as to the way to Paternoster Row. I instructed them, adding a literary anecdote, which seemed to interest them. I even ventured on a compliment, neatly phrased, I am inclined to think. Evidently it pleased — a result hitherto unusual in the case of my compliments. At the corner of Southampton Row I parted from them with regret. Why had I never noticed before how full of pleasant people this sweet and smiling London?

At the corner of Queens Square a decent-looking woman stopped me to ask the way to the Childrens Hospital at Chelsea, explaining she had made a mistake, thinking it was the one in Great Ormond Street where her child lay. I directed her, then glancing into her face, noticed how tired she looked, and a vista of the weary pavements she would have to tramp flashed before me. I slipped some money into her hand and told her to take a bus. She flushed, then thanked me. I turned a few yards further on; she was starting after me, amazement on her face. I laughed and waved my hand to her. She smiled back in return, and went her way.

A rain began to fall. I paused upon the doorstep for a minute, enjoying the cool drops upon by upturned face, the tonic sharpness of the keen east wind; then slipped my key into the lock and entered.

The door of old Deleglises studio on the first floor happened to be open. Hitherto, beyond the usual formal salutations, when by chance we met upon the stairs, I had exchanged but few words with my eccentric landlord; but remembering his kindly face, the desire came upon me to tell him my good fortune. I felt sure his eyes would lighten with delight. By instinct I knew him for a young mans man.

I tapped lightly; no answer came. Someone was talking; it sounded like a girls voice. I pushed the door further open and walked in; such was the custom of the house. It was a large room, built over the yard, lighted by one high window, before which was the engraving desk, shaded under a screen of tissue paper. At the further end of the room stood a large cheval-glass, and in front of this, its back towards me, was a figure that excited my curiosity; so that remaining where I was, partly hidden behind a large easel, I watched it for awhile in silence. Above a heavily flounced blue skirt, which fell in creases on the floor and trailed a couple of yards or so behind, it wore a black low-cut sleeveless bodice — much too big for it — of the fashion early Victorian. A good deal of dark-brown hair, fastened up by hair-pins that stuck out in all directions like quills upon a porcupine, suggesting collapse with every movement, was ornamented by three enormous green feathers, one of which hung limply over the ladys left ear. Three times, while I watched, unnoticed, the lady propped it into a more befitting attitude, and three times, limp and intoxicated-looking, it fell back into its former foolish position. Her long, thin arms, displaying a pair of brilliantly red elbows, pointed to quite a dangerous degree, terminated in hands so very sunburnt as to convey the impression of a pair of remarkably well-fitting gloves. Her right hand grasped and waved with determination a large lace fan, her left clutched fiercely the front of her skirt. With a sweeping curtsey to herself in the glass, which would have been more effective could she have avoided tying her legs together with her skirt — a contretemps necessitating the use of both hands and a succession of jumps before she could disentangle herself — she remarked so soon as she had recovered her balance:

So sorry I am late. My carriage was unfortunately delayed.

The excuse, I gathered, was accepted, for with a gracious smile and a vigorous bow, by help of which every hairpin made distinct further advance towards freedom, she turned, and with much dignity and head over the right shoulder took a short walk to the left. At the end of six short steps she stopped and began kicking. For what reason, I, at first, could not comprehend. It dawned upon me after awhile that her object was the adjustment of her train. Finding the manoeuvre too difficult of accomplishment by feet alone, she stooped, and, taking the stuff up in her hands, threw it behind her. Then, facing north, she retraced her steps to the glass, talking to herself, as she walked, in the high-pitched drawl, distinctive, as my stage knowledge told me, of aristocratic society.

Oh, do you think so — really? Ah, yes; you say that. Certainly not! I shouldnt think of it. There followed what I am inclined to believe was intended for a laugh, musical but tantalising. If so, want of practice marred the effort. The performance failed to satisfy even herself. She tried again; it was still only a giggle.

Before the glass she paused, and with a haughty inclination of her head succeeded for the third time in displacing the intoxicated feather.

Oh, bother the silly thing! she said in a voice so natural as to be, by contrast with her previous tone, quite startling.

She fixed it again with difficulty, muttering something inarticulate. Then, her left hand resting on an imaginary coat-sleeve, her right holding her skirt sufficiently high to enable her to move, she commenced to majestically gyrate.

Whether, hampered as she was by excess of skirt, handicapped by the natural clumsiness of her age, catastrophe in any case would not sooner or later have overtaken her, I have my doubts. I have since learnt her own view to be that but for catching sight, in turning, of my face, staring at her through the bars of the easel, all would have gone well and gracefully. Avoiding controversy on this point, the facts to be recorded are, that, seeing me, she uttered a sudden exclamation of surprise, dropped her skirt, trod on her train, felt her hair coming down, tried to do two things at once, and sat upon the floor. I ran to her assistance. With flaming face and flashing eyes she sprang to her feet. There was a sound as of the rushing down of avalanches. The blue flounced skirt lay round her on the floor. She stood above its billowy folds, reminiscent of Venus rising from the waves — a gawky, angular Venus in a short serge frock, reaching a little below her knees, black stockings and a pair of prunella boots of a size suggesting she had yet some inches to grow before reaching her full height.

I hope you havent hurt yourself, I said.

The next moment I didnt care whether she had or whether she hadnt. She did not reply to my kindly meant enquiry. Instead, her hand swept through the air in the form of an ample semi-circle. It terminated on my ear. It was not a small hand; it was not a soft hand; it was not that sort of hand. The sound of the contact rang through the room like a pistol shot; I beard it with my other ear. I sprang at her, and catching her before she had recovered her equilibrium, kissed her. I did not kiss her because I wanted to. I kissed her because I could not box her ears back in return, which I should have preferred doing. I kissed her, hoping it would make her mad. It did. If a look could have killed me, such would have been the tragic ending of this story. It did not kill me; it did me good.

You horrid boy! she cried. You horrid, horrid boy!

There, I admit, she scored. I did not in the least object to her thinking me horrid, but at nineteen one does object to being mistaken for a boy.

I am not a boy, I explained.

Yes, you are, she retorted; a beast of a boy!

If you do it again, I warned her — a sudden movement on her part hinting to me the possibility—Ill kiss you again! I mean it.

Leave the room! she commanded, pointing with her angular arm towards the door.

I did not wish to remain. I was about to retire with as much dignity as circumstances permitted.

Boy! she added.

At that I turned. Now I wont go! I replied. See if I do.

We stood glaring at each other.

What right have you in here? she demanded.

I came to see Mr. Deleglise, I answered. I suppose you are Miss Deleglise. It doesnt seem to me that you know how to treat a visitor.

Who are you? she asked.

Mr. Horace Moncrieff, I replied. I was using at the period both my names indiscriminately, but for this occasion Horace Moncrieff I judged the more awe-inspiring.

She snorted. I know. Youre the house-maid. You sweep all the crumbs under the mats.

Now this was a subject about which at the time I was feeling somewhat sore. Needs must when the Devil drives; but as matters were, Dan and I could well have afforded domestic assistance. It rankled in my mind that to fit in with the foolish fad of old Deleglise, I the future Dickens, Thackeray and George Eliot, Kean, Macready and Phelps rolled into one, should be compelled to the performance of menial duties. On this morning of all others, my brilliant literary career just commenced, the anomaly of the thing appeared naturally more glaring.

Besides, how came she to know I swept the crumbs under the mat — that it was my method? Had she and Dan been discussing me, ridiculing me behind my back? What right had Dan to reveal the secrets of our menage to this chit of a school-girl? Had he done so? or had she been prying, poking her tilted nose into matters that did not concern her? Pity it was she had no mother to occasionally spank her, teach her proper behaviour.

Where I sweep our crumbs is nothing to do with you, I replied with some spirit. That I have to sweep them at all is the fault of your father. A sensible girl—

How dare you speak against my father! she interrupted me with blazing eyes.

We will not discuss the question further, I answered, with sense and dignity.

I think you had better not! she retorted.

Turning her back on me, she commenced to gather up her hairpins — there must have been about a hundred of them. I assisted her to the extent of picking up about twenty, which I handed to her with a bow: it may have been a little stiff, but that was only to be expected. I wished to show her that her bad example had not affected my own manners.

I am sorry my presence should have annoyed you, I said. It was quite an accident. I entered the room thinking your father was here.

When you saw he wasnt, you might have gone out again, she replied, instead of hiding yourself behind a picture.

I didnt hide myself, I explained. The easel happened to be in the way.

And you stopped there and watched me.

I couldnt help it.

She looked round and our eyes met. They were frank, grey eyes. An expression of merriment shot into them. I laughed.

Then she laughed: it was a delightful laugh, the laugh one would have expected from her.

You might at least have coughed, she suggested.

It was so amusing, I pleaded.

I suppose it was, she agreed, and held out her hand. Did I hurt you? she asked.

Yes, you did, I answered, taking it.

Well, it was enough to annoy me, wasnt it? she suggested.

Evidently, I agreed.

I am going to a ball next week, she explained, a grown-up ball, and Ive got to wear a skirt. I wanted to see if I could manage a train.

Well, to be candid, you cant, I assured her.

It does seem difficult.

Shall I show you? I asked.

What do you know about it?

Well, I see it done every night.

Oh, yes; of course, youre on the stage. Yes, do.

We readjusted the torn skirt, accommodating it better to her figure by the help of hairpins. I showed her how to hold the train, and, I humming a tune, we commenced to waltz.

I shouldnt count my steps, I suggested to her. It takes your mind away from the music.

I dont waltz well, she admitted meekly. I know I dont do anything well — except play hockey.

And try not to tread on your partners feet. Thats a very bad fault.

I do try not to, she explained.

It comes with practice, I assured her.

Ill get Tom to give me half an hour every evening, she said. He dances beautifully.

Whos Tom?

Oh, father.

Why do you call your father Tom? It doesnt sound respectful.

Oh, he likes it; and it suits him so much better than father. Besides, he isnt like a real father. He does everything I want him to.

Is that good for you?

No; its very bad for me — everybody says so. When you come to think of it, of course it isnt the way to bring up a girl. I tell him, but he merely laughs — says its the only way he knows. I do hope I turn out all right. Am I doing it better now?

A little. Dont be too anxious about it. Dont look at your feet.

But if I dont they go all wrong. It was you who trod on mine that time.

I know. Im sorry. Its a little difficult not to.

Am I holding my train all right?

Well, theres no need to grip it as if you were afraid it would run away. It will follow all right. Hold it gracefully.

I wish I wasnt a girl.

Oh, youll get used to it. We concluded our dance.

What do I do — say Thank you?

Yes, prettily.

What does he do?

Oh, he takes you back to your chaperon, or suggests refreshment, or you sit and talk.

I hate talking. I never know what to say.

Oh, thats his duty. Hell try and amuse you, then you must laugh. You have a nice laugh.

But I never know when to laugh. If I laugh when I want to it always offends people. What do you do if somebody asks you to dance and you dont want to dance with them?

Oh, you say your programme is full.

But if it isnt?

Well, you tell a lie.

Couldnt I say I dont dance well, and that Im sure theyd get on better with somebody else?

It would be the truth, but they might not believe it.

I hope nobody asks me that I dont want.

Well, he wont a second time, anyhow.

You are rude.

You are only a school-girl.

I look a woman in my new frock, I really do.

I should doubt it.

You shall see me, then youll be polite. It is because you are a boy you are rude. Men are much nicer.

Oh, are they?

Yes. You will be, when you are a man.

The sound of voices rose suddenly in the hall.

Tom! cried Miss Deleglise; and collecting her skirt in both hands, bolted down the corkscrew staircase leading to the kitchen, leaving me standing in the centre of the studio.

The door opened and old Deleglise entered, accompanied by a small, slight man with red hair and beard and somewhat watery eyes.

Deleglise himself was a handsome old fellow, then a man of about fifty-five. His massive, mobile face, illuminated by bright, restless eyes, was crowned with a lion-like mane of iron-grey hair. Till a few years ago he had been a painter of considerable note. But in questions of art his temper was short. Pre-Raphaelism had gone out of fashion for the time being; the tendency of the new age was towards impressionism, and in disgust old Deleglise had broken his palette across his knee, and swore never to paint again. Artistic work of some sort being necessary to his temperament, he contented himself now with engraving. At the moment he was engaged upon the reproduction of Memlincs Shrine of St. Ursula, with photographs of which he had just returned from Bruges.

At sight of me his face lighted with a smile, and he advanced with outstretched hand.

Ah; my lad, so you have got over your shyness and come to visit the old bear in his den. Good boy. I like young faces.

He had a clear, musical voice, ever with the suggestion of a laugh behind it. He laid his hand upon my shoulder.

Why, you are looking as if you had come into a fortune, he added, and didnt know what a piece of bad luck that can be to a young fellow like yourself.

How could it be bad luck? I asked, laughing.

Takes all the sauce out of life, young man, answered Deleglise. What interest is there in running a race with the prize already in your possession, tell me that?

It is not that kind of fortune, I answered, it is another. I have had my first story accepted. It is in print. Look.

I handed him the paper. He spread it out upon the engraving board before him.

Ah, thats better, he said, thats better. Charlie, he turned to the red-headed man, who had seated himself listlessly in the one easy-chair the room contained, come here.

The red-headed man rose and wandered towards us. Let me introduce you to Mr. Paul Kelver, our new fellow servant. Our lady has accepted him. He has just been elected; his first story is in print.

The red-haired man stretched out his long thin hand. I have thirty years of fame, said the red-haired man—could I say world-wide?

He turned for confirmation to old Deleglise, who laughed. I think you can.

If I could give it you would you exchange with me — at this moment?

You would be a fool if you did, he went on. Ones first success, ones first victory! It is the lovers first kiss. Fortune grows old and wrinkled, frowns more often than she smiles. We become indifferent to her, quarrel with her, make it up again. But the joy of her first kiss after the long wooing! Burn it into your memory, my young friend, that it may live with you always!

He strolled away. Old Deleglise took up the parable.

Ah, yes; ones first success, Paul! Laugh, my boy, cry! Shut yourself up in your room, shout, dance! Throw your hat into the air and cry hurrah! Make the most of it, Paul. Hug it to your heart, think of it, dream of it. This is the finest hour of your life, my boy. There will never come another like it — never!

He crossed the studio, and taking from its nail a small oil painting, brought it over and laid it on the board beside my paper. It was a fascinating little picture, painted with that exquisite minutiae and development of detail that a newer school was then ridiculing: as though Art had but one note to her voice. The dead figure of an old man lay upon a bed. A child had crept into the darkened room, and supporting itself by clutching tightly at the sheet, was gazing with solemn curiosity upon the white, still face.

That was mine, said old Deleglise. It was hung in the Academy thirty-six years ago, and bought for ten guineas by a dentist at Bury St. Edmunds. He went mad a few years later and died in a lunatic asylum. I had never lost sight of it, and the executors were quite agreeable to my having it back again for the same ten guineas. I used to go every morning to the Academy to look at it. I thought it the cleverest bit of work in the whole gallery, and Im not at all sure that it wasnt. I saw myself a second Teniers, another Millet. Look how that light coming through the open door is treated; isnt it good? Somebody will pay a thousand guineas for it before I have been dead a dozen years, and it is worth it. But I wouldnt sell it myself now for five thousand. Ones first success; it is worth all the rest of life!

All? queried the red-haired man from his easy-chair. We looked round. The lady of the skirt had entered, now her own proper self: a young girl of about fifteen, angular, awkward-looking, but bringing into the room with her that atmosphere of life, of hope, that is the eternal message of youth. She was not beautiful, not then — plain one might almost have called her but for her frank, grey eyes, her mass of dark-brown hair now gathered into a long thick plait. A light came into old Deleglises eyes.

You are right, not all, he murmured to the red-haired man.

She came forward shyly. I found it difficult to recognise in her the flaming Fury that a few minutes before had sprung at me from the billows of her torn blue skirt. She shook hands with the red-haired man and kissed her father.

My daughter, said old Deleglise, introducing me to her. Mr. Paul Kelver, a literary gent.

Mr. Kelver and I have met already, she explained. He has been waiting for you here in the studio.

And have you been entertaining him? asked Deleglise. Oh, yes, I entertained him, she replied. Her voice was singularly like her fathers, with just the same suggestion of ever a laugh behind it.

We entertained each other, I said.

Thats all right, said old Deleglise. Stop and lunch with us. We will make ourselves a curry.


CHAPTER VI.

OF THE GLORY AND GOODNESS AND THE EVIL THAT GO TO THE MAKING OF LOVE.
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DURING MY TIME of struggle I had avoided all communication with old Hasluck. He was not a man to sympathise with feelings he did not understand. With boisterous good humour he would have insisted upon helping me. Why I preferred half starving with Lott and Co. to selling my labour for a fair wage to good-natured old Hasluck, merely because I knew him, I cannot explain. Though the profits may not have been so large, Lott and Co.s dealings were not one whit more honest: I do not believe it was that which decided me. Nor do I think it was because he was Barbaras father. I never connected him, nor that good old soul, his vulgar, homely wife, in any way with Barbara. To me she was a being apart from all the world. Her true Parents! I should have sought them rather amid the sacred groves of vanished lands, within the sky-domed shrines of banished gods. There are instincts in us not easily analysed, not to be explained by reason. I have always preferred the finding — sometimes the losing — of my way according to the map, to the surer and simpler method of vocal enquiry; working out a complicated journey, and running the risk of never arriving at my destination, by aid of a Continental Bradshaw, to putting myself into the hands of courteous officials maintained and paid to assist the perplexed traveller. Possibly a far-off progenitor of mine may have been some morose rogue savage with untribal inclinations, living in his cave apart, fashioning his own stone hammer, shaping his own flint arrow-heads, shunning the merry war-dance, preferring to caper by himself.

But now, having gained my own foothold, I could stretch out my hand without fear of the movement being mistaken for appeal. I wrote to old Hasluck; and almost by the next post received from him the friendliest of notes. He told me Barbara had just returned from abroad, took it upon himself to add that she also would be delighted to see me, and, as I knew he would, threw his doors open to me.

Of my boyish passion for Barbara never had I spoken to a living soul, nor do I think, excepting Barbara herself, had any ever guessed it. To my mother, though she was very fond of her, Barbara was only a girl, with charms but also with faults, concerning which my mother would speak freely; hurting me, as one unwittingly might hurt a neophyte by philosophical discussion of his newly embraced religion. Often, choosing by preference late evening or the night, I would wander round and round the huge red-brick house standing in its ancient garden on the top of Stamford Hill; descending again into the noisome streets as one returning to the world from praying at a shrine, purified, filled with peace, all noble endeavour, all unselfish aims seeming within my grasp.

During Barbaras four years absence my adoration had grown and strengthened. Out of my memory of her my desire had evolved its ideal; a being of my imagination, but by reason of that, to me the more real, the more present. I looked forward to seeing her again, but with no impatience, revelling rather in the anticipation than eager for the realisation. As a creature of flesh and blood, the child I had played with, talked with, touched, she had faded further and further into the distance; as the vision of my dreams she stood out clearer day by day. I knew that when next I saw her there would be a gulf between us I had no wish to bridge. To worship her from afar was a sweeter thought to me than would have been the hope of a passionate embrace. To live with her, sit opposite to her while she ate and drank, see her, perhaps, with her hair in curl-papers, know possibly that she had a corn upon her foot, hear her speak maybe of a decayed tooth, or of a chilblain, would have been torture to me. Into such abyss of the commonplace there was no fear of my dragging her, and for this I was glad. In the future she would be yet more removed from me. She was older than I was; she must be now a woman. Instinctively I felt that in spite of years I was not yet a man. She would marry. The thought gave me no pain, my feeling for her was utterly devoid of appetite. No one but myself could close the temple I had built about her, none deny to me the right of entry there. No jealous priest could hide her from my eyes, her altar I had reared too high. Since I have come to know myself better, I perceive that she stood to me not as a living woman, but as a symbol; not a fellow human being to be walked with through life, helping and to be helped, but that impalpable religion of sex to which we raise up idols of poor human clay, alas, not always to our satisfaction, so that foolishly we fall into anger against them, forgetting they were but the work of our own hands; not the body, but the spirit of love.

I allowed a week to elapse after receiving old Haslucks letter before presenting myself at Stamford Hill. It was late one afternoon in early summer. Hasluck had not returned from the City, Mrs. Hasluck was out visiting, Miss Hasluck was in the garden. I told the supercilious footman not to trouble, I would seek her there myself. I guessed where she would be; her favourite spot had always been a sunny corner, bright with flowers, surrounded by a thick yew hedge, cut, after the Dutch fashion, into quaint shapes of animals and birds. She was walking there, as I had expected, reading a book. And again, as I saw her, came back to me the feeling that had swept across me as a boy, when first outlined against the dusty books and papers of my fathers office she had flashed upon my eyes: that all the fairy tales had suddenly come true, only now, instead of the Princess, she was the Queen. Taller she was, with a dignity that formerly had been the only charm she lacked. She did not hear my coming, my way being across the soft, short grass, and for a little while I stood there in the shadow of the yews, drinking in the beauty of her clear-cut profile, bent down towards her book, the curving lines of her long neck, the wonder of the exquisite white hand against the lilac of her dress.

I did not speak; rather would I have remained so watching; but turning at the end of the path, she saw me, and as she came towards me held out her hand. I knelt upon the path, and raised it to my lips. The action was spontaneous, till afterwards I was not aware of having done it. Her lips were smiling as I raised my eyes to them, the faintest suggestion of contempt mingling with amusement. Yet she seemed pleased, and her contempt, even if I were not mistaken, would not have wounded me.

So you are still in love with me? I wondered if you would be.

Did you know that I was in love with you?

I should have been blind if I had not.

But I was only a boy.

You were not the usual type of boy. You are not going to be the usual type of man.

You do not mind my loving you?

I cannot help it, can I? Nor can you.

She seated herself on a stone bench facing a sun-dial, and leaning hack, her hands clasped behind her head, looked at me and laughed.

I shall always love you, I answered, but it is with a curious sort of love. I do not understand it myself.

Tell me, she commanded, still with a smile about her lips, describe it to me.

I was standing over against her, my arm resting upon the dials stone column. The sun was sinking, casting long shadows on the velvety grass, illuminating with a golden light her upturned face.

I would you were some great queen of olden days, and that I might be always near you, serving you, doing your bidding. Your love in return would spoil all; I shall never ask it, never desire it. That I might look upon you, touch now and then at rare intervals with my lips your hand, kiss in secret the glove you had let fall, the shoe you had flung off, know that you knew of my love, that I was yours to do with as you would, to live or die according to your wish. Or that you were priestess in some temple of forgotten gods, where I might steal at daybreak and at dusk to gaze upon your beauty; kneel with clasped hands, watching your sandalled feet coming and going about the altar steps; lie with pressed lips upon the stones your trailing robes had touched.

She laughed a light mocking laugh. I should prefer to be the queen. The role of priestess would not suit me. Temples are so cold. A slight shiver passed through her. She made a movement with her hand, beckoning me to her feet. That is how you shall love me, Paul, she said, adoring me, worshipping me — blindly. I will be your queen and treat you — as it chooses me. All I think, all I do, I will tell you, and you shall tell me it is right. The queen can do no wrong.

She took my face between her hands, and bending over me, looked long and steadfastly into my eyes. You understand, Paul, the queen can do no wrong — never, never. There had crept into her voice a note of vehemence, in her face was a look almost of appeal.

My queen can do no wrong, I repeated. And she laughed and let her hands fall back upon her lap.

Now you may sit beside me. So much honour, Paul, shall you have to-day, but it will have to last you long. And you may tell me all you have been doing, maybe it will amuse me; and afterwards you shall hear what I have done, and shall say that it was right and good of me.

I obeyed, sketching my story briefly, yet leaving nothing untold, not even the transit of the Lady Ortensia, ashamed of the episode though I was. At that she looked a little grave.

You must do nothing again, Paul, she commanded, to make me feel ashamed of you, or I shall dismiss you from my presence for ever. I must be proud of you, or you shall not serve me. In dishonouring yourself you are dishonouring me. I am angry with you, Paul. Do not let me be angry with you again.

And so that passed; and although my love for her — as I know well she wished and sought it should — failed to save me at all times from the apish voices whispering ever to the beast within us, I know the desire to be worthy of her, to honour her with all my being, helped my life as only love can. The glory of the morning fades, the magic veil is rent; we see all things with cold, clear eyes. My love was a woman. She lies dead. They have mocked her white sweet limbs with rags and tatters, but they cannot cheat loves eyes. God knows I loved her in all purity! Only with false love we love the false. Beneath the unclean clinging garments she sleeps fair.

My tale finished, Now I will tell you mine, she said. I am going to be married soon. I shall be a Countess, Paul, the Countess Huescar — I will teach you how to pronounce it — and I shall have a real castle in Spain. You need not look so frightened, Paul; we shall not live there. It is a half-ruined, gloomy place, among the mountains, and he loves it even less than I do. Paris and London will be my courts, so you will see me often. You shall know the great world, Paul, the world I mean to conquer, where I mean to rule.

Is he very rich? I asked.

As poor, she laughed, as poor as a Spanish nobleman. The money I shall have to provide, or, rather, poor dear Dad will. He gives me title, position. Of course I do not love him, handsome though he is. Dont look so solemn, Paul. We shall get on together well enough. Queens, Paul, do not make love matches, they contract alliances. I have done well, Paul; congratulate me. Do you hear, Paul? Say that I have acted rightly.

Does he love you? I asked.

He tells me so, she answered, with a laugh. How uncourtier-like you are, Paul! Do you suggest that any man could see me and not love me?

She sprang to her feet. I do not want his love, she cried; it would bore me. Women hate love they cannot return. I dont mean love like yours, devout little Paul, she added, with a laugh. That is sweet incense wafted round us that we like to scent with our noses in the air. Give me that, Paul; I want it, I ask for it. But the love of a hand, the love of a husband that one does not care for — it would be horrible!

I felt myself growing older. For the moment my goddess became a child needing help.

But have you thought— I commenced.

Yes, yes, she interrupted me quickly, I have thought and thought till I can think no more. There must be some sacrifice; it must be as little as need be, that is all. He does not love me; he is marrying me for my money — I know that, and I am glad of it. You do not know me, Paul. I must have rank, position. What am I? The daughter of rich old Hasluck, who began life as a butcher in the Mile End Road. As the Princess Huescar, society will forget, as Mrs. — it seemed to me she checked herself abruptly—Jones or Brown it would remember, however rich I might be. I am vain, Paul, caring for power — ambition. I have my fathers blood in me. All his nights and days he has spent in gaining wealth; he can do no more. We upstarts have our pride of race. He has done his share, I must do mine.

But you need not be mere Mrs. anybody commonplace, I argued. Why not wait? You will meet someone who can give you position and whom at the same time you can love. Would that not be better?

He will never come, the man I could love, she answered. Because, my little Paul, he has come already. Hush, Paul, the queen can do no wrong.

Who is he? I asked. May I not know?

Yes, Paul, she answered, you shall know; I want you to know, then you shall tell me that I have acted rightly. Do you hear me, Paul? — quite rightly — that you still respect me and honour me. He could not help me. As his wife, I should be less even than I am, a mere rich nobody, giving long dinner-parties to other rich nobodies, living amongst City men, retired trades-people; envied only by their fat, vulgarly dressed wives, courted by seedy Bohemians for the sake of my cook; with perhaps an opera singer or an impecunious nobleman or two out of Dads City list for my show-guests. Is that the court, Paul, where you would have your queen reign?

Is he so commonplace a man, I answered, the man you love? I cannot believe it.

He is not commonplace, she answered. It is I who am commonplace. The things I desire, they are beneath him; he will never trouble himself to secure them.

Not even for love of you?

I would not have him do so even were he willing. He is great, with a greatness I cannot even understand. He is not the man for these times. In old days, I should have married him, knowing he would climb to greatness by sheer strength of manhood. But now men do not climb; they crawl to greatness. He could not do that. I have done right, Paul.

What does he say? I asked.

Shall I tell you? She laughed a little bitterly. I can give you his exact words, You are half a woman and half a fool, so woman-like you will follow your folly. But let your folly see to it that your woman makes no fool of herself.

The words were what I could imagine his saying. I heard the strong ring of his voice through her mocking mimicry.

Hal! I cried. It is he.

So you never guessed even that, Paul. I thought at times it would be sweet to cry it out aloud, that it could have made no difference, that everyone who knew me must have read it in my eyes.

But he never seemed to take much notice of you, I said.

She laughed. You neednt be so unkind, Paul. What did I ever do for you much more than snub you? We boys and girls; there is not so much difference between us: we love our masters. Yet you must not think so poorly of me. I was only a child to him then, but we were locked up in Paris together during the entire siege. Have not you heard? He did take a little notice of me there, Paul, I assure you.

Would it have been better, I wonder, had she followed the woman and not the fool? It sounds an easy question to answer; but I am thinking of years later, one winters night at Tiefenkasten in the Julier Pass. I was on my way from San Moritz to Chur. The sole passenger, I had just climbed, half frozen, from the sledge, and was thawing myself before the stove in the common room of the hotel when the waiter put a pencilled note into my hand:

Come up and see me. I am a prisoner in this damned hole till the weather breaks. Hal.

I hardly recognised him at first. Only the poor ghost he seemed of the Hal I had known as a boy. His long privations endured during the Paris siege, added to the superhuman work he had there put upon himself, had commenced the ruin of even his magnificent physique — a ruin the wild, loose life he was now leading was soon to complete. It was a gloomy, vaulted room that once had been a chapel, lighted dimly by a cheap, evil-smelling lamp, heated to suffocation by one of those great green-tiled German ovens now only to be met with in rare out-of-the-way world corners. He was sitting propped up by pillows on the bed, placed close to one of the high windows, his deep eyes flaring like two gleaming caverns out of his drawn, haggard face.

I saw you from the window, he explained. It is the only excitement I get, twice a day when the sledges come in. I broke down coming across the Pass a fortnight ago, on my way from Davos. We were stuck in a drift for eighteen hours; it nearly finished my last lung. And I havent even a book to read. By God! lad, I was glad to see your frosted face ten minutes ago in the light of the lantern.

He grasped me with his long bony hand. Sit down, and let me hear my voice using again its mother tongue — you were always a good listener — for the last eight years I have hardly spoken it. Can you stand the room? The windows ought to be open, but what does it matter? I may as well get accustomed to the heat before I die.

I drew my chair close to the bed, and for awhile, between his fits of coughing, we talked of things that were outside our thoughts, or, rather, Hal talked, continuously, boisterously, meeting my remonstrances with shouts of laughter, ending in wild struggles for breath, so that I deemed it better to let him work his mad mood out.

Then suddenly: What is she doing? he asked. Do you ever see her?

She is playing in— I mentioned the name of a comic opera then running in Paris. No; I have not seen her for some time.

He laid his white, wasted hand on mine. What a pity you and I could not have rolled ourselves into one, Paul — you, the saint, and I, the satyr. Together we should have made her perfect lover.

There came back to me the memory of those long nights when I had lain awake listening to the angry voices of my father and mother soaking through the flimsy wall. It seemed my fate to stand thus helpless between those I loved, watching them hurting one another against their will.

Tell me, I asked—I loved her, knowing her: I was not blind. Whose fault was it? Yours or hers?

He laughed. Whose fault, Paul? God made us.

Thinking of her fair, sweet face, I hated him for his mocking laugh. But the next moment, looking into his deep eyes, seeing the pain that dwelt there, my pity was for him. A smile came to his ugly mouth.

You have been on the stage, Paul; you must have heard the saying often: Ah, well, the curtain must come down, however badly things are going. It is only a play, Paul. We do not choose our parts. I did not even know I was the villain, till I heard the booing of the gallery. I even thought I was the hero, full of noble sentiment, sacrificing myself for the happiness of the heroine. She would have married me in the beginning had I plagued her sufficiently.

I made to speak, but he interrupted me, continuing: Ah, yes, it might have been better. That is easy to say, not knowing. So, too, it might have been worse — in all probability much the same. All roads lead to the end. You know I was always a fatalist, Paul. We tried both ways. She loved me well enough, but she loved the world also. I thought she loved it better, so I kissed her on her brow, mumbled a prayer for her happiness and made my exit to a choking sob. So ended the first act. Wasnt I the hero throughout that, Paul? I thought so; slapped myself upon the back, told myself what a fine fellow I had been. Then — you know what followed. She was finer clay than she had fancied. Love is womans kingdom, not the world. Even then I thought more of her than of myself. I could have borne my share of the burden had I not seen her fainting under hers, shamed, degraded. So we dared to think for ourselves, injuring nobody but ourselves, played the man and woman, lost the world for love. Wasnt it brave, Paul? Were we not hero and heroine? They had printed the playbill wrong, Paul, that was all. I was really the hero, but the printing devil had made a slip, so instead of applauding you booed. How could you know, any of you? It was not your fault.

But that was not the end, I reminded him. If the curtain had fallen then, I could have forgiven you.

He grinned. That fatal last act. Even yours dont always come right, so the critics tell me.

The grin faded from his face. We may never see each other again, Paul, he went on; dont think too badly of me. I found I had made a second mistake — or thought I had. She was no happier with me after a time than she had been with him. If all our longings were one, life would be easy; but they are not. What is to be done but toss for it? And if it come down head we wish it had been tail, and if tail we think of what we have lost through its not coming down head. Love is no more the whole of a womans life than it is of a mans. He did not apply for a divorce: that was smart of him. We were shunned, ignored. To some women it might not have mattered; but she had been used to being sought, courted, feted. She made no complaint — did worse: made desperate effort to appear cheerful, to pretend that our humdrum life was not boring her to death. I watched her growing more listless, more depressed; grew angry with her, angrier with myself. There was no bond between us except our passion; that was real enough—grand, I believe, is the approved literary adjective. It is good enough for what nature intended it, a summer season in a cave. It makes but a poor marriage settlement in these more complicated days. We fell to mutual recriminations, vulgar scenes. Ah, most of us look better at a little distance from one another. The sordid, contemptible side of life became important to us. I was never rich; by contrast with all that she had known, miserably poor. The mere sight of the food our twelve-pound-a-year cook put upon the table would take away her appetite. Love does not change the palate, give you a taste for cheap claret when you have been accustomed to dry champagne. We have bodies to think of as well as souls; we are apt to forget that in moments of excitement.

She fell ill, and it seemed to me that I had dragged her from the soil where she had grown only to watch her die. And then he came, precisely at the right moment. I cannot help admiring him. Most men take their revenge clumsily, hurting themselves; he was so neat, had been so patient. I am not even ashamed of having fallen into his trap; it was admirably baited. Maybe I had despised him for having seemed to submit meekly to the blow. What cared he for me and my opinion? It was she was all he cared for. He knew her better than I, knew that sooner or later she would tire, not of love but of the cottage; look back with longing eyes towards all that she had lost. Fool! Cuckold! What was it to him that the world would laugh at him, despise him? Love such as his made fools of men. Would I not give her back to him?

By God! It was fine acting; half into the night we talked, I leaving him every now and again to creep to the top of the stairs and listen to her breathing. He asked me my advice, I being the hard-headed partner of cool judgment. What would be the best way of approaching her after I was gone? Where should he take her? How should they live till the nine days talk had died away? And I sat opposite to him — how he must have longed to laugh in my silly face — advising him! We could not quite agree as to details of a possible yachting cruise, and I remember hunting up an atlas, and we pored over it, our heads close together. By God! I envy him that night!

He sank back on his pillows and laughed and coughed, and laughed and coughed again, till I feared that wild, long, broken laugh would be his last. But it ceased at length, and for awhile, exhausted, he lay silent before continuing.

Then came the question: how was I to go? She loved me still. He was sure of it, and, for the matter of that, so was I. So long as she thought that I loved her, she would never leave me. Only from her despair could fresh hope arise for her. Would I not make some sacrifice for her sake, persuade her that I had tired of her? Only by one means could she be convinced. My going off alone would not suffice; my reason for that she might suspect — she might follow. It would be for her sake. Again it was the hero that I played, the dear old chuckle-headed hero, Paul, that you ought to have cheered, not hooted. I loved her as much as I ever loved her in my life, that night I left her. I took my boots off in the passage and crept up in my stockinged feet. I told him I was merely going to change my coat and put a few things into a bag. He gripped my hand, and tears were standing in his eyes. It is odd that suppressed laughter and expressed grief should both display the same token, is it not? I stole into her room. I dared not kiss her for fear of waking her; but a stray lock of her hair — you remember how long it was — fell over the pillow, nearly reaching to the floor. I pressed my lips against it, where it trailed over the bedstead, till they bled. I have it still upon my lips, the mingling of the cold iron and the warm, soft silken hair. He told me, when I came down again, that I had been gone three-quarters of an hour. And we went out of the house together, he and I. That is the last time I ever saw her.

I leant across and put my arms around him; I suppose it was un-English; there are times when one forgets these points. I did not know! I did not know, I cried.

He pressed me to him with his feeble arms. What a cad you must have thought me, Paul, he said. But you might have given me credit for better taste. I was always rather a gourmet than a gourmand where women were concerned.

You have never seen him either again? I asked.

No, he answered; I swore to kill him when I learnt the trick he had played me. He commenced the divorce proceedings against her the very morning after I had left her. Possibly, had I succeeded in finding him within the next six months, I should have done so. A few newspaper proprietors would have been the only people really benefited. Time is the cheapest Bravo; a little patience is all he charges. All roads lead to the end, Paul.

But I tell my tale badly, marring effects of sunlight with the memory of shadows. At the time all promised fair. He was a handsome, distinguished-looking man. Not every aristocrat, if without disrespect to ones betters a humble observer may say so, suggests his title; this man would have suggested his title, had he not possessed it. I suppose he must have been about fifty at the time; but most men of thirty would have been glad to exchange with him both figure and complexion. His behaviour to his fiancee was the essence of good taste, affectionate devotion, carried to the exact point beyond which, having regard to the disparity of their years, it would have appeared ridiculous. That he sincerely admired her, was fully content with her, there could be no doubt. I am even inclined to think he was fonder of her than, divining her feelings towards himself, he cared to show. Knowledge of the world must have told him that men of fifty find it easier to be the lovers of women young enough to be their daughters, than girls find it to desire the affection of men old enough to be their fathers; and he was not the man to allow impulse to lead him into absurdity.

From my own peculiar point of view he appeared the ideal prince consort. It was difficult for me to imagine my queen in love with any mere man. This was one beside whom she could live, losing in my eyes nothing of her dignity. My feelings for her he guessed at our first interview. Most men in his position would have been amused, and many would have shown it. For what reason I cannot say, but with a tact and courtesy that left me only complimented, he drew from me, before I had met him half-a-dozen times, more frank confession than a month previously I should have dreamt of my yielding to anything than my own pillow. He laid his hand upon my shoulder.

I wonder if you know, my friend, how wise you are, he said. We all of us at your age love an image of our own carving. Ah, if only we could be content to worship the white, changeless statute! But we are fools. We pray the gods to give her life, and under our hot kisses she becomes a woman. I also loved when I was your age, Paul. Your countrymen, they are so practical, they know only one kind of love. It is business-like, rich — how puts it your poet? rich in saving common sense. But there are many kinds, you understand that, my friend. You are wise, do not confuse them. She was a child of the mountains. I used to walk three leagues to Mass each day to worship her. Had I been wise — had I so left it, the memory of her would have coloured all my life with glory. But I was a fool, my friend; I turned her into a woman. Ah! — he made a gesture of disgust—such a fat, ugly woman, Paul, I turned her into. I had much difficulty in getting rid of her. We should never touch things in life that are beautiful; we have such clumsy hands, we spoil whatever we touch.

Hal did not return to England till the end of the year, by which time the Count and Countess Huescar — though I had her permission still to call her Barbara, I never availed myself of it; the Countess fitted my mood better — had taken up residence in the grand Paris house old Hasluck had bought for them.

It was the high-water mark of old Haslucks career, and, if anything, he was a little disappointed that with the dowry he had promised her Barbara had not done even better for herself.

Foreign Counts, he grumbled to me laughingly, one day, well, I hope theyre worth more in Society than they are in the City. A hundred guineas is their price there, and theyre not worth that. Who was that American girl that married a Russian Prince only last week? A million dollars was all she gave for him, and she a wholesale boot-makers daughter into the bargain! Our girls are not half as smart.

But that was before he had seen his future son-in-law. After, he was content enough, and up to the day of the wedding, childishly elated. Under the Counts tuition he studied with reverential awe the Huescar history. Princes, statesmen, warriors, glittered, golden apples, from the spreading branches of its genealogical tree. Why not again! its attenuated blue sap strengthened with the rich, red blood, brewed by toil and effort in the grim laboratories of the under world. In imagination, old Hasluck saw himself the grandfather of Chancellors, the great-grandfather of Kings.

I have laid the foundation, you shall raise the edifice, so he told her one evening I was spending with them, caressing her golden hair with his blunt, fat fingers. I am glad you were not a boy. A boy, in all probability, would have squandered the money, let the name sink back again into the gutter. And even had he been the other sort, he could only have been another business man, keeping where I had left him. You will call your first boy Hasluck, wont you? It must always be the first-borns name. It shall be famous in the world yet, and for something else than mere money.

I began to understand the influences that had gone towards the making — or marring — of Barbaras character. I had never guessed he had cared for anything beyond money and the making of money.

It was, of course, a wedding as ostentatious as possible. Old Hasluck knew how to advertise, and spared neither expense nor labour, with the result that it was the event of the season, at least according to the Society papers. Mrs. Hasluck was the type of woman to have escaped observation, even had the wedding been her own; that she was present at her daughters, becomingly dressed in grey veiling spotted white, with an encrustation of mousseline de soie, I learnt the next day from the Morning Post. Old Hasluck himself had to be fetched every time he was wanted. At the conclusion of the ceremony, seeking him, I found him sitting on the stairs leading to the crypt.

Is it over? he asked. He was mopping his face on a huge handkerchief, and had a small looking-glass in his hand.

All over, I answered, they are waiting for you to start.

I always perspire so when Im excited, he explained. Keep me out of it as much as possible.

But the next time I saw him, which was two or three days later, the reaction had set in. He was sitting in his great library, surrounded by books he would no more have thought of disturbing than he would of strumming on the gorgeous grand piano inlaid with silver that ornamented his drawing-room. A change had passed over him. His swelling rotundity, suggestive generally of a bladder inflated to its extremest limits by excess of self-importance, appeared to be shrinking. I put the idea aside as mere fancy at the time, but it was fact; he became a mere bag of bones before he died. He was wearing an old pair of carpet slippers and smoking a short clay pipe.

Well, I said, everything went off all right.

Everybodys gone off all right, so far, he grunted. He was crouching over the fire, though the weather was still warm, one hand spread out towards the blaze. Now Ive got to go off, thats the only thing theyre waiting for. Then everything will be in order.

I dont think they are wanting you to go off, I answered, with a laugh.

You mean, he answered, Im the goose that lays the golden eggs. Ah, but you see, so many of the eggs break, and so many of them are bad.

Some of them hatch all right, I replied. The simile was becoming somewhat confused: in conversation similes are apt to.

If I were to die this week, he said — he paused, completing mental calculations, I should be worth, roughly speaking, a couple of million. This time next year I may be owing a million.

I sat down opposite to him. Why run risks? I suggested. Surely you have enough. Why not give it up — retire?

He laughed. Do you think I havent said that to myself, lad — sworn I would a dozen times a year? I cant do it; Im a gambler. Its the earliest thing I can recollect doing, gambling with brace buttons. There are men, Paul, now dying in the workhouse — men I once knew well; I think of them sometimes, and wish I didnt — who any time during half their life might have retired on twenty thousand a year. If I were to go to any one of them, and settle an annuity of a hundred a year upon him, the moment my back was turned hed sell it out and totter up to Threadneedle Street with the proceeds. Its in our blood. I shall gamble on my death-bed, die with the tape in my hand.

He kicked the fire into a blaze. A roaring flame made the room light again.

But that wont be just yet awhile, he laughed, and before it does, Ill be the richest man in Europe. I keep my head cool — thats the great secret. Leaning over towards me, he sunk his voice to a whisper, Drink, Paul — so many of them drink. They get worried; fifty things dancing round and round at the same time in their heads. Fifty questions to be answered in five minutes. Tick, tick, tick, taps the little devil at their elbow. This going down, that going up. Rumor of this, report of that. A fortune to be lost here, a fortune to be snatched there. Everything in a whirl! Tick, tick, tick, like nails into a coffin. God! for five minutes peace to think. Shut the door, turn the key. Out comes the bottle. Thats the end. All right so long as you keep away from that. Cool, quick brain, clear judgment — thats the secret.

But is it worth it all? I suggested. Surely you have enough?

It means power, Paul. He slapped his trousers pocket, making the handful of gold and silver he always carried there jingle musically. It is this that rules the world. My children shall be big pots, hobnob with kings and princes, slap them on the back and call them by their Christian names, be kings themselves — why not? Its happened before. My children, the children of old Noel Hasluck, son of a Whitechapel butcher! Heres my pedigree! Again be slapped his tuneful pocket. Its an older one than theirs! Its coming into its own at last! Its money — we men of money — that are the true kings now. Its our family that rules the world — the great money family; I mean to be its head.

The blaze died out, leaving the room almost in darkness, and for awhile we sat in silence.

Quiet, isnt it? said old Hasluck, raising his head.

The settling of the falling embers was the only sound about us.

Guess well always be like this, now, continued old Hasluck. Old woman goes to bed, you see, immediately after dinner. It used to be different when she was about. Somehow, the house and the lackeys and all the rest of it seemed to be a more natural sort of thing when she was the centre of it. It frightens the old woman now shes gone. She likes to get away from it. Poor old Susan! A little country inn with herself as landlady and me fussing about behind the bar; that was always her ambition, poor old girl!

You will be visiting them, I suggested, and they will be coming to stop with you.

He shook his head. They wont want me, and it isnt my game to hamper them. I never mix out of my class. Ive always had sense enough for that.

I laughed, wishing to cheer him, though I knew he was right. Surely your daughter belongs to your own class, I replied.

Do you think so? he asked, with a grin. Thats not a pretty compliment to her. She was my child when she used to cling round my neck, while I made the sausages, calling me her dear old pig. It didnt trouble her then that I dropped my aitches and had a greasy skin. I was a Whitechapel butcher, and she was a Whitechapel brat. I could have kept her if Id liked, but I was set upon making a lady of her, and I did it. But I lost my child. Every time she came back from school I could see she despised me a little more. Im not blaming her; how could she help it? I was making a lady of her, teaching her to do it; though there were moments when I almost hated her, felt tempted to snatch her back to me, drag her down again to my level, make her my child again, before it was too late. Oh, it wasnt all unselfishness; I could have done it. She would have remained my class then, would have married my class, and her children would have been my class. I didnt want that. Everythings got to be paid for. I got what I asked for; Im not grumbling at the price. But it aint cheap.

He rose and knocked the ashes from his pipe. Ring the bell, Paul, will you? he said. Lets have some light and something to drink. Dont take any notice of me. Ive got the hump to-night.

It was a minute or two before the lamp came. He put his arm upon my shoulder, leaning upon me somewhat heavily.

I used to fancy sometimes, Paul, he said, that you and she might have made a match of it. I should have been disappointed for some things. But youd have been a bit nearer to me, you two. It never occurred to you, that, I suppose?


CHAPTER VII.

HOW PAUL SET FORTH UPON A QUEST.
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OF OLD DELEGLISES Sunday suppers, which, costumed from head to foot in spotless linen, he cooked himself in his great kitchen, moving with flushed, earnest face about the gleaming stove, while behind him his guests waited, ranged round the massive oaken table glittering with cut glass and silver, among which fluttered the deft hands of Madeline, his ancient whitecapped Bonne, much has been already recorded, and by those possessed of greater knowledge. They who sat there talking in whispers until such time as old Deleglise turned towards them again, radiant with consciousness of success, the savoury triumph steaming between his hands, when, like the sudden swell of the Moonlight Sonata, the talk would rush once more into a roar, were men whose names were then — and some are still — more or less household words throughout the English-speaking world. Artists, musicians, actors, writers, scholars, droles, their wit and wisdom, their sayings and their doings must be tolerably familiar to readers of memoir and biography; and if to such their epigrams appear less brilliant, their jests less laughable than to us who heard them spoken, that is merely because fashion in humour and in understanding changes as in all else.

You, gentle reader of my book, I shall not trouble with second-hand record of that which you can read elsewhere. For me it will be but to write briefly of my own brief glimpse into that charmed circle. Concerning this story more are the afternoon At Homes held by Dan and myself upon the second floor of the old Georgian house in pleasant, quiet Queen Square. For cook and house-maid on these days it would be a busy morning. Failing other supervision, Dan and I agreed that to secure success on these important occasions each of us should criticise the work of the other. I passed judgment on Dans cooking, he upon my house-work.

Too much soda, I would declare, sampling the cake.

You silly Juggins! Its meant to taste of soda — its a soda cake.

I know that. It isnt meant to taste of nothing but soda. There wants to be some cake about it also. This thing, so far as flavour is concerned, is nothing but a Seidlitz powder. You cant give people solidified Seidlitz powders for tea!

Dan would fume, but I would remain firm. The soda cake would be laid aside, and something else attempted. His cookery was the one thing Dan was obstinate about. He would never admit that anything could possibly be wrong with it. His most ghastly failures he would devour himself later on with pretended enjoyment. I have known him finish a sponge cake, the centre of which had to be eaten with a teaspoon, declaring it was delicious; that eating a dry sponge cake was like eating dust; that a sponge cake ought to be a trifle syrupy towards the centre. Afterwards he would be strangely silent and drink brandy out of a wine-glass.

Call these knives clean? It would be Dans turn.

Yes, I do.

Dan would draw his finger across one, producing chiaro-oscuro.

Not if you go fingering them. Why dont you leave them alone and go on with your own work?

Youve just wiped them, thats all.

Well, there isnt any knife-powder.

Yes, there is.

Besides, it ruins knives, over-cleaning them — takes all the edge off. We shall want them pretty sharp to cut those lemon buns of yours.

Over-cleaning them! You dont take any pride in the place.

Good Lord! Dont I work from morning to night?

You lazy young devil!

Makes one lazy, your cooking. How can a man work when he is suffering all day long from indigestion?

But Dan would not be content until I had found the board and cleaned the knives to his complete satisfaction. Perhaps it was as well that in this way all things once a week were set in order. After lunch house-maid and cook would vanish, two carefully dressed gentlemen being left alone to receive their guests.

These would be gathered generally from among Dans journalistic acquaintances and my companions of the theatre. Occasionally, Minikin and Jarman would be of the number, Mrs. Peedles even once or twice arriving breathless on our landing. Left to myself, I perhaps should not have invited them, deeming them hardly fitting company to mingle with our other visitors; but Dan, having once been introduced to them, overrode such objection.

My dear Lord Chamberlain, Dan would reply, an ounce of originality is worth a ton of convention. Little tin ladies and gentlemen all made to pattern! One can find them everywhere. Your friends would be an acquisition to any society.

But are they quite good form? I hinted.

Ill tell you what we will do, replied Dan. Well forget that Mrs. Peedles keeps a lodging-house in Blackfriars. We will speak of her as our friend, that dear, quaint old creature, Lady P. A title that is an oddity, whose costume always suggests the wardrobe of a provincial actress! My dear Paul, your society novelist would make a fortune out of such a character. The personages of her amusing anecdotes, instead of being third-rate theatrical folk, shall be Earl Blank and the Baroness de Dash. The editors of society journals shall pay me a shilling a line for them. Jarman — yes, Jarman shall be the son of a South American millionaire. Vulgar? Nonsense! you mean racy. Minikin — he looks much more like forty than twenty — he shall be an eminent scientist. His head will then appear the natural size; his glass eye, the result of a chemical experiment, a touch of distinction; his uncompromising rudeness, a lovable characteristic. We will make him buy a yard of red ribbon and wear it across his shirt-front, and address him as Herr Professor. It will explain slight errors of English grammar and all peculiarities of accent. They shall be our lions. You leave it to me. We will invite commonplace, middle-class folk to meet them.

And this, to my terror and alarm, Dan persisted in doing. Jarman entered into the spirit of the joke with gusto. So far as he was concerned, our guests, from the beginning to the end, were one and all, I am confident, deceived. The more he swaggered, the more he boasted, the more he talked about himself — and it was a failing he was prone to — the greater was his success. At the persistent endeavours of Dans journalistic acquaintances to excite his cupidity by visions of new journals, to be started with a mere couple of thousand pounds and by the inherent merit of their ideas to command at once a circulation of hundreds of thousands, I could afford to laugh. But watching the tremendous efforts of my actress friends to fascinate him — luring him into corners, gazing at him with languishing eyes, trotting out all their little tricks for his exclusive benefit, quarrelling about him among themselves — my conscience would prick me, lest our jest should end in a contretemps. Fortunately, Jarman himself, was a gentleman of uncommon sense, or my fears might have been realised. I should have been sorry myself to have been asked to remain stone under the blandishments of girls young and old, of women handsome and once, no doubt, good looking, showered upon him during that winter. But Jarman, as I think I have explained, was no slave to female charms. He enjoyed his good time while it lasted, and eventually married the eldest daughter of a small blacking factory. She was a plain girl, but pleasant, and later brought to Jarman possession of the factory. When I meet him — he is now stout and rubicund — he gives me the idea of a man who has attained to his ideals.

With Minikin we had more trouble. People turned up possessed of scientific smattering. We had to explain that the Professor never talked shop. Others were owners of unexpected knowledge of German, which they insisted upon airing. We had to explain that the Herr Professor was in London to learn English, and had taken a vow during his residence neither to speak nor listen to his native tongue. It was remarked that his acquaintance with colloquial English slang, for a foreigner, was quite unusual. Occasionally he was too rude, even for a scientist, informing ladies, clamouring to know how he liked English women, that he didnt like them silly; telling one gentleman, a friend of Dan, a rather important man who once asked him, referring to his yard of ribbon, what he got it for, that he got it for fourpence. We had to explain him as a gentleman who had been soured by a love disappointment. The ladies forgave him; the gentlemen said it was a damned lucky thing for the girl. Altogether, Minikin took a good deal of explaining.

Lady Peedles, our guests decided among themselves, must be the widow of some one in the City who had been knighted in a crowd. They made fun of her behind her back, but to her face were most effusive. My dear Lady Peedles was the phrase most often heard in our rooms whenever she was present. At the theatre my friend Lady Peedles became a person much spoken of — generally in loud tones. My own social position I found decidedly improved by reason of her ladyships evident liking for myself. It went abroad that I was her presumptive heir. I was courted as a gentleman of expectations.

The fishy-eyed young man became one of our regular guests. Dan won his heart by never laughing at him.

I like talking to you, said the fishy-eyed young man one afternoon to Dan. You dont go into fits of laughter when I remark that it has been a fine day; most people do. Of course, on the stage I dont mind. I know I am a funny little devil. I get my living by being a funny little devil. There is a photograph of me hanging in the theatre lobby. I saw a workman stop and look at it the other day as he passed; I was just behind him. He burst into a roar of laughter. Little — ! He makes me laugh to look at him! he cluttered to himself. Well, thats all right; I want the man in the gallery to think me funny, but it annoys me when people laugh at me off the stage. If I am out to dinner anywhere and ask somebody to pass the mustard, I never get it; instead, they burst out laughing. I dont want people to laugh at me when I am having my dinner. I want my dinner. It makes me very angry sometimes.

I know, agreed Dan, sympathetically. The world never grasps the fact that man is a collection, not a single exhibit. I remember being at a house once where the chief guest happened to be a great Hebrew scholar. One tea time, a Miss Henman, passing the butter to some one in a hurry, let it slip out of her hand. Why is Miss Henman like a caterpillar? asked our learned guest in a sepulchral voice. Nobody appeared to know. Because she makes the butter fly. It never occurred to any one of us that the Doctor could possibly joke. There was dead silence for about a minute. Then our hostess, looking grave, remarked: Oh, do you really think so?

If I were to enter a room full of people, said the fishy-eyed young man, and tell them that my mother had been run over by an omnibus, they would think it the funniest story they had heard in years.

He was playing a principal part now in the opera, and it was he undoubtedly who was drawing the house. But he was not happy.

I am not a comic actor, really, he explained. I could play Romeo, so far as feeling is concerned, and play it damned well. There is a fine vein of poetry in me. But of course its no good to me with this face of mine.

But are you not sinning your mercies, you fellows? Dan replied. There is young Kelver here. At school it was always his trouble that he could give us a good time and make us laugh, which nobody else in the whole school could do. His ambition was to kick a ball as well as a hundred other fellows could kick it. He could tell us a good story now if he would only write what the Almighty intended him to write, instead of gloomy rigmaroles about suffering Princesses in Welsh caves. I dont say its bad, but a hundred others could write the same sort of thing better.

Cant you understand, answered the little man; the poorest tragedian that ever lived never wished himself the best of low comedians. The court fool had an excellent salary, no doubt; and, likely enough, had got two-thirds of all the brain there was in the palace. But not a wooden-headed man-at-arms but looked down upon him. Every gallery boy who pays a shilling to laugh at me regards himself as my intellectual superior; while to a fourth-rate spouter of blank verse he looks up in admiration.

Does it so very much matter, suggested Dan, how the wooden-headed man-at-arms or the shilling gallery boy happens to regard you?

Yes, it does, retorted Goggles, because we happen to agree with them. If I could earn five pounds a week as juvenile lead, I would never play a comic part again.

There I cannot follow you, returned Dan. I can understand the artist who would rather be the man of action, the poet who would rather be the statesman or the warrior; though personally my sympathies are precisely the other way — with Wolfe who thought it a more glorious work, the writing of a great poem, than the burning of so many cities and the killing of so many men. We all serve the community. It is difficult, looking at the matter from the inside, to say who serves it best. Some feed it, some clothe it. The churchman and the policeman between them look after its morals, keep it in order. The doctor mends it when it injures itself; the lawyer helps it to quarrel, the soldier teaches it to fight. We Bohemians amuse it, instruct it. We can argue that we are the most important. The others cater for its body, we for its mind. But their work is more showy than ours and attracts more attention; and to attract attention is the aim and object of most of us. But for Bohemians to worry among themselves which is the greatest, is utterly without reason. The story-teller, the musician, the artist, the clown, we are members of a sharing troupe; one, with the ambition of the fat boy in Pickwick, makes the peoples flesh creep; another makes them hold their sides with laughter. The tragedian, soliloquising on his crimes, shows us how wicked we are; you, looking at a pair of lovers from under a scratch wig, show us how ridiculous we are. Both lessons are necessary: who shall say which is the superior teacher?

Ah, I am not a philosopher, replied the little man, with a sigh.

Ah, returned Dan, with another, and I am not a comic actor on my way to a salary of a hundred a week. We all of us want the other boys cake.

The OKelly was another frequent visitor of ours. The attic in Belsize Square had been closed. In vain had the OKelly wafted incense, burned pastilles and sprinkled eau-de-Cologne. In vain had he talked of rats, hinted at drains.

A wonderful woman, groaned the OKelly in tones of sorrowful admiration. Theres no deceiving her.

But why submit? was our natural argument. Why not say you are going to smoke, and do it?

Its her theory, me boy, explained the OKelly, that the home should be kept pure — a sort of a temple, ye know. Shes convinced that in time it is bound to exercise an influence upon me. Its a beautiful idea, when ye come to think of it.

Meanwhile, in the rooms of half-a-dozen sinful men the OKelly kept his own particular pipe, together with his own particular smoking mixture; and one such pipe and one such tobacco jar stood always on our mantelpiece.

In the spring the forces of temptation raged round that feeble but most excellently intentioned citadel, the OKellys conscience. The Signora had returned to England, was performing then at Ashleys Theatre. The OKelly would remain under long spells of silence, puffing vigorously at his pipe. Or would fortify himself with paeans in praise of Mrs. OKelly.

If anything could ever make a model man of me — he spoke in the tones of one whose doubts are stronger than his hopes—it would be the example of that woman.

It was one Saturday afternoon. I had just returned from the matinee.

I dont believe, continued the OKelly, I dont really believe she has ever done one single thing she oughtnt to, or left undone one single thing she ought, in the whole course of her life.

Maybe she has, and you dont know of it, I suggested, perceiving the idea might comfort him.

I wish I could think so, returned the OKelly. I dont mean anything really wrong, he corrected himself quickly, but something just a little wrong. I feel — I really feel I should like her better if she had.

Not that I mean I dont like her as it is, ye understand, corrected himself the OKelly a second time. I respect that woman — I cannot tell ye, me boy, how much I respect her. Ye dont know her. There was one morning, about a month ago. That woman-shes down at six every morning, summer and winter; we have prayers at half-past. I was a trifle late meself: it was never me strong point, as ye know, early rising. Seven oclock struck; she didnt appear, and I thought she had overslept herself. I wont say I didnt feel pleased for the moment; it was an unworthy sentiment, but I almost wished she had. I ran up to her room. The door was open, the bedclothes folded down as she always leaves them. She came in five minutes later. She had got up at four that morning to welcome a troupe of native missionaries from East Africa on their arrival at Waterloo Station. Shes a saint, that woman; I am not worthy of her.

I shouldnt dwell too much on that phase of the subject, I suggested.

I cant help it, me boy, replied the OKelly. I feel I am not.

I dont for a moment say you are, I returned; but I shouldnt harp upon the idea. I dont think it good for you.

I never will be, he persisted gloomily, never!

Evidently he was started on a dangerous train of reflection. With the idea of luring him away from it, I led the conversation to the subject of champagne.

Most people like it dry, admitted the OKelly. Meself, I have always preferred it with just a suggestion of fruitiness.

There was a champagne, I said, you used to be rather fond of when we — years ago.

I think I know the one ye mean, said the OKelly. It wasnt at all bad, considering the price.

You dont happen to remember where you got it? I asked.

It was in Bridge Street, remembered the OKelly, not so very far from the Circus.

It is a pleasant evening, I remarked; let us take a walk.

We found the place, half wine-shop, half office.

Just the same, commented the OKelly as we pushed open the door and entered. Not altered a bit.

As in all probability barely twelve months had elapsed since his last visit, the fact in itself was not surprising. Clearly the OKelly had been calculating time rather by sensation. I ordered a bottle; and we sat down. Myself, being prejudiced against the brand, I called for a glass of claret. The OKelly finished the bottle. I was glad to notice my ruse had been successful. The virtue of that wine had not departed from it. With every glass the OKelly became morally more elevated. He left the place, determined that he would be worthy of Mrs. OKelly. Walking down the Embankment, he asserted his determination of buying an alarm-clock that very evening. At the corner of Westminster Bridge he became suddenly absorbed in his own thoughts. Looking to discover the cause of his silence, I saw that his eyes were resting on a poster representing a charming lady standing on one leg upon a wire; below her — at some distance — appeared the peaks of mountains; the artist had even caught the likeness. I cursed the luck that had directed our footsteps, but the next moment, lacking experience, was inclined to be reassured.

Me dear Paul, said the OKelly — he laid a fatherly hand upon my shoulder—there are fair-faced, laughing women — sweet creatures, that ye want to put yer arm around and dance with. He shook his head disapprovingly. There are the sainted women, who lead us up, Paul — up, always up.

A look, such as the young man with the banner might have borne with him to the fields of snow and ice, suffused the OKellys handsome face. Without another word he crossed the road and entered an American store, where for six-and-elevenpence he purchased an alarm-clock the man assured us would awake an Egyptian mummy. With this in his hand he waved me a good-bye, and jumped upon a Hampstead bus, and alone I strolled on to the theatre.

Hal returned a little after Christmas and started himself in chambers in the City. It was the nearest he dared venture, so he said, to civilisation.

Id be no good in the West End, he explained. For a season I might attract as an eccentricity, but your swells would never stand me for longer — no more would any respectable folk, anywhere: we dont get on together. I commenced at Richmond. It was a fashionable suburb then, and I thought I was going to do wonders. I had everything in my favour, except myself. I do know my work, nobody can deny that of me. My father spent every penny he had, poor gentleman, in buying me an old-established practice: fine house, carriage and pair, white-haired butler — everything correct, except myself. It was of no use. I can hold myself in for a month or two; then I break out, the old original savage that I am under my frock coat. I feel I must run amuck, stabbing, hacking at the prim, smiling Lies mincing round about me. I can fool a silly woman for half-a-dozen visits; bow and rub my hands, purr round her sympathetically. All the while I am longing to tell her the truth:

Go home. Wash your face; dont block up the pores of your skin with paint. Let out your corsets. You are thirty-three round the abdomen if you are an inch: how can you expect your digestion to do its work when youre squeezing it into twenty-one? Give up gadding about half your day and most of your night; you are old enough to have done with that sort of thing. Let the children come, and suckle them yourself. Youll be all the better for them. Dont loll in bed all the morning. Get up like a decent animal and do something for your living. Use your brain, what there is of it, and your body. At that price you can have health to-morrow, and at no other. I can do nothing for you.

And sooner or later I blurt it out. He laughed his great roar. Lord! you should see the real face coming out of the simpering mask.

Pompous old fools, strutting into me like turkey-cocks! By Jove, it was worth it! They would dribble out, looking half their proper size after I had done telling them what was the matter with them.

Do you want to know what you are really suffering from? I would shout at them, when I could contain myself no longer. Gluttony, my dear sir; gluttony and drunkenness, and over-indulgence in other vices that shall be nameless. Live like a man; get a little self-respect from somewhere; give up being an ape. Treat your body properly and it will treat you properly. Thats the only prescription that will do you any good.

He laughed again. Tell the truth, you shame the Devil. But the Devil replies by starving you. Its a fairly effective retort. I am not the stuff successful family physicians are made of. In the City I may manage to rub along. One doesnt see so much of ones patients; they come and go. Clerks and warehousemen my practice will be among chiefly. The poor man does not so much mind being told the truth about himself; it is a blessing to which he is accustomed.

We spoke but once of Barbara. A photograph of her in her brides dress stood upon my desk. Occasionally, first fitting the room for the ceremony, sweeping away all impurity even from under the mats, and dressing myself with care, I would centre it amid flowers, and kneeling, kiss her hand where it rested on the back of the top-heavy looking chair without which no photographic studio is complete.

One day he took it up, and looked at it long and hard.

The forehead denotes intellectuality; the eyes tenderness and courage. The lower part of the face, on the other hand, suggests a good deal of animalism: the finely cut nostrils show egotism — another word for selfishness; the nose itself, vanity; the lips, sensuousness and love of luxury. I wonder what sort of woman she really is. He laid the photograph back upon the desk.

I did not know you were so firm a believer in Lavater, I said.

Only when he agrees with what I know, he answered. Have I not described her rightly?

I do not care to discuss her in that vein, I replied, feeling the blood mounting to my cheeks.

Too sacred a subject? he laughed. It is the one ingredient of manhood I lack, ideality — an unfortunate deficiency for me. I must probe, analyse, dissect, see the thing as it really is, know it for what it is.

Well, she is the Countess Huescar now, I said. For Gods sake, leave her alone.

He turned to me with the snarl of a beast. How do you know she is the Countess Huescar? Is it a special breed of woman made on purpose? How do you know she isnt my wife — brain and heart, flesh and blood, mine? If she was, do you think I should give her up because some fool has stuck his label on her?

I felt the anger burning in my eyes. Yours, his! She is no mans property. She is herself, I cried.

The wrinkles round his nose and mouth smoothed themselves out. You need not be afraid, he sneered. As you say, she is the Countess Huescar. Can you imagine her as Mrs. Doctor Washburn? I cant. He took her photograph in his hand again. The lower part of the face is the true index to the character. It shows the animal, and it is the animal that rules. The soul, the intellect, it comes and goes; the animal remains always. Sensuousness, love of luxury, vanity, those are the strings to which she dances. To be a Countess is of more importance to her than to be a woman. She is his, not mine. Let him keep her.

You do not know her, I answered; you never have. You listen to what she says. She does not know herself.

He looked at me queerly. What do you think her to be? he asked me. A true woman, not the shallow thing she seems?

A true woman, I persisted stoutly, that you have not eyes enough to see.

You little fool! he muttered, with the same queer look—you little fool. But let us hope you are wrong, Paul. Let us hope, for her sake, you are wrong.

It was at one of Deleglises Sunday suppers that I first met Urban Vane. The position, nor even the character, I fear it must be confessed, of his guests was never enquired into by old Deleglise. A simple-minded, kindly old fellow himself, it was his fate to be occasionally surprised and grieved at the discovery that even the most entertaining of supper companions could fall short of the highest standard of conventional morality.

Dear, dear me! he would complain, pacing up and down his studio with puzzled visage. The last man in the world of whom I should have expected to hear it. So original in all his ideas. Are you quite sure?

I am afraid there can be no doubt about it.

I cant believe it! I really cant believe it! One of the most amusing men I ever met!

I remember a well-known artist one evening telling us with much sense of humour how he had just completed the sale of an old Spanish cabinet to two distinct and separate purchasers.

I sold it first, recounted the little gentleman with glee, to old Jong, the dealer. He has been worrying me about it for the last three months, and on Saturday afternoon, hearing that I was clearing out and going abroad, he came round again. Well, I am not sure I am in a position to sell it, I told him. Wholl know? he asked. They are not in, are they? Not yet, I answered, but I expect they will be some time on Monday. Tell your man to open the door to me at eight oclock on Monday morning, he replied, well have it away without any fuss. There neednt be any receipt. Im lending you a hundred pounds, in cash. I worked him up to a hundred and twenty, and he paid me. Upon my word, I should never have thought of it, if he hadnt put the idea into my head. But turning round at the door: You wont go and sell it to some one else, he suggested, between now and Monday? It serves him right for his damned impertinence. Send and take it away to-day if you are at all nervous, I told him. He looked at the thing, it is about twelve feet high altogether. I would if I could get a cart, he muttered. Then an idea struck him. Does the top come off? See for yourself, I answered; its your cabinet, not mine. I was feeling rather annoyed with him. He examined it. Thats all right, he said; merely a couple of screws. Ill take the top with me now on my cab. He got a man in, and they took the upper cupboard away, leaving me the bottom. Two hours later old Sir George called to see me about his wifes portrait. The first thing he set eyes on was the remains of the cabinet: he had always admired it. Hallo, he asked, are you breaking up the studio literally? What have you done with the other half? Ive sent it round to Jongs— He didnt give me time to finish. Save Jongs commission and sell it to me direct, he said. We wont argue about the price and Ill pay you in cash.

Well, if Providence comes forward and insists on taking charge of a man, it is hardly good manners to flout her. Besides, his wifes portrait is worth twice as much as he is paying for it. He handed me over the money in notes. Things not going quite smoothly with you just at the moment? he asked me. Oh, about the same as usual, I told him. You wont be offended at my taking it away with me this evening? he asked. Not in the least, I answered; youll get it on the top of a four-wheeled cab. We called in a couple of men, and I helped them down with it, and confoundedly heavy it was. I shall send round to Jongs for the other half on Monday morning, he said, speaking with his head through the cab window, and explain it to him. Do, I answered; hell understand.

Im sorry Im going away so early in the morning, concluded the little gentleman. Id give back Jong ten per cent. of his money to see his face when he enters the studio.

Everybody laughed; but after the little gentleman was gone, the subject cropped up again.

If I wake sufficiently early, remarked one, I shall find an excuse to look in myself at eight oclock. Jongs face will certainly be worth seeing.

Rather rough both on him and Sir George, observed another.

Oh, he hasnt really done anything of the kind, chimed in old Deleglise in his rich, sweet voice. He made that all up. Its just his fun; hes full of humour.

I am inclined to think that would be his idea of a joke, asserted the first speaker.

Old Deleglise would not hear of it; but a week or two later I noticed an addition to old Deleglises studio furniture in the shape of a handsome old carved cabinet twelve feet high.

He really had done it, explained old Deleglise, speaking in a whisper, though only he and I were present. Of course, it was only his fun; but it might have been misunderstood. I thought it better to put the thing straight. I shall get the money back from him when he returns. A most amusing little man!

Old Deleglise possessed a house in Gower Street which fell vacant. One of his guests, a writer of poetical drama, was a man who three months after he had earned a thousand pounds never had a penny with which to bless himself. They are dying out, these careless, good-natured, conscienceless Bohemians; but quarter of a century ago they still lingered in Alsatian London. Turned out of his lodgings by a Philistine landlord, his sole possession in the wide world, two acts of a drama, for which he had already been paid, the problem of his future, though it troubled him but little, became acute to his friends. Old Deleglise, treating the matter as a joke, pretending not to know who was the landlord, suggested he should apply to the agents for position as caretaker. Some furniture was found for him, and the empty house in Gower Street became his shelter. The immediate present thus provided for, kindly old Deleglise worried himself a good deal concerning what would become of his friend when the house was let. There appeared to be no need for worry. Weeks, months went by. Applications were received by the agents in fair number, view cards signed by the dozen; but prospective tenants were never seen again. One Sunday evening our poet, warmed by old Deleglises Burgundy, forgetful whose recommendation had secured him the lowly but timely appointment, himself revealed the secret.

Most convenient place Ive got, so he told old Deleglise. Whole house to myself. I wander about; it just suits me.

Im glad to hear that, murmured old Deleglise.

Come and see me, and Ill cook you a chop, continued the other. Ive had the kitchen range brought up into the back drawing-room; saves going up and down stairs.

The devil you have! growled old Deleglise. What do you think the owner of the house will say?

Havent the least idea who the poor old duffer is myself. Theyve put me in as caretaker — an excellent arrangement: avoids all argument about rent.

Afraid it will soon come to an end, that excellent arrangement; remarked old Deleglise, drily.

Why? Why should it?

A house in Gower Street oughtnt to remain vacant long.

This one will.

You might tell me, asked old Deleglise, with a grim smile; how do you manage it? What happens when people come to look over the house — dont you let them in?

I tried that at first, explained the poet, but they would go on knocking, and boys and policemen passing would stop and help them. It got to be a nuisance; so now I have them in, and get the thing over. I show them the room where the murder was committed. If its a nervous-looking party, I let them off with a brief summary. If that doesnt do, I go into details and show them the blood-spots on the floor. Its an interesting story of the gruesome order. Come round one morning and Ill tell it to you. Im rather proud of it. With the blinds down and a clock in the next room that ticks loudly, it goes well.

Yet this was a man who, were the merest acquaintance to call upon him and ask for his assistance, would at once take him by the arm and lead him upstairs. All notes and cheques that came into his hands he changed at once into gold. Into some attic half filled with lumber he would fling it by the handful; then, locking the door, leave it there. On their hands and knees he and his friends, when they wanted any, would grovel for it, poking into corners, hunting under boxes, groping among broken furniture, feeling between cracks and crevices. Nothing gave him greater delight than an expedition of this nature to what he termed his gold-field; it had for him, as he would explain, all the excitements of mining without the inconvenience and the distance. He never knew how much was there. For a certain period a pocketful could be picked up in five minutes. Then he would entertain a dozen men at one of the best restaurants in London, tip cabmen and waiters with half-sovereigns, shower half-crowns as he walked through the streets, lend or give to anybody for the asking. Later, half-an-hours dusty search would be rewarded with a single coin. It made no difference to him; he would dine in Soho for eighteenpence, smoke shag, and run into debt.

The red-haired man, to whom Deleglise had introduced me on the day of my first meeting with the Lady of the train, was another of his most constant visitors. It flattered my vanity that the red-haired man, whose name was famous throughout Europe and America, should condescend to confide to me — as he did and at some length — the deepest secrets of his bosom. Awed — at all events at first — I would sit and listen while by the hour he would talk to me in corners, telling me of the women he had loved. They formed a somewhat large collection. Julias, Marias, Janets, even Janes — he had madly worshipped, deliriously adored so many it grew bewildering. With a far-away look in his eyes, pain trembling through each note of his musical, soft voice, he would with bitter jest, with passionate outburst, recount how he had sobbed beneath the stars for love of Isabel, bitten his own flesh in frenzied yearning for Lenore. He appeared from his own account — if in connection with a theme so poetical I may be allowed a commonplace expression — to have had no luck with any of them. Of the remainder, an appreciable percentage had been mere passing visions, seen at a distance in the dawn, at twilight — generally speaking, when the light must have been uncertain. Never again, though he had wandered in the neighbourhood for months, had he succeeded in meeting them. It would occur to me that enquiries among the neighbours, applications to the local police, might possibly have been efficacious; but to have broken in upon his exalted mood with such suggestions would have demanded more nerve than at the time I possessed. In consequence, my thoughts I kept to myself.

My God, boy! he would conclude, may you never love as I loved that woman Miriam — or Henrietta, or Irene, as the case might be.

For my sympathetic attitude towards the red-haired man I received one evening commendation from old Deleglise.

Good boy, said old Deleglise, laying his hand on my shoulder. We were standing in the passage. We had just shaken hands with the red-haired man, who, as usual, had been the last to leave. None of the others will listen to him. He used to stop and confide it all to me after everybody else had gone. Sometimes I have dropped asleep, to wake an hour later and find him still talking. He gets it over early now. Good boy!

Soon I learnt it was characteristic of the artist to be willing — nay, anxious, to confide his private affairs to any one and every one who would only listen. Another characteristic appeared to be determination not to listen to anybody elses. As attentive recipient of other peoples troubles and emotions I was subjected to practically no competition whatever. One gentleman, a leading actor of that day, I remember, immediately took me aside on my being introduced to him, and consulted me as to his best course of procedure under the extremely painful conditions that had lately arisen between himself and his wife. We discussed the unfortunate position at some length, and I did my best to counsel fairly and impartially.

I wish you would lunch with me at Whites to-morrow, he said. We can talk it over quietly. Say half-past one. By the bye, I didnt catch your name.

I spelt it to him: he wrote the appointment down on his shirt-cuff. I went to Whites the next day and waited an hour, but he did not turn up. I met him three weeks later at a garden-party with his wife. But he appeared to have forgotten me.

Observing old Deleglises guests, comparing them with their names, it surprised me the disconnection between the worker and the work. Writers of noble sentiment, of elevated ideality, I found contained in men of commonplace appearance, of gross appetites, of conventional ideas. It seemed doubtful whether they fully comprehended their own work; certainly it had no effect upon their own lives. On the other hand, an innocent, boyish young man, who lived the most correct of lives with a girlish-looking wife in an ivy-covered cottage near Barnes Common, I discovered to be the writer of decadent stories at which the Empress Theodora might have blushed. The men whose names were widest known were not the men who shone the brightest in Deleglises kitchen; more often they appeared the dull dogs, listening enviously, or failing pathetically when they tried to compete with others who to the public were comparatively unknown. After a time I ceased to confound the artist with the man, thought no more of judging the one by the other than of evolving a tenant from the house to which circumstances or carelessness might have directed him. Clearly they were two creations originally independent of each other, settling down into a working partnership for purposes merely of mutual accommodation; the spirit evidently indifferent as to the particular body into which he crept, anxious only for a place to work in, easily contented.

Varied were these guests that gathered round old Deleglises oak. Cabinet Ministers reported to be in Homburg; Russian Nihilists escaped from Siberia; Italian revolutionaries; high church dignitaries disguised in grey suitings; ex-errand boys, who had discovered that with six strokes of the pen they could set half London laughing at whom they would; raw laddies with the burr yet clinging to their tongues, but who we knew would one day have the people dancing to the music of their words. Neither wealth, nor birth, nor age, nor position counted. Was a man interesting, amusing; had he ideas and thoughts of his own? Then he was welcome. Men who had come, men who were coming, met there on equal footing. Among them, as years ago among my schoolmates, I found my place — somewhat to my dissatisfaction. I amused. Much rather would I have shocked them by the originality of my views, impressed them with the depth of my judgments. They declined to be startled, refused to be impressed; instead, they laughed. Nor from these men could I obtain sympathy in my disappointment.

What do you mean, you villain! roared Deleglises caretaker at me one evening on entering the kitchen. How dare you waste your time writing this sort of stuff?

He had a copy of the paper containing my Witch of Moel Sarbod in his hand — then some months old. He screwed it up into a ball and flung it in my face. Ive only just read it. What did you get for it?

Nothing, I answered.

Nothing! he screamed. You got off for nothing? You ought to have been whipped at the carts tail!

Oh, come, its not as bad as that, suggested old Deleglise.

Not bad! There isnt a laugh in it from beginning to end.

There wasnt intended to be, I interrupted.

Why not, you swindler? What were you sent into the world to do? To make it laugh.

I want to make it think, I told him.

Make it think! Hasnt it got enough to think about? Arent there ten thousand penny-a-liners, poets, tragedians, tub-thumpers, long-eared philosophers, boring it to death? Who are you to turn up your nose at your work and tell the Almighty His own business? You are here to make us laugh. Get on with your work, you confounded young idiot!

Urban Vane was the only one among them who understood me, who agreed with me that I was fitted for higher things than merely to minister to the worlds need of laughter. He alone it was who would listen with approval to my dreams of becoming a famous tragedian, a writer of soul-searching books, of passion-analysing plays. I never saw him laugh himself, certainly not at anything funny. Humour! he would explain in his languid drawl, personally it doesnt amuse me. One felt its introduction into the scheme of life had been an error. He was a large, fleshy man, with a dreamy, caressing voice and strangely impassive face. Where he came from, who he was, nobody knew. Without ever passing a remark himself that was worth listening to, he, nevertheless, by some mysterious trick of manner I am unable to explain, soon established himself, even throughout that company, where as a rule men found their proper level, as a silent authority in all contests of wit or argument. Stories at which he listened, bored, fell flat. The bon mot at which some faint suggestion of a smile quivered round his clean-shaven lips was felt to be the crown of the discussion. I can only conclude his secret to have been his magnificent assumption of superiority, added to a sphinx-like impenetrability behind which he could always retire from any danger of exposure. Subjects about which he knew nothing — and I have come to the conclusion they were more numerous than was suspected — became in his presence topics outside the radius of cultivated consideration: one felt ashamed of having introduced them. His own subjects — they were few but exclusive — he had the knack of elevating into intellectual tests: one felt ashamed, reflecting how little one knew about them. Whether he really did possess a charm of manner, or whether the sense of his superiority with which he had imbued me it was that made any condescension he paid me a thing to grasp at, I am unable to say. Certain it is that when he suggested I should throw up chorus singing and accompany him into the provinces as manager of a theatrical company he was then engaging to run a wonderful drama that was going to revolutionise the English stage and educate the English public, I allowed myself not a moment for consideration, but accepted his proposal with grateful delight.

Who is he? asked Dan. Somehow he had never impressed Dan; but then Dan was a fellow to impress whom was slow work. As he himself confessed, he had no instinct for character. I judge, he would explain, purely by observation.

What does that matter? was my reply.

What does he know about the business?

Thats why he wants me.

What do you know about it?

Theres not much to know. I can find out.

Take care you dont find out that theres more to know than you think. What is this wonderful play of his?

I havent seen it yet; I dont think its finished. Its something from the Spanish or the Russian, Im not sure. Im to put it into shape when hes done the translation. He wants me to put my name to it as the adaptor.

Wonder he hasnt asked you to wear his clothes. Has he got any money?

Of course he has money. How can you run a theatrical company without money?

Have you seen the money?

He doesnt carry it about with him in a bag.

I should have thought your ambition to be to act, not to manage. Managers are to be had cheap enough. Why should he want some one who knows nothing about it?

Im going to act. Im going to play a leading part.

Great Scott!

Hell do the management really himself; I shall simply advise him. But he doesnt want his own name to appear.

Why not?

His people might object.

Who are his people?

How do I know? What a suspicious chap you are.

Dan shrugged his shoulders. You are not an actor, you never will be; you are not a business man. Youve made a start at writing, thats your proper work. Why not go on with it?

I cant get on with it. That one thing was accepted, and never paid for; everything else comes back regularly, just as before. Besides, I can go on writing wherever I am.

Youve got friends here to help you.

They dont believe I can do anything but write nonsense.

Well, clever nonsense is worth writing. Its better than stodgy sense: literature is blocked up with that. Why not follow their advice?

Because I dont believe they are right. Im not a clown; I dont mean to be. Because a man has a sense of humour it doesnt follow he has nothing else. That is only one of my gifts, and by no means the highest. I have knowledge of human nature, poetry, dramatic instinct. I mean to prove it to you all. Vanes the only man that understands me.

Dan lit his pipe. Have you made up your mind to go?

Of course I have. Its an opportunity that doesnt occur twice. Theres a tide in the affairs—

Thanks, interrupted Dan; Ive heard it before. Well, if youve made up your mind, theres an end of the matter. Good luck to you! You are young, and its easier to learn things then than later.

You talk, I answered, as if you were old enough to be my grandfather.

He smiled and laid both hands upon my shoulders. So I am, he said, quite old enough, little boy Paul. Dont be angry; youll always be little Paul to me. He put his hands in his pockets and strolled to the window.

Whatll you do? I enquired. Will you keep on these rooms?

No, he replied. I shall accept an offer that has been made to me to take the sub-editorship of a big Yorkshire paper. It is an important position and will give me experience.

Youll never be happy mewed up in a provincial town, I told him. I shall want a London address, and I can easily afford it. Lets keep them on together.

He shook his head. It wouldnt be the same thing, he said.

So there came a morning when we said good-bye. Before Dan returned from the office I should be gone. They had been pleasant months that we had spent together in these pretty rooms. Though my life was calling to me full of hope, I felt the pain of leaving them. Two years is a long period in a young mans life, when the sap is running swiftly. My affections had already taken root there. The green leaves in summer, in winter the bare branches of the square, the sparrows that chirped about the window-sills, the quiet peace of the great house, Dan, kindly old Deleglise: around them my fibres clung, closer than I had known. The Lady of the train: she managed it now less clumsily. Her hands and feet had grown smaller, her elbows rounder. I found myself smiling as I thought of her — one always did smile when one thought of Norah, everybody did; — of her tomboy ways, her ringing laugh — there were those who termed it noisy; her irrepressible frankness — there were times when it was inconvenient. Would she ever become lady-like, sedate, proper? One doubted it. I tried to picture her a wife, the mistress of a house. I found the smile deepening round my mouth. What a jolly wife she would make! I could see her bustling, full of importance; flying into tempers, lasting possibly for thirty seconds; then calling herself names, saving all argument by undertaking her own scolding, and doing it well. I followed her to motherhood. What a joke it would be! What would she do with them? She would just let them do what they liked with her. She and they would be a parcel of children together, she the most excited of them all. No; on second thoughts I could detect in her a strong vein of common sense. They would have to mind their ps and qs. I could see her romping with them, helping them to tear their clothes; but likewise I could see her flying after them, bringing back an armful struggling, bathing it, physicking it. Perhaps she would grow stout, grow grey; but she would still laugh more often than sigh, speak her mind, be quick, good-tempered Norah to the end. Her character precluded all hope of surprise. That, as I told myself, was its defect. About her were none of those glorious possibilities that make of some girls charming mysteries. A woman, said I to myself, should be a wondrous jewel, hiding unknown lights and shadows. You, my dear Norah — I spoke my thoughts aloud, as had become a habit with me: those who live much alone fall into this way — you are merely a crystal, not shallow — no, I should not call you shallow by any mans, but transparent.

What would he be, her lover? Some plain, matter-of-fact, business-like young fellow, a good player of cricket and football, fond of his dinner. What a very uninteresting affair the love-making would be! If she liked him — well, she would probably tell him so; if she didnt, he would know it in five minutes.

As for inducing her to change her mind, wooing her, cajoling her — I heard myself laughing at the idea.

There came a quick rap at the door. Come in, I cried; and she entered.

I came to say good-bye to you, she explained. Im just going out. What were you laughing at?

Oh, at an idea that occurred to me.

A funny one?

Yes.

Tell it me.

Well, it was something in connection with yourself. It might offend you.

It wouldnt trouble you much if it did, would it?

No, I dont suppose it would.

Then why not tell me?

I was thinking of your lover.

It did offend her; I thought it would. But she looked really interesting when she was cross. Her grey eyes would flash, and her whole body quiver. There was a charming spice of danger always about making her cross.

I suppose you think I shall never have one.

On the contrary, I think you will have a good many. I had not thought so before then. I formed the idea for the first time in that moment, while looking straight into her angry face. It was still a childish face.

The anger died out of it as it always did within the minute, and she laughed. It would be fun, wouldnt it. I wonder what I should do with him? It makes you feel very serious being in love, doesnt it?

Very.

Have you ever been in love?

I hesitated for a moment. Then the delight of talking about it overcame my fear of being chaffed. Besides, when she felt it, nobody could be more delightfully sympathetic. I determined to adventure it.

Yes, I answered, ever since I was a boy. If you are going to be foolish, I added, for I saw the laugh before it came, I shant talk to you about it.

Im not — I wont, really, she pleaded, making her face serious again. What is she like?

I took from my breast pocket Barbaras photograph, and handed it to her in silence.

Is she really as beautiful as that? she asked, gazing at it evidently fascinated.

More so, I assured her. Her expression is the most beautiful part of her. Those are only her features.

She sighed. I wish I was beautiful.

You are at an awkward age, I told her. It is impossible to say what you are going to be like.

Mamma was a lovely woman, everybody says so; and Tom I call awfully handsome. Perhaps Ill be better when Im filled out a bit more. A small Venetian mirror hung between the two windows; she glanced up into it. Its my nose that irritates me, she said. She rubbed it viciously, as if she would rub it out.

Some people admire snub noses, I explained to her.

No, really?

Tennyson speaks of them as tip-tilted like the petals of a rose.

How nice of him! Do you think he meant my sort? She rubbed it again, but in a kinder fashion; then looked again at Barbaras photograph. Who is she?

She was Miss Hasluck, I answered; she is the Countess Huescar now. She was married last summer.

Oh, yes, I remember; you told us about her. You were children together. But whats the good of your being in love with her if shes married?

It makes my whole life beautiful.

Wanting somebody you cant have?

I dont want her.

You said you were in love with her.

So I am.

She handed me back the photograph, and I replaced it in my pocket.

I dont understand that sort of love, she said. If I loved anybody I should want to have them with me always.

She is with me always, I answered, in my thoughts. She looked at me with her clear grey eyes. I found myself blinking. Something seemed to be slipping from me, something I did not want to lose. I remember a similar sensation once at the moment of waking from a strange, delicious dream to find the sunlight pouring in upon me through an open window.

That isnt being in love, she said. Thats being in love with the idea of being in love. Thats the way I used to go to balls — she laughed—in front of the glass. You caught me once, do you remember?

And was it not sweeter, I argued, the imagination? You were the belle of the evening; you danced divinely every dance, were taken in to supper by the Lion. In reality you trod upon your partners toes, bumped and were bumped, were left a wallflower more than half the time, had a headache the next day. Were not the dream balls the more delightful?

No, they werent, she answered without the slightest hesitation. One real dance, when at last it came, was worth the whole of them. Oh, I know, Ive heard you talking, all of you — of the faces that you see in dreams and that are ever so much more beautiful than the faces that you see when youre awake; of the wonderful songs that nobody ever sings, the wonderful pictures that nobody ever paints, and all the rest of it. I dont believe a word of it. Its tommyrot!

I wish you wouldnt use slang.

Well, you know what I mean. What is the proper word? Give it me.

I suppose you mean cant, I suggested.

No, I dont. Cant is something that you dont believe in yourself. Its tommyrot: there isnt any other word. When Im in love it will be with something that is real.

I was feeling angry with her. I know just what he will be like. He will be a good-natured, commonplace—

Whatever he is, she interrupted, hell be alive, and hell want me and I shall want him. Dreams are silly. I prefer being up. She clapped her hands. Thats it. Then, silent, she looked at me with an expression of new interest. Ive been wondering and wondering what it was: you are not really awake yet. Youve never got up.

I laughed at her whimsical way of putting it; but at the back of my brain was a troubled idea that perhaps she was revealing to me the truth. And if so, what would waking up, as she termed it, be like? A flash of memory recalled to me that summer evening upon Barking Bridge, when, as it had seemed to me, the little childish Paul had slipped away from me, leaving me lonely and bewildered to find another Self. Was my boyhood in like manner now falling from me? I found myself clinging to it with vague terror. Its thoughts, its feelings — dreams: they had grown sweet to me; must I lose them? This cold, unknown, new Self, waiting to receive me: I shrank away from it with fear.

Do you know, I think you will be rather nice when you wake up.

Her words recalled me to myself. Perhaps I never shall wake up, I said. I dont want to wake up.

Oh, but one cant go on dreaming all ones life, she laughed. Youll wake up, and fall in love with somebody real. She came across to me, and taking the lapels of my coat in both her hands, gave me a vigorous shake. I hope shell be somebody nice. I am rather afraid.

You seem to think me a fool! I was still angry with her, without quite knowing why.

She shook me again. You know I dont. But it isnt the nice people that take best care of themselves. Tom cant. I have to take care of him.

I laughed.

I do, really. You should hear me scold him. I like taking care of people. Good-bye.

She held out her hand. It was white now and shapely, but one could not have called it small. Strong it felt and firm as it gripped mine.


CHAPTER VIII.

AND HOW CAME BACK AGAIN.
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I LEFT LONDON, the drums beating in my heart, the flags waving in my brain. Somewhat more than a year later, one foggy wet December evening, I sneaked back to it defeated — ah, that is a small thing, capable of redress — disgraced. I returned to it as to a hiding-place where, lost in the crowd, I might waste my days unnoticed until such time as I could summon up sufficient resolution to put an end to my dead life. I had been ambitious — dwelling again amid the bitterness of the months that followed my return, I write in the past tense. I had been eager to make a name, a position for myself. But were I to claim no higher aim, I should be doing injustice to my blood — to the great-souled gentleman whose whole life had been an ode to honour, to her of simple faith who had known no other prayer to teach me than the childish cry, God help me to be good! I had wished to be a great man, but it was to have been a great good man. The world was to have admired me, but to have respected me also. I was to have been the knight without fear, but, rarer yet, without reproach — Galahad, not Launcelot. I had learnt myself to be a feeble, backboneless fighter, conquered by the first serious assault of evil, a creature of mean fears, slave to every crack of the devils whip, a feeder with swine.

Urban Vane I had discovered to be a common swindler. His play he had stolen from the desk of a well-known dramatist whose acquaintance he had made in Deleglises kitchen. The man had fallen ill, and Vane had been constant in his visits. Partly recovering, the man had gone abroad to Italy. Had he died there, as at the time was expected, the robbery might never have come to light. News reached us in a small northern town that he had taken a fresh lease of life and was on his way back to England. Then it was that Vane with calm indifference, smoking his cigar over a bottle of wine to which he had invited me, told me the bald truth, adorning it with some touches of wit. Had the recital come upon me sooner, I might have acted differently; but six months companionship with Urban Vane, if it had not, by grace of the Lord, destroyed the roots of whatever flower of manhood might have been implanted in me, had most certainly withered its leaves.

The man was clever. That he was not clever enough to perceive from the beginning what he has learnt since: that honesty is the best policy — at least, for men with brains — remains somewhat of a mystery to me. Where once he made his hundreds among shady ways, he now, I suppose, makes his thousands in the broad daylight of legitimate enterprise. Chicanery in the blood, one might imagine, has to be worked out. Urban Vanes are to be found in all callings. They commence as scamps; years later, to ones astonishment, one finds them ornaments to their profession. Wild oats are of various quality, according to the soil from which they are preserved. We sow them in our various ways.

At first I stormed. Vane sat with an amused smile upon his lips and listened.

Your language, my dear Kelver, he replied, my vocabulary exhausted, might wound me were I able to accept you as an authority upon this vexed question of morals. With the rest of the world you preach one thing and practise another. I have noticed it so often. It is perhaps sad, but the preaching has ceased to interest me. You profess to be very indignant with me for making use of another mans ideas. It is done every day. You yourself were quite ready to take credit not due to you. For months we have been travelling with this play: Drama, in five acts, by Mr. Horace Moncrieff. Not more than two hundred lines of it are your own — excellent lines, I admit, but they do not constitute the play.

This aspect of the affair had not occurred to me. But you asked me to put my name to it, I stammered. You said you did not want your own to appear — for private reasons. You made a point of it.

He waved away the smoke from his cigar. The man you are posing as would never have put his name to work not his own. You never hesitated; on the contrary, you jumped at the chance of so easy an opening to your career as playwright. My need, as you imagined it, was your opportunity.

But you said it was from the French, I argued; you had merely translated it, I adapted it. I dont defend the custom, but it is the custom: the man who adapts a play calls himself the author. They all do it.

I know, he answered. It has always amused me. Our sick friend himself, whom I am sure we are both delighted to welcome back to life, has done it more than once, and made a very fair profit on the transaction. Indeed, from internal evidence, I am strongly of opinion that this present play is a case in point. Well, chickens come home to roost: I adapt from him. What is the difference?

Simply this, he continued, pouring himself out another glass of wine, that whereas, owing to the anomalous state of the copyright laws, stealing from the foreign author is legal and commendable, against stealing from the living English author there is a certain prejudice.

And the consequences, I am afraid, you will find somewhat unpleasant, I suggested.

He laughed: it was not a frivolity to which he was prone. You mean, my dear Kelver that you will.

Dont look so dumbfounded, he went on. You cannot be so stupid as you are pretending to be. The original manuscript at the Lord Chamberlains office is in your handwriting. You knew our friend as well as I did, and visited him. Why, the whole tour has been under your management. You have arranged everything — most excellently; I have been quite surprised.

My anger came later. For the moment, the sudden light blinded me to everything but fear.

But you told me, I cried, it was only a matter of form, that you wanted to keep your name out of it because—

He was looking at me with an expression of genuine astonishment. My words began to appear humorous even to myself. I found it difficult to believe I had been the fool I was now seeing myself to have been.

I am sorry, he said, I am really sorry. I took you for a man of the world. I thought you merely did not wish to know anything.

Still, to my shame, fear was the thing uppermost in my heart. You are not going to put it all on to me? I pleaded.

He had risen. He laid his hand upon my shoulder. Instead of flinging it off, I was glad of its kindly pressure. He was the only man to whom I could look for help.

Dont take it so seriously, he said. He will merely think the manuscript has been lost. As likely as not, he will be unable to remember whether he wrote it or merely thought of writing it. No one in the company will say anything: it isnt their business. We must set to work. I had altered it a good deal before you saw it, and changed all the names of the characters. We will retain the third act: it is the only thing of real value in the play. The situation is not original; you have as much right to dish it up as he had. In a fortnight we will have the whole thing so different that if he saw it himself he would only imagine we had got hold of the idea and had forestalled him.

There were moments during the next few weeks when I listened to the voice of my good angel, when I saw clearly that even from the lowest point of view he was giving me sound advice. I would go to the man, tell him frankly the whole truth.

But Vane never left my elbow. Suspecting, I suppose, he gave me clearly to understand that if I did so, I must expect no mercy from him. My story, denounced by him as an outrageous lie, would be regarded as the funk-inspired subterfuge of a young rogue. At the best I should handicap myself with suspicion that would last me throughout my career. On the other hand, what harm had we done? Presented in some twenty or so small towns, where it would soon be forgotten, a play something like. Most plays were something like. Our friend would produce his version and reap a rich harvest; ours would disappear. If by any unlikely chance discussion should arise, the advertisement would be to his advantage. So soon as possible we would replace it by a new piece altogether. A young man of my genius could surely write something better than hotch-potch such as this; experience was all that I had lacked. As regarded ones own conscience, was not the worlds honesty a mere question of convention? Had he been a young man, and had we diddled him out of his play for a ten-pound note, we should have been applauded as sharp men of business. The one commandment of the world was: Dont get found out. The whole trouble, left alone, would sink and fade. Later, we should tell it as a good joke — and be laughed with.

So I fell from mine own esteem. Vane helping me — and he had brains — I set feverishly to work. I am glad to remember that every line I wrote was born in misery. I tried to persuade Vane to let me make a new play altogether, which I offered to give him for nothing. He expressed himself as grateful, but his frequently declared belief in my dramatic talent failed to induce his acceptance.

Later on, my dear Kelver, was his reply. For the present this is doing very well. Going on as we are, we shall soon improve it out of all recognition, while at the same time losing nothing that is essential. All your ideas are excellent.

By the end of about three weeks we had got together a concoction that, so far as dialogue and characters were concerned, might be said to be our own. There was good work in it, here and there. Under other conditions I might have been proud of much that I had written. As it was, I experienced only the terror of the thief dodging the constable: my cleverness might save me; it afforded me no further satisfaction. My humour, when I heard the people laughing at it, I remembered I had forged listening in vague fear to every creak upon the stairs, wondering in what form discovery might come upon me. There was one speech, addressed by the hero to the villain: Yes, I admit it; I do love her. But there is that which I love better — my self-respect! Stepping down to the footlights and slapping his chest (which according to stage convention would appear to be a sort of moral jewel-box bursting with assorted virtues), our juvenile lead — a gentleman who led a somewhat rabbit-like existence, perpetually diving down openings to avoid service of writs, at the instance of his wife, for alimony — would invariably bring down the house upon this sentiment. Every night, listening to the applause, I would shudder, recalling how I had written it with burning cheeks.

There was a character in the piece, a vicious old man, that from the beginning Vane had wanted me to play. I had disliked the part and had refused, choosing instead to act a high-souled countryman, in the portrayal of whose irreproachable emotions I had taken pleasure. Vane now renewed his arguments, and my power of resistance seeming to have departed from me, I accepted the exchange. Certainly the old gentlemans scenes went with more snap, but at a cost of further degradation to myself. Upon an older actor the effect might have been harmless, but the growing tree springs back less surely; I found myself taking pleasure in the coarse laughter that rewarded my suggestive leers, calling up all the evil in my nature to help me in the development of fresh business. Vane was enthusiastic in his praises, generous with his assistance. Under his tuition I succeeded in making the part as unpleasant as we dared. I had genius, so Vane told me; I understood so much of human nature. One proof of the moral deterioration creeping over me was that I was beginning to like Vane.

Looking back at the man as I see him plainly now, a very ordinary scamp, his pretension not even amusing, I find it difficult to present him as he appeared to my boyish eyes. He was well educated and well read. He gave himself the airs of a superior being by freak of fate compelled to abide in a world of inferior creatures. To live among them in comfort it was necessary for him to outwardly conform to their conventions but to respect their reasoning would have been beneath him. To accept their laws as binding on ones own conscience was, using the common expression, to give oneself away, to confess oneself commonplace. Every decent instinct a man might own to was proof in Vanes eyes of his being suburban, bourgeois — everything that was unintellectual. It was the first time I had heard this sort of talk. Vane was one of the pioneers of the movement, which has since become somewhat tiresome. To laugh at it is easy to a man of the world; boys are impressed by it. From him I first heard the now familiar advocacy of pure Hedonism. Pan, enticed from his dark groves, was to sit upon Olympus.

My lower nature rose within me to proclaim the foolish chatterer as a prophet. So life was not as I had been taught — a painful struggle between good and evil. There was no such thing as evil; the senseless epithet was a libel upon Nature. Not through wearisome repression, but rather through joyous expression of the animal lay advancement.

Villains — workers in wrong for aesthetic pleasure of the art — are useful characters in fiction; in real life they do not exist. I am convinced the man believed most of the rubbish he talked. Since the time of which I write he has done some service to the world. I understand he is an excellent husband and father, a considerate master, a delightful host. He intended, I have no doubt, to improve me, to enlarge my understanding, to free me from soul-stifling bondage of convention. Not to credit him with this well-meaning intention would be to assume him something quite inhuman, to bestow upon him a dignity beyond his deserts. I find it easier to regard him merely as a fool.

Our leading lady was a handsome but coarse woman, somewhat over-developed. Starting life as a music-hall singer, she had married a small tradesman in the south of London. Some three or four years previous, her Juno-like charms had turned the head of a youthful novelist — a refined, sensitive man, of whom great things in literature had been expected, and, judging from his earlier work, not unreasonably. He had run away with her, and eventually married her; the scandal was still fresh. Already she had repented of her bargain. These women regard their infatuated lovers merely as steps in the social ladder, and he had failed to appreciably advance her. Under her demoralising spell his ambition had died in him. He no longer wrote, no longer took interest in anything beyond his own debasement. He was with us in the company, playing small parts, and playing them badly; he would have remained with us as bill-poster rather than have been sent away.

Vane planned to bring this woman and myself together. To her he pictured me a young gentleman of means, a coming author, who would soon be earning an income sufficient to keep her in every luxury. To me he hinted that she had fallen in love with me. I was never attracted to her by any feeling stronger than the admiration with which one views a handsome animal. It was my vanity upon which he worked. He envied me; any man would envy me; experience of life was what I needed to complete my genius. The great intellects of this earth must learn all lessons, even at the cost of suffering to themselves and others.

As years before I had laboured to acquire a liking for cigars and whiskey, deeming it an accomplishment necessary to a literary career, so painstakingly I now applied myself to the cultivation of a pretty taste in passion. According to the literature, fictional and historical, Vane was kind enough to supply me with, men of note were invariably sad dogs. That my temperament was not that of the sad dog, that I lacked instinct and inclination for the part, appeared to this young idiot of whom I am writing in the light of a defect. That her languishing glances irritated rather than maddened me, that the occasional covert pressure of her hot, thick hand left me cold, I felt a reproach to my manhood. I would fall in love with her. Surely my blood was red like other mens. Besides, was I not an artist, and was not profligacy the hall-mark of the artist?

But one grows tired of the confessional. Fate saved me from playing the part Vane had assigned me in this vulgar comedy, dragged me from my entanglement, flung me on my feet again. She was a little brusque in the process; but I do not feel inclined to blame the kind lady for that. The mud was creeping upward fast, and a quick hand must needs be rough.

Our dramatic friend produced his play sooner than we had expected. It crept out that something very like it had been seen in the Provinces. Argument followed, enquiries were set on foot. It will blow over, said Vane. But it seemed to be blowing our way.

The salaries, as a rule, were paid by me on Friday night. Vane, in the course of the evening, would bring me the money for me to distribute after the performance. We were playing in the north of Ireland. I had not seen Vane all that day. So soon as I had changed my clothes I left my dressing-room to seek him. The box-office keeper, meeting me, put a note into my hand. It was short and to the point. Vane had pocketed the evenings takings, and had left by the seven-fifty train! He regretted causing inconvenience, but life was replete with small comedies; the wise man attached no seriousness to them. We should probably meet again and enjoy a laugh over our experiences.

Some rumour had got about. I looked up from the letter to find myself surrounded by suspicious faces. With dry lips I told them the truth. Only they happened not to regard it as the truth. Vane throughout had contrived cleverly to them I was the manager, the sole person responsible. My wearily spoken explanations were to them incomprehensible lies. The quarter of an hour might have been worse for me had I been sufficiently alive to understand or care what they were saying. A dull, listless apathy had come over me. I felt the scene only stupid, ridiculous, tiresome. There was some talk of giving me a damned good hiding. I doubt whether I should have known till the next morning whether the suggestion had been carried out or not. I gathered that the true history of the play, the reason for the sudden alterations, had been known to them all along. They appeared to have reserved their virtuous indignation till this evening. As explanation of my apparent sleepiness, somebody, whether in kindness to me or not I cannot say, suggested I was drunk. Fortunately, it carried conviction. No further trains left the town that night; I was allowed to depart. A deputation promised to be round at my lodgings early in the morning.

Our leading lady had left the theatre immediately on the fall of the curtain; it was not necessary for her to wait, her husband acting as her business man. On reaching my rooms, I found her sitting by the fire. It reminded me that our agent in advance having fallen ill, her husband had, at her suggestion, been appointed in his place, and had left us on the Wednesday to make the necessary preparations in the next town on our list. I thought that perhaps she had come round for her money, and the idea amused me.

Well? she said, with her one smile. I had been doing my best for some months to regard it as soul-consuming, but without any real success.

Well, I answered. It bored me, her being there. I wanted to be alone.

You dont seem overjoyed to see me. Whats the matter with you? Whats happened?

I laughed. Vanes bolted and taken the weeks money with him.

The beast! she said. I knew he was that sort. What ever made you take up with him? Will it make much difference to you?

It makes a difference all round, I replied. Theres no money to pay any of you. Theres nothing to pay your fares back to London.

She had risen. Here, let me understand this, she said. Are you the rich mug Vanes been representing you to be, or only his accomplice?

The mug and the accomplice both, I answered, without the rich. Its his tour. He put my name to it because he didnt want his own to appear — for family reasons. Its his play; he stole it—

She interrupted me with a whistle. I thought it looked a bit fishy, all those alterations. But such funny things do happen in this profession! Stole it, did he?

The whole thing in manuscript. I put my name to it for the same reason — he didnt want his own to appear.

She dropped into her chair and laughed — a good-tempered laugh, loud and long. Well, Im damned! she said. The first man who has ever taken me in. I should never have signed if I had thought it was his show. I could see the sort he was with half an eye. She jumped up from the chair. Here, let me get out of this, she said. I just looked in to know what time to-morrow; Id forgotten. You neednt say I came.

Her hand upon the door, laughter seized her again, so that for support she had to lean against the wall.

Do you know why I really did come? she said. Youll guess when you come to think it over, so I may as well tell you. Its a bit of a joke. I came to say yes to what you asked me last night. Have you forgotten?

I stared at her. Last night! It seemed a long while ago — so very unimportant what I might have said.

She laughed again. So help me! if you havent. Well, you asked me to run away with you — thats all, to let our two souls unite. Damned lucky I took a day to think it over! Good-night.

Good-night, I answered, without moving. I was gripping a chair to prevent myself from rushing at her, pushing her out of the room, and locking the door. I wanted to be alone.

I heard her turn the handle. Got a pound or two to carry you over? It was a womans voice.

I put my hand into my pocket. One pound seventeen, I answered, counting it. It will pay my fare to London — or buy me a dinner and a second-hand revolver. I havent quite decided yet.

Oh, you get back and pull yourself together, she said. Youre only a kid. Good-night.

I put a few things into a small bag and walked thirty miles that night into Belfast. Arrived in London, I took a lodging in Deptford, where I was least likely to come in contact with any face I had ever seen before. I maintained myself by giving singing lessons at sixpence the half-hour, evening lessons in French and German (the Lord forgive me!) to ambitious shop-boys at eighteen pence a week, making up tradesmens books. A few articles of jewellery I had retained enabled me to tide over bad periods. For some four months I existed there, never going outside the neighbourhood. Occasionally, wandering listlessly about the streets, some object, some vista, would strike me by reason of its familiarity. Then I would turn and hasten back into my grave of dim, weltering streets.

Of thoughts, emotions, during these dead days I was unconscious. Somewhere in my brain they may have been stirring, contending; but myself I lived as in a long, dull dream. I ate, and drank, and woke, and slept, and walked and walked, and lounged by corners; staring by the hour together, seeing nothing.

It has surprised me since to find the scenes I must then have witnessed photographed so clearly on my mind. Tragedies, dramas, farces, played before me in that teeming underworld — the scenes present themselves to me distinct, complete; yet I have no recollection of ever having seen them.

I fell ill. It must have been some time in April, but I kept no count of days. Nobody came near me, nobody knew of me. I occupied a room at the top of a huge block of workmens dwellings. A woman who kept a second-hand store had lent me for a shilling a week a few articles of furniture. Lying upon my chair-bedstead, I listened to the shrill sounds around me, that through the light and darkness never ceased. A pint of milk, left each morning on the stone landing, kept me alive. I would wait for the mans descending footsteps, then crawl to the door. I hoped I was going to die, regretting my returning strength, the desire for food that drove me out into the streets again.

One night, a week or two after my partial recovery, I had wandered on and on for hour after hour. The breaking dawn recalled me to myself. I was outside the palings of a park. In the faint shadowy light it looked strange and unfamiliar. I was too tired to walk further. I scrambled over the low wooden fencing, and reaching a seat, dropped down and fell asleep.

I was sitting in a sunny avenue; birds were singing joyously, bright flowers were all around me. Norah was beside me, her frank, sweet eyes were looking into mine; they were full of tenderness, mingled with wonder. It was a delightful dream: I felt myself smiling.

Suddenly I started to my feet. Norahs strong hand drew me down again.

I was in the broad walk, Regents Park, where, I remembered, Norah often walked before breakfast. A park-keeper, the only other human creature within sight, was eyeing me suspiciously. I saw myself — without a looking-glass — unkempt, ragged. My intention was to run, but Norah was holding me by the arm. Savagely I tried to shake her off. I was weak from my recent illness, and, I suppose, half starved; it angered me to learn she was the stronger of the two. In spite of my efforts, she dragged me back.

Ashamed of my weakness, ashamed of everything about me, I burst into tears; and that of course made me still more ashamed. To add to my discomfort, I had no handkerchief. Holding me with one hand — it was quite sufficient — Norah produced her own, and wiped my eyes. The park-keeper, satisfied, I suppose, that at all events I was not dangerous, with a grin passed on.

Where have you been, and what have you been doing? asked Norah. She still retained her grip upon me, and in her grey eyes was quiet determination.

So, with my face turned away from her, I told her the whole miserable story, taking strange satisfaction in exaggerating, if anything, my own share of the disgrace. My recital ended, I sat staring down the long, shadow-freckled way, and for awhile there was no sound but the chirping of the sparrows.

Then behind me I beard a smothered laugh. It was impossible to imagine it could come from Norah. I turned quickly to see who had stolen upon us. It was Norah who was laughing; though to do her justice she was trying to suppress it, holding her handkerchief to her face. It was of no use, it would out; she abandoned the struggle, and gave way to it. It astonished the sparrows into silence; they stood in a row upon the low iron border and looked at one another.

I am glad you think it funny, I said.

But it is funny, she persisted. Dont say you have lost your sense of humour, Paul; it was the one real thing you possessed. You were so cocky — you dont know how cocky you were! Everybody was a fool but Vane; nobody else but he appreciated you at your true worth. You and he between you were going to reform the stage, to educate the public, to put everything and everybody to rights. I am awfully sorry for all youve gone through; but now that it is over, cant you see yourself that it is funny?

Faintly, dimly, this aspect of the case, for the very first time, began to present itself to me; but I should have preferred Norah to have been impressed by its tragedy.

That is not all, I said. I nearly ran away with another mans wife.

I was glad to notice that sobered her somewhat. Nearly? Why not quite? she asked more seriously.

She thought I was some young idiot with money, I replied bitterly, pleased with the effect I had produced. Vane had told her a pack of lies. When she found out I was only a poor devil, ruined, disgraced, without a sixpence— I made a gesture expressive of eloquent contempt for female nature generally.

I am sorry, said Norah; I told you you would fall in love with something real.

Her words irritated me, unreasonably, I confess. In love! I replied; good God, I was never in love with her!

Then why did you nearly run away with her?

I was wishing now I had not mentioned the matter; it promised to be difficult of explanation. I dont know, I replied irritably. I thought she was in love with me. She was very beautiful — at least, other people seemed to think she was. Artists are not like ordinary men. You must live — understand life, before you can teach it to others. When a beautiful woman is in love with you — or pretends to be, you — you must say something. You cant stand like a fool and—

Again her laughter interrupted me; this time she made no attempt to hide it. The sparrows chirped angrily, and flew off to continue their conversation somewhere where there would be less noise.

You are the biggest baby, Paul, she said, so soon as she could speak, I ever heard of. She seized me by the shoulders, and turned me round. If you werent looking so ill and miserable, I would shake you, Paul, till there wasnt a bit of breath left in your body.

How much money do you owe? she asked—to the people in the company and anybody else, I mean — roughly?

About a hundred and fifty pounds, I answered.

Then if you rest day or night, Paul, till you have paid that hundred and fifty — every penny of it — Ill think you the meanest cad in London!

Her grey eyes were flashing quite alarmingly. I felt almost afraid of her. She could be so vehement at times.

But how can I? I asked.

Go straight home, she commanded, and write something funny: an article, story — anything you like; only mind that it is funny. Post it to me to-morrow, at the latest. Dan is in London, editing a new weekly. Ill have it copied out and sent to him. I shant say who it is from. I shall merely ask him to read it and reply, at once. If youve a grain of grit left in you, youll write something that he will be glad to have and to pay for. Pawn that ring on your finger and get yourself a good breakfast — it was my mothers wedding-ring, the only piece of dispensable property I had not parted with—she wont mind helping you. But nobody else is going to — except yourself.

She looked at her watch. I must be off. She turned again. There is something I was forgetting. B— — she mentioned the name of the dramatist whose play Vane had stolen—has been looking for you for the last three months. If you hadnt been an idiot you might have saved yourself a good deal of trouble. He is quite certain it was Vane stole the manuscript. He asked the nurse to bring it to him an hour after Vane had left the house, and it couldnt be found. Besides, the mans character is well known. And so is yours. I wont tell it you, she laughed; anyhow, it isnt that of a knave.

She made a step towards me, then changed her mind. No, she said, I shant shake hands with you till you have paid the last penny that you owe. Then I shall know that you are a man.

She did not look back. I watched her, till the sunlight, streaming in my eyes, raised a golden mist between us.

Then I went to my work.


CHAPTER IX.

THE PRINCESS OF THE GOLDEN LOCKS SENDS PAUL A RING.
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IT TOOK ME three years to win that handshake. For the first six months I remained in Deptford. There was excellent material to be found there for humorous articles, essays, stories; likewise for stories tragic and pathetic. But I owed a hundred and fifty pounds — a little over two hundred it reached to, I found, when I came to add up the actual figures. So I paid strict attention to business, left the tears to be garnered by others — better fitted maybe for the task; kept to my own patch, reaped and took to market only the laughter.

At the beginning I sent each manuscript to Norah; she had it copied out, debited me with the cost received payment, and sent me the balance. At first my earnings were small; but Norah was an excellent agent; rapidly they increased. Dan grew quite cross with her, wrote in pained surprise at her greed. The matter was fair, but in no way remarkable. Any friend of hers, of course, he was anxious to assist; but business was business. In justice to his proprietors, he could not and would not pay more than the market value. Miss Deleglise, replying curtly in the third person, found herself in perfect accord with Mr. Brian as to business being business. If Mr. Brian could not afford to pay her price for material so excellent, other editors with whom Miss Deleglise was equally well acquainted could and would. Answer by return would greatly oblige, pending which the manuscript then in her hands she retained. Mr. Brian, understanding he had found his match, grumbled but paid. Whether he had any suspicion who Jack Homer might be, he never confessed; but he would have played the game, pulled his end of the rope, in either case. Nor was he allowed to decide the question for himself. Competition was introduced into the argument. Of purpose a certain proportion of my work my agent sent elsewhere. Jack Homer grew to be a commodity in demand. For, seated at my rickety table, I laughed as I wrote, the fourth wall of the dismal room fading before my eyes revealing vistas beyond.

Still, it was slow work. Humour is not an industrious maid; declines to be bustled, will work only when she feels inclined — does not often feel inclined; gives herself a good many unnecessary airs; if worried, packs up and goes off, Heaven knows where! comes back when she thinks she will: a somewhat unreliable young person. To my literary labours I found it necessary to add journalism. I lacked Dans magnificent assurance. Fate never befriends the nervous. Had I burst into the editorial sanctum, the editor most surely would have been out if in, would have been a man of short ways, would have seen to it that I went out quickly. But the idea was not to be thought of; Robert Macaire himself in my one coat would have been diffident, apologetic. I joined the ranks of the penny-a-liners — to be literally exact, three halfpence a liners. In company with half a dozen other shabby outsiders — some of them young men like myself seeking to climb; others, older men who had sunk — I attended inquests, police courts; flew after fire engines; rejoiced in street accidents; yearned for murders. Somewhat vulture-like we lived precariously upon the misfortunes of others. We made occasional half crowns by providing the public with scandal, occasional crowns by keeping our information to ourselves.

I think, gentlemen, would explain our spokesman in a hoarse whisper, on returning to the table, I think the corpses brother-in-law is anxious that the affair, if possible, should be kept out of the papers.

The closeness and attention with which we would follow that particular case, the fulness and completeness of our notes, would be quite remarkable. Our spokesman would rise, drift carelessly away, to return five minutes later, wiping his mouth.

Not a very interesting case, gentlemen, I dont think. Shall we say five shillings apiece? Sometimes a sense of the dignity of our calling would induce us to stand out for ten.

And here also my sense of humour came to my aid; gave me perhaps an undue advantage over my competitors. Twelve good men and true had been asked to say how a Lascar sailor had met his death. It was perfectly clear how he had met his death. A plumber, working on the roof of a small two-storeyed house, had slipped and fallen on him. The plumber had escaped with a few bruises; the unfortunate sailor had been picked up dead. Some blame attached to the plumber. His mate, an excellent witness, told us the whole story.

I was fixing a gas-pipe on the first floor, said the man. The prisoner was on the roof.

We wont call him the prisoner, interrupted the coroner, at least, not yet. Refer to him, if you please, as the last witness.

The last witness, corrected himself the man. He shouts down the chimney to know if I was ready for him.

Ready and waiting, I says.

Right, he says; Im coming in through the window.

Wait a bit, I says; Ill go down and move the ladder for you.

Its all right, he says; I can reach it.

No, you cant, I says. Its the other side of the chimney.

I can get round, he says.

Well, before I knew what had happened, I hears him go, smack! I rushes to the window and looks out: I see him on the pavement, sitting up like.

Hullo, Jim, I says. Have you hurt yourself?

I think Im all right, he says, as far as I can tell. But I wish youd come down. This bloke Ive fallen on looks a bit sick.

The others headed their flimsy Sad Accident, a title truthful but not alluring. I altered mine to Plumber in a Hurry — Fatal Result. Saying as little as possible about the unfortunate sailor, I called the attention of plumbers generally to the coroners very just remarks upon the folly of undue haste; pointed out to them, as a body, the trouble that would arise if somehow they could not cure themselves of this tendency to rush through their work without a moments loss of time.

It established for me a useful reputation. The sub-editor of one evening paper condescended so far as to come out in his shirt-sleeves and shake hands with me.

Thats the sort of thing we want, he told me; a light touch, a bit of humour.

I snatched fun from fires (I sincerely trust the insurance premiums were not overdue); culled quaintness from street rows; extracted merriment from catastrophes the most painful, and prospered.

Though often within a stones throw of the street, I unremittingly avoided the old house at Poplar. I was suffering inconvenience at this period by reason of finding myself two distinct individuals, contending with each other. My object was to encourage the new Paul — the sensible, practical, pushful Paul, whose career began to look promising; to drive away from interfering with me his strangely unlike twin — the old childish Paul of the sad, far-seeing eyes. Sometimes out of the cracked looking-glass his wistful, yearning face would plead to me; but I would sternly shake my head. I knew well his cunning. Had I let him have his way, he would have led me through the maze of streets he knew so well, past the broken railings (outside which he would have left my body standing), along the weedy pathway, through the cracked and dented door, up the creaking staircase to the dismal little chamber where we once — he and I together — had sat dreaming foolish dreams.

Come, he would whisper; it is so near. Let us push aside the chest of drawers very quietly, softly raise the broken sash, prop it open with the Latin dictionary, lean our elbows on the sill, listen to the voices of the weary city, voices calling to us from the darkness.

But I was too wary to be caught. Later on, I would reply to him; when I have made my way, when I am stronger to withstand your wheedling. Then I will go with you, if you are still in existence, my sentimental little friend. We will dream again the old impractical, foolish dreams — and laugh at them.

So he would fade away, and in his place would nod to me approvingly a businesslike-looking, wide-awake young fellow.

But to one sentimental temptation I succumbed. My position was by now assured; there was no longer any reason for my hiding myself. I determined to move westward. I had not intended to soar so high, but passing through Guildford Street one day, the creeper-covered corner house that my father had once thought of taking recalled itself to me. A card was in the fanlight. I knocked and made enquiries. A bed-sitting-room upon the third floor was vacant. I remembered it well the moment the loquacious landlady opened its door.

This shall be your room, Paul, said my father. So clearly his voice sounded behind me that I turned, forgetting for the moment it was but a memory. You will be quiet here, and we can shut out the bed and washstand with a screen.

So my father had his way. It was a pleasant, sunny little room, overlooking the gardens of the hospital. I followed my fathers suggestion, shut out the bed and washstand with a screen. And sometimes of an evening it would amuse me to hear my father turn the handle of the door.

How are you getting on — all right?

Famously.

Often there came back to me the words he had once used. You must be the practical man, Paul, and get on. Myself, I have always been somewhat of a dreamer. I meant to do such great things in the world, and somehow I suppose I aimed too high. I wasnt — practical.

But ought not one to aim high? I had asked.

My father had fidgeted in his chair. It is very difficult to say. It is all so — so very ununderstandable. You aim high and you dont hit anything — at least, it seems as if you didnt. Perhaps, after all, it is better to aim at something low, and — and hit it. Yet it seems a pity — ones ideals, all the best part of one — I dont know why it is. Perhaps we do not understand.

For some months I had been writing over my own name. One day a letter was forwarded to me by an editor to whose care it had been addressed. It was a short, formal note from the maternal Sellars, inviting me to the wedding of her daughter with a Mr. Reginald Clapper. I had almost forgotten the incident of the Lady Ortensia, but it was not unsatisfactory to learn that it had terminated pleasantly. Also, I judged from an invitation having been sent me, that the lady wished me to be witness of the fact that my desertion had not left her disconsolate. So much gratification I felt I owed her, and accordingly, purchasing a present as expensive as my means would permit, I made my way on the following Thursday, clad in frock coat and light grey trousers, to Kennington Church.

The ceremony was already in progress. Creeping on tiptoe up the aisle, I was about to slip into an empty pew, when a hand was laid upon my sleeve.

Were all here, whispered the OKelly; just room for ye.

Squeezing his hand as I passed, I sat down between the Signora and Mrs. Peedles. Both ladies were weeping; the Signora silently, one tear at a time clinging fondly to her pretty face as though loath to fall from it; Mrs. Peedles copiously, with explosive gurgles, as of water from a bottle.

It is such a beautiful service, murmured the Signora, pressing my hand as I settled myself down. I should so — so love to be married.

Me darling, whispered the OKelly, seizing her other hand and kissing it covertly behind his open Prayer Book, perhaps ye will be — one day.

The Signora through her tears smiled at him, but with a sigh shook her head.

Mrs. Peedles, clad, so far as the dim November light enabled me to judge, in the costume of Queen Elizabeth — nothing regal; the sort of thing one might assume to have been Her Majestys second best, say third best, frock — explained that weddings always reminded her how fleeting a thing was love.

The poor dears! she sobbed. But there, theres no telling. Perhaps theyll be happy. Im sure I hope they may be. He looks harmless.

Jarman, stretching out a hand to me from the other side of Mrs. Peedles, urged me to cheer up. Dont wear your eart upon your sleeve, he advised. Try and smile.

In the vestry I met old friends. The maternal Sellars, stouter than ever, had been accommodated with a chair — at least, I assumed so, she being in a sitting posture; the chair itself was not in evidence. She greeted me with more graciousness than I had expected, enquiring after my health with pointedness and an amount of tender solicitude that, until the explanation broke upon me, somewhat puzzled me.

Mr. Reginald Clapper was a small but energetic gentleman, much impressed, I was glad to notice, with a conviction of his own good fortune. He expressed the greatest delight at being introduced to me, shook me heartily by the hand, and hoped we should always be friends.

Wont be my fault if were not, he added. Come and see us whenever you like. He repeated this three times. I gathered the general sentiment to be that he was acting, if anything, with excess of generosity.

Mrs. Reginald Clapper, as I was relieved to know she now was, received my salute to a subdued murmur of applause. She looked to my eyes handsomer than when I had last seen her, or maybe my taste was growing less exacting. She also trusted she might always regard me as a friend. I replied that it would be my hope to deserve the honour; whereupon she kissed me of her own accord, and embracing her mother, shed some tears, explaining the reason to be that everybody was so good to her.

Brother George, less lank than formerly, hampered by a pair of enormous white kid gloves, superintended my signing of the register, whispering to me sympathetically: Better luck next time, old cock.

The fat young lady — or, maybe, the lean young lady, grown stouter, I cannot say for certain — who feared I had forgotten her, a thing I assured her utterly impossible, was good enough to say that, in her opinion, I was worth all the others put together.

And so I told her, added the fat young lady — or the lean one grown stouter, a dozen times if I told her once. But there!

I murmured my obligations.

Cousin Joseph, whom I found no difficulty in recognising by reason of his watery eyes, appeared not so chirpy as of yore.

You take my tip, advised Cousin Joseph, drawing me aside, and keep out of it.

You speak from experience? I suggested.

Im as fond of a joke, said the watery-eyed Joseph, as any man. But when it comes to buckets of water—

A reminder from the maternal Sellars that breakfast had been ordered for eleven oclock caused a general movement and arrested Josephs revelations.

See you again, perhaps, he murmured, and pushed past me.

What Mrs. Sellars, I suppose, would have alluded to as a cold col-la-shon had been arranged for at a restaurant near by. I walked there in company with Uncle and Aunt Gutton; not because I particularly desired their companionship, but because Uncle Gutton, seizing me by the arm, left me no alternative.

Now then, young man, commenced Uncle Gutton kindly, but boisterously so soon as we were in the street, at some little distance behind the others, if you want to pitch into me, you pitch away. I shant mind, and maybe itll do you good.

I informed him that nothing was further from my desire.

Oh, all right, returned Uncle Gutton, seemingly disappointed. If youre willing to forgive and forget, so am I. I never liked you, as I daresay you saw, and so I told Rosie. He may be cleverer than he looks, I says, or he may be a bigger fool than I think him, though thats hardly likely. You take my advice and get a full-grown article, then youll know what youre doing.

I told him I thought his advice had been admirable.

Im glad you think so, he returned, somewhat puzzled; though if you wanted to call me names I shouldnt have blamed you. Anyhow, youve took it like a sensible chap. Youve got over it, as I always told her you would. Young men out of story-books dont die of broken hearts, even if for a month or two they do feel like standing on their head in the water-butt.

Why, I was in love myself three times, explained Uncle Gutton, before I married the old woman.

Aunt Gutton sighed and said she was afraid gentlemen didnt feel these things as much as they ought to.

Theyve got their living to earn, retorted Uncle Gutton.

I agreed with Uncle Gutton that life could not be wasted in vain regret.

As for the rest, admitted Uncle Gutton, handsomely, I was wrong. Youve turned out better than I expected you would.

I thanked him for his improved opinion, and as we entered the restaurant we shook hands.

Minikin we found there waiting for us. He explained that having been able to obtain only limited leave of absence from business, he had concluded the time would be better employed at the restaurant than at the church. Others were there also with whom I was unacquainted, young sparks, admirers, I presume, of the Lady Ortensia in her professional capacity, fellow-clerks of Mr. Clapper, who was something in the City. Altogether we must have numbered a score.

Breakfast was laid in a large room on the first floor. The wedding presents stood displayed upon a side-table. My own, with my card attached, had not been seen by Mrs. Clapper till that moment. She and her mother lingered, examining it.

Real silver! I heard the maternal Sellars whisper, Must have paid a ten pound note for it.

I hope youll find it useful, I said.

The maternal Sellars, drifting away, joined the others gathered together at the opposite end of the room.

I suppose you think I set my cap at you merely because you were a gentleman, said the Lady Ortensia.

Dont lets talk about it, I answered. We were both foolish.

I dont want you to think it was merely that, continued the Lady Ortensia. I did like you. And I wouldnt have disgraced you — at least, Id have tried not to. We women are quick to learn. You never gave me time.

Believe me, things are much better as they are, I said.

I suppose so, she answered. I was a fool. She glanced round; we still had the corner to ourselves. I told a rare pack of lies, she said; I didnt seem able to help it; I was feeling sore all over. But I have always been ashamed of myself. Ill tell them the truth, if you like.

I thought I saw a way of making her mind easy. My dear girl, I said, you have taken the blame upon yourself, and let me go scot-free. It was generous of you.

You mean that? she asked.

The truth, I answered, would shift all the shame on to me. It was I who broke my word, acted shabbily from beginning to end.

I hadnt looked at it in that light, she replied. Very well, Ill hold my tongue.

My place at breakfast was to the left of the maternal Sellars, the Signora next to me, and the OKelly opposite. Uncle Gutton faced the bride and bridegroom. The disillusioned Joseph was hidden from me by flowers, so that his voice, raised from time to time, fell upon my ears, embellished with the mysterious significance of the unseen oracle.

For the first quarter of an hour or so the meal proceeded almost in silence. The maternal Sellars when not engaged in whispered argument with the perspiring waiter, was furtively occupied in working sums upon the table-cloth by aid of a blunt pencil. The Signora, strangely unlike her usual self, was not in talkative mood.

It was so kind of them to invite me, said the Signora, speaking low. But I feel I ought not to have come.

Why not? I asked

Im not fit to be here, murmured the Signora in a broken voice. What right have I at wedding breakfasts? Of course, for dear Willie it is different. He has been married.

The OKelly, who never when the Signora was present seemed to care much for conversation in which she was unable to participate, took advantage of his neighbours being somewhat deaf to lapse into abstraction. Jarman essayed a few witticisms of a general character, of which nobody took any notice. The professional admirers of the Lady Ortensia, seated together at a corner of the table, appeared to be enjoying a small joke among themselves. Occasionally, one or another of them would laugh nervously. But for the most part the only sounds to be heard were the clatter of the knives and forks, the energetic shuffling of the waiter, and a curious hissing noise as of escaping gas, caused by Uncle Gutton drinking champagne.

With the cutting, or, rather, the smashing into a hundred fragments, of the wedding cake — a work that taxed the united strength of bride and bridegroom to the utmost — the atmosphere lost something of its sombreness. The company, warmed by food, displaying indications of being nearly done, commenced to simmer. The maternal Sellars, putting away with her blunt pencil considerations of material nature, embraced the table with a smile.

But it is a sad thing, sighed the maternal Sellars the next moment, with a shake of her huge head, when your daughter marries, and goes away and leaves you.

Damned sight sadder, commented Uncle Gutton, when she dont go off, but hangs on at home year after year and expects you to keep her.

I credit Uncle Gutton with intending this as an aside for the exclusive benefit of the maternal Sellars; but his voice was not of the timbre that lends itself to secrecy. One of the bridesmaids, a plain, elderly girl, bending over her plate, flushed scarlet. I concluded her to be Miss Gutton.

It doesnt seem to me, said Aunt Gutton from the other end of the table, that gentlemen are as keen on marrying nowadays as they used to be.

Got to know a bit about it, I expect, sounded the small, shrill voice of the unseen Joseph.

To my thinking, exclaimed a hatchet-faced gentleman, one of the evils crying most loudly for redress at the present moment is the utterly needless and monstrous expense of legal proceedings. He spoke rapidly and with warmth. Take divorce. At present, what is it? The rich mans luxury.

Conversation appeared to be drifting in a direction unsuitable to the occasion; but Jarman was fortunately there to seize the helm.

The plain fact of the matter is, said Jarman, girls have gone up in value. Time was, so Ive heard, when they used to be given away with a useful bit of household linen, maybe a chair or two. Nowadays — well, its only chaps wallowing in wealth like Clapper there as can afford a really first-class article.

Mr. Clapper, not a gentleman in other respects of exceptional brilliancy, possessed one quality that popularity-seekers might have envied him: the ability to explode on the slightest provocation into a laugh instinct with all the characteristics of genuine delight.

Give and take, observed the maternal Sellars, so soon as Mr. Clappers roar had died away; thats what youve got to do when youre married.

Give a deal more than you bargained for and take what you dont want — that sums it up, came the bitter voice of the unseen.

Oh, do be quiet, Joe, advised the stout young lady, from which I concluded she had once been the lean young lady. You talk enough for a man.

Cant I open my mouth? demanded the indignant oracle.

You look less foolish when you keep it shut, returned the stout young lady.

Well show them how to get on, observed the Lady Ortensia to her bridegroom, with a smile.

Mr. Clapper responded with a gurgle.

When me and the old girl there fixed things up, said Uncle Gutton, we didnt talk no nonsense, and we didnt start with no misunderstandings. Im not a duke, I says—

Had she been mistaking you for one? enquired Minikin.

Mr. Clapper commented, not tactfully, but with appreciative laugh. I feared for a moment lest Uncle Guttons little eyes should leave his head.

Not being a natural-born, one-eyed fool, replied Uncle Gutton, glaring at the unabashed Minikin, she did not. Im not a duke, I says, and she had sense enough to know as I was talking sarcastic like. Im not offering you a life of luxury and ease. Im offering you myself, just what you see, and nothing more.

She took it? asked Minikin, who was mopping up his gravy with his bread.

She accepted me, sir, returned Uncle Gutton, in a voice that would have awed any one but Minikin. Can you give me any good reason for her not doing so?

No need to get mad with me, explained Minikin. Im not blaming the poor woman. We all have our moments of despair.

The unfortunate Clapper again exploded. Uncle Gutton rose to his feet. The ready Jarman saved the situation.

Ear! ear! cried Jarman, banging the table with the handles of two knives. Silence for Uncle Gutton! Es going to propose a toast. Ear, ear!

Mrs. Clapper, seconding his efforts, the whole table broke into applause.

What, as a matter of fact, I did get up to say— began Uncle Gutton.

Good old Uncle Gutton! persisted the determined Jarman. Bride and bridegroom — long life to em!

Uncle Sutton, evidently pleased, allowed his indignation against Minikin to evaporate.

Well, said Uncle Gutton, if you think Im the one to do it—

The response was unmistakable. In our enthusiasm we broke two glasses and upset a cruet; a small, thin lady was unfortunate enough to shed her chignon. Thus encouraged, Uncle Sutton launched himself upon his task. Personally, I should have been better pleased had Fate not interposed to assign to him the duty.

Starting with a somewhat uninstructive history of his own career, he suddenly, and for no reason at all obvious, branched off into fierce censure of the Adulteration Act. Reminded of the time by the maternal Sellars, he got in his first sensible remark by observing that with such questions, he took it, the present company was not particularly interested, and directed himself to the main argument. To his, Uncle Guttons, foresight, wisdom and instinctive understanding of humanity, Mr. Clapper, it appeared, owed his present happiness. Uncle Gutton it was who had divined from the outset the sort of husband the fair Rosina would come eventually to desire — a plain, simple, hard-working, level-headed sort of chap, with no hity-tity nonsense about him: such an one, in short, as Mr. Clapper himself — (at this Mr. Clapper expressed approval by a lengthy laugh) — a gentleman who, so far as Uncle Guttons knowledge went, had but one fault: a silly habit of laughing when there was nothing whatever to laugh at; of which, it was to be hoped, the cares and responsibilities of married life would cure him. (To the rest of the discourse Mr. Clapper listened with a gravity painfully maintained.) There had been moments, Uncle Gutton was compelled to admit, when the fair Rosina had shown inclination to make a fool of herself — to desire in place of honest worth mere painted baubles. He used the term in no offensive sense. Speaking for himself, what a man wanted beyond his weekly newspaper, he, Uncle Gutton, was unable to understand; but if there were fools in the world who wanted to read rubbish written by other fools, then the other fools would of course write it; Uncle Gutton did not blame them. He mentioned no names, but what he would say was: a plain man for a sensible girl, and no painted baubles.

The waiter here entering with a message from the cabman to the effect that if he was to catch the twelve-forty-five from Charing Cross, it was about full time he started, Uncle Gutton was compelled to bring his speech to a premature conclusion. The bride and bridegroom were hustled into their clothes. There followed much female embracing and male hand-shaking. The rice having been forgotten, the waiter was almost thrown downstairs, with directions to at once procure some. There appearing danger of his not returning in time, the resourceful Jarman suggested cold semolina pudding as a substitute. But the idea was discouraged by the bride. A slipper of remarkable antiquity, discovered on the floor and regarded as a gift from Providence, was flung from the window by brother George, with admirable aim, and alighted on the roof of the cab. The waiter, on his return, not being able to find it, seemed surprised.

I walked back as far as the Obelisk with the OKelly and the Signora, who were then living together in Lambeth. Till that morning I had not seen the OKelly since my departure from London, nearly two years before, so that we had much to tell each other. For the third time now had the OKelly proved his utter unworthiness to be the husband of the lady to whom he still referred as his dear good wife.

But, under the circumstances, would it not be better, I suggested, for her to obtain a divorce? Then you and the Signora could marry and there would be an end to the whole trouble.

From a strictly worldly point of view, replied the OKelly, it certainly would be; but Mrs. OKelly — his voice took to itself unconsciously a tone of reverence—is not an ordinary woman. You can have no conception, my dear Kelver, of her goodness. I had a letter from her only two months ago, a few weeks after the — the last occurrence. Not one word of reproach, only that if I trespassed against her even unto seven times seven she would still consider it her duty to forgive me; that the home would always be there for me to return to and repent.

A tear stood in the OKellys eye. A beautiful nature, he commented. There are not many women like her.

Not one in a million! added the Signora, with enthusiasm.

Well, to me it seems like pure obstinacy, I said.

The OKelly spoke quite angrily. Dont ye say a word against her! I wont listen to it. Ye dont understand her. She never will despair of reforming me.

You see, Mr. Kelver, explained the Signora, the whole difficulty arises from my unfortunate profession. It is impossible for me to keep out of dear Willies way. If I could earn my living by any other means, I would; but I cant. And when he sees my name upon the posters, its all over with him.

I do wish, Willie, dear, added the Signora in tones of gentle reproof, that you were not quite so weak.

Me dear, replied the OKelly, ye dont know how attractive ye are or ye wouldnt blame me.

I laughed. Why dont you be firm, I suggested to the Signora, send him packing about his business?

I ought to, admitted the Signora. I always mean to, until I see him. Then I dont seem able to say anything — not anything I ought to.

Ye do say it, contradicted the OKelly. Yere an angel, only I wont listen to ye.

I dont say it as if I meant it, persisted the Signora. Its evident I dont.

I still think it a pity, I said, someone does not explain to Mrs. OKelly that a divorce would be the truer kindness.

It is difficult to decide, argued the Signora. If ever you should want to leave me—

Me darling! exclaimed the OKelly.

But you may, insisted the Signora. Something may happen to help you, to show you how wicked it all is. I shall be glad then to think that you will go back to her. Because she is a good woman, Willie, you know she is.

Shes a saint, agreed Willie.

At the Obelisk I shook hands with them, and alone pursued my way towards Fleet Street.

The next friend whose acquaintance I renewed was Dan. He occupied chambers in the Temple, and one evening a week or two after the Ortensia marriage, I called upon him. Nothing in his manner of greeting me suggested the necessity of explanation. Dan never demanded anything of his friends beyond their need of him. Shaking hands with me, he pushed me down into the easy-chair, and standing with his back to the fire, filled and lighted his pipe.

I left you alone, he said. You had to go through it, your slough of despond. It lies across every path — that leads to anywhere. Clear of it?

I think so, I replied, smiling.

You are on the high road, he continued. You have only to walk steadily. Sure you have left nothing behind you — in the slough?

Nothing worth bringing out of it, I said. Why do you ask so seriously?

He laid his hand upon my head, rumpling my hair, as in the old days.

Dont leave him behind you, he said; the little boy Paul — Paul the dreamer.

I laughed. Oh, he! He was only in my way.

Yes, here, answered Dan. This is not his world. He is of no use to you here; wont help you to bread and cheese — no, nor kisses either. But keep him near you. Later, you will find, perhaps, that all along he has been the real Paul — the living, growing Paul; the other — the active, worldly, pushful Paul, only the stuff that dreams are made of, his fretful life a troubled night rounded by a sleep.

I have been driving him away, I said. He is so — so impracticable.

Dan shook his head gravely. It is not his world, he repeated. We must eat, drink — be husbands, fathers. He does not understand. Here he is the child. Take care of him.

We sat in silence for a little while — for longer, perhaps, than it seemed to us — Dan in the chair opposite to me, each of us occupied with his own thoughts.

You have an excellent agent, said Dan; retain her services as long as you can. She possesses the great advantage of having no conscience, as regards your affairs. Women never have where they—

He broke off to stir the fire.

You like her? I asked. The words sounded feeble. It is only the writer who fits the language to the emotion; the living man more often selects by contrast.

She is my ideal woman, returned Dan; true and strong and tender; clear as crystal, pure as dawn. Like her!

He knocked the ashes from his pipe. We do not marry our ideals, he went on. We love with our hearts, not with our souls. The woman I shall marry — he sat gazing into the fire, a smile upon his face—she will be some sweet, clinging, childish woman, David Copperfields Dora. Only I am not Doady, who always seems to me to have been somewhat of a — He reminds me of you, Paul, a little. Dickens was right; her helplessness, as time went on, would have bored him more and more instead of appealing to him.

And the women, I suggested, do they marry their ideals?

He laughed. Ask them.

The difference between men and women, he continued, is very slight; we exaggerate it for purposes of art. What sort of man do you suppose he is, Norahs ideal? Cant you imagine him? — But I can tell you the type of man she will marry, ay, and love with all her heart.

He looked at me from under his strong brows drawn down, a twinkle in his eye.

A nice enough fellow — clever, perhaps, but someone — well, someone who will want looking after, taking care of, managing; someone who will appeal to the mother side of her — not her ideal man, but the man for whom nature intended her.

Perhaps with her help, I said, he may in time become her ideal.

Theres a long road before him, growled Dan.

It was Norah herself who broke to me the news of Barbaras elopement with Hal. I had seen neither of them since my return to London. Old Hasluck a month or so before I had met in the City one day by chance, and he had insisted on my lunching with him. I had found him greatly changed. His buoyant self-assurance had deserted him; in its place a fretful eagerness had become his motive force. At first he had talked boastingly: Had I seen the Post for last Monday, the Court Circular for the week before? Had I read that Barbara had danced with the Crown Prince, that the Count and Countess Huescar had been entertaining a Grand Duke? What [duplicated line of text] I think of that! and such like. Was not money master of the world? Ay, and the nobs should be made to acknowledge it!

But as he had gulped down glass after glass the brag had died away.

No children, he had whispered to me across the table; thats what I cant understand. Nearly four years and no children! Whatll be the good of it all? Where do I come in? What do I get? Damn these rotten popinjays! What do they think we buy them for?

It was in the studio on a Monday morning that Norah told me. It was the talk of the town for the next day — and the following eight. She had heard it the evening before at supper, and had written to me to come and see her.

I thought you would rather hear it quietly, said Norah, than learn it from a newspaper paragraph. Besides, I wanted to tell you this. She did wrong when she married, putting aside love for position. Now she has done right. She has put aside her shame with all the advantages she derived from it. She has proved herself a woman: I respect her.

Norah would not have said that to please me had she not really thought it. I could see it from that light; but it brought me no comfort. My goddess had a heart, passions, was a mere human creature like myself. From her cold throne she had stepped down to mingle with the world. So some youthful page of Arthurs court may have felt, learning the Great Queen was but a woman.

I never spoke with her again but once. That was an evening three years later in Brussels. Strolling idly after dinner the bright lights of a theatre invited me to enter. It was somewhat late; the second act had commenced. I slipped quietly into my seat, the only one vacant at the extreme end of the front row of the first range; then, looking down upon the stage, met her eyes. A little later an attendant whispered to me that Madame G —— would like to see me; so at the fall of the curtain I went round. Two men were in the dressing-room smoking, and on the table were some bottles of champagne. She was standing before her glass, a loose shawl about her shoulders.

Excuse my shaking hands, she said. This damned hole is like a furnace; I have to make up fresh after each act.

She held them up for my inspection with a laugh; they were smeared with grease.

Dyou know my husband? she continued. Baron G — ; Mr. Paul Kelver.

The Baron rose. He was a red-faced, pot-bellied little man. Delighted to meet Mr. Kelver, he said, speaking in excellent English. Any friend of my wifes is always a friend of mine.

He held out his fat, perspiring hand. I was not in the mood to attach much importance to ceremony. I bowed and turned away, careless whether he was offended or not.

I am glad I saw you, she continued. Do you remember a girl called Barbara? You and she were rather chums, years ago.

Yes, I answered, I remember her.

Well, she died, poor girl, three years ago. She was rubbing paint into her cheeks as she spoke. She asked me if ever I saw you to give you this. I have been carrying it about with me ever since.

She took a ring from her finger. It was the one ring Barbara had worn as a girl, a chrysolite set plainly in a band of gold. I had noticed it upon her hand the first time I had seen her, sitting in my fathers office framed by the dusty books and papers. She dropped it into my outstretched palm.

Quite a pretty little romance, laughed the Baron.

Thats all, added the woman at the glass. She said you would understand.

From under her painted lashes she flashed a glance at me. I hope never to see again that look upon a womans face.

Thank you, I said. Yes, I understand. It was very kind of you. I shall always wear it.

Placing the ring upon my finger, I left the room.


CHAPTER X.

PAUL FINDS HIS WAY.
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SLOWLY, SURELY, STEADILY I climbed, putting aside all dreams, paying strict attention to business. Often my other self, little Paul of the sad eyes, would seek to lure me from my work. But for my vehement determination never to rest for a moment till I had purchased back my honesty, my desire — growing day by day, till it became almost a physical hunger — to feel again the pressure of Norahs strong white hand in mine, he might possibly have succeeded. Heaven only knows what then he might have made of me: politician, minor poet, more or less able editor, hampered by convictions — something most surely of but little service to myself. Now and again, with a week to spare — my humour making holiday, nothing to be done but await patiently its return — I would write stories for my own pleasure. They made no mark; but success in purposeful work is of slower growth. Had I persisted — but there was money to be earned. And by the time my debts were paid, I had established a reputation.

Madness! argued practical friends. You would be throwing away a certain fortune for, at the best, a doubtful competence. The one you know you can do, the other — it would be beginning your career all over again.

You would find it almost impossible now, explained those who spoke, I knew, words of wisdom, of experience. The world would never listen to you. Once a humourist always a humourist. As well might a comic actor insist upon playing Hamlet. It might be the best Hamlet ever seen upon the stage; the audience would only laugh — or stop away.

Drawn by our mutual need of sympathy, Goggles and I, seeking some quiet corner in the Club, would pour out our souls to each other. He would lay before me, at some length, his conception of Romeo — an excellent conception, I have no doubt, though I confess it failed to interest me. Somehow I could not picture him to myself as Romeo. But I listened with every sign of encouragement. It was the price I paid him for, in turn, listening to me while I unfolded to him my ideas how monumental literature, helpful to mankind, should be imagined and built up.

Perhaps in a future existence, laughed Goggles, one evening, rising as the clock struck seven, I shall be a great tragedian, and you a famous poet. Meanwhile, I suppose, as your friend Brian puts it, we are both sinning our mercies. After all, to live is the most important thing in life.

I had strolled with him so far as the cloak-room and was helping him to get into his coat.

Take my advice — tapping me on the chest, he fixed his funny, fishy eyes upon me. Had I not known his intention to be serious, I should have laughed, his expression was so comical. Marry some dear little woman (he was married himself to a placid lady of about twice his own weight); one never understands life properly till the babies come to explain it to one.

I returned to my easy-chair before the fire. Wife, children, home! After all, was not that the true work of man — of the live man, not the dreamer? I saw them round me, giving to my life dignity, responsibility. The fair, sweet woman, helper, comrade, comforter, the little faces fashioned in our image, their questioning voices teaching us the answers to lifes riddles. All other hopes, ambitions, dreams, what were they? Phantoms of the morning mist fading in the sunlight.

Hodgson came to me one evening. I want you to write me a comic opera, he said. He had an open letter in his hand which he was reading. The public seem to be getting tired of these eternal translations from the French. I want something English, something new and original.

The English is easy enough, I replied; but I shouldnt clamour for anything new and original if I were you.

Why not? he asked, looking up from his letter.

You might get it, I answered. Then you would be disappointed.

He laughed. Well, you know what I mean — something we could refer to as new and original on the programme. What do you say? It will be a big chance for you, and Im willing to risk it. Im sure you can do it. People are beginning to talk about you.

I had written a few farces, comediettas, and they had been successful. But the chief piece of the evening is a serious responsibility. A young man may be excused for hesitating. It can make, but also it can mar him. A comic opera above all other forms of art — if I may be forgiven for using the sacred word in connection with such a subject — demands experience.

I explained my fears. I did not explain that in my desk lay a four-act drama throbbing with humanity, with life, with which it had been my hope — growing each day fainter — to take the theatrical public by storm, to establish myself as a serious playwright.

Its very simple, urged Hodgson. Provide Atherton plenty of comic business; you ought to be able to do that all right. Give Gleeson something pretty in waltz time, and Duncan a part in which she can change her frock every quarter of an hour or so, and the thing is done.

Ill tell you what, continued Hodgson, Ill take the whole crowd down to Richmond on Sunday. Well have a coach, and leave the theatre at half-past ten. It will be an opportunity for you to study them. Youll be able to have a talk with them and get to know just what they can do. Atherton has ideas in his head; hell explain them to you. Then, next week, well draw up a contract and set to work.

It was too good an opportunity to let slip, though I knew that if successful I should find myself pinned down firmer than ever to my role of jester. But it is remunerative, the writing of comic opera.

A small crowd had gathered in the Strand to see us start.

Nothing wrong, is there? enquired the leading lady, in a tone of some anxiety, alighting a quarter of an hour late from her cab. It isnt a fire, is it?

Merely assembled to see you, explained Mr. Hodgson, without raising his eyes from his letters.

Oh, good gracious! cried the leading lady, do let us get away quickly.

Box seat, my dear, returned Mr. Hodgson.

The leading lady, accepting the proffered assistance of myself and three other gentlemen, mounted the ladder with charming hesitation. Some delay in getting off was caused by our low comedian, who twice, making believe to miss his footing, slid down again into the arms of the stolid door-keeper. The crowd, composed for the most part of small boys approving the endeavour to amuse them, laughed and applauded. Our low comedian thus encouraged, made a third attempt upon his hands and knees, and, gaining the roof, sat down upon the tenor, who smiled somewhat mechanically.

The first dozen or so busses we passed our low comedian greeted by rising to his feet and bowing profoundly, afterwards falling back upon either the tenor or myself. Except by the tenor and myself his performance appeared to be much appreciated. Charing Cross passed, and nobody seeming to be interested in our progress, to the relief of the tenor and myself, he settled down.

People sometimes ask me, said the low comedian, brushing the dust off his knees, why I do this sort of thing off the stage. It amuses me.

I was coming up to London the other day from Birmingham, he continued. At Willesden, when the ticket collector opened the door, I sprang out of the carriage and ran off down the platform. Of course, he ran after me, shouting to all the others to stop me. I dodged them for about a minute. You wouldnt believe the excitement there was. Quite fifty people left their seats to see what it was all about. I explained to them when they caught me that I had been travelling second with a first-class ticket, which was the fact. People think I do it to attract attention. I do it for my own pleasure.

It must be a troublesome way of amusing oneself, I suggested.

Exactly what my wife says, he replied; she can never understand the desire that comes over us all, I suppose, at times, to play the fool. As a rule, when she is with me I dont do it.

Shes not here today? I asked, glancing round.

She suffers so from headaches, he answered, she hardly ever goes anywhere.

Im sorry. I spoke not out of mere politeness; I really did feel sorry.

During the drive to Richmond this irrepressible desire to amuse himself got the better of him more than once or twice. Through Kensington he attracted a certain amount of attention by balancing the horn upon his nose. At Kew he stopped the coach to request of a young ladies boarding school change for sixpence. At the foot of Richmond Hill he caused a crowd to assemble while trying to persuade a deaf old gentleman in a Bath-chair to allow his man to race us up the hill for a shilling.

At these antics and such like our party laughed uproariously, with the exception of Hodgson, who had his correspondence to attend to, and an elegant young lady of some social standing who had lately emerged from the Divorce Court with a reputation worth to her in cash a hundred pounds a week.

Arriving at the hotel quarter of an hour or so before lunch time, we strolled into the garden. Our low comedian, observing an elderly gentleman of dignified appearance sipping a glass of Vermouth at a small table, stood for a moment rooted to the earth with astonishment, then, making a bee-line for the stranger, seized and shook him warmly by the hand. We exchanged admiring glances with one another.

Charlie is in good form to-day, we told one another, and followed at his heels.

The elderly gentleman had risen; he looked puzzled. And hows Aunt Martha? asked him our low comedian. Dear old Aunt Martha! Well, I am glad! You do look bonny! How is she?

Im afraid— commenced the elderly gentleman. Our low comedian started back. Other visitors had gathered round.

Dont tell me anything has happened to her! Not dead? Dont tell me that!

He seized the bewildered gentleman by the shoulders and presented to him a face distorted by terror.

I really have not the faintest notion what you are talking about, returned the gentleman, who seemed annoyed. I dont know you.

Not know me? Do you mean to tell me youve forgotten — ? Isnt your name Steggles?

No, it isnt, returned the stranger, somewhat shortly.

My mistake, replied our low comedian. He tossed off at one gulp what remained of the strangers Vermouth and walked away rapidly.

The elderly gentleman, not seeing the humour of the joke, one of our party to soothe him explained to him that it was Atherton, the Atherton — Charlie Atherton.

Oh, is it, growled the elderly gentleman. Then will you tell him from me that when I want his damned tomfoolery Ill come to the theatre and pay for it.

What a disagreeable man, we said, as, following our low comedian, we made our way into the hotel.

During lunch he continued in excellent spirits; kissed the bald back of the waiters head, pretending to mistake it for a face, called for hot mustard and water, made believe to steal the silver, and when the finger-bowls arrived, took off his coat and requested the ladies to look the other way.

After lunch he became suddenly serious, and slipping his arm through mine, led me by unfrequented paths.

Now, about this new opera, he said; we dont want any of the old stale business. Give us something new.

I suggested that to do so might be difficult.

Not at all, he answered. Now, my idea is this. I am a young fellow, and Im in love with a girl.

I promised to make a note of it.

Her father, apoplectic old idiot — make him comic: Damme, sir! By gad! all that sort of thing.

By persuading him that I understood what he meant, I rose in his estimation.

He wont have anything to say to me — thinks Im an ass. Im a simple sort of fellow — on the outside. But Im not such a fool as I look.

You dont think we are getting too much out of the groove? I enquired.

His opinion was that the more so the better.

Very well. Then, in the second act I disguise myself. Ill come on as an organ-grinder, sing a song in broken English, then as a policeman, or a young swell about town. Give me plenty of opportunity, thats the great thing — opportunity to be really funny, I mean. We dont want any of the old stale tricks.

I promised him my support.

Put a little pathos in it, he added, give me a scene where I can show them Ive something else in me besides merely humour. We dont want to make them howl, but just to feel a little. Lets send them out of the theatre saying: Well, Charlies often made me laugh, but Im damned if I knew he could make me cry before! See what I mean?

I told him I thought I did.

The leading lady, meeting us on our return, requested, with pretty tone of authority, everybody else to go away and leave us. There were cries of Naughty! The leading lady, laughing girlishly, took me by the hand and ran away with me.

I want to talk to you, said the leading lady, as soon as we had reached a secluded seat overlooking the river, about my part in the new opera. Now, cant you give me something original? Do.

Her pleading was so pretty, there was nothing for it but to pledge compliance.

I am so tired of being the simple village maiden, said the leading lady; what I want is a part with some opportunity in it — a coquettish part. I can flirt, assured me the leading lady, archly. Try me.

I satisfied her of my perfect faith.

You might, said the leading lady, see your way to making the plot depend upon me. It always seems to me that the womans part is never made enough of in comic opera. I am sure a comic opera built round a woman would be a really great success. Dont you agree with me, Mr. Kelver, pouted the leading lady, laying her pretty hand on mine. We are much more interesting than the men — now, arent we?

Personally, as I told her, I agreed with her.

The tenor, sipping tea with me on the balcony, beckoned me aside.

About this new opera, said the tenor; doesnt it seem to you the time has come to make more of the story — that the public might prefer a little more human interest and a little less clowning?

I admitted that a good plot was essential.

It seems to me, said the tenor, that if you could write an opera round an interesting love story, you would score a success. Of course, let there be plenty of humour, but reduce it to its proper place. As a support, it is excellent; when it is made the entire structure, it is apt to be tiresome — at least, that is my view.

I replied with sincerity that there seemed to me much truth in what he said.

Of course, so far as I am personally concerned, went on the tenor, it is immaterial. I draw the same salary whether Im on the stage five minutes or an hour. But when you have a man of my position in the cast, and give him next to nothing to do — well, the public are disappointed.

Most naturally, I commented.

The lover, whispered the tenor, noticing the careless approach towards us of the low comedian, thats the character they are thinking about all the time — men and women both. Its human nature. Make your lover interesting — thats the secret.

Waiting for the horses to be put to, I became aware of the fact that I was standing some distance from the others in company with a tall, thin, somewhat oldish-looking man. He spoke in low, hurried tones, fearful evidently of being overheard and interrupted.

Youll forgive me, Mr. Kelver, he said—Trevor, Marmaduke Trevor. I play the Duke of Bayswater in the second act.

I was unable to recall him for the moment; there were quite a number of small parts in the second act. But glancing into his sensitive face, I shrank from wounding him.

A capital performance, I lied. It has always amused me.

He flushed with pleasure. I made a great success some years ago, he said, in America with a soda-water syphon, and it occurred to me that if you could, Mr. Kelver, in a natural sort of way, drop in a small part leading up to a little business with a soda-water syphon, it might help the piece.

I wrote him his soda-water scene, I am glad to remember, and insisted upon it, in spite of a good deal of opposition. Some of the critics found fault with the incident, as lacking in originality. But Marmaduke Trevor was quite right, it did help a little.

Our return journey was an exaggerated repetition of our morning drive. Our low comedian produced hideous noises from the horn, and entered into contests of running wit with bus drivers — a decided mistake from his point of view, the score generally remaining with the bus driver. At Hammersmith, seizing the opportunity of a block in the traffic, he assumed the role of Cheap Jack, and, standing up on the back seat, offered all our hats for sale at temptingly low prices.

Got any ideas out of them? asked Hodgson, when the time came for us to say good-night.

Im thinking, if you dont mind, I answered, of going down into the country and writing the piece quietly, away from everybody.

Perhaps you are right, agreed Hodgson. Too many cooks — Be sure and have it ready for the autumn.

I wrote it with some pleasure to myself amid the Yorkshire Wolds, and was able to read it to the whole company assembled before the close of the season. My turning of the last page was followed by a dead silence. The leading lady was the first to speak. She asked if the clock upon the mantelpiece could be relied upon; because, if so, by leaving at once, she could just catch her train. Hodgson, consulting his watch, thought, if anything, it was a little fast. The leading lady said she hoped it was, and went. The only comforting words were spoken by the tenor. He recalled to our mind a successful comic opera produced some years before at the Philharmonic. He distinctly remembered that up to five minutes before the raising of the curtain everybody had regarded it as rubbish. He also had a train to catch. Marmaduke Trevor, with a covert shake of the hand, urged me not to despair. The low comedian, the last to go, told Hodgson he thought he might be able to do something with parts of it, if given a free hand. Hodgson and I left alone, looked at each other.

Its no good, said Hodgson, from a box-office point of view. Very clever.

How do you know it is no good from a box-office point of view? I ventured to enquire.

I never made a mistake in my life, replied Hodgson.

You have produced one or two failures, I reminded him.

And shall again, he laughed. The right thing isnt easy to get.

Cheer up, he added kindly, this is only your first attempt. We must try and knock it into shape at rehearsal.

Their notion of knocking it into shape was knocking it to pieces.

Ill tell you what well do, would say the low comedian; well cut that scene out altogether. Joyously he would draw his pencil through some four or five pages of my manuscript.

But it is essential to the story, I would argue.

Not at all.

But it is. It is the scene in which Roderick escapes from prison and falls in love with the gipsy.

My dear boy, half-a-dozen words will do all that. I meet Roderick at the ball. Hallo, what are you doing here? Oh, I have escaped from prison. Good business. And hows Miriam? Well and happy — she is going to be my wife! What more do you want?

I have been speaking to Mr. Hodgson, would observe the leading lady, and he agrees with me, that if instead of falling in love with Peter, I fell in love with John—

But John is in love with Arabella.

Oh, weve cut out Arabella. I can sing all her songs.

The tenor would lead me into a corner. I want you to write in a little scene for myself and Miss Duncan at the beginning of the first act. Ill talk to her about it. I think it will be rather pretty. I want her — the second time I see her — to have come out of her room on to a balcony, and to be standing there bathed in moonlight.

But the first act takes place in the early morning.

Ive thought of that. We must alter it to the evening.

But the opera opens with a hunting scene. People dont go hunting by moonlight.

It will be a novelty. Thats whats wanted for comic opera. The ordinary hunting scene! My dear boy, it has been done to death.

I stood this sort of thing for a week. They are people of experience, I argued to myself; they must know more about it than I do. By the end of the week I had arrived at the conclusion that anyhow they didnt. Added to which I lost my temper. It is a thing I should advise any lady or gentleman thinking of entering the ranks or dramatic authorship to lose as soon as possible. I took both manuscripts with me, and, entering Mr. Hodgsons private room, closed the door behind me. One parcel was the opera as I had originally written it, a neat, intelligible manuscript, whatever its other merits. The second, scored, interlined, altered, cut, interleaved, rewritten, reversed, turned inside out and topsy-turvy — one long, hopeless confusion from beginning to end — was the opera, as, everybody helping, we had knocked it into shape.

Thats your opera, I said, pushing across to him the bulkier bundle. If you can understand it, if you can make head or tail of it, if you care to produce it, it is yours, and you are welcome to it. This is mine! I laid it on the table beside the other. It may be good, it may be bad. If it is played at all it is played as it is written. Regard the contract as cancelled, and make up your mind.

He argued with force, and he argued with eloquence. He appealed to my self-interest, he appealed to my better nature. It occupied him forty minutes by the clock. Then he called me an obstinate young fool, flung the opera as knocked into shape into the waste-paper basket — which was the only proper place for it, and, striding into the middle of the company, gave curt directions that the damned opera was to be played as it was written, and be damned to it!

The company shrugged its shoulders, and for the next month kept them shrugged. For awhile Hodgson remained away from the rehearsals, then returning, developed by degrees a melancholy interest in the somewhat gloomy proceedings.

So far I had won, but my difficulty was to maintain the position. The low comedian, reciting his lines with meaningless monotony, would pause occasionally to ask of me politely, whether this or that passage was intended to be serious or funny.

You think, the leading lady would enquire, more in sorrow than in anger, that any girl would behave in this way — any real girl, I mean?

Perhaps the audience will understand it, would console himself hopefully the tenor. Myself, I confess I dont.

With a sinking heart concealed beneath an aggressively disagreeable manner, I remained firm in my pigheaded conceit, as it was regarded, Hodgson generously supporting me against his own judgment.

Its bound to be a failure, he told me. I am spending some twelve to fifteen hundred pounds to teach you a lesson. When you have learnt it well square accounts by your writing me an opera that will pay.

And if it does succeed? I suggested.

My dear boy, replied Hodgson, I never make mistakes.

From all which a dramatic author of more experience would have gathered cheerfulness and hope, knowing that the time to be depressed is when the manager and company unanimously and unhesitatingly predict a six months run. But new to the business, I regarded my literary career as already at an end. Belief in oneself is merely the match with which one lights oneself. The oil is supplied by the belief in one of others; if that be not forthcoming, one goes out. Later on I might try to light myself again, but for the present I felt myself dark and dismal. My desire was to get away from my own smoke and smell. The final dress rehearsal over, I took my leave of all concerned. The next morning I would pack a knapsack and start upon a walking tour through Holland. The English papers would not reach me. No human being should know my address. In a month or so I would return, the piece would have disappeared — would be forgotten. With courage, I might be able to forget it myself.

I shall run it for three weeks, said Hodgson, then well withdraw it quietly, owing to previous arrangements; or Duncan can suddenly fall ill — shes done it often enough to suit herself; she can do it this once to suit me. Dont be upset. Theres nothing to be ashamed of in the piece; indeed, there is a good deal that will be praised. The idea is distinctly original. As a matter of fact, thats the fault with it, added Hodgson, its too original.

You said you wanted it original, I reminded him.

He laughed. Yes, but original for the stage, I meant — the old dolls in new frocks.

I thanked him for all his kindness, and went home and packed my knapsack.

For two months I wandered, avoiding beaten tracks, my only comrades a few books, belonging to no age, no country. My worries fell from me, the personal affairs of Paul Kelver ceasing to appear the be all and the end all of the universe. But for a chance meeting with Wellbourne, Deleglises amateur caretaker of Gower Street fame, I should have delayed yet longer my return. It was in one of the dead cities of the Zuyder Zee. I was sitting under the lindens on the grass-grown quay, awaiting a slow, crawling boat that, four miles off, I watched a moving speck across the level pastures. I heard his footsteps in the empty market-place behind me, and turned my head. I did not rise, felt even no astonishment; anything might come to pass in that still land of dreams. He seated himself beside me with a nod, and for awhile we smoked in silence.

All well with you? I asked.

I am afraid not, he answered; the poor fellow is in great trouble.

Im not Wellbourne himself, he went on, in answer to my look; I am only his spirit. Have you ever tested that belief the Hindoos hold: that a man may leave his body, wander at will for a certain period, remembering only to return ere the thread connecting him with flesh and blood be stretched to breaking point? It is quite correct. I often lock the door of my lodging, leave myself behind, wander a free Spirit.

He pulled from his pocket a handful of loose coins and looked at them. The thread that connects us, I am sorrow to say, is wearing somewhat thin, he sighed; I shall have to be getting back to him before long — concern myself again with his troubles, follies. It is somewhat vexing. Life is really beautiful, when one is dead.

What was the trouble? I enquired.

Havent you heard? he replied. Tom died five weeks ago, quite suddenly, of syncope. We had none of us any idea.

So Norah was alone in the world. I rose to my feet. The slowly moving speck had grown into a thin, dark streak; minute by minute it took shape and form.

By the way, I have to congratulate you, said Wellbourne. Your opera looked like being a big thing when I left London. You didnt sell outright, I hope?

No, I answered. Hodgson never expressed any desire to buy.

Lucky for you, said Wellbourne.

I reached London the next evening. Passing the theatre on my way to Queens Square, it occurred to me to stop my cab for a few minutes and look in.

I met the low comedian on his way to his dressing-room. He shook me warmly by the hand.

Well, he said, were pulling them in. I was right, you see, Give me plenty of opportunity. Thats what I told you, didnt I? Come and see the piece. I think you will agree with me that I have done you justice.

I thanked him.

Not at all, he returned; its a pleasure to work, when youve got something good to work on.

I paid my respects to the leading lady.

I am so grateful to you, said the leading lady. It is so delightful to play a real live woman, for a change.

The tenor was quite fatherly.

It is what I have been telling Hodgson for years, he said, give them a simple human story.

Crossing the stage, I ran against Marmaduke Trevor.

You will stay for my scene, he urged.

Another night, I answered. I have only just returned.

He sank his voice to a whisper. I want to talk to you on business, when you have the time. I am thinking of taking a theatre myself — not just now, but later on. Of course, I dont want it to get about.

I assured him of my secrecy.

If it comes off, I want you to write for me. You understand the public. We will talk it over.

He passed onward with stealthy tread.

I found Hodgson in the front of the house.

Two stalls not sold and six seats in the upper circle, he informed me; not bad for a Thursday night.

I expressed my gratification.

I knew you could do it, said Hodgson, I felt sure of it merely from seeing that comedietta of yours at the Queens. I never make a mistake.

Correction under the circumstances would have been unkind. Promising to see him again in the morning, I left him with his customary good conceit of himself unimpaired, and went on to the Square. I rang twice, but there was no response. I was about to sound a third and final summons, when Norah joined me on the step. She had been out shopping and was laden with parcels.

We must wait to shake hands, she laughed, as she opened the door. I hope you have not been kept long. Poor Annette grows deafer every day.

Have you nobody in the house with you but Annette? I asked.

No one. You know it was a whim of his. I used to get quite cross with him at times. But I should not like to go against his wishes — now.

Was there any reason for it? I asked.

No, she answered; if there had been I could have argued him out of it. She paused at the door of the studio. Ill just get rid of these, she said, and then I will be with you.

A wood fire was burning on the open hearth, flashing alternate beams of light and shadow down the long bare room. The high oak stool stood in its usual place beside the engraving desk, upon which lay old Deleglises last unfinished plate, emitting a dull red glow. I paced the creaking boards with halting steps, as through some ghostly gallery hung with dim portraits of the dead and living. In a little while Norah entered and came to me with outstretched hand.

We will not light the lamp, she said, the firelight is so pleasant.

But I want to see you, I replied.

She had seated herself upon the broad stone kerb. With her hand she stirred the logs; they shot into a clear white flame. Thus, the light upon her face, she raised it gravely towards mine. It spoke to me with fuller voice. The clear grey eyes were frank and steadfast as ever, but shadow had passed into them, deepening them, illuminating them.

For a space we talked of our two selves, our trivial plans and doings.

Tom left something to you, said Norah, rising, not in his will, that was only a few lines. He told me to give it to you, with his love.

She brought it to me. It was the picture he had always treasured, his first success; a child looking on death; The Riddle he had named it.

We spoke of him, of his work, which since had come to be appraised at truer value, for it was out of fashion while he lived.

Was he a disappointed man, do you think? I asked.

No, answered Norah. I am sure not. He was too fond of his work.

But he dreamt of becoming a second Millet. He confessed it to me once. And he died an engraver.

But they were good engravings, smiled Norah.

I remember a favourite saying of his, continued Norah, after a pause; I do not know whether it was original or not. The stars guide us. They are not our goal.

Ah, yes, we aim at the moon and — hit the currant bush.

It is necessary always to allow for deflection, laughed Norah. Apparently it takes a would-be poet to write a successful comic opera.

Ah, you do not understand! I cried. It was not mere ambition; cap and bells or laurel wreath! that is small matter. I wanted to help. The worlds cry of pain, I used to hear it as a boy. I hear it yet. I meant to help. They that are heavy laden. I hear their cry. They cry from dawn to dawn and none heed them: we pass upon the other side. Man and woman, child and beast. I hear their dumb cry in the night. The childs sob in the silence, the mans fierce curse of wrong. The dog beneath the vivisectors knife, the overdriven brute, the creature tortured for an hour that a gourmet may enjoy an instants pleasure; they cried to me. The wrong and the sorrow and the pain, the long, low, endless moan Gods ears are weary of; I hear it day and night. I thought to help.

I had risen. She took my face between her quiet, cool hands.

What do we know? We see but a corner of the scheme. This fortress of laughter that a few of you have been set apart to guard — this rallying-point for all the forces of joy and gladness! how do you know it may not be the key to the whole battle! It is far removed from the grand charges and you think yourself forgotten. Trust your leader, be true to your post.

I looked into her sweet grey eyes.

You always help me, I said.

Do I? she answered. I am so glad.

She put her firm white hand in mine.
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First published in 1904, this novel is made up of loosely-connected stories telling the adventures of a group of Fleet Street journalists. The title character is a young waif, whose real gender remains one of the books central mysteries – a move which places the novel in the tradition of the new woman fiction of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, examining the new gender roles available in society in the wake of greater autonomy for women. 
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A satirical photo from 1901, showing a stereotypical image of the New Woman – the controversial embodiment of the gender confusion dealt with in the novel


STORY THE FIRST — Peter Hope plans his Prospectus
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COME IN! SAID Peter Hope.

Peter Hope was tall and thin, clean-shaven but for a pair of side whiskers close-cropped and terminating just below the ear, with hair of the kind referred to by sympathetic barbers as getting a little thin on the top, sir, but arranged with economy, that everywhere is povertys true helpmate. About Mr. Peter Hopes linen, which was white though somewhat frayed, there was a self-assertiveness that invariably arrested the attention of even the most casual observer. Decidedly there was too much of it — its ostentation aided and abetted by the retiring nature of the cut-away coat, whose chief aim clearly was to slip off and disappear behind its owners back. Im a poor old thing, it seemed to say. I dont shine — or, rather, I shine too much among these up-to-date young modes. I only hamper you. You would be much more comfortable without me. To persuade it to accompany him, its proprietor had to employ force, keeping fastened the lowest of its three buttons. At every step, it struggled for its liberty. Another characteristic of Peters, linking him to the past, was his black silk cravat, secured by a couple of gold pins chained together. Watching him as he now sat writing, his long legs encased in tightly strapped grey trousering, crossed beneath the table, the lamplight falling on his fresh-complexioned face, upon the shapely hand that steadied the half-written sheet, a stranger might have rubbed his eyes, wondering by what hallucination he thus found himself in presence seemingly of some young beau belonging to the early forties; but looking closer, would have seen the many wrinkles.

Come in! repeated Mr. Peter Hope, raising his voice, but not his eyes.

The door opened, and a small, white face, out of which gleamed a pair of bright, black eyes, was thrust sideways into the room.

Come in! repeated Mr. Peter Hope for the third time. Who is it?

A hand not over clean, grasping a greasy cloth cap, appeared below the face.

Not ready yet, said Mr. Hope. Sit down and wait.

The door opened wider, and the whole of the figure slid in and, closing the door behind it, sat itself down upon the extreme edge of the chair nearest.

Which are you — Central News or Courier? demanded Mr. Peter Hope, but without looking up from his work.

The bright, black eyes, which had just commenced an examination of the room by a careful scrutiny of the smoke-grimed ceiling, descended and fixed themselves upon the one clearly defined bald patch upon his head that, had he been aware of it, would have troubled Mr. Peter Hope. But the full, red lips beneath the turned-up nose remained motionless.

That he had received no answer to his question appeared to have escaped the attention of Mr. Peter Hope. The thin, white hand moved steadily to and fro across the paper. Three more sheets were added to those upon the floor. Then Mr. Peter Hope pushed back his chair and turned his gaze for the first time upon his visitor.

To Peter Hope, hack journalist, long familiar with the genus Printers Devil, small white faces, tangled hair, dirty hands, and greasy caps were common objects in the neighbourhood of that buried rivulet, the Fleet. But this was a new species. Peter Hope sought his spectacles, found them after some trouble under a heap of newspapers, adjusted them upon his high, arched nose, leant forward, and looked long and up and down.

God bless my soul! said Mr. Peter Hope. What is it?

The figure rose to its full height of five foot one and came forward slowly.

Over a tight-fitting garibaldi of blue silk, excessively décolleté, it wore what once had been a boys pepper-and-salt jacket. A worsted comforter wound round the neck still left a wide expanse of throat showing above the garibaldi. Below the jacket fell a long, black skirt, the train of which had been looped up about the waist and fastened with a cricket-belt.

Who are you? What do you want? asked Mr. Peter Hope.

For answer, the figure, passing the greasy cap into its other hand, stooped down and, seizing the front of the long skirt, began to haul it up.

Dont do that! said Mr. Peter Hope. I say, you know, you—

But by this time the skirt had practically disappeared, leaving to view a pair of much-patched trousers, diving into the right-hand pocket of which the dirty hand drew forth a folded paper, which, having opened and smoothed out, it laid upon the desk.

Mr. Peter Hope pushed up his spectacles till they rested on his eyebrows, and read aloud—Steak and Kidney Pie, 4d.; Do. (large size), 6d.; Boiled Mutton—

Thats where Ive been for the last two weeks, said the figure,—Hammonds Eating House!

The listener noted with surprise that the voice — though it told him as plainly as if he had risen and drawn aside the red rep curtains, that outside in Gough Square the yellow fog lay like the ghost of a dead sea — betrayed no Cockney accent, found no difficulty with its aitches.

You ask for Emma. Shell say a good word for me. She told me so.

But, my good— Mr. Peter Hope, checking himself, sought again the assistance of his glasses. The glasses being unable to decide the point, their owner had to put the question bluntly:

Are you a boy or a girl?

I dunno.

You dont know!

Whats the difference?

Mr. Peter Hope stood up, and taking the strange figure by the shoulders, turned it round slowly twice, apparently under the impression that the process might afford to him some clue. But it did not.

What is your name?

Tommy.

Tommy what?

Anything you like. I dunno. Ive had so many of em.

What do you want? What have you come for?

Youre Mr. Hope, aint you, second floor, 16, Gough Square?

That is my name.

You want somebody to do for you?

You mean a housekeeper!

Didnt say anything about housekeeper. Said you wanted somebody to do for you — cook and clean the place up. Heard em talking about it in the shop this afternoon. Old lady in green bonnet was asking Mother Hammond if she knew of anyone.

Mrs. Postwhistle — yes, I did ask her to look out for someone for me. Why, do you know of anyone? Have you been sent by anybody?

You dont want anything too laborate in the way o cooking? You was a simple old chap, so they said; not much trouble.

No — no. I dont want much — someone clean and respectable. But why couldnt she come herself? Who is it?

Well, whats wrong about me?

I beg your pardon, said Mr. Peter Hope.

Why wont I do? I can make beds and clean rooms — all that sort o thing. As for cooking, Ive got a natural aptitude for it. You ask Emma; shell tell you. You dont want nothing laborate?

Elizabeth, said Mr. Peter Hope, as he crossed and, taking up the poker, proceeded to stir the fire, are we awake or asleep?

Elizabeth thus appealed to, raised herself on her hind legs and dug her claws into her masters thigh. Mr. Hopes trousers being thin, it was the most practical answer she could have given him.

Done a lot of looking after other people for their benefit, continued Tommy. Dont see why I shouldnt do it for my own.

My dear — I do wish I knew whether you were a boy or a girl. Do you seriously suggest that I should engage you as my housekeeper? asked Mr. Peter Hope, now upright with his back to the fire.

Id do for you all right, persisted Tommy. You give me my grub and a shake-down and, say, sixpence a week, and Ill grumble less than most of em.

Dont be ridiculous, said Mr. Peter Hope.

You wont try me?

Of course not; you must be mad.

All right. No harm done. The dirty hand reached out towards the desk, and possessing itself again of Hammonds Bill of Fare, commenced the operations necessary for bearing it away in safety.

Heres a shilling for you, said Mr. Peter Hope.

Rather not, said Tommy. Thanks all the same.

Nonsense! said Mr. Peter Hope.

Rather not, repeated Tommy. Never know where that sort of thing may lead you to.

All right, said Mr. Peter Hope, replacing the coin in his pocket. Dont!

The figure moved towards the door.

Wait a minute. Wait a minute, said Mr. Peter Hope irritably.

The figure, with its hand upon the door, stood still.

Are you going back to Hammonds?

No. Ive finished there. Only took me on for a couple o weeks, while one of the gals was ill. She came back this morning.

Who are your people?

Tommy seemed puzzled. What dye mean?

Well, whom do you live with?

Nobody.

Youve got nobody to look after you — to take care of you?

Take care of me! Dye think Im a bloomin kid?

Then where are you going to now?

Going? Out.

Peter Hopes irritation was growing.

I mean, where are you going to sleep? Got any money for a lodging?

Yes, Ive got some money, answered Tommy. But I dont think much o lodgings. Not a particular nice class as you meet there. I shall sleep out to-night. Taint raining.

Elizabeth uttered a piercing cry.

Serves you right! growled Peter savagely. How can anyone help treading on you when you will get just between ones legs. Told you of it a hundred times.

The truth of the matter was that Peter was becoming very angry with himself. For no reason whatever, as he told himself, his memory would persist in wandering to Ilford Cemetery, in a certain desolate corner of which lay a fragile little woman whose lungs had been but ill adapted to breathing London fogs; with, on the top of her, a still smaller and still more fragile mite of humanity that, in compliment to its only relative worth a penny-piece, had been christened Thomas — a name common enough in all conscience, as Peter had reminded himself more than once. In the name of common sense, what had dead and buried Tommy Hope to do with this affair? The whole thing was the veriest sentiment, and sentiment was Mr. Peter Hopes abomination. Had he not penned articles innumerable pointing out its baneful influence upon the age? Had he not always condemned it, wherever he had come across it in play or book? Now and then the suspicion had crossed Peters mind that, in spite of all this, he was somewhat of a sentimentalist himself — things had suggested this to him. The fear had always made him savage.

You wait here till I come back, he growled, seizing the astonished Tommy by the worsted comforter and spinning it into the centre of the room. Sit down, and dont you dare to move. And Peter went out and slammed the door behind him.

Bit off his chump, aint he? remarked Tommy to Elizabeth, as the sound of Peters descending footsteps died away. People had a way of addressing remarks to Elizabeth. Something in her manner invited this.

Oh, well, its all in the days work, commented Tommy cheerfully, and sat down as bid.

Five minutes passed, maybe ten. Then Peter returned, accompanied by a large, restful lady, to whom surprise — one felt it instinctively — had always been, and always would remain, an unknown quantity.

Tommy rose.

Thats the — the article, explained Peter.

Mrs. Postwhistle compressed her lips and slightly tossed her head. It was the attitude of not ill-natured contempt from which she regarded most human affairs.

Thats right, said Mrs. Postwhistle; I remember seeing er there — leastways, it was an er right enough then. What ave you done with your clothes?

They werent mine, explained Tommy. They were things what Mrs. Hammond had lent me.

Is that your own? asked Mrs. Postwhistle, indicating the blue silk garibaldi.

Yes.

What went with it?

Tights. They were too far gone.

What made you give up the tumbling business and go to Mrs. Ammonds?

It gave me up. Hurt myself.

Who were you with last?

Martini troupe.

And before that?

Oh! heaps of em.

Nobody ever told you whether you was a boy or a girl?

Nobody as Id care to believe. Some of them called me the one, some of them the other. It depended upon what was wanted.

How old are you?

I dunno.

Mrs. Postwhistle turned to Peter, who was jingling keys.

Well, theres the bed upstairs. Its for you to decide.

What I dont want to do, explained Peter, sinking his voice to a confidential whisper, is to make a fool of myself.

Thats always a good rule, agreed Mrs. Postwhistle, for those to whom its possible.

Anyhow, said Peter, one night cant do any harm. To-morrow we can think whats to be done.

To-morrow had always been Peters lucky day. At the mere mention of the magic date his spirits invariably rose. He now turned upon Tommy a countenance from which all hesitation was banished.

Very well, Tommy, said Mr. Peter Hope, you can sleep here to-night. Go with Mrs. Postwhistle, and shell show you your room.

The black eyes shone.

Youre going to give me a trial?

Well talk about all that to-morrow. The black eyes clouded.

Look here. I tell you straight, it aint no good.

What do you mean? What isnt any good? demanded Peter.

Youll want to send me to prison.

To prison!

Oh, yes. Youll call it a school, I know. You aint the first thats tried that on. It wont work. The bright, black eyes were flashing passionately. I aint done any harm. Im willing to work. I can keep myself. I always have. Whats it got to do with anybody else?

Had the bright, black eyes retained their expression of passionate defiance, Peter Hope might have retained his common sense. Only Fate arranged that instead they should suddenly fill with wild tears. And at sight of them Peters common sense went out of the room disgusted, and there was born the history of many things.

Dont be silly, said Peter. You didnt understand. Of course Im going to give you a trial. Youre going to do for me. I merely meant that wed leave the details till to-morrow. Come, housekeepers dont cry.

The little wet face looked up.

You mean it? Honour bright?

Honour bright. Now go and wash yourself. Then you shall get me my supper.

The odd figure, still heaving from its paroxysm of sobs, stood up.

And I have my grub, my lodging, and sixpence a week?

Yes, yes; I think thats a fair arrangement, agreed Mr. Peter Hope, considering. Dont you, Mrs. Postwhistle?

With a frock — or a suit of trousers — thrown in, suggested Mrs. Postwhistle. Its generally done.

If its the custom, certainly, agreed Mr. Peter Hope. Sixpence a week and clothes.

And this time it was Peter that, in company with Elizabeth, sat waiting the return of Tommy.

I rather hope, said Peter, its a boy. It was the fogs, you know. If only I could have afforded to send him away!

Elizabeth looked thoughtful. The door opened.

Ah! thats better, much better, said Mr. Peter Hope. Pon my word, you look quite respectable.

By the practical Mrs. Postwhistle a working agreement, benefiting both parties, had been arrived at with the long-trained skirt; while an ample shawl arranged with judgment disguised the nakedness that lay below. Peter, a fastidious gentleman, observed with satisfaction that the hands, now clean, had been well cared for.

Give me that cap, said Peter. He threw it in the glowing fire. It burned brightly, diffusing strange odours.

Theres a travelling cap of mine hanging up in the passage. You can wear that for the present. Take this half-sovereign and get me some cold meat and beer for supper. Youll find everything else you want in that sideboard or else in the kitchen. Dont ask me a hundred questions, and dont make a noise, and Peter went back to his work.

Good idea, that half-sovereign, said Peter. Shant be bothered with Master Tommy any more, dont expect. Starting a nursery at our time of life. Madness. Peters pen scratched and spluttered. Elizabeth kept an eye upon the door.

Quarter of an hour, said Peter, looking at his watch. Told you so. The article on which Peter was now engaged appeared to be of a worrying nature.

Then why, said Peter, why did he refuse that shilling? Artfulness, concluded Peter, pure artfulness. Elizabeth, old girl, weve got out of this business cheaply. Good idea, that half-sovereign. Peter gave vent to a chuckle that had the effect of alarming Elizabeth.

But luck evidently was not with Peter that night.

Pingles was sold out, explained Tommy, entering with parcels; had to go to Bows in Farringdon Street.

Oh! said Peter, without looking up.

Tommy passed through into the little kitchen behind. Peter wrote on rapidly, making up for lost time.

Good! murmured Peter, smiling to himself, thats a neat phrase. That ought to irritate them.

Now, as he wrote, while with noiseless footsteps Tommy, unseen behind him, moved to and fro and in and out the little kitchen, there came to Peter Hope this very curious experience: it felt to him as if for a long time he had been ill — so ill as not even to have been aware of it — and that now he was beginning to be himself again; consciousness of things returning to him. This solidly furnished, long, oak-panelled room with its air of old-world dignity and repose — this sober, kindly room in which for more than half his life he had lived and worked — why had he forgotten it? It came forward greeting him with an amused smile, as of some old friend long parted from. The faded photos, in stiff, wooden frames upon the chimney-piece, among them that of the fragile little woman with the unadaptable lungs.

God bless my soul! said Mr. Peter Hope, pushing back his chair. Its thirty years ago. How time does fly! Why, let me see, I must be—

Dyou like it with a head on it? demanded Tommy, who had been waiting patiently for signs.

Peter shook himself awake and went to his supper.

A bright idea occurred to Peter in the night. Of course; why didnt I think of it before? Settle the question at once. Peter fell into an easy sleep.

Tommy, said Peter, as he sat himself down to breakfast the next morning. By-the-by, asked Peter with a puzzled expression, putting down his cup, what is this?

Cauffee, informed him Tommy. You said cauffee.

Oh! replied Peter. For the future, Tommy, if you dont mind, I will take tea of a morning.

All the same to me, explained the agreeable Tommy, its your breakfast.

What I was about to say, continued Peter, was that youre not looking very well, Tommy.

Im all right, asserted Tommy; never nothing the matter with me.

Not that you know of, perhaps; but one can be in a very bad way, Tommy, without being aware of it. I cannot have anyone about me that I am not sure is in thoroughly sound health.

If you mean youve changed your mind and want to get rid of me— began Tommy, with its chin in the air.

I dont want any of your uppishness, snapped Peter, who had wound himself up for the occasion to a degree of assertiveness that surprised even himself. If you are a thoroughly strong and healthy person, as I think you are, I shall be very glad to retain your services. But upon that point I must be satisfied. It is the custom, explained Peter. It is always done in good families. Run round to this address — Peter wrote it upon a leaf of his notebook—and ask Dr. Smith to come and see me before he begins his round. You go at once, and dont let us have any argument.

That is the way to talk to that young person — clearly, said Peter to himself, listening to Tommys footsteps dying down the stairs.

Hearing the street-door slam, Peter stole into the kitchen and brewed himself a cup of coffee.

Dr. Smith, who had commenced life as Herr Schmidt, but who in consequence of difference of opinion with his Government was now an Englishman with strong Tory prejudices, had but one sorrow: it was that strangers would mistake him for a foreigner. He was short and stout, with bushy eyebrows and a grey moustache, and looked so fierce that children cried when they saw him, until he patted them on the head and addressed them as mein leedle frent in a voice so soft and tender that they had to leave off howling just to wonder where it came from. He and Peter, who was a vehement Radical, had been cronies for many years, and had each an indulgent contempt for the others understanding, tempered by a sincere affection for one another they would have found it difficult to account for.

What tink you is de matter wid de leedle wench? demanded Dr. Smith, Peter having opened the case. Peter glanced round the room. The kitchen door was closed.

How do you know its a wench?

The eyes beneath the bushy brows grew rounder. If id is not a wench, why dress it—

Havent dressed it, interrupted Peter. Just what Im waiting to do — so soon as I know.

And Peter recounted the events of the preceding evening.

Tears gathered in the doctors small, round eyes. His absurd sentimentalism was the quality in his friend that most irritated Peter.

Poor leedle waif! murmured the soft-hearted old gentleman. Id was de good Providence dat guided her — or him, whichever id be.

Providence be hanged! snarled Peter. What was my Providence doing — landing me with a gutter-brat to look after?

So like you Radicals, sneered the doctor, to despise a fellow human creature just because id may not have been born in burble and fine linen.

I didnt send for you to argue politics, retorted Peter, controlling his indignation by an effort. I want you to tell me whether its a boy or a girl, so that I may know what to do with it.

What mean you to do wid id? inquired the doctor.

I dont know, confessed Peter. If its a boy, as I rather think it is, maybe Ill be able to find it a place in one of the offices — after Ive taught it a little civilisation.

And if id be a girl?

How can it be a girl when it wears trousers? demanded Peter. Why anticipate difficulties?

Peter, alone, paced to and fro the room, his hands behind his back, his ear on the alert to catch the slightest sound from above.

I do hope it is a boy, said Peter, glancing up.

Peters eyes rested on the photo of the fragile little woman gazing down at him from its stiff frame upon the chimney-piece. Thirty years ago, in this same room, Peter had paced to and fro, his hands behind his back, his ear alert to catch the slightest sound from above, had said to himself the same words.

Its odd, mused Peter—very odd indeed.

The door opened. The stout doctor, preceded at a little distance by his watch-chain, entered and closed the door behind him.

A very healthy child, said the doctor, as fine a child as any one could wish to see. A girl.

The two old gentlemen looked at one another. Elizabeth, possibly relieved in her mind, began to purr.

What am I to do with it? demanded Peter.

A very awkward bosition for you, agreed the sympathetic doctor.

I was a fool! declared Peter.

You haf no one here to look after de leedle wench when you are away, pointed out the thoughtful doctor.

And from what Ive seen of the imp, added Peter, it will want some looking after.

I tink — I tink, said the helpful doctor, I see a way out!

What?

The doctor thrust his fierce face forward and tapped knowingly with his right forefinger the right side of his round nose. I will take charge of de leedle wench.

You?

To me de case will not present de same difficulties. I haf a housekeeper.

Oh, yes, Mrs. Whateley.

She is a goot woman when you know her, explained the doctor. She only wants managing.

Pooh! ejaculated Peter.

Why do you say dat? inquired the doctor.

You! bringing up a headstrong girl. The idea!

I should be kind, but firm.

You dont know her.

How long haf you known her?

Anyhow, Im not a soft-hearted sentimentalist that would just ruin the child.

Girls are not boys, persisted the doctor; dey want different treatment.

Well, Im not a brute! snarled Peter. Besides, suppose she turns out rubbish! What do you know about her?

I take my chance, agreed the generous doctor.

It wouldnt be fair, retorted honest Peter.

Tink it over, said the doctor. A place is never home widout de leedle feet. We Englishmen love de home. You are different. You haf no sentiment.

I cannot help feeling, explained Peter, a sense of duty in this matter. The child came to me. It is as if this thing had been laid upon me.

If you look upon id dat way, Peter, sighed the doctor.

With sentiment, went on Peter, I have nothing to do; but duty — duty is quite another thing. Peter, feeling himself an ancient Roman, thanked the doctor and shook hands with him.

Tommy, summoned, appeared.

The doctor, Tommy, said Peter, without looking up from his writing, gives a very satisfactory account of you. So you can stop.

Told you so, returned Tommy. Might have saved your money.

But we shall have to find you another name.

What for?

If you are to be a housekeeper, you must be a girl.

Dont like girls.

Cant say I think much of them myself, Tommy. We must make the best of it. To begin with, we must get you proper clothes.

Hate skirts. They hamper you.

Tommy, said Peter severely, dont argue.

Pointing out facts aint arguing, argued Tommy. They do hamper you. You try em.

The clothes were quickly made, and after a while they came to fit; but the name proved more difficult of adjustment. A sweet-faced, laughing lady, known to fame by a title respectable and orthodox, appears an honoured guest to-day at many a literary gathering. But the old fellows, pressing round, still call her Tommy.

The weeks trial came to an end. Peter, whose digestion was delicate, had had a happy thought.

What I propose, Tommy — I mean Jane, said Peter, is that we should get in a woman to do just the mere cooking. That will give you more time to — to attend to other things, Tommy — Jane, I mean.

What other things? chin in the air.

The — the keeping of the rooms in order, Tommy. The — the dusting.

Dont want twenty-four hours a day to dust four rooms.

Then there are messages, Tommy. It would be a great advantage to me to have someone I could send on a message without feeling I was interfering with the housework.

What are you driving at? demanded Tommy. Why, I dont have half enough to do as it is. I can do all—

Peter put his foot down. When I say a thing, I mean a thing. The sooner you understand that, the better. How dare you argue with me! Fiddle-de-dee! For two pins Peter would have employed an expletive even stronger, so determined was he feeling.

Tommy without another word left the room. Peter looked at Elizabeth and winked.

Poor Peter! His triumph was short-lived. Five minutes later, Tommy returned, clad in the long, black skirt, supported by the cricket belt, the blue garibaldi cut décolleté, the pepper-and-salt jacket, the worsted comforter, the red lips very tightly pressed, the long lashes over the black eyes moving very rapidly.

Tommy (severely), what is this tomfoolery?

I understand. I aint no good to you. Thanks for giving me a trial. My fault.

Tommy (less severely), dont be an idiot.

Aint an idiot. Twas Emma. Told me I was good at cooking. Said Id got an aptitude for it. She meant well.

Tommy (no trace of severity), sit down. Emma was quite right. Your cooking is — is promising. As Emma puts it, you have aptitude. Your — perseverance, your hopefulness proves it.

Then why dye want to get someone else in to do it?

If Peter could have answered truthfully! If Peter could have replied:

My dear, I am a lonely old gentleman. I did not know it until — until the other day. Now I cannot forget it again. Wife and child died many years ago. I was poor, or I might have saved them. That made me hard. The clock of my life stood still. I hid away the key. I did not want to think. You crept to me out of the cruel fog, awakened old dreams. Do not go away any more — perhaps Tommy, in spite of her fierce independence, would have consented to be useful; and thus Peter might have gained his end at less cost of indigestion. But the penalty for being an anti-sentimentalist is that you must not talk like this even to yourself. So Peter had to cast about for other methods.

Why shouldnt I keep two servants if I like? It did seem hard on the old gentleman.

Whats the sense of paying two to do the work of one? You would only be keeping me on out of charity. The black eyes flashed. I aint a beggar.

And you really think, Tommy — I should say Jane, you can manage the — the whole of it? You wont mind being sent on a message, perhaps in the very middle of your cooking. It was that I was thinking of, Tommy — some cooks would.

You go easy, advised him Tommy, till I complain of having too much to do.

Peter returned to his desk. Elizabeth looked up. It seemed to Peter that Elizabeth winked.

The fortnight that followed was a period of trouble to Peter, for Tommy, her suspicions having been aroused, was sceptical of business demanding that Peter should dine with this man at the club, lunch with this editor at the Cheshire Cheese. At once the chin would go up into the air, the black eyes cloud threateningly. Peter, an unmarried man for thirty years, lacking experience, would under cross-examination contradict himself, become confused, break down over essential points.

Really, grumbled Peter to himself one evening, sawing at a mutton chop, really theres no other word for it — Im henpecked.

Peter that day had looked forward to a little dinner at a favourite restaurant, with his dear old friend Blenkinsopp, a bit of a gourmet, Tommy — that means a man who likes what you would call elaborate cooking! — forgetful at the moment that he had used up Blenkinsopp three days before for a farewell supper, Blenkinsopp having to set out the next morning for Egypt. Peter was not facile at invention. Names in particular had always been a difficulty to him.

I like a spirit of independence, continued Peter to himself. Wish she hadnt quite so much of it. Wonder where she got it from.

The situation was becoming more serious to Peter than he cared to admit. For day by day, in spite of her tyrannies, Tommy was growing more and more indispensable to Peter. Tommy was the first audience that for thirty years had laughed at Peters jokes; Tommy was the first public that for thirty years had been convinced that Peter was the most brilliant journalist in Fleet Street; Tommy was the first anxiety that for thirty years had rendered it needful that Peter each night should mount stealthily the creaking stairs, steal with shaded candle to a bedside. If only Tommy wouldnt do for him! If only she could be persuaded to do something else.

Another happy thought occurred to Peter.

Tommy — I mean Jane, said Peter, I know what Ill do with you.

Whats the game now?

Ill make a journalist of you.

Dont talk rot.

It isnt rot. Besides, I wont have you answer me like that. As a Devil — that means, Tommy, the unseen person in the background that helps a journalist to do his work — you would be invaluable to me. It would pay me, Tommy — pay me very handsomely. I should make money out of you.

This appeared to be an argument that Tommy understood. Peter, with secret delight, noticed that the chin retained its normal level.

I did help a chap to sell papers, once, remembered Tommy; he said I was fly at it.

I told you so, exclaimed Peter triumphantly. The methods are different, but the instinct required is the same. We will get a woman in to relieve you of the housework.

The chin shot up into the air.

I could do it in my spare time.

You see, Tommy, I should want you to go about with me — to be always with me.

Better try me first. Maybe youre making an error.

Peter was learning the wisdom of the serpent.

Quite right, Tommy. We will first see what you can do. Perhaps, after all, it may turn out that you are better as a cook. In his heart Peter doubted this.

But the seed had fallen upon good ground. It was Tommy herself that manoeuvred her first essay in journalism. A great man had come to London — was staying in apartments especially prepared for him in St. Jamess Palace. Said every journalist in London to himself: If I could obtain an interview with this Big Man, what a big thing it would be for me! For a week past, Peter had carried everywhere about with him a paper headed: Interview of Our Special Correspondent with Prince Blank, questions down left-hand column, very narrow; space for answers right-hand side, very wide. But the Big Man was experienced.

I wonder, said Peter, spreading the neatly folded paper on the desk before him, I wonder if there can be any way of getting at him — any dodge or trick, any piece of low cunning, any plausible lie that I havent thought of.

Old Man Martin — called himself Martini — was just such another, commented Tommy. Come pay time, Saturday afternoon, you just couldnt get at him — simply wasnt any way. I was a bit too good for him once, though, remembered Tommy, with a touch of pride in her voice; got half a quid out of him that time. It did surprise him.

No, communed Peter to himself aloud, I dont honestly think there can be any method, creditable or discreditable, that I havent tried. Peter flung the one-sided interview into the wastepaper-basket, and slipping his notebook into his pocket, departed to drink tea with a lady novelist, whose great desire, as stated in a postscript to her invitation, was to avoid publicity, if possible.

Tommy, as soon as Peters back was turned, fished it out again.

An hour later in the fog around St. Jamess Palace stood an Imp, clad in patched trousers and a pepper-and-salt jacket turned up about the neck, gazing with admiring eyes upon the sentry.

Now, then, young seventeen-and-sixpence the soot, said the sentry, what do you want?

Makes you a bit anxious, dont it, suggested the Imp, having a big pot like him to look after?

Does get a bit on yer mind, if yer thinks about it, agreed the sentry.

How do you find him to talk to, like?

Well, said the sentry, bringing his right leg into action for the purpose of relieving his left, aint ad much to do with im myself, not personly, as yet. Oh, e aint a bad sort when yer know im.

Thats his shake-down, aint it? asked the Imp, where the lights are.

Thats it, admitted sentry. You aint an Anarchist? Tell me if you are.

Ill let you know if I feel it coming on, the Imp assured him.

Had the sentry been a man of swift and penetrating observation — which he wasnt — he might have asked the question in more serious a tone. For he would have remarked that the Imps black eyes were resting lovingly upon a rain-water-pipe, giving to a skilful climber easy access to the terrace underneath the Princes windows.

I would like to see him, said the Imp.

Friend o yours? asked the sentry.

Well, not exactly, admitted the Imp. But there, you know, everybodys talking about him down our street.

Well, yerll ave to be quick about it, said the sentry. Es off to-night.

Tommys face fell. I thought it wasnt till Friday morning.

Ah! said the sentry, thats what the papers say, is it? The sentrys voice took unconsciously the accent of those from whom no secret is hid. Ill tell yer what yer can do, continued the sentry, enjoying an unaccustomed sense of importance. The sentry glanced left, then right. Es a slipping off all by imself down to Osborne by the 6.40 from Waterloo. Nobody knows it—cept, o course, just a few of us. Thats is way all over. E just ates—

A footstep sounded down the corridor. The sentry became statuesque.

At Waterloo, Tommy inspected the 6.40 train. Only one compartment indicated possibilities, an extra large one at the end of the coach next the guards van. It was labelled Reserved, and in the place of the usual fittings was furnished with a table and four easy-chairs. Having noticed its position, Tommy took a walk up the platform and disappeared into the fog.

Twenty minutes later, Prince Blank stepped hurriedly across the platform, unnoticed save by half a dozen obsequious officials, and entered the compartment reserved for him. The obsequious officials bowed. Prince Blank, in military fashion, raised his hand. The 6.40 steamed out slowly.

Prince Blank, who was a stout gentleman, though he tried to disguise the fact, seldom found himself alone. When he did, he generally indulged himself in a little healthy relaxation. With two hours run to Southampton before him, free from all possibility of intrusion, Prince Blank let loose the buttons of his powerfully built waistcoat, rested his bald head on the top of his chair, stretched his great legs across another, and closed his terrible, small eyes.

For an instant it seemed to Prince Blank that a draught had entered into the carriage. As, however, the sensation immediately passed away, he did not trouble to wake up. Then the Prince dreamed that somebody was in the carriage with him — was sitting opposite to him. This being an annoying sort of dream, the Prince opened his eyes for the purpose of dispelling it. There was somebody sitting opposite to him — a very grimy little person, wiping blood off its face and hands with a dingy handkerchief. Had the Prince been a man capable of surprise, he would have been surprised.

Its all right, assured him Tommy. I aint here to do any harm. I aint an Anarchist.

The Prince, by a muscular effort, retired some four or five inches and commenced to rebutton his waistcoat.

How did you get here? asked the Prince.

Twas a bigger job than Id reckoned on, admitted Tommy, seeking a dry inch in the smeared handkerchief, and finding none. But that dont matter, added Tommy cheerfully, now Im here.

If you do not wish me to hand you over to the police at Southampton, you had better answer my questions, remarked the Prince drily.

Tommy was not afraid of princes, but in the lexicon of her harassed youth Police had always been a word of dread.

I wanted to get at you.

I gather that.

There didnt seem any other way. Its jolly difficult to get at you. Youre so jolly artful.

Tell me how you managed it.

Theres a little bridge for signals just outside Waterloo. I could see that the train would have to pass under it. So I climbed up and waited. It being a foggy night, you see, nobody twigged me. I say, you are Prince Blank, aint you?

I am Prince Blank.

Should have been mad if Id landed the wrong man.

Go on.

I knew which was your carriage — leastways, I guessed it; and as it came along, I did a drop. Tommy spread out her arms and legs to illustrate the action. The lamps, you know, explained Tommy, still dabbing at her face—one of them caught me.

And from the roof?

Oh, well, it was easy after that. Theres an iron thing at the back, and steps. Youve only got to walk downstairs and round the corner, and there you are. Bit of luck your other door not being locked. I hadnt thought of that. Havent got such a thing as a handkerchief about you, have you?

The Prince drew one from his sleeve and passed it to her. You mean to tell me, boy—

Aint a boy, explained Tommy. Im a girl!

She said it sadly. Deeming her new friends such as could be trusted, Tommy had accepted their statement that she really was a girl. But for many a long year to come the thought of her lost manhood tinged her voice with bitterness.

A girl!

Tommy nodded her head.

Umph! said the Prince; I have heard a good deal about the English girl. I was beginning to think it exaggerated. Stand up.

Tommy obeyed. It was not altogether her way; but with those eyes beneath their shaggy brows bent upon her, it seemed the simplest thing to do.

So. And now that you are here, what do you want?

To interview you.

Tommy drew forth her list of questions.

The shaggy brows contracted.

Who put you up to this absurdity? Who was it? Tell me at once.

Nobody.

Dont lie to me. His name?

The terrible, small eyes flashed fire. But Tommy also had a pair of eyes. Before their blaze of indignation the great man positively quailed. This type of opponent was new to him.

Im not lying.

I beg your pardon, said the Prince.

And at this point it occurred to the Prince, who being really a great man, had naturally a sense of humour, that a conference conducted on these lines between the leading statesman of an Empire and an impertinent hussy of, say, twelve years old at the outside, might end by becoming ridiculous. So the Prince took up his chair and put it down again beside Tommys, and employing skilfully his undoubted diplomatic gifts, drew from her bit by bit the whole story.

Im inclined, Miss Jane, said the Great Man, the story ended, to agree with our friend Mr. Hope. I should say your métier was journalism.

And youll let me interview you? asked Tommy, showing her white teeth.

The Great Man, laying a hand heavier than he guessed on Tommys shoulder, rose. I think you are entitled to it.

Whats your views? demanded Tommy, reading, of the future political and social relationships—

Perhaps, suggested the Great Man, it will be simpler if I write it myself.

Well, concurred Tommy; my spelling is a bit rocky.

The Great Man drew a chair to the table.

You wont miss out anything — will you? insisted Tommy.

I shall endeavour, Miss Jane, to give you no cause for complaint, gravely he assured her, and sat down to write.

Not till the train began to slacken speed had the Prince finished. Then, blotting and refolding the paper, he stood up.

I have added some instructions on the back of the last page, explained the Prince, to which you will draw Mr. Hopes particular attention. I would wish you to promise me, Miss Jane, never again to have recourse to dangerous acrobatic tricks, not even in the sacred cause of journalism.

Of course, if you hadnt been so jolly difficult to get at—

My fault, I know, agreed the Prince. There is not the least doubt as to which sex you belong to. Nevertheless, I want you to promise me. Come, urged the Prince, I have done a good deal for you — more than you know.

All right, consented Tommy a little sulkily. Tommy hated making promises, because she always kept them. I promise.

There is your Interview. The first Southampton platform lamp shone in upon the Prince and Tommy as they stood facing one another. The Prince, who had acquired the reputation, not altogether unjustly, of an ill-tempered and savage old gentleman, did a strange thing: taking the little, blood-smeared face between his paws, he kissed it. Tommy always remembered the smoky flavour of the bristly grey moustache.

One thing more, said the Prince sternly—not a word of all this. Dont open your mouth to speak of it till you are back in Gough Square.

Do you take me for a mug? answered Tommy.

They behaved very oddly to Tommy after the Prince had disappeared. Everybody took a deal of trouble for her, but none of them seemed to know why they were doing it. They looked at her and went away, and came again and looked at her. And the more they thought about it, the more puzzled they became. Some of them asked her questions, but what Tommy really didnt know, added to what she didnt mean to tell, was so prodigious that Curiosity itself paled at contemplation of it.

They washed and brushed her up and gave her an excellent supper; and putting her into a first-class compartment labelled Reserved, sent her back to Waterloo, and thence in a cab to Gough Square, where she arrived about midnight, suffering from a sense of self-importance, traces of which to this day are still discernible.

Such and thus was the beginning of all things. Tommy, having talked for half an hour at the rate of two hundred words a minute, had suddenly dropped her head upon the table, had been aroused with difficulty and persuaded to go to bed. Peter, in the deep easy-chair before the fire, sat long into the night. Elizabeth, liking quiet company, purred softly. Out of the shadows crept to Peter Hope an old forgotten dream — the dream of a wonderful new Journal, price one penny weekly, of which the Editor should come to be one Thomas Hope, son of Peter Hope, its honoured Founder and Originator: a powerful Journal that should supply a long-felt want, popular, but at the same time elevating — a pleasure to the public, a profit to its owners. Do you not remember me? whispered the Dream. We had long talks together. The morning and the noonday pass. The evening still is ours. The twilight also brings its promise.

Elizabeth stopped purring and looked up surprised. Peter was laughing to himself.


STORY THE SECOND — William Clodd appoints himself Managing Director
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MRS. POSTWHISTLE SAT on a Windsor-chair in the centre of Rolls Court. Mrs. Postwhistle, who, in the days of her Hebehood, had been likened by admiring frequenters of the old Mitre in Chancery Lane to the ladies, somewhat emaciated, that an English artist, since become famous, was then commencing to popularise, had developed with the passing years, yet still retained a face of placid youthfulness. The two facts, taken in conjunction, had resulted in an asset to her income not to be despised. The wanderer through Rolls Court this summers afternoon, presuming him to be familiar with current journalism, would have retired haunted by the sense that the restful-looking lady on the Windsor-chair was someone that he ought to know. Glancing through almost any illustrated paper of the period, the problem would have been solved for him. A photograph of Mrs. Postwhistle, taken quite recently, he would have encountered with this legend: Before use of Professor Hardtops certain cure for corpulency. Beside it a photograph of Mrs. Postwhistle, then Arabella Higgins, taken twenty years ago, the legend slightly varied: After use, etc. The face was the same, the figure — there was no denying it — had undergone decided alteration.

Mrs. Postwhistle had reached with her chair the centre of Rolls Court in course of following the sun. The little shop, over the lintel of which ran: Timothy Postwhistle, Grocer and Provision Merchant, she had left behind her in the shadow. Old inhabitants of St. Dunstan-in-the-West retained recollection of a gentlemanly figure, always in a very gorgeous waistcoat, with Dundreary whiskers, to be seen occasionally there behind the counter. All customers it would refer, with the air of a Lord High Chamberlain introducing débutantes, to Mrs. Postwhistle, evidently regarding itself purely as ornamental. For the last ten years, however, no one had noticed it there, and Mrs. Postwhistle had a facility amounting almost to genius for ignoring or misunderstanding questions it was not to her taste to answer. Most things were suspected, nothing known. St. Dunstan-in-the-West had turned to other problems.

If I wasnt wanting to see im, remarked to herself Mrs. Postwhistle, who was knitting with one eye upon the shop, ed a been ere fore Id ad time to clear the dinner things away; certain to ave been. Its a strange world.

Mrs. Postwhistle was desirous for the arrival of a gentleman not usually awaited with impatience by the ladies of Rolls Court — to wit, one William Clodd, rent-collector, whose day for St. Dunstan-in-the-West was Tuesday.

At last, said Mrs. Postwhistle, though without hope that Mr. Clodd, who had just appeared at the other end of the court, could possibly hear her. Was beginning to be afraid as youd tumbled over yerself in your urry and urt yerself.

Mr. Clodd, perceiving Mrs. Postwhistle, decided to abandon method and take No. 7 first.

Mr. Clodd was a short, thick-set, bullet-headed young man, with ways that were bustling, and eyes that, though kind, suggested trickiness.

Ah! said Mr. Clodd admiringly, as he pocketed the six half-crowns that the lady handed up to him. If only they were all like you, Mrs. Postwhistle!

Wouldnt be no need of chaps like you to worry em, pointed out Mrs. Postwhistle.

Its an irony of fate, my being a rent-collector, when you come to think of it, remarked Mr. Clodd, writing out the receipt. If I had my way, Id put an end to landlordism, root and branch. Curse of the country.

Just the very thing I wanted to talk to you about, returned the lady—that lodger o mine.

Ah! dont pay, dont he? You just hand him over to me. Ill soon have it out of him.

Its not that, explained Mrs. Postwhistle. If a Saturday morning appened to come round as e didnt pay up without me asking, I should know Id made a mistake — that it must be Friday. If I dont appen to be in at alf-past ten, e puts it in an envelope and leaves it on the table.

Wonder if his mother has got any more like him? mused Mr. Clodd. Could do with a few about this neighbourhood. What is it you want to say about him, then? Merely to brag about him?

I wanted to ask you, continued Mrs. Postwhistle, ow I could get rid of im. It was rather a curious agreement.

Why do you want to get rid of him? Too noisy?

Noisy! Why, the cat makes more noise about the ouse than e does. Ed make is fortune as a burglar.

Come home late?

Never known im out after the shutters are up.

Gives you too much trouble then?

I cant say that of im. Never know whether es in the ouse or isnt, without going upstairs and knocking at the door.

Here, you tell it your own way, suggested the bewildered Clodd. If it was anyone else but you, I should say you didnt know your own business.

E gets on my nerves, said Mrs. Postwhistle. You aint in a urry for five minutes?

Mr. Clodd was always in a hurry. But I can forget it talking to you, added the gallant Mr. Clodd.

Mrs. Postwhistle led the way into the little parlour.

Just the name of it, consented Mr. Clodd. Cheerfulness combined with temperance; thats the ideal.

Ill tell you what appened only last night, commenced Mrs. Postwhistle, seating herself the opposite side of the loo-table. A letter came for im by the seven oclock post. Id seen im go out two hours before, and though Id been sitting in the shop the whole blessed time, I never saw or eard im pass through. Es like that. Its like aving a ghost for a lodger. I opened is door without knocking and went in. If youll believe me, e was clinging with is arms and legs to the top of the bedstead — its one of those old-fashioned, four-post things—is ead touching the ceiling. E adnt got too much clothes on, and was cracking nuts with is teeth and eating em. E threw a andful of shells at me, and making the most awful faces at me, started off gibbering softly to himself.

All play, I suppose? No real vice? commented the interested Mr. Clodd.

It will go on for a week, that will, continued Mrs. Postwhistle—e fancying imself a monkey. Last week he was a tortoise, and was crawling about on his stomach with a tea-tray tied on to is back. Es as sensible as most men, if thats saying much, the moment es outside the front door; but in the ouse — well, I suppose the fact is that es a lunatic.

Dont seem no hiding anything from you, Mrs. Postwhistle remarked Mr. Clodd in tones of admiration. Does he ever get violent?

Dont know what e would be like if e appened to fancy imself something really dangerous, answered Mrs. Postwhistle. I am a bit nervous of this new monkey game, I dont mind confessing to you — the things that they do according to the picture-books. Up to now, except for imagining imself a mole, and taking all his meals underneath the carpet, its been mostly birds and cats and armless sort o things I avent seemed to mind so much.

How did you get hold of him? demanded Mr. Clodd. Have much trouble in finding him, or did somebody come and tell you about him?

Old Gladman, of Chancery Lane, the law stationer, brought im ere one evening about two months ago — said e was a sort of distant relative of is, a bit soft in the ead, but perfectly armless — wanted to put im with someone who wouldnt impose on im. Well, what between aving been empty for over five weeks, the poor old gaby imself looking as gentle as a lamb, and the figure being reasonable, I rather jumped at the idea; and old Gladman, explaining as ow e wanted the thing settled and done with, got me to sign a letter.

Kept a copy of it? asked the business-like Clodd.

No. But I can remember what it was. Gladman ad it all ready. So long as the money was paid punctual and e didnt make no disturbance and didnt fall sick, I was to go on boarding and lodging im for seventeen-and-sixpence a week. It didnt strike me as anything to be objected to at the time; but e payin regular, as Ive explained to you, and beaving, so far as disturbance is concerned, more like a Christian martyr than a man, well, it looks to me as if Id got to live and die with im.

Give him rope, and possibly hell have a week at being a howling hyæna, or a laughing jackass, or something of that sort that will lead to a disturbance, thought Mr. Clodd, in which case, of course, you would have your remedy.

Yes, thought Mrs. Postwhistle, and possibly also e may take it into what e calls is ead to be a tiger or a bull, and then perhaps before es through with it Ill be beyond the reach of remedies.

Leave it to me, said Mr. Clodd, rising and searching for his hat. I know old Gladman; Ill have a talk with him.

You might get a look at that letter if you can, suggested Mrs. Postwhistle, and tell me what you think about it. I dont want to spend the rest of my days in a lunatic asylum of my own if I can elp it.

You leave it to me, was Mr. Clodds parting assurance.

The July moon had thrown a silver veil over the grimness of Rolls Court when, five hours later, Mr. Clodds nailed boots echoed again upon its uneven pavement; but Mr. Clodd had no eye for moon or stars or such-like; always he had things more important to think of.

Seen the old umbug? asked Mrs. Postwhistle, who was partial to the air, leading the way into the parlour.

First and foremost commenced, Mr. Clodd, as he laid aside his hat, it is quite understood that you really do want to get rid of him? Whats that? demanded Mr. Clodd, a heavy thud upon the floor above having caused him to start out of his chair.

E came in an hour after youd gone, explained Mrs. Postwhistle, bringing with him a curtain pole as ed picked up for a shilling in Clare Market. Es rested one end upon the mantelpiece and tied the other to the back of the easy-chair—is idea is to twine imself round it and go to sleep upon it. Yes, youve got it quite right without a single blunder. I do want to get rid of im.

Then, said Mr. Clodd, reseating himself, it can be done.

Thank God for that! was Mrs. Postwhistles pious ejaculation.

It is just as I thought, continued Mr. Clodd. The old innocent — hes Gladmans brother-in-law, by the way — has got a small annuity. I couldnt get the actual figure, but I guess its about sufficient to pay for his keep and leave old Gladman, who is running him, a very decent profit. They dont want to send him to an asylum. They cant say hes a pauper, and to put him into a private establishment would swallow up, most likely, the whole of his income. On the other hand, they dont want the bother of looking after him themselves. I talked pretty straight to the old man — let him see I understood the business; and — well, to cut a long story short, Im willing to take on the job, provided you really want to have done with it, and Gladman is willing in that case to let you off your contract.

Mrs. Postwhistle went to the cupboard to get Mr. Clodd a drink. Another thud upon the floor above — one suggestive of exceptional velocity — arrived at the precise moment when Mrs. Postwhistle, the tumbler level with her eye, was in the act of measuring.

I call this making a disturbance, said Mrs. Postwhistle, regarding the broken fragments.

Its only for another night, comforted her Mr. Clodd. Ill take him away some time to-morrow. Meanwhile, if I were you, I should spread a mattress underneath that perch of his before I went to bed. I should like him handed over to me in reasonable repair.

It will deaden the sound a bit, anyow, agreed Mrs. Postwhistle.

Success to temperance, drank Mr. Clodd, and rose to go.

I take it youve fixed things up all right for yourself, said Mrs. Postwhistle; and nobody can blame you if you ave. Eaven bless you, is what I say.

We shall get on together, prophesied Mr. Clodd. Im fond of animals.

Early the next morning a four-wheeled cab drew up at the entrance to Rolls Court, and in it and upon it went away Clodd and Clodds Lunatic (as afterwards he came to be known), together with all the belongings of Clodds Lunatic, the curtain-pole included; and there appeared again behind the fanlight of the little grocers shop the intimation: Lodgings for a Single Man, which caught the eye a few days later of a weird-looking, lanky, rawboned laddie, whose language Mrs. Postwhistle found difficulty for a time in comprehending; and that is why one sometimes meets to-day worshippers of Kail Yard literature wandering disconsolately about St. Dunstan-in-the-West, seeking Rolls Court, discomforted because it is no more. But that is the history of the Wee Laddie, and this of the beginnings of William Clodd, now Sir William Clodd, Bart., M.P., proprietor of a quarter of a hundred newspapers, magazines, and journals: Truthful Billy we called him then.

No one can say of Clodd that he did not deserve whatever profit his unlicensed lunatic asylum may have brought him. A kindly man was William Clodd when indulgence in sentiment did not interfere with business.

Theres no harm in him, asserted Mr. Clodd, talking the matter over with one Mr. Peter Hope, journalist, of Gough Square. Hes just a bit dotty, same as you or I might get with nothing to do and all day long to do it in. Kids play, thats all it is. The best plan, I find, is to treat it as a game and take a hand in it. Last week he wanted to be a lion. I could see that was going to be awkward, he roaring for raw meat and thinking to prowl about the house at night. Well, I didnt nag him — thats no good. I just got a gun and shot him. Hes a duck now, and Im trying to keep him one: sits for an hour beside his bath on three china eggs Ive bought him. Wish some of the sane ones were as little trouble.

The summer came again. Clodd and his Lunatic, a mild-looking little old gentleman of somewhat clerical cut, one often met with arm-in-arm, bustling about the streets and courts that were the scene of Clodds rent-collecting labours. Their evident attachment to one another was curiously displayed; Clodd, the young and red-haired, treating his white-haired, withered companion with fatherly indulgence; the other glancing up from time to time into Clodds face with a winning expression of infantile affection.

We are getting much better, explained Clodd, the pair meeting Peter Hope one day at the corner of Newcastle Street. The more we are out in the open air, and the more we have to do and think about, the better for us — eh?

The mild-looking little old gentleman hanging on Clodds arm smiled and nodded.

Between ourselves, added Mr. Clodd, sinking his voice, we are not half as foolish as folks think we are.

Peter Hope went his way down the Strand.

Clodds a good sort — a good sort, said Peter Hope, who, having in his time lived much alone, had fallen into the habit of speaking his thoughts aloud; but hes not the man to waste his time. I wonder.

With the winter Clodds Lunatic fell ill.

Clodd bustled round to Chancery Lane.

To tell you the truth, confessed Mr. Gladman, we never thought he would live so long as he has.

Theres the annuity youve got to think of, said Clodd, whom his admirers of to-day (and they are many, for he must be a millionaire by this time) are fond of alluding to as that frank, outspoken Englishman. Wouldnt it be worth your while to try what taking him away from the fogs might do for him?

Old Gladman seemed inclined to consider the question, but Mrs. Gladman, a brisk, cheerful little woman, had made up her mind.

Weve had what there is to have, said Mrs. Gladman. Hes seventy-three. Whats the sense of risking good money? Be content.

No one could say — no one ever did say — that Clodd, under the circumstances, did not do his best. Perhaps, after all, nothing could have helped. The little old gentleman, at Clodds suggestion, played at being a dormouse and lay very still. If he grew restless, thereby bringing on his cough, Clodd, as a terrible black cat, was watching to pounce upon him. Only by keeping very quiet and artfully pretending to be asleep could he hope to escape the ruthless Clodd.

Doctor William Smith (né Wilhelm Schmidt) shrugged his fat shoulders. We can do noding. Dese fogs of ours: id is de one ting dat enables the foreigner to crow over us. Keep him quiet. De dormouse — id is a goot idea.

That evening William Clodd mounted to the second floor of 16, Gough Square, where dwelt his friend, Peter Hope, and knocked briskly at the door.

Come in, said a decided voice, which was not Peter Hopes.

Mr. William Clodds ambition was, and always had been, to be the owner or part-owner of a paper. To-day, as I have said, he owns a quarter of a hundred, and is in negotiation, so rumour goes, for seven more. But twenty years ago Clodd and Co., Limited, was but in embryo. And Peter Hope, journalist, had likewise and for many a long year cherished the ambition to be, before he died, the owner or part-owner of a paper. Peter Hope to-day owns nothing, except perhaps the knowledge, if such things be permitted, that whenever and wherever his name is mentioned, kind thoughts arise unbidden — that someone of the party will surely say: Dear old Peter! What a good fellow he was! Which also may be in its way a valuable possession: who knows? But twenty years ago Peters horizon was limited by Fleet Street.

Peter Hope was forty-seven, so he said, a dreamer and a scholar. William Clodd was three-and-twenty, a born hustler, very wide awake. Meeting one day by accident upon an omnibus, when Clodd lent Peter, who had come out without his purse, threepence to pay his fare with; drifting into acquaintanceship, each had come to acquire a liking and respect for the other. The dreamer thought with wonder of Clodds shrewd practicability; the cute young man of business was lost in admiration of what seemed to him his old friends marvellous learning. Both had arrived at the conclusion that a weekly journal with Peter Hope as editor, and William Clodd as manager, would be bound to be successful.

If only we could scrape together a thousand pounds! had sighed Peter.

The moment we lay our hands upon the coin, well start that paper. Remember, its a bargain, had answered William Clodd.

Mr. William Clodd turned the handle and walked in. With the door still in his hand he paused to look round the room. It was the first time he had seen it. His meetings hitherto with Peter Hope had been chance rencontres in street or restaurant. Always had he been curious to view the sanctuary of so much erudition.

A large, oak-panelled room, its three high windows, each with a low, cushioned seat beneath it, giving on to Gough Square. Thirty-five years before, Peter Hope, then a young dandy with side whiskers close-cropped and terminating just below the ear; with wavy, brown hair, giving to his fresh-complexioned face an appearance almost girlish; in cut-away blue coat, flowered waistcoat, black silk cravat secured by two gold pins chained together, and tightly strapped grey trouserings, had, aided and abetted by a fragile little lady in crinoline and much-flounced skirt, and bodice somewhat low, with corkscrew curls each movement of her head set ringing, planned and furnished it in accordance with the sober canons then in vogue, spending thereupon more than they should, as is to be expected from the young to whom the future promises all things. The fine Brussels carpet! A little too bright, had thought the shaking curls. The colours will tone down, miss — maam. The shopman knew. Only by the help of the round island underneath the massive Empire table, by excursions into untrodden corners, could Peter recollect the rainbow floor his feet had pressed when he was twenty-one. The noble bookcase, surmounted by Minervas bust. Really it was too expensive. But the nodding curls had been so obstinate. Peters silly books and papers must be put away in order; the curls did not intend to permit any excuse for untidiness. So, too, the handsome, brass-bound desk; it must be worthy of the beautiful thoughts Peter would pen upon it. The great sideboard, supported by two such angry-looking mahogany lions; it must be strong to support the weight of silver clever Peter would one day purchase to place upon it. The few oil paintings in their heavy frames. A solidly furnished, sober apartment; about it that subtle atmosphere of dignity one finds but in old rooms long undisturbed, where one seems to read upon the walls: I, Joy and Sorrow, twain in one, have dwelt here. One item only there was that seemed out of place among its grave surroundings — a guitar, hanging from the wall, ornamented with a ridiculous blue bow, somewhat faded.

Mr. William Clodd? demanded the decided voice.

Clodd started and closed the door.

Guessed it in once, admitted Mr. Clodd.

I thought so, said the decided voice. We got your note this afternoon. Mr. Hope will be back at eight. Will you kindly hang up your hat and coat in the hall? You will find a box of cigars on the mantelpiece. Excuse my being busy. I must finish this, then Ill talk to you.

The owner of the decided voice went on writing. Clodd, having done as he was bid, sat himself in the easy-chair before the fire and smoked. Of the person behind the desk Mr. Clodd could see but the head and shoulders. It had black, curly hair, cut short. Its only garment visible below the white collar and red tie might have been a boys jacket designed more like a girls, or a girls designed more like a boys; partaking of the genius of English statesmanship, it appeared to be a compromise. Mr. Clodd remarked the long, drooping lashes over the bright, black eyes.

Its a girl, said Mr. Clodd to himself; rather a pretty girl.

Mr. Clodd, continuing downward, arrived at the nose.

No, said Mr. Clodd to himself, its a boy — a cheeky young beggar, I should say.

The person at the desk, giving a grunt of satisfaction, gathered together sheets of manuscript and arranged them; then, resting its elbows on the desk and taking its head between its hands, regarded Mr. Clodd.

Dont you hurry yourself, said Mr. Clodd; but when you really have finished, tell me what you think of me.

I beg your pardon, apologised the person at the desk. I have got into a habit of staring at people. I know its rude. Im trying to break myself of it.

Tell me your name, suggested Mr. Clodd, and Ill forgive you.

Tommy, was the answer—I mean Jane.

Make up your mind, advised Mr. Clodd; dont let me influence you. I only want the truth.

You see, explained the person at the desk, everybody calls me Tommy, because that used to be my name. But now its Jane.

I see, said Mr. Clodd. And which am I to call you?

The person at the desk pondered. Well, if this scheme you and Mr. Hope have been talking about really comes to anything, we shall be a good deal thrown together, you see, and then I expect youll call me Tommy — most people do.

Youve heard about the scheme? Mr. Hope has told you?

Why, of course, replied Tommy. Im Mr. Hopes devil.

For the moment Clodd doubted whether his old friend had not started a rival establishment to his own.

I help him in his work, Tommy relieved his mind by explaining. In journalistic circles we call it devilling.

I understand, said Mr. Clodd. And what do you think, Tommy, of the scheme? I may as well start calling you Tommy, because, between you and me, I think the idea will come to something.

Tommy fixed her black eyes upon him. She seemed to be looking him right through.

You are staring again, Tommy, Clodd reminded her. Youll have trouble breaking yourself of that habit, I can see.

I was trying to make up my mind about you. Everything depends upon the business man.

Glad to hear you say so, replied the self-satisfied Clodd.

If you are very clever — Do you mind coming nearer to the lamp? I cant quite see you over there.

Clodd never could understand why he did it — never could understand why, from first to last, he always did what Tommy wished him to do; his only consolation being that other folks seemed just as helpless. He rose and, crossing the long room, stood at attention before the large desk, nervousness, to which he was somewhat of a stranger, taking possession of him.

You dont look very clever.

Clodd experienced another new sensation — that of falling in his own estimation.

And yet one can see that you are clever.

The mercury of Clodds conceit shot upward to a point that in the case of anyone less physically robust might have been dangerous to health.

Clodd held out his hand. Well pull it through, Tommy. The Guvnor shall find the literature; you and I will make it go. I like you.

And Peter Hope, entering at the moment, caught a spark from the light that shone in the eyes of William Clodd and Tommy, whose other name was Jane, as, gripping hands, they stood with the desk between them, laughing they knew not why. And the years fell from old Peter, and, again a boy, he also laughed he knew not why. He had sipped from the wine-cup of youth.

Its all settled, Guvnor! cried Clodd. Tommy and I have fixed things up. Well start with the New Year.

Youve got the money?

Im reckoning on it. I dont see very well how I can miss it.

Sufficient?

Just about. You get to work.

Ive saved a little, began Peter. It ought to have been more, but somehow it isnt.

Perhaps we shall want it, Clodd replied; perhaps we shant. You are supplying the brains.

The three for a few moments remained silent.

I think, Tommy, said Peter, I think a bottle of the old Madeira—

Not to-night, said Clodd; next time.

To drink success, urged Peter.

One mans success generally means some other poor devils misfortune, answered Clodd.

Cant be helped, of course, but dont want to think about it to-night. Must be getting back to my dormouse. Good night.

Clodd shook hands and bustled out.

I thought as much, mused Peter aloud.

What an odd mixture the man is! Kind — no one could have been kinder to the poor old fellow. Yet all the while — We are an odd mixture, Tommy, said Peter Hope, an odd mixture, we men and women. Peter was a philosopher.

The white-whiskered old dormouse soon coughed himself to sleep for ever.

I shall want you and the missis to come to the funeral, Gladman, said Mr. Clodd, as he swung into the stationers shop; and bring Pincer with you. Im writing to him.

Dont see what good we can do, demurred Gladman.

Well, you three are his only relatives; its only decent you should be present, urged Clodd. Besides, theres the will to be read. You may care to hear it.

The dry old law stationer opened wide his watery eyes.

His will! Why, what had he got to leave? There was nothing but the annuity.

You turn up at the funeral, Clodd told him, and youll learn all about it. Bonners clerk will be there and will bring it with him. Everything is going to be done comme il faut, as the French say.

I ought to have known of this, began Mr. Gladman.

Glad to find you taking so much interest in the old chap, said Clodd. Pity hes dead and cant thank you.

I warn you, shouted old Gladman, whose voice was rising to a scream, he was a helpless imbecile, incapable of acting for himself! If any undue influence—

See you on Friday, broke in Clodd, who was busy.

Fridays ceremony was not a sociable affair. Mrs. Gladman spoke occasionally in a shrill whisper to Mr. Gladman, who replied with grunts. Both employed the remainder of their time in scowling at Clodd. Mr. Pincer, a stout, heavy gentleman connected with the House of Commons, maintained a ministerial reserve. The undertakers foreman expressed himself as thankful when it was over. He criticised it as the humpiest funeral he had ever known; for a time he had serious thoughts of changing his profession.

The solicitors clerk was waiting for the party on its return from Kensal Green. Clodd again offered hospitality. Mr. Pincer this time allowed himself a glass of weak whisky-and-water, and sipped it with an air of doing so without prejudice. The clerk had one a little stronger, Mrs. Gladman, dispensing with consultation, declined shrilly for self and partner. Clodd, explaining that he always followed legal precedent, mixed himself one also and drank To our next happy meeting. Then the clerk read.

It was a short and simple will, dated the previous August. It appeared that the old gentleman, unknown to his relatives, had died possessed of shares in a silver mine, once despaired of, now prospering. Taking them at present value, they would produce a sum well over two thousand pounds. The old gentleman had bequeathed five hundred pounds to his brother-in-law, Mr. Gladman; five hundred pounds to his only other living relative, his first cousin, Mr. Pincer; the residue to his friend, William Clodd, as a return for the many kindnesses that gentleman had shown him.

Mr. Gladman rose, more amused than angry.

And you think you are going to pocket that one thousand to twelve hundred pounds. You really do? he asked Mr. Clodd, who, with legs stretched out before him, sat with his hands deep in his trousers pockets.

Thats the idea, admitted Mr. Clodd.

Mr. Gladman laughed, but without much lightening the atmosphere. Upon my word, Clodd, you amuse me — you quite amuse me, repeated Mr. Gladman.

You always had a sense of humour, commented Mr. Clodd.

You villain! You double-dyed villain! screamed Mr. Gladman, suddenly changing his tone. You think the law is going to allow you to swindle honest men! You think we are going to sit still for you to rob us! That will— Mr. Gladman pointed a lank forefinger dramatically towards the table.

You mean to dispute it? inquired Mr. Clodd.

For a moment Mr. Gladman stood aghast at the others coolness, but soon found his voice again.

Dispute it! he shrieked. Do you dispute that you influenced him? — dictated it to him word for word, made the poor old helpless idiot sign it, he utterly incapable of even understanding—

Dont chatter so much, interrupted Mr. Clodd. Its not a pretty voice, yours. What I asked you was, do you intend to dispute it?

If you will kindly excuse us, struck in Mrs. Gladman, addressing Mr. Clodd with an air of much politeness, we shall just have time, if we go now, to catch our solicitor before he leaves his office.

Mr. Gladman took up his hat from underneath his chair.

One moment, suggested Mr. Clodd. I did influence him to make that will. If you dont like it, theres an end of it.

Of course, commenced Mr. Gladman in a mollified tone.

Sit down, suggested Mr. Clodd. Lets try another one. Mr. Clodd turned to the clerk. The previous one, Mr. Wright, if you please; the one dated June the 10th.

An equally short and simple document, it bequeathed three hundred pounds to Mr. William Clodd in acknowledgment of kindnesses received, the residue to the Royal Zoological Society of London, the deceased having been always interested in and fond of animals. The relatives, Who have never shown me the slightest affection or given themselves the slightest trouble concerning me, and who have already received considerable sums out of my income, being by name excluded.

I may mention, observed Mr. Clodd, no one else appearing inclined to break the silence, that in suggesting the Royal Zoological Society to my poor old friend as a fitting object for his benevolence, I had in mind a very similar case that occurred five years ago. A bequest to them was disputed on the grounds that the testator was of unsound mind. They had to take their case to the House of Lords before they finally won it.

Anyhow, remarked Mr. Gladman, licking his lips, which were dry, you wont get anything, Mr. Clodd — no, not even your three-hundred pounds, clever as you think yourself. My brother-in-laws money will go to the lawyers.

Then Mr. Pincer rose and spoke slowly and clearly. If there must be a lunatic connected with our family, which I dont see why there should be, it seems to me to be you, Nathaniel Gladman.

Mr. Gladman stared back with open mouth. Mr. Pincer went on impressively.

As for my poor old cousin Joe, he had his eccentricities, but that was all. I for one am prepared to swear that he was of sound mind in August last and quite capable of making his own will. It seems to me that the other thing, dated in June, is just waste paper.

Mr. Pincer having delivered himself, sat down again. Mr. Gladman showed signs of returning language.

Oh! whats the use of quarrelling? chirped in cheery Mrs. Gladman. Its five hundred pounds we never expected. Live and let live is what I always say.

Its the damned artfulness of the thing, said Mr. Gladman, still very white about the gills.

Oh, you have a little something to thaw your face, suggested his wife.

Mr. and Mrs. Gladman, on the strength of the five hundred pounds, went home in a cab. Mr. Pincer stayed behind and made a night of it with Mr. Clodd and Bonners clerk, at Clodds expense.

The residue worked out at eleven hundred and sixty-nine pounds and a few shillings. The capital of the new company, established for the purpose of carrying on the business of newspaper publishers and distributors, printers, advertising agents, and any other trade and enterprise affiliated to the same, was one thousand pounds in one pound shares, fully paid up; of which William Clodd, Esquire, was registered proprietor of four hundred and sixty-three; Peter Hope, M.A., of 16, Gough Square, of also four hundred and sixty-three; Miss Jane Hope, adopted daughter of said Peter Hope (her real name nobody, herself included, ever having known), and generally called Tommy, of three, paid for by herself after a battle royal with William Clodd; Mrs. Postwhistle, of Rolls Court, of ten, presented by the promoter; Mr. Pincer, of the House of Commons, also of ten (still owing for); Dr. Smith (né Schmidt) of fifty; James Douglas Alexander Calder McTear (otherwise the Wee Laddie), residing then in Mrs. Postwhistles first floor front, of one, paid for by poem published in the first number: The Song of the Pen.

Choosing a title for the paper cost much thought. Driven to despair, they called it Good Humour.


STORY THE THIRD — Grindley Junior drops into the Position of Publisher
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FEW ARE THE ways of the West Central district that have changed less within the last half-century than Nevills Court, leading from Great New Street into Fetter Lane. Its north side still consists of the same quaint row of small low shops that stood there — doing perhaps a little brisker business — when George the Fourth was King; its southern side of the same three substantial houses each behind a strip of garden, pleasant by contrast with surrounding grimness, built long ago — some say before Queen Anne was dead.

Out of the largest of these, passing through the garden, then well cared for, came one sunny Sunday morning, some fifteen years before the commencement proper of this story, one Solomon Appleyard, pushing in front of him a perambulator. At the brick wall surmounted by wooden railings that divides the garden from the court, Solomon paused, hearing behind him the voice of Mrs. Appleyard speaking from the doorstep.

If I dont see you again until dinner-time, Ill try and get on without you, understand. Dont think of nothing but your pipe and forget the child. And be careful of the crossings.

Mrs. Appleyard retired into the darkness. Solomon, steering the perambulator carefully, emerged from Nevills Court without accident. The quiet streets drew Solomon westward. A vacant seat beneath the shade overlooking the Long Water in Kensington Gardens invited to rest.

Piper? suggested a small boy to Solomon. Sunday Times, Server?

My boy, said Mr. Appleyard, speaking slowly, when youve been mewed up with newspapers eighteen hours a day for six days a week, you can do without em for a morning. Take em away. I want to forget the smell of em.

Solomon, having assured himself that the party in the perambulator was still breathing, crossed his legs and lit his pipe.

Hezekiah!

The exclamation had been wrung from Solomon Appleyard by the approach of a stout, short man clad in a remarkably ill-fitting broad-cloth suit.

What, Sol, my boy?

It looked like you, said Solomon. And then I said to myself: No; surely it cant be Hezekiah; hell be at chapel.

You run about, said Hezekiah, addressing a youth of some four summers he had been leading by the hand. Dont you go out of my sight; and whatever you do, dont you do injury to those new clothes of yours, or youll wish youd never been put into them. The truth is, continued Hezekiah to his friend, his sole surviving son and heir being out of earshot, the morning tempted me. Taint often I get a bit of fresh air.

Doing well?

The business, replied Hezekiah, is going up by leaps and bounds — leaps and bounds. But, of course, all that means harder work for me. Its from six in the morning till twelve oclock at night.

Theres nothing I know of, returned Solomon, who was something of a pessimist, thats given away free gratis for nothing except misfortune.

Keeping yourself up to the mark aint too easy, continued Hezekiah; and when it comes to other folks! plays all they think of. Talk religion to them — why, they laugh at you! What the worlds coming to, I dont know. Hows the printing business doing?

The printing business, responded the other, removing his pipe and speaking somewhat sadly, the printing business looks like being a big thing. Capital, of course, is what hampers me — or, rather, the want of it. But Janet, shes careful; she dont waste much, Janet dont.

Now, with Anne, replied Hezekiah, its all the other way — pleasure, gaiety, a day at Rosherville or the Crystal Palace — anything to waste money.

Ah! she was always fond of her bit of fun, remembered Solomon.

Fun! retorted Hezekiah. I like a bit of fun myself. But not if youve got to pay for it. Wheres the fun in that?

What I ask myself sometimes, said Solomon, looking straight in front of him, is what do we do it for?

What do we do what for?

Work like blessed slaves, depriving ourselves of all enjoyments. Whats the sense of it? What—

A voice from the perambulator beside him broke the thread of Solomon Appleyards discourse. The sole surviving son of Hezekiah Grindley, seeking distraction and finding none, had crept back unperceived. A perambulator! A thing his experience told him out of which excitement in some form or another could generally be obtained. You worried it and took your chance. Either it howled, in which case you had to run for your life, followed — and, unfortunately, overtaken nine times out of ten — by a whirlwind of vengeance; or it gurgled: in which case the heavens smiled and halos descended on your head. In either event you escaped the deadly ennui that is the result of continuous virtue. Master Grindley, his star having pointed out to him a peacocks feather lying on the ground, had, with one eye upon his unobservant parent, removed the complicated coverings sheltering Miss Helvetia Appleyard from the world, and anticipating by a quarter of a century the prime enjoyment of British youth, had set to work to tickle that lady on the nose. Miss Helvetia Appleyard awakened, did precisely what the tickled British maiden of to-day may be relied upon to do under corresponding circumstances: she first of all took swift and comprehensive survey of the male thing behind the feather. Had he been displeasing in her eyes, she would, one may rely upon it, have anteceded the behaviour in similar case of her descendant of to-day — that is to say, have expressed resentment in no uncertain terms. Master Nathaniel Grindley proving, however, to her taste, that which might have been considered impertinence became accepted as a fit and proper form of introduction. Miss Appleyard smiled graciously — nay, further, intimated desire for more.

That your only one? asked the paternal Grindley.

Shes the only one, replied Solomon, speaking in tones less pessimistic.

Miss Appleyard had with the help of Grindley junior wriggled herself into a sitting posture. Grindley junior continued his attentions, the lady indicating by signs the various points at which she was most susceptible.

Pretty picture they make together, eh? suggested Hezekiah in a whisper to his friend.

Never saw her take to anyone like that before, returned Solomon, likewise in a whisper.

A neighbouring church clock chimed twelve. Solomon Appleyard, knocking the ashes from his pipe, arose.

Dont know any reason myself why we shouldnt see a little more of one another than we do, suggested Grindley senior, shaking hands.

Give us a look-up one Sunday afternoon, suggested Solomon. Bring the youngster with you.

Solomon Appleyard and Hezekiah Grindley had started life within a few months of one another some five-and-thirty years before. Likewise within a few hundred yards of one another, Solomon at his fathers bookselling and printing establishment on the east side of the High Street of a small Yorkshire town; Hezekiah at his fathers grocery shop upon the west side, opposite. Both had married farmers daughters. Solomons natural bent towards gaiety Fate had corrected by directing his affections to a partner instinct with Yorkshire shrewdness; and with shrewdness go other qualities that make for success rather than for happiness. Hezekiah, had circumstances been equal, might have been his friends rival for Janets capable and saving hand, had not sweet-tempered, laughing Annie Glossop — directed by Providence to her moral welfare, one must presume — fallen in love with him. Between Janes virtues and Annies three hundred golden sovereigns Hezekiah had not hesitated a moment. Golden sovereigns were solid facts; wifely virtues, by a serious-minded and strong-willed husband, could be instilled — at all events, light-heartedness suppressed. The two men, Hezekiah urged by his own ambition, Solomon by his wifes, had arrived in London within a year of one another: Hezekiah to open a grocers shop in Kensington, which those who should have known assured him was a hopeless neighbourhood. But Hezekiah had the instinct of the money-maker. Solomon, after looking about him, had fixed upon the roomy, substantial house in Nevills Court as a promising foundation for a printers business.

That was ten years ago. The two friends, scorning delights, living laborious days, had seen but little of one another. Light-hearted Annie had borne to her dour partner two children who had died. Nathaniel George, with the luck supposed to wait on number three, had lived on, and, inheriting fortunately the temperament of his mother, had brought sunshine into the gloomy rooms above the shop in High Street, Kensington. Mrs. Grindley, grown weak and fretful, had rested from her labours.

Mrs. Appleyards guardian angel, prudent like his protégé, had waited till Solomons business was well established before despatching the stork to Nevills Court, with a little girl. Later had sent a boy, who, not finding the close air of St. Dunstan to his liking, had found his way back again; thus passing out of this story and all others. And there remained to carry on the legend of the Grindleys and the Appleyards only Nathaniel George, now aged five, and Janet Helvetia, quite a beginner, who took lift seriously.

There are no such things as facts. Narrow-minded folk — surveyors, auctioneers, and such like — would have insisted that the garden between the old Georgian house and Nevills Court was a strip of land one hundred and eighteen feet by ninety-two, containing a laburnum tree, six laurel bushes, and a dwarf deodora. To Nathaniel George and Janet Helvetia it was the land of Thule, the furthest boundaries of which no man has reached. On rainy Sunday afternoons they played in the great, gloomy pressroom, where silent ogres, standing motionless, stretched out iron arms to seize them as they ran. Then just when Nathaniel George was eight, and Janet Helvetia four and a half, Hezekiah launched the celebrated Grindleys Sauce. It added a relish to chops and steaks, transformed cold mutton into a luxury, and swelled the head of Hezekiah Grindley — which was big enough in all conscience as it was — and shrivelled up his little hard heart. The Grindleys and the Appleyards visited no more. As a sensible fellow ought to have seen for himself, so thought Hezekiah, the Sauce had altered all things. The possibility of a marriage between their children, things having remained equal, might have been a pretty fancy; but the son of the great Grindley, whose name in three-foot letters faced the world from every hoarding, would have to look higher than a printers daughter. Solomon, a sudden and vehement convert to the principles of mediæval feudalism, would rather see his only child, granddaughter of the author of The History of Kettlewell and other works, dead and buried than married to a grocers son, even though he might inherit a fortune made out of poisoning the public with a mixture of mustard and sour beer. It was many years before Nathaniel George and Janet Helvetia met one another again, and when they did they had forgotten one another.

* * * * *

Hezekiah S. Grindley, a short, stout, and pompous gentleman, sat under a palm in the gorgeously furnished drawing-room of his big house at Notting Hill. Mrs. Grindley, a thin, faded woman, the despair of her dressmaker, sat as near to the fire as its massive and imposing copper outworks would permit, and shivered. Grindley junior, a fair-haired, well-shaped youth, with eyes that the other sex found attractive, leant with his hands in his pockets against a scrupulously robed statue of Diana, and appeared uncomfortable.

Im making the money — making it hand over fist. All youll have to do will be to spend it, Grindley senior was explaining to his son and heir.

Ill do that all right, dad.

Im not so sure of it, was his fathers opinion. Youve got to prove yourself worthy to spend it. Dont you think I shall be content to have slaved all these years merely to provide a brainless young idiot with the means of self-indulgence. I leave my money to somebody worthy of me. Understand, sir? — somebody worthy of me.

Mrs. Grindley commenced a sentence; Mr. Grindley turned his small eyes upon her. The sentence remained unfinished.

You were about to say something, her husband reminded her.

Mrs. Grindley said it was nothing.

If it is anything worth hearing — if it is anything that will assist the discussion, lets have it. Mr. Grindley waited. If not, if you yourself do not consider it worth finishing, why have begun it?

Mr. Grindley returned to his son and heir. You havent done too well at school — in fact, your school career has disappointed me.

I know Im not clever, Grindley junior offered as an excuse.

Why not? Why arent you clever?

His son and heir was unable to explain.

You are my son — why arent you clever? Its laziness, sir; sheer laziness!

Ill try and do better at Oxford, sir — honour bright I will!

You had better, advised him his father; because I warn you, your whole future depends upon it. You know me. Youve got to be a credit to me, to be worthy of the name of Grindley — or the name, my boy, is all youll have.

Old Grindley meant it, and his son knew that he meant it. The old Puritan principles and instincts were strong in the old gentleman — formed, perhaps, the better part of him. Idleness was an abomination to him; devotion to pleasure, other than the pleasure of money-making, a grievous sin in his eyes. Grindley junior fully intended to do well at Oxford, and might have succeeded. In accusing himself of lack of cleverness, he did himself an injustice. He had brains, he had energy, he had character. Our virtues can be our stumbling-blocks as well as our vices. Young Grindley had one admirable virtue that needs, above all others, careful controlling: he was amiability itself. Before the charm and sweetness of it, Oxford snobbishness went down. The Sauce, against the earnest counsel of its own advertisement, was forgotten; the pickles passed by. To escape the natural result of his popularity would have needed a stronger will than young Grindley possessed. For a time the true state of affairs was hidden from the eye of Grindley senior. To slack it this term, with the full determination of swotting it the next, is always easy; the difficulty beginning only with the new term. Possibly with luck young Grindley might have retrieved his position and covered up the traces of his folly, but for an unfortunate accident. Returning to college with some other choice spirits at two oclock in the morning, it occurred to young Grindley that trouble might be saved all round by cutting out a pane of glass with a diamond ring and entering his rooms, which were on the ground-floor, by the window. That, in mistake for his own, he should have selected the bedroom of the College Rector was a misfortune that might have occurred to anyone who had commenced the evening on champagne and finished it on whisky. Young Grindley, having been warned already twice before, was sent down. And then, of course, the whole history of the three wasted years came out. Old Grindley in his study chair having talked for half an hour at the top of his voice, chose, partly by reason of physical necessity, partly by reason of dormant dramatic instinct, to speak quietly and slowly.

Ill give you one chance more, my boy, and one only. Ive tried you as a gentleman — perhaps that was my mistake. Now Ill try you as a grocer.

As a what?

As a grocer, sir — g-r-o-c-e-r — grocer, a man who stands behind a counter in a white apron and his shirt-sleeves; who sells tea and sugar and candied peel and such-like things to customers — old ladies, little girls; who rises at six in the morning, takes down the shutters, sweeps out the shop, cleans the windows; who has half an hour for his dinner of corned beef and bread; who puts up the shutters at ten oclock at night, tidies up the shop, has his supper, and goes to bed, feeling his day has not been wasted. I meant to spare you. I was wrong. You shall go through the mill as I went through it. If at the end of two years youve done well with your time, learned something — learned to be a man, at all events — you can come to me and thank me.

Im afraid, sir, suggested Grindley junior, whose handsome face during the last few minutes had grown very white, I might not make a very satisfactory grocer. You see, sir, Ive had no experience.

I am glad you have some sense, returned his father drily. You are quite right. Even a grocers business requires learning. It will cost me a little money; but it will be the last I shall ever spend upon you. For the first year you will have to be apprenticed, and I shall allow you something to live on. It shall be more than I had at your age — well say a pound a week. After that I shall expect you to keep yourself.

Grindley senior rose. You need not give me your answer till the evening. You are of age. I have no control over you unless you are willing to agree. You can go my way, or you can go your own.

Young Grindley, who had inherited a good deal of his fathers grit, felt very much inclined to go his own; but, hampered on the other hand by the sweetness of disposition he had inherited from his mother, was unable to withstand the argument of that ladys tears, so that evening accepted old Grindleys terms, asking only as a favour that the scene of his probation might be in some out-of-the-way neighbourhood where there would be little chance of his being met by old friends.

I have thought of all that, answered his father. My object isnt to humiliate you more than is necessary for your good. The shop I have already selected, on the assumption that you would submit, is as quiet and out-of-the-way as you could wish. It is in a turning off Fetter Lane, where youll see few other people than printers and caretakers. Youll lodge with a woman, a Mrs. Postwhistle, who seems a very sensible person. Shell board you and lodge you, and every Saturday youll receive a post-office order for six shillings, out of which youll find yourself in clothes. You can take with you sufficient to last you for the first six months, but no more. At the end of the year you can change if you like and go to another shop, or make your own arrangements with Mrs. Postwhistle. If all is settled, you go there to-morrow. You go out of this house to-morrow in any event.

Mrs. Postwhistle was a large, placid lady of philosophic temperament. Hitherto the little grocers shop in Rolls Court, Fetter Lane, had been easy of management by her own unaided efforts; but the neighbourhood was rapidly changing. Other grocers shops were disappearing one by one, making way for huge blocks of buildings, where hundreds of iron presses, singing day and night, spread to the earth the song of the Mighty Pen. There were hours when the little shop could hardly accommodate its crowd of customers. Mrs. Postwhistle, of a bulk not to be moved quickly, had, after mature consideration, conquering a natural disinclination to change, decided to seek assistance.

Young Grindley, alighting from a four-wheeled cab in Fetter Lane, marched up the court, followed by a weak-kneed wastrel staggering under the weight of a small box. In the doorway of the little shop, young Grindley paused and raised his hat.

Mrs. Postwhistle?

The lady, from her chair behind the counter, rose slowly.

I am Mr. Nathaniel Grindley, the new assistant.

The weak-kneed wastrel let fall the box with a thud upon the floor. Mrs. Postwhistle looked her new assistant up and down.

Oh! said Mrs. Postwhistle. Well, I shouldnt ave felt instinctively it must be you, not if Id ad to pick you out of a crowd. But if you tell me so, why, I suppose you are. Come in.

The weak-kneed wastrel, receiving to his astonishment a shilling, departed.

Grindley senior had selected wisely. Mrs. Postwhistles theory was that although very few people in this world understood their own business, they understood it better than anyone else could understand it for them. If handsome, well-educated young gentlemen, who gave shillings to wastrels, felt they wanted to become smart and capable grocers assistants, that was their affair. Her business was to teach them their work, and, for her own sake, to see that they did it. A month went by. Mrs. Postwhistle found her new assistant hard-working, willing, somewhat clumsy, but with a smile and a laugh that transformed mistakes, for which another would have been soundly rated, into welcome variations of the days monotony.

If you were the sort of woman that cared to make your fortune, said one William Clodd, an old friend of Mrs. Postwhistles, young Grindley having descended into the cellar to grind coffee, Id tell you what to do. Take a bun-shop somewhere in the neighbourhood of a girls school, and put that assistant of yours in the window. Youd do a roaring business.

Theres a mystery about im, said Mrs. Postwhistle.

Know what it is?

If I knew what it was, I shouldnt be calling it a mystery, replied Mrs. Postwhistle, who was a stylist in her way.

How did you get him? Win him in a raffle?

Jones, the agent, sent im to me all in a urry. An assistant is what I really wanted, not an apprentice; but the premium was good, and the references everything one could desire.

Grindley, Grindley, murmured Clodd. Any relation to the Sauce, I wonder?

A bit more wholesome, I should say, from the look of him, thought Mrs. Postwhistle.

The question of a post office to meet its growing need had long been under discussion by the neighbourhood. Mrs. Postwhistle was approached upon the subject. Grindley junior, eager for anything that might bring variety into his new, cramped existence, undertook to qualify himself.

Within two months the arrangements were complete. Grindley junior divided his time between dispensing groceries and despatching telegrams and letters, and was grateful for the change.

Grindley juniors mind was fixed upon the fashioning of a cornucopia to receive a quarter of a pound of moist. The customer, an extremely young lady, was seeking to hasten his operations by tapping incessantly with a penny on the counter. It did not hurry him; it only worried him. Grindley junior had not acquired facility in the fashioning of cornucopias — the vertex would invariably become unrolled at the last moment, allowing the contents to dribble out on to the floor or counter. Grindley junior was sweet-tempered as a rule, but when engaged upon the fashioning of a cornucopia, was irritable.

Hurry up, old man! urged the extremely young lady. Ive got another appointment in less than half an hour.

Oh, damn the thing! said Grindley junior, as the paper for the fourth time reverted to its original shape.

An older lady, standing behind the extremely young lady and holding a telegram-form in her hand, looked indignant.

Temper, temper, remarked the extremely young lady in reproving tone.

The fifth time was more successful. The extremely young lady went out, commenting upon the waste of time always resulting when boys were employed to do the work of men. The older lady, a haughty person, handed across her telegram with the request that it should be sent off at once.

Grindley junior took his pencil from his pocket and commenced to count.

Digniori, not digniorus, commented Grindley junior, correcting the word, datur digniori, dative singular. Grindley junior, still irritable from the struggle with the cornucopia, spoke sharply.

The haughty lady withdrew her eyes from a spot some ten miles beyond the back of the shop, where hitherto they had been resting, and fixed them for the first time upon Grindley junior.

Thank you, said the haughty lady.

Grindley junior looked up and immediately, to his annoyance, felt that he was blushing. Grindley junior blushed easily — it annoyed him very much.

The haughty young lady also blushed. She did not often blush; when she did, she felt angry with herself.

A shilling and a penny, demanded Grindley junior.

The haughty young lady counted out the money and departed. Grindley junior, peeping from behind a tin of Abernethy biscuits, noticed that as she passed the window she turned and looked back. She was a very pretty, haughty lady. Grindley junior rather admired dark, level brows and finely cut, tremulous lips, especially when combined with a mass of soft, brown hair, and a rich olive complexion that flushed and paled as one looked at it.

Might send that telegram off if youve nothing else to do, and theres no particular reason for keeping it back, suggested Mrs. Postwhistle.

Its only just been handed in, explained Grindley junior, somewhat hurt.

Youve been looking at it for the last five minutes by the clock, said Mrs. Postwhistle.

Grindley junior sat down to the machine. The name and address of the sender was Helvetia Appleyard, Nevills Court.

Three days passed — singularly empty days they appeared to Grindley junior. On the fourth, Helvetia Appleyard had occasion to despatch another telegram — this time entirely in English.

One-and-fourpence, sighed Grindley junior.

Miss Appleyard drew forth her purse. The shop was empty.

How did you come to know Latin? inquired Miss Appleyard in quite a casual tone.

I picked up a little at school. It was a phrase I happened to remember, confessed Grindley junior, wondering why he should be feeling ashamed of himself.

I am always sorry, said Miss Appleyard, when I see anyone content with the lower life whose talents might, perhaps, fit him for the higher. Something about the tone and manner of Miss Appleyard reminded Grindley junior of his former Rector. Each seemed to have arrived by different roads at the same philosophical aloofness from the world, tempered by chastened interest in human phenomena. Would you like to try to raise yourself — to improve yourself — to educate yourself?

An unseen little rogue, who was enjoying himself immensely, whispered to Grindley junior to say nothing but Yes, he should.

Will you let me help you? asked Miss Appleyard. And the simple and heartfelt gratitude with which Grindley junior closed upon the offer proved to Miss Appleyard how true it is that to do good to others is the highest joy.

Miss Appleyard had come prepared for possible acceptance. You had better begin with this, thought Miss Appleyard. I have marked the passages that you should learn by heart. Make a note of anything you do not understand, and I will explain it to you when — when next I happen to be passing.

Grindley junior took the book — Bells Introduction to the Study of the Classics, for Use of Beginners — and held it between both hands. Its price was ninepence, but Grindley junior appeared to regard it as a volume of great value.

It will be hard work at first, Miss Appleyard warned him; but you must persevere. I have taken an interest in you; you must try not to disappoint me.

And Miss Appleyard, feeling all the sensations of a Hypatia, departed, taking light with her and forgetting to pay for the telegram. Miss Appleyard belonged to the class that young ladies who pride themselves on being tiresomely ignorant and foolish sneer at as blue-stockings; that is to say, possessing brains, she had felt the necessity of using them. Solomon Appleyard, widower, a sensible old gentleman, prospering in the printing business, and seeing no necessity for a woman regarding herself as nothing but a doll, a somewhat uninteresting plaything the newness once worn off, thankfully encouraged her. Miss Appleyard had returned from Girton wise in many things, but not in knowledge of the world, which knowledge, too early acquired, does not always make for good in young man or woman. A serious little virgin, Miss Appleyards ambition was to help the human race. What more useful work could have come to her hand than the raising of this poor but intelligent young grocers assistant unto the knowledge and the love of higher things. That Grindley junior happened to be an exceedingly good-looking and charming young grocers assistant had nothing to do with the matter, so Miss Appleyard would have informed you. In her own reasoning she was convinced that her interest in him would have been the same had he been the least attractive of his sex. That there could be danger in such relationship never occurred to her.

Miss Appleyard, a convinced Radical, could not conceive the possibility of a grocers assistant regarding the daughter of a well-to-do printer in any other light than that of a graciously condescending patron. That there could be danger to herself! you would have been sorry you had suggested the idea. The expression of lofty scorn would have made you feel yourself contemptible.

Miss Appleyards judgment of mankind was justified; no more promising pupil could have been selected. It was really marvellous the progress made by Grindley junior, under the tutelage of Helvetia Appleyard. His earnestness, his enthusiasm, it quite touched the heart of Helvetia Appleyard. There were many points, it is true, that puzzled Grindley junior. Each time the list of them grew longer. But when Helvetia Appleyard explained them, all became clear. She marvelled herself at her own wisdom, that in a moment made darkness luminous to this young man; his rapt attention while she talked, it was most encouraging. The boy must surely be a genius. To think that but for her intuition he might have remained wasted in a grocers shop! To rescue such a gem from oblivion, to polish it, was surely the duty of a conscientious Hypatia. Two visits — three visits a week to the little shop in Rolls Court were quite inadequate, so many passages there were requiring elucidation. London in early morning became their classroom: the great, wide, empty, silent streets; the mist-curtained parks, the silence broken only by the blackbirds amorous whistle, the thrushes invitation to delight; the old gardens, hidden behind narrow ways. Nathaniel George and Janet Helvetia would rest upon a seat, no living creature within sight, save perhaps a passing policeman or some dissipated cat. Janet Helvetia would expound. Nathaniel George, his fine eyes fixed on hers, seemed never to tire of drinking in her wisdom.

There were times when Janet Helvetia, to reassure herself as to the maidenly correctness of her behaviour, had to recall quite forcibly the fact that she was the daughter of Solomon Appleyard, owner of the big printing establishment; and he a simple grocer. One day, raised a little in the social scale, thanks to her, Nathaniel George would marry someone in his own rank of life. Reflecting upon the future of Nathaniel George, Janet Helvetia could not escape a shade of sadness. It was difficult to imagine precisely the wife she would have chosen for Nathaniel George. She hoped he would do nothing foolish. Rising young men so often marry wives that hamper rather than help them.

One Sunday morning in late autumn, they walked and talked in the shady garden of Lincolns Inn. Greek they thought it was they had been talking; as a matter of fact, a much older language. A young gardener was watering flowers, and as they passed him he grinned. It was not an offensive grin, rather a sympathetic grin; but Miss Appleyard didnt like being grinned at. What was there to grin at? Her personal appearance? some gaucherie in her dress? Impossible. No lady in all St. Dunstan was ever more precise. She glanced at her companion: a clean-looking, well-groomed, well-dressed youth. Suddenly it occurred to Miss Appleyard that she and Grindley junior were holding each others hand. Miss Appleyard was justly indignant.

How dare you! said Miss Appleyard. I am exceedingly angry with you. How dare you!

The olive skin was scarlet. There were tears in the hazel eyes.

Leave me this minute! commanded Miss Appleyard.

Instead of which, Grindley junior seized both her hands.

I love you! I adore you! I worship you! poured forth young Grindley, forgetful of all Miss Appleyard had ever told him concerning the folly of tautology.

You had no right, said Miss Appleyard.

I couldnt help it, pleaded young Grindley. And that isnt the worst.

Miss Appleyard paled visibly. For a grocers assistant to dare to fall in love with her, especially after all the trouble she had taken with him! What could be worse?

Im not a grocer, continued young Grindley, deeply conscious of crime. I mean, not a real grocer.

And Grindley junior then and there made a clean breast of the whole sad, terrible tale of shameless deceit, practised by the greatest villain the world had ever produced, upon the noblest and most beautiful maiden that ever turned grim London town into a fairy city of enchanted ways.

Not at first could Miss Appleyard entirely grasp it; not till hours later, when she sat alone in her own room, where, fortunately for himself, Grindley junior was not, did the whole force and meaning of the thing come home to her. It was a large room, taking up half of the top story of the big Georgian house in Nevills Court; but even as it was, Miss Appleyard felt cramped.

For a year — for nearly a whole year, said Miss Appleyard, addressing the bust of William Shakespeare, have I been slaving my life out, teaching him elementary Latin and the first five books of Euclid!

As it has been remarked, it was fortunate for Grindley junior he was out of reach. The bust of William Shakespeare maintained its irritating aspect of benign philosophy.

I suppose I should, mused Miss Appleyard, if he had told me at first — as he ought to have told me — of course I should naturally have had nothing more to do with him. I suppose, mused Miss Appleyard, a man in love, if he is really in love, doesnt quite know what hes doing. I suppose one ought to make allowances. But, oh! when I think of it—

And then Grindley juniors guardian angel must surely have slipped into the room, for Miss Appleyard, irritated beyond endurance at the philosophical indifference of the bust of William Shakespeare, turned away from it, and as she did so, caught sight of herself in the looking-glass. Miss Appleyard approached the glass a little nearer. A womans hair is never quite as it should be. Miss Appleyard, standing before the glass, began, she knew not why, to find reasons excusing Grindley junior. After all, was not forgiveness an excellent thing in woman? None of us are quite perfect. The guardian angel of Grindley junior seized the opportunity.

That evening Solomon Appleyard sat upright in his chair, feeling confused. So far as he could understand it, a certain young man, a grocers assistant, but not a grocers assistant — but that, of course, was not his fault, his father being an old brute — had behaved most abominably; but not, on reflection, as badly as he might have done, and had acted on the whole very honourably, taking into consideration the fact that one supposed he could hardly help it. Helvetia was, of course, very indignant with him, but on the other hand, did not quite see what else she could have done, she being not at all sure whether she really cared for him or whether she didnt; that everything had been quite proper and would not have happened if she had known it; that everything was her fault, except most things, which werent; but that of the two she blamed herself entirely, seeing that she could not have guessed anything of the kind. And did he, Solomon Appleyard, think that she ought to be very angry and never marry anybody else, or was she justified in overlooking it and engaging herself to the only man she felt she could ever love?

You mustnt think, Dad, that I meant to deceive you. I should have told you at the beginning — you know I would — if it hadnt all happened so suddenly.

Let me see, said Solomon Appleyard, did you tell me his name, or didnt you?

Nathaniel, said Miss Appleyard. Didnt I mention it?

Dont happen to know his surname, do you, inquired her father.

Grindley, explained Miss Appleyard—the son of Grindley, the Sauce man.

Miss Appleyard experienced one of the surprises of her life. Never before to her recollection had her father thwarted a single wish of her life. A widower for the last twelve years, his chief delight had been to humour her. His voice, as he passionately swore that never with his consent should his daughter marry the son of Hezekiah Grindley, sounded strange to her. Pleadings, even tears, for the first time in her life proved fruitless.

Here was a pretty kettle of fish! That Grindley junior should defy his own parent, risk possibly the loss of his inheritance, had seemed to both a not improper proceeding. When Nathaniel George had said with fine enthusiasm: Let him keep his money if he will; Ill make my own way; there isnt enough money in the world to pay for losing you! Janet Helvetia, though she had expressed disapproval of such unfilial attitude, had in secret sympathised. But for her to disregard the wishes of her own doting father was not to be thought of. What was to be done?

Perhaps one Peter Hope, residing in Gough Square hard by, might help young folks in sore dilemma with wise counsel. Peter Hope, editor and part proprietor of Good Humour, one penny weekly, was much esteemed by Solomon Appleyard, printer and publisher of aforesaid paper.

A good fellow, old Hope, Solomon would often impress upon his managing clerk. Dont worry him more than you can help; things will improve. We can trust him.

Peter Hope sat at his desk, facing Miss Appleyard. Grindley junior sat on the cushioned seat beneath the middle window. Good Humours sub-editor stood before the fire, her hands behind her back.

The case appeared to Peter Hope to be one of exceeding difficulty.

Of course, explained Miss Appleyard, I shall never marry without my fathers consent.

Peter Hope thought the resolution most proper.

On the other hand, continued Miss Appleyard, nothing shall induce me to marry a man I do not love. Miss Appleyard thought the probabilities were that she would end by becoming a female missionary.

Peter Hopes experience had led him to the conclusion that young people sometimes changed their mind.

The opinion of the House, clearly though silently expressed, was that Peter Hopes experience, as regarded this particular case, counted for nothing.

I shall go straight to the Governor, explained Grindley junior, and tell him that I consider myself engaged for life to Miss Appleyard. I know what will happen — I know the sort of idea he has got into his head. He will disown me, and I shall go off to Africa.

Peter Hope was unable to see how Grindley juniors disappearance into the wilds of Africa was going to assist the matter under discussion.

Grindley juniors view was that the wilds of Africa would afford a fitting background to the passing away of a blighted existence.

Peter Hope had a suspicion that Grindley junior had for the moment parted company with that sweet reasonableness that otherwise, so Peter Hope felt sure, was Grindley juniors guiding star.

I mean it, sir, reasserted Grindley junior. I am— Grindley junior was about to add well educated; but divining that education was a topic not pleasing at the moment to the ears of Helvetia Appleyard, had tact enough to substitute not a fool. I can earn my own living; and I should like to get away.

It seems to me— said the sub-editor.

Now, Tommy — I mean Jane, warned her Peter Hope. He always called her Jane in company, unless he was excited. I know what you are going to say. I wont have it.

I was only going to say— urged the sub-editor in tone of one suffering injustice.

I quite know what you were going to say, retorted Peter hotly. I can see it by your chin. You are going to take their part — and suggest their acting undutifully towards their parents.

I wasnt, returned the sub-editor. I was only—

You were, persisted Peter. I ought not to have allowed you to be present. I might have known you would interfere.

 — going to say we are in want of some help in the office. You know we are. And that if Mr. Grindley would be content with a small salary—

Small salary be hanged! snarled Peter.

 — there would be no need for his going to Africa.

And how would that help us? demanded Peter. Even if the boy were so — so headstrong, so unfilial as to defy his father, who has worked for him all these years, how would that remove the obstacle of Mr. Appleyards refusal?

Why, dont you see— explained the sub-editor.

No, I dont, snapped Peter.

If, on his declaring to his father that nothing will ever induce him to marry any other woman but Miss Appleyard, his father disowns him, as he thinks it likely—

A dead cert! was Grindley juniors conviction.

Very well; he is no longer old Grindleys son, and what possible objection can Mr. Appleyard have to him then?

Peter Hope arose and expounded at length and in suitable language the folly and uselessness of the scheme.

But what chance had ever the wisdom of Age against the enthusiasm of Youth, reaching for its object. Poor Peter, expostulating, was swept into the conspiracy. Grindley junior the next morning stood before his father in the private office in High Holborn.

I am sorry, sir, said Grindley junior, if I have proved a disappointment to you.

Damn your sympathy! said Grindley senior. Keep it till you are asked for it.

I hope we part friends, sir, said Grindley junior, holding out his hand.

Why do you irate me? asked Grindley senior. I have thought of nothing but you these five-and-twenty years.

I dont, sir, answered Grindley junior. I cant say I love you. It did not seem to me you — you wanted it. But I like you, sir, and I respect you. And — and Im sorry to have to hurt you, sir.

And you are determined to give up all your prospects, all the money, for the sake of this — this girl?

It doesnt seem like giving up anything, sir, replied Grindley junior, simply.

It isnt so much as I thought it was going to be, said the old man, after a pause. Perhaps it is for the best. I might have been more obstinate if things had been going all right. The Lord has chastened me.

Isnt the business doing well, Dad? asked the young man, with sorrow in his voice.

Whats it got to do with you? snapped his father. Youve cut yourself adrift from it. You leave me now I am going down.

Grindley junior, not knowing what to say, put his arms round the little old man.

And in this way Tommys brilliant scheme fell through and came to naught. Instead, old Grindley visited once again the big house in Nevills Court, and remained long closeted with old Solomon in the office on the second floor. It was late in the evening when Solomon opened the door and called upstairs to Janet Helvetia to come down.

I used to know you long ago, said Hezekiah Grindley, rising. You were quite a little girl then.

Later, the troublesome Sauce disappeared entirely, cut out by newer flavours. Grindley junior studied the printing business. It almost seemed as if old Appleyard had been waiting but for this. Some six months later they found him dead in his counting-house. Grindley junior became the printer and publisher of Good Humour.


STORY THE FOURTH — Miss Ramsbotham gives her Services
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TO REGARD MISS Ramsbotham as a marriageable quantity would have occurred to few men. Endowed by Nature with every feminine quality calculated to inspire liking, she had, on the other hand, been disinherited of every attribute calculated to excite passion. An ugly woman has for some men an attraction; the proof is ever present to our eyes. Miss Ramsbotham was plain but pleasant looking. Large, healthy in mind and body, capable, self-reliant, and cheerful, blessed with a happy disposition together with a keen sense of humour, there was about her absolutely nothing for tenderness to lay hold of. An ideal wife, she was an impossible sweetheart. Every man was her friend. The suggestion that any man could be her lover she herself would have greeted with a clear, ringing laugh.

Not that she held love in despite; for such folly she was possessed of far too much sound sense. To have somebody in love with you — somebody strong and good, so she would confess to her few close intimates, a dreamy expression clouding for an instant her broad, sunny face, why, it must be just lovely! For Miss Ramsbotham was prone to American phraseology, and had even been at some pains, during a six months journey through the States (whither she had been commissioned by a conscientious trade journal seeking reliable information concerning the condition of female textile workers) to acquire a slight but decided American accent. It was her one affectation, but assumed, as one might feel certain, for a practical and legitimate object.

You can have no conception, she would explain, laughing, what a help I find it. Im Muriken is the Civis Romanus sum of the modern womans world. It opens every door to us. If I ring the bell and say, Oh, if you please, I have come to interview Mr. So-and-So for such-and-such a paper, the footman looks through me at the opposite side of the street, and tells me to wait in the hall while he inquires if Mr. So-and-So will see me or not. But if I say, Thats my keerd, young man. You tell your master Miss Ramsbotham is waiting for him in the showroom, and will take it real kind if hell just bustle himself, the poor fellow walks backwards till he stumbles against the bottom stair, and my gentleman comes down with profuse apologies for having kept me waiting three minutes and a half.

And to be in love with someone, she would continue, someone great that one could look up to and honour and worship — someone that would fill ones whole life, make it beautiful, make every day worth living, I think that would be better still. To work merely for ones self, to think merely for ones self, it is so much less interesting.

Then, at some such point of the argument, Miss Ramsbotham would jump up from her chair and shake herself indignantly.

Why, what nonsense Im talking, she would tell herself, and her listeners. I make a very fair income, have a host of friends, and enjoy every hour of my life. I should like to have been pretty or handsome, of course; but no one can have all the good things of this world, and I have my brains. At one time, perhaps, yes; but now — no, honestly I would not change myself.

Miss Ramsbotham was sorry that no man had ever fallen in love with her, but that she could understand.

It is quite clear to me. So she had once unburdened herself to her bosom friend. Man for the purposes of the race has been given two kinds of love, between which, according to his opportunities and temperament, he is free to choose: he can fall down upon his knees and adore physical beauty (for Nature ignores entirely our mental side), or he can take delight in circling with his protecting arm the weak and helpless. Now, I make no appeal to either instinct. I possess neither the charm nor beauty to attract—

Beauty, reminded her the bosom friend, consolingly, dwells in the beholders eye.

My dear, cheerfully replied Miss Ramsbotham, it would have to be an eye of the range and capacity Sam Weller frankly owned up to not possessing — a patent double-million magnifying, capable of seeing through a deal board and round the corner sort of eye — to detect any beauty in me. And I am much too big and sensible for any man not a fool ever to think of wanting to take care of me.

I believe, remembered Miss Ramsbotham, if it does not sound like idle boasting, I might have had a husband, of a kind, if Fate had not compelled me to save his life. I met him one year at Huyst, a small, quiet watering-place on the Dutch coast. He would walk always half a step behind me, regarding me out of the corner of his eye quite approvingly at times. He was a widower — a good little man, devoted to his three charming children. They took an immense fancy to me, and I really think I could have got on with him. I am very adaptable, as you know. But it was not to be. He got out of his depth one morning, and unfortunately there was no one within distance but myself who could swim. I knew what the result would be. You remember Labiches comedy, Les Voyage de Monsieur Perrichon? Of course, every man hates having had his life saved, after it is over; and you can imagine how he must hate having it saved by a woman. But what was I to do? In either case he would be lost to me, whether I let him drown or whether I rescued him. So, as it really made no difference, I rescued him. He was very grateful, and left the next morning.

It is my destiny. No man has ever fallen in love with me, and no man ever will. I used to worry myself about it when I was younger. As a child I hugged to my bosom for years an observation I had overheard an aunt of mine whisper to my mother one afternoon as they sat knitting and talking, not thinking I was listening. You never can tell, murmured my aunt, keeping her eyes carefully fixed upon her needles; children change so. I have known the plainest girls grow up into quite beautiful women. I should not worry about it if I were you — not yet awhile. My mother was not at all a bad-looking woman, and my father was decidedly handsome; so there seemed no reason why I should not hope. I pictured myself the ugly duckling of Andersens fairy-tale, and every morning on waking I would run straight to my glass and try to persuade myself that the feathers of the swan were beginning at last to show themselves. Miss Ramsbotham laughed, a genuine laugh of amusement, for of self-pity not a trace was now remaining to her.

Later I plucked hope again, continued Miss Ramsbotham her confession, from the reading of a certain school of fiction more popular twenty years ago than now. In these romances the heroine was never what you would call beautiful, unless in common with the hero you happened to possess exceptional powers of observation. But she was better than that, she was good. I do not regard as time wasted the hours I spent studying this quaint literature. It helped me, I am sure, to form habits that have since been of service to me. I made a point, when any young man visitor happened to be staying with us, of rising exceptionally early in the morning, so that I always appeared at the breakfast-table fresh, cheerful, and carefully dressed, with, when possible, a dew-besprinkled flower in my hair to prove that I had already been out in the garden. The effort, as far as the young man visitor was concerned, was always thrown away; as a general rule, he came down late himself, and generally too drowsy to notice anything much. But it was excellent practice for me. I wake now at seven oclock as a matter of course, whatever time I go to bed. I made my own dresses and most of our cakes, and took care to let everybody know it. Though I say it who should not, I play and sing rather well. I certainly was never a fool. I had no little brothers and sisters to whom to be exceptionally devoted, but I had my cousins about the house as much as possible, and damaged their characters, if anything, by over-indulgence. My dear, it never caught even a curate! I am not one of those women to run down men; I think them delightful creatures, and in a general way I find them very intelligent. But where their hearts are concerned it is the girl with the frizzy hair, who wants two people to help her over the stile, that is their idea of an angel. No man could fall in love with me; he couldnt if he tried. That I can understand; but — Miss Ramsbotham sunk her voice to a more confidential tone—what I cannot understand is that I have never fallen in love with any man, because I like them all.

You have given the explanation yourself, suggested the bosom friend — one Susan Fossett, the Aunt Emma of The Ladies Journal, a nice woman, but talkative. You are too sensible.

Miss Ramsbotham shook her head, I should just love to fall in love. When I think about it, I feel quite ashamed of myself for not having done so.

Whether it was this idea, namely, that it was her duty, or whether it was that passion came to her, unsought, somewhat late in life, and therefore all the stronger, she herself would perhaps have been unable to declare. Certain only it is that at over thirty years of age this clever, sensible, clear-seeing woman fell to sighing and blushing, starting and stammering at the sounding of a name, as though for all the world she had been a love-sick girl in her teens.

Susan Fossett, her bosom friend, brought the strange tidings to Bohemia one foggy November afternoon, her opportunity being a tea-party given by Peter Hope to commemorate the birthday of his adopted daughter and sub-editor, Jane Helen, commonly called Tommy. The actual date of Tommys birthday was known only to the gods; but out of the London mist to wifeless, childless Peter she had come the evening of a certain November the eighteenth, and therefore by Peter and his friends November the eighteenth had been marked upon the calendar as a day on which they should rejoice together.

It is bound to leak out sooner or later, Susan Fossett was convinced, so I may as well tell you: that gaby Mary Ramsbotham has got herself engaged.

Nonsense! was Peter Hopes involuntary ejaculation.

Precisely what I mean to tell her the very next time I see her, added Susan.

Who to? demanded Tommy.

You mean to whom. The preeposition governs the objective case, corrected her James Douglas McTear, commonly called The Wee Laddie, who himself wrote English better than he spoke it.

I meant to whom, explained Tommy.

Ye didna say it, persisted the Wee Laddie.

I dont know to whom, replied Miss Ramsbothams bosom friend, sipping tea and breathing indignation. To something idiotic and incongruous that will make her life a misery to her.

Somerville, the briefless, held that in the absence of all data such conclusion was unjustifiable.

If it had been to anything sensible, was Miss Fossetts opinion, she would not have kept me in the dark about it, to spring it upon me like a bombshell. Ive never had so much as a hint from her until I received this absurd scrawl an hour ago.

Miss Fossett produced from her bag a letter written in pencil.

There can be no harm in your hearing it, was Miss Fossetts excuse; it will give you an idea of the state of the poor things mind.

The tea-drinkers left their cups and gathered round her. Dear Susan, read Miss Fossett, I shall not be able to be with you to-morrow. Please get me out of it nicely. I cant remember at the moment what it is. Youll be surprised to hear that Im engaged — to be married, I mean, I can hardly realise it. I hardly seem to know where I am. Have just made up my mind to run down to Yorkshire and see grandmamma. I must do something. I must talk to somebody and — forgive me, dear — but you are so sensible, and just now — well I dont feel sensible. Will tell you all about it when I see you — next week, perhaps. You must try to like him. He is so handsome and really clever — in his own way. Dont scold me. I never thought it possible that anyone could be so happy. Its quite a different sort of happiness to any other sort of happiness. I dont know how to describe it. Please ask Burcot to let me off the antequarian congress. I feel I should do it badly. I am so thankful he has no relatives — in England. I should have been so terribly nervous. Twelve hours ago I could not have dreamt of it, and now I walk on tiptoe for fear of waking up. Did I leave my chinchilla at your rooms? Dont be angry with me. I should have told you if I had known. In haste. Yours, Mary.

Its dated from Marylebone Road, and yesterday afternoon she did leave her chinchilla in my rooms, which makes me think it really must be from Mary Ramsbotham. Otherwise I should have my doubts, added Miss Fossett, as she folded up the letter and replaced it in her bag.

Id is love! was the explanation of Dr. William Smith, his round, red face illuminated with poetic ecstasy. Love has gone to her — has dransformed her once again into the leedle maid.

Love, retorted Susan Fossett, doesnt transform an intelligent, educated woman into a person who writes a letter all in jerks, underlines every other word, spells antiquarian with an e, and Burcotts name, whom she has known for the last eight years, with only one t. The woman has gone stark, staring mad!

We must wait until we have seen him, was Peters judicious view. I should be so glad to think that the dear lady was happy.

So should I, added Miss Fossett drily.

One of the most sensible women I have ever met, commented William Clodd. Lucky man, whoever he is. Half wish Id thought of it myself.

I am not saying that he isnt, retorted Miss Fossett. It isnt him Im worrying about.

I preesume you mean he, suggested the Wee Laddie. The verb to be—

For goodness sake, suggested Miss Fossett to Tommy, give that man something to eat or drink. Thats the worst of people who take up grammar late in life. Like all converts, they become fanatical.

Shes a ripping good sort, is Mary Ramsbotham, exclaimed Grindley junior, printer and publisher of Good Humour. The marvel to me is that no man hitherto has ever had the sense to want her.

Oh, you men! cried Miss Fossett. A pretty face and an empty head is all you want.

Must they always go together? laughed Mrs. Grindley junior, née Helvetia Appleyard.

Exceptions prove the rule, grunted Miss Fossett.

What a happy saying that is, smiled Mrs. Grindley junior. I wonder sometimes how conversation was ever carried on before it was invented.

De man who would fall in love wid our dear frent Mary, thought Dr. Smith, he must be quite egsceptional.

You neednt talk about her as if she was a monster — I mean were, corrected herself Miss Fossett, with a hasty glance towards the Wee Laddie. There isnt a man I know thats worthy of her.

I mean, explained the doctor, dat he must be a man of character — of brain. Id is de noble man dat is attracted by de noble woman.

By the chorus-girl more often, suggested Miss Fossett.

We must hope for the best, counselled Peter. I cannot believe that a clever, capable woman like Mary Ramsbotham would make a fool of herself.

From what I have seen, replied Miss Fossett, its just the clever people — as regards this particular matter — who do make fools of themselves.

Unfortunately Miss Fossetts judgment proved to be correct. On being introduced a fortnight later to Miss Ramsbothams fiancé, the impulse of Bohemia was to exclaim, Great Scott! Whatever in the name of— Then on catching sight of Miss Ramsbothams transfigured face and trembling hands Bohemia recollected itself in time to murmur instead: Delighted, Im sure! and to offer mechanical congratulations. Reginald Peters was a pretty but remarkably foolish-looking lad of about two-and-twenty, with curly hair and receding chin; but to Miss Ramsbotham evidently a promising Apollo. Her first meeting with him had taken place at one of the many political debating societies then in fashion, attendance at which Miss Ramsbotham found useful for purposes of journalistic copy. Miss Ramsbotham, hitherto a Radical of pronounced views, he had succeeded under three months in converting into a strong supporter of the Gentlemanly Party. His feeble political platitudes, which a little while before she would have seized upon merrily to ridicule, she now sat drinking in, her plain face suffused with admiration. Away from him and in connection with those subjects — somewhat numerous — about which he knew little and cared less, she retained her sense and humour; but in his presence she remained comparatively speechless, gazing up into his somewhat watery eyes with the grateful expression of one learning wisdom from a master.

Her absurd adoration — irritating beyond measure to her friends, and which even to her lover, had he possessed a grain of sense, would have appeared ridiculous — to Master Peters was evidently a gratification. Of selfish, exacting nature, he must have found the services of this brilliant woman of the world of much practical advantage. Knowing all the most interesting people in London, it was her pride and pleasure to introduce him everywhere. Her friends put up with him for her sake; to please her made him welcome, did their best to like him, and disguised their failure. The free entry to a places of amusement saved his limited purse. Her influence, he had instinct enough to perceive, could not fail to be of use to him in his profession: that of a barrister. She praised him to prominent solicitors, took him to tea with judges wives, interested examiners on his behalf. In return he overlooked her many disadvantages, and did not fail to let her know it. Miss Ramsbothams gratitude was boundless.

I do so wish I were younger and better looking, she sighed to the bosom friend. For myself, I dont mind; I have got used to it. But it is so hard on Reggie. He feels it, I know he does, though he never openly complains.

He would be a cad if he did, answered Susan Fossett, who having tried conscientiously for a month to tolerate the fellow, had in the end declared her inability even to do more than avoid open expression of cordial dislike. Added to which I dont quite see of what use it would be. You never told him you were young and pretty, did you?

I told him, my dear, replied Miss Ramsbotham, the actual truth. I dont want to take any credit for doing so; it seemed the best course. You see, unfortunately, I look my age. With most men it would have made a difference. You have no idea how good he is. He assured me he had engaged himself to me with his eyes open, and that there was no need to dwell upon unpleasant topics. It is so wonderful to me that he should care for me — he who could have half the women in London at his feet.

Yes, hes the type that would attract them, I daresay, agreed Susan Fossett. But are you quite sure that he does? — care for you, I mean.

My dear, returned Miss Ramsbotham, you remember Rochefoucaulds definition. One loves, the other consents to be loved. If he will only let me do that I shall be content. It is more than I had any right to expect.

Oh, you are a fool, told her bluntly her bosom friend.

I know I am, admitted Miss Ramsbotham; but I had no idea that being a fool was so delightful.

Bohemia grew day by day more indignant and amazed. Young Peters was not even a gentleman. All the little offices of courtship he left to her. It was she who helped him on with his coat, and afterwards adjusted her own cloak; she who carried the parcel, she who followed into and out of the restaurant. Only when he thought anyone was watching would he make any attempt to behave to her with even ordinary courtesy. He bullied her, contradicted her in public, ignored her openly. Bohemia fumed with impotent rage, yet was bound to confess that so far as Miss Ramsbotham herself was concerned he had done more to make her happy than had ever all Bohemia put together. A tender light took up its dwelling in her eyes, which for the first time it was noticed were singularly deep and expressive. The blood, of which she possessed if anything too much, now came and went, so that her cheeks, in place of their insistent red, took on a varied pink and white. Life had entered her thick dark hair, giving to it shade and shadow.

The woman began to grow younger. She put on flesh. Sex, hitherto dormant, began to show itself; femininities peeped out. New tones, suggesting possibilities, crept into her voice. Bohemia congratulated itself that the affair, after all, might turn out well.

Then Master Peters spoiled everything by showing a better side to his nature, and, careless of all worldly considerations, falling in love himself, honestly, with a girl at the bun shop. He did the best thing under the circumstances that he could have done: told Miss Ramsbotham the plain truth, and left the decision in her hands.

Miss Ramsbotham acted as anyone who knew her would have foretold. Possibly, in the silence of her delightful little four-roomed flat over the tailors shop in Marylebone Road, her sober, worthy maid dismissed for a holiday, she may have shed some tears; but, if so, no trace of them was allowed to mar the peace of mind of Mr. Peters. She merely thanked him for being frank with her, and by a little present pain saving them both a future of disaster. It was quite understandable; she knew he had never really been in love with her. She had thought him the type of man that never does fall in love, as the word is generally understood — Miss Ramsbotham did not add, with anyone except himself — and had that been the case, and he content merely to be loved, they might have been happy together. As it was — well, it was fortunate he had found out the truth before it was too late. Now, would he take her advice?

Mr. Peters was genuinely grateful, as well he might be, and would consent to any suggestion that Miss Ramsbotham might make; felt he had behaved shabbily, was very much ashamed of himself, would be guided in all things by Miss Ramsbotham, whom he should always regard as the truest of friends, and so on.

Miss Ramsbothams suggestion was this: Mr. Peters, no more robust of body than of mind, had been speaking for some time past of travel. Having nothing to do now but to wait for briefs, why not take this opportunity of visiting his only well-to-do relative, a Canadian farmer. Meanwhile, let Miss Peggy leave the bun shop and take up her residence in Miss Ramsbothams flat. Let there be no engagement — merely an understanding. The girl was pretty, charming, good, Miss Ramsbotham felt sure; but — well, a little education, a little training in manners and behaviour would not be amiss, would it? If, on returning at the end of six months or a year, Mr. Peters was still of the same mind, and Peggy also wishful, the affair would be easier, would it not?

There followed further expressions of eternal gratitude. Miss Ramsbotham swept all such aside. It would be pleasant to have a bright young girl to live with her; teaching, moulding such an one would be a pleasant occupation.

And thus it came to pass that Mr. Reginald Peters disappeared for a while from Bohemia, to the regret of but few, and there entered into it one Peggy Nutcombe, as pretty a child as ever gladdened the eye of man. She had wavy, flaxen hair, a complexion that might have been manufactured from the essence of wild roses, the nose that Tennyson bestows upon his millers daughter, and a mouth worthy of the Lowther Arcade in its days of glory. Add to this the quick grace of a kitten, with the appealing helplessness of a baby in its first short frock, and you will be able to forgive Mr. Reginald Peters his faithlessness. Bohemia looked from one to the other — from the fairy to the woman — and ceased to blame. That the fairy was as stupid as a camel, as selfish as a pig, and as lazy as a nigger Bohemia did not know; nor — so long as her figure and complexion remained what it was — would its judgment have been influenced, even if it had. I speak of the Bohemian male.

But that is just what her figure and complexion did not do. Mr. Reginald Peters, finding his uncle old, feeble, and inclined to be fond, deemed it to his advantage to stay longer than he had intended. Twelve months went by. Miss Peggy was losing her kittenish grace, was becoming lumpy. A couple of pimples — one near the right-hand corner of her rosebud mouth, and another on the left-hand side of her tip-tilted nose — marred her baby face. At the end of another six months the men called her plump, and the women fat. Her walk was degenerating into a waddle; stairs caused her to grunt. She took to breathing with her mouth, and Bohemia noticed that her teeth were small, badly coloured, and uneven. The pimples grew in size and number. The cream and white of her complexion was merging into a general yellow. A certain greasiness of skin was manifesting itself. Babyish ways in connection with a woman who must have weighed about eleven stone struck Bohemia as incongruous. Her manners, judged alone, had improved. But they had not improved her. They did not belong to her; they did not fit her. They sat on her as Sunday broadcloth on a yokel. She had learned to employ her hs correctly, and to speak good grammar. This gave to her conversation a painfully artificial air. The little learning she had absorbed was sufficient to bestow upon her an angry consciousness of her own invincible ignorance.

Meanwhile, Miss Ramsbotham had continued upon her course of rejuvenation. At twenty-nine she had looked thirty-five; at thirty-two she looked not a day older than five-and-twenty. Bohemia felt that should she retrograde further at the same rate she would soon have to shorten her frocks and let down her hair. A nervous excitability had taken possession of her that was playing strange freaks not only with her body, but with her mind. What it gave to the one it seemed to take from the other. Old friends, accustomed to enjoy with her the luxury of plain speech, wondered in vain what they had done to offend her. Her desire was now towards new friends, new faces. Her sense of humour appeared to be departing from her; it became unsafe to jest with her. On the other hand, she showed herself greedy for admiration and flattery. Her former chums stepped back astonished to watch brainless young fops making their way with her by complimenting her upon her blouse, or whispering to her some trite nonsense about her eyelashes. From her work she took a good percentage of her brain power to bestow it on her clothes. Of course, she was successful. Her dresses suited her, showed her to the best advantage. Beautiful she could never be, and had sense enough to know it; but a charming, distinguished-looking woman she had already become. Also, she was on the high road to becoming a vain, egotistical, commonplace woman.

It was during the process of this, her metamorphosis, that Peter Hope one evening received a note from her announcing her intention of visiting him the next morning at the editorial office of Good Humour. She added in a postscript that she would prefer the interview to be private.

Punctually to the time appointed Miss Ramsbotham arrived. Miss Ramsbotham, contrary to her custom, opened conversation with the weather. Miss Ramsbotham was of opinion that there was every possibility of rain. Peter Hopes experience was that there was always possibility of rain.

How is the Paper doing? demanded Miss Ramsbotham.

The Paper — for a paper not yet two years old — was doing well. We expect very shortly — very shortly indeed, explained Peter Hope, to turn the corner.

Ah! that corner, sympathised Miss Ramsbotham.

I confess, smiled Peter Hope, it doesnt seem to be exactly a right-angled corner. One reaches it as one thinks. But it takes some getting round — what I should describe as a cornery corner.

What you want, thought Miss Ramsbotham, are one or two popular features.

Popular features, agreed Peter guardedly, scenting temptation, are not to be despised, provided one steers clear of the vulgar and the commonplace.

A Ladies Page! suggested Miss Ramsbotham—a page that should make the woman buy it. The women, believe me, are going to be of more and more importance to the weekly press.

But why should she want a special page to herself? demanded Peter Hope. Why should not the paper as a whole appeal to her?

It doesnt, was all Miss Ramsbotham could offer in explanation.

We give her literature and the drama, poetry, fiction, the higher politics, the—

I know, I know, interrupted Miss Ramsbotham, who of late, among other failings new to her, had developed a tendency towards impatience; but she gets all that in half a dozen other papers. I have thought it out. Miss Ramsbotham leaned further across the editorial desk and sunk her voice unconsciously to a confidential whisper. Tell her the coming fashions. Discuss the question whether hat or bonnet makes you look the younger. Tell her whether red hair or black is to be the new colour, what size waist is being worn by the best people. Oh, come! laughed Miss Ramsbotham in answer to Peters shocked expression; one cannot reform the world and human nature all at once. You must appeal to peoples folly in order to get them to listen to your wisdom. Make your paper a success first. You can make it a power afterwards.

But, argued Peter, there are already such papers — papers devoted to — to that sort of thing, and to nothing else.

At sixpence! replied the practical Miss Ramsbotham. I am thinking of the lower middle-class woman who has twenty pounds a year to spend on dress, and who takes twelve hours a day to think about it, poor creature. My dear friend, there is a fortune in it. Think of the advertisements.

Poor Peter groaned — old Peter, the dreamer of dreams. But for thought of Tommy! one day to be left alone to battle with a stony-eyed, deaf world, Peter most assuredly would have risen in his wrath, would have said to his distinguished-looking temptress, Get thee behind me, Miss Ramsbotham. My journalistic instinct whispers to me that your scheme, judged by the mammon of unrighteousness, is good. It is a new departure. Ten years hence half the London journals will have adopted it. There is money in it. But what of that? Shall I for mere dross sell my editorial soul, turn the temple of the Mighty Pen into a den of — of milliners! Good morning, Miss Ramsbotham. I grieve for you. I grieve for you as for a fellow-worker once inspired by devotion to a noble calling, who has fallen from her high estate. Good morning, madam.

So Peter thought as he sat tattooing with his finger-tips upon the desk; but only said — 

It would have to be well done.

Everything would depend upon how it was done, agreed Miss Ramsbotham. Badly done, the idea would be wasted. You would be merely giving it away to some other paper.

Do you know of anyone? queried Peter.

I was thinking of myself, answered Miss Ramsbotham.

I am sorry, said Peter Hope.

Why? demanded Miss Ramsbotham. Dont you think I could do it?

I think, said Peter, no one could do it better. I am sorry you should wish to do it — that is all.

I want to do it, replied Miss Ramsbotham, a note of doggedness in her voice.

How much do you propose to charge me? Peter smiled.

Nothing.

My dear lady—

I could not in conscience, explained Miss Ramsbotham, take payment from both sides. I am going to make a good deal out of it. I am going to make out of it at least three hundred a year, and they will be glad to pay it.

Who will?

The dressmakers. I shall be one of the most stylish women in London, laughed Miss Ramsbotham.

You used to be a sensible woman, Peter reminded her.

I want to live.

Cant you manage to do it without — without being a fool, my dear.

No, answered Miss Ramsbotham, a woman cant. Ive tried it.

Very well, agreed Peter, be it so.

Peter had risen. He laid his shapely, white old hand upon the womans shoulder. Tell me when you want to give it up. I shall be glad.

Thus it was arranged. Good Humour gained circulation and — of more importance yet — advertisements; and Miss Ramsbotham, as she had predicted, the reputation of being one of the best-dressed women in London. Her reason for desiring such reputation Peter Hope had shrewdly guessed. Two months later his suspicions were confirmed. Mr. Reginald Peters, his uncle being dead, was on his way back to England.

His return was awaited with impatience only by the occupants of the little flat in the Marylebone Road; and between these two the difference of symptom was marked. Mistress Peggy, too stupid to comprehend the change that had been taking place in her, looked forward to her lovers arrival with delight. Mr. Reginald Peters, independently of his profession, was in consequence of his uncles death a man of means. Miss Ramsbothams tutelage, which had always been distasteful to her, would now be at an end. She would be a lady in the true sense of the word — according to Miss Peggys definition, a woman with nothing to do but eat and drink, and nothing to think of but dress. Miss Ramsbotham, on the other hand, who might have anticipated the home-coming of her quondam admirer with hope, exhibited a strange condition of alarmed misery, which increased from day to day as the date drew nearer.

The meeting — whether by design or accident was never known — took place at an evening party given by the proprietors of a new journal. The circumstance was certainly unfortunate for poor Peggy, whom Bohemia began to pity. Mr. Peters, knowing both women would be there and so on the look-out, saw in the distance among the crowd of notabilities a superbly millinered, tall, graceful woman, whose face recalled sensations he could not for the moment place. Chiefly noticeable about her were her exquisite neck and arms, and the air of perfect breeding with which she moved, talking and laughing, through the distinguished, fashionable throng. Beside her strutted, nervously aggressive, a vulgar, fat, pimply, shapeless young woman, attracting universal attention by the incongruity of her presence in the room. On being greeted by the graceful lady of the neck and arms, the conviction forced itself upon him that this could be no other than the once Miss Ramsbotham, plain of face and indifferent of dress, whose very appearance he had almost forgotten. On being greeted gushingly as Reggie by the sallow-complexioned, over-dressed young woman he bowed with evident astonishment, and apologised for a memory that, so he assured the lady, had always been to him a source of despair.

Of course, he thanked his stars — and Miss Ramsbotham — that the engagement had never been formal. So far as Mr. Peters was concerned, there was an end to Mistress Peggys dream of an existence of everlasting breakfasts in bed. Leaving the Ramsbotham flat, she returned to the maternal roof, and there a course of hard work and plain living tended greatly to improve her figure and complexion; so that in course of time, the gods smiling again upon her, she married a foreman printer, and passes out of this story.

Meanwhile, Mr. Reginald Peters — older, and the possessor, perhaps, of more sense — looked at Miss Ramsbotham with new eyes, and now not tolerated but desired her. Bohemia waited to assist at the happy termination of a pretty and somewhat novel romance. Miss Ramsbotham had shown no sign of being attracted elsewhere. Flattery, compliment, she continued to welcome; but merely, so it seemed, as favourable criticism. Suitors more fit and proper were now not lacking, for Miss Ramsbotham, though a woman less desirable when won, came readily to the thought of wooing. But to all such she turned a laughing face.

I like her for it, declared Susan Fossett; and he has improved — there was room for it — though I wish it could have been some other. There was Jack Herring — it would have been so much more suitable. Or even Joe, in spite of his size. But its her wedding, not ours; and she will never care for anyone else.

And Bohemia bought its presents, and had them ready, but never gave them. A few months later Mr. Reginald Peters returned to Canada, a bachelor. Miss Ramsbotham expressed her desire for another private interview with Peter Hope.

I may as well keep on the Letter to Clorinda, thought Miss Ramsbotham. I have got into the knack of it. But I will get you to pay me for it in the ordinary way.

I would rather have done so from the beginning, explained Peter.

I know. I could not in conscience, as I told you, take from both sides. For the future — well, they have said nothing; but I expect they are beginning to get tired of it.

And you! questioned Peter.

Yes. I am tired of it myself, laughed Miss Ramsbotham. Life isnt long enough to be a well-dressed woman.

You have done with all that?

I hope so, answered Miss Ramsbotham.

And dont want to talk any more about it? suggested Peter.

Not just at present. I should find it so difficult to explain.

By others, less sympathetic than old Peter, vigorous attempts were made to solve the mystery. Miss Ramsbotham took enjoyment in cleverly evading these tormentors. Thwarted at every point, the gossips turned to other themes. Miss Ramsbotham found interest once again in the higher branches of her calling; became again, by slow degrees, the sensible, frank, good sort that Bohemia had known, liked, respected — everything but loved.

Years later, to Susan Fossett, the case was made clear; and through Susan Fossett, a nice enough woman but talkative, those few still interested learned the explanation.

Love, said Miss Ramsbotham to the bosom friend, is not regulated by reason. As you say, there were many men I might have married with much more hope of happiness. But I never cared for any other man. He was not intellectual, was egotistical, possibly enough selfish. The man should always be older than the woman; he was younger, and he was a weak character. Yet I loved him.

I am glad you didnt marry him, said the bosom friend.

So am I, agreed Miss Ramsbotham.

If you cant trust me, had said the bosom friend at this point, dont.

I meant to do right, said Miss Ramsbotham, upon my word of honour I did, in the beginning.

I dont understand, said the bosom friend.

If she had been my own child, continued Miss Ramsbotham, I could not have done more — in the beginning. I tried to teach her, to put some sense into her. Lord! the hours I wasted on that little idiot! I marvel at my own patience. She was nothing but an animal. An animal! she had only an animals vices. To eat and drink and sleep was her idea of happiness; her one ambition male admiration, and she hadnt character enough to put sufficient curb upon her stomach to retain it. I reasoned with her, I pleaded with her, I bullied her. Had I persisted I might have succeeded by sheer physical and mental strength in restraining her from ruining herself. I was winning. I had made her frightened of me. Had I gone on, I might have won. By dragging her out of bed in the morning, by insisting upon her taking exercise, by regulating every particle of food and drink she put into her mouth, I kept the little beast in good condition for nearly three months. Then, I had to go away into the country for a few days; she swore she would obey my instructions. When I came back I found she had been in bed most of the time, and had been living chiefly on chocolate and cakes. She was curled up asleep in an easy-chair, snoring with her mouth wide open, when I opened the door. And at sight of that picture the devil came to me and tempted me. Why should I waste my time, wear myself out in mind and body, that the man I loved should marry a pig because it looked like an angel? Six months wallowing according to its own desires would reveal it in its true shape. So from that day I left it to itself. No, worse than that — I dont want to spare myself — I encouraged her. I let her have a fire in her bedroom, and half her meals in bed. I let her have chocolate with tablespoonfuls of cream floating on the top: she loved it. She was never really happy except when eating. I let her order her own meals. I took a fiendish delight watching the dainty limbs turning to shapeless fat, the pink-and-white complexion growing blotchy. It is flesh that man loves; brain and mind and heart and soul! he never thinks of them. This little pink-and-white sow could have cut me out with Solomon himself. Why should such creatures have the world arranged for them, and we not be allowed to use our brains in our own defence? But for my looking-glass I might have resisted the temptation, but I always had something of the man in me: the sport of the thing appealed to me. I suppose it was the nervous excitement under which I was living that was changing me. All my sap was going into my body. Given sufficient time, I might meet her with her own weapons, animal against animal. Well, you know the result: I won. There was no doubt about his being in love with me. His eyes would follow me round the room, feasting on me. I had become a fine animal. Men desired me, Do you know why I refused him? He was in every way a better man than the silly boy I had fallen in love with; but he came back with a couple of false teeth: I saw the gold setting one day when he opened his mouth to laugh. I dont say for a moment, my dear, there is no such thing as love — love pure, ennobling, worthy of men and women, its roots in the heart and nowhere else. But that love I had missed; and the other! I saw it in its true light. I had fallen in love with him because he was a pretty, curly-headed boy. He had fallen in love with Peggy when she was pink-and-white and slim. I shall always see the look that came into his eyes when she spoke to him at the hotel, the look of disgust and loathing. The girl was the same; it was only her body that had grown older. I could see his eyes fixed upon my arms and neck. I had got to grow old in time, brown skinned, and wrinkled. I thought of him, growing bald, fat—

If you had fallen in love with the right man, had said Susan Fossett, those ideas would not have come to you.

I know, said Miss Ramsbotham. He will have to like me thin and in these clothes, just because I am nice, and good company, and helpful. That is the man I am waiting for.

He never came along. A charming, bright-eyed, white-haired lady occupies alone a little flat in the Marylebone Road, looks in occasionally at the Writers Club. She is still Miss Ramsbotham.

Bald-headed gentlemen feel young again talking to her: she is so sympathetic, so big-minded, so understanding. Then, hearing the clock strike, tear themselves from her with a sigh, and return home — some of them — to stupid shrewish wives.


STORY THE FIFTH — Joey Loveredge agrees — on certain terms — to join the Company
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THE MOST POPULAR member of the Autolycus Club was undoubtedly Joseph Loveredge. Small, chubby, clean-shaven, his somewhat longish, soft, brown hair parted in the middle, strangers fell into the error of assuming him to be younger than he really was. It is on record that a leading lady novelist — accepting her at her own estimate — irritated by his polite but firm refusal to allow her entrance into his own editorial office without appointment, had once boxed his ears, under the impression that he was his own office-boy. Guests to the Autolycus Club, on being introduced to him, would give to him kind messages to take home to his father, with whom they remembered having been at school together. This sort of thing might have annoyed anyone with less sense of humour. Joseph Loveredge would tell such stories himself, keenly enjoying the jest — was even suspected of inventing some of the more improbable. Another fact tending to the popularity of Joseph Loveredge among all classes, over and above his amiability, his wit, his genuine kindliness, and his never-failing fund of good stories, was that by care and inclination he had succeeded in remaining a bachelor. Many had been the attempts to capture him; nor with the passing of the years had interest in the sport shown any sign of diminution. Well over the frailties and distempers so dangerous to youth, of staid and sober habits, with an ever-increasing capital invested in sound securities, together with an ever-increasing income from his pen, with a tastefully furnished house overlooking Regents Park, an excellent and devoted cook and house-keeper, and relatives mostly settled in the Colonies, Joseph Loveredge, though inexperienced girls might pass him by with a contemptuous sniff, was recognised by ladies of maturer judgment as a prize not too often dangled before the eyes of spinsterhood. Old foxes — so we are assured by kind-hearted country gentlemen — rather enjoy than otherwise a day with the hounds. However that may be, certain it is that Joseph Loveredge, confident of himself, one presumes, showed no particular disinclination to the chase. Perhaps on the whole he preferred the society of his own sex, with whom he could laugh and jest with more freedom, to whom he could tell his stories as they came to him without the trouble of having to turn them over first in his own mind; but, on the other hand, Joey made no attempt to avoid female company whenever it came his way; and then no cavalier could render himself more agreeable, more unobtrusively attentive. Younger men stood by, in envious admiration of the ease with which in five minutes he would establish himself on terms of cosy friendship with the brilliant beauty before whose gracious coldness they had stood shivering for months; the daring with which he would tuck under his arm, so to speak, the prettiest girl in the room, smooth down as if by magic her hundred prickles, and tease her out of her overwhelming sense of her own self-importance. The secret of his success was, probably, that he was not afraid of them. Desiring nothing from them beyond companionableness, a reasonable amount of appreciation for his jokes — which without being exceptionally stupid they would have found it difficult to withhold — with just sufficient information and intelligence to make conversation interesting, there was nothing about him by which they could lay hold of him. Of course, that rendered them particularly anxious to lay hold of him. Josephs lady friends might, roughly speaking, be divided into two groups: the unmarried, who wanted to marry him to themselves; and the married, who wanted to marry him to somebody else. It would be a social disaster, the latter had agreed among themselves, if Joseph Loveredge should never wed.

He would make such an excellent husband for poor Bridget.

Or Gladys. I wonder how old Gladys really is?

Such a nice, kind little man.

And when one thinks of the sort of men that are married, it does seem such a pity!

I wonder why he never has married, because hes just the sort of man youd think would have married.

I wonder if he ever was in love.

Oh, my dear, you dont mean to tell me that a man has reached the age of forty without ever being in love!

The ladies would sigh.

I do hope if ever he does marry, it will be somebody nice. Men are so easily deceived.

I shouldnt be surprised myself a bit if something came of it with Bridget. Shes a dear girl, Bridget — so genuine.

Well, I think myself, dear, if its anyone, its Gladys. I should be so glad to see poor dear Gladys settled.

The unmarried kept their thoughts more to themselves. Each one, upon reflection, saw ground for thinking that Joseph Loveredge had given proof of feeling preference for herself. The irritating thing was that, on further reflection, it was equally clear that Joseph Loveredge had shown signs of preferring most of the others.

Meanwhile Joseph Loveredge went undisturbed upon his way. At eight oclock in the morning Josephs housekeeper entered the room with a cup of tea and a dry biscuit. At eight-fifteen Joseph Loveredge arose and performed complicated exercises on an indiarubber pulley, warranted, if persevered in, to bestow grace upon the figure and elasticity upon the limbs. Joseph Loveredge persevered steadily, and had done so for years, and was himself contented with the result, which, seeing it concerned nobody else, was all that could be desired. At half-past eight on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, Joseph Loveredge breakfasted on one cup of tea, brewed by himself; one egg, boiled by himself; and two pieces of toast, the first one spread with marmalade, the second with butter. On Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays Joseph Loveredge discarded eggs and ate a rasher of bacon. On Sundays Joseph Loveredge had both eggs and bacon, but then allowed himself half an hour longer for reading the paper. At nine-thirty Joseph Loveredge left the house for the office of the old-established journal of which he was the incorruptible and honoured City editor. At one-forty-five, having left his office at one-thirty, Joseph Loveredge entered the Autolycus Club and sat down to lunch. Everything else in Josephs life was arranged with similar preciseness, so far as was possible with the duties of a City editor. Monday evening Joseph spent with musical friends at Brixton. Friday was Josephs theatre night. On Tuesdays and Thursdays he was open to receive invitations out to dinner; on Wednesdays and Saturdays he invited four friends to dine with him at Regents Park. On Sundays, whatever the season, Joseph Loveredge took an excursion into the country. He had his regular hours for reading, his regular hours for thinking. Whether in Fleet Street, or the Tyrol, on the Thames, or in the Vatican, you might recognise him from afar by his grey frock-coat, his patent-leather boots, his brown felt hat, his lavender tie. The man was a born bachelor. When the news of his engagement crept through the smoky portals of the Autolycus Club nobody believed it.

Impossible! asserted Jack Herring. Ive known Joeys life for fifteen years. Every five minutes is arranged for. He could never have found the time to do it.

He doesnt like women, not in that way; Ive heard him say so, explained Alexander the Poet. His opinion is that women are the artists of Society — delightful as entertainers, but troublesome to live with.

I call to mind, said the Wee Laddie, a story he told me in this verra room, barely three months agone: Some half a dozen of them were gong home together from the Devonshire. They had had a joyous evening, and one of them — Joey did not notice which — suggested their dropping in at his place just for a final whisky. They were laughing and talking in the dining-room, when their hostess suddenly appeared upon the scene in a costume — so Joey described it — the charm of which was its variety. She was a nice-looking woman, Joey said, but talked too much; and when the first lull occurred, Joey turned to the man sitting nighest to him, and who looked bored, and suggested in a whisper that it was about time they went.

Perhaps you had better go, assented the bored-looking man. Wish I could come with you; but, you see, I live here.

I dont believe it, said Somerville the Briefless. Hes been cracking his jokes, and some silly woman has taken him seriously.

But the rumour grew into report, developed detail, lost all charm, expanded into plain recital of fact. Joey had not been seen within the Club for more than a week — in itself a deadly confirmation. The question became: Who was she — what was she like?

Its none of our set, or we should have heard something from her side before now, argued acutely Somerville the Briefless.

Some beastly kid who will invite us to dances and forget the supper, feared Johnny Bulstrode, commonly called the Babe. Old men always fall in love with young girls.

Forty, explained severely Peter Hope, editor and part proprietor of Good Humour, is not old.

Well, it isnt young, persisted Johnny.

Good thing for you, Johnny, if it is a girl, thought Jack Herring. Somebody for you to play with. I often feel sorry for you, having nobody but grown-up people to talk to.

They do get a bit stodgy after a certain age, agreed the Babe.

I am hoping, said Peter, it will be some sensible, pleasant woman, a little over thirty. He is a dear fellow, Loveredge; and forty is a very good age for a man to marry.

Well, if Im not married before Im forty— said the Babe.

Oh, dont you fret, Jack Herring interrupted him—a pretty boy like you! We will give a ball next season, and bring you out, if youre good — get you off our hands in no time.

It was August. Joey went away for his holiday without again entering the Club. The ladys name was Henrietta Elizabeth Doone. It was said by the Morning Post that she was connected with the Doones of Gloucestershire.

Doones of Gloucestershire — Doones of Gloucestershire mused Miss Ramsbotham, Society journalist, who wrote the weekly Letter to Clorinda, discussing the matter with Peter Hope in the editorial office of Good Humour. Knew a Doon who kept a big second-hand store in Euston Road and called himself an auctioneer. He bought a small place in Gloucestershire and added an e to his name. Wonder if its the same?

I had a cat called Elizabeth once, said Peter Hope.

I dont see what thats got to do with it.

No, of course not, agreed Peter. But I was rather fond of it. It was a quaint sort of animal, considered as a cat — would never speak to another cat, and hated being out after ten oclock at night.

What happened to it? demanded Miss Ramsbotham.

Fell off a roof, sighed Peter Hope. Wasnt used to them.

The marriage took place abroad, at the English Church at Montreux. Mr. and Mrs. Loveredge returned at the end of September. The Autolycus Club subscribed to send a present of a punch-bowl, left cards, and waited with curiosity to see the bride. But no invitation arrived. Nor for a month was Joey himself seen within the Club. Then, one foggy afternoon, waking after a doze, with a cold cigar in his mouth, Jack Herring noticed he was not the only occupant of the smoking-room. In a far corner, near a window, sat Joseph Loveredge reading a magazine. Jack Herring rubbed his eyes, then rose and crossed the room.

I thought at first, explained Jack Herring, recounting the incident later in the evening, that I must be dreaming. There he sat, drinking his five oclock whisky-and-soda, the same Joey Loveredge I had known for fifteen years; yet not the same. Not a feature altered, not a hair on his head changed, yet the whole face was different; the same body, the same clothes, but another man. We talked for half an hour; he remembered everything that Joey Loveredge had known. I couldnt understand it. Then, as the clock struck, and he rose, saying he must be home at half-past five, the explanation suddenly occurred to me: Joey Loveredge was dead; this was a married man.

We dont want your feeble efforts at psychological romance, told him Somerville the Briefless. We want to know what you talked about. Dead or married, the man who can drink whisky-and-soda must be held responsible for his actions. Whats the little beggar mean by cutting us all in this way? Did he ask after any of us? Did he leave any message for any of us? Did he invite any of us to come an see him?

Yes, he did ask after nearly everybody; I was coming to that. But he didnt leave any message. I didnt gather that he was pining for old relationships with any of us.

Well, I shall go round to the office to-morrow morning, said Somerville the Briefless, and force my way in if necessary. This is getting mysterious.

But Somerville returned only to puzzle the Autolycus Club still further. Joey had talked about the weather, the state of political parties, had received with unfeigned interest all gossip concerning his old friends; but about himself, his wife, nothing had been gleaned. Mrs. Loveredge was well; Mrs. Loveredges relations were also well. But at present Mrs. Loveredge was not receiving.

Members of the Autolycus Club with time upon their hands took up the business of private detectives. Mrs. Loveredge turned out to be a handsome, well-dressed lady of about thirty, as Peter Hope had desired. At eleven in the morning, Mrs. Loveredge shopped in the neighbourhood of the Hampstead Road. In the afternoon, Mrs. Loveredge, in a hired carriage, would slowly promenade the Park, looking, it was noticed, with intense interest at the occupants of other carriages as they passed, but evidently having no acquaintances among them. The carriage, as a general rule, would call at Joeys office at five, and Mr. and Mrs. Loveredge would drive home. Jack Herring, as the oldest friend, urged by the other members, took the bull by the horns and called boldly. On neither occasion was Mrs. Loveredge at home.

Im damned if I go again! said Jack. She was in the second time, I know. I watched her into the house. Confound the stuck-up pair of them!

Bewilderment gave place to indignation. Now and again Joey would creep, a mental shadow of his former self, into the Club where once every member would have risen with a smile to greet him. They gave him curt answers and turned away from him. Peter Hope one afternoon found him there alone, standing with his hands in his pockets looking out of window. Peter was fifty, so he said, maybe a little older; men of forty were to him mere boys. So Peter, who hated mysteries, stepped forward with a determined air and clapped Joey on the shoulder.

I want to know, Joey, said Peter, I want to know whether I am to go on liking you, or whether Ive got to think poorly of you. Out with it.

Joey turned to him a face so full of misery that Peters heart was touched. You cant tell how wretched it makes me, said Joey. I didnt know it was possible to feel so uncomfortable as I have felt during these last three months.

Its the wife, I suppose? suggested Peter.

Shes a dear girl. She only has one fault.

Its a pretty big one, returned Peter. I should try and break her of it if I were you.

Break her of it! cried the little man. You might as well advise me to break a brick wall with my head. I had no idea what they were like. I never dreamt it.

But what is her objection to us? We are clean, we are fairly intelligent—

My dear Peter, do you think I havent said all that, and a hundred things more? A woman! she gets an idea into her head, and every argument against it hammers it in further. She has gained her notion of what she calls Bohemia from the comic journals. Its our own fault, we have done it ourselves. Theres no persuading her that its a libel.

Wont she see a few of us — judge for herself? Theres Porson — why Porson might have been a bishop. Or Somerville — Somervilles Oxford accent is wasted here. It has no chance.

It isnt only that, explained Joey; she has ambitions, social ambitions. She thinks that if we begin with the wrong set, well never get into the right. We have three friends at present, and, so far as I can see, are never likely to have any more. My dear boy, youd never believe there could exist such bores. Theres a man and his wife named Holyoake. They dine with us on Thursdays, and we dine with them on Tuesdays. Their only title to existence consists in their having a cousin in the House of Lords; they claim no other right themselves. He is a widower, getting on for eighty. Apparently hes the only relative they have, and when he dies, they talk of retiring into the country. Theres a fellow named Cutler, who visited once at Marlborough House in connection with a charity. Youd think to listen to him that he had designs upon the throne. The most tiresome of them all is a noisy woman who, as far as I can make out, hasnt any name at all. Miss Montgomery is on her cards, but that is only what she calls herself. Who she really is! It would shake the foundations of European society if known. We sit and talk about the aristocracy; we dont seem to know anybody else. I tried on one occasion a little sarcasm as a corrective — recounted conversations between myself and the Prince of Wales, in which I invariably addressed him as Teddy. It sounds tall, I know, but those people took it in. I was too astonished to undeceive them at the time, the consequence is I am a sort of little god to them. They come round me and ask for more. What am I to do? I am helpless among them. Ive never had anything to do before with the really first-prize idiot; the usual type, of course, one knows, but these, if you havent met them, are inconceivable. I try insulting them; they dont even know I am insulting them. Short of dragging them out of their chairs and kicking them round the room, I dont see how to make them understand it.

And Mrs. Loveredge? asked the sympathetic Peter, is she—

Between ourselves, said Joey, sinking his voice to a needless whisper, seeing he and Peter were the sole occupants of the smoking-room—I couldnt, of course, say it to a younger man — but between ourselves, my wife is a charming woman. You dont know her.

Doesnt seem much chance of my ever doing so, laughed Peter.

So graceful, so dignified, so — so queenly, continued the little man, with rising enthusiasm. She has only one fault — she has no sense of humour.

To Peter, as it has been said, men of forty were mere boys.

My dear fellow, whatever could have induced you—

I know — I know all that, interrupted the mere boy. Nature arranges it on purpose. Tall and solemn prigs marry little women with turned-up noses. Cheerful little fellows like myself — we marry serious, stately women. If it were otherwise, the human race would be split up into species.

Of course, if you were actuated by a sense of public duty—

Dont be a fool, Peter Hope, returned the little man. Im in love with my wife just as she is, and always shall be. I know the woman with a sense of humour, and of the two I prefer the one without. The Juno type is my ideal. I must take the rough with the smooth. One cant have a jolly, chirpy Juno, and wouldnt care for her if one could.

Then are you going to give up all your old friends?

Dont suggest it, pleaded the little man. You dont know how miserable it makes me — the mere idea. Tell them to be patient. The secret of dealing with women, I have found, is to do nothing rashly. The clock struck five. I must go now, said Joey. Dont misjudge her, Peter, and dont let the others. Shes a dear girl. Youll like her, all of you, when you know her. A dear girl! She only has that one fault.

Joey went out.

Peter did his best that evening to explain the true position of affairs without imputing snobbery to Mrs. Loveredge. It was a difficult task, and Peter cannot be said to have accomplished it successfully. Anger and indignation against Joey gave place to pity. The members of the Autolycus Club also experienced a little irritation on their own account.

What does the woman take us for? demanded Somerville the Briefless. Doesnt she know that we lunch with real actors and actresses, that once a year we are invited to dine at the Mansion House?

Has she never heard of the aristocracy of genius? demanded Alexander the Poet.

The explanation may be that possibly she has seen it, feared the Wee Laddie.

One of us ought to waylay the woman, argued the Babe—insist upon her talking to him for ten minutes. Ive half a mind to do it myself.

Jack Herring said nothing — seemed thoughtful.

The next morning Jack Herring, still thoughtful, called at the editorial offices of Good Humour, in Crane Court, and borrowed Miss Ramsbothams Debrett. Three days later Jack Herring informed the Club casually that he had dined the night before with Mr. and Mrs. Loveredge. The Club gave Jack Herring politely to understand that they regarded him as a liar, and proceeded to demand particulars.

If I wasnt there, explained Jack Herring, with unanswerable logic, how can I tell you anything about it?

This annoyed the Club, whose curiosity had been whetted. Three members, acting in the interests of the whole, solemnly undertook to believe whatever he might tell them. But Jack Herrings feelings had been wounded.

When gentlemen cast a doubt upon another gentlemans veracity—

We didnt cast a doubt, explained Somerville the Briefless. We merely said that we personally did not believe you. We didnt say we couldnt believe you; it is a case for individual effort. If you give us particulars bearing the impress of reality, supported by details that do not unduly contradict each other, we are prepared to put aside our natural suspicions and face the possibility of your statement being correct.

It was foolish of me, said Jack Herring. I thought perhaps it would amuse you to hear what sort of a woman Mrs. Loveredge was like — some description of Mrs. Loveredges uncle. Miss Montgomery, friend of Mrs. Loveredge, is certainly one of the most remarkable women I have ever met. Of course, that isnt her real name. But, as I have said, it was foolish of me. These people — you will never meet them, you will never see them; of what interest can they be to you?

They had forgotten to draw down the blinds, and he climbed up a lamp-post and looked through the window, was the solution of the problem put forward by the Wee Laddie.

Im dining there again on Saturday, volunteered Jack Herring. If any of you will promise not to make a disturbance, you can hang about on the Park side, underneath the shadow of the fence, and watch me go in. My hansom will draw up at the door within a few minutes of eight.

The Babe and the Poet agreed to undertake the test.

You wont mind our hanging round a little while, in case youre thrown out again? asked the Babe.

Not in the least, so far as I am concerned, replied Jack Herring. Dont leave it too late and make your mother anxious.

Its true enough, the Babe recounted afterwards. The door was opened by a manservant and he went straight in. We walked up and down for half an hour, and unless they put him out the back way, hes telling the truth.

Did you hear him give his name? asked Somerville, who was stroking his moustache.

No, we were too far off, explained the Babe. But — Ill swear it was Jack — there couldnt be any mistake about that.

Perhaps not, agreed Somerville the Briefless.

Somerville the Briefless called at the offices of Good Humour, in Crane Court, the following morning, and he also borrowed Miss Ramsbothams Debrett.

Whats the meaning of it? demanded the sub-editor.

Meaning of what?

This sudden interest of all you fellows in the British Peerage.

All of us?

Well, Herring was here last week, poring over that book for half an hour, with the Morning Post spread out before him. Now youre doing the same thing.

Ah! Jack Herring, was he? I thought as much. Dont talk about it, Tommy. Ill tell you later on.

On the following Monday, the Briefless one announced to the Club that he had received an invitation to dine at the Loveredges on the following Wednesday. On Tuesday, the Briefless one entered the Club with a slow and stately step. Halting opposite old Goslin the porter, who had emerged from his box with the idea of discussing the Oxford and Cambridge boat race, Somerville, removing his hat with a sweep of the arm, held it out in silence. Old Goslin, much astonished, took it mechanically, whereupon the Briefless one, shaking himself free from his Inverness cape, flung it lightly after the hat, and strolled on, not noticing that old Goslin, unaccustomed to coats lightly and elegantly thrown at him, dropping the hat, had caught it on his head, and had been, in the language of the prompt-book, left struggling. The Briefless one, entering the smoking-room, lifted a chair and let it fall again with a crash, and sitting down upon it, crossed his legs and rang the bell.

Yere doing it verra weel, remarked approvingly the Wee Laddie. Yere just fitted for it by nature.

Fitted for what? demanded the Briefless one, waking up apparently from a dream.

For an Adelphi guest at eighteenpence the night, assured him the Wee Laddie. Yere just splendid at it.

The Briefless one, muttering that the worst of mixing with journalists was that if you did not watch yourself, you fell into their ways, drank his whisky in silence. Later, the Babe swore on a copy of Sells Advertising Guide that, crossing the Park, he had seen the Briefless one leaning over the railings of Rotten Row, clad in a pair of new kid gloves, swinging a silver-headed cane.

One morning towards the end of the week, Joseph Loveredge, looking twenty years younger than when Peter had last seen him, dropped in at the editorial office of Good Humour and demanded of Peter Hope how he felt and what he thought of the present price of Emma Mines.

Peter Hopes fear was that the gambling fever was spreading to all classes of society.

I want you to dine with us on Sunday, said Joseph Loveredge. Jack Herring will be there. You might bring Tommy with you.

Peter Hope gulped down his astonishment and said he should be delighted; he thought that Tommy also was disengaged. Mrs. Loveredge out of town, I presume? questioned Peter Hope.

On the contrary, replied Joseph Loveredge, I want you to meet her.

Joseph Loveredge removed a pile of books from one chair and placed them carefully upon another, after which he went and stood before the fire.

Dont if you dont like, said Joseph Loveredge; but if you dont mind, you might call yourself, just for the evening — say, the Duke of Warrington.

Say the what? demanded Peter Hope.

The Duke of Warrington, repeated Joey. We are rather short of dukes. Tommy can be the Lady Adelaide, your daughter.

Dont be an ass! said Peter Hope.

Im not an ass, assured him Joseph Loveredge. He is wintering in Egypt. You have run back for a week to attend to business. There is no Lady Adelaide, so thats quite simple.

But what in the name of— began Peter Hope.

Dont you see what Im driving at? persisted Joey. It was Jacks idea at the beginning. I was frightened myself at first, but it is working to perfection. She sees you, and sees that you are a gentleman. When the truth comes out — as, of course, it must later on — the laugh will be against her.

You think — you think thatll comfort her? suggested Peter Hope.

Its the only way, and it is really wonderfully simple. We never mention the aristocracy now — it would be like talking shop. We just enjoy ourselves. You, by the way, I met in connection with the movement for rational dress. You are a bit of a crank, fond of frequenting Bohemian circles.

I am risking something, I know, continued Joey; but its worth it. I couldnt have existed much longer. We go slowly, and are very careful. Jack is Lord Mount-Primrose, who has taken up with anti-vaccination and who never goes out into Society. Somerville is Sir Francis Baldwin, the great authority on centipedes. The Wee Laddie is coming next week as Lord Garrick, who married that dancing-girl, Prissy Something, and started a furniture shop in Bond Street. I had some difficulty at first. She wanted to send out paragraphs, but I explained that was only done by vulgar persons — that when the nobility came to you as friends, it was considered bad taste. She is a dear girl, as I have always told you, with only one fault. A woman easier to deceive one could not wish for. I dont myself see why the truth ever need come out — provided we keep our heads.

Seems to me youve lost them already, commented Peter; youre overdoing it.

The more of us the better, explained Joey; we help each other. Besides, I particularly want you in it. Theres a sort of superior Pickwickian atmosphere surrounding you that disarms suspicion.

You leave me out of it, growled Peter.

See here, laughed Joey; you come as the Duke of Warrington, and bring Tommy with you, and Ill write your City article.

For how long? snapped Peter. Incorruptible City editors are not easily picked up.

Oh, well, for as long as you like.

On that understanding, agreed Peter, Im willing to make a fool of myself in your company.

Youll soon get used to it, Joey told him; eight oclock, then, on Sunday; plain evening dress. If you like to wear a bit of red ribbon in your buttonhole, why, do so. You can get it at Evans, in Covent Garden.

And Tommy is the Lady—

Adelaide. Let her have a taste for literature, then she neednt wear gloves. I know she hates them. Joey turned to go.

Am I married? asked Peter.

Joey paused. I should avoid all reference to your matrimonial affairs if I were you, was Joeys advice. You didnt come out of that business too well.

Oh! as bad as that, was I? You dont think Mrs. Loveredge will object to me?

I have asked her that. Shes a dear, broad-minded girl. Ive promised not to leave you alone with Miss Montgomery, and Willis has had instructions not to let you mix your drinks.

Id have liked to have been someone a trifle more respectable, grumbled Peter.

We rather wanted a duke, explained Joey, and he was the only one that fitted in all round.

The dinner a was a complete success. Tommy, entering into the spirit of the thing, bought a new pair of open-work stockings and assumed a languid drawl. Peter, who was growing forgetful, introduced her as the Lady Alexandra; it did not seem to matter, both beginning with an A. She greeted Lord Mount-Primrose as Billy, and asked affectionately after his mother. Joey told his raciest stories. The Duke of Warrington called everybody by their Christian names, and seemed well acquainted with Bohemian society — a more amiable nobleman it would have been impossible to discover. The lady whose real name was not Miss Montgomery sat in speechless admiration. The hostess was the personification of gracious devotion.

Other little dinners, equally successful, followed. Joeys acquaintanceship appeared to be confined exclusively to the higher circles of the British aristocracy — with one exception: that of a German baron, a short, stout gentleman, who talked English well, but with an accent, and who, when he desired to be impressive, laid his right forefinger on the right side of his nose and thrust his whole face forward. Mrs. Loveredge wondered why her husband had not introduced them sooner, but was too blissful to be suspicious. The Autolycus Club was gradually changing its tone. Friends could no longer recognise one another by the voice. Every corner had its solitary student practising high-class intonation. Members dropped into the habit of addressing one another as dear chappie, and, discarding pipes, took to cheap cigars. Many of the older habitués resigned.

All might have gone well to the end of time if only Mrs. Loveredge had left all social arrangements in the hands of her husband — had not sought to aid his efforts. To a certain political garden-party, one day in the height of the season, were invited Joseph Loveredge and Mrs. Joseph Loveredge, his wife. Mr. Joseph Loveredge at the last moment found himself unable to attend. Mrs. Joseph Loveredge went alone, met there various members of the British aristocracy. Mrs. Joseph Loveredge, accustomed to friendship with the aristocracy, felt at her ease and was natural and agreeable. The wife of an eminent peer talked to her and liked her. It occurred to Mrs. Joseph Loveredge that this lady might be induced to visit her house in Regents Park, there to mingle with those of her own class.

Lord Mount-Primrose, the Duke of Warrington, and a few others will be dining with us on Sunday next, suggested Mrs. Loveredge. Will not you do us the honour of coming? We are, of course, only simple folk ourselves, but somehow people seem to like us.

The wife of the eminent peer looked at Mrs. Loveredge, looked round the grounds, looked at Mrs. Loveredge again, and said she would like to come. Mrs. Joseph Loveredge intended at first to tell her husband of her success, but a little devil entering into her head and whispering to her that it would be amusing, she resolved to keep it as a surprise, to be sprung upon him at eight oclock on Sunday. The surprise proved all she could have hoped for.

The Duke of Warrington, having journalistic matters to discuss with Joseph Loveredge, arrived at half-past seven, wearing on his shirt-front a silver star, purchased in Eagle Street the day before for eight-and-six. There accompanied him the Lady Alexandra, wearing the identical ruby necklace that every night for the past six months, and twice on Saturdays, John Strongheart had been falsely accused of stealing. Lord Garrick, having picked up his wife (Miss Ramsbotham) outside the Mother Redcap, arrived with her on foot at a quarter to eight. Lord Mount-Primrose, together with Sir Francis Baldwin, dashed up in a hansom at seven-fifty. His Lordship, having lost the toss, paid the fare. The Hon. Harry Sykes (commonly called the Babe) was ushered in five minutes later. The noble company assembled in the drawing-room chatted blithely while waiting for dinner to be announced. The Duke of Warrington was telling an anecdote about a cat, which nobody appeared to believe. Lord Mount-Primrose desired to know whether by any chance it might be the same animal that every night at half-past nine had been in the habit of climbing up his Graces railings and knocking at his Graces door. The Honourable Harry was saying that, speaking of cats, he once had a sort of terrier — when the door was thrown open and Willis announced the Lady Mary Sutton.

Mr. Joseph Loveredge, who was sitting near the fire, rose up. Lord Mount-Primrose, who was standing near the piano, sat down. The Lady Mary Sutton paused in the doorway. Mrs. Loveredge crossed the room to greet her.

Let me introduce you to my husband, said Mrs. Loveredge. Joey, my dear, the Lady Mary Sutton. I met the Lady Mary at the OMeyers the other day, and she was good enough to accept my invitation. I forgot to tell you.

Mr. Loveredge said he was delighted; after which, although as a rule a chatty man, he seemed to have nothing else to say. And a silence fell.

Somerville the Briefless — till then. That evening has always been reckoned the starting-point of his career. Up till then nobody thought he had much in him — walked up and held out his hand.

You dont remember me, Lady Mary, said the Briefless one. I met you some years ago; we had a most interesting conversation — Sir Francis Baldwin.

The Lady Mary stood for a moment trying apparently to recollect. She was a handsome, fresh-complexioned woman of about forty, with frank, agreeable eyes. The Lady Mary glanced at Lord Garrick, who was talking rapidly to Lord Mount-Primrose, who was not listening, and who could not have understood even if he had been, Lord Garrick, without being aware of it, having dropped into broad Scotch. From him the Lady Mary glanced at her hostess, and from her hostess to her host.

The Lady Mary took the hand held out to her. Of course, said the Lady Mary; how stupid of me! It was the day of my own wedding, too. You really must forgive me. We talked of quite a lot of things. I remember now.

Mrs. Loveredge, who prided herself upon maintaining old-fashioned courtesies, proceeded to introduce the Lady Mary to her fellow-guests, a little surprised that her ladyship appeared to know so few of them. Her ladyships greeting of the Duke of Warrington was accompanied, it was remarked, by a somewhat curious smile. To the Duke of Warringtons daughter alone did the Lady Mary address remark.

My dear, said the Lady Mary, how you have grown since last we met!

The announcement of dinner, as everybody felt, came none too soon.

It was not a merry feast. Joey told but one story; he told it three times, and twice left out the point. Lord Mount-Primrose took sifted sugar with pâtè de foie gras and ate it with a spoon. Lord Garrick, talking a mixture of Scotch and English, urged his wife to give up housekeeping and take a flat in Gower Street, which, as he pointed out, was central. She could have her meals sent in to her and so avoid all trouble. The Lady Alexandras behaviour appeared to Mrs. Loveredge not altogether well-bred. An eccentric young noblewoman Mrs. Loveredge had always found her, but wished on this occasion that she had been a little less eccentric. Every few minutes the Lady Alexandra buried her face in her serviette, and shook and rocked, emitting stifled sounds, apparently those of acute physical pain. Mrs. Loveredge hoped she was not feeling ill, but the Lady Alexandra appeared incapable of coherent reply. Twice during the meal the Duke of Warrington rose from the table and began wandering round the room; on each occasion, asked what he wanted, had replied meekly that he was merely looking for his snuff-box, and had sat down again. The only person who seemed to enjoy the dinner was the Lady Mary Sutton.

The ladies retired upstairs into the drawing-room. Mrs. Loveredge, breaking a long silence, remarked it as unusual that no sound of merriment reached them from the dining-room. The explanation was that the entire male portion of the party, on being left to themselves, had immediately and in a body crept on tiptoe into Joeys study, which, fortunately, happened to be on the ground floor. Joey, unlocking the bookcase, had taken out his Debrett, but appeared incapable of understanding it. Sir Francis Baldwin had taken it from his unresisting hands; the remaining aristocracy huddled themselves into a corner and waited in silence.

I think Ive got it all clearly, announced Sir Francis Baldwin, after five minutes, which to the others had been an hour. Yes, I dont think Im making any mistake. Shes the daughter of the Duke of Truro, married in 53 the Duke of Warrington, at St. Peters, Eaton Square; gave birth in 55 to a daughter, the Lady Grace Alexandra Warberton Sutton, which makes the child just thirteen. In 63 divorced the Duke of Warrington. Lord Mount-Primrose, so far as I can make out, must be her second cousin. I appear to have married her in 66 at Hastings. It doesnt seem to me that we could have got together a homelier little party to meet her even if we had wanted to.

Nobody spoke; nobody had anything particularly worth saying. The door opened, and the Lady Alexandra (otherwise Tommy) entered the room.

Isnt it time, suggested the Lady Alexandra, that some of you came upstairs?

I was thinking myself, explained Joey, the host, with a grim smile, it was about time that I went out and drowned myself. The canal is handy.

Put it off till to-morrow, Tommy advised him. I have asked her ladyship to give me a lift home, and she has promised to do so. She is evidently a woman with a sense of humour. Wait till after I have had a talk with her.

Six men, whispering at the same time, were prepared with advice; but Tommy was not taking advice.

Come upstairs, all of you, insisted Tommy, and make yourselves agreeable. Shes going in a quarter of an hour.

Six silent men, the host leading, the two husbands bringing up the rear, ascended the stairs, each with the sensation of being twice his usual weight. Six silent men entered the drawing-room and sat down on chairs. Six silent men tried to think of something interesting to say.

Miss Ramsbotham — it was that or hysterics, as she afterwards explained — stifling a sob, opened the piano. But the only thing she could remember was Champagne Charlie is my Name, a song then popular in the halls. Five men, when she had finished, begged her to go on. Miss Ramsbotham, speaking in a shrill falsetto, explained it was the only tune she knew. Four of them begged her to play it again. Miss Ramsbotham played it a second time with involuntary variations.

The Lady Marys carriage was announced by the imperturbable Willis. The party, with the exception of the Lady Mary and the hostess, suppressed with difficulty an inclination to burst into a cheer. The Lady Mary thanked Mrs. Loveredge for a most interesting evening, and beckoned Tommy to accompany her. With her disappearance, a wild hilarity, uncanny in its suddenness, took possession of the remaining guests.

A few days later, the Lady Marys carriage again drew up before the little house in Regents Park. Mrs. Loveredge, fortunately, was at home. The carriage remained waiting for quite a long time. Mrs. Loveredge, after it was gone, locked herself in her own room. The under-housemaid reported to the kitchen that, passing the door, she had detected sounds indicative of strong emotion.

Through what ordeal Joseph Loveredge passed was never known. For a few weeks the Autolycus Club missed him. Then gradually, as aided by Time they have a habit of doing, things righted themselves. Joseph Loveredge received his old friends; his friends received Joseph Loveredge. Mrs. Loveredge, as a hostess, came to have only one failing — a marked coldness of demeanour towards all people with titles, whenever introduced to her.


STORY THE SIXTH—The Babe applies for Shares
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PEOPLE SAID OF the new journal, Good Humour — people of taste and judgment, that it was the brightest, the cleverest, the most literary penny weekly that ever had been offered to the public. This made Peter Hope, editor and part-proprietor, very happy. William Clodd, business manager, and also part-proprietor, it left less elated.

Must be careful, said William Clodd, that we dont make it too clever. Happy medium, thats the ideal.

People said — people of taste and judgment, that Good Humour was more worthy of support than all the other penny weeklies put together. People of taste and judgment even went so far, some of them, as to buy it. Peter Hope, looking forward, saw fame and fortune coming to him.

William Clodd, looking round about him, said — 

Doesnt it occur to you, Guvnor, that were getting this thing just a trifle too high class?

What makes you think that? demanded Peter Hope.

Our circulation, for one thing, explained Clodd. The returns for last month—

Id rather you didnt mention them, if you dont mind, interrupted Peter Hope; somehow, hearing the actual figures always depresses me.

Cant say I feel inspired by them myself, admitted Clodd.

It will come, said Peter Hope, it will come in time. We must educate the public up to our level.

If there is one thing, so far as I have noticed, said William Clodd, that the public are inclined to pay less for than another, it is for being educated.

What are we to do? asked Peter Hope.

What you want, answered William Clodd, is an office-boy.

How will our having an office-boy increase our circulation? demanded Peter Hope. Besides, it was agreed that we could do without one for the first year. Why suggest more expense?

I dont mean an ordinary office-boy, explained Clodd. I mean the sort of boy that I rode with in the train going down to Stratford yesterday.

What was there remarkable about him?

Nothing. He was reading the current number of the Penny Novelist. Over two hundred thousand people buy it. He is one of them. He told me so. When he had done with it, he drew from his pocket a copy of the Halfpenny Joker — they guarantee a circulation of seventy thousand. He sat and chuckled over it until we got to Bow.

But—

You wait a minute. Im coming to the explanation. That boy represents the reading public. I talked to him. The papers he likes best are the papers that have the largest sales. He never made a single mistake. The others — those of them he had seen — he dismissed as rot. What he likes is what the great mass of the journal-buying public likes. Please him — I took his name and address, and he is willing to come to us for eight shillings a week — and you please the people that buy. Not the people that glance through a paper when it is lying on the smoking-room table, and tell you it is damned good, but the people that plank down their penny. Thats the sort we want.

Peter Hope, able editor, with ideals, was shocked — indignant. William Clodd, business man, without ideals, talked figures.

Theres the advertiser to be thought of, persisted Clodd. I dont pretend to be a George Washington, but whats the use of telling lies that sound like lies, even to ones self while ones telling them? Give me a genuine sale of twenty thousand, and Ill undertake, without committing myself, to convey an impression of forty. But when the actual figures are under eight thousand — well, it hampers you, if you happen to have a conscience.

Give them every week a dozen columns of good, sound literature, continued Clodd insinuatingly, but wrap it up in twenty-four columns of jam. Its the only way theyll take it, and you will be doing them good — educating them without their knowing it. All powder and no jam! Well, they dont open their mouths, thats all.

Clodd was a man who knew how to get his way. Flipp — spelled Philip — Tweetel arrived in due course of time at 23, Crane Court, ostensibly to take up the position of Good Humours office-boy; in reality, and without his being aware of it, to act as its literary taster. Stories in which Flipp became absorbed were accepted. Peter groaned, but contented himself with correcting only their grosser grammatical blunders; the experiment should be tried in all good faith. Humour at which Flipp laughed was printed. Peter tried to ease his conscience by increasing his subscription to the fund for destitute compositors, but only partially succeeded. Poetry that brought a tear to the eye of Flipp was given leaded type. People of taste and judgment said Good Humour had disappointed them. Its circulation, slowly but steadily, increased.

See! cried the delighted Clodd; told you so!

Its sad to think— began Peter.

Always is, interrupted Clodd cheerfully. Moral — dont think too much.

Tell you what well do, added Clodd. Well make a fortune out of this paper. Then when we can afford to lose a little money, well launch a paper that shall appeal only to the intellectual portion of the public. Meanwhile—

A squat black bottle with a label attached, standing on the desk, arrested Clodds attention.

When did this come? asked Clodd.

About an hour ago, Peter told him.

Any order with it?

I think so. Peter searched for and found a letter addressed to William Clodd, Esq., Advertising Manager, Good Humour. Clodd tore it open, hastily devoured it.

Not closed up yet, are you?

No, not till eight oclock.

Good! I want you to write me a par. Do it now, then you wont forget it. For the Walnuts and Wine column.

Peter sat down, headed a sheet of paper: For W. and W. Col.

What is it? questioned Peter—something to drink?

Its a sort of port, explained Clodd, that doesnt get into your head.

You consider that an advantage? queried Peter.

Of course. You can drink more of it.

Peter continued to write: Possesses all the qualities of an old vintage port, without those deleterious properties— I havent tasted it, Clodd, hinted Peter.

Thats all right — I have.

And was it good?

Splendid stuff. Say its delicious and invigorating. Theyll be sure to quote that.

Peter wrote on: Personally I have found it delicious and— Peter left off writing. I really think, Clodd, I ought to taste it. You see, I am personally recommending it.

Finish that par. Let me have it to take round to the printers. Then put the bottle in your pocket. Take it home and make a night of it.

Clodd appeared to be in a mighty hurry. Now, this made Peter only the more suspicious. The bottle was close to his hand. Clodd tried to intercept him, but was not quick enough.

Youre not used to temperance drinks, urged Clodd. Your palate is not accustomed to them.

I can tell whether its delicious or not, surely? pleaded Peter, who had pulled out the cork.

Its a quarter-page advertisement for thirteen weeks. Put it down and dont be a fool! urged Clodd.

Im going to put it down, laughed Peter, who was fond of his joke. Peter poured out half a tumblerful, and drank — some of it.

Like it? demanded Clodd, with a savage grin.

You are sure — you are sure it was the right bottle? gasped Peter.

Bottles all right, Clodd assured him. Try some more. Judge it fairly.

Peter ventured on another sip. You dont think they would be satisfied if I recommended it as a medicine? insinuated Peter—something to have about the house in case of accidental poisoning?

Better go round and suggest the idea to them yourself. Ive done with it. Clodd took up his hat.

Im sorry — Im very sorry, sighed Peter. But I couldnt conscientiously—

Clodd put down his hat again with a bang. Oh! confound that conscience of yours! Dont it ever think of your creditors? Whats the use of my working out my lungs for you, when all you do is to hamper me at every step?

Wouldnt it be better policy, urged Peter, to go for the better class of advertiser, who doesnt ask you for this sort of thing?

Go for him! snorted Clodd. Do you think I dont go for him? They are just sheep. Get one, you get the lot. Until youve got the one, the others wont listen to you.

Thats true, mused Peter. I spoke to Wilkinson, of Kingsleys, myself. He advised me to try and get Landors. He thought that if I could get an advertisement out of Landor, he might persuade his people to give us theirs.

And if you had gone to Landor, he would have promised you theirs provided you got Kingsleys.

They will come, thought hopeful Peter. We are going up steadily. They will come with a rush.

They had better come soon, thought Clodd. The only things coming with a rush just now are bills.

Those articles of young McTears attracted a good deal of attention, expounded Peter. He has promised to write me another series.

Jowett is the one to get hold of, mused Clodd. Jowett, all the others follow like a flock of geese waddling after the old gander. If only we could get hold of Jowett, the rest would be easy.

Jowett was the proprietor of the famous Marble Soap. Jowett spent on advertising every year a quarter of a million, it was said. Jowett was the stay and prop of periodical literature. New papers that secured the Marble Soap advertisement lived and prospered; the new paper to which it was denied languished and died. Jowett, and how to get hold of him; Jowett, and how to get round him, formed the chief topic of discussion at the council-board of most new papers, Good Humour amongst the number.

I have heard, said Miss Ramsbotham, who wrote the Letter to Clorinda that filled each week the last two pages of Good Humour, and that told Clorinda, who lived secluded in the country, the daily history of the highest class society, among whom Miss Ramsbotham appeared to live and have her being; who they were, and what they wore, the wise and otherwise things they did—I have heard, said Miss Ramsbotham one morning, Jowett being as usual the subject under debate, that the old man is susceptible to female influence.

What I have always thought, said Clodd. A lady advertising-agent might do well. At all events, they couldnt kick her out.

They might in the end, thought Peter. Female door-porters would become a profession for muscular ladies if ever the idea took root.

The first one would get a good start, anyhow, thought Clodd.

The sub-editor had pricked up her ears. Once upon a time, long ago, the sub-editor had succeeded, when all other London journalists had failed, in securing an interview with a certain great statesman. The sub-editor had never forgotten this — nor allowed anyone else to forget it.

I believe I could get it for you, said the sub-editor.

The editor and the business-manager both spoke together. They spoke with decision and with emphasis.

Why not? said the sub-editor. When nobody else could get at him, it was I who interviewed Prince—

Weve heard all about that, interrupted the business-manager. If I had been your father at the time, you would never have done it.

How could I have stopped her? retorted Peter Hope. She never said a word to me.

You could have kept an eye on her.

Kept an eye on her! When youve got a girl of your own, youll know more about them.

When I have, asserted Clodd, Ill manage her.

We know all about bachelors children, sneered Peter Hope, the editor.

You leave it to me. Ill have it for you before the end of the week, crowed the sub-editor.

If you do get it, returned Clodd, I shall throw it out, thats all.

You said yourself a lady advertising-agent would be a good idea, the sub-editor reminded him.

So she might be, returned Clodd; but she isnt going to be you.

Why not?

Because she isnt, thats why.

But if—

See you at the printers at twelve, said Clodd to Peter, and went out suddenly.

Well, I think hes an idiot, said the sub-editor.

I do not often, said the editor, but on this point I agree with him. Cadging for advertisements isnt a womans work.

But what is the difference between—

All the difference in the world, thought the editor.

You dont know what I was going to say, returned his sub.

I know the drift of it, asserted the editor.

But you let me—

I know I do — a good deal too much. Im going to turn over a new leaf.

All I propose to do—

Whatever it is, youre not going to do it, declared the chief. Shall be back at half-past twelve, if anybody comes.

It seems to me— But Peter was gone.

Just like them all, wailed the sub-editor. They cant argue; when you explain things to them, they go out. It does make me so mad!

Miss Ramsbotham laughed. You are a downtrodden little girl, Tommy.

As if I couldnt take care of myself! Tommys chin was high up in the air.

Cheer up, suggested Miss Ramsbotham. Nobody ever tells me not to do anything. I would change with you if I could.

Id have walked into that office and have had that advertisement out of old Jowett in five minutes, I know I would, bragged Tommy. I can always get on with old men.

Only with the old ones? queried Miss Ramsbotham.

The door opened. Anybody in? asked the face of Johnny Bulstrode, appearing in the jar.

Cant you see they are? snapped Tommy.

Figure of speech, explained Johnny Bulstrode, commonly called the Babe, entering and closing the door behind him.

What do you want? demanded the sub-editor.

Nothing in particular, replied the Babe.

Wrong time of the day to come for it, half-past eleven in the morning, explained the sub-editor.

Whats the matter with you? asked the Babe.

Feeling very cross, confessed the sub-editor.

The childlike face of the Babe expressed sympathetic inquiry.

We are very indignant, explained Miss Ramsbotham, because we are not allowed to rush off to Cannon Street and coax an advertisement out of old Jowett, the soap man. We feel sure that if we only put on our best hat, he couldnt possibly refuse us.

No coaxing required, thought the sub-editor. Once get in to see the old fellow and put the actual figures before him, he would clamour to come in.

Wont he see Clodd? asked the Babe.

Wont see anybody on behalf of anything new just at present, apparently, answered Miss Ramsbotham. It was my fault. I was foolish enough to repeat that I had heard he was susceptible to female charm. They say it was Mrs. Sarkitt that got the advertisement for The Lamp out of him. But, of course, it may not be true.

Wish I was a soap man and had got advertisements to give away, sighed the Babe.

Wish you were, agreed the sub-editor.

You should have them all, Tommy.

My name, corrected him the sub-editor, is Miss Hope.

I beg your pardon, said the Babe. I dont know how it is, but one gets into the way of calling you Tommy.

I will thank you, said the sub-editor, to get out of it.

I am sorry, said the Babe.

Dont let it occur again, said the sub-editor.

The Babe stood first on one leg and then on the other, but nothing seemed to come of it. Well, said the Babe, I just looked in, thats all. Nothing I can do for you?

Nothing, thanked him the sub-editor.

Good morning, said the Babe.

Good morning, said the sub-editor.

The childlike face of the Babe wore a chastened expression as it slowly descended the stairs. Most of the members of the Autolycus Club looked in about once a day to see if they could do anything for Tommy. Some of them had luck. Only the day before, Porson — a heavy, most uninteresting man — had been sent down all the way to Plaistow to inquire after the wounded hand of a machine-boy. Young Alexander, whose poetry some people could not even understand, had been commissioned to search London for a second-hand edition of Maitlands Architecture. Since a fortnight nearly now, when he had been sent out to drive away an organ that would not go, Johnny had been given nothing.

Johnny turned the corner into Fleet Street feeling bitter with his lot. A boy carrying a parcel stumbled against him.

Beg yer pardon— the small boy looked up into Johnnys face, miss, added the small boy, dodging the blow and disappearing into the crowd.

The Babe, by reason of his childlike face, was accustomed to insults of this character, but to-day it especially irritated him. Why at twenty-two could he not grow even a moustache? Why was he only five feet five and a half? Why had Fate cursed him with a pink-and-white complexion, so that the members of his own club had nicknamed him the Babe, while street-boys as they passed pleaded with him for a kiss? Why was his very voice, a flute-like alto, more suitable — Suddenly an idea sprang to life within his brain. The idea grew. Passing a barbers shop, Johnny went in.

Air cut, sir? remarked the barber, fitting a sheet round Johnnys neck.

No, shave, corrected Johnny.

Beg pardon, said the barber, substituting a towel for the sheet. Do you shave up, sir? later demanded the barber.

Yes, answered Johnny.

Pleasant weather we are having, said the barber.

Very, assented Johnny.

From the barbers, Johnny went to Stinchcombes, the costumiers, in Drury Lane.

I am playing in a burlesque, explained the Babe. I want you to rig me out completely as a modern girl.

Peeth o luck! said the shopman. Goth the very bundle for you. Juth come in.

I shall want everything, explained the Babe, from the boots to the hat; stays, petticoats — the whole bag of tricks.

Regular troutheau there, said the shopman, emptying out the canvas bag upon the counter. Thry em on.

The Babe contented himself with trying on the costume and the boots.

Juth made for you! said the shopman.

A little loose about the chest, suggested the Babe.

Thaths all right, said the shopman. Couple o thmall towelths, all thaths wanted.

You dont think it too showy? queried the Babe.

Thowy? Sthylish, thaths all.

You are sure everythings here?

Everythinkth there. Thept the bit o meat inthide, assured him the shopman.

The Babe left a deposit, and gave his name and address. The shopman promised the things should be sent round within an hour. The Babe, who had entered into the spirit of the thing, bought a pair of gloves and a small reticule, and made his way to Bow Street.

I want a womans light brown wig, said the Babe to Mr. Cox, the perruquier.

Mr. Cox tried on two. The deceptive appearance of the second Mr. Cox pronounced as perfect.

Looks more natural on you than your own hair, blessed if it doesnt! said Mr. Cox.

The wig also was promised within the hour. The spirit of completeness descended upon the Babe. On his way back to his lodgings in Great Queen Street, he purchased a ladylike umbrella and a veil.

Now, a quarter of an hour after Johnny Bulstrode had made his exit by the door of Mr. Stinchcombes shop, one, Harry Bennett, actor and member of the Autolycus Club, pushed it open and entered. The shop was empty. Harry Bennett hammered with his stick and waited. A piled-up bundle of clothes lay upon the counter; a sheet of paper, with a name and address scrawled across it, rested on the bundle. Harry Bennett, given to idle curiosity, approached and read the same. Harry Bennett, with his stick, poked the bundle, scattering its items over the counter.

Donth do thath! said the shopman, coming up. Juth been putting em together.

What the devil, said Harry Bennett, is Johnny Bulstrode going to do with that rig-out?

How thoud I know? answered the shopman. Private theathricals, I suppoth. Friend o yourth?

Yes, replied Harry Bennett. By Jove! he ought to make a good girl. Should like to see it!

Well arthk him for a ticket. Donth make em dirty, suggested the shopman.

I must, said Harry Bennett, and talked about his own affairs.

The rig-out and the wig did not arrive at Johnnys lodgings within the hour as promised, but arrived there within three hours, which was as much as Johnny had expected. It took Johnny nearly an hour to dress, but at last he stood before the plate-glass panel of the wardrobe transformed. Johnny had reason to be pleased with the result. A tall, handsome girl looked back at him out of the glass — a little showily dressed, perhaps, but decidedly chic.

Wonder if I ought to have a cloak, mused Johnny, as a ray of sunshine, streaming through the window, fell upon the image in the glass. Well, anyhow, I havent, thought Johnny, as the sunlight died away again, so its no good thinking about it.

Johnny seized his reticule and his umbrella and opened cautiously the door. Outside all was silent. Johnny stealthily descended; in the passage paused again. Voices sounded from the basement. Feeling like an escaped burglar, Johnny slipped the latch of the big door and peeped out. A policeman, pasting, turned and looked at him. Johnny hastily drew back and closed the door again. Somebody was ascending from the kitchen. Johnny, caught between two terrors, nearer to the front door than to the stairs, having no time, chose the street. It seemed to Johnny that the street was making for him. A woman came hurriedly towards him. What was she going to say to him? What should he answer her? To his surprise she passed him, hardly noticing him. Wondering what miracle had saved him, he took a few steps forward. A couple of young clerks coming up from behind turned to look at him, but on encountering his answering stare of angry alarm, appeared confused and went their way. It began to dawn upon him that mankind was less discerning than he had feared. Gaining courage as he proceeded, he reached Holborn. Here the larger crowd swept around him indifferent.

I beg your pardon, said Johnny, coming into collision with a stout gentleman.

My fault, replied the stout gentleman, as, smiling, he picked up his damaged hat.

I beg your pardon, repeated Johnny again two minutes later, colliding with a tall young lady.

Should advise you to take something for that squint of yours, remarked the tall young lady with severity.

Whats the matter with me? thought Johnny. Seems to be a sort of mist— The explanation flashed across him. Of course, said Johnny to himself, its this confounded veil!

Johnny decided to walk to the Marble Soap offices. Ill be more used to the hang of things by the time I get there if I walk, thought Johnny. Hope the old beggars in.

In Newgate Street, Johnny paused and pressed his hands against his chest. Funny sort of pain Ive got, thought Johnny. Wonder if I should shock them if I went in somewhere for a drop of brandy?

It dont get any better, reflected Johnny, with some alarm, on reaching the corner of Cheapside. Hope Im not going to be ill. Whatever— The explanation came to him. Of course, its these damned stays! No wonder girls are short-tempered, at times.

At the offices of the Marble Soap, Johnny was treated with marked courtesy. Mr. Jowett was out, was not expected back till five oclock. Would the lady wait, or would she call again? The lady decided, now she was there, to wait. Would the lady take the easy-chair? Would the lady have the window open or would she have it shut? Had the lady seen The Times?

Or the Hapenny Joker? suggested a junior clerk, who thereupon was promptly sent back to his work.

Many of the senior clerks had occasion to pass through the waiting-room. Two of the senior clerks held views about the weather which they appeared wishful to express at length. Johnny began to enjoy himself. This thing was going to be good fun. By the time the slamming of doors and the hurrying of feet announced the advent of the chief, Johnny was looking forward to his interview.

It was briefer and less satisfactory than he had anticipated. Mr. Jowett was very busy — did not as a rule see anybody in the afternoon; but of course, a lady—Would Miss—

Montgomery.

Would Miss Montgomery inform Mr. Jowett what it was he might have the pleasure of doing for her?

Miss Montgomery explained.

Mr. Jowett seemed half angry, half amused.

Really, said Mr. Jowett, this is hardly playing the game. Against our fellow-men we can protect ourselves, but if the ladies are going to attack us — really it isnt fair.

Miss Montgomery pleaded.

Ill think it over, was all that Mr. Jowett could be made to promise. Look me up again.

When? asked Miss Montgomery.

Whats to-day? — Thursday. Say Monday. Mr. Jowett rang the bell. Take my advice, said the old gentleman, laying a fatherly hand on Johnnys shoulder, leave business to us men. You are a handsome girl. You can do better for yourself than this.

A clerk entered, Johnny rose.

On Monday next, then, Johnny reminded him.

At four oclock, agreed Mr. Jowett. Good afternoon.

Johnny went out feeling disappointed, and yet, as he told himself, he hadnt done so badly. Anyhow, there was nothing for it but to wait till Monday. Now he would go home, change his clothes, and get some dinner. He hailed a hansom.

Number twenty-eight — no. Stop at the Queens Street corner of Lincolns Inn Fields, Johnny directed the man.

Quite right, miss, commented the cabman pleasantly. Corners best — saves all talk.

What do you mean? demanded Johnny.

No offence, miss, answered the man. We was all young once.

Johnny climbed in. At the corner of Queen Street and Lincolns Inn Fields, Johnny got out. Johnny, who had been pondering other matters, put his hand instinctively to where, speaking generally, his pocket should have been; then recollected himself.

Let me see, did I think to bring any money out with me, or did I not? mused Johnny, as he stood upon the kerb.

Look in the ridicule, miss, suggested the cabman.

Johnny looked. It was empty.

Perhaps I put it in my pocket, thought Johnny.

The cabman hitched his reins to the whip-socket and leant back.

Its somewhere about here, I know, I saw it, Johnny told himself. Sorry to keep you waiting, Johnny added aloud to the cabman.

Dont you worry about that, miss, replied the cabman civilly; we are used to it. A shilling a quarter of an hour is what we charge.

Of all the damned silly tricks! muttered Johnny to himself.

Two small boys and a girl carrying a baby paused, interested.

Go away, told them the cabman. Youll have troubles of your own one day.

The urchins moved a few steps further, then halted again and were joined by a slatternly woman and another boy.

Got it! cried Johnny, unable to suppress his delight as his hand slipped through a fold. The lady with the baby, without precisely knowing why, set up a shrill cheer. Johnnys delight died away; it wasnt the pocket-hole. Short of taking the skirt off and turning it inside out, it didnt seem to Johnny that he ever would find that pocket.

Then in that moment of despair he came across it accidentally. It was as empty as the reticule!

I am sorry, said Johnny to the cabman, but I appear to have come out without my purse.

The cabman said he had heard that tale before, and was making preparations to descend. The crowd, now numbering eleven, looked hopeful. It occurred to Johnny later that he might have offered his umbrella to the cabman; at least it would have fetched the eighteenpence. One thinks of these things afterwards. The only idea that occurred to him at the moment was that of getting home.

Ere, old my orse a minute, one of yer, shouted the cabman.

Half a dozen willing hands seized the dozing steed and roused it into madness.

Hi! stop er! roared the cabman.

Shes down! shouted the excited crowd.

Tripped over er skirt, explained the slatternly woman. They do amper you.

No, shes not. Shes up again! vociferated a delighted plumber, with a sounding slap on his own leg. Gor blimy, if she aint a good un!

Fortunately the Square was tolerably clear and Johnny a good runner. Holding now his skirt and petticoat high in his left hand, Johnny moved across the Square at the rate of fifteen miles an hour. A butchers boy sprang in front of him with arms held out to stop him. The thing that for the next three months annoyed that butcher boy most was hearing shouted out after him Yah! who was knocked down and run over by a lidy? By the time Johnny reached the Strand, viâ Clements Inn, the hue and cry was far behind. Johnny dropped his skirts and assumed a more girlish pace. Through Bow Street and Long Acre he reached Great Queen Street in safety. Upon his own doorstep he began to laugh. His afternoons experience had been amusing; still, on the whole, he wasnt sorry it was over. One can have too much even of the best of jokes. Johnny rang the bell.

The door opened. Johnny would have walked in had not a big, raw-boned woman barred his progress.

What do you want? demanded the raw-boned woman.

Want to come in, explained Johnny.

What do you want to come in for?

This appeared to Johnny a foolish question. On reflection he saw the sense of it. This raw-boned woman was not Mrs. Pegg, his landlady. Some friend of hers, he supposed.

Its all right, said Johnny, I live here. Left my latchkey at home, thats all.

Theres no females lodging here, declared the raw-boned lady. And whats more, theres going to be none.

All this was very vexing. Johnny, in his joy at reaching his own doorstep, had not foreseen these complications. Now it would be necessary to explain things. He only hoped the story would not get round to the fellows at the club.

Ask Mrs. Pegg to step up for a minute, requested Johnny.

Not at ome, explained the raw-boned lady.

Not — not at home?

Gone to Romford, if you wish to know, to see her mother.

Gone to Romford?

I said Romford, didnt I? retorted the raw-boned lady, tartly.

What — what time do you expect her in?

Sunday evening, six oclock, replied the raw-boned lady.

Johnny looked at the raw-boned lady, imagined himself telling the raw-boned lady the simple, unvarnished truth, and the raw-boned ladys utter disbelief of every word of it. An inspiration came to his aid.

I am Mr. Bulstrodes sister, said Johnny meekly; hes expecting me.

Thought you said you lived here? reminded him the raw-boned lady.

I meant that he lived here, replied poor Johnny still more meekly. He has the second floor, you know.

I know, replied the raw-boned lady. Not in just at present.

Not in?

Went out at three oclock.

Ill go up to his room and wait for him, said Johnny.

No, you wont, said the raw-boned lady.

For an instant it occurred to Johnny to make a dash for it, but the raw-boned lady looked both formidable and determined. There would be a big disturbance — perhaps the police called in. Johnny had often wanted to see his name in print: in connection with this affair he somehow felt he didnt.

Do let me in, Johnny pleaded; I have nowhere else to go.

You have a walk and cool yourself, suggested the raw-boned lady. Dont expect he will be long.

But, you see—

The raw-boned lady slammed the door.

Outside a restaurant in Wellington Street, from which proceeded savoury odours, Johnny paused and tried to think.

What the devil did I do with that umbrella? I had it — no, I didnt. Must have dropped it, I suppose, when that silly ass tried to stop me. By Jove! I am having luck!

Outside another restaurant in the Strand Johnny paused again. How am I to live till Sunday night? Where am I to sleep? If I telegraph home — damn it! how can I telegraph? I havent got a penny. This is funny, said Johnny, unconsciously speaking aloud; upon my word, this is funny! Oh! you go to — .

Johnny hurled this last at the head of an overgrown errand-boy whose intention had been to offer sympathy.

Well, I never! commented a passing flower-girl. Calls erself a lidy, I suppose.

Nowadays, observed the stud and button merchant at the corner of Exeter Street, they make em out of anything.

Drawn by a notion that was forming in his mind, Johnny turned his steps up Bedford Street. Why not? mused Johnny. Nobody else seems to have a suspicion. Why should they? Ill never hear the last of it if they find me out. But why should they find me out? Well, somethings got to be done.

Johnny walked on quickly. At the door of the Autolycus Club he was undecided for a moment, then took his courage in both hands and plunged through the swing doors.

Is Mr. Herring — Mr. Jack Herring — here?

Find him in the smoking-room, Mr. Bulstrode, answered old Goslin, who was reading the evening paper.

Oh, would you mind asking him to step out a moment?

Old Goslin looked up, took off his spectacles, rubbed them, put them on again.

Please say Miss Bulstrode — Mr. Bulstrodes sister.

Old Goslin found Jack Herring the centre of an earnest argument on Hamlet — was he really mad?

A lady to see you, Mr. Herring, announced old Goslin.

A what?

Miss Bulstrode — Mr. Bulstrodes sister. Shes waiting in the hall.

Never knew he had a sister, said Jack Herring, rising.

Wait a minute, said Harry Bennett. Shut that door. Dont go. This to old Goslin, who closed the door and returned. Lady in a heliotrope dress with a lace collar, three flounces on the skirt?

Thats right, Mr. Bennett, agreed old Goslin.

Its the Babe himself! asserted Harry Bennett.

The question of Hamlets madness was forgotten.

Was in at Stinchcombes this morning, explained Harry Bennett; saw the clothes on the counter addressed to him. Thats the identical frock. This is just a try on — thinks hes going to have a lark with us.

The Autolycus Club looked round at itself.

I can see verra promising possibilities in this, provided the thing is properly managed, said the Wee Laddie, after a pause.

So can I, agreed Jack Herring. Keep where you are, all of you. Twould be a pity to fool it.

The Autolycus Club waited. Jack Herring re-entered the room.

One of the saddest stories I have ever heard in all my life, explained Jack Herring in a whisper. Poor girl left Derbyshire this morning to come and see her brother; found him out — hasnt been seen at his lodgings since three oclock; fears something may have happened to him. Landlady gone to Romford to see her mother; strange woman in charge, wont let her in to wait for him.

How sad it is when trouble overtakes the innocent and helpless! murmured Somerville the Briefless.

Thats not the worst of it, continued Jack. The dear girl has been robbed of everything she possesses, even of her umbrella, and hasnt got a sou; hasnt had any dinner, and doesnt know where to sleep.

Sounds a bit elaborate, thought Porson.

I think I can understand it, said the Briefless one. What has happened is this. Hes dressed up thinking to have a bit of fun with us, and has come out, forgetting to put any money or his latchkey in his pocket. His landlady may have gone to Romford or may not. In any case, he would have to knock at the door and enter into explanations. What does he suggest — the loan of a sovereign?

The loan of two, replied Jack Herring.

To buy himself a suit of clothes. Dont you do it, Jack. Providence has imposed this upon us. Our duty is to show him the folly of indulging in senseless escapades.

I think we might give him a dinner, thought the stout and sympathetic Porson.

What I propose to do, grinned Jack, is to take him round to Mrs. Postwhistles. Shes under a sort of obligation to me. It was I who got her the post office. Well leave him there for a night, with instructions to Mrs. P. to keep a motherly eye on him. To-morrow he shall have his bit of fun, and I guess hell be the first to get tired of the joke.

It looked a promising plot. Seven members of the Autolycus Club gallantly undertook to accompany Miss Bulstrode to her lodgings. Jack Herring excited jealousy by securing the privilege of carrying her reticule. Miss Bulstrode was given to understand that anything any of the seven could do for her, each and every would be delighted to do, if only for the sake of her brother, one of the dearest boys that ever breathed — a bit of an ass, though that, of course, he could not help. Miss Bulstrode was not as grateful as perhaps she should have been. Her idea still was that if one of them would lend her a couple of sovereigns, the rest need not worry themselves further. This, purely in her own interests, they declined to do. She had suffered one extensive robbery that day already, as Jack reminded her. London was a city of danger to the young and inexperienced. Far better that they should watch over her and provide for her simple wants. Painful as it was to refuse a lady, a beloved companions sisters welfare was yet dearer to them. Miss Bulstrodes only desire was not to waste their time. Jack Herrings opinion was that there existed no true Englishman who would grudge time spent upon succouring a beautiful maiden in distress.

Arrived at the little grocers shop in Rolls Court, Jack Herring drew Mrs. Postwhistle aside.

Shes the sister of a very dear friend of ours, explained Jack Herring.

A fine-looking girl, commented Mrs. Postwhistle.

I shall be round again in the morning. Dont let her out of your sight, and, above all, dont lend her any money, directed Jack Herring.

I understand, replied Mrs. Postwhistle.

Miss Bulstrode having despatched an excellent supper of cold mutton and bottled beer, leant back in her chair and crossed her legs.

I have often wondered, remarked Miss Bulstrode, her eyes fixed upon the ceiling, what a cigarette would taste like.

Taste nasty, I should say, the first time, thought Mrs. Postwhistle, who was knitting.

Some girls, so I have heard, remarked Miss Bulstrode, smoke cigarettes.

Not nice girls, thought Mrs. Postwhistle.

One of the nicest girls I ever knew, remarked Miss Bulstrode, always smoked a cigarette after supper. Said it soothed her nerves.

Wouldnt ave thought so if Id ad charge of er, said Mrs. Postwhistle.

I think, said Miss Bulstrode, who seemed restless, I think I shall go for a little walk before turning in.

Perhaps it would do us good, agreed Mrs. Postwhistle, laying down her knitting.

Dont you trouble to come, urged the thoughtful Miss Bulstrode. You look tired.

Not at all, replied Mrs. Postwhistle. Feel I should like it.

In some respects Mrs. Postwhistle proved an admirable companion. She asked no questions, and only spoke when spoken to, which, during that walk, was not often. At the end of half an hour, Miss Bulstrode pleaded a headache and thought she would return home and go to bed. Mrs. Postwhistle thought it a reasonable idea.

Well, its better than tramping the streets, muttered Johnny, as the bedroom door was closed behind him, and thats all one can say for it. Must get hold of a smoke to-morrow, if I have to rob the till. Whats that? Johnny stole across on, tiptoe. Confound it! said Johnny, if she hasnt locked the door!

Johnny sat down upon the bed and took stock of his position. It doesnt seem to me, thought Johnny, that Im ever going to get out of this mess. Johnny, still muttering, unfastened his stays. Thank God, thats off! ejaculated Johnny piously, as he watched his form slowly expanding. Suppose Ill be used to them before Ive finished with them.

Johnny had a night of dreams.

For the whole of next day, which was Friday, Johnny remained Miss Bulstrode, hoping against hope to find an opportunity to escape from his predicament without confession. The entire Autolycus Club appeared to have fallen in love with him.

Thought I was a bit of a fool myself, mused Johnny, where a petticoat was concerned. Dont believe these blithering idiots have ever seen a girl before.

They came in ones, they came in little parties, and tendered him devotion. Even Mrs. Postwhistle, accustomed to regard human phenomena without comment, remarked upon it.

When you are all tired of it, said Mrs. Postwhistle to Jack Herring, let me know.

The moment we find her brother, explained Jack Herring, of course we shall take her to him.

Nothing like looking in the right place for a thing when youve finished looking in the others, observed Mrs. Postwhistle.

What do you mean? demanded Jack.

Just what I say, answered Mrs. Postwhistle.

Jack Herring looked at Mrs. Postwhistle. But Mrs. Postwhistles face was not of the expressive order.

Post office still going strong? asked Jack Herring.

The post office as been a great elp to me, admitted Mrs. Postwhistle; and Im not forgetting that I owe it to you.

Dont mention it, murmured Jack Herring.

They brought her presents — nothing very expensive, more as tokens of regard: dainty packets of sweets, nosegays of simple flowers, bottles of scent. To Somerville Miss Bulstrode hinted that if he really did desire to please her, and wasnt merely talking through his hat — Miss Bulstrode apologised for the slang, which, she feared, she must have picked up from her brother — he might give her a box of Messanis cigarettes, size No. 2. The suggestion pained him. Somerville the Briefless was perhaps old-fashioned. Miss Bulstrode cut him short by agreeing that he was, and seemed disinclined for further conversation.

They took her to Madame Tussauds. They took her up the Monument. They took her to the Tower of London. In the evening they took her to the Polytechnic to see Peppers Ghost. They made a merry party wherever they went.

Seem to be enjoying themselves! remarked other sightseers, surprised and envious.

Girl seems to be a bit out of it, remarked others, more observant.

Sulky-looking bit o goods, I call her, remarked some of the ladies.

The fortitude with which Miss Bulstrode bore the mysterious disappearance of her brother excited admiration.

Hadnt we better telegraph to your people in Derbyshire? suggested Jack Herring.

Dont do it, vehemently protested the thoughtful Miss Bulstrode; it might alarm them. The best plan is for you to lend me a couple of sovereigns and let me return home quietly.

You might be robbed again, feared Jack Herring. Ill go down with you.

Perhaps hell turn up to-morrow, thought Miss Bulstrode. Expect hes gone on a visit.

He ought not to have done it, thought Jack Herring, knowing you were coming.

Oh! hes like that, explained Miss Bulstrode.

If I had a young and beautiful sister— said Jack Herring.

Oh! lets talk of something else, suggested Miss Bulstrode. You make me tired.

With Jack Herring, in particular, Johnny was beginning to lose patience. That Miss Bulstrodes charms had evidently struck Jack Herring all of a heap, as the saying is, had in the beginning amused Master Johnny. Indeed — as in the seclusion of his bedchamber over the little grocers shop he told himself with bitter self-reproach — he had undoubtedly encouraged the man. From admiration Jack had rapidly passed to infatuation, from infatuation to apparent imbecility. Had Johnnys mind been less intent upon his own troubles, he might have been suspicious. As it was, and after all that had happened, nothing now could astonish Johnny. Thank Heaven, murmured Johnny, as he blew out the light, this Mrs. Postwhistle appears to be a reliable woman.

Now, about the same time that Johnnys head was falling thus upon his pillow, the Autolycus Club sat discussing plans for their next days entertainment.

I think, said Jack Herring, the Crystal Palace in the morning when its nice and quiet.

To be followed by Greenwich Hospital in the afternoon, suggested Somerville.

Winding up with the Moore and Burgess Minstrels in the evening, thought Porson.

Hardly the place for the young person, feared Jack Herring. Some of the jokes—

Mr. Brandram gives a reading of Julius Cæsar at St. Georges Hall, the Wee Laddie informed them for their guidance.

Hallo! said Alexander the Poet, entering at the moment. What are you all talking about?

We were discussing where to take Miss Bulstrode to-morrow evening, informed him Jack Herring.

Miss Bulstrode, repeated the Poet in a tone of some surprise. Do you mean Johnny Bulstrodes sister?

Thats the lady, answered Jack. But how do you come to know about her? Thought you were in Yorkshire.

Came up yesterday, explained the Poet. Travelled up with her.

Travelled up with her?

From Matlock Bath. Whats the matter with you all? demanded the Poet. You all of you look—

Sit down, said the Briefless one to the Poet. Lets talk this matter over quietly.

Alexander the Poet, mystified, sat down.

You say you travelled up to London yesterday with Miss Bulstrode. You are sure it was Miss Bulstrode?

Sure! retorted the Poet. Why, Ive known her ever since she was a baby.

About what time did you reach London?

Three-thirty.

And what became of her? Where did she say she was going?

I never asked her. The last I saw of her she was getting into a cab. I had an appointment myself, and was — I say, whats the matter with Herring?

Herring had risen and was walking about with his head between his hands.

Never mind him. Miss Bulstrode is a lady of about — how old?

Eighteen — no, nineteen last birthday.

A tall, handsome sort of girl?

Yes. I say, has anything happened to her?

Nothing has happened to her, assured him Somerville. Shes all right. Been having rather a good time, on the whole.

The Poet was relieved to hear it.

I asked her an hour ago, said Jack Herring, who was still holding his head between his hands as if to make sure it was there, if she thought she could ever learn to love me. Would you say that could be construed into an offer of marriage?

The remainder of the Club was unanimously of opinion that, practically speaking, it was a proposal.

I dont see it, argued Jack Herring. It was merely in the nature of a remark.

The Club was of opinion that such quibbling was unworthy of a gentleman.

It appeared to be a case for prompt action. Jack Herring sat down and then and there began a letter to Miss Bulstrode, care of Mrs. Postwhistle.

But what I dont understand— said Alexander the Poet.

Oh! take him away somewhere and tell him, someone, moaned Jack Herring. How can I think with all this chatter going on?

But why did Bennett— whispered Porson.

Where is Bennett? demanded half a dozen fierce voices.

Harry Bennett had not been seen all day.

Jacks letter was delivered to Miss Bulstrode the next morning at breakfast-time. Having perused it, Miss Bulstrode rose and requested of Mrs. Postwhistle the loan of half a crown.

Mr. Herrings particular instructions were, explained Mrs. Postwhistle, that, above all things, I was not to lend you any money.

When you have read that, replied Miss Bulstrode, handing her the letter, perhaps you will agree with me that Herring is — an ass.

Mrs. Postwhistle read the letter and produced the half-crown.

Better get a shave with part of it, suggested Mrs. Postwhistle. That is, if you are going to play the fool much longer.

Miss Bulstrode opened his eyes. Mrs. Postwhistle went on with her breakfast.

Dont tell them, said Johnny; not just for a little while, at all events.

Nothing to do with me, replied Mrs. Postwhistle.

Twenty minutes later, the real Miss Bulstrode, on a visit to her aunt in Kensington, was surprised at receiving, enclosed in an envelope, the following hastily scrawled note: — 

Want to speak to you at once — alone. Dont yell when you see me. Its all right. Can explain in two ticks. — Your loving brother, Johnny.

It took longer than two ticks; but at last the Babe came to an end of it.

When you have done laughing, said the Babe.

But you look so ridiculous, said his sister.

They didnt think so, retorted the Babe. I took them in all right. Guess youve never had as much attention, all in one day.

Are you sure you took them in? queried his sister.

If you will come to the Club at eight oclock this evening, said the Babe, Ill prove it to you. Perhaps Ill take you on to a theatre afterwards — if youre good.

The Babe himself walked into the Autolycus Club a few minutes before eight and encountered an atmosphere of restraint.

Thought you were lost, remarked Somerville coldly.

Called away suddenly — very important business, explained the Babe. Awfully much obliged to all you fellows for all you have been doing for my sister. Shes just been telling me.

Dont mention it, said two or three.

Awfully good of you, Im sure, persisted the Babe. Dont know what she would have done without you.

A mere nothing, the Club assured him. The blushing modesty of the Autolycus Club at hearing of their own good deeds was touching. Left to themselves, they would have talked of quite other things. As a matter of fact, they tried to.

Never heard her speak so enthusiastically of anyone as she does of you, Jack, said the Babe, turning to Jack Herring.

Of course, you know, dear boy, explained Jack Herring, anything I could do for a sister of yours—

I know, dear boy, replied the Babe; I always felt it.

Say no more about it, urged Jack Herring.

She couldnt quite make out that letter of yours this morning, continued the Babe, ignoring Jacks request. Shes afraid you think her ungrateful.

It seemed to me, on reflection, explained Jack Herring, that on one or two little matters she may have misunderstood me. As I wrote her, there are days when I dont seem altogether to quite know what Im doing.

Rather awkward, thought the Babe.

It is, agreed Jack Herring. Yesterday was one of them.

She tells me you were most kind to her, the Babe reassured him. She thought at first it was a little uncivil, your refusing to lend her any money. But as I put it to her—

It was silly of me, interrupted Jack. I see that now. I went round this morning meaning to make it all right. But she was gone, and Mrs. Postwhistle seemed to think I had better leave things as they were. I blame myself exceedingly.

My dear boy, dont blame yourself for anything. You acted nobly, the Babe told him. Shes coming here to call for me this evening on purpose to thank you.

Id rather not, said Jack Herring.

Nonsense, said the Babe.

You must excuse me, insisted Jack Herring. I dont mean it rudely, but really Id rather not see her.

But here she is, said the Babe, taking at that moment the card from old Goslins hand. She will think it so strange.

Id really rather not, repeated poor Jack.

It seems discourteous, suggested Somerville.

You go, suggested Jack.

She doesnt want to see me, explained Somerville.

Yes she does, corrected him the Babe.

Id forgotten, she wants to see you both.

If I go, said Jack, I shall tell her the plain truth.

Do you know, said Somerville, Im thinking that will be the shortest way.

Miss Bulstrode was seated in the hall. Jack Herring and Somerville both thought her present quieter style of dress suited her much better.

Here he is, announced the Babe, in triumph. Heres Jack Herring and heres Somerville. Do you know, I could hardly persuade them to come out and see you. Dear old Jack, he always was so shy.

Miss Bulstrode rose. She said she could never thank them sufficiently for all their goodness to her. Miss Bulstrode seemed quite overcome. Her voice trembled with emotion.

Before we go further, Miss Bulstrode, said Jack Herring, it will be best to tell you that all along we thought you were your brother, dressed up as a girl.

Oh! said the Babe, so thats the explanation, is it? If I had only known— Then the Babe stopped, and wished he hadnt spoken.

Somerville seized him by the shoulders and, with a sudden jerk, stood him beside his sister under the gas-jet.

You little brute! said Somerville. It was you all along. And the Babe, seeing the game was up, and glad that the joke had not been entirely on one side, confessed.

Jack Herring and Somerville the Briefless went that night with Johnny and his sister to the theatre — and on other nights. Miss Bulstrode thought Jack Herring very nice, and told her brother so. But she thought Somerville the Briefless even nicer, and later, under cross-examination, when Somerville was no longer briefless, told Somerville so himself.

But that has nothing to do with this particular story, the end of which is that Miss Bulstrode kept the appointment made for Monday afternoon between Miss Montgomery and Mr. Jowett, and secured thereby the Marble Soap advertisement for the back page of Good Humour for six months, at twenty-five pounds a week.


STORY THE SEVENTH — Dick Danvers presents his Petition
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WILLIAM CLODD, MOPPING his brow, laid down the screwdriver, and stepping back, regarded the result of his labours with evident satisfaction.

It looks like a bookcase, said William Clodd. You might sit in the room for half an hour and never know it wasnt a bookcase.

What William Clodd had accomplished was this: he had had prepared, after his own design, what appeared to be four shelves laden with works suggestive of thought and erudition. As a matter of fact, it was not a bookcase, but merely a flat board, the books merely the backs of volumes that had long since found their way into the paper-mill. This artful deception William Clodd had screwed upon a cottage piano standing in the corner of the editorial office of Good Humour. Half a dozen real volumes piled upon the top of the piano completed the illusion. As William Clodd had proudly remarked, a casual visitor might easily have been deceived.

If you had to sit in the room while she was practising mixed scales, youd be quickly undeceived, said the editor of Good Humour, one Peter Hope. He spoke bitterly.

You are not always in, explained Clodd. There must be hours when she is here alone, with nothing else to do. Besides, you will get used to it after a while.

You, I notice, dont try to get used to it, snarled Peter Hope. You always go out the moment she commences.

A friend of mine, continued William Clodd, worked in an office over a piano-shop for seven years, and when the shop closed, it nearly ruined his business; couldnt settle down to work for want of it.

Why doesnt he come here? asked Peter Hope. The floor above is vacant.

Cant, explained William Clodd. Hes dead.

I can quite believe it, commented Peter Hope.

It was a shop where people came and practised, paying sixpence an hour, and he had got to like it — said it made a cheerful background to his thoughts. Wonderful what you can get accustomed to.

Whats the good of it? demanded Peter Hope.

Whats the good of it! retorted William Clodd indignantly. Every girl ought to know how to play the piano. A nice thing if when her lover asks her to play something to him—

I wonder you dont start a matrimonial agency, sneered Peter Hope. Love and marriage — you think of nothing else.

When you are bringing up a young girl— argued Clodd.

But youre not, interrupted Peter; thats just what Im trying to get out of your head. It is I who am bringing her up. And between ourselves, I wish you wouldnt interfere so much.

You are not fit to bring up a girl.

Ive brought her up for seven years without your help. Shes my adopted daughter, not yours. I do wish people would learn to mind their own business.

Youve done very well—

Thank you, said Peter Hope sarcastically. Its very kind of you. Perhaps when youve time, youll write me out a testimonial.

 — up till now, concluded the imperturbable Clodd. A girl of eighteen wants to know something else besides mathematics and the classics. You dont understand them.

I do understand them, asserted Peter Hope. What do you know about them? Youre not a father.

Youve done your best, admitted William Clodd in a tone of patronage that irritated Peter greatly; but youre a dreamer; you dont know the world. The time is coming when the girl will have to think of a husband.

Theres no need for her to think of a husband, not for years, retorted Peter Hope. And even when she does, is strumming on the piano going to help her?

I tink — I tink, said Dr. Smith, who had hitherto remained a silent listener, our young frent Clodd is right. You haf never quite got over your idea dat she was going to be a boy. You haf taught her de tings a boy should know.

You cut her hair, added Clodd.

I dont, snapped Peter.

You let her have it cut — its the same thing. At eighteen she knows more about the ancient Greeks and Romans than she does about her own frocks.

De young girl, argued the doctor, what is she? De flower dat makes bright for us de garden of life, de gurgling brook dat murmurs by de dusty highway, de cheerful fire—

She cant be all of them, snapped Peter, who was a stickler for style. Do keep to one simile at a time.

Now you listen to plain sense, said William Clodd. You want — we all want — the girl to be a success all round.

I want her— Peter Hope was rummaging among the litter on the desk. It certainly was not there. Peter pulled out a drawer-two drawers. I wish, said Peter Hope, I wish sometimes she wasnt quite so clever.

The old doctor rummaged among dusty files of papers in a corner. Clodd found it on the mantelpiece concealed beneath the hollow foot of a big brass candlestick, and handed it to Peter.

Peter had one vice — the taking in increasing quantities of snuff, which was harmful for him, as he himself admitted. Tommy, sympathetic to most masculine frailties, was severe, however, upon this one.

You spill it upon your shirt and on your coat, had argued Tommy. I like to see you always neat. Besides, it isnt a nice habit. I do wish, dad, youd give it up.

I must, Peter had agreed. Ill break myself of it. But not all at once — it would be a wrench; by degrees, Tommy, by degrees.

So a compromise had been compounded. Tommy was to hide the snuff-box. It was to be somewhere in the room and to be accessible, but that was all. Peter, when self-control had reached the breaking-point, might try and find it. Occasionally, luck helping Peter, he would find it early in the day, when he would earn his own bitter self-reproaches by indulging in quite an orgie. But more often Tommys artfulness was such that he would be compelled, by want of time, to abandon the search. Tommy always knew when he had failed by the air of indignant resignation with which he would greet her on her return. Then perhaps towards evening, Peter, looking up, would see the box open before his nose, above it, a pair of reproving black eyes, their severity counterbalanced by a pair of full red lips trying not to smile. And Peter, knowing that only one pinch would be permitted, would dip deeply.

I want her, said Peter Hope, feeling with his snuff-box in his hand more confidence in his own judgment, to be a sensible, clever woman, capable of earning her own living and of being independent; not a mere helpless doll, crying for some man to come and take care of her.

A womans business, asserted Clodd, is to be taken care of.

Some women, perhaps, admitted Peter; but Tommy, you know very well, is not going to be the ordinary type of woman. She has brains; she will make her way in the world.

It doesnt depend upon brains, said Clodd. She hasnt got the elbows.

The elbows?

They are not sharp enough. The last bus home on a wet night tells you whether a woman is capable of pushing her own way in the world. Tommys the sort to get left on the kerb.

Shes the sort, retorted Peter, to make a name for herself and to be able to afford a cab. Dont you bully me! Peter sniffed self-assertiveness from between his thumb and finger.

Yes, I shall, Clodd told him, on this particular point. The poor girls got no mother.

Fortunately for the general harmony the door opened at the moment to admit the subject of discussion.

Got that Daisy Blossom advertisement out of old Blatchley, announced Tommy, waving triumphantly a piece of paper over her head.

No! exclaimed Peter. How did you manage it?

Asked him for it, was Tommys explanation.

Very odd, mused Peter; asked the old idiot for it myself only last week. He refused it point-blank.

Clodd snorted reproof. You know I dont like your doing that sort of thing. It isnt proper for a young girl—

Its all right, assured him Tommy; hes bald!

That makes no difference, was Clodds opinion.

Yes it does, was Tommys. I like them bald.

Tommy took Peters head between her hands and kissed it, and in doing so noticed the tell-tale specks of snuff.

Just a pinch, my dear, explained Peter, the merest pinch.

Tommy took up the snuff-box from the desk. Ill show you where Im going to put it this time. She put it in her pocket. Peters face fell.

What do you think of it? said Clodd. He led her to the corner. Good idea, aint it?

Why, wheres the piano? demanded Tommy.

Clodd turned in delighted triumph to the others.

Humbug! growled Peter.

It isnt humbug, cried Clodd indignantly. She thought it was a bookcase — anybody would. Youll be able to sit there and practise by the hour, explained Clodd to Tommy. When you hear anybody coming up the stairs, you can leave off.

How can she hear anything when she— A bright idea occurred to Peter. Dont you think, Clodd, as a practical man, suggested Peter insinuatingly, adopting the Socratic method, that if we got her one of those dummy pianos — you know what I mean; its just like an ordinary piano, only you dont hear it?

Clodd shook his head. No good at all. Cant tell the effect she is producing.

Quite so. Then, on the other hand, Clodd, dont you think that hearing the effect they are producing may sometimes discourage the beginner?

Clodds opinion was that such discouragement was a thing to be battled with.

Tommy, who had seated herself, commenced a scale in contrary motion.

Well, Im going across to the printers now, explained Clodd, taking up his hat. Got an appointment with young Grindley at three. You stick to it. A spare half-hour now and then that you never miss does wonders. Youve got it in you. With these encouraging remarks to Tommy, Clodd disappeared.

Easy for him, muttered Peter bitterly. Always does have an appointment outside the moment she begins.

Tommy appeared to be throwing her very soul into the performance. Passers-by in Crane Court paused, regarded the first-floor windows of the publishing and editorial offices of Good Humour with troubled looks, then hurried on.

She has — remarkably firm douch! shouted the doctor into Peters ear. Will see you — evening. Someting — say to you.

The fat little doctor took his hat and departed. Tommy, ceasing suddenly, came over and seated herself on the arm of Peters chair.

Feeling grumpy? asked Tommy.

It isnt, explained Peter, that I mind the noise. Id put up with that if I could see the good of it.

Its going to help me to get a husband, dad. Seems to me an odd way of doing it; but Billy says so, and Billy knows all about everything.

I cant understand you, a sensible girl, listening to such nonsense, said Peter. Its that that troubles me.

Dad, where are your wits? demanded Tommy. Isnt Billy acting like a brick? Why, he could go into Fleet Street to half a dozen other papers and make five hundred a year as advertising-agent — you know he could. But he doesnt. He sticks to us. If my making myself ridiculous with that tin pot they persuaded him was a piano is going to please him, isnt it common sense and sound business, to say nothing of good nature and gratitude, for me to do it? Dad, Ive got a surprise for him. Listen. And Tommy, springing from the arm of Peters chair, returned to the piano.

What was it? questioned Tommy, having finished. Could you recognise it?

I think, said Peter, it sounded like — It wasnt Home, Sweet Home, was it?

Tommy clapped her hands. Yes, it was. Youll end by liking it yourself, dad. Well have musical At Homes.

Tommy, have I brought you up properly, do you think?

No dad, you havent. You have let me have my own way too much. You know the proverb: Good mothers make bad daughters. Clodds right; youve spoilt me, dad. Do you remember, dad, when I first came to you, seven years ago, a ragged little brat out of the streets, that didnt know itself whether twas a boy or a girl? Do you know what I thought to myself the moment I set eyes on you? Heres a soft old juggins; Ill be all right if I can get in here! It makes you smart, knocking about in the gutters and being knocked about; you read faces quickly.

Do you remember your cooking, Tommy? You had an aptitude for it, according to your own idea.

Tommy laughed. I wonder how you stood it.

You were so obstinate. You came to me as cook and housekeeper, and as cook and housekeeper, and as nothing else, would you remain. If I suggested any change, up would go your chin into the air. I dared not even dine out too often, you were such a little tyrant. The only thing you were always ready to do, if I wasnt satisfied, was to march out of the house and leave me. Wherever did you get that savage independence of yours?

I dont know. I think it must have been from a woman — perhaps she was my mother; I dont know — who used to sit up in the bed and cough, all night it seemed to me. People would come to see us — ladies in fine clothes, and gentlemen with oily hair. I think they wanted to help us. Many of them had kind voices. But always a hard look would come into her face, and she would tell them what even then I knew to be untrue — it was one of the first things I can recollect — that we had everything we wanted, that we needed no help from anyone. They would go away, shrugging their shoulders. I grew up with the feeling that seemed to have been burnt into my brain, that to take from anybody anything you had not earned was shameful. I dont think I could do it even now, not even from you. I am useful to you, dad — I do help you?

There had crept a terror into Tommys voice. Peter felt the little hands upon his arm trembling.

Help me? Why, you work like a nigger — like a nigger is supposed to work, but doesnt. No one — whatever we paid him — would do half as much. I dont want to make your head more swollen than it is, young woman, but you have talent; I am not sure it is not genius. Peter felt the little hands tighten upon his arm.

I do want this paper to be a success; that is why I strum upon the piano to please Clodd. Is it humbug?

I am afraid it is; but humbug is the sweet oil that helps this whirling world of ours to spin round smoothly. Too much of it cloys: we drop it very gently.

But you are sure it is only humbug, Tommy? It was Peters voice into which fear had entered now. It is not that you think he understands you better than I do — would do more for you?

You want me to tell you all I think of you, and that isnt good for you, dad — not too often. It would be you who would have swelled head then.

I am jealous, Tommy, jealous of everyone that comes near you. Life is a tragedy for us old folks. We know there must come a day when you will leave the nest, leave us voiceless, ridiculous, flitting among bare branches. You will understand later, when you have children of your own. This foolish talk about a husband! It is worse for a man than it is for the woman. The mother lives again in her child: the man is robbed of all.

Dad, do you know how old I am? — that you are talking terrible nonsense?

He will come, little girl.

Yes, answered Tommy, I suppose he will; but not for a long while — oh, not for a very long while. Dont. It frightens me.

You? Why should it frighten you?

The pain. It makes me feel a coward. I want it to come; I want to taste life, to drain the whole cup, to understand, to feel. But that is the boy in me. I am more than half a boy, I always have been. But the woman in me: it shrinks from the ordeal.

You talk, Tommy, as if love were something terrible.

There are all things in it; I feel it, dad. It is life in a single draught. It frightens me.

The child was standing with her face hidden behind her hands. Old Peter, always very bad at lying, stood silent, not knowing what consolation to concoct. The shadow passed, and Tommys laughing eyes looked out again.

Havent you anything to do, dad — outside, I mean?

You want to get rid of me?

Well, Ive nothing else to occupy me till the proofs come in. Im going to practise, hard.

I think Ill turn over my article on the Embankment, said Peter.

Theres one thing you all of you ought to be grateful to me for, laughed Tommy, as she seated herself at the piano. I do induce you all to take more fresh air than otherwise you would.

Tommy, left alone, set herself to her task with the energy and thoroughness that were characteristic of her. Struggling with complicated scales, Tommy bent her eyes closer and closer over the pages of Czernys Exercises. Glancing up to turn a page, Tommy, to her surprise, met the eyes of a stranger. They were brown eyes, their expression sympathetic. Below them, looking golden with the sunlight falling on it, was a moustache and beard cut short in Vandyke fashion, not altogether hiding a pleasant mouth, about the corners of which lurked a smile.

I beg your pardon, said the stranger. I knocked three times. Perhaps you did not hear me?

No, I didnt, confessed Tommy, closing the book of Czernys Exercises, and rising with chin at an angle that, to anyone acquainted with the chart of Tommys temperament, might have suggested the advisability of seeking shelter.

This is the editorial office of Good Humour, is it not? inquired the stranger.

It is.

Is the editor in?

The editor is out.

The sub-editor? suggested the stranger.

I am the sub-editor.

The stranger raised his eyebrows. Tommy, on the contrary, lowered hers.

Would you mind glancing through that? The stranger drew from his pocket a folded manuscript. It will not take you a moment. I ought, of course, to have sent it through the post; but I am so tired of sending things through the post.

The strangers manner was compounded of dignified impudence combined with pathetic humility. His eyes both challenged and pleaded. Tommy held out her hand for the paper and retired with it behind the protection of the big editorial desk that, flanked on one side by a screen and on the other by a formidable revolving bookcase, stretched fortress-like across the narrow room. The stranger remained standing.

Yes. Its pretty, criticised the sub-editor. Worth printing, perhaps, not worth paying for.

Not merely a — a nominal sum, sufficient to distinguish it from the work of the amateur?

Tommy pursed her lips. Poetry is quite a drug in the market. We can get as much as we want of it for nothing.

Say half a crown, suggested the stranger.

Tommy shot a swift glance across the desk, and for the first time saw the whole of him. He was clad in a threadbare, long, brown ulster — long, that is, it would have been upon an ordinary man, but the stranger happening to be remarkably tall, it appeared on him ridiculously short, reaching only to his knees. Round his neck and tucked into his waistcoat, thus completely hiding the shirt and collar he may have been wearing or may not, was carefully arranged a blue silk muffler. His hands, which were bare, looked blue and cold. Yet the black frock-coat and waistcoat and French grey trousers bore the unmistakable cut of a first-class tailor and fitted him to perfection. His hat, which he had rested on the desk, shone resplendent, and the handle of his silk umbrella was an eagles head in gold, with two small rubies for the eyes.

You can leave it if you like, consented Tommy. Ill speak to the editor about it when he returns.

You wont forget it? urged the stranger.

No, answered Tommy. I shall not forget it.

Her black eyes were fixed upon the stranger without her being aware of it. She had dropped unconsciously into her stocktaking attitude.

Thank you very much, said the stranger. I will call again to-morrow.

The stranger, moving backward to the door, went out.

Tommy sat with her face between her hands. Czernys Exercises lay neglected.

Anybody called? asked Peter Hope.

No, answered Tommy. Oh, just a man. Left this — not bad.

The old story, mused Peter, as he unfolded the manuscript. We all of us begin with poetry. Then we take to prose romances; poetry doesnt pay. Finally, we write articles: How to be Happy though Married, What shall we do with our Daughters? It is life summarised. What is it all about?

Oh, the usual sort of thing, explained Tommy. He wants half a crown for it.

Poor devil! Let him have it.

Thats not business, growled Tommy.

Nobody will ever know, said Peter. Well enter it as telegrams.

The stranger called early the next day, pocketed his half-crown, and left another manuscript — an essay. Also he left behind him his gold-handled umbrella, taking away with him instead an old alpaca thing Clodd kept in reserve for exceptionally dirty weather. Peter pronounced the essay usable.

He has a style, said Peter; he writes with distinction. Make an appointment for me with him.

Clodd, on missing his umbrella, was indignant.

Whats the good of this thing to me? commented Clodd. Sort of thing for a dude in a pantomime! The fellow must be a blithering ass!

Tommy gave to the stranger messages from both when next he called. He appeared more grieved than surprised concerning the umbrellas.

You dont think Mr. Clodd would like to keep this umbrella in exchange for his own? he suggested.

Hardly his style, explained Tommy.

Its very peculiar, said the stranger, with a smile. I have been trying to get rid of this umbrella for the last three weeks. Once upon a time, when I preferred to keep my own umbrella, people used to take it by mistake, leaving all kinds of shabby things behind them in exchange. Now, when Id really like to get quit of it, nobody will have it.

Why do you want to get rid of it? asked Tommy. It looks a very good umbrella.

You dont know how it hampers me, said the stranger. I have to live up to it. It requires a certain amount of resolution to enter a cheap restaurant accompanied by that umbrella. When I do, the waiters draw my attention to the most expensive dishes and recommend me special brands of their so-called champagne. They seem quite surprised if I only want a chop and a glass of beer. I havent always got the courage to disappoint them. It is really becoming quite a curse to me. If I use it to stop a bus, three or four hansoms dash up and quarrel over me. I cant do anything I want to do. I want to live simply and inexpensively: it will not let me.

Tommy laughed. Cant you lose it?

The stranger laughed also. Lose it! You have no idea how honest people are. I hadnt myself. The whole world has gone up in my estimation within the last few weeks. People run after me for quite long distances and force it into my hand — people on rainy days who havent got umbrellas of their own. It is the same with this hat. The stranger sighed as he took it up. I am always trying to get off with something reasonably shabby in exchange for it. I am always found out and stopped.

Why dont you pawn them? suggested the practicable Tommy.

The stranger regarded her with admiration.

Do you know, I never thought of that, said the stranger. Of course. What a good idea! Thank you so much.

The stranger departed, evidently much relieved.

Silly fellow, mused Tommy. They wont give him a quarter of the value, and he will say: Thank you so much, and be quite contented. It worried Tommy a good deal that day, the thought of that strangers helplessness.

The strangers name was Richard Danvers. He lived the other side of Holborn, in Featherstone Buildings, but much of his time came to be spent in the offices of Good Humour.

Peter liked him. Full of promise, was Peters opinion. His criticism of that article of mine on The Education of Woman showed both sense and feeling. A scholar and a thinker.

Flipp, the office-boy (spelt Philip), liked him; and Flipps attitude, in general, was censorial. Hes all right, pronounced Flipp; nothing stuck-up about him. Hes got plenty of sense, lying hidden away.

Miss Ramsbotham liked him. The men — the men we think about at all, explained Miss Ramsbotham—may be divided into two classes: the men we ought to like, but dont; and the men there is no particular reason for our liking, but that we do. Personally I could get very fond of your friend Dick. There is nothing whatever attractive about him except himself.

Even Tommy liked him in her way, though at times she was severe with him.

If you mean a big street, grumbled Tommy, who was going over proofs, why not say a big street? Why must you always call it a main artery?

I am sorry, apologised Danvers. It is not my own idea. You told me to study the higher-class journals.

I didnt tell you to select and follow all their faults. Here it is again. Your crowd is always a hydra-headed monster; your tea the cup that cheers but not inebriates.

I am afraid I am a deal of trouble to you, suggested the staff.

I am afraid you are, agreed the sub-editor.

Dont give me up, pleaded the staff. I misunderstood you, that is all. I will write English for the future.

Shall be glad if you will, growled the sub-editor.

Dick Danvers rose. I am so anxious not to get what you call the sack from here.

The sub-editor, mollified, thought the staff need be under no apprehension, provided it showed itself teachable.

I have been rather a worthless fellow, Miss Hope, confessed Dick Danvers. I was beginning to despair of myself till I came across you and your father. The atmosphere here — I dont mean the material atmosphere of Crane Court — is so invigorating: its simplicity, its sincerity. I used to have ideals. I tried to stifle them. There is a set that sneers at all that sort of thing. Now I see that they are good. You will help me?

Every woman is a mother. Tommy felt for the moment that she wanted to take this big boy on her knee and talk to him for his good. He was only an overgrown lad. But so exceedingly overgrown! Tommy had to content herself with holding out her hand. Dick Danvers grasped it tightly.

Clodd was the only one who did not approve of him.

How did you get hold of him? asked Clodd one afternoon, he and Peter alone in the office.

He came. He came in the usual way, explained Peter.

What do you know about him?

Nothing. What is there to know? One doesnt ask for a character with a journalist.

No, I suppose that wouldnt work. Found out anything about him since?

Nothing against him. Why so suspicious of everybody?

Because you are just a woolly lamb and want a dog to look after you. Who is he? On a first night he gives away his stall and sneaks into the pit. When you send him to a picture-gallery, he dodges the private view and goes on the first shilling day. If an invitation comes to a public dinner, he asks me to go and eat it for him and tell him what its all about. That doesnt suggest the frank and honest journalist, does it?

It is unusual, it certainly is unusual, Peter was bound to admit.

I distrust the man, said Clodd. Hes not our class. What is he doing here?

I will ask him, Clodd; I will ask him straight out.

And believe whatever he tells you.

No, I shant.

Then whats the good of asking him?

Well, what am I to do? demanded the bewildered Peter.

Get rid of him, suggested Clodd.

Get rid of him?

Get him away! Dont have him in and out of the office all day long-looking at her with those collie-dog eyes of his, arguing art and poetry with her in that cushat-dove voice of his. Get him clean away — if it isnt too late already.

Nonsense, said Peter, who had turned white, however. Shes not that sort of girl.

Not that sort of girl! Clodd had no patience with Peter Hope, and told him so. Why are there never inkstains on her fingers now? There used to be. Why does she always keep a lemon in her drawer? When did she last have her hair cut? Ill tell you if you care to know — the week before he came, five months ago. She used to have it cut once a fortnight: said it tickled her neck. Why does she jump on people when they call her Tommy and tell them that her name is Jane? It never used to be Jane. Maybe when youre a bit older youll begin to notice things for yourself.

Clodd jammed his hat on his head and flung himself down the stairs.

Peter, slipping out a minute later, bought himself an ounce of snuff.

Fiddle-de-dee! said Peter as he helped himself to his thirteenth pinch. Dont believe it. Ill sound her. I shant say a word — Ill just sound her.

Peter stood with his back to the fire. Tommy sat at her desk, correcting proofs of a fanciful story: The Man Without a Past.

I shall miss him, said Peter; I know I shall.

Miss whom? demanded Tommy.

Danvers, sighed Peter. It always happens so. You get friendly with a man; then he goes away — abroad, back to America, Lord knows where. You never see him again.

Tommy looked up. There was trouble in her face.

How do you spell harassed? questioned Tommy! two rs or one.

One r, Peter informed her, two ss.

I thought so. The trouble passed from Tommys face.

You dont ask when hes going, you dont ask where hes going, complained Peter. You dont seem to be interested in the least.

I was going to ask, so soon as I had finished correcting this sheet, explained Tommy. What reason does he give?

Peter had crossed over and was standing where he could see her face illumined by the lamplight.

It doesnt upset you — the thought of his going away, of your never seeing him again?

Why should it? Tommy answered his searching gaze with a slightly puzzled look. Of course, Im sorry. He was becoming useful. But we couldnt expect him to stop with us always, could we?

Peter, rubbing his hands, broke into a chuckle. I told him twas all fiddlesticks. Clodd, he would have it you were growing to care for the fellow.

For Dick Danvers? Tommy laughed. Whatever put that into his head?

Oh, well, there were one or two little things that we had noticed.

We?

I mean that Clodd had noticed.

Im glad it was Clodd that noticed them, not you, dad, thought Tommy to herself. Theyd have been pretty obvious if you had noticed them.

It naturally made me anxious, confessed Peter. You see, we know absolutely nothing of the fellow.

Absolutely nothing, agreed Tommy.

He may be a man of the highest integrity. Personally, I think he is. I like him. On the other hand, he may be a thorough-paced scoundrel. I dont believe for a moment that he is, but he may be. Impossible to say.

Quite impossible, agreed Tommy.

Considered merely as a journalist, it doesnt matter. He writes well. He has brains. Theres an end of it.

He is very painstaking, agreed Tommy.

Personally, added Peter, I like the fellow. Tommy had returned to her work.

Of what use was Peter in a crisis of this kind? Peter couldnt scold. Peter couldnt bully. The only person to talk to Tommy as Tommy knew she needed to be talked to was one Jane, a young woman of dignity with sense of the proprieties.

I do hope that at least you are feeling ashamed of yourself, remarked Jane to Tommy that same night, as the twain sat together in their little bedroom.

Done nothing to be ashamed of, growled Tommy.

Making a fool of yourself openly, for everybody to notice.

Clodd aint everybody. Hes got eyes at the back of his head. Sees things before they happen.

Wheres your womans pride: falling in love with a man who has never spoken to you, except in terms of the most ordinary courtesy.

Im not in love with him.

A man about whom you know absolutely nothing.

Not in love with him.

Where does he come from? Who is he?

I dont know, dont care; nothing to do with me.

Just because of his soft eyes, and his wheedling voice, and that half-caressing, half-devotional manner of his. Do you imagine he keeps it specially for you? I gave you credit for more sense.

Im not in love with him, I tell you. Hes down on his luck, and Im sorry for him, thats all.

And if he is, whose fault was it, do you think?

It doesnt matter. We are none of us saints. Hes trying to pull himself together, and I respect him for it. Its our duty to be charitable and kind to one another in this world!

Oh, well, Ill tell you how you can be kind to him: by pointing out to him that he is wasting his time. With his talents, now that he knows his business, he could be on the staff of some big paper, earning a good income. Put it nicely to him, but be firm. Insist on his going. That will be showing true kindness to him — and to yourself, too, Im thinking, my dear.

And Tommy understood and appreciated the sound good sense underlying Janes advice, and the very next day but one, seizing the first opportunity, acted upon it; and all would have gone as contemplated if only Dick Danvers had sat still and listened, as it had been arranged in Tommys programme that he should.

But I dont want to go, said Dick.

But you ought to want to go. Staying here with us you are doing yourself no good.

He rose and came to where she stood with one foot upon the fender, looking down into the fire. His doing this disconcerted her. So long as he remained seated at the other end of the room, she was the sub-editor, counselling the staff for its own good. Now that she could not raise her eyes without encountering his, she felt painfully conscious of being nothing more important than a little woman who was trembling.

It is doing me all the good in the world, he told her, being near to you.

Oh, please do sit down again, she urged him. I can talk to you so much better when youre sitting down.

But he would not do anything he should have done that day. Instead he took her hands in his, and would not let them go; and the reason and the will went out of her, leaving her helpless.

Let me be with you always, he pleaded. It means the difference between light and darkness to me. You have done so much for me. Will you not finish your work? Will you not trust me? It is no hot passion that can pass away, my love for you. It springs from all that is best in me — from the part of me that is wholesome and joyous and strong, the part of me that belongs to you.

Releasing her, he turned away.

The other part of me — the blackguard — it is dead, dear, — dead and buried. I did not know I was a blackguard, I thought myself a fine fellow, till one day it came home to me. Suddenly I saw myself as I really was. And the sight of the thing frightened me and I ran away from it. I said to myself I would begin life afresh, in a new country, free of every tie that could bind me to the past. It would mean poverty — privation, maybe, in the beginning. What of that? The struggle would brace me. It would be good sport. Ah, well, you can guess the result: the awakening to the cold facts, the reaction of feeling. In what way was I worse than other men? Who was I, to play the prig in a world where others were laughing and dining? I had tramped your city till my boots were worn into holes. I had but to abandon my quixotic ideals — return to where shame lay waiting for me, to be welcomed with the fatted calf. It would have ended so had I not chanced to pass by your door that afternoon and hear you strumming on the piano.

So Billy was right, after all, thought Tommy to herself, the piano does help.

It was so incongruous — a piano in Crane Court — I looked to see where the noise came from. I read the name of the paper on the doorpost. It will be my last chance, I said to myself. This shall decide it.

He came back to her. She had not moved. I am not afraid to tell you all this. You are so big-hearted, so human; you will understand, you can forgive. It is all past. Loving you tells a man that he has done with evil. Will you not trust me?

She put her hands in his. I am trusting you, she said, with all my life. Dont make a muddle of it, dear, if you can help it.

It was an odd wooing, as Tommy laughingly told herself when she came to think it over in her room that night. But that is how it shaped itself.

What troubled her most was that he had not been quite frank with Peter, so that Peter had to defend her against herself.

I attacked you so suddenly, explained Peter, you had not time to think. You acted from instinct. A woman seeks to hide her love even from herself.

I expect, after all, I am more of a girl than a boy, feared Tommy: I seem to have so many womanish failings.

Peter took himself into quite places and trained himself to face the fact that another would be more to her than he had ever been, and Clodd went about his work like a bear with a sore head; but they neither of them need have troubled themselves so much. The marriage did not take place till nearly fifteen years had passed away, and much water had to flow beneath old London Bridge before that day.

The past is not easily got rid of. A tale was once written of a woman who killed her babe and buried it in a lonely wood, and later stole back in the night and saw there, white in the moonlight, a childs hand calling through the earth, and buried it again and yet again; but always that white baby hand called upwards through the earth, trample it down as she would. Tommy read the story one evening in an old miscellany, and sat long before the dead fire, the book open on her lap, and shivered; for now she knew the fear that had been haunting her.

Tommy lived expecting her. She came one night when Tommy was alone, working late in the office. Tommy knew her the moment she entered the door, a handsome woman, with snake-like, rustling skirts. She closed the door behind her, and drawing forward a chair, seated herself the other side of the desk, and the two looked long and anxiously at one another.

They told me I should find you here alone, said the woman. It is better, is it not?

Yes, said Tommy, it is better.

Tell me, said the woman, are you very much in love with him?

Why should I tell you?

Because, if not — if you have merely accepted him thinking him a good catch — which he isnt, my dear; hasnt a penny to bless himself with, and never will if he marries you — why, then the matter is soon settled. They tell me you are a business-like young lady, and I am prepared to make a business-like proposition.

There was no answer. The woman shrugged her shoulders.

If, on the other hand, you are that absurd creature, a young girl in love — why, then, I suppose we shall have to fight for him.

It would be more sporting, would it not? suggested Tommy.

Let me explain before you decide, continued the woman. Dick Danvers left me six months ago, and has kept from me ever since, because he loved me.

It sounds a curious reason.

I was a married woman when Dick Danvers and I first met. Since he left me — for my sake and his own — I have received information of my husbands death.

And does Dick — does he know? asked the girl.

Not yet. I have only lately learnt the news myself.

Then if it is as you say, when he knows he will go back to you.

There are difficulties in the way.

What difficulties?

My dear, this. To try and forget me, he has been making love to you. Men do these things. I merely ask you to convince yourself of the truth. Go away for six months — disappear entirely. Leave him free — uninfluenced. If he loves you — if it be not merely a sense of honour that binds him — you will find him here on your return. If not — if in the interval I have succeeded in running off with him, well, is not the two or three thousand pounds I am prepared to put into this paper of yours a fair price for such a lover?

Tommy rose with a laugh of genuine amusement. She could never altogether put aside her sense of humour, let Fate come with what terrifying face it would.

You may have him for nothing — if he is that man, the girl told her; he shall be free to choose between us.

You mean you will release him from his engagement?

That is what I mean.

Why not take my offer? You know the money is needed. It will save your father years of anxiety and struggle. Go away — travel, for a couple of months, if youre afraid of the six. Write him that you must be alone, to think things over.

The girl turned upon her.

And leave you a free field to lie and trick?

The woman, too, had risen. Do you think he really cares for you? At the moment you interest him. At nineteen every woman is a mystery. When the mood is past — and do you know how long a mans mood lasts, you poor chit? Till he has caught what he is running after, and has tasted it — then he will think not of what he has won, but of what he has lost: of the society from which he has cut himself adrift; of all the old pleasures and pursuits he can no longer enjoy; of the luxuries — necessities to a man of his stamp — that marriage with you has deprived him of. Then your face will be a perpetual reminder to him of what he has paid for it, and he will curse it every time he sees it.

You dont know him, the girl cried. You know just a part of him — the part you would know. All the rest of him is a good man, that would rather his self-respect than all the luxuries you mention — you included.

It seems to resolve itself into what manner of man he is, laughed the woman.

The girl looked at her watch. He will be here shortly; he shall tell us himself.

How do you mean?

That here, between the two of us, he shall decide — this very night. She showed her white face to the woman. Do you think I could live through a second day like to this?

The scene would be ridiculous.

There will be none here to enjoy the humour of it.

He will not understand.

Oh, yes, he will, the girl laughed. Come, you have all the advantages; you are rich, you are clever; you belong to his class. If he elects to stop with me, it will be because he is my man — mine. Are you afraid?

The woman shivered. She wrapped her fur cloak about her closer and sat down again, and Tommy returned to her proofs. It was press-night, and there was much to be done.

He came a little later, though how long the time may have seemed to the two women one cannot say. They heard his footstep on the stair. The woman rose and went forward, so that when he opened the door she was the first he saw. But he made no sign. Possibly he had been schooling himself for this moment, knowing that sooner or later it must come. The woman held out her hand to him with a smile.

I have not the honour, he said.

The smile died from her face. I do not understand, she said.

I have not the honour, he repeated. I do not know you.

The girl was leaning with her back against the desk in a somewhat mannish attitude. He stood between them. It will always remain Lifes chief comic success: the man between two women. The situation has amused the world for so many years. Yet, somehow, he contrived to maintain a certain dignity.

Maybe, he continued, you are confounding me with a Dick Danvers who lived in New York up to a few months ago. I knew him well — a worthless scamp you had done better never to have met.

You bear a wonderful resemblance to him, laughed the woman.

The poor fool is dead, he answered. And he left for you, my dear lady, this dying message: that, from the bottom of his soul, he was sorry for the wrong he had done you. He asked you to forgive him — and forget him.

The year appears to be opening unfortunately for me, said the woman. First my lover, then my husband.

He had nerved himself to fight the living. This was a blow from the dead. The man had been his friend.

Dead?

He was killed, it appears, in that last expedition in July, answered the woman. I received the news from the Foreign Office only a fortnight ago.

An ugly look came into his eyes — the look of a cornered creature fighting for its life. Why have you followed me here? Why do I find you here alone with her? What have you told her?

The woman shrugged her shoulders. Only the truth.

All the truth? he demanded—all? Ah! be just. Tell her it was not all my fault. Tell her all the truth.

What would you have me tell her? That I played Potiphars wife to your Joseph?

Ah, no! The truth — only the truth. That you and I were a pair of idle fools with the devil dancing round us. That we played a fools game, and that it is over.

Is it over? Dick, is it over? She flung her arms towards him; but he threw her from him almost brutally. The man is dead, I tell you. His folly and his sin lie dead with him. I have nothing to do with you, nor you with me.

Dick! she whispered. Dick, cannot you understand? I must speak with you alone.

But they did not understand, neither the man nor the child.

Dick, are you really dead? she cried. Have you no pity for me? Do you think that I have followed you here to grovel at your feet for mere whim? Am I acting like a woman sane and sound? Dont you see that I am mad, and why I am mad? Must I tell you before her? Dick— She staggered towards him, and the fine cloak slipped from her shoulders; and then it was that Tommy changed from a child into a woman, and raised the other woman from the ground with crooning words of encouragement such as mothers use, and led her to the inner room. Do not go, she said, turning to Dick; I shall be back in a few minutes.

He crossed to one of the windows against which beat the Citys roar, and it seemed to him as the throb of passing footsteps beating down through the darkness to where he lay in his grave.

She re-entered, closing the door softly behind her. It is true? she asked.

It can be. I had not thought of it.

They spoke in low, matter-of-fact tones, as people do who have grown weary of their own emotions.

When did he go away — her husband?

About — it is February now, is it not? About eighteen months ago.

And died just eight months ago. Rather conveniently, poor fellow.

Yes, Im glad he is dead — poor Lawrence.

What is the shortest time in which a marriage can be arranged?

I do not know, he answered listlessly. I do not intend to marry her.

You would leave her to bear it alone?

It is not as if she were a poor woman. You can do anything with money.

It will not mend reputation. Her position in society is everything to that class of woman.

My marrying her now, he pointed out, would not save her.

Practically speaking it would, the girl pleaded. The world does not go out of its way to find out things it does not want to know. Marry her as quietly as possible and travel for a year or two.

Why should I? Ah! it is easy enough to call a man a coward for defending himself against a woman. What is he to do when he is fighting for his life? Men do not sin with good women.

There is the child to be considered, she urged—your child. You see, dear, we all do wrong sometimes. We must not let others suffer for our fault more — more than we can help.

He turned to her for the first time. And you?

I? Oh, I shall cry for a little while, but later on I shall laugh, as often. Life is not all love. I have my work.

He knew her well by this time. And also it came to him that it would be a finer thing to be worthy of her than even to possess her.

So he did her bidding and went out with the other woman. Tommy was glad it was press-night. She would not be able to think for hours to come, and then, perhaps, she would be feeling too tired. Work can be very kind.

Were this an artistic story, here, of course, one would write Finis. But in the workaday world one never knows the ending till it comes. Had it been otherwise, I doubt I could have found courage to tell you this story of Tommy. It is not all true — at least, I do not suppose so. One drifts unconsciously a little way into dream-land when one sits oneself down to recall the happenings of long ago; while Fancy, with a sly wink, whispers ever and again to Memory: Let me tell this incident — picture that scene: I can make it so much more interesting than you would. But Tommy — how can I put it without saying too much: there is someone I think of when I speak of her? To remember only her dear wounds, and not the healing of them, would have been a task too painful. I love to dwell on their next meeting. Flipp, passing him on the steps, did not know him, the tall, sunburnt gentleman with the sweet, grave-faced little girl.

Seen that face somewhere before, mused Flipp, as at the corner of Bedford Street he climbed into a hansom, seen it somewhere on a thinner man.

For Dick Danvers, that he did not recognise Flipp, there was more excuse. A very old young man had Flipp become at thirty. Flipp no longer enjoyed popular journalism. He produced it.

The gold-bound doorkeeper feared the mighty Clodd would be unable to see so insignificant an atom as an unappointed stranger, but would let the card of Mr. Richard Danvers plead for itself. To the gold-bound keepers surprise came down the message that Mr. Danvers was to be at once shown up.

I thought, somehow, you would come to me first, said the portly Clodd, advancing with out-stretched hand. And this is — ?

My little girl, Honor. We have been travelling for the last few months.

Clodd took the grave, small face between his big, rough hands:

Yes. She is like you. But looks as if she were going to have more sense. Forgive me, I knew your father my dear, laughed Clodd; when he was younger.

They lit their cigars and talked.

Well, not exactly dead; we amalgamated it, winked Clodd in answer to Danvers inquiry. It was just a trifle too high-class. Besides, the old gentleman was not getting younger. It hurt him a little at first. But then came Tommys great success, and that has reconciled him to all things. Do they know you are in England?

No, explained Danvers; we arrived only last night.

Clodd called directions down the speaking-tube.

You will find hardly any change in her. One still has to keep ones eye upon her chin. She has not even lost her old habit of taking stock of people. You remember. Clodd laughed.

They talked a little longer, till there came a whistle, and Clodd put his ear to the tube.

I have to see her on business, said Clodd, rising; you may as well come with me. They are still in the old place, Gough Square.

Tommy was out, but Peter was expecting her every minute.

Peter did not know Dick, but would not admit it. Forgetfulness was a sign of age, and Peter still felt young.

I know your face quite well, said Peter; cant put a name to it, thats all.

Clodd whispered it to him, together with information bringing history up to date. And then light fell upon the old lined face. He came towards Dick, meaning to take him by both hands, but, perhaps because he had become somewhat feeble, he seemed glad when the younger man put his arms around him and held him for a moment. It was un-English, and both of them felt a little ashamed of themselves afterwards.

What we want, said Clodd, addressing Peter, we three — you, I, and Miss Danvers — is tea and cakes, with cream in them; and I know a shop where they sell them. We will call back for your father in half an hour. Clodd explained to Miss Danvers; he has to talk over a matter of business with Miss Hope.

I know, answered the grave-faced little person. She drew Dicks face down to hers and kissed it. And then the three went out together, leaving Dick standing by the window.

Couldnt we hide somewhere till she comes? suggested Miss Danvers. I want to see her.

So they waited in the open doorway of a near printing-house till Tommy drove up. Both Peter and Clodd watched the childs face with some anxiety. She nodded gravely to herself three times, then slipped her hand into Peters.

Tommy opened the door with her latchkey and passed in.
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This novel was published in 1909 and is a humorous account of a hapless family who find rural life to be more than they bargained for after they decide to move from the town to the countryside. Jeromes first biographer, Alfred Moss, described the novel as a cheerful companion to take with you when you go for a holiday to get cured of the hump, explaining how it was popular with the soldiers in France during the First World War.
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CHAPTER I
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IT IS NOT a large house, I said. We dont want a large house. Two spare bedrooms, and the little three-cornered place you see marked there on the plan, next to the bathroom, and which will just do for a bachelor, will be all we shall require — at all events, for the present. Later on, if I ever get rich, we can throw out a wing. The kitchen I shall have to break to your mother gently. Whatever the original architect could have been thinking of—

Never mind the kitchen, said Dick: what about the billiard-room?

The way children nowadays will interrupt a parent is nothing short of a national disgrace. I also wish Dick would not sit on the table, swinging his legs. It is not respectful. Why, when I was a boy, as I said to him, I should as soon have thought of sitting on a table, interrupting my father—

Whats this thing in the middle of the hall, that looks like a grating? demanded Robina.

She means the stairs, explained Dick.

Then why dont they look like stairs? commented Robina.

They do, replied Dick, to people with sense.

They dont, persisted Robina, they look like a grating. Robina, with the plan spread out across her knee, was sitting balanced on the arm of an easy-chair. Really, I hardly see the use of buying chairs for these people. Nobody seems to know what they are for — except it be one or another of the dogs. Perches are all they want.

If we threw the drawing-room into the hall and could do away with the stairs, thought Robina, we should be able to give a dance now and then.

Perhaps, I suggested, you would like to clear out the house altogether, leaving nothing but the four bare walls. That would give us still more room, that would. For just living in, we could fix up a shed in the garden; or—

Im talking seriously, said Robina: whats the good of a drawing-room? One only wants it to show the sort of people into that one wishes hadnt come. Theyd sit about, looking miserable, just as well anywhere else. If we could only get rid of the stairs—

Oh, of course! we could get rid of the stairs, I agreed. It would be a bit awkward at first, when we wanted to go to bed. But I daresay we should get used to it. We could have a ladder and climb up to our rooms through the windows. Or we might adopt the Norwegian method and have the stairs outside.

I wish you would be sensible, said Robin.

I am trying to be, I explained; and I am also trying to put a little sense into you. At present you are crazy about dancing. If you had your way, you would turn the house into a dancing-saloon with primitive sleeping-accommodation attached. It will last six months, your dancing craze. Then you will want the house transformed into a swimming-bath, or a skating-rink, or cleared out for hockey. My idea may be conventional. I dont expect you to sympathise with it. My notion is just an ordinary Christian house, not a gymnasium. There are going to be bedrooms in this house, and theres going to be a staircase leading to them. It may strike you as sordid, but there is also going to be a kitchen: though why when building the house they should have put the kitchen — 

Dont forget the billiard-room, said Dick.

If you thought more of your future career and less about billiards, Robin pointed out to him, perhaps youd get through your Little-go in the course of the next few years. If Pa only had sense — I mean if he wasnt so absurdly indulgent wherever you are concerned, he would not have a billiard-table in the house.

You talk like that, retorted Dick, merely because you cant play.

I can beat you, anyhow, retorted Robin.

Once, admitted Dick—once in six weeks.

Twice, corrected Robin.

You dont play, Dick explained to her; you just whack round and trust to Providence.

I dont whack round, said Robin; I always aim at something. When you try and it doesnt come off, you say its hard luck; and when I try and it does come off, you say its fluking. So like a man.

You both of you, I said, attach too much importance to the score. When you try for a cannon off the white and hit it on the wrong side and send it into a pocket, and your own ball travels on and makes a losing hazard off the red, instead of being vexed with yourselves—

If you get a really good table, governor, said Dick, Ill teach you billiards.

I do believe Dick really thinks he can play. It is the same with golf. Beginners are invariably lucky. I think I shall like it, they tell you; I seem to have the game in me, if you understand.

There is a friend of mine, an old sea-captain. He is the sort of man that when the three balls are lying in a straight line, tucked up under the cushion, looks pleased; because then he knows he can make a cannon and leave the red just where he wants it. An Irish youngster named Malooney, a college chum of Dicks, was staying with us; and the afternoon being wet, the Captain said he would explain it to Malooney, how a young man might practise billiards without any danger of cutting the cloth. He taught him how to hold the cue, and he told him how to make a bridge. Malooney was grateful, and worked for about an hour. He did not show much promise. He is a powerfully built young man, and he didnt seem able to get it into his head that he wasnt playing cricket. Whenever he hit a little low the result was generally lost ball. To save time — and damage to furniture — Dick and I fielded for him. Dick stood at long-stop, and I was short slip. It was dangerous work, however, and when Dick had caught him out twice running, we agreed that we had won, and took him in to tea. In the evening — none of the rest of us being keen to try our luck a second time — the Captain said, that just for the joke of the thing he would give Malooney eighty-five and play him a hundred up. To confess the truth, I find no particular fun myself in playing billiards with the Captain. The game consists, as far as I am concerned, in walking round the table, throwing him back the balls, and saying Good! By the time my turn comes I dont seem to care what happens: everything seems against me. He is a kind old gentleman and he means well, but the tone in which he says Hard lines! whenever I miss an easy stroke irritates me. I feel Id like to throw the balls at his head and fling the table out of window. I suppose it is that I am in a fretful state of mind, but the mere way in which he chalks his cue aggravates me. He carries his own chalk in his waistcoat pocket — as if our chalk wasnt good enough for him — and when he has finished chalking, he smooths the tip round with his finger and thumb and taps the cue against the table. Oh! go on with the game, I want to say to him; dont be so full of tricks.



The Captain led off with a miss in baulk. Malooney gripped his cue, drew in a deep breath, and let fly. The result was ten: a cannon and all three balls in the same pocket. As a matter of fact he made the cannon twice; but the second time, as we explained to him, of course did not count.

Good beginning! said the Captain.

Malooney seemed pleased with himself, and took off his coat.

Malooneys ball missed the red on its first journey up the table by about a foot, but found it later on and sent it into a pocket.

Ninety-nine plays nothing, said Dick, who was marking. Better make it a hundred and fifty, hadnt we, Captain?

Well, Id like to get in a shot, said the Captain, before the game is over. Perhaps we had better make it a hundred and fifty, if Mr. Malooney has no objection.

Whatever you think right, sir, said Rory Malooney.

Malooney finished his break for twenty-two, leaving himself hanging over the middle pocket and the red tucked up in baulk.

Nothing plays a hundred and eight, said Dick.

When I want the score, said the Captain, Ill ask for it.

Beg pardon, sir, said Dick.

I hate a noisy game, said the Captain.

The Captain, making up his mind without much waste of time, sent his ball under the cushion, six inches outside baulk.

What will I do here? asked Malooney.

I dont know what you will do, said the Captain; Im waiting to see.

Owing to the position of the ball, Malooney was unable to employ his whole strength. All he did that turn was to pocket the Captains ball and leave himself under the bottom cushion, four inches from the red. The Captain said a nautical word, and gave another miss. Malooney squared up to the balls for the third time. They flew before him, panic-stricken. They banged against one another, came back and hit one another again for no reason whatever. The red, in particular, Malooney had succeeded apparently in frightening out of its wits. It is a stupid ball, generally speaking, our red — its one idea to get under a cushion and watch the game. With Malooney it soon found it was safe nowhere on the table. Its only hope was pockets. I may have been mistaken, my eye may have been deceived by the rapidity of the play, but it seemed to me that the red never waited to be hit. When it saw Malooneys ball coming for it at the rate of forty miles an hour, it just made for the nearest pocket. It rushed round the table looking for pockets. If in its excitement, it passed an empty pocket, it turned back and crawled in. There were times when in its terror it jumped the table and took shelter under the sofa or behind the sideboard. One began to feel sorry for the red.

The Captain had scored a legitimate thirty-eight, and Malooney had given him twenty-four, when it really seemed as if the Captains chance had come. I could have scored myself as the balls were then.

Sixty-two plays one hundred and twenty-eight. Now then, Captain, game in your hands, said Dick.

We gathered round. The children left their play. It was a pretty picture: the bright young faces, eager with expectation, the old worn veteran squinting down his cue, as if afraid that watching Malooneys play might have given it the squirms.

Now follow this, I whispered to Malooney. Dont notice merely what he does, but try and understand why he does it. Any fool — after a little practice, that is — can hit a ball. But why do you hit it? What happens after youve hit it? What—

Hush, said Dick.

The Captain drew his cue back and gently pushed it forward.

Pretty stroke, I whispered to Malooney; now, thats the sort—

I offer, by way of explanation, that the Captain by this time was probably too full of bottled-up language to be master of his nerves. The ball travelled slowly past the red. Dick said afterwards that you couldnt have put so much as a sheet of paper between them. It comforts a man, sometimes, when you tell him this; and at other times it only makes him madder. It travelled on and passed the white — you could have put quite a lot of paper between it and the white — and dropped with a contented thud into the top left-hand pocket.

Why does he do that? Malooney whispered. Malooney has a singularly hearty whisper.

Dick and I got the women and children out of the room as quickly as we could, but of course Veronica managed to tumble over something on the way — Veronica would find something to tumble over in the desert of Sahara; and a few days later I overheard expressions, scorching their way through the nursery door, that made my hair rise up. I entered, and found Veronica standing on the table. Jumbo was sitting upon the music-stool. The poor dog himself was looking scared, though he must have heard a bit of language in his time, one way and another.

Veronica, I said, are you not ashamed of yourself? You wicked child, how dare you—

Its all right, said Veronica. I dont really mean any harm. Hes a sailor, and I have to talk to him like that, else he dont know hes being talked to.

I pay hard-working, conscientious ladies to teach this child things right and proper for her to know. They tell her clever things that Julius Cæsar said; observations made by Marcus Aurelius that, pondered over, might help her to become a beautiful character. She complains that it produces a strange buzzy feeling in her head; and her mother argues that perhaps her brain is of the creative order, not intended to remember much — thinks that perhaps she is going to be something. A good round-dozen oaths the Captain must have let fly before Dick and I succeeded in rolling her out of the room. She had only heard them once, yet, so far as I could judge, she had got them letter perfect.

The Captain, now no longer under the necessity of employing all his energies to suppress his natural instincts, gradually recovered form, and eventually the game stood at one hundred and forty-nine all, Malooney to play. The Captain had left the balls in a position that would have disheartened any other opponent than Malooney. To any other opponent than Malooney the Captain would have offered irritating sympathy. Afraid the balls are not rolling well for you to-night, the Captain would have said; or, Sorry, sir, I dont seem to have left you very much. To-night the Captain wasnt feeling playful.

Well, if he scores off that! said Dick.

Short of locking up the balls and turning out the lights, I dont myself see how one is going to stop him, sighed the Captain.

The Captains ball was in hand. Malooney went for the red and hit — perhaps it would be more correct to say, frightened — it into a pocket. Malooneys ball, with the table to itself, then gave a solo performance, and ended up by breaking a window. It was what the lawyers call a nice point. What was the effect upon the score?

Malooney argued that, seeing he had pocketed the red before his own ball left the table, his three should be counted first, and that therefore he had won. Dick maintained that a ball that had ended up in a flower-bed couldnt be deemed to have scored anything. The Captain declined to assist. He said that, although he had been playing billiards for upwards of forty years, the incident was new to him. My own feeling was that of thankfulness that we had got through the game without anybody being really injured. We agreed that the person to decide the point would be the editor of The Field.

It remains still undecided. The Captain came into my study the next morning. He said: If you havent written that letter to The Field, dont mention my name. They know me on The Field. I would rather it did not get about that I have been playing with a man who cannot keep his ball within the four walls of a billiard-room.

Well, I answered, I know most of the fellows on The Field myself. They dont often get hold of anything novel in the way of a story. When they do, they are apt to harp upon it. My idea was to keep my own name out of it altogether.

It is not a point likely to crop up often, said the Captain. Id let it rest if I were you.

I should like to have had it settled. In the end, I wrote the editor a careful letter, in a disguised hand, giving a false name and address. But if any answer ever appeared I must have missed it.

Myself I have a sort of consciousness that somewhere inside me there is quite a good player, if only I could persuade him to come out. He is shy, that is all. He does not seem able to play when people are looking on. The shots he misses when people are looking on would give you a wrong idea of him. When nobody is about, a prettier game you do not often see. If some folks who fancy themselves could see me when there is nobody about, it might take the conceit out of them. Only once I played up to what I feel is my real form, and then it led to argument. I was staying at an hotel in Switzerland, and the second evening a pleasant-spoken young fellow, who said he had read all my books — later, he appeared surprised on learning I had written more than two — asked me if I would care to play a hundred up. We played even, and I paid for the table. The next evening he said he thought it would make a better game if he gave me forty and I broke. It was a fairly close finish, and afterwards he suggested that I should put down my name for the handicap they were arranging.

I am afraid, I answered, that I hardly play well enough. Just a quiet game with you is one thing; but in a handicap with a crowd looking on—

I should not let that trouble you, he said; there are some here who play worse than you — just one or two. It passes the evening.

It was merely a friendly affair. I paid my twenty marks, and was given plus a hundred. I drew for my first game a chatty type of man, who started minus twenty. We neither of us did much for the first five minutes, and then I made a break of forty-four.

There was not a fluke in it from beginning to end. I was never more astonished in my life. It seemed to me it was the cue was doing it.

Minus Twenty was even more astonished. I heard him as I passed:

Who handicapped this man? he asked.

I did, said the pleasant-spoken youngster.

Oh, said Minus Twenty—friend of yours, I presume?

There are evenings that seem to belong to you. We finished that two hundred and fifty under the three-quarters of an hour. I explained to Minus Twenty — he was plus sixty-three at the end — that my play that night had been exceptional. He said that he had heard of cases similar. I left him talking volubly to the committee. He was not a nice man at all.

After that I did not care to win; and that of course was fatal. The less I tried, the more impossible it seemed for me to do wrong. I was left in at the last with a man from another hotel. But for that I am convinced I should have carried off the handicap. Our hotel didnt, anyhow, want the other hotel to win. So they gathered round me, and offered me sound advice, and begged me to be careful; with the natural result that I went back to my usual form quite suddenly.

Never before or since have I played as I played that week. But it showed me what I could do. I shall get a new table, with proper pockets this time. There is something wrong about our pockets. The balls go into them and then come out again. You would think they had seen something there to frighten them. They come out trembling and hold on to the cushion.

I shall also get a new red ball. I fancy it must be a very old ball, our red. It seems to me to be always tired.

The billiard-room, I said to Dick, I see my way to easily enough. Adding another ten feet to what is now the dairy will give us twenty-eight by twenty. I am hopeful that will be sufficient even for your friend Malooney. The drawing-room is too small to be of any use. I may decide — as Robina has suggested — to throw it into the hall. But the stairs will remain. For dancing, private theatricals — things to keep you children out of mischief — I have an idea I will explain to you later on. The kitchen—

Can I have a room to myself? asked Veronica.

Veronica was sitting on the floor, staring into the fire, her chin supported by her hand. Veronica, in those rare moments when she is resting from her troubles, wears a holy, far-away expression apt to mislead the stranger. Governesses, new to her, have their doubts whether on these occasions they are justified in dragging her back to discuss mere dates and tables. Poets who are friends of mine, coming unexpectedly upon Veronica standing by the window, gazing upward at the evening star, have thought it was a vision, until they got closer and found that she was sucking peppermints.

I should so like to have a room all to myself, added Veronica.

It would be a room! commented Robin.

It wouldnt have your hairpins sticking up all over the bed, anyhow, murmured Veronica dreamily.

I like that! said Robin; why—

Youre harder than I am, said Veronica.

I should wish you to have a room, Veronica, I said. My fear is that in place of one untidy bedroom in the house — a room that makes me shudder every time I see it through the open door; and the door, in spite of all I can say, generally is wide open—

Im not untidy, said Robin, not really. I know where everything is in the dark — if people would only leave them alone.

You are. Youre about the most untidy girl I know, said Dick.

Im not, said Robin; you dont see other girls rooms. Look at yours at Cambridge. Malooney told us youd had a fire, and we all believed him at first.

When a mans working— said Dick.

He must have an orderly place to work in, suggested Robin.

Dick sighed. Its never any good talking to you, said Dick. You dont even see your own faults.

I can, said Robin; I see them more than anyone. All I claim is justice.

Show me, Veronica, I said, that you are worthy to possess a room. At present you appear to regard the whole house as your room. I find your gaiters on the croquet lawn. A portion of your costume — an article that anyone possessed of the true feelings of a lady would desire to keep hidden from the world — is discovered waving from the staircase window.

I put it out to be mended, explained Veronica.

You opened the door and flung it out. I told you of it at the time, said Robin. You do the same with your boots.

You are too high-spirited for your size, explained Dick to her. Try to be less dashing.

I could also wish, Veronica, I continued, that you shed your back comb less easily, or at least that you knew when you had shed it. As for your gloves — well, hunting your gloves has come to be our leading winter sport.

People look in such funny places for them, said Veronica.

Granted. But be just, Veronica, I pleaded. Admit that it is in funny places we occasionally find them. When looking for your things one learns, Veronica, never to despair. So long as there remains a corner unexplored inside or outside the house, within the half-mile radius, hope need not be abandoned.

Veronica was still gazing dreamily into the fire.

I suppose, said Veronica, its reditty.

Its what? I said.

She means heredity, suggested Dick—cheeky young beggar! I wonder you let her talk to you the way she does.

Besides, added Robin, as I am always explaining to you, Pa is a literary man. With him it is part of his temperament.

Its hard on us children, said Veronica.

We were all agreed — with the exception of Veronica — that it was time Veronica went to bed. As chairman I took it upon myself to closure the debate.


CHAPTER II
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DO YOU MEAN, Governor, that you have actually bought the house? demanded Dick, or are we only talking about it?

This time, Dick, I answered, I have done it.

Dick looked serious. Is it what you wanted? he asked.

No, Dick, I replied, it is not what I wanted. I wanted an old-fashioned, picturesque, rambling sort of a place, all gables and ivy and oriel windows.

You are mixing things up, Dick interrupted, gables and oriel windows dont go together.

I beg your pardon, Dick, I corrected him, in the house I wanted, they do. It is the style of house you find in the Christmas number. I have never seen it anywhere else, but I took a fancy to it from the first. It is not too far from the church, and it lights up well at night. One of these days, I used to say to myself when a boy, Ill be a clever man and live in a house just like that. It was my dream.

And what is this place like? demanded Robin, this place you have bought.

The agent, I explained, claims for it that it is capable of improvement. I asked him to what school of architecture he would say it belonged; he said he thought that it must have been a local school, and pointed out — what seems to be the truth — that nowadays they do not build such houses.

Near to the river? demanded Dick.

Well, by the road, I answered, I daresay it may be a couple of miles.

And by the shortest way? questioned Dick.

That is the shortest way, I explained; theres a prettier way through the woods, but that is about three miles and a half.

But we had decided it was to be near the river, said Robin.

We also decided, I replied, that it was to be on sandy soil, with a south-west aspect. Only one thing in this house has a south-west aspect, and thats the back door. I asked the agent about the sand. He advised me, if I wanted it in any quantity, to get an estimate from the Railway Company. I wanted it on a hill. It is on a hill, with a bigger hill in front of it. I didnt want that other hill. I wanted an uninterrupted view of the southern half of England. I wanted to take people out on the step, and cram them with stories about our being able on clear days to see the Bristol Channel. They might not have believed me, but without that hill I could have stuck to it, and they could not have been certain — not dead certain — I was lying.

Personally, I should have liked a house where something had happened. I should have liked, myself, a blood-stain — not a fussy blood-stain, a neat unobtrusive blood-stain that would have been content, most of its time, to remain hidden under the mat, shown only occasionally as a treat to visitors. I had hopes even of a ghost. I dont mean one of those noisy ghosts that doesnt seem to know it is dead. A lady ghost would have been my fancy, a gentle ghost with quiet, pretty ways. This house — well, it is such a sensible-looking house, that is my chief objection to it. It has got an echo. If you go to the end of the garden and shout at it very loudly, it answers you back. This is the only bit of fun you can have with it. Even then it answers you in such a tone you feel it thinks the whole thing silly — is doing it merely to humour you. It is one of those houses that always seems to be thinking of its rates and taxes.

Any reason at all for your having bought it? asked Dick.

Yes, Dick, I answered. We are all of us tired of this suburb. We want to live in the country and be good. To live in the country with any comfort it is necessary to have a house there. This being admitted, it follows we must either build a house or buy one. I would rather not build a house. Talboys built himself a house. You know Talboys. When I first met him, before he started building, he was a cheerful soul with a kindly word for everyone. The builder assures him that in another twenty years, when the colour has had time to tone down, his house will be a picture. At present it makes him bilious, the mere sight of it. Year by year, they tell him, as the dampness wears itself away, he will suffer less and less from rheumatism, ague, and lumbago. He has a hedge round the garden; it is eighteen inches high. To keep the boys out he has put up barbed-wire fencing. But wire fencing affords no real privacy. When the Talboys are taking coffee on the lawn, there is generally a crowd from the village watching them. There are trees in the garden; you know they are trees — there is a label tied to each one telling you what sort of tree it is. For the moment there is a similarity about them. Thirty years hence, Talboys estimates, they will afford him shade and comfort; but by that time he hopes to be dead. I want a house that has got over all its troubles; I dont want to spend the rest of my life bringing up a young and inexperienced house.

But why this particular house? urged Robin, if, as you say, it is not the house you wanted.

Because, my dear girl, I answered, it is less unlike the house I wanted than other houses I have seen. When we are young we make up our minds to try and get what we want; when we have arrived at years of discretion we decide to try and want what we can get. It saves time. During the last two years I have seen about sixty houses, and out of the lot there was only one that was really the house I wanted. Hitherto I have kept the story to myself. Even now, thinking about it irritates me. It was not an agent who told me of it. I met a man by chance in a railway carriage. He had a black eye. If ever I meet him again Ill give him another. He accounted for it by explaining that he had had trouble with a golf ball, and at the time I believed him. I mentioned to him in conversation I was looking for a house. He described this place to me, and it seemed to me hours before the train stopped at a station. When it did I got out and took the next train back. I did not even wait for lunch. I had my bicycle with me, and I went straight there. It was — well, it was the house I wanted. If it had vanished suddenly, and I had found myself in bed, the whole thing would have seemed more reasonable. The proprietor opened the door to me himself. He had the bearing of a retired military man. It was afterwards I learnt he was the proprietor.

I said, Good afternoon; if it is not troubling you, I would like to look over the house. We were standing in the oak-panelled hall. I noticed the carved staircase about which the man in the train had told me, also the Tudor fireplaces. That is all I had time to notice. The next moment I was lying on my back in the middle of the gravel with the door shut. I looked up. I saw the old maniacs head sticking out of a little window. It was an evil face. He had a gun in his hand.

Im going to count twenty, he said. If you are not the other side of the gate by then, I shoot.

I ran over the figures myself on my way to the gate. I made it eighteen.

I had an hour to wait for the train. I talked the matter over with the station-master.

Yes, he said, therell be trouble up there one of these days.

I said, It seems to me to have begun.

He said, Its the Indian sun. It gets into their heads. We have one or two in the neighbourhood. They are quiet enough till something happens.

If Id been two seconds longer, I said, I believe hed have done it.

Its a taking house, said the station-master; not too big and not too little. Its the sort of house people seem to be looking for.

I dont envy, I said, the next person that finds it.

He settled himself down here, said the station-master, about ten years ago. Since then, if one person has offered to take the house off his hands, I suppose a thousand have. At first he would laugh at them good-temperedly — explain to them that his idea was to live there himself, in peace and quietness, till he died. Two out of every three of them would express their willingness to wait for that, and suggest some arrangement by which they might enter into possession, say, a week after the funeral. The last few months it has been worse than ever. I reckon youre about the eighth that has been up there this week, and to-day only Thursday. Theres something to be said, you know, for the old man.

And did he, asked Dick—did he shoot the next party that came along?

Dont be so silly, Dick, said Robin; its a story. Tell us another, Pa.

I dont know what you mean, Robina, by a story, I said. If you mean to imply—

Robina said she didnt; but I know quite well she did. Because I am an author, and have to tell stories for my living, people think I dont know any truth. It is vexing enough to be doubted when one is exaggerating; to have sneers flung at one by ones own kith and kin when one is struggling to confine oneself to bald, bare narrative — well, where is the inducement to be truthful? There are times when I almost say to myself that I will never tell the truth again.

As it happens, I said, the story is true, in many places. I pass over your indifference to the risk I ran; though a nice girl at the point where the gun was mentioned would have expressed alarm. Anyhow, at the end you might have said something more sympathetic than merely, Tell us another. He did not shoot the next party that arrived, for the reason that the very next day his wife, alarmed at what had happened, went up to London and consulted an expert — none too soon, as it turned out. The poor old fellow died six months later in a private lunatic asylum; I had it from the station-master on passing through the junction again this spring. The house fell into the possession of his nephew, who is living in it now. He is a youngish man with a large family, and people have learnt that the place is not for sale. It seems to me rather a sad story. The Indian sun, as the station-master thinks, may have started the trouble; but the end was undoubtedly hastened by the annoyance to which the unfortunate gentleman had been subjected; and I myself might have been shot. The only thing that comforts me is thinking of that fools black eye — the fool that sent me there.

And none of the other houses, suggested Dick, were any good at all?

There were drawbacks, Dick, I explained. There was a house in Essex; it was one of the first your mother and I inspected. I nearly shed tears of joy when I read the advertisement. It had once been a priory. Queen Elizabeth had slept there on her way to Greenwich. A photograph of the house accompanied the advertisement. I should not have believed the thing had it been a picture. It was under twelve miles from Charing Cross. The owner, it was stated, was open to offers.

All humbug, I suppose, suggested Dick.

The advertisement, if anything, I replied, had under-estimated the attractiveness of that house. All I blame the advertisement for is that it did not mention other things. It did not mention, for instance, that since Queen Elizabeths time the neighbourhood had changed. It did not mention that the entrance was between a public-house one side of the gate and a fried-fish shop on the other; that the Great Eastern Railway-Company had established a goods depot at the bottom of the garden; that the drawing-room windows looked out on extensive chemical works, and the dining-room windows, which were round the corner, on a stonemasons yard. The house itself was a dream.

But what is the sense of it? demanded Dick. What do house agents think is the good of it? Do they think people likely to take a house after reading the advertisement without ever going to see it?

I asked an agent once that very question, I replied. He said they did it first and foremost to keep up the spirits of the owner — the man who wanted to sell the house. He said that when a man was trying to part with a house he had to listen to so much abuse of it from people who came to see it that if somebody did not stick up for the house — say all that could be said for it, and gloss over its defects — he would end by becoming so ashamed of it he would want to give it away, or blow it up with dynamite. He said that reading the advertisement in the agents catalogue was the only thing that reconciled him to being the owner of the house. He said one client of his had been trying to sell his house for years — until one day in the office he read by chance the agents description of it. Upon which he went straight home, took down the board, and has lived there contentedly ever since. From that point of view there is reason in the system; but for the house-hunter it works badly.

One agent sent me a days journey to see a house standing in the middle of a brickfield, with a view of the Grand Junction Canal. I asked him where was the river he had mentioned. He explained it was the other side of the canal, but on a lower level; that was the only reason why from the house you couldnt see it. I asked him for his picturesque scenery. He explained it was farther on, round the bend. He seemed to think me unreasonable, expecting to find everything I wanted just outside the front-door. He suggested my shutting out the brickfield — if I didnt like the brickfield — with trees. He suggested the eucalyptus-tree. He said it was a rapid grower. He also told me that it yielded gum.

Another house I travelled down into Dorsetshire to see. It contained, according to the advertisement, perhaps the most perfect specimen of Norman arch extant in Southern England. It was to be found mentioned in Dugdale, and dated from the thirteenth century. I dont quite know what I expected. I argued to myself that there must have been ruffians of only moderate means even in those days. Here and there some robber baron who had struck a poor line of country would have had to be content with a homely little castle. A few such, hidden away in unfrequented districts, had escaped destruction. More civilised descendants had adapted them to later requirements. I had in my mind, before the train reached Dorchester, something between a miniature Tower of London and a mediæval edition of Ann Hathaways cottage at Stratford. I pictured dungeons and a drawbridge, perhaps a secret passage. Lamchick has a secret passage, leading from behind a sort of portrait in the dining-room to the back of the kitchen chimney. They use it for a linen closet. It seems to me a pity. Of course originally it went on farther. The vicar, who is a bit of an antiquarian, believes it comes out somewhere in the churchyard. I tell Lamchick he ought to have it opened up, but his wife doesnt want it touched. She seems to think it just right as it is. I have always had a fancy for a secret passage. I decided I would have the drawbridge repaired and made practicable. Flanked on each side with flowers in tubs, it would have been a novel and picturesque approach.

Was there a drawbridge? asked Dick.

There was no drawbridge, I explained. The entrance to the house was through what the caretaker called the conservatory. It was not the sort of house that goes with a drawbridge.

Then what about the Norman arches? argued Dick.

Not arches, I corrected him; Arch. The Norman arch was downstairs in the kitchen. It was the kitchen, that had been built in the thirteenth century — and had not had much done to it since, apparently. Originally, I should say, it had been the torture chamber; it gave you that idea. I think your mother would have raised objections to the kitchen — anyhow, when she came to think of the cook. It would have been necessary to put it to the woman before engaging her: — 

You dont mind cooking in a dungeon in the dark, do you?

Some cooks would. The rest of the house was what I should describe as present-day mixed style. The last tenant but one had thrown out a bathroom in corrugated iron.

Then there was a house in Berkshire that I took your mother to see, with a trout stream running through the grounds. I imagined myself going out after lunch, catching trout for dinner; inviting swagger friends down to my little place in Berkshire for a few days trout-fishing. There is a man I once knew who is now a baronet. He used to be keen on fishing. I thought maybe Id get him. It would have looked well in the Literary Gossip column: Among the other distinguished guests — you know the sort of thing. I had the paragraph already in my mind. The wonder is I didnt buy a rod.

Wasnt there any trout stream? questioned Robin.

There was a stream, I answered; if anything, too much stream. The stream was the first thing your mother noticed. She noticed it a quarter of an hour before we came to it — before we knew it was the stream. We drove back to the town, and she bought a smelling-bottle, the larger size.

It gave your mother a headache, that stream, and made me mad. The agents office was opposite the station. I allowed myself half an hour on my way back to tell him what I thought of him, and then I missed the train. I could have got it in if he had let me talk all the time, but he would interrupt. He said it was the people at the paper-mill — that he had spoken to them about it more than once; he seemed to think sympathy was all I wanted. He assured me, on his word as a house-agent, that it had once been a trout stream. The fact was historical. Isaac Walton had fished there — that was prior to the paper-mill. He thought a collection of trout, male and female, might be bought and placed in it; preference being given to some hardy breed of trout, accustomed to roughing it. I told him I wasnt looking for a place where I could play at being Noah; and left him, as I explained to him, with the intention of going straight to my solicitors and instituting proceedings against him for talking like a fool; and he put on his hat and went across to his solicitors to commence proceedings against me for libel.

I suppose that, with myself, he thought better of it in the end. But Im tired of having my life turned into one perpetual first of April. This house that I have bought is not my hearts desire, but about it there are possibilities. We will put in lattice windows, and fuss-up the chimneys. Maybe we will let in a tablet over the front-door, with a date — always looks well: it is a picturesque figure, the old-fashioned five. By the time we have done with it — for all practical purposes — it will be a Tudor manor-house. I have always wanted an old Tudor manor-house. There is no reason, so far as I can see, why there should not be stories connected with this house. Why should not we have a room in which Somebody once slept? We wont have Queen Elizabeth. Im tired of Queen Elizabeth. Besides, I dont believe shed have been nice. Why not Queen Anne? A quiet, gentle old lady, from all accounts, who would not have given trouble. Or, better still, Shakespeare. He was constantly to and fro between London and Stratford. It would not have been so very much out of his way. The room where Shakespeare slept! Why, its a new idea. Nobody ever seems to have thought of Shakespeare. There is the four-post bedstead. Your mother never liked it. She will insist, it harbours things. We might hang the wall with scenes from his plays, and have a bust of the old gentleman himself over the door. If Im left alone and not worried, Ill probably end by believing that he really did sleep there.

What about cupboards? suggested Dick. The Little Mother will clamour for cupboards.

It is unexplainable, the average womans passion for cupboards. In heaven, her first request, I am sure, is always, Can I have a cupboard? She would keep her husband and children in cupboards if she had her way: that would be her idea of the perfect home, everybody wrapped up with a piece of camphor in his or her own proper cupboard. I knew a woman once who was happy — for a woman. She lived in a house with twenty-nine cupboards: I think it must have been built by a woman. They were spacious cupboards, many of them, with doors in no way different from other doors. Visitors would wish each other good-night and disappear with their candles into cupboards, staggering out backwards the next moment, looking scared. One poor gentleman, this womans husband told me, having to go downstairs again for something he had forgotten, and unable on his return to strike anything else but cupboards, lost heart and finished up the night in a cupboard. At breakfast-time guests would hurry down, and burst open cupboard doors with a cheery Good-morning. When that woman was out, nobody in that house ever knew where anything was; and when she came home she herself only knew where it ought to have been. Yet once, when one of those twenty-nine cupboards had to be cleared out temporarily for repairs, she never smiled, her husband told me, for more than three weeks — not till the workmen were out of the house, and that cupboard in working order again. She said it was so confusing, having nowhere to put her things.

The average woman does not want a house, in the ordinary sense of the word. What she wants is something made by a genii. You have found, as you think, the ideal house. You show her the Adams fireplace in the drawing-room. You tap the wainscoting of the hall with your umbrella: Oak, you impress upon her, all oak. You draw her attention to the view: you tell her the local legend. By fixing her head against the window-pane she can see the tree on which the man was hanged. You dwell upon the sundial; you mention for a second time the Adams fireplace.

Its all very nice, she answers, but where are the children going to sleep?

It is so disheartening.

If it isnt the children, its the water. She wants water — wants to know where it comes from. You show her where it comes from.

What, out of that nasty place! she exclaims.

She is equally dissatisfied whether it be drawn from a well, or whether it be water that has fallen from heaven and been stored in tanks. She has no faith in Natures water. A woman never believes that water can be good that does not come from a water-works. Her idea appears to be that the Company makes it fresh every morning from some old family recipe.

If you do succeed in reconciling her to the water, then she feels sure that the chimneys smoke; they look as if they smoked. Why — as you tell her — the chimneys are the best part of the house. You take her outside and make her look at them. They are genuine sixteenth-century chimneys, with carving on them. They couldnt smoke. They wouldnt do anything so inartistic. She says she only hopes you are right, and suggests cowls, if they do.

After that she wants to see the kitchen — wheres the kitchen? You dont know where it is. You didnt bother about the kitchen. There must be a kitchen, of course. You proceed to search for the kitchen. When you find it she is worried because it is the opposite end of the house to the dining-room. You point out to her the advantage of being away from the smell of the cooking. At that she gets personal: tells you that you are the first to grumble when the dinner is cold; and in her madness accuses the whole male sex of being impractical. The mere sight of an empty house makes a woman fretful.

Of course the stove is wrong. The kitchen stove always is wrong. You promise she shall have a new one. Six months later she will want the old one back again: but it would be cruel to tell her this. The promise of that new stove comforts her. The woman never loses hope that one day it will come — the all-satisfying kitchen stove, the stove of her girlish dreams.

The question of the stove settled, you imagine you have silenced all opposition. At once she begins to talk about things that nobody but a woman or a sanitary inspector can talk about without blushing.

It calls for tact, getting a woman into a new house. She is nervous, suspicious.

I am glad, my dear Dick, I answered; that you have mentioned cupboards. It is with cupboards that I am hoping to lure your mother. The cupboards, from her point of view, will be the one bright spot; there are fourteen of them. I am trusting to cupboards to tide me over many things. I shall want you to come with me, Dick. Whenever your mother begins a sentence with: But now to be practical, dear, I want you to murmur something about cupboards — not irritatingly as if it had been prearranged: have a little gumption.

Will there be room for a tennis court? demanded Dick.

An excellent tennis court already exists, I informed him. I have also purchased the adjoining paddock. We shall be able to keep our own cow. Maybe well breed horses.

We might have a croquet lawn, suggested Robin.

We might easily have a croquet lawn, I agreed. On a full-sized lawn I believe Veronica might be taught to play. There are natures that demand space. On a full-sized lawn, protected by a stout iron border, less time might be wasted exploring the surrounding scenery for Veronicas lost ball.

No chance of a golf links anywhere in the neighbourhood? feared Dick.

I am not so sure, I answered. Barely a mile away there is a pretty piece of gorse land that appears to be no good to anyone. I daresay for a reasonable offer—

I say, when will this show be ready? interrupted Dick.

I propose beginning the alterations at once, I explained. By luck there happens to be a gamekeepers cottage vacant and within distance. The agent is going to get me the use of it for a year — a primitive little place, but charmingly situate on the edge of a wood. I shall furnish a couple of rooms; and for part of every week I shall make a point of being down there, superintending. I have always been considered good at superintending. My poor father used to say it was the only work I seemed to take an interest in. By being on the spot to hurry everybody on I hope to have the show, as you term it, ready by the spring.

I shall never marry, said Robin.

Dont be so easily discouraged, advised Dick; you are still young.

I dont ever want to get married, continued Robin. I should only quarrel with my husband, if I did. And Dick will never do anything — not with his head.

Forgive me if I am dull, I pleaded, but what is the connection between this house, your quarrels with your husband if you ever get one, and Dicks head?

By way of explanation, Robin sprang to the ground, and before he could stop her had flung her arms around Dicks neck.

We cant help it, Dick dear, she told him. Clever parents always have duffing children. But well be of some use in the world after all, you and I.

The idea was that Dick, when he had finished failing in examinations, should go out to Canada and start a farm, taking Robin with him. They would breed cattle, and gallop over the prairies, and camp out in the primeval forest, and slide about on snow-shoes, and carry canoes on their backs, and shoot rapids, and stalk things — so far as I could gather, have a sort of everlasting Buffalo-Bills show all to themselves. How and when the farm work was to get itself done was not at all clear. The Little Mother and myself were to end our days with them. We were to sit about in the sun for a time, and then pass peacefully away. Robin shed a few tears at this point, but regained her spirits, thinking of Veronica, who was to be lured out on a visit and married to some true-hearted yeoman: which is not at present Veronicas ambition. Veronicas conviction is that she would look well in a coronet: her own idea is something in the ducal line. Robina talked for about ten minutes. By the time she had done she had persuaded Dick that life in the backwoods of Canada had been his dream from infancy. She is that sort of girl.

I tried talking reason, but talking to Robin when she has got a notion in her head is like trying to fix a halter on a two-year-old colt. This tumble-down, six-roomed cottage was to be the saving of the family. An ecstatic look transfigured Robinas face even as she spoke of it. You might have fancied it a shrine. Robina would do the cooking. Robina would rise early and milk the cow, and gather the morning egg. We would lead the simple life, learn to fend for ourselves. It would be so good for Veronica. The higher education could wait; let the higher ideals have a chance. Veronica would make the beds, dust the rooms. In the evening Veronica, her little basket by her side, would sit and sew while I talked, telling them things, and Robina moved softly to and fro about her work, the household fairy. The Little Mother, whenever strong enough, would come to us. We would hover round her, tending her with loving hands. The English farmer must know something, in spite of all that is said. Dick could arrange for lessons in practical farming. She did not say it crudely; but hinted that, surrounded by example, even I might come to take an interest in honest labour, might end by learning to do something useful.

Robina talked, I should say, for a quarter of an hour. By the time she had done, it appeared to me rather a beautiful idea. Dicks vacation had just commenced. For the next three months there would be nothing else for him to do but — to employ his own expressive phrase—rot round. In any event, it would be keeping him out of mischief. Veronicas governess was leaving. Veronicas governess generally does leave at the end of about a year. I think sometimes of advertising for a lady without a conscience. At the end of a year, they explain to me that their conscience will not allow them to remain longer; they do not feel they are earning their salary. It is not that the child is not a dear child, it is not that she is stupid. Simply it is — as a German lady to whom Dick had been giving what he called finishing lessons in English, once put it — that she does not seem to be taking any. Her mothers idea is that it is sinking in. Perhaps if we allowed Veronica to lie fallow for awhile, something might show itself. Robina, speaking for herself, held that a period of quiet usefulness, away from the society of other silly girls and sillier boys, would result in her becoming a sensible woman. It is not often that Robinas yearnings take this direction: to thwart them, when they did, seemed wrong.

We had some difficulty with the Little Mother. That these three babies of hers will ever be men and women capable of running a six-roomed cottage appears to the Little Mother in the light of a fantastic dream. I explained to her that I should be there, at all events for two or three days in every week, to give an eye to things. Even that did not content her. She gave way eventually on Robinas solemn undertaking that she should be telegraphed for the first time Veronica coughed.

On Monday we packed a one-horse van with what we deemed essential. Dick and Robina rode their bicycles. Veronica, supported by assorted bedding, made herself comfortable upon the tailboard. I followed down by train on the Wednesday afternoon.


CHAPTER III
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IT WAS THE cow that woke me the first morning. I did not know it was our cow — not at the time. I didnt know we had a cow. I looked at my watch; it was half-past two. I thought maybe she would go to sleep again, but her idea was that the day had begun. I went to the window, the moon was at the full. She was standing by the gate, her head inside the garden; I took it her anxiety was lest we might miss any of it. Her neck was stretched out straight, her eyes towards the sky; which gave to her the appearance of a long-eared alligator. I have never had much to do with cows. I dont know how you talk to them. I told her to be quiet, and to lie down; and made pretence to throw a boot at her. It seemed to cheer her, having an audience; she added half a dozen extra notes. I never knew before a cow had so much in her. There is a thing one sometimes meets with in the suburbs — or one used to; I do not know whether it is still extant, but when I was a boy it was quite common. It has a hurdy-gurdy fixed to its waist and a drum strapped on behind, a row of pipes hanging from its face, and bells and clappers from most of its other joints. It plays them all at once, and smiles. This cow reminded me of it — with organ effects added. She didnt smile; there was that to be said in her favour.

I hoped that if I made believe to be asleep she would get discouraged. So I closed the window ostentatiously, and went back to bed. But it only had the effect of putting her on her mettle. He did not care for that last, I imagined her saying to herself, I wasnt at my best. There wasnt feeling enough in it. She kept it up for about half an hour, and then the gate against which, I suppose, she had been leaning, gave way with a crash. That frightened her, and I heard her gallop off across the field. I was on the point of dozing off again when a pair of pigeons settled on the window-sill and began to coo. It is a pretty sound when you are in the mood for it. I wrote a poem once — a simple thing, but instinct with longing — while sitting under a tree and listening to the cooing of a pigeon. But that was in the afternoon. My only longing now was for a gun. Three times I got out of bed and shood them away. The third time I remained by the window till I had got it firmly into their heads that I really did not want them. My behaviour on the former two occasions they had evidently judged to be mere playfulness. I had just got back to bed again when an owl began to screech. That is another sound I used to think attractive — so weird, so mysterious. It is Swinburne, I think, who says that you never get the desired one and the time and the place all right together. If the beloved one is with you, it is the wrong place or at the wrong time; and if the time and the place happen to be right, then it is the party that is wrong. The owl was all right: I like owls. The place was all right. He had struck the wrong time, that was all. Eleven oclock at night, when you cant see him, and naturally feel that you want to, is the proper time for an owl. Perched on the roof of a cow-shed in the early dawn he looks silly. He clung there, flapping his wings and screeching at the top of his voice. What it was he wanted I am sure I dont know; and anyhow it didnt seem the way to get it. He came to this conclusion himself at the end of twenty minutes, and shut himself up and went home. I thought I was going to have at last some peace, when a corncrake — a creature upon whom Nature has bestowed a song like to the tearing of calico-sheets mingled with the sharpening of saws — settled somewhere in the garden and set to work to praise its Maker according to its lights. I have a friend, a poet, who lives just off the Strand, and spends his evenings at the Garrick Club. He writes occasional verse for the evening papers, and talks about the silent country, drowsy with the weight of languors. One of these times Ill lure him down for a Saturday to Monday and let him find out what the country really is — let him hear it. He is becoming too much of a dreamer: it will do him good, wake him up a bit. The corncrake after awhile stopped quite suddenly with a jerk, and for quite five minutes there was silence.

If this continues for another five, I said to myself, Ill be asleep. I felt it coming over me. I had hardly murmured the words when the cow turned up again. I should say she had been somewhere and had had a drink. She was in better voice than ever.

It occurred to me that this would be an opportunity to make a few notes on the sunrise. The literary man is looked to for occasional description of the sunrise. The earnest reader who has heard about this sunrise thirsts for full particulars. Myself, for purposes of observation, I have generally chosen December or the early part of January. But one never knows. Maybe one of these days Ill want a summer sunrise, with birds and dew-besprinkled flowers: it goes well with the rustic heroine, the millers daughter, or the girl who brings up chickens and has dreams. I met a brother author once at seven oclock in the morning in Kensington Gardens. He looked half asleep and so disagreeable that I hesitated for awhile to speak to him: he is a man that as a rule breakfasts at eleven. But I summoned my courage and accosted him.

This is early for you, I said.

Its early for anyone but a born fool, he answered.

Whats the matter? I asked. Cant you sleep?

Cant I sleep? he retorted indignantly. Why, I darent sit down upon a seat, I darent lean up against a tree. If I did Id be asleep in half a second.

Whats the idea? I persisted. Been reading Smiless Self Help and the Secret of Success? Dont be absurd, I advised him. Youll be going to Sunday school next and keeping a diary. You have left it too late: we dont reform at forty. Go home and go to bed. I could see he was doing himself no good.

Im going to bed, he answered, Im going to bed for a month when Ive finished this confounded novel that Im on. Take my advice, he said — he laid his hand upon my shoulder—Never choose a colonial girl for your heroine. At our age it is simple madness.

Shes a fine girl, he continued, and good. Has a heart of gold. Shes wearing me to a shadow. I wanted something fresh and unconventional. I didnt grasp what it was going to do. Shes the girl that gets up early in the morning and rides bare-back — the horse, I mean, of course; dont be so silly. Over in New South Wales it didnt matter. I threw in the usual local colour — the eucalyptus-tree and the kangaroo — and let her ride. It is now that she is over here in London that I wish I had never thought of her. She gets up at five and wanders about the silent city. That means, of course, that I have to get up at five in order to record her impressions. I have walked six miles this morning. First to St. Pauls Cathedral; she likes it when theres nobody about. Youd think it wasnt big enough for her to see if anybody else was in the street. She thinks of it as of a mother watching over her sleeping children; shes full of all that sort of thing. And from there to Westminster Bridge. She sits on the parapet and reads Wordsworth, till the policeman turns her off. This is another of her favourite spots. He indicated with a look of concentrated disgust the avenue where we were standing. This is where she likes to finish up. She comes here to listen to a blackbird.

Well, you are through with it now, I said to console him. Youve done it; and its over.

Through with it! he laughed bitterly. Im just beginning it. Theres the entire East End to be done yet: shes got to meet a fellow there as big a crank as herself. And walking isnt the worst. Shes going to have a horse; you can guess what that means. — Hyde Park will be no good to her. Shell find out Richmond and Ham Common. Ive got to describe the scenery and the mad joy of the thing.

Cant you imagine it? I suggested.

Im going to imagine all the enjoyable part of it, he answered. I must have a groundwork to go upon. Shes got to have feelings come to her upon this horse. You cant enter into a riders feelings when youve almost forgotten which side of the horse you get up.

I walked with him to the Serpentine. I had been wondering how it was he had grown stout so suddenly. He had a bath towel round him underneath his coat.

Itll give me my death of cold, I know it will, he chattered while unlacing his boots.

Cant you leave it till the summer-time, I suggested, and take her to Ostend?

It wouldnt be unconventional, he growled. She wouldnt take an interest in it.

But do they allow ladies to bathe in the Serpentine? I persisted.

It wont be the Serpentine, he explained. Its going to be the Thames at Greenwich. But it must be the same sort of feeling. Shes got to tell them all about it during a lunch in Queens Gate, and shock them all. Thats all she does it for, in my opinion.

He emerged a mottled blue. I helped him into his clothes, and he was fortunate enough to find an early cab. The book appeared at Christmas. The critics agreed that the heroine was a delightful creation. Some of them said they would like to have known her.

Remembering my poor friend, it occurred to me that by going out now and making a few notes about the morning, I might be saving myself trouble later on. I slipped on a few things — nothing elaborate — put a notebook in my pocket, opened the door and went down.

Perhaps it would be more correct to say opened the door and was down. It was my own fault, I admit. We had talked this thing over before going to bed, and I myself had impressed upon Veronica the need for caution. The architect of the country cottage does not waste space. He dispenses with landings; the bedroom door opens on to the top stair. It does not do to walk out of your bedroom, for the reason there is nothing outside to walk on. I had said to Veronica, pointing out this fact to her:

Now dont, in the morning, come bursting out of the room in your usual volcanic style, because if you do there will be trouble. As you perceive, there is no landing. The stairs commence at once; they are steep, and they lead down to a brick floor. Open the door quietly, look where you are going, and step carefully.

Dick had added his advice to mine. I did that myself the first morning, Dick had said. I stepped straight out of the bedroom into the kitchen; and I can tell you, it hurts. You be careful, young un. This cottage doesnt lend itself to dash.

Robina had fallen down with a tray in her hand. She said that never should she forget the horror of that moment, when, sitting on the kitchen floor, she had cried to Dick — her own voice sounding to her as if it came from somewhere quite far off: Is it broken? Tell me the truth. Is it broken anywhere? and Dick had replied: Broken! why, its smashed to atoms. What did you expect? Robina had asked the question with reference to her head, while Dick had thought she was alluding to the teapot. In that moment, had said Robina, her whole life had passed before her. She let Veronica feel the bump.

Veronica was disappointed with the bump, having expected something bigger, but had promised to be careful. We had all agreed that if in spite of our warnings she forgot, and came blundering down in the morning, it would serve her right. It was thinking of all this that, as I lay upon the floor, made me feel angry with everybody. I hate people who can sleep through noises that wake me up. Why was I the only person in the house to be disturbed? Dicks room was round the corner; there was some excuse for him. But Robina and Veronicas window looked straight down upon the cow. If Robina and Veronica were not a couple of logs, the cow would have aroused them. We should have discussed the matter with the door ajar. Robina would have said, Whatever you do, be careful of the stairs, Pa, and I should have remembered. The modern child appears to me to have no feeling for its parent.

I picked myself up and started for the door. The cow continued bellowing steadily. My whole anxiety was to get to her quickly and to hit her. But the door took more finding than I could have believed possible. The shutters were closed and the whole place was in pitch darkness. The idea had been to furnish this cottage only with things that were absolutely necessary, but the room appeared to me to be overcrowded. There was a milking-stool, which is a thing made purposely heavy so that it may not be easily upset. If I tumbled over it once I tumbled over it a dozen times. I got hold of it at last and carried it about with me. I thought I would use it to hit the cow — that is, when I had found the front-door. I knew it led out of the parlour, but could not recollect its exact position. I argued that if I kept along the wall I should be bound to come to it. I found the wall, and set off full of hope. I suppose the explanation was that, without knowing it, I must have started with the door, not the front-door, the other door, leading into the kitchen. I crept along, carefully feeling my way, and struck quite new things altogether — things I had no recollection of and that hit me in fresh places. I climbed over what I presumed to be a beer-barrel and landed among bottles; there were dozens upon dozens of them. To get away from these bottles I had to leave the wall; but I found it again, as I thought, and I felt along it for another half a dozen yards or so and then came again upon bottles: the room appeared to be paved with bottles. A little farther on I rolled over another beer-barrel: as a matter of fact it was the same beer-barrel, but I did not know this. At the time it seemed to me that Robina had made up her mind to run a public-house. I found the milking-stool again and started afresh, and before I had gone a dozen steps was in among bottles again. Later on, in the broad daylight, it was easy enough to understand what had happened. I had been carefully feeling my way round and round a screen. I got so sick of these bottles and so tired of rolling over these everlasting beer-barrels, that I abandoned the wall and plunged boldly into space.

I had barely started, when, looking up, I saw the sky above me: a star was twinkling just above my head. Had I been wide awake, and had the cow stopped bellowing for just one minute, I should have guessed that somehow or another I had got into a chimney. But as things were, the wonder and the mystery of it all appalled me. Alices Adventures in Wonderland would have appeared to me, at that moment, in the nature of a guide to travellers. Had a rocking-horse or a lobster suddenly appeared to me I should have sat and talked to it; and if it had not answered me I should have thought it sulky and been hurt. I took a step forward and the star disappeared, just as if somebody had blown it out. I was not surprised in the least. I was expecting anything to happen.

I found a door and it opened quite easily. A wood was in front of me. I couldnt see any cow anywhere, but I still heard her. It all seemed quite natural. I would wander into the wood; most likely I should meet her there, and she would be smoking a pipe. In all probability she would know some poetry.

With the fresh air my senses gradually came back to me, and I began to understand why it was I could not see the cow. The reason was that the house was between us. By some mysterious process I had been discharged into the back garden. I still had the milking-stool in my hand, but the cow no longer troubled me. Let her see if she could wake Veronica by merely bellowing outside the door; it was more than I had ever been able to do.

I sat down on the stool and opened my note-book. I headed the page: Sunrise in July: observations and emotions, and I wrote down at once, lest I should forget it, that towards three oclock a faint light is discernible, and added that this light gets stronger as the time goes on.

It sounded footling even to myself, but I had been reading a novel of the realistic school that had been greatly praised for its actuality. There is a demand in some quarters for this class of observation. I likewise made a note that the pigeon and the corncrake appear to be among the earliest of Natures children to welcome the coming day; and added that the screech-owl may be heard, perhaps at its best, by anyone caring to rise for the purpose, some quarter of an hour before the dawn. That was all I could think of just then. As regards emotions, I did not seem to have any.

I lit a pipe and waited for the sun. The sky in front of me was tinged with a faint pink. Every moment it flushed a deeper red. I maintain that anyone, not an expert, would have said that was the portion of the horizon on which to keep ones eye. I kept my eye upon it, but no sun appeared. I lit another pipe. The sky in front of me was now a blaze of glory. I scribbled a few lines, likening the scattered clouds to brides blushing at the approach of the bridegroom. That would have been all right if later on they hadnt begun to turn green: it seemed the wrong colour for a bride. Later on still they went yellow, and that spoilt the simile past hope. One cannot wax poetical about a bride who at the approach of the bridegroom turns first green and then yellow: you can only feel sorry for her. I waited some more. The sky in front of me grew paler every moment. I began to fear that something had happened to that sun. If I hadnt known so much astronomy I should have said that he had changed his mind and had gone back again. I rose with the idea of seeing into things. He had been up apparently for hours: he had got up at the back of me. It seemed to be nobodys fault. I put my pipe into my pocket and strolled round to the front. The cow was still there; she was pleased to see me, and started bellowing again.

I heard a sound of whistling. It proceeded from a farmers boy. I hailed him, and he climbed a gate and came to me across the field. He was a cheerful youth. He nodded to the cow and hoped she had had a good night: he pronounced it nihet.

You know the cow? I said.

Well, he explained, we dont precisely move in the sime set. Sort o business relytionship more like — if you understand me?

Something about this boy was worrying me. He did not seem like a real farmers boy. But then nothing seemed quite real this morning. My feeling was to let things go.

Whose cow is it? I asked.

He stared at me.

I want to know to whom it belongs, I said. I want to restore it to him.

Excuse me, said the boy, but where do you live?

He was making me cross. Where do I live? I retorted. Why, in this cottage. You dont think Ive got up early and come from a distance to listen to this cow? Dont talk so much. Do you know whose cow it is, or dont you?

Its your cow, said the boy.

It was my turn to stare.

But I havent got a cow, I told him.

Yus you have, he persisted; youve got that cow.

She had stopped bellowing for a moment. She was not the cow I felt I could ever take a pride in. At some time or another, quite recently, she must have sat down in some mud.

How did I get her? I demanded.

The young lydy, explained the boy, she came rahnd to our plice on Tuesday—

I began to see light. An excitable young lady — talks very fast — never waits for the answer?

With jolly fine eyes, added the boy approvingly.

And she ordered a cow?

Didnt seem to ave strength enough to live another dy withaht it.

Any stipulation made concerning the price of the cow?

Any what?

The young lady with the eyes — did she think to ask the price of the cow?

No sordid details was entered into, so far as I could ear, replied the boy.

They would not have been — by Robina.

Any hint let fall as to what the cow was wanted for?

The lydy gives us to understand, said the boy, that fresh milk was er idea.

That surprised me: that was thoughtful of Robina. And this is the cow?

I towed her rahnd last night. I didnt knock at the door and tell yer abaht er, cos, to be quite frank with yer, there wasnt anybody in.

What is she bellowing for? I asked.

Well, said the boy, its only a theory, o course, but I should sy, from the look of er, that she wanted to be milked.

But it started bellowing at half-past two, I argued. It doesnt expect to be milked at half-past two, does it?

Meself, said the boy, Ive given up looking for sense in cows.

In some unaccountable way this boy was hypnotising me. Everything had suddenly become out of place.

The cow had suddenly become absurd: she ought to have been a milk-can. The wood struck me as neglected: there ought to have been notice-boards about, Keep off the Grass, Smoking Strictly Prohibited: there wasnt a seat to be seen. The cottage had surely got itself there by accident: where was the street? The birds were all out of their cages; everything was upside down.

Are you a real farmers boy? I asked him.

O course I am, he answered. What do yer tike me for — a hartist in disguise?

It came to me. What is your name?

Enery—Enery Opkins.

Where were you born?

Camden Tahn.

Here was a nice beginning to a rural life! What place could be the country while this boy Hopkins was about? He would have given to the Garden of Eden the atmosphere of an outlying suburb.

Do you want to earn an occasional shilling? I put it to him.

Id rather it come reggler, said Hopkins. Better for me kerrickter.

You drop that Cockney accent and learn Berkshire, and Ill give you half a sovereign when you can talk it, I promised him. Dont, for instance, say aint, I explained to him. Say baint. Dont say The young lydy, she came rahnd to our plice; say The missy, er coomed down; er coomed, and er ses to the maister, er ses . . .  Thats the sort of thing I want to surround myself with here. When you informed me that the cow was mine, you should have said: Whoi, er be your cow, surelie er be.

Sure its Berkshire? demanded Hopkins. Youre confident about it? There is a type that is by nature suspicious.

It may not be Berkshire pure and undefiled, I admitted. It is what in literature we term dialect. It does for most places outside the twelve-mile radius. The object is to convey a feeling of rustic simplicity. Anyhow, it isnt Camden Town.

I started him with a shilling then and there to encourage him. He promised to come round in the evening for one or two books, written by friends of mine, that I reckoned would be of help to him; and I returned to the cottage and set to work to rouse Robina. Her tone was apologetic. She had got the notion into her head that I had been calling her for quite a long time. I explained that this was not the case.

How funny! she answered. I said to Veronica more than an hour ago: Im sure thats Pa calling us. I suppose I must have been dreaming.

Well, dont dream any more, I suggested. Come down and see to this confounded cow of yours.

Oh, said Veronica, has it come?

It has come, I told her. As a matter of fact, it has been here some time. It ought to have been milked four hours ago, according to its own idea.

Robina said she would be down in a minute.

She was down in twenty-five, which was sooner than I had expected. She brought Veronica with her. She said she would have been down sooner if she had not waited for Veronica. It appeared that this was just precisely what Veronica had been telling her. I was feeling irritable. I had been up half a day, and hadnt had my breakfast.

Dont stand there arguing, I told them. For goodness sake lets get to work and milk this cow. We shall have the poor creature dying on our hands if were not careful.

Robina was wandering round the room.

You havent come across a milking-stool anywhere, have you, Pa? asked Robina.

I have come across your milking-stool, I estimate, some thirteen times, I told her. I fetched it from where I had left it, and gave it to her; and we filed out in procession; Veronica with a galvanised iron bucket bringing up the rear.

The problem that was forcing itself upon my mind was: did Robina know how to milk a cow? Robina, I argued, the idea once in her mind, would immediately have ordered a cow, clamouring for it — as Hopkins had picturesquely expressed it — as though she had not strength to live another day without a cow. Her next proceeding would have been to buy a milking-stool. It was a tasteful milking-stool, this one she had selected, ornamented with the rough drawing of a cow in poker work: a little too solid for my taste, but one that I should say would wear well. The pail she had not as yet had time to see about. This galvanised bucket we were using was, I took it, a temporary makeshift. When Robina had leisure she would go into the town and purchase something at an art stores. That, to complete the scheme, she would have done well to have taken a few practical lessons in milking would come to her, as an inspiration, with the arrival of the cow. I noticed that Robinas steps as we approached the cow were less elastic. Just outside the cow Robina halted.

I suppose, said Robina, theres only one way of milking a cow?

There may be fancy ways, I answered, necessary to you if later on you think of entering a competition. This morning, seeing we are late, I shouldnt worry too much about style. If I were you, this morning I should adopt the ordinary unimaginative method, and aim only at results.

Robina sat down and placed her bucket underneath the cow.

I suppose, said Robina, it doesnt matter which — which one I begin with?

It was perfectly plain she hadnt the least notion how to milk a cow. I told her so, adding comments. Now and then a little fatherly talk does good. As a rule I have to work myself up for these occasions. This morning I was feeling fairly fit: things had conspired to this end. I put before Robina the aims and privileges of the household fairy as they appeared, not to her, but to me. I also confided to Veronica the result of many weeks reflections concerning her and her behaviour. I also told them both what I thought about Dick. I do this sort of thing once every six months: it has an excellent effect for about three days.

Robina wiped away her tears, and seized the first one that came to her hand. The cow, without saying a word, kicked over the empty bucket, and walked away, disgust expressed in every hair of her body. Robina, crying quietly, followed her. By patting her on her neck, and letting her wipe her nose upon my coat — which seemed to comfort her — I persuaded her to keep still while Robina worked for ten minutes at high pressure. The result was about a glassful and a half, the cows capacity, to all appearance, being by this time some five or six gallons.

Robina broke down, and acknowledged she had been a wicked girl. If the cow died, so she said, she should never forgive herself. Veronica at this burst into tears also; and the cow, whether moved afresh by her own troubles or by theirs, commenced again to bellow. I was fortunately able to find an elderly labourer smoking a pipe and eating bacon underneath a tree; and with him I bargained that for a shilling a day he should milk the cow till further notice.

We left him busy, and returned to the cottage. Dick met us at the door with a cheery Good morning. He wanted to know if we had heard the storm. He also wanted to know when breakfast would be ready. Robina thought that happy event would be shortly after he had boiled the kettle and made the tea and fried the bacon, while Veronica was laying the table.

But I thought—

Robina said that if he dared to mention the word household-fairy she would box his ears, and go straight up to bed, and leave everybody to do everything. She said she meant it.

Dick has one virtue: it is philosophy. Come on, young un, said Dick to Veronica. Trouble is good for us all.

Some of us, said Veronica, it makes bitter.

We sat down to breakfast at eight-thirty.


CHAPTER IV
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OUR ARCHITECT ARRIVED on Friday afternoon, or rather, his assistant.

I felt from the first I was going to like him. He is shy, and that, of course, makes him appear awkward. But, as I explained to Robina, it is the shy young men who, generally speaking, turn out best: few men could have been more painfully shy up to twenty-five than myself.

Robina said that was different: in the case of an author it did not matter. Robinas attitude towards the literary profession would not annoy me so much were it not typical. To be a literary man is, in Robinas opinion, to be a licensed idiot. It was only a week or two ago that I overheard from my study window a conversation between Veronica and Robina upon this very point. Veronicas eye had caught something lying on the grass. I could not myself see what it was, in consequence of an intervening laurel bush. Veronica stooped down and examined it with care. The next instant, uttering a piercing whoop, she leapt into the air; then, clapping her hands, began to dance. Her face was radiant with a holy joy. Robina, passing near, stopped and demanded explanation.

Pas tennis racket! shouted Veronica — Veronica never sees the use of talking in an ordinary tone of voice when shouting will do just as well. She continued clapping her hands and taking little bounds into the air.

Well, what are you going on like that for? asked Robina. It hasnt bit you, has it?

Its been out all night in the wet, shouted Veronica. He forgot to bring it in.

You wicked child! said Robina severely. Its nothing to be pleased about.

Yes, it is, explained Veronica. I thought at first it was mine. Oh, wouldnt there have been a talk about it, if it had been! Oh my! wouldnt there have been a row! She settled down to a steady rhythmic dance, suggestive of a Greek chorus expressing satisfaction with the gods.

Robina seized her by the shoulders and shook her back into herself. If it had been yours, said Robina, you would deserve to have been sent to bed.

Well, then, why dont he go to bed? argued Veronica.

Robina took her by the arm and walked her up and down just underneath my window. I listened, because the conversation interested me.

Pa, as I am always explaining to you, said Robina, is a literary man. He cannot help forgetting things.

Well, I cant help forgetting things, insisted Veronica.

You find it hard, explained Robina kindly; but if you keep on trying you will succeed. You will get more thoughtful. I used to be forgetful and do foolish things once, when I was a little girl.

Good thing for us if we was all literary, suggested Veronica.

If we were all literary, Robina corrected her. But you see we are not. You and I and Dick, we are just ordinary mortals. We must try and think, and be sensible. In the same way, when Pa gets excited and raves — I mean, seems to rave — its the literary temperament. He cant help it.

Cant you help doing anything when you are literary? asked Veronica.

Theres a good deal you cant help, answered Robina. It isnt fair to judge them by the ordinary standard.

They drifted towards the kitchen garden — it was the time of strawberries — and the remainder of the talk I lost. I noticed that for some days afterwards Veronica displayed a tendency to shutting herself up in the schoolroom with a copybook, and that lead pencils had a way of disappearing from my desk. One in particular that had suited me I determined if possible to recover. A subtle instinct guided me to Veronicas sanctum. I found her thoughtfully sucking it. She explained to me that she was writing a little play.

You get things from your father, dont you? she enquired of me.

You do, I admitted; but you ought not to take them without asking. I am always telling you of it. That pencil is the only one I can write with.

I didnt mean the pencil, explained Veronica. I was wondering if I had got your literary temper.

It is puzzling, when you come to think of it, this estimate accorded by the general public to the littérateur. It stands to reason that the man who writes books, explaining everything and putting everybody right, must be himself an exceptionally clever man; else how could he do it! The thing is pure logic. Yet to listen to Robina and her like you might think we had not sense enough to run ourselves, as the saying is — let alone running the universe. If I would let her, Robina would sit and give me information by the hour.

The ordinary girl . . .  Robina will begin, with the air of a University Extension Lecturer.

It is so exasperating. As if I did not know all there is to be known about girls! Why, it is my business. I point this out to Robina.

Yes, I know, Robina will answer sweetly. But I was meaning the real girl.

It would make not the slightest difference were I even quite a high-class literary man — Robina thinks I am: she is a dear child. Were I Shakespeare himself, and could I in consequence say to her: Methinks, child, the creator of Ophelia and Juliet, and Rosamund and Beatrice, must surely know something about girls, Robina would still make answer:

Of course, Pa dear. Everybody knows how clever you are. But I was thinking for the moment of real girls.

I wonder to myself sometimes, Is literature to the general reader ever anything more than a fairy-tale? We write with our hearts blood, as we put it. We ask our conscience, Is it right thus to lay bare the secrets of our souls? The general reader does not grasp that we are writing with our hearts blood: to him it is just ink. He does not believe we are laying bare the secrets of our souls: he takes it we are just pretending. Once upon a time there lived a girl named Angelina who loved a party by the name of Edwin. He imagines — he, the general reader — when we tell him all the wonderful thoughts that were inside Angelina, that it was we who put them there. He does not know, he will not try to understand, that Angelina is in reality more real than is Miss Jones, who rides up every morning in the bus with him, and has a pretty knack of rendering conversation about the weather novel and suggestive. As a boy I won some popularity among my schoolmates as a teller of stories. One afternoon, to a small collection with whom I was homing across Regents Park, I told the story of a beautiful Princess. But she was not the ordinary Princess. She would not behave as a Princess should. I could not help it. The others heard only my voice, but I was listening to the wind. She thought she loved the Prince — until he had wounded the Dragon unto death and had carried her away into the wood. Then, while the Prince lay sleeping, she heard the Dragon calling to her in its pain, and crept back to where it lay bleeding, and put her arms about its scaly neck and kissed it; and that healed it. I was hoping myself that at this point it would turn into a prince itself, but it didnt; it just remained a dragon — so the wind said. Yet the Princess loved it: it wasnt half a bad dragon, when you knew it. I could not tell them what became of the Prince: the wind didnt seem to care a hang about the Prince.

Myself, I liked the story, but Hocker, who was a Fifth Form boy, voicing our little public, said it was rot, so far, and that I had got to hurry up and finish things rightly.

But that is all, I told them.

No, it isnt, said Hocker. Shes got to marry the Prince in the end. Hell have to kill the Dragon again; and mind he does it properly this time. Whoever heard of a Princess leaving a Prince for a Dragon!

But she wasnt the ordinary sort of Princess, I argued.

Then shes got to be, criticised Hocker. Dont you give yourself so many airs. You make her marry the Prince, and be slippy about it. Ive got to catch the four-fifteen from Chalk Farm station.

But she didnt, I persisted obstinately. She married the Dragon and lived happy ever afterwards.

Hocker adopted sterner measures. He seized my arm and twisted it behind me.

She married who? demanded Hocker: grammar was not Hockers strong point.

The Dragon, I growled.

She married who? repeated Hocker.

The Dragon, I whined.

She married who? for the third time urged Hocker.

Hocker was strong, and the tears were forcing themselves into my eyes in spite of me. So the Princess in return for healing the Dragon made it promise to reform. It went back with her to the Prince, and made itself generally useful to both of them for the rest of the tour. And the Prince took the Princess home with him and married her; and the Dragon died and was buried. The others liked the story better, but I hated it; and the wind sighed and died away.

The little crowd becomes the reading public, and Hocker grows into an editor; he twists my arm in other ways. Some are brave, so the crowd kicks them and scurries off to catch the four-fifteen. But most of us, I fear, are slaves to Hocker. Then, after awhile, the wind grows sulky and will not tell us stories any more, and we have to make them up out of our own heads. Perhaps it is just as well. What were doors and windows made for but to keep out the wind.

He is a dangerous fellow, this wandering Wind; he leads me astray. I was talking about our architect.

He made a bad start, so far as Robina was concerned, by coming in at the back-door. Robina, in a big apron, was washing up. He apologised for having blundered into the kitchen, and offered to go out again and work round to the front. Robina replied, with unnecessary severity as I thought, that an architect, if anyone, might have known the difference between the right side of a house and the wrong; but presumed that youth and inexperience could always be pleaded as excuse for stupidity. I cannot myself see why Robina should have been so much annoyed. Labour, as Robina had been explaining to Veronica only a few hours before, exalts a woman. In olden days, ladies — the highest in the land — were proud, not ashamed, of their ability to perform domestic duties. This, later on, I pointed out to Robina. Her answer was that in olden days you didnt have chits of boys going about, calling themselves architects, and opening back-doors without knocking; or if they did knock, knocking so that nobody on earth could hear them.

Robina wiped her hands on the towel behind the door, and brought him into the front-room, where she announced him, coldly, as The young man from the architects office. He explained — but quite modestly — that he was not exactly Messrs. Spreights young man, but an architect himself, a junior member of the firm. To make it clear he produced his card, which was that of Mr. Archibald T. Bute, F.R.I.B.A. Practically speaking, all this was unnecessary. Through the open door I had, of course, heard every word; and old Spreight had told me of his intention to send me one of his most promising assistants, who would be able to devote himself entirely to my work. I put matters right by introducing him formally to Robina. They bowed to one another rather stiffly. Robina said that if he would excuse her she would return to her work; and he answered Charmed, and also that he didnt mean it. As I have tried to get it into Robinas head, the young fellow was confused. He had meant — it was self-evident — that he was charmed at being introduced to her, not at her desire to return to the kitchen. But Robina appears to have taken a dislike to him.

I gave him a cigar, and we started for the house. It lies just a mile from this cottage, the other side of the wood. One excellent trait in him I soon discovered — he is intelligent without knowing everything.

I confess it to my shame, but the young man who knows everything has come to pall upon me. According to Emerson, this is a proof of my own intellectual feebleness. The strong man, intellectually, cultivates the society of his superiors. He wants to get on, he wants to learn things. If I loved knowledge as one should, I would have no one but young men about me. There was a friend of Dicks, a gentleman from Rugby. At one time he had hopes of me; I felt he had. But he was too impatient. He tried to bring me on too quickly. You must take into consideration natural capacity. After listening to him for an hour or two my mind would wander. I could not help it. The careless laughter of uninformed middle-aged gentlemen and ladies would creep to me from the croquet lawn or from the billiard-room. I longed to be among them. Sometimes I would battle with my lower nature. What did they know? What could they tell me? More often I would succumb. There were occasions when I used to get up and go away from him, quite suddenly.

I talked with young Bute during our walk about domestic architecture in general. He said he should describe the present tendency in domestic architecture as towards corners. The desire of the British public was to go into a corner and live. A lady for whose husband his firm had lately built a house in Surrey had propounded to him a problem in connection with this point. She agreed it was a charming house; no house in Surrey had more corners, and that was saying much. But she could not see how for the future she was going to bring up her children. She was a humanely minded lady. Hitherto she had punished them, when needful, by putting them in the corner; the shame of it had always exercised upon them a salutary effect. But in the new house corners are reckoned the prime parts of every room. It is the honoured guest who is sent into the corner. The father has a corner sacred to himself, with high up above his head a complicated cupboard, wherein with the help of a step-ladder, he may keep his pipes and his tobacco, and thus by slow degrees cure himself of the habit of smoking. The mother likewise has her corner, where stands her spinning-wheel, in case the idea comes to her to weave sheets and underclothing. It also has a book-shelf supporting thirteen volumes, arranged in a sloping position to look natural; the last one maintained at its angle of forty-five degrees by a ginger-jar in old blue Nankin. You are not supposed to touch them, because that would disarrange them. Besides which, fooling about, you might upset the ginger-jar. The consequence of all this is the corner is no longer disgraceful. The parent can no more say to the erring child:

You wicked boy! Go into the cosy corner this very minute!

In the house of the future the place of punishment will have to be the middle of the room. The angry mother will exclaim:

Dont you answer me, you saucy minx! You go straight into the middle of the room, and dont you dare to come out of it till I tell you!

The difficulty with the artistic house is finding the right people to put into it. In the picture the artistic room never has anybody in it. There is a strip of art embroidery upon the table, together with a bowl of roses. Upon the ancient high-backed settee lies an item of fancy work, unfinished — just as she left it. In the study an open book, face downwards, has been left on a chair. It is the last book he was reading — it has never been disturbed. A pipe of quaint design is cold upon the lintel of the lattice window. No one will ever smoke that pipe again: it must have been difficult to smoke at any time. The sight of the artistic room, as depicted in the furniture catalogue, always brings tears to my eyes. People once inhabited these rooms, read there those old volumes bound in vellum, smoked — or tried to smoke — these impracticable pipes; white hands, that someone maybe had loved to kiss, once fluttered among the folds of these unfinished antimacassars, or Berlin wool-work slippers, and went away, leaving the things about.

One takes it that the people who once occupied these artistic rooms are now all dead. This was their Dining-Room. They sat on those artistic chairs. They could hardly have used the dinner service set out upon the Elizabethan dresser, because that would have left the dresser bare: one assumes they had an extra service for use, or else that they took their meals in the kitchen. The Entrance Hall is a singularly chaste apartment. There is no necessity for a door-mat: people with muddy boots, it is to be presumed, were sent round to the back. A riding-cloak, the relic apparently of a highwayman, hangs behind the door. It is the sort of cloak you would expect to find there — a decorative cloak. An umbrella or a waterproof cape would be fatal to the whole effect.

Now and again the illustrator of the artistic room will permit a young girl to come and sit there. But she has to be a very carefully selected girl. To begin with, she has got to look and dress as though she had been born at least three hundred years ago. She has got to have that sort of clothes, and she has got to have her hair done just that way.

She has got to look sad; a cheerful girl in the artistic room would jar ones artistic sense. One imagines the artist consulting with the proud possessor of the house.

You havent got such a thing as a miserable daughter, have you? Some fairly good-looking girl who has been crossed in love, or is misunderstood. Because if so, you might dress her up in something out of the local museum and send her along. A little thing like that gives verisimilitude to a design.

She must not touch anything. All she may do is to read a book — not really read it, that would suggest too much life and movement: she sits with the book in her lap and gazes into the fire, if it happens to be the dining-room: or out of the window if it happens to be a morning-room, and the architect wishes to call attention to the window-seat. Nothing of the male species, as far as I have been able to ascertain, has ever entered these rooms. I once thought I had found a man who had been allowed into his own Smoking-Den, but on closer examination it turned out he was only a portrait.

Sometimes one is given Vistas. Doors stand open, and you can see right away through The Nook into the garden. There is never a living soul about the place. The whole family has been sent out for a walk or locked up in the cellars. This strikes you as odd until you come to think the matter out. The modern man and woman is not artistic. I am not artistic — not what I call really artistic. I dont go well with Gobelin tapestry and warming-pans. I feel I dont. Robina is not artistic, not in that sense. I tried her once with a harpsichord I picked up cheap in Wardour Street, and a reproduction of a Roman stool. The thing was an utter failure. A cottage piano, with a photo-frame and a fern upon, it is what the soul cries out for in connection with Robina. Dick is not artistic. Dick does not go with peacocks feathers and guitars. I can see Dick with a single peacocks feather at St. Giless Fair, when the bulldogs are not looking; but the decorative panel of peacocks feathers is too much for him. I can imagine him with a banjo — but a guitar decorated with pink ribbons! To begin with he is not dressed for it. Unless a family be prepared to make themselves up as troubadours or cavaliers and to talk blank verse, I dont see how they can expect to be happy living in these fifteenth-century houses. The modern family — the old man in baggy trousers and a frock-coat he could not button if he tried to; the mother of figure distinctly Victorian; the boys in flannel suits and collars up to their ears; the girls in motor caps — are as incongruous in these mediæval dwellings as a party of Cooks tourists drinking bottled beer in the streets of Pompeii.

The designer of The Artistic Home is right in keeping to still life. In the artistic home — to paraphrase Dr. Watts — every prospect pleases and only man is inartistic. In the picture, the artistic bedroom, in apple green, the bedstead of cherry-wood, with a touch of turkey-red throughout the draperies, is charming. It need hardly be said the bed is empty. Put a man or woman in that cherry-wood bed — I dont care how artistic they may think themselves — the charm would be gone. The really artistic party, one supposes, has a little room behind, where he sleeps and dresses himself. He peeps in at the door of this artistic bedroom, maybe occasionally enters to change the roses.

Imagine the artistic nursery five minutes after the real child had been let loose in it. I know a lady who once spent hundreds of pounds on an artistic nursery. She showed it to her friends with pride. The children were allowed in there on Sunday afternoons. I did an equally silly thing myself not long ago. Lured by a furniture catalogue, I started Robina in a boudoir. I gave it to her as a birthday-present. We have both regretted it ever since. Robina reckons she could have had a bicycle, a diamond bracelet, and a mandoline, and I should have saved money. I did the thing well. I told the furniture people I wanted it just as it stood in the picture: Design for bedroom and boudoir combined, suitable for young girl, in teak, with sparrow blue hangings. We had everything: the antique fire arrangements that a vestal virgin might possibly have understood; the candlesticks, that were pictures in themselves, until we tried to put candles in them; the book-case and writing-desk combined, that wasnt big enough to write on, and out of which it was impossible to get a book until you had abandoned the idea of writing and had closed the cover; the enclosed washstand, that shut down and looked like an old bureau, with the inevitable bowl of flowers upon it that had to be taken off and put on the floor whenever you wanted to use the thing as a washstand; the toilet-table, with its cunning little glass, just big enough to see your nose in; the bedstead, hidden away behind the thinking corner, where the girl couldnt get at it to make it. A prettier room you could not have imagined, till Robina started sleeping in it. I think she tried. Girl friends of hers, to whom she had bragged about it, would drop in and ask to be allowed to see it. Robina would say, Wait a minute, and would run up and slam the door; and we would hear her for the next half-hour or so rushing round opening and shutting drawers and dragging things about. By the time it was a boudoir again she was exhausted and irritable. She wants now to give it up to Veronica, but Veronica objects to the position, which is between the bathroom and my study. Her idea is a room more removed, where she would be able to shut herself in and do her work, as she explains, without fear of interruption.

Young Bute told me that a friend of his, a well-to-do young fellow, who lived in Piccadilly, had had the whim to make his flat the reproduction of a Roman villa. There were of course no fires, the rooms were warmed by hot air from the kitchen. They had a cheerless aspect on a November afternoon, and nobody knew exactly where to sit. Light was obtained in the evening from Grecian lamps, which made it easy to understand why the ancient Athenians, as a rule, went to bed early. You dined sprawling on a couch. This was no doubt practicable when you took your plate into your hand and fed yourself with your fingers; but with a knife and fork the meal had all the advantages of a hot picnic. You did not feel luxurious or even wicked: you only felt nervous about your clothes. The thing lacked completeness. He could not expect his friends to come to him in Roman togas, and even his own man declined firmly to wear the costume of a Roman slave. The compromise was unsatisfactory, even from the purely pictorial point of view. You cannot be a Roman patrician of the time of Antoninus when you happen to live in Piccadilly at the opening of the twentieth century. All you can do is to make your friends uncomfortable and spoil their dinner for them. Young Bute said that, so far as he was concerned, he would always rather have spent the evening with his little nephews and nieces, playing at horses; it seemed to him a more sensible game.

Young Bute said that, speaking as an architect, he of course admired the ancient masterpieces of his art. He admired the Erechtheum at Athens; but Spurgeons Tabernacle in the Old Kent Road built upon the same model would have irritated him. For a Grecian temple you wanted Grecian skies and Grecian girls. He said that, even as it was, Westminster Abbey in the season was an eyesore to him. The Dean and Choir in their white surplices passed muster, but the congregation in its black frock-coats and Paris hats gave him the same sense of incongruity as would a banquet of barefooted friars in the dining-hall of the Cannon Street Hotel.

It struck me there was sense in what he said. I decided not to mention my idea of carving 1553 above the front-door.

He said he could not understand this passion of the modern house-builder for playing at being a Crusader or a Canterbury Pilgrim. A retired Berlin boot-maker of his acquaintance had built himself a miniature Roman Castle near Heidelberg. They played billiards in the dungeon, and let off fireworks on the Kaisers birthday from the roof of the watch-tower.

Another acquaintance of his, a draper at Holloway, had built himself a moated grange. The moat was supplied from the water-works under special arrangement, and all the electric lights were imitation candles. He had done the thing thoroughly. He had even designed a haunted chamber in blue, and a miniature chapel, which he used as a telephone closet. Young Bute had been invited down there for the shooting in the autumn. He said he could not be sure whether he was doing right or wrong, but his intention was to provide himself with a bow and arrows.

A change was coming over this young man. We had talked on other subjects and he had been shy and deferential. On this matter of bricks and mortar he spoke as one explaining things.

I ventured to say a few words in favour of the Tudor house. The Tudor house, he argued, was a fit and proper residence for the Tudor citizen — for the man whose wife rode behind him on a pack-saddle, who conducted his correspondence by the help of a moss-trooper. The Tudor fireplace was designed for folks to whom coal was unknown, and who left their smoking to their chimneys. A house that looked ridiculous with a motor-car before the door, where the electric bell jarred upon ones sense of fitness every time one heard it, was out of date, he maintained.

For you, sir, he continued, a twentieth-century writer, to build yourself a Tudor House would be as absurd as for Ben Jonson to have planned himself a Norman Castle with a torture-chamber underneath the wine-cellar, and the fireplace in the middle of the dining-hall. His fellow cronies of the Mermaid would have thought him stark, staring mad.

There was reason in what he was saying. I decided not to mention my idea of altering the chimneys and fixing up imitation gables, especially as young Bute seemed pleased with the house, which by this time we had reached.

Now, that is a good house, said young Bute. That is a house where a man in a frock-coat and trousers can sit down and not feel himself a stranger from another age. It was built for a man who wore a frock-coat and trousers — on weekdays, maybe, gaiters and a shooting-coat. You can enjoy a game of billiards in that house without the feeling that comes to you when playing tennis in the shadow of the Pyramids.

We entered, and I put before him my notions — such of them as I felt he would approve. We were some time about the business, and when we looked at our watches young Butes last train to town had gone. There still remained much to talk about, and I suggested he should return with me to the cottage and take his luck. I could sleep with Dick and he could have my room. I told him about the cow, but he said he was a practised sleeper and would be delighted, if I could lend him a night-shirt, and if I thought Miss Robina would not be put out. I assured him that it would be a good thing for Robina; the unexpected guest would be a useful lesson to her in housekeeping. Besides, as I pointed out to him, it didnt really matter even if Robina were put out.

Not to you, sir, perhaps, he answered, with a smile. It is not with you that she will be indignant.

That will be all right, my boy, I told him; I take all responsibility.

And I shall get all the blame, he laughed.

But, as I pointed out to him, it really didnt matter whom Robina blamed. We talked about women generally on our way back. I told him — impressing upon him there was no need for it to go farther — that I personally had come to the conclusion that the best way to deal with women was to treat them all as children. He agreed it might be a good method, but wanted to know what you did when they treated you as a child.

I know a most delightful couple: they have been married nearly twenty years, and both will assure you that an angry word has never passed between them. He calls her his Little One, although she must be quite six inches taller than himself, and is never tired of patting her hand or pinching her ear. They asked her once in the drawing-room — so the Little Mother tells me — her recipe for domestic bliss. She said the mistake most women made was taking men too seriously.

They are just overgrown children, thats all they are, poor dears, she laughed.

There are two kinds of love: there is the love that kneels and looks upward, and the love that looks down and pats. For durability I am prepared to back the latter.

The architect had died out of young Bute; he was again a shy young man during our walk back to the cottage. My hand was on the latch when he stayed me.

Isnt this the back-door again, sir? he enquired.

It was the back-door; I had not noticed it.

Hadnt we better go round to the front, sir, dont you think? he said.

It doesnt matter— I began.

But he had disappeared. So I followed him, and we entered by the front. Robina was standing by the table, peeling potatoes.

I have brought Mr. Bute back with me, I explained. He is going to stop the night.

Robina said: If ever I go to live in a cottage again it will have one door. She took her potatoes with her and went upstairs.

I do hope she isnt put out, said young Bute.

Dont worry yourself, I comforted him. Of course she isnt put out. Besides, I dont care if she is. Shes got to get used to being put out; its part of the lesson of life.

I took him upstairs, meaning to show him his bedroom and take my own things out of it. The doors of the two bedrooms were opposite one another. I made a mistake and opened the wrong door. Robina, still peeling potatoes, was sitting on the bed.

I explained we had made a mistake. Robina said it was of no consequence whatever, and, taking the potatoes with her, went downstairs again. Looking out of the window, I saw her making towards the wood. She was taking the potatoes with her.

I do wish we hadnt opened the door of the wrong room, groaned young Bute.

What a worrying chap you are! I said to him. Look at the thing from the humorous point of view. Its funny when you come to think of it. Wherever the poor girl goes, trying to peel her potatoes in peace and quietness, we burst in upon her. What we ought to do now is to take a walk in the wood. It is a pretty wood. We might say we had come to pick wild flowers.

But I could not persuade him. He said he had letters to write, and, if I would allow him, would remain in his room till dinner was ready.

Dick and Veronica came in a little later. Dick had been to see Mr. St. Leonard to arrange about lessons in farming. He said he thought I should like the old man, who wasnt a bit like a farmer. He had brought Veronica back in one of her good moods, she having met there and fallen in love with a donkey. Dick confided to me that, without committing himself, he had hinted to Veronica that if she would remain good for quite a long while I might be induced to buy it for her. It was a sturdy little animal, and could be made useful. Anyhow, it would give Veronica an object in life — something to strive for — which was just what she wanted. He is a thoughtful lad at times, is Dick.

The dinner was more successful than I had hoped for. Robina gave us melon as a hors dœuvre, followed by sardines and a fowl, with potatoes and vegetable marrow. Her cooking surprised me. I had warned young Bute that it might be necessary to regard this dinner rather as a joke than as an evening meal, and was prepared myself to extract amusement from it rather than nourishment. My disappointment was agreeable. One can always imagine a comic dinner.

I dined once with a newly married couple who had just returned from their honeymoon. We ought to have sat down at eight oclock; we sat down instead at half-past ten. The cook had started drinking in the morning; by seven oclock she was speechless. The wife, giving up hope at a quarter to eight, had cooked the dinner herself. The other guests were sympathised with, but all I got was congratulation.

Hell write something so funny about this dinner, they said.

You might have thought the cook had got drunk on purpose to oblige me. I have never been able to write anything funny about that dinner; it depresses me to this day, merely thinking of it.

We finished up with a cold trifle and some excellent coffee that Robina brewed over a lamp on the table while Dick and Veronica cleared away. It was one of the jolliest little dinners I have ever eaten; and, if Robinas figures are to be trusted, cost exactly six-and-fourpence for the five of us. There being no servants about, we talked freely and enjoyed ourselves. I began once at a dinner to tell a good story about a Scotchman, when my host silenced me with a look. He is a kindly man, and had heard the story before. He explained to me afterwards, over the walnuts, that his parlourmaid was Scotch and rather touchy. The talk fell into the discussion of Home Rule, and again our host silenced us. It seemed his butler was an Irishman and a violent Parnellite. Some people can talk as though servants were mere machines, but to me they are human beings, and their presence hampers me. I know my guests have not heard the story before, and from ones own flesh and blood one expects a certain amount of sacrifice. But I feel so sorry for the housemaid who is waiting; she must have heard it a dozen times. I really cannot inflict it upon her again.

After dinner we pushed the table into a corner, and Dick extracted a sort of waltz from Robinas mandoline. It is years since I danced; but Veronica said she would rather dance with me any day than with some of the lumps you were given to drag round by the dancing-mistress. I have half a mind to take it up again. After all, a man is only as old as he feels.

Young Bute, it turned out, was a capital dancer, and could even reverse, which in a room fourteen feet square is of advantage. Robina confided to me after he was gone that while he was dancing she could just tolerate him. I cannot myself see rhyme or reason in Robinas objection to him. He is not handsome, but he is good-looking, as boys go, and has a pleasant smile. Robina says it is his smile that maddens her. Dick agrees with me that there is sense in him; and Veronica, not given to loose praise, considers his performance of a Red Indian, both dead and alive, the finest piece of acting she has ever encountered. We wound up the evening with a little singing. The extent of Dicks repertoire surprised me; evidently he has not been so idle at Cambridge as it seemed. Young Bute has a baritone voice of some richness. We remembered at quarter-past eleven that Veronica ought to have gone to bed at eight. We were all of us surprised at the lateness of the hour.

Why cant we always live in a cottage and do just as we like? Im sure its much jollier, Veronica put it to me as I kissed her good night.

Because we are idiots, most of us, Veronica, I answered.


CHAPTER V
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I STARTED THE next morning to call upon St. Leonard. Near to the house I encountered young Hopkins on a horse. He was waving a pitchfork over his head and reciting The Charge of the Light Brigade. The horse looked amused. He told me I should find the govnor up by the stables. St. Leonard is not an old man. Dick must have seen him in a bad light. I should describe him as about the prime of life, a little older than myself, but nothing to speak of. Dick was right, however, in saying he was not like a farmer. To begin with, Hubert St. Leonard does not sound like a farmer. One can imagine a man with a name like that writing a book about farming, having theories on this subject. But in the ordinary course of nature things would not grow for him. He does not look like a farmer. One cannot say precisely what it is, but there is that about a farmer that tells you he is a farmer. The farmer has a way of leaning over a gate. There are not many ways of leaning over a gate. I have tried all I could think of, but it was never quite the right way. It has to be in the blood. A farmer has a way of standing on one leg and looking at a thing that isnt there. It sounds simple, but there is knack in it. The farmer is not surprised it is not there. He never expected it to be there. It is one of those things that ought to be, and is not. The farmers life is full of such. Suffering reduced to a science is what the farmer stands for. All his life he is the good man struggling against adversity. Nothing his way comes right. This does not seem to be his planet. Providence means well, but she does not understand farming. She is doing her best, he supposes; that she is a born muddler is not her fault. If Providence could only step down for a month or two and take a few lessons in practical farming, things might be better; but this being out of the question there is nothing more to be said. From conversation with farmers one conjures up a picture of Providence as a well-intentioned amateur, put into a position for which she is utterly unsuited.

Rain, says Providence, they are wanting rain. What did I do with that rain?

She finds the rain and starts it, and is pleased with herself until some Wandering Spirit pauses on his way and asks her sarcastically what she thinks shes doing.

Raining, explains Providence. They wanted rain — farmers, you know, that sort of people.

They wont want anything for long, retorts the Spirit. Theyll be drowned in their beds before youve done with them.

Dont say that! says Providence.

Well, have a look for yourself if you wont believe me, says the Spirit. Youve spoilt that harvest again, youve ruined all the fruit, and you are rotting even the turnips. Dont you ever learn by experience?

It is so difficult, says Providence, to regulate these things just right.

So it seems — for you, retorts the Spirit. Anyhow, I should not rain any more, if I were you. If you must, at least give them time to build another ark. And the Wandering Spirit continues on his way.

The place does look a bit wet, now I come to notice it, says Providence, peeping down over the edge of her star. Better turn on the fine weather, I suppose.

She starts with she calls set fair, and feeling now that she is something like a Providence, composes herself for a doze. She is startled out of her sleep by the return of the Wandering Spirit.

Been down there again? she asks him pleasantly.

Just come back, explains the Wandering Spirit.

Pretty spot, isnt it? says Providence. Things nice and dry down there now, arent they?

Youve hit it, he answers. Dry is the word. The rivers are dried up, the wells are dried up, the cattle are dying, the grass is all withered. As for the harvest, there wont be any harvest for the next two years! Oh, yes, things are dry enough.

One imagines Providence bursting into tears. But you suggested yourself a little fine weather.

I know I did, answers the Spirit. I didnt suggest a six months drought with the thermometer at a hundred and twenty in the shade. Doesnt seem to me that youve got any sense at all.

I do wish this job had been given to someone else, says Providence.

Yes, and you are not the only one to wish it, retorts the Spirit unfeelingly.

I do my best, urges Providence, wiping her eyes with her wings. I am not fitted for it.

A truer word you never uttered, retorts the Spirit.

I try — nobody could try harder, wails Providence. Everything I do seems to be wrong.

What you want, says the Spirit, is less enthusiasm and a little commonsense in place of it. You get excited, and then you lose your head. When you do send rain, ten to one you send it when it isnt wanted. You keep back your sunshine — just as a duffer at whist keeps back his trumps — until it is no good, and then you deal it out all at once.

Ill try again, said Providence. Ill try quite hard this time.

Youve been trying again, retorts the Spirit unsympathetically, ever since I have known you. It is not that you do not try. It is that you have not got the hang of things. Why dont you get yourself an almanack?

The Wandering Spirit takes his leave. Providence tells herself she really must get that almanack. She ties a knot in her handkerchief. It is not her fault: she was made like it. She forgets altogether for what reason she tied that knot. Thinks it was to remind her to send frosts in May, or Scotch mists in August. She is not sure which, so sends both. The farmer has ceased even to be angry with her — recognises that affliction and sorrow are good for his immortal soul, and pursues his way in calmness to the Bankruptcy Court.

Hubert St. Leonard, of Windrush Bottom Farm, I found to be a worried-looking gentleman. He taps his weather-glass, and hopes and fears, not knowing as yet that all things have been ordered for his ill. It will be years before his spirit is attuned to that attitude of tranquil despair essential to the farmer: one feels it. He is tall and thin, with a sensitive, mobile face, and a curious trick of taking his head every now and again between his hands, as if to be sure it is still there. When I met him he was on the point of starting for his round, so I walked with him. He told me that he had not always been a farmer. Till a few years ago he had been a stockbroker. But he had always hated his office; and having saved a little, had determined when he came to forty to enjoy the rare luxury of living his own life. I asked him if he found that farming paid. He said:

As in everything else, it depends upon the price you put upon yourself. Now, as a casual observer, what wage per annum would you say I was worth?

It was an awkward question.

You are afraid that if you spoke candidly you would offend me, he suggested. Very well. For the purpose of explaining my theory let us take, instead, your own case. I have read all your books, and I like them. Speaking as an admirer, I should estimate you at five hundred a year. You, perhaps, make two thousand, and consider yourself worth five.

The whimsical smile with which he accompanied the speech disarmed me.

What we most of us do, he continued, is to over-capitalise ourselves. John Smith, honestly worth a hundred a year, claims to be worth two. Result: difficulty of earning dividend, over-work, over-worry, constant fear of being wound up. Now, there is that about your work that suggests to me you would be happier earning five hundred a year than you ever will be earning two thousand. To pay your dividend — to earn your two thousand — you have to do work that brings you no pleasure in the doing. Content with five hundred, you could afford to do only that work that does give you pleasure. This is not a perfect world, we must remember. In the perfect world the thinker would be worth more than the mere jester. In the perfect world the farmer would be worth more than the stockbroker. In making the exchange I had to write myself down. I earn less money, but get more enjoyment out of life. I used to be able to afford champagne, but my liver was always wrong, and I dared not drink it. Now I cannot afford champagne, but I enjoy my beer. That is my theory, that we are all of us entitled to payment according to our market value, neither more nor less. You can take it all in cash. I used to. Or you can take less cash and more fun: that is what I am getting now.

It is delightful, I said, to meet with a philosopher. One hears about them, of course; but I had got it into my mind they were all dead.

People laugh at philosophy, he said. I never could understand why. It is the science of living a free, peaceful, happy existence. I would give half my remaining years to be a philosopher.

I am not laughing at philosophy, I said. I honestly thought you were a philosopher. I judged so from the way you talked.

Talked! he retorted. Anybody can talk. As you have just said, I talk like a philosopher.

But you not only talk, I insisted, you behave like a philosopher. Sacrificing your income to the joy of living your own life! It is the act of a philosopher.

I wanted to keep him in good humour. I had three things to talk to him about: the cow, the donkey, and Dick.

No, it wasnt, he answered. A philosopher would have remained a stockbroker and been just as happy. Philosophy does not depend upon environment. You put the philosopher down anywhere. It is all the same to him, he takes his philosophy with him. You can suddenly tell him he is an emperor, or give him penal servitude for life. He goes on being a philosopher just as if nothing had happened. We have an old tom-cat. The children lead it an awful life. It does not seem to matter to the cat. They shut it up in the piano: their idea is that it will make a noise and frighten someone. It doesnt make a noise; it goes to sleep. When an hour later someone opens the piano, the poor thing is lying there stretched out upon the keyboard purring to itself. They dress it up in the babys clothes and take it out in the perambulator: it lies there perfectly contented looking round at the scenery — takes in the fresh air. They haul it about by its tail. You would think, to watch it swinging gently to and fro head downwards, that it was grateful to them for giving it a new sensation. Apparently it looks on everything that comes its way as helpful experience. It lost a leg last winter in a trap: it goes about quite cheerfully on three. Seems to be rather pleased, if anything, at having lost the fourth — saves washing. Now, he is your true philosopher, that cat; never minds what happens to him, and is equally contented if it doesnt.

I found myself becoming fretful. I know a man with whom it is impossible to disagree. Men at the Club — new-comers — have been lured into taking bets that they could on any topic under the sun find themselves out of sympathy with him. They have denounced Mr. Lloyd George as a traitor to his country. This man has risen and shaken them by the hand, words being too weak to express his admiration of their outspoken fearlessness. You might have thought them Nihilists denouncing the Russian Government from the steps of the Kremlin at Moscow. They have, in the next breath, abused Mr. Balfour in terms transgressing the law of slander. He has almost fallen on their necks. It has transpired that the one dream of his life was to hear Mr. Balfour abused. I have talked to him myself for a quarter of an hour, and gathered that at heart he was a peace-at-any-price man, strongly in favour of Conscription, a vehement Republican, with a deep-rooted contempt for the working classes. It is not bad sport to collect half a dozen and talk round him. At such times he suggests the family dog that six people from different parts of the house are calling to at the same time. He wants to go to them all at once.

I felt I had got to understand this man, or he would worry me.

We are going to be neighbours, I said, and I am inclined to think I shall like you. That is, if I can get to know you. You commence by enthusing on philosophy: I hasten to agree with you. It is a noble science. When my youngest daughter has grown up, when the other one has learnt a little sense, when Dick is off my hands, and the British public has come to appreciate good literature, I am hoping to be a bit of a philosopher myself. But before I can explain to you my views you have already changed your own, and are likening the philosopher to an old tom-cat that seems to be weak in his head. Soberly now, what are you?

A fool, he answered promptly; a most unfortunate fool. I have the mind of a philosopher coupled to an intensely irritable temperament. My philosophy teaches me to be ashamed of my irritability, and my irritability makes my philosophy appear to be arrant nonsense to myself. The philosopher in me tells me it does not matter when the twins fall down the wishing-well. It is not a deep well. It is not the first time they have fallen into it: it will not be the last. Such things pass: the philosopher only smiles. The man in me calls the philosopher a blithering idiot for saying it does not matter when it does matter. Men have to be called away from their work to haul them out. We all of us get wet. I get wet and excited, and that always starts my liver. The childrens clothes are utterly spoilt. Confound them, — the blood was mounting to his head—they never care to go near the well except they are dressed in their best clothes. On other days they will stop indoors and read Foxes Book of Martyrs. There is something uncanny about twins. What is it? Why should twins be worse than other children? The ordinary child is not an angel, Heaven knows. Take these boots of mine. Look at them; I have had them for over two years. I tramp ten miles a day in them; they have been soaked through a hundred times. You buy a boy a pair of boots—

Why dont you cover over the well? I suggested.

There you are again, he replied. The philosopher in me — the sensible man — says, What is the good of the well? It is nothing but mud and rubbish. Something is always falling into it — if it isnt the children its the pigs. Why not do away with it?

Seems to be sound advice, I commented.

It is, he agreed. No man alive has more sound commonsense than I have, if only I were capable of listening to myself. Do you know why I dont brick in that well? Because my wife told me I would have to. It was the first thing she said when she saw it. She says it again every time anything does fall into it. If only you would take my advice — you know the sort of thing. Nobody irritates me more than the person who says, I told you so. Its a picturesque old ruin: it used to be haunted. Thats all been knocked on the head since we came. What self-respecting nymph can haunt a well into which children and pigs are for ever flopping?

He laughed; but before I could join him he was angry again. Why should I block up an historic well, that is an ornament to the garden, because a pack of fools cant keep a gate shut? As for the children, what they want is a thorough good whipping, and one of these days—

A voice crying to us to stop interrupted him.

Am on my round. Cant come, he shouted.

But you must, explained the voice.

He turned so quickly that he almost knocked me over. Bother and confound them all! he said. Why dont they keep to the time-table? Theres no system in this place. That is what ruins farming — want of system.

He went on grumbling as he walked. I followed him. Halfway across the field we met the owner of the voice. She was a pleasant-looking lass, not exactly pretty — not the sort of girl one turns to look at in a crowd — yet, having seen her, it was agreeable to continue looking at her. St. Leonard introduced me to her as his eldest daughter, Janie, and explained to her that behind the study door, if only she would take the trouble to look, she would find a time-table — 

According to which, replied Miss Janie, with a smile, you ought at the present moment to be in the rick-yard, which is just where I want you.

What time is it? he asked, feeling his waistcoat for a watch that appeared not to be there.

Quarter to eleven, I told him.

He took his head between his hands. Good God! he cried, you dont say that!

The new binder, Miss Janie told us, had just arrived. She was anxious her father should see it was in working order before the men went back. Otherwise, so she argued, old Wilkins will persist it was all right when he delivered it, and we shall have no remedy.

We turned towards the house.

Speaking of the practical, I said, there were three things I came to talk to you about. First and foremost, that cow.

Ah, yes, the cow, said St. Leonard. He turned to his daughter. It was Maud, was it not?

No, she answered, it was Susie.

It is the one, I said, that bellows most all night and three parts of the day. Your boy Hopkins thinks maybe shes fretting.

Poor soul! said St. Leonard. We only took her calf away from her — when did we take her calf away from her? he asked of Janie.

On Thursday morning, returned Janie; the day we sent her over.

They feel it so at first, said St. Leonard sympathetically.

It sounds a brutal sentiment, I said, but I was wondering if by any chance you happened to have by you one that didnt feel it quite so much. I suppose among cows there is no class that corresponds to what we term our Smart Set — cows that dont really care for their calves, that are glad to get away from them?

Miss Janie smiled. When she smiled, you felt you would do much to see her smile again.

But why not keep it up at your house, in the paddock, she suggested, and have the milk brought down? There is an excellent cowshed, and it is only a mile away.

It struck me there was sense in this idea. I had not thought of that. I asked St. Leonard what I owed him for the cow. He asked Miss Janie, and she said sixteen pounds. I had been warned that in doing business with farmers it would be necessary always to bargain; but there was that about Miss Janies tone telling me that when she said sixteen pounds she meant sixteen pounds. I began to see a brighter side to Hubert St. Leonards career as a farmer.

Very well, I said; we will regard the cow as settled.

I made a note: Cow, sixteen pounds. Have the cowshed got ready, and buy one of those big cans on wheels.

You dont happen to want milk? I put it to Miss Janie. Susie seems to be good for about five gallons a day. Im afraid if we drink it all ourselves well get too fat.

At twopence halfpenny a quart, delivered at the house, as much as you like, replied Miss Janie.

I made a note of that also. Happen to know a useful boy? I asked Miss Janie.

What about young Hopkins, suggested her father.

The only male thing on this farm — with the exception of yourself, of course, father dear — that has got any sense, said Miss Janie. He cant have Hopkins.

The only fault I have to find with Hopkins, said St. Leonard, is that he talks too much.

Personally, I said, I should prefer a country lad. I have come down here to be in the country. With Hopkins around, I dont somehow feel it is the country. I might imagine it a garden city: that is as near as Hopkins would allow me to get. I should like myself something more suggestive of rural simplicity.

I think I know the sort of thing you mean, smiled Miss Janie. Are you fairly good-tempered?

I can generally, I answered, confine myself to sarcasm. It pleases me, and as far as I have been able to notice, does neither harm nor good to anyone else.

Ill send you up a boy, promised Miss Janie.

I thanked her. And now we come to the donkey.

Nathaniel, explained Miss Janie, in answer to her fathers look of enquiry. We dont really want it.

Janie, said Mr. St. Leonard in a tone of authority, I insist upon being honest.

I was going to be honest, retorted Miss Janie, offended.

My daughter Veronica has given me to understand, I said, that if I buy her this donkey it will be, for her, the commencement of a new and better life. I do not attach undue importance to the bargain, but one never knows. The influences that make for reformation in human character are subtle and unexpected. Anyhow, it doesnt seem right to throw a chance away. Added to which, it has occurred to me that a donkey might be useful in the garden.

He has lived at my expense for upwards of two years, replied St. Leonard. I cannot myself see any moral improvement he has brought into my family. What effect he may have upon your children, I cannot say. But when you talk about his being useful in a garden—

He draws a cart, interrupted Miss Janie.

So long as someone walks beside him feeding him with carrots. We tried fixing the carrot on a pole six inches beyond his reach. That works all right in the picture: it starts this donkey kicking.

You know yourself, he continued with growing indignation, the very last time your mother took him out she used up all her carrots getting there, with the result that he and the cart had to be hauled home behind a trolley.

We had reached the yard. Nathaniel was standing with his head stretched out above the closed half of his stable door. I noticed points of resemblance between him and Veronica herself: there was about him a like suggestion of resignation, of suffering virtue misunderstood; his eye had the same wistful, yearning expression with which Veronica will stand before the window gazing out upon the purple sunset, while people are calling to her from distant parts of the house to come and put her things away. Miss Janie, bending over him, asked him to kiss her. He complied, but with a gentle, reproachful look that seemed to say, Why call me back again to earth?

It made me mad with him. I was wrong in thinking Miss Janie not a pretty girl. Hers is that type of beauty that escapes attention by its own perfection. It is the eccentric, the discordant, that arrests the roving eye. To harmony one has to attune oneself.

I believe, said Miss Janie, as she drew away, wiping her cheek, one could teach that donkey anything.

Apparently she regarded willingness to kiss her as indication of exceptional amiability.

Except to work, commented her father. Ill tell you what Ill do, he said. If you take that donkey off my hands and promise not to send it back again, why, you can have it.

For nothing? demanded Janie woefully.

For nothing, insisted her father. And if I have any argument, Ill throw in the cart.

Miss Janie sighed and shrugged her shoulders. It was arranged that Hopkins should deliver Nathaniel into my keeping some time the next day. Hopkins, it appeared, was the only person on the farm who could make the donkey go.

I dont know what it is, said St. Leonard, but he has a way with him.

And now, I said, there remains but Dick.

The lad I saw yesterday? suggested St. Leonard. Good-looking young fellow.

He is a nice boy, I said. I dont really think I know a nicer boy than Dick; and clever, when you come to understand him. There is only one fault I have to find with Dick: I dont seem able to get him to work.

Miss Janie was smiling. I asked her why.

I was thinking, she answered, how close the resemblance appears to be between him and Nathaniel.

It was true. I had not thought of it.

The mistake, said St. Leonard, is with ourselves. We assume every boy to have the soul of a professor, and every girl a genius for music. We pack off our sons to cram themselves with Greek and Latin, and put our daughters down to strum at the piano. Nine times out of ten it is sheer waste of time. They sent me to Cambridge, and said I was lazy. I was not lazy. I was not intended by nature for a Senior Wrangler. I did not see the good of being a Senior Wrangler. Who wants a world of Senior Wranglers? Then why start every young man trying? I wanted to be a farmer. If intelligent lads were taught farming as a business, farming would pay. In the name of commonsense—

I am inclined to agree with you, I interrupted him. I would rather see Dick a good farmer than a third-rate barrister, anyhow. He thinks he could take an interest in farming. There are ten weeks before he need go back to Cambridge, sufficient time for the experiment. Will you take him as a pupil?

St. Leonard grasped his head between his hands and held it firmly. If I consent, he said, I must insist on being honest.

I saw the woefulness again in Janies eyes.

I think, I said, it is my turn to be honest. I have got the donkey for nothing; I insist on paying for Dick. They are waiting for you in the rick-yard. I will settle the terms with Miss Janie.

He regarded us both suspiciously.

I will promise to be honest, laughed Miss Janie.

If its more than Im worth, he said, Ill send him home again. My theory is—

He stumbled over a pig which, according to the time-table, ought not to have been there. They went off hurriedly together, the pig leading, both screaming.

Miss Janie said she would show me the short cut across the fields; we could talk as we went. We walked in silence for awhile.

You must not think, she said, I like being the one to do all the haggling. I feel a little sore about it very often. But somebody, of course, must do it; and as for father, poor dear—

I looked at her. Hers is the beauty to which a touch of sadness adds a charm.

How old are you? I asked her.

Twenty, she answered, next birthday.

I judged you to be older, I said.

Most people do, she answered.

My daughter Robina, I said, is just the same age — according to years; and Dick is twenty-one. I hope you will be friends with them. They have got sense, both of them. It comes out every now and again and surprises you. Veronica, I think, is nine. I am not sure how Veronica is going to turn out. Sometimes things happen that make us think she has a beautiful character, and then for quite long periods she seems to lose it altogether. The Little Mother — I dont know why we always call her Little Mother — will not join us till things are more ship-shape. She does not like to be thought an invalid, and if we have her about anywhere near work that has to be done, and are not always watching her, she gets at it and tires herself.

I am glad we are going to be neighbours, said Miss Janie. There are ten of us altogether. Father, I am sure, you will like; clever men always like father. Mothers day is Friday. As a rule it is the only day no one ever calls. She laughed. The cloud had vanished. They come on other days and find us all in our old clothes. On Friday afternoon we sit in state and nobody comes near us, and we have to eat the cakes ourselves. It makes her so cross. You will try and remember Fridays, wont you?

I made a note of it then and there.

I am the eldest, she continued, as I think father told you. Harry and Jack came next; but Jack is in Canada and Harry died, so there is somewhat of a gap between me and the rest. Bertie is twelve and Ted eleven; they are home just now for the holidays. Sally is eight, and then there come the twins. People dont half believe the tales that are told about twins, but I am sure there is no need to exaggerate. They are only six, but they have a sense of humour you would hardly credit. One is a boy, and the other a girl. They are always changing clothes, and we are never quite sure which is which. Wilfrid gets sent to bed because Winnie has not practised her scales, and Winnie is given syrup of squills because Wilfried has been eating green gooseberries. Last spring Winnie had the measles. When the doctor came on the fifth day he was as pleased as punch; he said it was the quickest cure he had ever known, and that really there was no reason why she might not get up. We had our suspicions, and they were right. Winnie was hiding in the cupboard, wrapped up in a blanket. They dont seem to mind what trouble they get into, provided it isnt their own. The only safe plan, unless you happen to catch them red-handed, is to divide the punishment between them, and leave them to settle accounts between themselves afterwards. Algy is four; till last year he was always called the baby. Now, of course, there is no excuse; but the name still clings to him in spite of his indignant protestations. Father called upstairs to him the other day: Baby, bring me down my gaiters. He walked straight up to the cradle and woke up the baby. Get up, I heard him say — I was just outside the door—and take your father down his gaiters. Dont you hear him calling you? He is a droll little fellow. Father took him to Oxford last Saturday. He is small for his age. The ticket-collector, quite contented, threw him a glance, and merely as a matter of form asked if he was under three. No, he shouted before father could reply; I sists on being honest. Ise four. It is fathers pet phrase.

What view do you take of the exchange, I asked her, from stockbroking with its larger income to farming with its smaller?

Perhaps it was selfish, she answered, but I am afraid I rather encouraged father. It seems to me mean, making your living out of work that does no good to anyone. I hate the bargaining, but the farming itself I love. Of course, it means having only one evening dress a year and making that myself. But even when I had a lot I always preferred wearing the one that I thought suited me the best. As for the children, they are as healthy as young savages, and everything they want to make them happy is just outside the door. The boys wont go to college; but seeing they will have to earn their own living, that, perhaps, is just as well. It is mother, poor dear, that worries so. She laughed again. Her favourite walk is to the workhouse. She came back quite excited the other day because she had heard the Guardians intend to try the experiment of building separate houses for old married couples. She is convinced she and father are going to end their days there.

You, as the business partner, I asked her, are hopeful that the farm will pay?

Oh, yes, she answered, it will pay all right — it does pay, for the matter of that. We live on it and live comfortably. But, of course, I can see mothers point of view, with seven young children to bring up. And it is not only that. She stopped herself abruptly. Oh, well, she continued with a laugh, you have got to know us. Father is trying. He loves experiments, and a woman hates experiments. Last year it was bare feet. I daresay it is healthier. But children who have been about in bare feet all the morning — well, it isnt pleasant when they sit down to lunch; I dont care what you say. You cant be always washing. He is so unpractical. He was quite angry with mother and myself because we wouldnt. And a man in bare feet looks so ridiculous. This summer it is short hair and no hats; and Sally had such pretty hair. Next year it will be sabots or turbans — something or other suggesting the idea that weve lately escaped from a fair. On Mondays and Thursdays we talk French. We have got a French nurse; and those are the only days in the week on which she doesnt understand a word thats said to her. We can none of us understand father, and that makes him furious. He wont say it in English; he makes a note of it, meaning to tell us on Tuesday or Friday, and then, of course, he forgets, and wonders why we havent done it. Hes the dearest fellow alive. When I think of him as a big boy, then he is charming, and if he really were only a big boy there are times when I would shake him and feel better for it.

She laughed again. I wanted her to go on talking, because her laugh was so delightful. But we had reached the road, and she said she must go back: there were so many things she had to do.

We have not settled about Dick, I reminded her.

Mother took rather a liking to him, she murmured.

If Dick could make a living, I said, by getting people to like him, I should not be so anxious about his future — lazy young devil!

He has promised to work hard if you let him take up farming, said Miss Janie.

He has been talking to you? I said.

She admitted it.

He will begin well, I said. I know him. In a month he will have tired of it, and be clamouring to do something else.

I shall be very disappointed in him if he does, she said.

I will tell him that, I said, it may help. People dont like other people to be disappointed in them.

I would rather you didnt, she said. You could say that father will be disappointed in him. Father formed rather a good opinion of him, I know.

I will tell him, I suggested, that we shall all be disappointed in him.

She agreed to that, and we parted. I remembered, when she was gone, that after all we had not settled terms.

Dick overtook me a little way from home.

I have settled your business, I told him.

Its awfully good of you, said Dick.

Mind, I continued, its on the understanding that you throw yourself into the thing and work hard. If you dont, I shall be disappointed in you, I tell you so frankly.

Thats all right, governor, he answered cheerfully. Dont you worry.

Mr. St. Leonard will also be disappointed in you, Dick, I informed him. He has formed a very high opinion of you. Dont give him cause to change it.

Ill get on all right with him, answered Dick. Jolly old duffer, aint he?

Miss Janie will also be disappointed in you, I added.

Did she say that? he asked.

She mentioned it casually, I explained: though now I come to think of it she asked me not to say so. What she wanted me to impress upon you was that her father would be disappointed in you.

Dick walked beside me in silence for awhile.

Sorry Ive been a worry to you, dad, he said at last

Glad to hear you say so, I replied.

Im going to turn over a new leaf, dad, he said. Im going to work hard.

About time, I said.


CHAPTER VI
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WE HAD COLD bacon for lunch that day. There was not much of it. I took it to be the bacon we had not eaten for breakfast. But on a clean dish with parsley it looked rather neat. It did not suggest, however, a lunch for four people, two of whom had been out all the morning in the open air. There was some excuse for Dick.

I never heard before, said Dick, of cold fried bacon as a hors dœuvre.

It is not a hors dœuvre, explained Robina. It is all there is for lunch. She spoke in the quiet, passionless voice of one who has done with all human emotion. She added that she should not be requiring any herself, she having lunched already.

Veronica, conveying by her tone and bearing the impression of something midway between a perfect lady and a Christian martyr, observed that she also had lunched.

Wish I had, growled Dick.

I gave him a warning kick. I could see he was on the way to getting himself into trouble. As I explained to him afterwards, a woman is most dangerous when at her meekest. A man, when he feels his temper rising, takes every opportunity of letting it escape. Trouble at such times he welcomes. A broken boot-lace, or a shirt without a button, is to him then as water in the desert. An only collar-stud that will disappear as if by magic from between his thumb and finger and vanish apparently into thin air is a piece of good fortune sent on these occasions only to those whom the gods love. By the time he has waddled on his hands and knees twice round the room, broken the boot-jack raking with it underneath the wardrobe, been bumped and slapped and kicked by every piece of furniture that the room contains, and ended up by stepping on that stud and treading it flat, he has not a bitter or an angry thought left in him. All that remains of him is sweet and peaceful. He fastens his collar with a safety-pin, humming an old song the while.

Failing the gifts of Providence, the children — if in health — can generally be depended upon to afford him an opening. Sooner or later one or another of them will do something that no child, when he was a boy, would have dared — or dreamed of daring — to even so much as think of doing. The child, conveying by expression that the world, it is glad to say, is slowly but steadily growing in sense, and pity it is that old-fashioned folks cant bustle up and keep abreast of it, points out that firstly it has not done this thing, that for various reasons — a few only of which need be dwelt upon — it is impossible it could have done this thing; that secondly it has been expressly requested to do this thing, that wishful always to give satisfaction, it has — at sacrifice of all its own ideas — gone out of its way to do this thing; that thirdly it cant help doing this thing, strive against fate as it will.

He says he does not want to hear what the child has got to say on the subject — nor on any other subject, neither then nor at any other time. He says theres going to be a new departure in this house, and that things all round are going to be very different. He suddenly remembers every rule and regulation he has made during the past ten years for the guidance of everybody, and that everybody, himself included, has forgotten. He tries to talk about them all at once, in haste lest he should forget them again. By the time he has succeeded in getting himself, if nobody else, to understand himself, the children are swarming round his knees extracting from him promises that in his sober moments he will be sorry that he made.

I knew a woman — a wise and good woman she was — who when she noticed that her husbands temper was causing him annoyance, took pains to help him to get rid of it. To relieve his sufferings I have known her search the house for a last months morning paper and, ironing it smooth, lay it warm and neatly folded on his breakfast plate.

One thing in this world to be thankful for, at all events, and that is that we dont live in Ditchley-in-the-Marsh, he would growl ten minutes later from the other side of it.

Sounds a bit damp, the good woman would reply.

Damp! he would grunt, who minds a bit of damp! Good for you. Makes us Englishmen what we are. Being murdered in ones bed about once a week is what I should object to.

Do they do much of that sort of thing down there? the good woman would enquire.

Seems to be the chief industry of the place. Do you mean to say you dont remember that old maiden lady being murdered by her own gardener and buried in the fowl-run? You women! you take no interest in public affairs.

I do remember something about it, now you mention it, dear, the good woman would confess. Always seems such an innocent type of man, a gardener.

Seems to be a special breed of them at Ditchley-in-the-Marsh, he answers. Here again last Monday, he continues, reading with growing interest. Almost the same case — even to the pruning knife. Yes, hanged if he doesnt! — buries her in the fowl-run. This is most extraordinary.

It must be the imitative instinct asserting itself, suggests the good woman. As you, dear, have so often pointed out, one crime makes another.

I have always said so, he agrees; it has always been a theory of mine.

He folds the paper over. Dull dogs, these political chaps! he says. Heres the Duke of Devonshire, speaking last night at Hackney, begins by telling a funny story he says he has just heard about a parrot. Why, its the same story somebody told a month ago; I remember reading it. Yes — upon my soul — word for word, Id swear to it. Shows you the sort of men were governed by.

You cant expect everyone, dear, to possess your repertoire, the good woman remarks.

Neednt say hes just heard it that afternoon, anyhow, responds the good man.

He turns to another column. What the devil! Am I going off my head? He pounces on the eldest boy. When was the Oxford and Cambridge Boat-race? he fiercely demands.

The Oxford and Cambridge Boat-race! repeats the astonished youth. Why, its over. You took us all to see it, last month. The Saturday before—

The conversation for the next ten minutes he conducts himself, unaided. At the end he is tired, maybe a trifle hoarse. But all his bad temper is gone. His sorrow is there was not sufficient of it. He could have done with more.

Woman knows nothing of simple mechanics. A woman thinks you can get rid of steam by boxing it up and sitting on the safety-valve.

Feeling as I do this morning, that Id like to wring everybodys neck for them, the average woman argues to herself; my proper course — I see it clearly — is to creep about the house, asking of everyone that has the time to spare to trample on me.

She coaxes you to tell her of her faults. When you have finished she asks for more — reminds you of one or two you had missed out. She wonders why it is that she is always wrong. There must be a reason for it; if only she could discover it. She wonders how it is that people can put up with her — thinks it so good of them.

At last, of course, the explosion happens. The awkward thing is that neither she herself nor anyone else knows when it is coming. A husband cornered me one evening in the club. It evidently did him good to talk. He told me that, finding his wife that morning in one of her rare listening moods, he had seized the opportunity to mention one or two matters in connection with the house he would like to have altered; that was, if she had no objection. She had — quite pleasantly — reminded him the house was his, that he was master there. She added that any wish of his of course was law to her.

He was a young and inexperienced husband; it seemed to him a hopeful opening. He spoke of quite a lot of things — things about which he felt that he was right and she was wrong. She went and fetched a quire of paper, and borrowed his pencil and wrote them down.

Later on, going through his letters in the study, he found an unexpected cheque; and ran upstairs and asked her if she would not like to come out with him and get herself a new hat.

I could have understood it, he moaned, if she had dropped on me while I was — well, I suppose, you might say lecturing her. She had listened to it like a lamb — hadnt opened her mouth except to say yes, dear, or no, dear. Then, when I only asked her if shed like a new hat, she goes suddenly raving mad. I never saw a woman go so mad.

I doubt if there be anything in nature quite as unexpected as a womans temper, unless it be tumbling into a hole. I told all this to Dick. I have told it him before. One of these days he will know it.

You are right to be angry with me, Robina replied meekly; there is no excuse for me. The whole thing is the result of my own folly.

Her pathetic humility should have appealed to him. He can be sympathetic, when he isnt hungry. Just then he happened to be hungry.

I left you making a pie, he said. It looked to me a fair-sized pie. There was a duck on the table, with a cauliflower and potatoes; Veronica was up to her elbows in peas. It made me hungry merely passing through the kitchen. I wouldnt have anything to eat in the town for fear of spoiling my appetite. Where is it all? You dont mean to say that you and Veronica have eaten the whole blessed lot!

There is one thing — she admits it herself — that exhausts Veronicas patience: it is unjust suspicion.

Do I look as if Id eaten anything for hours and hours? Veronica demanded. You can feel my waistband if you dont believe me.

You said just now you had had your lunch, Dick argued.

I know I did, Veronica admitted. One minute you are told that it is wicked to tell lies; the next—

Veronica! Robina interrupted threateningly.

Its easy for you, retorted Veronica. You are not a growing child. You dont feel it.

The least you can do, said Robina, is to keep silence.

Whats the good, said Veronica — not without reason. Youll tell them when Ive gone to bed, and cant put in a word for myself. Everything is always my fault. I wish sometimes that I was dead.

That I were dead, I corrected her. The verb to wish, implying uncertainty, should always be followed by the conditional mood.

You ought, said Robina, to be thankful to Providence that youre not dead.

People are sorry when youre dead, said Veronica.

I suppose theres some bread-and-cheese in the house, suggested Dick.

The baker, for some reason or another, has not called this morning, Robina answered sweetly. Neither unfortunately has the grocer. Everything there is to eat in the house you see upon the table.

Accidents will happen, I said. The philosopher — as our friend St. Leonard would tell us — only smiles.

I could smile, said Dick, if it were his lunch.

Cultivate, I said, a sense of humour. From a humorous point of view this lunch is rather good.

Did you have anything to eat at the St. Leonards? he asked.

Just a glass or so of beer and a sandwich or two, I admitted. They brought it out to us while we were talking in the yard. To tell the truth, I was feeling rather peckish.

Dick made no answer, but continued to chew bacon-rind. Nothing I could say seemed to cheer him. I thought I would try religion.

A dinner of herbs — the sentiment applies equally to lunch — and contentment therewith is better, I said, than a stalled ox.

Dont talk about oxen, he interrupted fretfully. I feel I could just eat one — a plump one.

There is a man I know. I confess he irritates me. His argument is that you should always rise from a meal feeling hungry. As I once explained to him, you cannot rise from a meal feeling hungry without sitting down to a meal feeling hungry; which means, of course, that you are always hungry. He agreed with me. He said that was the idea — always ready.

Most people, he said, rise from a meal feeling no more interest in their food. That was a mental attitude injurious to digestion. Keep it always interested; that was the proper way to treat it.

By it you mean . . . ? I said.

Of course, he answered; Im talking about it.

Now I myself; he explained—I rise from breakfast feeling eager for my lunch. I get up from my lunch looking forward to my dinner. I go to bed just ready for my breakfast.

Cheerful expectancy, he said, was a wonderful aid to digestion. I call myself; he said, a cheerful feeder.

You dont seem to me, I said, to be anything else. You talk like a tadpole. Havent you any other interest in life? What about home, and patriotism, and Shakespeare — all those sort of things? Why not give it a square meal, and silence it for an hour or two; leave yourself free to think of something else.

How can you think of anything, he argued, when your stomachs out of order?

How can you think of anything, I argued, when it takes you all your time to keep it in order? You are not a man; you are a nurse to your own stomach. We were growing excited, both of us, forgetting our natural refinement. You dont get even your one afternoon a week. You are healthy enough, I admit it. So are the convicts at Portland. They never suffer from indigestion. I knew a doctor once who prescribed for a patient two years penal servitude as the only thing likely to do him permanent good. Your stomach wont let you smoke. It wont let you drink — not when you are thirsty. It allows you a glass of Apenta water at times when you dont want it, assuming there could ever be a time when you did want it. You are deprived of your natural victuals, and made to live upon prepared food, as though you were some sort of a prize chicken. You are sent to bed at eleven, and dressed in hygienic clothing that makes no pretence to fit you. Talk of being hen-pecked! Why, the mildest husband living would run away or drown himself, rather than remain tied for the rest of his existence to your stomach.

It is easy to sneer, he said.

I am not sneering, I said; I am sympathising with you.

He said he did not want any sympathy. He said if only I would give up over-eating and drinking myself, it would surprise me how bright and intelligent I should become.

I thought this man might be of use to us on the present occasion. Accordingly I spoke of him and of his theory. Dick seemed impressed.

Nice sort of man? he asked.

An earnest man, I replied. He practises what he preaches, and whether because, or in spite of it, the fact remains that a chirpier soul I am sure does not exist.

Married? demanded Dick.

A single man, I answered. In all things an idealist. He has told me he will never marry until he can find his ideal woman.

What about Robina here! suggested Dick. Seem to have been made for one another.

Robina smiled. It was a wan, pathetic smile.

Even he, thought Robina, would want his beans cooked to time, and to feel that a reasonable supply of nuts was always in the house. We incompetent women never ought to marry.

We had finished the bacon. Dick said he would take a stroll into the town. Robina suggested he might take Veronica with him, that perhaps a bun and a glass of milk would do the child no harm.

Veronica for a wonder seemed to know where all her things were. Before Dick had filled his pipe she was ready dressed and waiting for him. Robina said she would give them a list of things they might bring back with them. She also asked Dick to get together a plumber, a carpenter, a bricklayer, a glazier, and a civil engineer, and to see to it that they started off at once. She thought that among them they might be able to do all that was temporarily necessary, but the great thing was that the work should be commenced without delay.

Why, what on earths the matter, old girl? asked Dick. Have you had an accident?

Then it was that Robina exploded. I had been wondering when it would happen. To Dicks astonishment it happened then.

Yes, she answered, there had been an accident. Did he suppose that seven scrimpy scraps of bacon was her notion of a lunch between four hungry persons? Did he, judging from himself, imagine that our family yielded only lunatics? Was it kind — was it courteous to his parents, to the mother he pretended to love, to the father whose grey hairs he was by his general behaviour bringing down in sorrow to the grave — to assume without further enquiry that their eldest daughter was an imbecile? (My hair, by-the-bye, is not grey. There may be a suggestion of greyness here and there, the natural result of deep thinking. To describe it in the lump as grey is to show lack of observation. And at forty-eight — or a trifle over — one is not going down into the grave, not straight down. Robina when excited uses exaggerated language. I did not, however, interrupt her; she meant well. Added to which, interrupting Robina, when — to use her own expression — she is tired of being a worm, is like trying to stop a cyclone with an umbrella.) Had his attention been less concentrated on the guzzling of cold bacon (he had only had four mouthfuls, poor fellow) — had he noticed the sweet patient child starving before his very eyes (this referred to Veronica) — his poor elder sister, worn out with work and worry, pining for nourishment herself, it might have occurred to even his intelligence that there had been an accident. The selfishness, the egotism of men it was that staggered, overwhelmed Robina, when she came to think of it.

Robina paused. Not for want of material, I judged, so much as want of breath. Veronica performed a useful service by seizing the moment to express a hope that it was not early-closing day. Robina felt a conviction that it was: it would be just like Dick to stand there dawdling in a corner till it was too late to do anything.

I have been trying to get out of this corner for the last five minutes, explained Dick, with that angelic smile of his that I confess is irritating. If you have done talking, and will give me an opening, I will go.

Robina told him that she had done talking. She gave him her reasons for having done talking. If talking to him would be of any use she would often have felt it her duty to talk to him, not only with regard to his stupidity and selfishness and general aggravatingness, but with reference to his character as a whole. Her excuse for not talking to him was the crushing conviction of the hopelessness of ever effecting any improvement in him. Were it otherwise — 

Seriously speaking, said Dick, now escaped from his corner, something, I take it, has gone wrong with the stove, and you want a sort of general smith.

He opened the kitchen door and looked in.

Great Scott! he said. What was it — an earthquake?

I looked in over his shoulder.

But it could not have been an earthquake, I said. We should have felt it.

It is not an earthquake, explained Robina. It is your youngest daughters notion of making herself useful.

Robina spoke severely. I felt for the moment as if I had done it all myself. I had an uncle who used to talk like that. Your aunt, he would say, regarding me with a reproachful eye, your aunt can be, when she likes, the most trying woman to live with I have ever known. It would depress me for days. I would wonder whether I ought to speak to her about it, or whether I should be doing only harm.

But how did she do it? I demanded. It is impossible that a mere child — where is the child?

The parlour contained but Robina. I hurried to the door; Dick was already half across the field. Veronica I could not see.

We are making haste, Dick shouted back, in case it is early-closing day.

I want Veronica! I shouted.

What? shouted Dick.

Veronica! I shouted with my hands to my mouth.

Yes! shouted Dick. Shes on ahead.

It was useless screaming any more. He was now climbing the stile.

They always take each others part, those two, sighed Robina.

Yes, and you are just as bad, I told her; if he doesnt, you do. And then if its you they take your part. And you take his part. And he takes both your parts. And between you all I am just getting tired of bringing any of you up. (Which is the truth.) How did this thing happen?

I had got everything finished, answered Robina. The duck was in the oven with the pie; the peas and potatoes were boiling nicely. I was feeling hot, and I thought I could trust Veronica to watch the things for awhile. She promised not to play King Alfred.

Whats that? I asked.

You know, said Robina—King Alfred and the cakes. I left her one afternoon last year when we were on the houseboat to watch some buns. When I came back she was sitting in front of the fire, wrapped up in the table-cloth, with Dicks banjo on her knees and a cardboard crown upon her head. The buns were all burnt to a cinder. As I told her, if I had known what she wanted to be up to I could have given her some extra bits of dough to make believe with. But oh, no! if you please, that would not have suited her at all. It was their being real buns, and my being real mad, that was the best part of the game. She is an uncanny child.

What was the game this time? I asked.

I dont think it was intended for a game — not at first, answered Robina. I went into the wood to pick some flowers for the table. I was on my way back, still at some distance from the house, when I heard quite a loud report. I took it for a gun, and wondered what anyone would be shooting in July. It must be rabbits, I thought. Rabbits never seem to have any time at all to themselves, poor things. And in consequence I did not hurry myself. It must have been about twenty minutes later when I came in sight of the house. Veronica was in the garden deep in confabulation with an awful-looking boy, dressed in nothing but rags. His face and hands were almost black. You never saw such an object. They both seemed very excited. Veronica came to meet me; and with a face as serious as mine is now, stood there and told me the most barefaced pack of lies you ever heard. She said that a few minutes after I had gone, robbers had come out of the wood — she talked about them as though there had been hundreds — and had with the most awful threats demanded to be admitted into the house. Why they had not lifted the latch and walked in, she did not explain. It appeared this cottage was their secret rendezvous, where all their treasure lies hidden. Veronica would not let them in, but shouted for help: and immediately this awful-looking boy, to whom she introduced me as Sir Robert something or another, had appeared upon the scene; and then there had followed — well, I have not the patience to tell you the whole of the rigmarole they had concocted. The upshot of it was that the robbers, defeated in their attempt to get into the house, had fired a secret mine, which had exploded in the kitchen. If I did not believe them I could go into the kitchen and see for myself. Say what I would, that is the story they both stuck to. It was not till I had talked to Veronica for a quarter of an hour, and had told her that you would most certainly communicate with the police, and that she would have to convince a judge and jury of the truth of her story, that I got any sense at all out of her.

What was the sense you did get out of her? I asked.

Well, I am not sure even now that it is the truth, said Robina—the child does not seem to possess a proper conscience. What she will grow up like, if something does not happen to change her, it is awful to think.

I dont want to appear a hustler, I said, and maybe I am mistaken in the actual time, but it feels to me like hours since I asked you how the catastrophe really occurred.

I am telling you, explained Robina, hurt. She was in the kitchen yesterday when I mentioned to Harrys mother, who had looked in to help me wash up, that the kitchen chimney smoked: and then she said—

Who said? I asked.

Why, she did, answered Robina, Harrys mother. She said that very often a pennyworth of gunpowder—

Now at last we have begun, I said. From this point I may be able to help you, and we will get on. At the word gunpowder Veronica pricked up her ears. The thing by its very nature would appeal to Veronicas sympathies. She went to bed dreaming of gunpowder. Left in solitude before the kitchen fire, other maidens might have seen pictured in the glowing coals, princes, carriages, and balls. Veronica saw visions of gunpowder. Who knows? — perhaps even she one day will have gunpowder of her own! She looks up from her reverie: a fairy godmamma in the disguise of a small boy — it was a small boy, was it not?

Rather a nice little boy, he gave me the idea of having been, originally, answered Robina; the child, I should say, of well-to-do parents. He was dressed in a little Lord Fauntleroy suit — or rather, he had been.

Did Veronica know how he was — anything about him? I asked.

Nothing that I could get out of her, replied Robina; you know her way — how she chums on with anybody and everybody. As I told her, if she had been attending to her duties instead of staring out of the window, she would not have seen him. He happened to be crossing the field just at the time.

A boy born to ill-luck, evidently, I observed. To Veronica of course he seemed like the answer to a prayer. A boy would surely know where gunpowder could be culled.

They must have got a pound of it from somewhere, said Robina, judging from the result.

Any notion where they got it from? I asked.

No, explained Robina. All Veronica can say is that he told her he knew where he could get some, and was gone about ten minutes. Of course they must have stolen it — even that did not seem to trouble her.

It came to her as a gift from the gods, Robina, I explained. I remember how I myself used to feel about these things, at ten. To have enquired further would have seemed to her impious. How was it they were not both killed?

Providence, was Robinas suggestion: it seemed to be the only one possible. They lifted off one of the saucepans and just dropped the thing in — fortunately wrapped up in a brown paper parcel, which gave them both time to get out of the house. At least Veronica got clear off. For a change it was not she who fell over the mat, it was the boy.

I looked again into the kitchen; then I returned and put my hands on Robinas shoulders. It is a most amusing incident — as it has turned out, I said.

It might have turned out rather seriously, thought Robina.

It might, I agreed: she might be lying upstairs.

She is a wicked, heartless child, said Robina; she ought to be punished.

I lent Robina my handkerchief; she never has one of her own.

She is going to be punished, I said; I will think of something.

And so ought I, said Robina; it was my fault, leaving her, knowing what shes like. I might have murdered her. She doesnt care. Shes stuffing herself with cakes at this very moment.

They will probably give her indigestion, I said. I hope they do.

Why didnt you have better children? sobbed Robina; we are none of us any good to you.

You are not the children I wanted, I confess, I answered.

Thats a nice kind thing to say! retorted Robina indignantly.

I wanted such charming children, I explained—my idea of charming children: the children I had imagined for myself. Even as babies you disappointed me.

Robina looked astonished.

You, Robina, were the most disappointing, I complained. Dick was a boy. One does not calculate upon boy angels; and by the time Veronica arrived I had got more used to things. But I was so excited when you came. The Little Mother and I would steal at night into the nursery. Isnt it wonderful, the Little Mother would whisper, to think it all lies hidden there: the little tiresome child, the sweetheart they will one day take away from us, the wife, the mother? I am glad it is a girl, I would whisper; I shall be able to watch her grow into womanhood. Most of the girls one comes across in books strike one as not perhaps quite true to life. It will give me such an advantage having a girl of my own. I shall keep a note-book, with a lock and key, devoted to her.

Did you? asked Robina.

I put it away, I answered; there were but a few pages written on. It came to me quite early in your life that you were not going to be the model heroine. I was looking for the picture baby, the clean, thoughtful baby, with its magical, mystical smile. I wrote poetry about you, Robina, but you would slobber and howl. Your little nose was always having to be wiped, and somehow the poetry did not seem to fit you. You were at your best when you were asleep, but you would not even sleep when it was expected of you. I think, Robina, that the fellows who draw the pictures for the comic journals of the man in his night-shirt with the squalling baby in his arms must all be single men. The married man sees only sadness in the design. It is not the mere discomfort. If the little creature were ill or in pain we should not think of that. It is the reflection that we, who meant so well, have brought into the world just an ordinary fretful human creature with a nasty temper of its own: that is the tragedy, Robina. And then you grew into a little girl. I wanted the soulful little girl with the fathomless eyes, who would steal to me at twilight and question me concerning lifes conundrums.

But I used to ask you questions, grumbled Robina, and you would tell me not to be silly.

Dont you understand, Robina? I answered. I am not blaming you, I am blaming myself. We are like children who plant seeds in a garden, and then are angry with the flowers because they are not what we expected. You were a dear little girl; I see that now, looking back. But not the little girl I had in my mind. So I missed you, thinking of the little girl you were not. We do that all our lives, Robina. We are always looking for the flowers that do not grow, passing by, trampling underfoot, the blossoms round about us. It was the same with Dick. I wanted a naughty boy. Well, Dick was naughty, no one can say that he was not. But it was not my naughtiness. I was prepared for his robbing orchards. I rather hoped he would rob orchards. All the high-spirited boys in books rob orchards, and become great men. But there were not any orchards handy. We happened to be living in Chelsea at the time he ought to have been robbing orchards: that, of course, was my fault. I did not think of that. He stole a bicycle that a lady had left outside the tea-room in Battersea Park, he and another boy, the son of a common barber, who shaved people for three-halfpence. I am a Republican in theory, but it grieved me that a son of mine could be drawn to such companionship. They contrived to keep it for a week — till the police found it one night, artfully hidden behind bushes. Logically, I do not see why stealing apples should be noble and stealing bicycles should be mean, but it struck me that way at the time. It was not the particular steal I had been hoping for.

I wanted him wild; the hero of the book was ever in his college days a wild young man. Well, he was wild. It cost me three hundred pounds to keep that breach of promise case out of Court; I had never imagined a breach of promise case. Then he got drunk, and bonneted a bishop in mistake for a bull-dog. I didnt mind the bishop. That by itself would have been wholesome fun. But to think that a son of mine should have been drunk!

He has never been drunk since, pleaded Robina. He had only three glasses of champagne and a liqueur: it was the liqueur — he was not used to it. He got into the wrong set. You cannot in college belong to the wild set without getting drunk occasionally.

Perhaps not, I admitted. In the book the wild young man drinks without ever getting drunk. Maybe there is a difference between life and the book. In the book you enjoy your fun, but contrive somehow to escape the licking: in life the licking is the only thing sure. It was the wild young man of fiction I was looking for, who, a fortnight before the exam., ties a wet towel round his head, drinks strong tea, and passes easily with honours. He tried the wet towel, he tells me. It never would keep in its place. Added to which it gave him neuralgia; while the strong tea gave him indigestion. I used to picture myself the proud, indulgent father lecturing him for his wildness — turning away at some point in the middle of my tirade to hide a smile. There was never any smile to hide. I feel that he has behaved disgracefully, wasting his time and my money.

He is going to turn over a new leaf; said Robina: I am sure he will make an excellent farmer.

I did not want a farmer, I explained; I wanted a Prime Minister. Children, Robina, are very disappointing. Veronica is all wrong. I like a mischievous child. I like reading stories of mischievous children: they amuse me. But not the child who puts a pound of gunpowder into a red-hot fire, and escapes with her life by a miracle.

And yet, I daresay, suggested Robina, that if one put it into a book — I mean that if you put it into a book, it would read amusingly.

Likely enough, I agreed. Other peoples troubles can always be amusing. As it is, I shall be in a state of anxiety for the next six months, wondering, every moment that she is out of my sight, what new devilment she is up to. The Little Mother will be worried out of her life, unless we can keep it from her.

Children will be children, murmured Robina, meaning to be comforting.

That is what I am complaining of, Robina. We are always hoping that ours wont be. She is full of faults, Veronica, and they are not always nice faults. She is lazy — lazy is not the word for it.

She is lazy, Robina was compelled to admit.

There are other faults she might have had and welcome, I pointed out; faults I could have taken an interest in and liked her all the better for. You children are so obstinate. You will choose your own faults. Veronica is not truthful always. I wanted a family of little George Washingtons, who could not tell a lie. Veronica can. To get herself out of trouble — and provided there is any hope of anybody believing her — she does.

We all of us used to when we were young, Robina maintained; Dick used to, I used to. It is a common fault with children.

I know it is, I answered. I did not want a child with common faults. I wanted something all my own. I wanted you, Robina, to be my ideal daughter. I had a girl in my mind that I am sure would have been charming. You are not a bit like her. I dont say she was perfect, she had her failings, but they were such delightful failings — much better than yours, Robina. She had a temper — a woman without a temper is insipid; but it was that kind of temper that made you love her all the more. Yours doesnt, Robina. I wish you had not been in such a hurry, and had left me to arrange your temper for you. We should all of us have preferred mine. It had all the attractions of temper without the drawbacks of the ordinary temper.

Couldnt use it up, I suppose, for yourself, Pa? suggested Robina.

It was a ladys temper, I explained. Besides, as I asked her, what is wrong with the one I have?

Nothing, answered Robina. Yet her tone conveyed doubt. It seems to me sometimes that an older temper would suit you better, that was all.

You have hinted as much before, Robina, I remarked, not only with reference to my temper, but with reference to things generally. One would think that you were dissatisfied with me because I am too young.

Not in years perhaps, replied Robina, but — well, you know what I mean. One wants ones father to be always great and dignified.

We cannot change our ego, I explained to her. Some daughters would appreciate a father youthful enough in temperament to sympathise with and to indulge them. The solemn old fogey you have in your mind would have brought you up very differently. Let me tell you that, my girl. You would not have liked him, if you had had him.

Perhaps not, Robina agreed. You are awfully good in some ways.

What we have got to do in this world, Robina, I said, is to take people as they are, and make the best of them. We cannot expect everybody to be just as we would have them, and maybe we should not like them any better if they were. Dont bother yourself about how much nicer they might be; think how nice they are.

Robina said she would try. I have hopes of making Robina a sensible woman.


CHAPTER VII
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DICK AND VERONICA returned laden with parcels. They explained that Daddy Slee, as it appeared he was generally called, a local builder of renown, was following in his pony-cart, and was kindly bringing the bulkier things with him.

I tried to hustle him, said Dick, but coming up after he had washed himself and had his tea seemed to be his idea of hustling. He has got the reputation of being an honest old Johnny, slow but sure; the others, they tell me, are slower. I thought you might care, later on, to talk to him about the house.

Veronica took off her things and put them away, each one in its proper place. She said, if no one wanted her, she would read a chapter of The Vicar of Wakefield, and retired upstairs. Robina and I had an egg with our tea; Mr. Slee arrived as we had finished, and I took him straight into the kitchen. He was a large man, with a dreamy expression and a habit of sighing. He sighed when he saw our kitchen.

Theres four days work for three men here, he said, and youll want a new stove. Lord! what trouble children can be!

Robina agreed with him.

Meanwhile, she demanded, how am I to cook?

Myself, missie, sighed Mr. Slee, I dont see how you are going to cook.

Well all have to tramp home again, thought Dick.

And tell Little Mother the reason, and frighten her out of her life! retorted Robina indignantly.

Robina had other ideas. Mr. Slee departed, promising that work should be commenced at seven oclock on Monday morning. Robina, the door closed, began to talk.

Let Pa have a sandwich, said Robina, and catch the six-fifteen.

We might all have a sandwich, suggested Dick; I could do with one myself.

Pa can explain, said Robina, that he has been called back to town on business. That will account for everything, and Little Mother will not be alarmed.

She wont believe that business has brought him back at nine oclock on a Saturday night, argued Dick; you think that Little Mother hasnt any sense. Shell see theres something up, and ask a hundred questions. You know what she is.

Pa, said Robina, will have time while in the train to think out something plausible; thats where Pa is clever. With Pa off my hands I shant mind. We three can live on cold ham and things like that. By Thursday we will be all right, and then he can come down again.

I pointed out to Robina, kindly but firmly, the utter absurdity of her idea. How could I leave them, three helpless children, with no one to look after them? What would the Little Mother say? What might not Veronica be up to in my absence? There were other things to be considered. The donkey might arrive at any moment — no responsible person there to receive him — to see to it that his simple wants would be provided for. I should have to interview Mr. St. Leonard again to fix up final details as regarded Dick. Who was going to look after the cow, about to be separated from us? Young Bute would be down again with plans. Who was going to take him over the house, explain things to him intelligibly? The new boy might turn up — this simple son of the soil Miss Janie had promised to dig out and send along. He would talk Berkshire. Who would there be to understand him — to reply to him in dialect? What was the use of her being impetuous and talking nonsense?

She went on cutting sandwiches. She said they were not helpless children. She said if she and Dick at forty-two hadnt grit enough to run a six-roomed cottage it was time they learned.

Whos forty-two? I demanded.

We are, explained Robina, Dick and I — between us. We shall be forty-two next birthday. Nearly your own age.

Veronica, she continued, for the next few days wont be a child at all. She knows nothing of the happy medium. She is either herself or she goes to the opposite extreme, and tries to be an angel. Till about the end of the week it will be like living with a vision. As for the donkey, well try and make him feel as much at home as if you were here.

I dont mean to be rude, Pa, Robina explained, but from the way you put it you evidently regard yourself as the only one among us capable of interesting him. I take it he wont mind for a night or two sharing the shed with the cow. If he looks shocked at the suggestion, Dick can knock up a partition. Id rather for the present, till you come down again, the cow stopped where she was. She helps to wake me in the morning. You may reckon you have settled everything as far as Dick is concerned. If you talk to St. Leonard again for an hour it will be about the future of the Yellow Races or the possibility of life in Jupiter. If you mention terms he will be insulted, and if he wont let you then you will be insulted, and the whole thing will be off. Let me talk to Janie. Weve both of us got sense. As for Mr. Bute, I know all your ideas about the house, and I shant listen to any of his silly arguments. What that young man wants is someone to tell him what hes got to do, and then let there be an end of it. And the sooner that handy boy turns up the better. I dont mind what he talks. All I want him to do is to clean knives and fetch water and chop wood. At the worst Ill get that home to him by pantomime. For conversation he can wait till you come down.

That is the gist of what she said. It didnt run exactly as I have put it down. There were points at which I interrupted, but Robina never listens; she just talks on, and at the end she assumes that, as a matter of course, you have come round to her point of view, and persuading her that you havent means beginning the whole thing over again.

She said I hadnt time to talk, and that she would write and tell me everything. Dick also said he would write and tell me everything; and that if I felt moved to send them down a hamper — the sort of thing that, left to themselves, Fortnum & Mason would put together for a good-class picnic, say, for six persons — I might rely upon it that nothing would be wasted.

Veronica, by my desire, walked with me to the end of the lane. I talked to her very seriously. Her difficulty was that she had not been blown up. Had she been blown up, then she would have known herself she had done wrong. In the book it is the disobedient child that is tossed by the bull. The child that has been sent with the little basket to visit the sick aunt may be right in the bulls way. That is a bit of bad luck for the bull. The poor bull is compelled to waste valuable time working round carefully, so as not to upset the basket. If the wicked child had sense (which in the book does not happen), it would, while the bull was dodging to get past the good child, seize the opportunity to move itself quickly. The wicked child never looks round, but pegs along steadily; and when the bull arrives it is sure to be in the most convenient position for receiving moral lessons. The good child, whatever its weight, crosses the ice in safety. The bad child may turn the scale at two stone lighter; the ice will have none of him. Dont you talk to me about relative pressure to the square inch, says the indignant ice. You were unkind to your little baby brother the week before last: in you go. Veronicas argument, temperately and courteously expressed, I admit, came practically to this:

I may have acted without sufficient knowledge to guide me. My education has not, perhaps, on the whole, been ordered wisely. Subjects that I feel will never be of the slightest interest or consequence to me have been insisted upon with almost tiresome reiteration. Matters that should be useful and helpful to me — gunpowder, to take but one example — I have been left in ignorance concerning. About all that I say nothing; people have done their best according to their lights, no doubt. When, however, we come to purity of motives, singleness of intention, then, I maintain, I am above reproach. The proof of this is that Providence has bestowed upon me the seal of its approval: I was not blown up. Had my conduct been open to censure — as in certain quarters has been suggested — should I be walking besides you now, undamaged — not a hair turned, as the saying is? No. Discriminating Fate — that is, if any reliance at all is to be placed on literature for the young — would have made it her business that at least I was included in the débris. Instead, what do we notice! — a shattered chimney, a ruined stove, broken windows, a wreckage of household utensils; I, alone of all things, miraculously preserved. I do not wish to press the point offensively, but really it would almost seem that it must be you three — you, my dear parent, upon whom will fall the bill for repairs; Dick, apt to attach too much importance, maybe, to his victuals, and who for the next few days will be compelled to exist chiefly upon tinned goods; Robina, by nature of a worrying disposition, certain till things get straight again to be next door to off her head — who must, by reason of conduct into which I do not enquire, have merited chastisement at the hands of Providence. The moral lesson would certainly appear to be between you three. I — it grows clear to me — have been throughout but the innocent instrument.

Admit the premise that to be virtuous is to escape whipping, the argument is logical. I felt that left uncombated it might lead us into yet further trouble.

Veronica, I said, the time has come to reveal to you a secret: literature is not always a safe guide to life.

You mean— said Veronica.

I mean, I said, that the writer of books is, generally speaking, an exceptionally moral man. That is what leads him astray: he is too good. This world does not come up to his ideas. It is not the world as he would have made it himself. To satisfy his craving for morality he sets to work to make a world of his own. It is not this world. It is not a bit like this world. In a world as it should be, Veronica, you would undoubtedly have been blown up — if not altogether, at all events partially. What you have to do, Veronica, is, with a full heart, to praise Heaven that this is not a perfect world. If it were I doubt very much, Veronica, your being here. That you are here happy and thriving proves that all is not as it should be. The bull of this world, feeling he wants to toss somebody, does not sit upon himself, so to speak, till the wicked child comes by. He takes the first child that turns up, and thanks God for it. A hundred to one it is the best child for miles around. The bull does not care. He spoils that pattern child. Hed spoil a bishop, feeling as he does that morning. Your little friend in the velvet suit who did get himself blown up, at all events as regards the suit — Which of you was it that thought of that gunpowder, you or he?

Veronica claimed that the inspiration had been hers.

I can easily believe it. And was he anxious to steal the gunpowder and put it on the fire, or did he have to be persuaded?

Veronica admitted that in the qualities of a first-class hero he was wanting. Not till it had been suggested to him that he must at heart be a cowardy cowardy custard had he been moved to take a hand in the enterprise.

A lad, clearly, I continued, that left to himself would be a comfort to his friends. And the story of the robbers — your invention or his?

Veronica was generously of opinion that he might have thought of it had he not been chiefly concerned at the moment with the idea of getting home to his mother. As it was, the clothing with romance of incidents otherwise bald and uninteresting had fallen upon her.

The good child of the story. The fact stands out at every point. His one failing an amiable weakness. Do you not see it for yourself; Veronica? In the book, you, not he, would have tumbled over the mat. In this wicked world it is the wicked who prosper. He, the innocent, the virtuous, is torn into rags. You, the villain of the story, escape.

I see, said Veronica; then whenever nothing happens to you that means that youre a wrong un.

I dont go so far as to say that, Veronica. And I wish you wouldnt use slang. Dick is a man, and a man — well, never mind about a man. You, Veronica, must never forget that youre a lady. Justice must not be looked for in this world. Sometimes the wicked get what they deserve. More often they dont. There seems to be no rule. Follow the dictates of your conscience, Veronica, and blow — I mean be indifferent to the consequences. Sometimes youll come out all right, and sometimes you wont. But the beautiful sensation will always be with you: I did right. Things have turned out unfortunately: but thats not my fault. Nobody can blame me.

But they do, said Veronica, they blame you just as if youd meant to go and do it.

It does not matter, Veronica, I pointed out, the opinion of the world. The good man disregards it.

But they send you to bed, persisted Veronica.

Let them, I said. What is bed so long as the voice of the inward Monitor consoles us with the reflection—

But it dont, interrupted Veronica; it makes you feel all the madder. It does really.

It oughtnt to, I told her.

Then why does it? argued Veronica. Why dont it do what it ought to?

The trouble about arguing with children is that they will argue too.

Lifes a difficult problem, Veronica, I allowed. Things are not as they ought to be, I admit it. But one must not despair. Somethings got to be done.

Its jolly hard on some of us, said Veronica. Strive as you may, you cant please everyone. And if you just as much as stand up for yourself, oh, crikey!

The duty of the grown-up person, Veronica, I said, is to bring up the child in the way that it should go. It isnt easy work, and occasionally irritability may creep in.

Theres such a lot of em at it, grumbled Veronica. There are times, between em all, when you dont know whether youre standing on your head or your heels.

They mean well, Veronica, I said. When I was a little boy I used to think just as you do. But now—

Did you ever get into rows? interrupted Veronica.

Did I ever? — was never out of them, so far as I can recollect. If it wasnt one thing, then it was another.

And didnt it make you wild? enquired Veronica, when first of all theyd ask what youd got to say and why youd done it, and then, when you tried to explain things to them, wouldnt listen to you?

What used to irritate me most, Veronica, I replied—I can remember it so well — was when they talked steadily for half an hour themselves, and then, when I would attempt with one sentence to put them right about the thing, turn round and bully-rag me for being argumentative.

If they would only listen, agreed Veronica, you might get them to grasp things. But no, they talk and talk, till at the end they dont know what they are talking about themselves, and then they pretend its your fault for having made them tired.

I know, I said, they always end up like that. I am tired of talking to you, they say — as if we were not tired of listening to them!

And then when you think, said Veronica, they say you oughtnt to think. And if you dont think, and let it out by accident, then they say why dont you think? It dont seem as though we could do right. It makes one almost despair.

And it isnt even as if they were always right themselves, I pointed out to her. When they knock over a glass it is, Who put that glass there? Youd think that somebody had put it there on purpose and made it invisible. They are not expected to see a glass six inches in front of their nose, in the place where the glass ought to be. The way they talk youd suppose that a glass had no business on a table. If I broke it, then it was always, Clumsy little devil! ought to have his dinner in the nursery. If they mislay their things and cant find them, its, Whos been interfering with my things? Whos been in here rummaging about? Then when they find it they want to know indignantly who put it there. If I could not find a thing, for the simple reason that somebody had taken it away and put it somewhere else, then wherever they had put it was the right place for it, and I was a little idiot for not knowing it.

And of course you mustnt say anything, commented Veronica. Oh, no! If they do something silly and you just point it out to them, then there is always a reason for it that you wouldnt understand. Oh, yes! And if you make just the slightest mistake, like what is natural to all of us, that is because you are wicked and unfeeling and dont want to be anything else.

I will tell you what we will do, Veronica, I said; we will write a book. You shall help me. And in it the children shall be the wise and good people who never make mistakes, and they shall boss the show — you know what I mean — look after the grown-up people and bring them up properly. And everything the grown-up people do, or dont do, will be wrong.

Veronica clapped her hands. No, will you really? she said. Oh, do.

I will really, I answered. We will call it a moral tale for parents; and all the children will buy it and give it to their fathers and mothers and such-like folk for their birthdays, with writing on the title-page, From Johnny, or Jenny, to dear Papa, or to dear Aunty, with every good wish for his or her improvement!

Do you think they will read it? doubted Veronica.

We will put in it something shocking, I suggested, and get some paper to denounce it as a disgrace to English literature. And if that wont do it we will say it is a translation from the Russian. The children shall stop at home and arrange what to have for dinner, and the grown-up people shall be sent to school. We will start them off each morning with a little satchel. They shall be made to read Grimms Fairy Tales in the original German, with notes; and learn Old Mother Hubbard by heart and explain the grammar.

And go to bed early, suggested Veronica.

We will have them all in bed by eight oclock, Veronica, and they will go cheerfully, as if they liked it, or we will know the reason why. We will make them say their prayers. Between ourselves, Veronica, I dont believe they always do. And no reading in bed, and no final glass of whisky toddy, or any nonsense of that sort. An Abernethy biscuit and perhaps if they are good a jujube, and then Good night, and down with their head on the pillow. And no calling out, and no pretending they have got a pain in their tummy and creeping downstairs in their night-shirts and clamouring for brandy. We will be up to all their tricks.

And theyll have to take their medicine, Veronica remembered.

The slightest suggestion of sulkiness, the first intimation that they are not enjoying themselves, will mean cod liver oil in a tablespoon, Veronica.

And we will ask them why they never use their commonsense, chirped Veronica.

That will be our trouble, Veronica; that they wont have any sense of any sort — not what we shall deem sense. But, nevertheless, we will be just. We will always give them a reason why they have got to do everything they dont want to do, and nothing that they want to do. They wont understand it and they wont agree that it is a reason; but they will keep that to themselves, if they are wise.

And of course they must not argue, Veronica insisted.

If they answer back, Veronica, that will show they are cursed with an argumentative temperament which must be rooted out at any cost, I agreed; and if they dont say anything, that will prove them possessed of a surly disposition which must be checked at once, before it develops into a vice.

And whatever we do to them we will tell them its for their own good, Veronica chortled.

Of course it will be for their own good, I answered. That will be our chief pleasure — making them good and happy. It wont be their pleasure, but that will be owing to their ignorance.

They will be grateful to us later on, gurgled Veronica.

With that assurance we will comfort them from time to time, I answered. We will be good to them in all ways. We will let them play games — not stupid games, golf and croquet, that do you no good and lead only to language and dispute — but bears and wolves and whales; educational sort of games that will aid them in acquiring knowledge of natural history. We will show them how to play Pirates and Red Indians and Ogres — sensible play that will help them to develop their imaginative faculties. That is why grown-up people are so dull; they are never made to think. But now and then, I continued, we will let them play their own games, say on Wednesday and Saturday afternoons. We will invite other grown-ups to come to tea with them, and let them flirt in the garden, or if wet make love in the dining-room, till nurse comes for them. But we, of course, must choose their friends for them — nice, well-behaved ladies and gentlemen, the parents of respectable children; because left to themselves — well, you know what they are! They would just as likely fall in love with quite undesirable people — men and women we could not think of having about the house. We will select for them companions we feel sure will be the most suitable for them; and if they dont like them — if Uncle William says he cant bear the girl we have invited up to love him — that he positively hates her, we till tell him that it is only his wilful temper, and that hes got to like her because shes good for him; and dont let us have any of his fretfulness. And if Grandmamma pouts and says she wont love old man Jones merely because hes got a red nose, or a glass eye, or some silly reason of that sort, we will say to her: All right, my lady, you will play with Mr. Jones and be nice to him, or you will spend the afternoon putting your room tidy; make up your mind. We will let them marry (on Wednesday and Saturday afternoons), and play at keeping house. And if they quarrel we will shake them and take the babies away from them, and lock them up in drawers, and tell them they shant have them again till they are good.

And the more they try to be good, the more it will turn out that they aint been good, Veronica reflected.

Their goodness and their badness will depend upon us in more senses than one, Veronica, I explained. When Consols are down, when the east wind has touched up our liver, they will be surprised how bad they are.

And they mustnt ever forget what theyve ever been once told, crowed Veronica. We mustnt have to tell em the same thing over and over again, like we was talking to brick walls.

And if we meant to tell them and forgot to tell them, I added, we will tell them that they ought not to want us to tell them a simple thing like that, as if they were mere babies. We must remember all these points.

And if they grumble well tell them thats cos they dont know how happy they are. And well tell them how good we used to be when — I say, dont you miss your train, or I shall get into a row.

Great Scott! Id forgotten all about that train, Veronica, I admitted.

Better run, suggested Veronica.

It sounded good advice.

Keep on thinking about that book, shouted Veronica.

Make a note of things as they occur to you, I shouted back.

What shall we call it? Veronica screamed.

Why the Man in the Moon looks sat upon, I shrieked.

When I turned again she was sitting on the top rail of the stile conducting an imaginary orchestra with one of her own shoes. The six-fifteen was fortunately twenty minutes late.



I thought it best to tell Ethelbertha the truth; that things had gone wrong with the kitchen stove.

Let me know the worst, she said. Is Veronica hurt?

The worst, I said, is that I shall have to pay for a new range. Why, when anything goes amiss, poor Veronica should be assumed as a matter of course to be in it, appears to me unjust.

You are sure shes all right? persisted Ethelbertha.

Honest Injun — confound those children and their slang — I mean positively, I answered. The Little Mother looked relieved.

I told her all the trouble we had had in connection with the cow. Her sympathies were chiefly with the cow. I told her I had hopes of Robinas developing into a sensible woman. We talked quite a deal about Robina. We agreed that between us we had accomplished something rather clever.

I must get back as soon as I can, I said. I dont want young Bute getting wrong ideas into his head.

Who is young Bute? she asked.

The architect, I explained.

I thought he was an old man, said Ethelbertha.

Old Spreight is old enough, I said. Young Bute is one of his young men; but he understands his work, and seems intelligent.

Whats he like? she asked.

Personally, an exceedingly nice young fellow. Theres a good deal of sense in him. I like a boy who listens.

Good-looking? she asked.

Not objectionably so, I replied. A pleasant face — particularly when he smiles.

Is he married? she asked.

Really, it did not occur to me to ask him, I admitted. How curious you women are! No, I dont think so. I should say not.

Why dont you think so? she demanded.

Oh, I dont know. He doesnt give you the idea of a married man. Youll like him. Seems so fond of his sister.

Shall we be seeing much of him? she asked.

A goodish deal, I answered. I expect he will be going down on Monday. Very annoying, this stove business.

What is the use of his being there without you? Ethelbertha wanted to know.

Oh, hell potter round, I suggested, and take measurements. Dick will be about to explain things to him. Or, if he isnt, theres Robina — awkward thing is, Robina seems to have taken a dislike to him.

Why has she taken a dislike to him? asked Ethelbertha.

Oh, because he mistook the back of the house for the front, or the front of the house for the back, I explained; I forget which now. Says its his smile that irritates her. She owns herself theres no real reason.

When will you be going down again? Ethelbertha asked.

On Thursday next, I told her; stove or no stove.

She said she would come with me. She felt the change would do her good, and promised not to do anything when she got there. And then I told her all that I had done for Dick.

The ordinary farmer, I pointed out to her, is so often a haphazard type of man with no ideas. If successful, it is by reason of a natural instinct which cannot be taught. St. Leonard has studied the theory of the thing. From him Dick will learn all that can be learnt about farming. The selection, I felt, demanded careful judgment.

But will Dick stick to it? Ethelbertha wondered.

There, again, I pointed out to her, the choice was one calling for exceptional foresight. The old man — as a matter of fact, he isnt old at all; cant be very much older than myself; I dont know why they all call him the old man — has formed a high opinion of Dick. His daughter told me so, and I have taken care to let Dick know it. The boy will not care to disappoint him. Her mother—

Whose mother? interrupted Ethelbertha.

Janies mother, Mrs. St. Leonard, I explained. She also has formed a good opinion of him. The children like him. Janie told me so.

She seems to do a goodish deal of talking, this Miss Janie, remarked Ethelbertha.

You will like her, I said. She is a charming girl — so sensible, and good, and unselfish, and—

Who told you all this about her? interrupted Ethelbertha.

You can see it for yourself, I answered. The mother appears to be a nonentity, and St. Leonard himself — well, he is not a business man. It is Janie who manages everything — keeps everything going.

What is she like? asked Ethelbertha.

I am telling you, I said. She is so practical, and yet at the same time—

In appearance, I mean, explained Ethelbertha.

How you women, I said, do worry about mere looks! What does it matter? If you want to know, it is that sort of face that grows upon you. At first you do not notice how beautiful it is, but when you come to look into it—

And has she also formed a high opinion of Dick? interrupted Ethelbertha.

She will be disappointed in him, I said, if he does not work hard and stick to it. They will all be disappointed in him.

Whats it got to do with them? demanded Ethelbertha.

Im not thinking about them, I said. What I look at is—

I dont like her, said Ethelbertha. I dont like any of them.

But— She didnt seem to be listening.

I know that class of man, she said; and the wife appears, if anything, to be worse. As for the girl—

When you come to know them— I said.

She said she didnt want to know them. She wanted to go down on Monday, early.

I got her to see — it took some little time — the disadvantages of this. We should only be adding to Robinas troubles; and change of plan now would unsettle Dicks mind.

He has promised to write me, I said, and tell me the result of his first days experience. Let us wait and hear what he says.

She said that whatever could have possessed her to let me take those poor unfortunate children away from her, and muddle up everything without her, was a mystery to herself. She hoped that, at least, I had done nothing irrevocable in the case of Veronica.

Veronica, I said, is really wishful, I think, to improve. I have bought her a donkey.

A what? exclaimed Ethelbertha.

A donkey, I repeated. The child took a fancy to it, and we all agreed it might help to steady her — give her a sense of responsibility.

I somehow felt you hadnt overlooked Veronica, said Ethelbertha.

I thought it best to change the conversation. She seemed in a fretful mood.


CHAPTER VIII
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ROBINAS LETTER WAS dated Monday evening, and reached us Tuesday morning.



I hope you caught your train, she wrote. Veronica did not get back till half-past six. She informed me that you and she had found a good deal to talk about, and that one thing had led to another. She is a quaint young imp, but I think your lecture must have done her good. Her present attitude is that of gentle forbearance to all around her — not without its dignity. She has not snorted once, and at times is really helpful. I have given her an empty scribbling diary we found in your desk, and most of her spare time she remains shut up with it in the bedroom. She tells me you and she are writing a book together. I asked her what about. She waved me aside with the assurance that I would know all in good time, and that it was going to do good. I caught sight of just the title-page last night. It was lying open on the dressing-table: Why the Man in the Moon looks sat upon. It sounds like a title of yours. But I would not look further, though tempted. She has drawn a picture underneath. It is really not bad. The old gentleman really does look sat upon, and intensely disgusted.

Sir Robert — his name being Theodore, which doesnt seem to suit him — turns out to be the only son of a widow, a Mrs. Foy, our next-door neighbour to the south. We met her coming out of church on Sunday morning. She was still crying. Dick took Veronica on ahead, and I walked part of the way home with them. Her grandfather, it appears, was killed many years ago by the bursting of a boiler; and she is haunted, poor lady, by the conviction that Theodore is the inheritor of an hereditary tendency to getting himself blown up. She attaches no blame to us, seeing in Saturdays catastrophe only the hand of the Family Curse. I tried to comfort her with the idea that the Curse having spent itself upon a futile effort, nothing further need now be feared from it; but she persists in taking the gloomier view that in wrecking our kitchen, Theodores Doom, as she calls it, was merely indulging in a sort of dress rehearsal; the finishing performance may be relied upon to follow. It sounds ridiculous, but the poor woman was so desperately in earnest that when an unlucky urchin, coming out of a cottage we were passing, tripped on the doorstep and let fall a jug, we both screamed at the same time, and were equally surprised to find Sir Robert still between us and all in one piece. I thought it foolish to discuss all this before the child himself; but did not like to stop her. As a result, he regards himself evidently as the chosen foe of Heaven, and is not, unnaturally, proud of himself. She called here this (Monday) afternoon to leave cards; and, at her request, I showed her the kitchen and the mat over which he had stumbled. She seemed surprised that the Doom had let slip so favourable a chance of accomplishing its business, and gathered from the fact added cause for anxiety. Evidently something much more thorough is in store for Master Theodore. It was only half a pound of gunpowder, she told me. Doctor Smallboys gardener had bought it for the purpose of raising the stump of an old elm-tree, and had left it for a moment on the grass while he had returned to the house for more brown paper. She seemed pleased with the gardener, who, as she said, might, if dishonestly inclined, have charged her for a pound. I wanted to pay for — at all events — our share, but she would not take a penny. Her late lamented grandfather she regards as the person responsible for the entire incident, and perhaps it may be as well not to disturb her view. Had I suggested it, I feel sure she would have seen the justice of her providing us with a new kitchen range.

Wildly exaggerated accounts of the affair are flying round the neighbourhood; and my chief fear is that Veronica may discover she is a local celebrity. Your sudden disappearance is supposed to have been heavenward. An old farm labourer who saw you pass on your way to the station speaks of you as the ghost of the poor gentleman himself; and fragments of clothing found anywhere within a radius of two miles are being preserved, I am told, as specimens of your remains. Boots would appear to have been your chief apparel. Seven pairs have already been collected from the surrounding ditches. Among the more public-spirited there is talk of using you to start a local museum.



These first three paragraphs I did not read to Ethelbertha. Fortunately they just filled the first sheet, which I took an opportunity of slipping into my pocket unobserved.



The new boy arrived on Sunday morning, she continued. His name — if I have got it right — is William. Anyhow, that is the nearest I can get to it. His other name, if any, I must leave you to extract from him yourself. It may be Berkshire that he talks, but it sounds more like barking. Please excuse the pun; but I have just been talking to him for half an hour, trying to make him understand that I want him to go home, and maybe, as a result, I am feeling a little hysterical. Anything more rural I cannot imagine. But he is anxious to learn, and a fairly wide field is in front of him. I caught him after our breakfast on Sunday calmly throwing everything left over onto the dust-heap. I pointed out to him the wickedness of wasting nourishing food, and impressed upon him that the proper place for victuals was inside us. He never answers. He stands stock still, with his mouth as wide open as it will go — which is saying a good deal — and one trusts that ones words are entering into him. All Sunday afternoon he was struggling valiantly against an almost supernatural sleepiness. After tea he got worse, and I began to think he would be no use to me. We none of us ate much supper; and Dick, who appears able to understand him, helped him to carry the things out. I heard them talking, and then Dick came back and closed the door behind him. He wants to know, said Dick, if he can leave the corned beef over till to-morrow. Because, if he eats it all to-night, he doesnt think he will be able to walk home.

Veronica takes great interest in him. She has evidently a motherly side to her character, for which we none of us have given her credit. She says she is sure there is good in him. She sits beside him while he chops wood, and tells him carefully selected stories, calculated, she argues, to develop his intelligence. She is careful, moreover, not to hurt his feelings by any display of superiority. Of course, anyone leading a useful life, such as yours, I overheard her saying to him this morning, dont naturally get much time for reading. Ive nothing else to do, you see, cept to improve myself.

The donkey arrived this afternoon while I was out — galloping, I am given to understand, with Opkins on his back. There seems to be some secret between those two. We have tried him with hay, and we have tried him with thistles; but he seems to prefer bread-and-butter. I have not been able as yet to find out whether he takes tea or coffee in the morning. But he is an animal that evidently knows his own mind, and fortunately both are in the house. We are putting him up for to-night with the cow, who greeted him at first with enthusiasm and wanted to adopt him, but has grown cold to him since on discovering that he is not a calf. I have been trying to make friends with her, but she is so very unresponsive. She doesnt seem to want anything but grass, and prefers to get that for herself. She doesnt seem to want to be happy ever again.

A funny thing happened in church. I was forgetting to tell you. The St. Leonards occupy two pews at the opposite end from the door. They were all there when we arrived, with the exception of the old gentleman himself. He came in just before the Dearly Beloved, when everybody was standing up. A running fire of suppressed titters followed him up the aisle, and some of the people laughed outright. I could see no reason why. He looked a dignified old gentleman in his grey hair and tightly buttoned frock coat, which gives him a somewhat military appearance. But when he came level with our pew I understood. Hurrying back from his morning round, and with no one there to superintend him, the dear old absent-minded thing had forgotten to change his breeches. From a little above the knee upward he was a perfect Christian; but his legs were just those of a disreputable sinner.

Whats the joke? he whispered to me as he passed — I was in the corner seat. Have I missed it?

We called round on them after lunch, and at once I was appealed to for my decision.

Now, heres a plain sensible girl, exclaimed the old gentleman the moment I entered the room. (You will notice I put no comma after plain. I am taking it he did not intend one. You can employ one adjective to qualify another, cant you?) And I will put it to her, What difference can it make to the Almighty whether I go to church in trousers or in breeches?

I do not see, retorted Mrs. St. Leonard somewhat coldly, that Miss Robina is in any better position than myself to speak with authority on the views of the Almighty — which I felt was true. If it makes no difference to the Almighty, then why not, for my sake, trousers?

The essential thing, he persisted, is a contrite heart. He was getting very cross.

It may just as well be dressed respectably, was his wifes opinion. He left the room, slamming the door.

I do like Janie the more and more I see of her. I do hope she will let me get real chums with her. She does me so much good. (I read that bit twice over to Ethelbertha, pretending I had lost the place.) I suppose it is having rather a silly mother and an unpractical father that has made her so capable. If you and Little Mother had been proper sort of parents I might have been quite a decent sort of girl. But its too late finding fault with you now. I suppose I must put up with you. She works so hard, and is so unselfish. But she is not like some good people, who make you feel it is hopeless your trying to be good. She gets cross and impatient; and then she laughs at herself, and gets right again that way. Poor Mrs. St. Leonard! I cannot help feeling sorry for her. She would have been so happy as the wife of a really respectable City man, who would have gone off every morning with a flower in his buttonhole and have worn a white waistcoat on Sundays. I dont believe what they say: that husbands and wives should be the opposite of one another. Mr. St. Leonard ought to have married a brainy woman, who would have discussed philosophy with him, and have been just as happy drinking beer out of a tea-cup: you know the sort I mean. If ever I marry it will be a short-tempered man who loves music and is a good dancer; and if I find out too late that hes clever Ill run away from him.

Dick has not yet come home — nearly eight oclock. Veronica is supposed to be in bed, but I can hear things falling. Poor boy! I expect hell be tired; but to-day is an exception. Three hundred sheep have had to be brought all the way from Ilsley, and must be herded — I fancy it is called — before anybody can think of supper. I saw to it that he had a good dinner.

And now to come to business. Young Bute has been here all day, and has only just left. He is coming down again on Friday — which, by the way, dont forget is Mrs. St. Leonards At Home day. She hopes she may then have the pleasure of making your acquaintance, and thinks that possibly there may be present one or two people we may like to know. From which I gather that half the neighbourhood has been specially invited to meet you. So mind you bring a frock-coat; and if Little Mother can put her hand easily on my pink muslin with the spots — it is either in my wardrobe or else in the bottom drawer in Veronicas room, if it isnt in the cardboard box underneath mothers bed — you might slip it into your bag. But whatever you do dont crush it. The sash I feel sure mother put away somewhere herself. He sees no reason — Im talking now about young Bute, — if you approve his plans, why work should not be commenced immediately. Shall I write old Slee to meet you at the house on Friday? From all accounts I dont think youll do better. He is on the spot, and they say he is most reasonable. But you have to get estimates, dont you? He suggests — Mr. Bute, I mean — throwing what used to be the dairy into the passage, which will make a hall big enough for anything. We might even give a dance in it, he thinks. But all this you will be able to discuss with him on Friday. He has evidently taken a great deal of pains, and some of his suggestions sound sensible. But of course he must fully understand that it is what we want, not what he thinks, that is important. I told him you said I could have my room exactly as I liked it myself; and I have explained to him my ideas. He seemed at first to be under the impression that I didnt know what I was talking about, so I made it quite clear to him that I did, with the result that he has consented to carry out my instructions, on condition that I put them down in black and white — which I think just as well, as then there can be no excuse afterwards for argument. I like him better than I did the first time. About everything else he can be fairly amiable. It is when he talks about frontal elevations and ground plans that he irritates me. Tell Little Mother that Ill write her to-morrow. Couldnt she come down with you on Friday? Everything will be ship-shape by then; and—

The remainder was of a nature more private. She concluded with a postscript, which also I did not read to Ethelbertha.

Thought I had finished telling you everything, when quite a stylish rat-tat sounded on the door. I placed an old straw hat of Dicks in a prominent position, called loudly to an imaginary John not to go without the letters, and then opened it. He turned out to be the local reporter. I need not have been alarmed. He was much the more nervous of the two, and was so full of excuses that had I not come to his rescue I believe he would have gone away forgetting what hed come for. Nothing save an overwhelming sense of duty to the Public (with a capital P) could have induced him to inflict himself upon me. Could I give him a few details which would enable him to set rumour right? I immediately saw visions of headlines: Domestic Tragedy! Eminent Author blown up by his own Daughter! Once Happy Home now a Mere Wreck! It seemed to me our only plan was to enlist this amiable young man upon our side; I hope I did not overdo it. My idea was to convey the impression that one glance at him had convinced me he was the best and noblest of mankind; that I felt I could rely upon his wit and courage to save us from a notoriety that, so far as I was concerned, would sadden my whole life; and that if he did so eternal gratitude and admiration would be the least I could lay at his feet. I can be nice when I try. People have said so. We parted with only a pressure of the hand, and I hope he wont get into trouble, but I see The Berkshire Courier is going to be deprived of its prey. Dick has just come in. He promises to talk when he has finished eating.



Dicks letter, for which Ethelbertha seemed to be strangely impatient, reached us on Wednesday morning.

If ever you want to find out, Dad, what hard work really means, you try farming, wrote Dick; and yet I believe you would like it. Hasnt some old Johnny somewhere described it as the poetry of the ploughshare? Why did we ever take to bothering about anything else — shutting ourselves up in stuffy offices, worrying ourselves to death about a lot of rubbish that isnt any good to anybody? I wish I could put it properly, Dad; you would see just what I mean. Why dont we live in simply-built houses and get most everything we want out of the land: which we easily could? You take a dozen poor devils away from walking behind the plough and put them down into coal-mines, and set them running about half-naked among a lot of roaring furnaces, and between them they turn out a machine that does the ploughing for them. What is the sense of it? Of course some things are useful. I would like a motor-car, and railways and steamboats are all right; but it seems to me that half the fiddle-faddles we fancy we want wed be just as well, if not better, without, and there would be all that time and energy to spare for the sort of things that everybody ought to have. Its everywhere just like it was at school. They kept us so hard at it, studying Greek roots, we hadnt time to learn English grammar. Look at young Dennis Yewbury. Hes got two thousand acres up in Scotland. He could lead a jolly life turning the place into some real use. Instead of which he lets it all run to waste for nothing but to breed a few hundred birds that wouldnt keep a single family alive; while he works from morning till night at humbugging people in a beastly hole in the City, just to fill his house with a host of silly gim-cracks and dress up himself and his women-folk like peacocks. Of course we would always want clever chaps like you to tell us stories; and doctors we couldnt do without, though I guess if we were leading sensible lives wed be able to get along with about half of them. It seems to me that what we want is a comfortable home, enough to eat and drink, and a few fal-lal sort of things to make the girls look pretty; and that all the rest is rot. We would all of us have time then to think and play a bit, and if we were all working fairly at something really useful and were contented with our own share, thered be enough for everybody.

I suppose this is all nonsense, but I wish it wasnt. Anyway, its what I mean to do myself; and Im awfully much obliged to you, Dad, for giving me this chance. Youve hit the right nail on the head this time. Farming was what I was meant for; I feel it. I would have hated being a barrister, setting people by the ears and making my living out of other peoples troubles. Being a farmer you feel that in doing good to yourself you are doing good all round. Miss Janie agrees with all I say. I think she is one of the most sensible girls I have ever come across, and Robin likes her awfully. So is the old man: hes a brick. I think he has taken a liking to me, and I know I have to him. Hes the dearest old fellow imaginable. The very turnips he seems to think of as though they were so many rows of little children. And he makes you see the inside of things. Take fields now, for instance. I used to think a field was just a field. You scraped it about and planted it with seeds, and everything else depended on the weather. Why, Dad, its alive! There are good fields that want to get on — that are grateful for everything you do for them, and take a pride in themselves. And there are brutes of fields that you feel you want to kick. You can waste a hundred pounds worth of manure on them, and it only makes them more stupid than they were before. One of our fields — a wizened-looking eleven-acre strip bordering the Fyfield road — he has christened Mrs. Gummidge: it seems to feel everything more than any other field. From whatever point of the compass the wind blows that field gets the most harm from it. You would think to look at it after a storm that there hadnt been any rain in any other field — that that particular field must have got it all; while two days sunshine has the effect upon it that a six weeks drought would on any other field. His theory (he must have a theory to account for everything; it comforts him. He has just hit upon a theory that explains why twins are born with twice as much original sin as other children, and doesnt seem to mind now what they do) is that each odd corner of the earth has gained a character of its own from the spirits of the countless dead men buried in its bosom. Robbers and thieves, he will say, kicking the sod of some field all stones and thistles; silly fighting men who thought God built the world merely to give them the fun of knocking it about. Look at them, the fools! stones and thistles — thistles and stones: that is their notion of a field. Or, leaning over the gate of some field of rich-smelling soil, he will stretch out his arms as though to caress it: Brave lads! he will say; kindly honest fellows who loved the poor peasant folk. I fancy he has not got much sense of humour; or if he has, it is a humour he leaves you to find out for yourself. One does not feel one wants to laugh, listening even to his most whimsical ideas; and anyhow it is a fact that of two fields quite close to one another, one will be worth ten pounds an acre and the other dear at half a crown, and there seems to be nothing to explain it. We have a seven-acre patch just halfway up the hill. He says he never passes it without taking off his hat to it. Whatever you put in it does well; while other fields, try them with what you will, it is always the very thing they did not want. You might fancy them fractious children, always crying for the other childs bun. There is really no reason for its being such a good field, except its own pluck. It faces the east, and the wood for half the day hides it from the sun; but it makes the best of everything, and even on the greyest day it seems to be smiling at you. Some happy-hearted Mother Thing — a singer of love songs the while she toiled, he will have it, must lie sleeping there. By-the-bye, what a jolly field Janie would make! Dont you think so, Dad?

What the dickens, Dad, have you done to Veronica? She wanders about everywhere with an exercise book in her hand, and when you say anything to her, instead of answering you back, she sits plump down wherever she is and writes for all shes worth. She wont say what shes up to. She says its a private matter between you and her, and that later on things are going to be seen in their true light. I told her this morning what I thought of her for forgetting to feed the donkey. I was prepared, of course, for a hundred explanations: First, that she had meant to feed the donkey; secondly, that it wasnt her place to feed the donkey; thirdly, that the donkey would have been fed if circumstances over which she had no control had not arisen rendering it impossible for her to feed the donkey; fourthly, that the morning wasnt the proper time to feed the donkey, and so on. Instead of which, out she whips this ridiculous book and asks me if I would mind saying it over again.

I keep forgetting to ask Janie what it is he has been accustomed to. We have tried him with thistles, and weve tried him with hay. The thistles he scratches himself against; but for the hay he appears to have no use whatever. Robin thinks his idea is to save us trouble. We are not to get in anything especially for him — whatever we may happen to be having ourselves he will put up with. Bread-and-butter cut thick, or a slice of cake with an apple seems to be his notion of a light lunch; and for drink he fancies tea out of a slop-basin, with two knobs of sugar and plenty of milk. Robin says its waste of time taking his meals out to him. She says she is going to train him to come in when he hears the gong. We use the alarm clock at present for a gong. I dont know what I shall do when the cow goes away. She wakes me every morning punctually at half-past four, but Im in a blue funk that one of these days she will oversleep herself. It is one of those clocks you read about. You wrote something rather funny about one once yourself, but I always thought you had invented it. I bought it because they said it was an extra loud one, and so it is. The thing thats wrong about it is that, do what you will, you cant get it to go off before six oclock in the morning. I set it on Sunday evening for half-past four — we farmers do have to work, I can tell you. But its worth it. I had no idea that the world was so beautiful. There is a light you never see at any other time, and the whole air seems to be full of fluttering song. You feel — but you must get up and come out with me, Dad. I cant describe it. If it hadnt been for the good old cow, Lord knows what time Id have been up. The clock went off at half-past four in the afternoon, just as they were sitting down to tea, and frightened them all out of their skins. We have fiddled about with it all we know, but theres no getting it to do anything between six p.m. and six am. Anything you want of it in the daytime it is quite agreeable to. But it seems to have fixed its own working hours, and isnt going to be bustled out of its proper rest. I got so mad with it myself I wanted to pitch it out of the window, but Robin thought we ought to keep it till you came, that perhaps you might be able to do something with it — writing something about it, she means. I said I thought alarm clocks were pretty well played out by this time; but, as she says, there is always a new generation coming along to whom almost everything must be fresh. Anyhow, the confounded thing cost seven and six, and seems to be no good for anything else.

Whatever was it that you really did say to Robin about her room? Young Bute came round to me on Monday quite upset about it. He says it is going to be all windows, and will look, when finished, like an incorrect copy of the Eddystone lighthouse. He says there will be no place for the bed, and if there is to be a fireplace at all it will have to be in the cupboard, and that the only way, so far as he can see, of her getting in and out of it will be by a door through the bathroom. She said that you said she could have it entirely to her own idea, and that he was just to carry out her instructions; but, as he points out, you cant have a room in a house as if the rest of the house wasnt there, even if it is your own room. Nobody, it seems, will be able to have a bath without first talking it over with her, and arranging a time mutually convenient. I told him I was sure you never meant him to do anything absurd; and that his best plan would be to go straight back to her, explain to her that shed been talking like a silly goat — he could have put it politely, of course — and that he wasnt going to pay any attention to her. You might have thought I had suggested his walking into a den of lions and pulling all their tails. I dont know what Robin has done to him, but he seems quite frightened of her. I had to promise that I would talk to her. Hed better have done it himself. I only told her just what he said, and off she went in one of her tantrums. You know her style: If she liked to live in a room where she could see to do her hair that was no business of his, and if he couldnt design a plain, simple bedroom that wasnt going to look ridiculous and make her the laughing-stock of all the neighbourhood, then the Royal Institute of British Architects must have strange notions of the sort of person entitled to go about the country building houses; that if he thought the proper place for a fire was in a cupboard, she didnt; that his duty was to carry out the instructions of his employers, and if he imagined for a moment she was going to consent to remain shut up in her room till everybody in the house had finished bathing it would be better for us to secure the services of somebody possessed of a little commonsense; that next time she met him she would certainly tell him what she thought of him, also that she should certainly decline to hold any further communication with him again; that she doesnt want a bedroom now of any sort — perhaps she may be permitted a shakedown in the pantry, or perhaps Veronica will allow her an occasional nights rest with her, and if not it doesnt matter. Youll have to talk to her yourself. Im not going to say any more.

Dont forget that Friday is the St. Leonards At Home day. Ive promised Janie that you shall be there in all your best clothes. (Dont tell her Im calling her Janie. It might offend her. But nobody calls her Miss St. Leonard.) Everybody is coming, and all the children are having their hair washed. You will have it all your own way down here. Theres no other celebrity till you get to Boss Croker, the Tammany man, the other side of Ilsley Downs. Artists they dont count. The rumour was all round the place last week that you were here incognito in the person of a dismal-looking Johnny, staying at the Fishermans Retreat, who used to sit all day in a punt up the backwater drinking whisky. It made me rather mad when I saw him. I suppose it was the whisky that suggested the idea to them. They have got the notion in these parts that a literary man is a sort of inspired tramp. A Mrs. Jaggerswade — or some such name — whom I met here on Sunday and who is coming on Friday, took me aside and asked me what sort of things you said when you talked? She said she felt sure it would be so clever, and, herself, she was looking forward to it; but would I—quite between ourselves — advise her to bring the children.

I say, you will have to talk seriously to Veronica. Country life seems to agree with her. Shes taken to poaching already — she and the twins. It was the one sin that hitherto they had never committed, and I fancy the old man was feeling proud of this. Luckily I caught them coming home — with ten dead rabbits strung on a pole, the twins carrying it between them on their shoulders, suggesting the picture of the spies returning from the promised land with that bunch of grapes — Veronica scouting on ahead with, every ten yards, her ear to the ground, listening for hostile footsteps. The thing that troubled her most was that she hadnt heard me coming; she seemed to fear that something had gone wrong with the laws of Nature. They had found the whole collection hanging from a tree, and had persuaded themselves that Providence must have been expecting them. I insisted on their going back with me and showing me the tree, much to their disgust. And fortunately the keeper wasnt about — they are men that love making a row. I talked some fine moral sentiment to her. But she says you have told her that it doesnt matter whether you are good or bad, things happen to you just the same; and this being so she feels she may as well enjoy herself. I asked her why she never seemed able to enjoy herself being good — I believe if Id always had a kid to bring up Id have been a model chap myself by this time. Her answer was that she supposed she was born bad. I pointed out to her that was a reflection on you and Little Mother; and she answered she guessed she must be a throw-back. Old Slees got a dog that ought to have been a fox-terrier, but isnt, and he seems to have been explaining things to her.

A thing that will trouble you down here, Dad, is the cruelty of the country. They catch these poor little wretches in traps, leaving them sometimes for days suffering what must be to them nothing short of agony — to say nothing of the terror and the hunger. I tried putting my finger in one of the beastly things and keeping it there for just two minutes by my watch. It seemed like twenty. The pain grows more intense with every second, and Im not a soft, as you know. Ive lain half an hour with a broken leg, and that wasnt as bad. One hears the little creatures screaming, but cannot find them. Of course when one draws near they keep silent. It makes one quite dislike country people. They are so callous. When you speak to them about it they only grin. Janie goes nearly mad about it. Mr. St. Leonard tried to get the clergyman to say something on the subject, but he answered that he thought it better for the Church to confine herself to the accomplishment of her own great mission. Ass!

Bring Little Mother down; we want to show her off on Friday. And make her put on something pretty. Ask her if shes got that lilac thing with lace she wore at Cambridge for the May Week the year before last. Tell her not to be silly; it wasnt a bit too young. Nash said she looked like something out of an old picture, and hes going to be an artist. Dont let her dress herself. She doesnt understand it. And will you get me a gun—

The remainder of the letter was taken up with instructions concerning the gun. It seemed a complicated sort of gun. I wished I hadnt read about the gun to Ethelbertha. It made her nervous for the rest of the day.



Veronicas letter followed on Thursday morning. I read it going down in the train. In transcribing I have thought it better, as regards the spelling, to adopt the more conventional forms.



You will be pleased to hear, Veronica wrote, that we are all quite well. Robin works very hard. But I think it does her good. And of course I help her. All I can. I am glad she has got a boy. To do the washing-up. I think that was too much for her. It used to make her cross. One cannot blame her. It is trying work. And it makes you mucky. He is a good boy. But has been neglected. So doesnt know much. I am teaching him grammar. He says you was and her be. But is getting better. He says he went to school. But they couldnt have taken any trouble with him. Could they? The system, I suppose, was rotten. Robina says I mustnt overdo it. Because you want him to talk Berkshire. So I propose confining our attention to the elementary rules. He had never heard of Robinson Crusoe. What a life! We went to church on Sunday. I could not find my gloves. And Robina was waxy. But Mr. St. Leonard came without his trousers. Which was worse. We found them in the evening. The little boy that blew up our stove was there with his mother. But I didnt speak to her. Hes got a doom. Thats what made him blow it up. He couldnt help it. So you see it wasnt my fault. After all. His grandfather was blown up. And hes going to be blown up again. Later on. But he is very brave. And is going to make a will. I like all the St. Leonards very much. We went there to tea on Sunday. And Mr. St. Leonard said I was bright. I think Miss Janie very beautiful. And so does Dick. She makes me think of angels. So she does Dick. And he says she is so kind to her little brothers and sisters. It is a good sign. I think she ought to marry Dick. It would steady him. He works very hard. But I think it does him good. We have breakfast at seven. And I lay the table. It is very beautiful in the morning. When you are once up. Mrs. St. Leonard has twins. They are a great anxiety to her. But she would not part from them. She has had much trouble. And is sometimes very sad. I like the girl best. Her name is Winnie. She is more like a boy. His name is Wilfrid. But sometimes they change clothes. Then youre done. They are only nearly seven. But they know a lot. They are going to teach me swimming. Is it not kind of them? The two older boys are at home for their holidays. But they give themselves a lot of airs. And they called me a flapper. I told him hed be sorry. When he was a man. Because perhaps Id grow up beautiful. And then hed fall in love with me. But he said he wouldnt. So I let him see what I thought of him. The little girl is very nice. She is about my own age. Her name is Sally. We are going to write a play. But we shant let Bertie act in it. Unless he turns over a new leaf. Im going to be a princess that doesnt know it. But only feels it. And shes going to be a wicked witch. What wants me to marry her son. Whats a sight. But I wont, because Id rather die first. And am in love with a swineherd. That is a genius. Only nobody suspects it. I wear a crown in the last act. And everybody rejoices. Except her. I think it will be good. We have nearly finished the first act. She writes very well. And has a sense of atmosphere. And I tell her what to say. Miss Janie is going to make me a dress with a train. And gold spangles. And Robina is going to lend me her blue necklace. Anything will do of course for the old witch. So it wont be much trouble to anyone. Mr. Bute is going to paint us some scenery. And we are going to invite everybody. He is very nice. Robina says he thinks too much of himself. By a long chalk. But she is very critical where men are concerned. She admits it. She says she cant help it. I find him very affable. And so does Dick. We think Robina will get over it. And he has promised not to be angry with her. Because I have told him that she does not mean it. It is only her way. She says she feels it is unjust of her. Because really he is rather charming. I told him that. And he said I was a dear little girl. He is going to get me a real crown. Robina says he has nice eyes. I told him that. And he laughed. There is a gentleman comes here that I think is in love with Robina. But I shouldnt say anything to her about it. If I was you. She is very snappy about it. He is not handsome. But he looks good. He writes for the papers. But I dont think he is rich. And Robina is very nice to him. Until hes gone. Then she gets mad. It all began with the explosion. So perhaps it was fate. He is going to keep it out of the papers. As much as he can. But of course he owes a duty to the public. I am going to decline to see him. I think it better. Mr. Slee says everything will be in apple-pie order to-morrow. So you can come down. And we are going to have Irish stew. And roly-poly pudding. It will be a change. He is very nice. And says he was always in trouble himself when he was a little boy. Its all experience. We are all going on Friday to a party at Mr. St. Leonards. And you have got to come too. Robina says I can wear my new frock. But we cant find the sash. It is very strange. Because I remember having seen it. You didnt take it for anything, did you? We shall have to get a new one, I suppose. It is very annoying. My new shoes have also not worn well. And they ought to have. Because Robina says they were expensive. The donkey has come. And he is sweet. He eats out of my hand. And lets me kiss him. But he wont go. He goes a little when you shout at him. Very loud. Me and Robina went for a drive yesterday after tea. And Dick ran beside. And shouted. But he got hoarse. And then he wouldnt go no more. And Robina did not like it. Because Dick shouted swear words. He says they come naturally to you when you shout. And Robina said it was horrible. And that people would hear him. So we got out. And pushed him home. But he is very strong. And we were all very tired. And Robina says she hates him. Dick is going to give Mr. Opkins half a crown. To tell him how he makes him go. Because Mr. Opkins makes him gallop. Robina says it must be hypnotism. But Dick thinks it might be something simpler. I think Mr. Opkins very nice. He says you promised to lend him a book. What would help him to talk like a real country boy. So I have lent him a book about a window. By Mr. Bane. What came to see us last year. It has a lot of funny words in it. And he is going to learn them up. But he dont know what they mean. No more do I. I have written a lot of the book. It promises to be very interesting. It is all a dream. He is just the ordinary grown-up father. Neither better nor worse. And he goes up and up. It is a pleasant sensation. Till he reaches the moon. And there everything is different. It is the children that know everything. And are always right. And the grown-ups have to do all what they tell them. They are kind but firm. It is very good for him. And when he wakes up he is a better man. I put down everything that occurs to me. Like you suggested. There is quite a lot of it. And it makes you see how unjustly children are treated. They said I was to feed the donkey. Because it was my donkey. And I fed him. And there wasnt enough supper for Dick. And Dick said I was an idiot. And Robina said I wasnt to feed him. And in the morning there wasnt anything to feed him on. Because he wont eat anything but bread-and-butter. And the baker hadnt come. And he wasnt there. Because the man that comes to milk the cow had left the door open. And I was distracted. And Dick asked had I fed him. And of course I hadnt fed him. And lord how Dick talked. Never waited to hear anything, mind you. I let him talk. But it just shows you. We are all very happy. But shall be pleased to see you. Once again. The peppermint creams down here are not good. And are very dear. Compared with London prices. Isnt this a good letter? You said I was to always write just as I thought. So Im doing it. I think thats all.

I read selections from this letter aloud to Ethelbertha. She said she was glad she had decided to come down with me.


CHAPTER IX

[image: img153.jpg]

HAD ALL THINGS gone as ordered, our arrival at the St. Leonards on Friday afternoon would have been imposing. It was our entrance, so to speak, upon the local stage; and Robina had decided it was a case where small economies ought not to be considered. The livery stable proprietor had suggested a brougham, but that would have necessitated one of us riding outside. I explained to Robina that, in the country, this was usual; and Robina had replied that much depended upon first impressions. Dick would, in all probability, claim the place for himself; and, the moment we were started, stick a pipe in his mouth. She selected an open landau of quite an extraordinary size, painted yellow. It looked to me an object more appropriate to a Lord Mayors show than to the requirements of a Christian family; but Robina seemed touchy on the subject, and I said no more. It certainly was roomy. Old Glossop had turned it out well, with a pair of greys — seventeen hands, I judged them. The only thing that seemed wrong was the coachman. I cant explain why, but he struck me as the class of youth one associates with a milk-cart.

We set out at a gentle trot. Veronica, who had been in trouble most of the morning, sat stiffly on the extreme edge of her seat, clothed in the attitude of one dead to the world; Dick, in lavender gloves that Robina had thoughtfully bought for him, next to her. Ethelbertha, Robina, and myself sat perched on the back seat; to have leaned back would have been to lie down. Ethelbertha, having made up her mind she was going to dislike the whole family of the St. Leonards, seemed disinclined for conversation. Myself I had forgotten my cigar-case. I have tried the St. Leonard cigar. He does not smoke himself; but keeps a box for his friends. He tells me he fancies men are smoking cigars less than formerly. I did not see how I was going to get a smoke for the next three hours. Nothing annoys me more than being bustled and made to forget things. Robina, who has recently changed her views on the subject of freckles, shared a parasol with her mother. They had to hold it almost horizontally in front of them, and this obscured their view. I could not myself understand why people smiled as we went by. Apart from the carriage, which they must have seen before, we were not, I should have said, an exhilarating spectacle. A party of cyclists laughed outright. Robina said there was one thing we should have to be careful about, living in the country, and that was that the strong air and the loneliness combined didnt sap our intellect. She said she had noticed it — the tendency of country people to become prematurely silly. I did not share her fears, as I had by this time divined what it was that was amusing folks. Dick had discovered behind the cushions — remnant of some recent wedding, one supposes — a large and tastefully bound Book of Common Prayer. He and Veronica sat holding it between them. Looking at their faces one could almost hear the organ pealing.

Dick kept one eye on the parasol; and when, on passing into shade, it was lowered, he and Veronica were watching with rapt ecstasy the flight of swallows. Robina said she should tell Mr. Glossop of the insults to which respectable people were subject when riding in his carriage. She thought he ought to take steps to prevent it. She likewise suggested that the four of us, leaving the Little Mother in the carriage, should walk up the hill. Ethelbertha said that she herself would like a walk. She had been balancing herself on the edge of a cushion with her feet dangling for two miles, and was tired. She herself would have preferred a carriage made for ordinary-sized people. Our coachman called attention to the heat of the afternoon and the length of the hill, and recommended our remaining where we were; but his advice was dismissed as exhibiting want of feeling. Robina is, perhaps, a trifle over-sympathetic where animals are concerned. I remember, when they were children, her banging Dick over the head with the nursery bellows because he would not agree to talk in a whisper for fear of waking the cat. You can, of course, overdo kindness to animals, but it is a fault on the right side; and, as a rule, I do not discourage her. Veronica was allowed to remain, owing to her bad knee. It is a most unfortunate affliction. It comes on quite suddenly. There is nothing to be seen; but the childs face while she is suffering from it would move a heart of stone. It had been troubling her, so it appeared, all the morning; but she had said nothing, not wishing to alarm her mother. Ethelbertha, who thinks it may be hereditary — she herself having had an aunt who had suffered from contracted ligament — fixed her up as comfortably as the pain would permit with cushions in the centre of the back seat; and the rest of us toiled after the carriage.

I should not like to say for certain that horses have a sense of humour, but I sometimes think they must. I had a horse years ago who used to take delight in teasing girls. I can describe it no other way. He would pick out a girl a quarter of a mile off; always some haughty, well-dressed girl who was feeling pleased with herself. As we approached he would eye her with horror and astonishment. It was too marked to escape notice. A hundred yards off he would be walking sideways, backing away from her; I would see the poor lady growing scarlet with the insult and annoyance of it. Opposite to her, he would shy the entire width of the road, and make pretence to bolt. Looking back I would see her vainly appealing to surrounding nature for a looking-glass to see what it was that had gone wrong with her.

What is the matter with me, she would be crying to herself; that the very beasts of the field should shun me? Do they take me for a gollywog?

Halfway up the hill, the off-side grey turned his head and looked at us. We were about a couple of hundred yards behind; it was a hot and dusty day. He whispered to the near-side grey, and the near-side grey turned and looked at us also. I knew what was coming. Ive been played the same trick before. I shouted to the boy, but it was too late. They took the rest of the hill at a gallop and disappeared over the brow. Had there been an experienced coachman behind them, I should not have worried. Dick told his mother not to be alarmed, and started off at fifteen miles an hour. I calculated I was doing about ten, which for a gentleman past his first youth, in a frock suit designed to disguise rather than give play to the figure, I consider creditable. Robina, undecided whether to go on ahead with Dick or remain to assist her mother, wasted vigour by running from one to the other. Ethelberthas one hope was that she might reach the wreckage in time to receive Veronicas last wishes.

It was in this order that we arrived at the St. Leonards. Veronica, under an awning, sipping iced sherbet, appeared to be the centre of the party. She was recounting her experiences with a modesty that had already won all hearts. The rest of us, she had explained, had preferred walking, and would arrive later. She was evidently pleased to see me, and volunteered the information that the greys, to all seeming, had enjoyed their gallop.

I sent Dick back to break the good news to his mother. Young Bute said he would go too. He said he was fresher than Dick, and would get there first. As a matter of history he did, and was immediately sorry that he had.

This is not a well-ordered world, or it would not be our good deeds that would so often get us into trouble. Robinas insistence on our walking up the hill had been prompted by tender feeling for dumb animals: a virtuous emotion that surely the angels should have blessed. The result had been to bring down upon her suffering and reproach. It is not often that Ethelbertha loses her temper. When she does she makes use of the occasion to perform what one might describe as a mental spring-cleaning. All loose odds and ends of temper that may be lying about in her mind — any scrap of indignation that has been reposing peacefully, half forgotten, in a corner of her brain, she ferrets out and brushes into the general heap. Small annoyances of the year before last — little things she hadnt noticed at the time — incidents in your past life that, so far as you are concerned, present themselves as dim visions connected maybe with some previous existence, she whisks triumphantly into her pan. The method has its advantages. It leaves her, swept and garnished, without a scrap of ill-feeling towards any living soul. For quite a long period after one of these explosions it is impossible to get a cross word out of her. One has to wait sometimes for months. But while the clearing up is in progress the atmosphere round about is disturbing. The element of the whole thing is its comprehensive swiftness. Before they had reached the summit of the hill, Robina had acquired a tolerably complete idea of all she had done wrong since Christmas twelvemonth: the present afternoons proceedings — including as they did the almost certain sacrificing of a sister to a violent death, together with the probable destruction of a father, no longer of an age to trifle with apoplexy — being but a fit and proper complement to what had gone before. It would be long, as Robina herself that evening bitterly declared, before she would again give ear to the promptings of her better nature.

To take next the sad case of Archibald Bute: his sole desire had been to relieve, at the earliest moment possible, the anxieties of a sister and a mother. Robinas new hat, not intended for sport, had broken away from its fastenings. With it, it had brought down her hair. There is a harmless contrivance for building up the female hair called, I am told, a pad. It can be made of combings, and then, of course, is literally the girls own hair. He came upon Robina at the moment when, retracing her steps and with her back towards him, she was looking for it. With his usual luck, he was the first to find it. Ethelbertha thanked him for his information concerning Veronica, but seemed chiefly anxious to push on and convince herself that it was true. She took Dicks arm, and left Robina to follow on with Bute.

As I explained to him afterwards, had he stopped to ask my advice I should have counselled his leaving the job to Dick, who, after all, was only thirty seconds behind him. As regarded himself, I should have suggested his taking a walk in the opposite direction, returning, say, in half an hour, and pretending to have just arrived. By that time Robina, with the assistance of Janies brush and comb, and possibly her powder-puff, would have been feeling herself again. He could have listened sympathetically to an account of the affair from Robina herself — her version, in which she would have appeared to advantage. Give her time, and she has a sense of humour. She would have made it bright and whimsical. Without asserting it in so many words, she would have conveyed the impression — I know her way — that she alone, throughout the whole commotion, had remained calm and helpful. Dear old Dick and Poor dear papa — I can hear her saying it — would have supplied the low comedy, and Veronica, alluded to with affection free from sentimentality, would have furnished the dramatic interest. It is not that Robina intends to mislead, but she has the artistic instinct. It would have made quite a charming story; Robina always the central figure. She would have enjoyed telling it, and would have been pleased with the person listening. All this — which would have been the reward of subterfuge — he had missed. Virtuous intention had gained for him nothing but a few scattered observations from Robina concerning himself; the probable object of his Creator in fashioning him — his relation to the scheme of things in general: observations all of which he had felt to be unjust.

We compared experiences over a pipe that same evening; and he told me of a friend of his, a law student, who had shared diggings with him in Edinburgh. A kinder-hearted young man, Bute felt sure, could never have breathed; nor one with a tenderer, more chivalrous regard for women; and the misery this brought him, to say nothing of the irritation caused to quite a number of respectable people, could hardly be imagined, so young Bute assured me, by anyone not personally acquainted with the parties. It was the plain and snappy girl, and the less attractive type of old maid, for whom he felt the most sorrow. He could not help thinking of all they had missed, and were likely to go on missing; the rapture — surely the womans birthright — of feeling herself adored, anyhow, once in her life; the delight of seeing the lovers eye light up at her coming. Had he been a Mormon he would have married them all. They too — the neglected that none had invited to the feast of love — they also should know the joys of home, feel the sweet comfort of a husbands arm. Being a Christian, his power for good was limited. But at least he could lift from them the despairing conviction that they were outside the pale of masculine affection. Not one of them, so far as he could help it, but should be able to say:

I — even I had a lover once. No, dear, we never married. It was one of those spiritual loves; a formal engagement with a ring would have spoiled it — coarsened it. No; it was just a beautiful thing that came into my life and passed away again, leaving behind it a fragrance that has sweetened all my days.

That is how he imagined they would talk about it, years afterwards, to the little niece or nephew, asking artless questions — how they would feel about it themselves. Whether law circles are peculiarly rich in unattractive spinsters, or whether it merely happened to be an exceptional season for them, Bute could not say; but certain it was that the number of sour-faced girls and fretful old maids in excess of the demand seemed to be greater than usual that winter in Edinburgh, with the result that young Hapgood had a busy time of it. He made love to them, not obtrusively, which might have laid them open to ridicule — many of them were old enough to have been his mother — but more by insinuation, by subtle suggestion. His feelings, so they gathered, were too deep for words; but the adoring eyes with which he would follow their every movement, the rapt ecstasy with which he would drink in their lightest remark about the weather, the tone of almost reverential awe with which he would enquire of them concerning their lesser ailments — all conveyed to their sympathetic observation the message that he dared not tell. He had no favourites. Sufficient it was that a woman should be unpleasant, for him to pour out at her feet the simulated passion of a lifetime. He sent them presents — nothing expensive — wrapped in pleasing pretence of anonymity; valentines carefully selected for their compromising character. One carroty-headed old maid with warts he had kissed upon the brow.

All this he did out of his great pity for them. It was a beautiful idea, but it worked badly. They did not understand — never got the hang of the thing: not one of them. They thought he was really gone on them. For a time his elusiveness, his backwardness in coming to the point, they attributed to a fit and proper fear of his fate; but as the months went by the feeling of each one was that he was carrying the apprehension of his own unworthiness too far. They gave him encouragement, provided for him openings, till the wonder grew upon them how any woman ever did get married. At the end of their resources, they consulted bosom friends. In several instances the bosom friend turned out to be the bosom friend of more than one of them. The bosom friends began to take a hand in it. Some of them came to him with quite a little list, insisting — playfully at first — on his making up his mind what he was going to take and what he was going to leave; offering, as reward for prompt decision, to make things as easy for him as possible with the remainder of the column.

It was then he saw that his good intentions were likely to end in catastrophe. He would not tell the truth: that the whole scheme had been conceived out of charity towards all ill-constructed or dilapidated ladies; that personally he didnt care a hang for any of them; had only taken them on, vulgarly speaking, to give them a treat, and because nobody else would. That wasnt going to be a golden memory, colouring their otherwise drab existence. He explained that it was not love — not the love that alone would justify a mans asking of a woman that she should give herself to him for life — that he felt and always should feel for them, but merely admiration and deep esteem; and seventeen of them thought that would be sufficient to start with, and offered to chance the rest.

The truth had to come out. Friends who knew his noble nature could not sit by and hear him denounced as a heartless and eccentric profligate. Ladies whose beauty and popularity were beyond dispute thought it a touching and tender thing for him to have done; but every woman to whom he had ever addressed a kind word wanted to wring his neck.

He did the most sensible thing he could, under all the circumstances; changed his address to Aberdeen, where he had an aunt living. But the story followed him. No woman would be seen speaking to him. One admiring glance from Hapgood would send the prettiest girls home weeping to their mothers. Later on he fell in love — hopelessly, madly in love. But he dared not tell her — dared not let a living soul guess it. That was the only way he could show it. It is not sufficient, in this world, to want to do good; theres got to be a knack about it.

There was a man I met in Colorado, one Christmas-time. I was on a lecturing tour. His idea was to send a loving greeting to his wife in New York. He had been married nineteen years, and this was the first time he had been separated from his family on Christmas Day. He pictured them round the table in the little far-away New England parlour; his wife, his sister-in-law, Uncle Silas, Cousin Jane, Jack and Willy, and golden-haired Lena. They would be just sitting down to dinner, talking about him, most likely; wishing he were among them. They were a nice family and all fond of him. What joy it would give them to know that he was safe and sound; to hear the very tones of his loved voice speaking to them! Modern science has made possible these miracles. True, the long-distance telephone would cost him five dollars; but what is five dollars weighed against the privilege of wafting happiness to an entire family on Christmas Day! We had just come back from a walk. He slammed the money down, and laughed aloud at the thought of the surprise he was about to give them all.

The telephone bell rang out clear and distinct at the precise moment when his wife, with knife and fork in hand, was preparing to carve the turkey. She was a nervous lady, and twice that week had dreamed that she had seen her husband without being able to get to him. On the first occasion she had seen him enter a dry-goods store in Broadway, and hastening across the road had followed him in. He was hardly a dozen yards in front of her, but before she could overtake him all the young lady assistants had rushed from behind their counters and, forming a circle round her, had refused to let her pass, which in her dream had irritated her considerably. On the next occasion he had boarded a Brooklyn car in which she was returning home. She had tried to attract his attention with her umbrella, but he did not seem to see her; and every time she rose to go across to him the car gave a jerk and bumped her back into her seat. When she did get over to him it was not her husband at all, but the gentleman out of the Quaker Oats advertisement. She went to the telephone, feeling — as she said herself afterwards — all of a tremble.

That you could speak from Colorado to New York she would not then have believed had you told her. The thing was in its early stages, which may also have accounted for the voice reaching her strange and broken. I was standing beside him while he spoke. We were in the vestibule of the Savoy Hotel at Colorado Springs. It was five oclock in the afternoon, which would be about seven in New York. He told her he was safe and well, and that she was not to fret about him. He told her he had been that morning for a walk in the Garden of the Gods, which is the name given to the local park; they do that sort of thing in Colorado. Also that he had drunk from the silicial springs abounding in that favoured land. I am not sure that silicial was the correct word. He was not sure himself: added to which he pronounced it badly. Whatever they were, he assured her they had done him good. He sent a special message to his Cousin Jane — a maiden lady of means — to the effect that she could rely upon seeing him soon. She was a touchy old lady, and liked to be singled out for special attention. He made the usual kind enquiries about everybody, sent them all his blessing, and only wished they could be with him in this delectable land where it seemed to be always sunshine and balmy breezes. He could have said more, but his time being up the telephone people switched him off; and feeling he had done a good and thoughtful deed, he suggested a game of billiards.

Could he have been a witness of events at the other end of the wire, his condition would have been one of less self-complacence. Long before the end of the first sentence his wife had come to the conclusion that this was a message from the dead. Why through a telephone did not greatly worry her. It seemed as reasonable a medium as any other she had ever heard of — indeed a trifle more so. Later, when she was able to review the matter calmly, it afforded her some consolation to reflect that things might have been worse. That garden, together with the silicial springs — which she took to be celestial, there was not much difference the way he pronounced it — was distinctly reassuring. The eternal sunshine and the balmy breezes likewise agreed with her knowledge of heavenly topography as derived from the Congregational Hymn-Book. That he should have needed to enquire concerning the health of herself and the children had puzzled her. The only explanation was that they didnt know everything, not even up. There — may be, not the new-comers. She had answered as coherently as her state of distraction would permit, and had then dropped limply to the floor. It was the sound of her falling against the umbrella-stand and upsetting it that brought them all trooping out from the dining-room.

It took her some time to get the thing home to them; and when she had finished, her brother Silas, acting on the impulse of the moment, rang up the Exchange, with some vague idea of getting into communication with St. Peter and obtaining further particulars, but recollected himself in time to explain to the hulloa girl that he had made a mistake.

The eldest boy, a practical youth, pointed out, very sensibly, that nothing could be gained by their not going on with their dinner, but was bitterly reproached for being able to think of any form of enjoyment at a moment when his poor dear father was in heaven. It reminded his mother of the special message to Cousin Jane, who up to that moment had been playing the part of comforter. With the collapse of Cousin Jane, dramatic in its suddenness, conversation disappeared. At nine oclock the entire family went dinnerless to bed.

The eldest boy — as I have said, a practical youth — had the sense to get up early the next morning and send a wire, which brought the glad news back to them that their beloved one was not in heaven, but was still in Colorado. But the only reward my friend got for all his tender thoughtfulness was the vehement injunction never for the remainder of his life to play such a fools trick again.

There were other cases I could have recited showing the ill recompense that so often overtakes the virtuous action; but, as I explained to Bute, it would have saddened me to dwell upon the theme.

It was quite a large party assembled at the St. Leonards, including one or two county people, and I should have liked, myself, to have made a better entrance. A large lady with a very small voice seemed to be under the impression that I had arranged the whole business on purpose. She said it was so dramatic. One good thing came out of it: Janie, in her quiet, quick way, saw to it that Ethelbertha and Robina slipped into the house unnoticed by way of the dairy. When they joined the other guests, half an hour later, they had had a cup of tea and a rest, and were feeling calm and cool, with their hair nicely done; and Ethelbertha remarked to Robina on the way home what a comfort it must be to Mrs. St. Leonard to have a daughter so capable, one who knew just the right thing to do, and did it without making a fuss and a disturbance.

Everyone was very nice. Of course we made the usual mistake: they talked to me about books and plays, and I gave them my views on agriculture and cub-hunting. Im not quite sure what fool it was who described a bore as a man who talked about himself. As a matter of fact it is the only subject the average man knows sufficiently well to make interesting. Theres a man I know; he makes a fortune out of a patent food for infants. He began life as a dairy farmer, and hit upon it quite by accident. When he talks about the humours of company promoting and the tricks of the advertising agent he is amusing. I have sat at his table, when he was a bachelor, and listened to him by the hour with enjoyment. The mistake he made was marrying a broad-minded, cultured woman, who ruined him — conversationally, I mean. He is now well-informed and tiresome on most topics. That is why actors and actresses are always such delightful company: they are not ashamed to talk about themselves. I remember a dinner-party once: our host was one of the best-known barristers in London. A famous lady novelist sat on his right, and a scientist of world-wide reputation had the place of honour next our hostess, who herself had written a history of the struggle for nationality in South America that serves as an authority to all the Foreign Offices in Europe. Among the remaining guests were a bishop, the editor-in-chief of a London daily newspaper, a man who knew the interior of China as well as most men know their own club, a Russian revolutionist just escaped from Siberia, a leading dramatist, a Cabinet Minister, and a poet whose name is a household word wherever the English tongue is spoken. And for two hours we sat and listened to a wicked-looking little woman who from the boards of a Bowery music-hall had worked her way up to the position of a star in musical comedy. Education, as she observed herself without regret, had not been compulsory throughout the waterside district of Chicago in her young days; and, compelled to earn her own living from the age of thirteen, opportunity for supplying the original deficiency had been wanting. But she knew her subject, which was Herself — her experiences, her reminiscences: and bad sense enough to stick to it. Until the moment when she took the liberty of chipping in, to use her own expression, the amount of twaddle talked had been appalling. The bishop had told us all he had learnt about China during a visit to San Francisco, while the man who had spent the last twenty years of his life in the country was busy explaining his views on the subject of the English drama. Our hostess had been endeavouring to make the scientist feel at home by talking to him about radium. The dramatist had explained at some length his views of the crisis in Russia. The poet had quite spoilt his dinner trying to suggest to the Cabinet Minister new sources of taxation. The Russian revolutionist had told us what ought to have been a funny story about a duck; and the lady novelist and the Cabinet Minister had discussed Christian Science for a quarter of an hour, each under the mistaken impression that the other one was a believer in it. The editor had been explaining the attitude of the Church towards the New Theology; and our host, one of the wittiest men at the Bar, had been talking chiefly to the butler. The relief of listening to anybody talking about something they knew was like finding a match-box to a man who has been barking his shins in the dark. For the rest of the dinner we clung to her.

I could have made myself quite interesting to these good squires and farmers talking to them about theatres and the literary celebrities I have met; and they could have told me dog stories and given me useful information as to the working of the Small Holdings Act. They said some very charming things about my books — mostly to the effect that they read and enjoyed them when feeling ill or suffering from mental collapse. I gathered that had they always continued in a healthy state of mind and body it would not have occurred to them to read me. One man assured me I had saved his life. It was his brain, he told me. He had been so upset by something that had happened to him that he had almost lost his reason. There were times when he could not even remember his own name; his mind seemed an absolute blank. And then one day by chance — or Providence, or whatever you choose to call it — he had taken up a book of mine. It was the only thing he had been able to read for months and months! And now, whenever he felt himself run down — his brain like a squeezed orange (that was his simile) — he would put everything else aside and read a book of mine — any one: it didnt matter which. I suppose one ought to be glad that one has saved somebodys life; but I should like to have the choosing of them myself.

I am not sure that Ethelbertha is going to like Mrs. St. Leonard; and I dont think Mrs. St. Leonard will much like Ethelbertha. I have gathered that Mrs. St. Leonard doesnt like anybody much — except, of course, when it is her duty. She does not seem to have the time. Man is born to trouble, and it is not bad philosophy to get oneself accustomed to the feeling. But Mrs. St. Leonard has given herself up to the pursuit of trouble to the exclusion of all other interests in life. She appears to regard it as the only calling worthy a Christian woman. I found her alone one afternoon. Her manner was preoccupied; I asked if I could be of any assistance.

No, she answered, I am merely trying to think what it can be that has been worrying me all the morning. It has clean gone out of my head.

She remembered it a little later with a glad sigh.

St. Leonard himself, Ethelbertha thinks charming. We are to go again on Sunday for her to see the children. Three or four people we met I fancy we shall be able to fit in with. We left at half-past six, and took Bute back with us to supper.


CHAPTER X

[image: img153.jpg]

SHES A GOOD woman, said Robina.

Whos a good woman? I asked.

Hes trying, I expect; although he is an old dear: to live with, I mean, continued Robina, addressing apparently the rising moon. And then there are all those children.

You are thinking of Mrs. St. Leonard, I suggested.

There seems no way of making her happy, explained Robina. On Thursday I went round early in the morning to help Janie pack the baskets for the picnic. It was her own idea, the picnic.

Speaking of picnics, I said.

You might have thought, went on Robina, that she was dressing for her own funeral. She said she knew she was going to catch her death of cold, sitting on the wet grass. Something told her. I reminded her it hadnt rained for three weeks, and that everything was as dry as a bone, but she said that made no difference to grass. There is always a moisture in grass, and that cushions and all that only helped to draw it out. Not that it mattered. The end had to come, and so long as the others were happy — you know her style. Nobody ever thought of her. She was to be dragged here, dragged there. She talked about herself as if she were some sacred image. It got upon my nerves at last, so that I persuaded Janie to let me offer to stop at home with her. I wasnt too keen about going myself; not by that time.

When our desires leave us, says Rochefoucauld, I remarked, we pride ourselves upon our virtue in having overcome them.

Well, it was her fault, anyhow, retorted Robina; and I didnt make a virtue of it. I told her Id just as soon not go, and that I felt sure the others would be all right without her, so that there was no need for her to be dragged anywhere. And then she burst into tears.

She said, I suggested, that it was hard on her to have children who could wish to go to a picnic and leave their mother at home; that it was little enough enjoyment she had in her life, heaven knows; that if there was one thing she had been looking forward to it was this days outing; but still, of course, if everybody would be happier without her—

Something of the sort, admitted Robina; only there was a lot of it. We had to all fuss round her, and swear that without her it wouldnt be worth calling a picnic. She brightened up on the way home.

The screech-owl in the yew-tree emitted a blood-curdling scream. He perches there each evening on the extreme end of the longest bough. Dimly outlined against the night, he has the appearance of a friendly hobgoblin. But I wish he didnt fancy himself as a vocalist. It is against his own interests, I am sure, if he only knew it. That American college yell of his must have the effect of sending every living thing within half a mile back into its hole. Maybe it is a provision of nature for clearing off the very old mice who have become stone deaf and would otherwise be a burden on their relatives. The others, unless out for suicide, must, one thinks, be tolerably safe. Ethelbertha is persuaded he is a sign of death; but seeing there isnt a square quarter of a mile in this county without its screech-owl, there can hardly by this time be a resident that an Assurance Society would look at. Veronica likes him. She even likes his screech. I found her under the tree the other night, wrapped up in a shawl, trying to learn it. As if one of them were not enough! It made me quite cross with her. Besides, it wasnt a bit like it, as I told her. She said it was better than I could do, anyhow; and I was idiot enough to take up the challenge. It makes me angry now, when I think of it: a respectable, middle-aged literary man, standing under a yew-tree trying to screech like an owl. And the bird was silly enough to encourage us.

She was a charming girl, I said, seven-and-twenty years ago, when St. Leonard fell in love with her. She had those dark, dreamy eyes so suggestive of veiled mysteries; and her lips must have looked bewitching when they pouted. I expect they often did. They do so still; but the pout of a woman of forty-six no longer fascinates. To a pretty girl of nineteen a spice of temper, an illogical unreasonableness, are added attractions: the scratch of a blue-eyed kitten only tempts us to tease her the more. Young Hubert St. Leonard — he had curly brown hair, with a pretty trick of blushing, and was going to conquer the world — found her fretfulness, her very selfishness adorable: and told her so, kneeling before her, gazing into her bewildering eyes — only he called it her waywardness, her imperiousness; begged her for his sake to be more capricious. Told her how beautiful she looked when displeased. So, no doubt, she did — at nineteen.

He didnt tell you all that, did he? demanded Robina.

Not a word, I reassured her, except that she was acknowledged by all authorities to have been the most beautiful girl in Tunbridge Wells, and that her father had been ruined by a rascally solicitor. No, I was merely, to use the phrase of the French police courts, reconstructing the crime.

It may be all wrong, grumbled Robina.

It may be, I agreed. But why? Does it strike you as improbable?

We were sitting in the porch, waiting for Dick to come by the white path across the field.

No, answered Robina. It all sounds very probable. I wish it didnt.

You must remember, I continued, that I am an old playgoer. I have sat out so many of this worlds dramas. It is as easy to reconstruct them backwards as forwards. We are witnessing the last act of the St. Leonard drama: that unsatisfactory last act that merely fills out time after the play is ended! The intermediate acts were probably more exciting, containing passionate scenes played with much earnestness; chiefly for the amusement of the servants. But the first act, with the Kentish lanes and woods for a back-cloth, must have been charming. Here was the devout lover she had heard of, dreamed of. It is delightful to be regarded as perfection — not absolute perfection, for that might put a strain upon us to live up to, but as so near perfection that to be more perfect would just spoil it. The spots upon us, that unappreciative friends and relations would magnify into blemishes, seen in their true light: artistic shading relieving a faultlessness that might otherwise prove too glaring. Dear Hubert found her excellent just as she was in every detail. It would have been a crime against Love for her to seek to change herself.

Well, then, it was his fault, argued Robina. If he was silly enough to like her faults, and encourage her in them—

What could he have done, I asked, even if he had seen them? A lover does not point out his mistresss shortcomings to her.

Much the more sensible plan if he did, insisted Robina. Then if she cared for him she could set to work to cure herself.

You would like it? I said; you would appreciate it in your own case? Can you imagine young Bute — ?

Why young Bute? demanded Robina; whats he got to do with it?

Nothing, I answered; except that he happens to be the first male creature you have ever come across since you were six that you havent flirted with.

I dont flirt with them, said Robina; I merely try to be nice to them.

With the exception of young Bute, I persisted.

He irritates me, Robina explained.

I was reading, I said, the other day, an account of the marriage customs prevailing among the Lower Caucasians. The lover takes his stand beneath his ladys window, and, having attracted her attention, proceeds to sing. And if she seems to like it — if she listens to it without getting mad, that means she doesnt want him. But if she gets upset about it — slams down the window and walks away, then its all right. I think its the Lower Caucasians.

Must be a very silly people, said Robina; I suppose a pail of water would be the highest proof of her affection he could hope for.

A complex being, man, I agreed. We will call him X. Can you imagine young X coming to you and saying: My dear Robina, you have many excellent qualities. You can be amiable — so long as you are having your own way in everything; but thwarted you can be just horrid. You are very kind — to those who are willing for you to be kind to them in your own way, which is not always their way. You can be quite unselfish — when you happen to be in an unselfish mood, which is far from frequent. You are capable and clever, but, like most capable and clever people, impatient and domineering; highly energetic when not feeling lazy; ready to forgive the moment your temper is exhausted. You are generous and frank, but if your object could only be gained through meanness or deceit you would not hesitate a moment longer than was necessary to convince yourself that the circumstances justified the means. You are sympathetic, tender-hearted, and have a fine sense of justice; but I can see that tongue of yours, if not carefully watched, wearing decidedly shrewish. You have any amount of grit. A man might go tiger-hunting with you — with no one better; but you are obstinate, conceited, and exacting. In short, to sum you up, you have all the makings in you of an ideal wife combined with faults sufficient to make a Socrates regret hed ever married you.

Yes, I would! said Robina, springing to her feet. I could not see her face, but I knew there was the look upon it that made Primgate want to paint her as Joan of Arc; only it would never stop long enough. Id love him for talking like that. And Id respect him. If he was that sort of man Id pray God to help me to be the sort of woman he wanted me to be. Id try. Id try all day long. I would!

I wonder, I said. Robina had surprised me. I admit it. I thought I knew the sex better.

Any girl would, said Robina. Hed be worth it.

It would be a new idea, I mused. Gott im Himmel! what a new world might it not create! The fancy began to take hold of me. Love no longer blind. Love refusing any more to be the poor blind fool — sport of gods and men. Love no longer passions slave. His bonds broken, the senseless bandage flung aside. Love helping life instead of muddling it. Marriage, the foundation of civilisation, no longer reared upon the sands of lies and illusions, but grappled to the rock of truth — reality. Have you ever read Tom Jones? I said.

No, answered Robina; Ive always heard it wasnt a nice book.

It isnt, I said. Man isnt a nice animal, not all of him. Nor woman either. Theres a deal of the beast in man. What can you expect? Till a few paltry thousands of years ago he was a beast, fighting with other beasts, his fellow denizens of the woods and caves; watching for his prey, crouched in the long grass of the rivers bank, tearing it with claws and teeth, growling as he ate. So he lived and died through the dim unnamed ages, transmitting his beasts blood, his bestial instincts, to his offspring, growing ever stronger, fiercer, from generation to generation, while the rocks piled up their strata and the oceans shaped their beds. Moses! Why, Lord Rothschilds great-grandfather, a few score times removed, must have known Moses, talked with him. Babylon! It is a modern city, fallen into disuse for the moment, owing to alteration of traffic routes. History! it is a tale of to-day. Man was crawling about the world on all fours, learning to be an animal for millions of years before the secret of his birth was whispered to him. It is only during the last few centuries that he has been trying to be a man. Our modern morality! Why, compared with the teachings of nature, it is but a few days old. What do you expect? That he shall forget the lessons of the æons at the bidding of the hours?

Then you advise me to read Tom Jones? said Robina.

Yes, I said, I do. I should not if I thought you were still a child, knowing only blind trust, or blind terror. The sun is not extinguished because occasionally obscured by mist; the scent of the rose is not dead because of the worm in the leaf. A healthy rose can afford a few worms — has got to, anyhow. All men are not Tom Joneses. The standard of masculine behaviour continues to go up: many of us make fine efforts to conform to it, and some of us succeed. But the Tom Jones is there in all of us who are not anæmic or consumptive. And theres no sense at all in getting cross with us about it, because we cannot help it. We are doing our best. In another hundred thousand years or so, provided all goes well, we shall be the perfect man. And seeing our early training, I flatter myself that, up to the present, we have done remarkably well.

Nothing like being satisfied with oneself, said Robina.

Im not satisfied, I said; Im only hopeful. But it irritates me when I hear people talk as though man had been born a white-souled angel and was making supernatural efforts to become a sinner. That seems to me the way to discourage him. What he wants is bucking up; somebody to say to him, Bravo! why, this is splendid! Just think, my boy, what you were, and that not so very long ago — an unwashed, hairy savage; your law that of the jungle, your morals those of the rabbit-warren. Now look at yourself — dressed in your little shiny hat, your trousers neatly creased, walking with your wife to church on Sunday! Keep on — thats all youve got to do. In a few more centuries your own mother Nature wont know you.

You women, I continued; why, a handful of years ago we bought and sold you, kept you in cages, took the stick to you when you were not spry in doing what you were told. Did you ever read the history of Patient Griselda?

Yes, said Robina, I have. I gathered from her tone that the Joan of Arc expression had departed. Had Primgate wanted to paint her at that particular moment I should have suggested Katherine — during the earlier stages — listening to a curtain lecture from Petruchio. Are you suggesting that all women should take her for a model?

No, I said, Im not. Though were we living in Chaucers time I might; and you would not think it even silly. What Im impressing upon you is that the human race has yet a little way to travel before the average man can be regarded as an up-to-date edition of King Arthur — the King Arthur of the poetical legend, I mean. Dont be too impatient with him.

Thinking what a beast he has been ought to make him impatient himself with himself, considered Robina. He ought to be feeling so ashamed of himself as to be willing to do anything.

The owl in the old yew screamed, whether with indignation or amusement I cannot tell.

And woman, I said, had the power been hers, would she have used it to sweeter purpose? Where is your evidence? Your Cleopatras, Pompadours, Jezebels; your Catherines of Russia, late Empresses of China; your Faustines of all ages and all climes; your Mother Brownriggs; your Lucretia Borgias, Salomes — I could weary you with names. Your Roman task-mistresses; your drivers of lodging-house slaveys; your ladies who whipped their pages to death in the Middle Ages; your modern dames of fashion, decked with the plumage of the tortured grove. There have been other women also — noble women, their names like beacon-lights studding the dark waste of history. So there have been noble men — saints, martyrs, heroes. The sex-line divides us physically, not morally. Woman has been mans accomplice in too many crimes to claim to be his judge. Male and female created He them — like and like, for good and evil.

By good fortune I found a loose match. I lighted a fresh cigar.

Dick, I suppose, is the average man, said Robina.

Most of us are, I said, when we are at home. Carlyle was the average man in the little front parlour in Cheyne Row, though, to hear fools talk, you might think no married couple outside literary circles had ever been known to exchange a cross look. So was Oliver Cromwell in his own palace with the door shut. Mrs. Cromwell must have thought him monstrous silly, placing sticky sweetmeats for his guests to sit on — told him so, most likely. A cheery, kindly man, notwithstanding, though given to moods. He and Mrs. Cromwell seem to have rubbed along, on the whole, pretty well together. Old Sam Johnson — great, God-fearing, lovable, cantankerous old brute! Life with him, in a small house on a limited income, must have had its ups and downs. Milton and Frederick the Great were, one hopes, a little below the average. Did their best, no doubt; lacked understanding. Not so easy as it looks, living up to the standard of the average man. Very clever people, in particular, find it tiring.

I shall never marry, said Robina. At least, I hope I shant.

Why hope? I asked.

Because I hope I shall never be idiot enough, she answered. I see it all so clearly. I wish I didnt. Love! its only an ugly thing with a pretty name. It will not be me that he will fall in love with. He will not know me until it is too late. How can he? It will be merely with the outside of me — my pink-and-white skin, my rounded arms. I feel it sometimes when I see men looking at me, and it makes me mad. And at other times the admiration in their eyes pleases me. And that makes me madder still.

The moon had slipped behind the wood. She had risen, and, leaning against the porch, was standing with her hands clasped. I fancy she had forgotten me. She seemed to be talking to the night.

Its only a trick of Nature to make fools of us, she said. He will tell me I am all the world to him; that his love will outlive the stars — will believe it himself at the time, poor fellow! He will call me a hundred pretty names, will kiss my feet and hands. And if Im fool enough to listen to him, it may last — she laughed; it was rather an ugly laugh—six months; with luck perhaps a year, if Im careful not to go out in the east wind and come home with a red nose, and never let him catch me in curl papers. It will not be me that he will want: only my youth, and the novelty of me, and the mystery. And when that is gone—

She turned to me. It was a strange face I saw then in the pale light, quite a fierce little face. She laid her hands upon my shoulders, and I felt them cold. What comes when it is dead? she said. What follows? You must know. Tell me. I want the truth.

Her vehemence had arisen so suddenly. The little girl I had set out to talk with was no longer there. To my bewilderment, it was a woman that was questioning me.

I drew her down beside me. But the childish face was still stern.

I want the truth, she said; so that I answered very gravely:

When the passion is passed; when the glory and the wonder of Desire — Natures eternal ritual of marriage, solemnising, sanctifying it to her commands — is ended; when, sooner or later, some grey dawn finds you wandering bewildered in once familiar places, seeking vainly the lost palace of youths dreams; when Loves frenzy is faded, like the fragrance of the blossom, like the splendour of the dawn; there will remain to you, just what was there before — no more, no less. If passion was all you had to give to one another, God help you. You have had your hour of madness. It is finished. If greed of praise and worship was your price — well, you have had your payment. The bargain is complete. If mere hope to be made happy was your lure, one pities you. We do not make each other happy. Happiness is the gift of the gods, not of man. The secret lies within you, not without. What remains to you will depend not upon what you thought, but upon what you are. If behind the lover there was the man — behind the impossible goddess of his love-sick brain some honest, human woman, then life lies not behind you, but before you.

Life is giving, not getting. That is the mistake we most of us set out with. It is the work that is the joy, not the wages; the game, not the score. The lovers delight is to yield, not to claim. The crown of motherhood is pain. To serve the State at cost of ease and leisure; to spend his thought and labour upon a hundred schemes, is the mans ambition. Life is doing, not having. It is to gain the peak the climber strives, not to possess it. Fools marry thinking what they are going to get out of it: good store of joys and pleasure, opportunities for self-indulgence, eternal soft caresses — the wages of the wanton. The rewards of marriage are toil, duty, responsibility — manhood, womanhood. Loves baby talk you will have outgrown. You will no longer be his Goddess, Angel, Popsy Wopsy, Queen of his heart. There are finer names than these: wife, mother, priestess in the temple of humanity. Marriage is renunciation, the sacrifice of Self upon the altar of the race. A trick of Nature you call it. Perhaps. But a trick of Nature compelling you to surrender yourself to the purposes of God.

I fancy we must have sat in silence for quite a long while; for the moon, creeping upward past the wood, had flooded the fields again with light before Robina spoke.

Then all love is needless, she said, we could do better without it, choose with more discretion. If it is only something that worries us for a little while and then passes, what is the sense of it?

You could ask the same question of Life itself, I said; something that worries us for a little while, then passes. Perhaps the worry, as you call it, has its uses. Volcanic upheavals are necessary to the making of a world. Without them the ground would remain rock-bound, unfitted for its purposes. That explosion of Youths pent-up forces that we term Love serves to the making of man and woman. It does not die, it takes new shape. The blossom fades as the fruit forms. The passion passes to give place to peace. The trembling lover has become the helper, the comforter, the husband.

But the failures, Robina persisted; I do not mean the silly or the wicked people; but the people who begin by really loving one another, only to end in disliking — almost hating one another. How do they get there?

Sit down, I said, and I will tell you a story.

Once upon a time there was a girl, and a boy who loved her. She was a clever, brilliant girl, and she had the face of an angel. They lived near to one another, seeing each other almost daily. But the boy, awed by the difference of their social position, kept his secret, as he thought, to himself; dreaming, as youth will, of the day when fame and wealth would bridge the gulf between them. The kind look in her eyes, the occasional seeming pressure of her hand, he allowed to feed his hopes; and on the morning of his departure for London an incident occurred that changed his vague imaginings to set resolve. He had sent on his scanty baggage by the carrier, intending to walk the three miles to the station. It was early in the morning, and he had not expected to meet a soul. But a mile from the village he overtook her. She was reading a book, but she made no pretence that the meeting was accidental, leaving him to form what conclusions he would. She walked with him some distance, and he told her of his plans and hopes; and she answered him quite simply that she should always remember him, always be more glad than she could tell to hear of his success. Near the end of the lane they parted, she wishing him in that low sweet womans voice of hers all things good. He turned, a little farther on, and found that she had also turned. She waved her hand to him, smiling. And through the long days journey and through many days to come there remained with him that picture of her, bringing with it the scent of the pine-woods: her white hand waving to him, her sweet eyes smiling wistfully.

But fame and fortune are not won so quickly as boys dream, nor is life as easy to live bravely as it looks in visions. It was nearly twenty years before they met again. Neither had married. Her people were dead and she was living alone; and to him the world at last had opened her doors. She was still beautiful. A gracious, gentle lady, she had grown; clothed with that soft sweet dignity that Time bestows upon rare women, rendering them fairer with the years.

To the man it seemed a miracle. The dream of those early days came back to him. Surely there was nothing now to separate them. Nothing had changed but the years, bringing to them both wider sympathies, calmer, more enduring emotions. She welcomed him again with the old kind smile, a warmer pressure of the hand; and, allowing a little time to pass for courtesys sake, he told her what was the truth: that he had never ceased to love her, never ceased to keep the vision of her fair pure face before him, his ideal of all that man could find of help in womanhood. And her answer, until years later he read the explanation, remained a mystery to him. She told him that she loved him, that she had never loved any other man and never should; that his love, for so long as he chose to give it to her, she should always prize as the greatest gift of her life. But with that she prayed him to remain content.

He thought perhaps it was a touch of womans pride, of hurt dignity that he had kept silent so long, not trusting her; that perhaps as time went by she would change her mind. But she never did; and after awhile, finding that his persistence only pained her, he accepted the situation. She was not the type of woman about whom people talk scandal, nor would it have troubled her much had they done so. Able now to work where he would, he took a house in a neighbouring village, where for the best part of the year he lived, near to her. And to the end they remained lovers.

I think I understand, said Robina. I will tell you afterwards if I am wrong.

I told the story to a woman many years ago, I said, and she also thought she understood. But she was only half right.

We will see, said Robina. Go on.

She left a letter, to be given to him after her death, in case he survived her; if not, to be burned unopened. In it she told him her reason, or rather her reasons, for having refused him. It was an odd letter. The reasons sounded so pitiably insufficient. Until one took the pains to examine them in the cold light of experience. And then her letter struck one, not as foolish, but as one of the grimmest commentaries upon marriage that perhaps had ever been penned.

It was because she had wished always to remain his ideal; to keep their love for one another to the end, untarnished; to be his true helpmeet in all things, that she had refused to marry him.

Had he spoken that morning she had waited for him in the lane — she had half hoped, half feared it — she might have given her promise: For Youth, so she wrote, always dreams it can find a new way. She thanked God that he had not.

Sooner or later, so ran the letter, you would have learned, Dear, that I was neither saint nor angel; but just a woman — such a tiresome, inconsistent creature; she would have exasperated you — full of a thousand follies and irritabilities that would have marred for you all that was good in her. I wanted you to have of me only what was worthy, and this seemed the only way. Counting the hours to your coming, hating the pain of your going, I could always give to you my best. The ugly words, the whims and frets that poison speech — they could wait; it was my lovers hour.

And you, Dear, were always so tender, so gay. You brought me joy with both your hands. Would it have been the same, had you been my husband? How could it? There were times, even as it was, when you vexed me. Forgive me, Dear, I mean it was my fault — ways of thought and action that did not fit in with my ways, that I was not large-minded enough to pass over. As my lover, they were but as spots upon the sun. It was easy to control the momentary irritation that they caused me. Time was too precious for even a moment of estrangement. As my husband, the jarring note would have been continuous, would have widened into discord. You see, Dear, I was not great enough to love all of you. I remember, as a child, how indignant I always felt with God when my nurse told me He would not love me because I was naughty, that He only loved good children. It seemed such a poor sort of love, that. Yet that is precisely how we men and women do love; taking only what gives us pleasure, repaying the rest with anger. There would have arisen the unkind words that can never be recalled; the ugly silences; the gradual withdrawing from one another. I dared not face it.

It was not all selfishness. Truthfully I can say I thought more of you than of myself. I wanted to keep the shadows of life away from you. We men and women are like the flowers. It is in sunshine that we come to our best. You were my hero. I wanted you to be great. I wanted you to be surrounded by lovely dreams. I wanted your love to be a thing holy, helpful to you.

It was a long letter. I have given you the gist of it.

Again there was a silence between us.

You think she did right? asked Robina.

I cannot say, I answered; there are no rules for Life, only for the individual.

I have read it somewhere, said Robina—where was it?—Love suffers all things, and rejoices.

Maybe in old Thomas Kempis. I am not sure, I said.

It seems to me, said Robina, that the explanation lies in that one sentence of hers: I was not great enough to love all of you.

It seems to me, I said, that the whole art of marriage is the art of getting on with the other fellow. It means patience, self-control, forbearance. It means the laying aside of our self-conceit and admitting to ourselves that, judged by eyes less partial than our own, there may be much in us that is objectionable, that calls for alteration. It means toleration for views and opinions diametrically opposed to our most cherished convictions. It means, of necessity, the abandonment of many habits and indulgences that however trivial have grown to be important to us. It means the shaping of our own desires to the needs of others; the acceptance often of surroundings and conditions personally distasteful to us. It means affection deep and strong enough to bear away the ugly things of life — its quarrels, wrongs, misunderstandings — swiftly and silently into the sea of forgetfulness. It means courage, good humour, commonsense.

That is what I am saying, explained Robina. It means loving him even when hes naughty.

Dick came across the fields. Robina rose and slipped into the house.

You are looking mighty solemn, Dad, said Dick.

Thinking of Life, Dick, I confessed. Of the meaning and the explanation of it.

Yes, its a problem, Life, admitted Dick.

A bit of a teaser, I agreed.

We smoked in silence for awhile.

Loving a good woman must be a tremendous help to a man, said Dick.

He looked very handsome, very gallant, his boyish face flashing challenge to the Fates.

Tremendous, Dick, I agreed.

Robina called to him that his supper was ready. He knocked the ashes from his pipe, and followed her into the house. Their laughing voices came to me broken through the half-closed doors. From the night around me rose a strange low murmur. It seemed to me as though above the silence I heard the far-off music of the Mills of God.


CHAPTER XI

[image: img153.jpg]

I FANCY VERONICA is going to be an authoress. Her mother thinks this may account for many things about her that have been troubling us. The story never got far. It was laid aside for the more alluring work of play-writing, and apparently forgotten. I came across the copy-book containing her Rough Notes the other day. There is decided flavour about them. I transcribe selections; the spelling, as before, being my own.

The scene is laid in the Moon. But everything is just the same as down here. With one exception. The children rule. The grown-ups do not like it. But they cannot help it. Something has happened to them. They dont know what. And the world is as it used to be. In the sweet old story-books. Before sin came. There are fairies that dance o nights. And Witches. That lure you. And then turn you into things. And a dragon who lives in a cave. And springs out at people. And eats them. So that you have to be careful. And all the animals talk. And there are giants. And lots of magic. And it is the children who know everything. And what to do for it. And they have to teach the grown-ups. And the grown-ups dont believe half of it. And are far too fond of arguing. Which is a sore trial to the children. But they have patience, and are just.

Of course the grown-ups have to go to school. They have much to learn. Poor things! And they hate it. They take no interest in fairy lore. And what would happen to them if they got wrecked on a Desert Island they dont seem to care. And then there are languages. What they will need when they come to be children. And have to talk to all the animals. And magic. Which is deep. And they hate it. And say it is rot. They are full of tricks. One catches them reading trashy novels. Under the desk. All about love. Which is wasting their childrens money. And God knows it is hard enough to earn. But the children are not angry with them. Remembering how they felt themselves. When they were grown up. Only firm.

The children give them plenty of holidays. Because holidays are good for everyone. They freshen you up. But the grown-ups are very stupid. And do not care for sensible games. Such as Indians. And Pirates. What would sharpen their faculties. And so fit them for the future. They only care to play with a ball. Which is of no help. To the stern realities of life. Or talk. Lord, how they talk!

There is one grown-up. Who is very clever. He can talk about everything. But it leads to nothing. And spoils the party. So they send him to bed. And there are two grown-ups. A male and a female. And they talk love. All the time. Even on fine days. Which is maudlin. But the children are patient with them. Knowing it takes all sorts. To make a world. And trusting they will grow out of it. And of course there are grown-ups who are good. And a comfort to their children.

And everything the children like is good. And wholesome. And everything the grown-ups like is bad for them. And they mustnt have it. They clamour for tea and coffee. What undermines their nervous system. And waste their money in the tuck shop. Upon chops. And turtle soup. And the children have to put them to bed. And give them pills. Till they feel better.

There is a little girl named Prue. Who lives with a little boy named Simon. They mean well. But havent much sense. They have two grown-ups. A male and a female. Named Peter and Martha. Respectively. They are just the ordinary grown-ups. Neither better nor worse. And much might be done with them. By kindness. But Prue and Simon go the wrong way to work. It is blame blame all day long. But as for praise. Oh never!

One summers day Prue and Simon take Peter for a walk. In the country. And they meet a cow. And they think this a good opportunity. To test Peters knowledge. Of languages. So they tell him to talk to the cow. And he talks to the cow. And the cow dont understand him. And he dont understand the cow. And they are mad with him. What is the use, they say. Of our paying expensive fees. To have you taught the language. By a first-class cow. And when you come out into the country. You cant talk it. And he says he did talk it. But they will not listen to him. But go on raving. And in the end it turns out. It was a Jersey cow! What talked a dialect. So of course he couldnt understand it. But did they apologise? Oh dear no.

Another time. One morning at breakfast. Martha didnt like her raspberry vinegar. So she didnt drink it. And Simon came into the nursery. And he saw that Martha hadnt drunk her raspberry vinegar. And he asked her why. And she said she didnt like it. Because it was nasty. And he said it wasnt nasty. And that she ought to like it. And how it was shocking. The way grown-ups nowadays grumbled. At good wholesome food. Provided for them by their too-indulgent children. And how when he was a grown-up. He would never have dared. And so on. All in the usual style. And to prove it wasnt nasty. He poured himself out a cupful. And drank it off. In a gulp. And he said it was delicious. And turned pale. And left the room.

And Prue came into the nursery. And she saw that Martha hadnt drunk her raspberry vinegar. And she asked her why. And Martha told her how she didnt like it. Because it was nasty. And Prue told her she ought to be ashamed of herself. For not liking it. Because it was good for her. And really very nice. And anyhow shed got to like it. And not get stuffing herself up with messy tea and coffee. Because she wouldnt have it. And there was an end of it. And so on. And to prove it was all right. She poured herself out a cupful. And drank it off. In a gulp. And she said there was nothing wrong with it. Nothing whatever. And turned pale. And left the room.

And it wasnt raspberry vinegar. But just red ink. What had got put into the raspberry vinegar decanter. By an oversight. And they neednt have been ill at all. If only they had listened. To poor old Martha. But no. That was their fixed idea. That grown-ups hadnt any sense. At all. What is a mistake. As one perceives.

Other characters had been sketched, some of them to be abandoned after a few bold touches: the difficulty of avoiding too close a portraiture to the living original having apparently proved irksome. Against one such, evidently an attempt to help Dick see himself in his true colours, I find this marginal, note in pencil: Better not. Might make him ratty. Opposite to another — obviously of Mrs. St. Leonard, and with instinct for alliteration — is scribbled; Too terribly true. Shed twig it.

Another character is that of a gent: With a certain gift. For telling stories. Some of them not bad. A promising party, on the whole. Indeed, one might say, judging from description, a quite rational person: When not on the rantan. But inconsistent. He is the grown-up of a little girl: Not beautiful. But strangely attractive. Whom we will call Enid. One gathers that if all the children had been Enids, then surely the last word in worlds had been said. She has only this one grown-up of her very own; but she makes it her business to adopt and reform all the incorrigible old folk the other children have despaired of. It is all done by kindness. She is ever patient. And just. Prominent among her numerous protégées is a military man, an elderly colonel; until she took him in hand, the awful example of what a grown-up might easily become, left to the care of incompetent infants. He defies his own child, a virtuous youth, but lacking in sympathy; is rude to his little nephews and nieces; a holy terror to his governess. He uses wicked words, picked up from retired pirates. Of course without understanding. Their terrible significance. He steals the Indians fire-water. What few can partake of. With impunity. Certainly not the Colonel. Can this be he! This gibbering wreck! He hides cigars in a hollow tree, and smokes on the sly. He plays truant. Lures other old gentlemen away from their lessons to join him. They are discovered in the woods, in a cave, playing whist for sixpenny points.

Does Enid storm and bullyrag; threaten that if ever she catches him so much as looking at a card again she will go straight out and tell the dragon, who will in his turn be so shocked that in all probability he will decide on coming back with her to kill and eat the Colonel on the spot? No. Such are not her methods. Instead she smiles: indulgently. She says it is only natural for grown-ups to like playing cards. She is not angry with him. And there is no need for him to run away and hide in a nasty damp cave. She herself will play whist with him. The effect upon the Colonel is immediate: he bursts into tears. She plays whist with him in the garden: After school hours. When he has been good. Double dummy, one presumes. One leaves the Colonel, in the end, cured of his passion for whist. Whether as the consequence of her play or her influence the Rough Notes give no indication.

In the play, I am inclined to think, Veronica received assistance. The house had got itself finished early in September. Young Bute has certainly done wonders. We performed it in the empty billiard-room, followed by a one-act piece of my own. The occasion did duty as a house-warming. We had quite a crowd, and ended up with a dance. Everybody seemed to enjoy themselves, except young Bertie St. Leonard, who played the Prince, and could not get out of his helmet in time for supper. It was a good helmet, but had been fastened clumsily; and inexperienced people trying to help had only succeeded in jambing all the screws. Not only wouldnt it come off, it would not even open for a drink. All thought it an excellent joke, with the exception of young Herbert St. Leonard. Our Mayor, a cheerful little man and very popular, said that it ought to be sent to Punch. The local reporter reminded him that the late John Leech had already made use of precisely the same incident for a comic illustration, afterwards remembering that it was not Leech, but the late Phil May. He seemed to think this ended the matter. St. Leonard and the Vicar, who are rival authorities upon the subject, fell into an argument upon armour in general, with special reference to the fourteenth century. Each used the boys head to confirm his own theory, passing it triumphantly from one to the other. We had to send off young Hopkins in the donkey-cart for the blacksmith. I have found out, by the way, how it is young Hopkins makes our donkey go. Young Hopkins argues it is far less brutal than whacking him, especially after experience has proved that he evidently does not know why you are whacking him. I am not at all sure the boy is not right.

Janie played the Fairy Godmamma in a white wig and panniers. She will make a beautiful old lady. The white hair gives her the one thing that she lacks: distinction. I found myself glancing apprehensively round the room, wishing we had not invited so many eligible bachelors. Dick is making me anxious. The sense of his own unworthiness, which has come to him quite suddenly, and apparently with all the shock of a new discovery, has completely unnerved him. It is a healthy sentiment, and does him good. But I do not want it carried to the length of losing her. The thought of what he might one day bring home has been a nightmare to me ever since he left school. I suppose it is to most fathers. Especially if one thinks of the women one loved oneself when in the early twenties. A large pale-faced girl, who served in a bun-shop in the Strand, is the first I can recollect. How I trembled when by chance her hand touched mine! I cannot recall a single attraction about her except her size, yet for nearly six months I lunched off pastry and mineral waters merely to be near her. To this very day an attack of indigestion will always recreate her image in my mind. Another was a thin, sallow girl, but with magnificent eyes, I met one afternoon in the South Kensington Museum. She was a brainless, vixenish girl, but the memory of her eyes would always draw me back to her. More than two-thirds of our time together we spent in violent quarrels; and all my hopes of eternity I would have given to make her my companion for life. But for Luck, in the shape of a well-to-do cab proprietor, as great an idiot as myself I might have done it. The third was a chorus girl: on the whole, the best of the bunch. Her father was a coachman, and she had ten brothers and sisters, most of them doing well in service. And she was succeeded — if I have the order correct — by the ex-wife of a solicitor, a sprightly lady; according to her own account the victim of complicated injustice. I daresay there were others, if I took the time to think; but not one of them can I remember without returning thanks to Providence for having lost her. What is one to do? There are days in springtime when a young man ought not to be allowed outside the house. Thank Heaven and Convention it is not the girls who propose! Few women, who would choose the right moment to put their hands upon a young mans shoulders, and, looking into his eyes, ask him to marry them next week, would receive No for an answer. It is only our shyness that saves us. A wise friend of mine, who has observed much, would have all those marrying under five-and-twenty divorced by automatic effluxion of time at forty, leaving the few who had chosen satisfactorily to be reunited if they wished: his argument being that to condemn grown men and women to abide by the choice of inexperienced boys and girls is unjust and absurd. There were nice girls I could have fallen in love with. They never occurred to me. It would seem as if a man had to learn taste in women as in all other things, namely, by education. Here and there may exist the born connoisseur. But with most of us our first instincts are towards vulgarity. It is Barrie, I think, who says that if only there were silly women enough to go round, good women would never get a look in. It is certainly remarkable, the number of sweet old maids one meets. Almost as remarkable as the number of stupid, cross-grained wives. As I tell Dick, I have no desire for a daughter-in-law of whom he feels himself worthy. If he cant do better than that he had best remain single. Janie and he, if I know anything of life, are just suited for one another. Helpful people take their happiness in helping. I knew just such another, once: a sweet, industrious, sensible girl. She made the mistake of marrying a thoroughly good man. There was nothing for her to do. She ended by losing all interest in him, devoting herself to a Home in the East End for the reformation of newsboys. It was a pitiful waste: so many women would have been glad of him; while to the ordinary sinful man she would have been a life-long comfort. I must have a serious talk to Dick. I shall point out what a good thing it will be for her. I can see Dick keeping her busy and contented for the rest of her days.

Veronica played the Princess, — with little boy Foy—Sir Robert of the Curse — as her page. Anything more dignified has, I should say, rarely been seen upon the English stage. Among her wedding presents were: Two Votes for Women, presented by the local Fire Brigade; a Flying Machine of proved stability. Might be used as a bathing tent; a National Theatre, with Cold Water Douche in Basement for reception of English Dramatists; Recipe for building a Navy, without paying for it, Gift of that great Financial Expert, Sir Hocus Pocus; one Conscientious Income Taxpayer, has been driven by a Lady; two Socialists in agreement as to what it means, smaller one slightly damaged; one Contented Farmer, Babylonian Period; and one extra-sized bottle, Solution of the Servant Problem.

Dick played the Dragon without a Tail. We had to make him without a tail owing to the smallness of the stage. He had once had a tail. But that was a long story: added to which there was not time to tell it. Little Sally St. Leonard played his wife, and Robina was his mother-in-law. So much depends upon ones mood. What an ocean of boredom might be saved if science could but give us a barometer foretelling us our changes of temperament! How much more to our comfort we could plan our lives, knowing that on Monday, say, we should be feeling frivolous; on Saturday dull to bad-tempered.

I took a man once to see The Private Secretary. I began by enjoying myself, and ended by feeling ashamed of myself and vexed with the scheme of creation. That authors should write such plays, that actors should be willing to degrade our common nature by appearing in them was explainable, he supposed, by the law of supply and demand. What he could not understand was how the public could contrive to extract amusement from them. What was there funny in seeing a poor gentleman shut up in a box? Why should everybody roar with laughter when he asked for a bun? People asked for buns every day — people in railway refreshment rooms, in aerated bread shops. Where was the joke? A month later I found myself by chance occupying the seat just behind him at the pantomime. The low comedian was bathing a baby, and tears of merriment were rolling down his cheeks. To me the whole business seemed painful and revolting. We were being asked to find delight in the spectacle of a father — scouring down an infant of tender years with a scrubbing-brush. How women — many of them mothers — could remain through such an exhibition without rising in protest appeared to me an argument against female suffrage. A lady entered, the wife, so the programme informed me, of a Baron! All I can say is that a more vulgar, less prepossessing female I never wish to meet. I even doubted her sobriety. She sat down plump upon the baby. She must have been a woman rising sixteen stone, and for one minute fifteen seconds by my watch the whole house rocked with laughter. That the thing was only a stage property I felt was no excuse. The humour — heaven save the mark — lay in the supposition that what we were witnessing was the agony and death — for no child could have survived that womans weight — of a real baby. Had I been able to tap myself beforehand I should have learned that on that particular Saturday I was going to be set-serious. Instead of booking a seat for the pantomime I should have gone to a lecture on Egyptian pottery which was being given by a friend of mine at the London Library, and have had a good time.

Children could tap their parents, warn each other that father was going down; that mother next week was likely to be gusty. Children themselves might hang out their little barometers. I remember a rainy day in a country house during the Christmas holidays. We had among us a Member of Parliament: a man of sunny disposition, extremely fond of children. He said it was awfully hard lines on the little beggars cooped up in a nursery; and borrowing his hosts motor-coat, pretended he was a bear. He plodded round on his hands and knees and growled a good deal, and the children sat on the sofa and watched him. But they didnt seem to be enjoying it, not much; and after a quarter of an hour or so he noticed this himself. He thought it was, maybe, that they were tired of bears, and fancied that a whale might rouse them. He turned the table upside down and placed the children in it on three chairs, explaining to them that they were ship-wrecked sailors on a raft, and that they must be careful the whale did not get underneath it and upset them. He draped a sheet over the towel-horse to represent an iceberg, and rolled himself up in a mackintosh and flopped about the floor on his stomach, butting his head occasionally against the table in order to suggest to them their danger. The attitude of the children still remained that of polite spectators. True, the youngest boy did make the suggestion of borrowing the kitchen toasting-fork, and employing it as a harpoon; but even this appeared to be the outcome rather of a desire to please than of any warmer interest; and, the whale objecting, the idea fell through. After that he climbed up on the dresser and announced to them that he was an ourang-outang. They watched him break a soup-tureen, and then the eldest boy, stepping out into the middle of the room, held up his arm, and the Member of Parliament, somewhat surprised, sat down on the dresser and listened.

Please, sir, said the eldest boy, were awfully sorry. Its awfully good of you, sir. But somehow were not feeling in the mood for wild beasts this afternoon.

The Member of Parliament brought them down into the drawing-room, where we had music; and the children, at their own request, were allowed to sing hymns. The next day they came of their own accord, and asked the Member of Parliament to play at beasts with them; but it seemed he had letters to write.

There are times when jokes about mothers-in-law strike me as lacking both in taste and freshness. On this particular evening they came to me bringing with them all the fragrance of the days that are no more. The first play I ever saw dealt with the subject of the mother-in-law — the Problem I think it was called in those days. The occasion was an amateur performance given in aid of the local Ragged School. A cousin of mine, lately married, played the wife; and my aunt, I remember, got up and walked out in the middle of the second act. Robina, in spectacles and an early Victorian bonnet, reminded me of her. Young Bute played a comic cabman. It was at the old Haymarket, in Buckstones time, that I first met the cabman of art and literature. Dear bibulous, becoated creature, with ever-wrathful outstretched palm and husky Ere! Wots this? How good it was to see him once again! I felt I wanted to climb over the foot-lights and shake him by the hand. The twins played a couple of Young Turks, much concerned about their constitutions; and made quite a hit with a topical duet to the refrain: And so you see The reason he Is not the Boss for us. We all agreed it was a pun worthy of Tom Hood himself. The Vicar thought he had heard it before, but this seemed improbable. There was a unanimous call for Author, giving rise to sounds of discussion behind the curtain. Eventually the whole company appeared, with Veronica in the centre. I had noticed throughout that the centre of the stage appeared to be Veronicas favourite spot. I can see the makings of a leading actress in Veronica.

In my own piece, which followed, Robina and Bute played a young married couple who do not know how to quarrel. It has always struck me how much more satisfactorily people quarrel on the stage than in real life. On the stage the man, having made up his mind — to have it out, enters and closes the door. He lights a cigarette; if not a teetotaller mixes himself a brandy-and-soda. His wife all this time is careful to remain silent. Quite evident it is that he is preparing for her benefit something unpleasant, and chatter might disturb him. To fill up the time she toys with a novel or touches softly the keys of the piano until he is quite comfortable and ready to begin. He glides into his subject with the studied calm of one with all the afternoon before him. She listens to him in rapt attention. She does not dream of interrupting him; would scorn the suggestion of chipping in with any little notion of her own likely to disarrange his train of thought. All she does when he pauses, as occasionally he has to for the purpose of taking breath, is to come to his assistance with short encouraging remarks, such, for instance, as: Well. You think that. And if I did? Her object seems to be to help him on. Go on, she says from time to time, bitterly. And he goes on. Towards the end, when he shows signs of easing up, she puts it to him as one sportsman to another: Is he quite finished? Is that all? Sometimes it isnt. As often as not he has been saving the pick of the basket for the last.

No, he says, that is not all. There is something else!

That is quite enough for her. That is all she wanted to know. She merely asked in case there might be. As it appears there is, she re-settles herself in her chair and is again all ears.

When it does come — when he is quite sure there is nothing he has forgotten, no little point that he has overlooked, she rises.

I have listened patiently, she begins, to all that you have said. (The devil himself could not deny this. Patience hardly seems the word. Enthusiastically she might almost have said). Now — with rising inflection—you listen to me.

The stage husband — always the gentleman — bows; — stiffly maybe, but quite politely; and prepares in his turn to occupy the rôle of dumb but dignified defendant. To emphasise the coming change in their positions, the lady most probably crosses over to what has hitherto been his side of the stage; while he, starting at the same moment, and passing her about the centre, settles himself down in what must be regarded as the listeners end of the room. We then have the whole story over again from her point of view; and this time it is the gentleman who would bite off his tongue rather than make a retort calculated to put the lady off.

In the end it is the party who is in the right that conquers. Off the stage this is more or less of a toss-up; on the stage, never. If justice be with the husband, then it is his voice that, gradually growing louder and louder, rings at last triumphant through the house. The lady sees herself that she has been to blame, and wonders why it did not occur to her before — is grateful for the revelation, and asks to be forgiven. If, on the other hand, it was the husband who was at fault, then it is the lady who will be found eventually occupying the centre of the stage; the miserable husband who, morally speaking, will be trying to get under the table.

Now, in real life things dont happen quite like this. What the quarrel in real life suffers from is want of system. There is no order, no settled plan. There is much too much go-as-you-please about the quarrel in real life, and the result is naturally pure muddle. The man, turning things over in the morning while shaving, makes up his mind to have this matter out and have done with it. He knows exactly what he is going to say. He repeats it to himself at intervals during the day. He will first say This, and then he will go on to That; while he is about it he will perhaps mention the Other. He reckons it will take him a quarter of an hour. Which will just give him time to dress for dinner.

After it is over, and he looks at his watch, he finds it has taken him longer than that. Added to which he has said next to nothing — next to nothing, that is, of what he meant to say. It went wrong from the very start. As a matter of fact there wasnt any start. He entered the room and closed the door. That is as far as he got. The cigarette he never even lighted. There ought to have been a box of matches on the mantelpiece behind the photo-frame. And of course there were none there. For her to fly into a temper merely because he reminded her that he had spoken about this very matter at least a hundred times before, and accuse him of going about his own house stealing his own matches was positively laughable. They had quarrelled for about five minutes over those wretched matches, and then for another ten because he said that women had no sense of humour, and she wanted to know how he knew. After that there had cropped up the last quarters gas-bill, and that by a process still mysterious to him had led them into the subject of his behaviour on the night of the Hockey Club dance. By an effort of almost supernatural self-control he had contrived at length to introduce the subject he had come home half an hour earlier than usual on purpose to discuss. It didnt interest her in the least. What she was full of by this time was a girl named Arabella Jones. She got in quite a lot while he was vainly trying to remember where he had last seen the damned girl. He had just succeeded in getting back to his own topic when the Cuddiford girl from next door dashed in without a hat to borrow a tuning-fork. It had been quite a business finding the tuning-fork, and when she was gone they had to begin all over again. They had quarrelled about the drawing-room carpet; about her sister Florries birthday present; and the way he drove the motor-car. It had taken them over an hour and a half, and rather than waste the tickets for the theatre, they had gone without their dinner. The matter of the cold chisel still remained to be thrashed out.

It had occurred to me that through the medium of the drama I might show how the domestic quarrel could so easily be improved. Adolphus Goodbody, a worthy young man deeply attached to his wife, feels nevertheless that the dinners she is inflicting upon him are threatening with permanent damage his digestive system. He determines, come what may, to insist upon a change. Elvira Goodbody, a charming girl, admiring and devoted to her husband, is notwithstanding a trifle en tête, especially when her domestic arrangements happen to be the theme of discussion. Adolphus, his courage screwed to the sticking-point, broaches the difficult subject; and for the first half of the act my aim was to picture the progress of the human quarrel, not as it should be, but as it is. They never reach the cook. The first mention of the word dinner reminds Elvira (quick to perceive that argument is brewing, and alive to the advantage of getting in first) that twice the month before he had dined out, not returning till the small hours of the morning. What she wants to know is where this sort of thing is going to end? If the purpose of Freemasonry is the ruin of the home and the desertion of women, then all she has to say — it turns out to be quite a good deal. Adolphus, when able to get in a word, suggests that eleven oclock at the latest can hardly be described as the small hours of the morning: the fault with women is that they never will confine themselves to the simple truth. From that point onwards, as can be imagined, the scene almost wrote itself. They have passed through all the customary stages, and are planning, with exaggerated calm, arrangements for the separation which each now feels to be inevitable, when a knock comes to the front-door, and there enters a mutual friend.

Their hasty attempts to cover up the traces of mental disorder with which the atmosphere is strewed do not deceive him. There has been, let us say, a ripple on the waters of perfect agreement. Come! What was it all about?

About! They look from one to the other. Surely it would be simpler to tell him what it had not been about. It had been about the parrot, about her want of punctuality, about his using the butter-knife for the marmalade, about a pair of slippers he had lost at Christmas, about the education question, and her dressmakers bill, and his friend George, and the next-door dog — 

The mutual friend cuts short the catalogue. Clearly there is nothing for it but to begin the quarrel all over again; and this time, if they will put themselves into his hands, he feels sure he can promise victory to whichever one is in the right.

Elvira — she has a sweet, impulsive nature — throws her arms around him: that is all she wants. If only Adolphus could be brought to see! Adolphus grips him by the hand. If only Elvira would listen to sense!

The mutual friend — he is an old stage-manager — arranges the scene: Elvira in easy-chair by fire with crochet. Enter Adolphus. He lights a cigarette; flings the match on the floor; with his hands in his pockets paces up and down the room; kicks a footstool out of his way.

Tell me when I am to begin, says Elvira.

The mutual friend promises to give her the right cue.

Adolphus comes to a halt in the centre of the room.

I am sorry, my dear, he says, but there is something I must say to you — something that may not be altogether pleasant for you to hear.

To which Elvira, still crocheting, replies, Oh, indeed. And pray what may that be?

This was not Elviras own idea. Springing from her chair, she had got as far as: Look here. If you have come home early merely for the purpose of making a row— before the mutual friend could stop her. The mutual friend was firm. Only by exacting strict obedience could he guarantee a successful issue. What she had got to say was, Oh, indeed. Etcetera. The mutual friend had need of all his tact to prevent its becoming a quarrel of three.

Adolphus, allowed to proceed, explained that the subject about which he wished to speak was the subject of dinner. The mutual friend this time was beforehand. Elviras retort to that was: Dinner! You complain of the dinners I provide for you? enabling him to reply, Yes, madam, I do complain, and to give reasons. It seemed to Elvira that the mutual friend had lost his senses. To tell her to wait; that her time would come; of what use was that! Half of what she wanted to say would be gone out of her head. Adolphus brought to a conclusion his criticism of Elviras kitchen; and then Elvira, incapable of restraining herself further, rose majestically.

The mutual friend was saved the trouble of suppressing Adolphus. Until Elvira had finished Adolphus never got an opening. He grumbled at their dinners. He! who can dine night after night with his precious Freemasons. Does he think she likes them any better? She, doomed to stay at home and eat them. What does he take her for? An ostrich? Whose fault is it that they keep an incompetent cook too old to learn and too obstinate to want to? Whose old family servant was she? Not Elviras. It has been to please Adolphus that she has suffered the woman. And this is her reward. This! She breaks down. Adolphus is astonished and troubled. Personally he never liked the woman. Faithful she may have been, but a cook never. His own idea, had he been consulted, would have been a small pension. Elvira falls upon his neck. Why did he not say so before? Adolphus presses her to his bosom. If only he had known! They promise the mutual friend never to quarrel again without his assistance.

The acting all round was quite good. Our curate, who is a bachelor, said it taught a lesson. Veronica had tears in her eyes. She whispered to me that she thought it beautiful. There is more in Veronica than people think.


CHAPTER XII
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I AM SORRY the house is finished. There is a proverb: Fools build houses for wise men to live in. It depends upon what you are after. The fool gets the fun, and the wise men the bricks and mortar. I remember a whimsical story I picked up at the bookstall of the Gare de Lyon. I read it between Paris and Fontainebleau many years ago. Three friends, youthful Bohemians, smoking their pipes after the meagre dinner of a cheap restaurant in the Latin Quarter, fell to thinking of their poverty, of the long and bitter struggle that lay before them.

My themes are so original, sighed the Musician. It will take me a year of fête days to teach the public to understand them, even if ever I do succeed. And meanwhile I shall live unknown, neglected; watching the men without ideals passing me by in the race, splashed with the mud from their carriage-wheels as I beat the pavements with worn shoes. It is really a most unjust world.

An abominable world, agreed the Poet. But think of me! My case is far harder than yours. Your gift lies within you. Mine is to translate what lies around me; and that, for so far ahead as I can see, will always be the shadow side of life. To develop my genius to its fullest I need the sunshine of existence. My soul is being starved for lack of the beautiful things of life. A little of the wealth that vulgar people waste would make a great poet for France. It is not only of myself that I am thinking.

The Painter laughed. I cannot soar to your heights, he said. Frankly speaking, it is myself that chiefly appeals to me. Why not? I give the world Beauty, and in return what does it give me? This dingy restaurant, where I eat ill-flavoured food off hideous platters, a foul garret giving on to chimney-pots. After long years of ill-requited labour I may — as others have before me — come into my kingdom: possess my studio in the Champs Elysées, my fine house at Neuilly; but the prospect of the intervening period, I confess, appals me.

Absorbed in themselves, they had not noticed that a stranger, seated at a neighbouring table, had been listening with attention. He rose and, apologising with easy grace for intrusion into a conversation he could hardly have avoided overhearing, requested permission to be of service. The restaurant was dimly lighted; the three friends on entering had chosen its obscurest corner. The Stranger appeared to be well-dressed; his voice and bearing suggested the man of affairs; his face — what feeble light there was being behind him — remained in shadow.

The three friends eyed him furtively: possibly some rich but eccentric patron of the arts; not beyond the bounds of speculation that he was acquainted with their work, had read the Poets verses in one of the minor magazines, had stumbled upon some sketch of the Painters while bargain-hunting among the dealers of the Quartier St. Antoine, been struck by the beauty of the Composers Nocturne in F heard at some students concert; having made enquiries concerning their haunts, had chosen this method of introducing himself. The young men made room for him with feelings of hope mingled with curiosity. The affable Stranger called for liqueurs, and handed round his cigar-case. And almost his first words brought them joy.

Before we go further, said the smiling Stranger, it is my pleasure to inform you that all three of you are destined to become great.

The liqueurs to their unaccustomed palates were proving potent. The Strangers cigars were singularly aromatic. It seemed the most reasonable thing in the world that the Stranger should be thus able to foretell to them their future.

Fame, fortune will be yours, continued the agreeable Stranger. All things delightful will be to your hand: the adoration of women, the honour of men, the incense of Society, joys spiritual and material, beauteous surroundings, choice foods, all luxury and ease, the world your pleasure-ground.

The stained walls of the dingy restaurant were fading into space before the young mens eyes. They saw themselves as gods walking in the garden of their hearts desires.

But, alas, went on the Stranger — and with the first note of his changed voice the visions vanished, the dingy walls came back—these things take time. You will, all three, be well past middle-age before you will reap the just reward of your toil and talents. Meanwhile— the sympathetic Stranger shrugged his shoulders—it is the old story: genius spending its youth battling for recognition against indifference, ridicule, envy; the spirit crushed by its sordid environment, the drab monotony of narrow days. There will be winter nights when you will tramp the streets, cold, hungry, forlorn; summer days when you will hide in your attics, ashamed of the sunlight on your ragged garments; chill dawns when you will watch wild-eyed the suffering of those you love, helpless by reason of your poverty to alleviate their pain.

The Stranger paused while the ancient waiter replenished the empty glasses. The three friends drank in silence.

I propose, said the Stranger, with a pleasant laugh, that we pass over this customary period of probation — that we skip the intervening years — arrive at once at our true destination.

The Stranger, leaning back in his chair, regarded the three friends with a smile they felt rather than saw. And something about the Stranger — they could not have told themselves what — made all things possible.

A quite simple matter, the Stranger assured them. A little sleep and a forgetting, and the years lie behind us. Come, gentlemen. Have I your consent?

It seemed a question hardly needing answer. To escape at one stride the long, weary struggle; to enter without fighting into victory! The young men looked at one another. And each one, thinking of his gain, bartered the battle for the spoil.

It seemed to them that suddenly the lights went out; and a darkness like a rushing wind swept past them, filled with many sounds. And then forgetfulness. And then the coming back of light.

They were seated at a table, glittering with silver and dainty chinaware, to which the red wine in Venetian goblets, the varied fruit and flowers, gave colour. The room, furnished too gorgeously for taste, they judged to be a private cabinet in one of the great restaurants. Of such interiors they had occasionally caught glimpses through open windows on summer nights. It was softly illuminated by shaded lamps. The Strangers face was still in shadow. But what surprised each of the three most was to observe opposite him two more or less bald-headed gentlemen of somewhat flabby appearance, whose features, however, in some mysterious way appeared familiar. The Stranger had his wine-glass raised in his hand.

Our dear Paul, the Stranger was saying, has declined, with his customary modesty, any public recognition of his triumph. He will not refuse three old friends the privilege of offering him their heartiest congratulations. Gentlemen, I drink not only to our dear Paul, but to the French Academy, which in honouring him has honoured France.

The Stranger, rising from his chair, turned his piercing eyes — the only part of him that could be clearly seen — upon the astonished Poet. The two elderly gentlemen opposite, evidently as bewildered as Paul himself, taking their cue from the Stranger, drained their glasses. Still following the Strangers lead, leant each across the table and shook him warmly by the hand.

I beg pardon, said the Poet, but really I am afraid I must have been asleep. Would it sound rude to you — he addressed himself to the Stranger: the faces of the elderly gentlemen opposite did not suggest their being of much assistance to him—if I asked you where I was?

Again there flickered across the Strangers face the smile that was felt rather than seen. You are in a private room of the Café Pretali, he answered. We are met this evening to celebrate your recent elevation into the company of the Immortals.

Oh, said the Poet, thank you.

The Academy, continued the Stranger, is always a little late in these affairs. Myself, I could have wished your election had taken place ten years ago, when all France — all France that counts, that is — was talking of you. At fifty-three — the Stranger touched lightly with his fingers the Poets fat hand—one does not write as when the sap was running up, instead of down.

Slowly, memory of the dingy café in the Rue St. Louis, of the strange happening that took place there that night when he was young, crept back into the Poets brain.

Would you mind, said the Poet, would it be troubling you too much to tell me something of what has occurred to me?

Not in the least, responded the agreeable Stranger. Your career has been most interesting — for the first few years chiefly to yourself. You married Marguerite. You remember Marguerite?

The Poet remembered her.

A mad thing to do, so most people would have said, continued the Stranger. You had not a sou between you. But, myself, I think you were justified. Youth comes to us but once. And at twenty-five our business is to live. Undoubtedly the marriage helped you. You lived an idyllic existence, for a time, in a tumble-down cottage at Suresnes, with a garden that went down to the river. Poor, of course you were; poor as church mice. But who fears poverty when hope and love are singing on the bough! I really think quite your best work was done during those years at Suresnes. Ah, the sweetness, the tenderness of it! There has been nothing like it in French poetry. It made no mark at the time; but ten years later the public went mad about it. She was dead then. Poor child, it had been a hard struggle. And, as you may remember, she was always fragile. Yet even in her death I think she helped you. There entered a new note into your poetry, a depth that had hitherto been wanting. It was the best thing that ever came to you, your love for Marguerite.

The Stranger refilled his glass, and passed the decanter. But the Poet left the wine unheeded.

And then, ah, yes, then followed that excursion into politics. Those scathing articles you wrote for La Liberté! It is hardly an exaggeration to say that they altered the whole aspect of French political thought. Those wonderful speeches you made during your election campaign at Angers. How the people worshipped you! You might have carried your portfolio had you persisted. But you poets are such restless fellows. And after all, I daresay you have really accomplished more by your plays. You remember — no, of course, how could you? — the first night of La Conquêtte. Shall I ever forget it! I have always reckoned that the crown of your career. Your marriage with Madame Deschenelle — I do not think it was for the public good. Poor Deschenelles millions — is it not so? Poetry and millions interfere with one another. But a thousand pardons, my dear Paul. You have done so much. It is only right you should now be taking your ease. Your work is finished.

The Poet does not answer. Sits staring before him with eyes turned inward. The Painter, the Musician: what did the years bring to them? The Stranger tells them also of all that they have lost: of the griefs and sorrows, of the hopes and fears they have never tasted, of their tears that ended in laughter, of the pain that gave sweetness to joy, of the triumphs that came to them in the days before triumph had lost its savour, of the loves and the longings and fervours they would never know. All was ended. The Stranger had given them what he had promised, what they had desired: the gain without the getting.

Then they break out.

What is it to me, cries the Painter, that I wake to find myself wearing the gold medal of the Salon, robbed of the memory of all by which it was earned?

The Stranger points out to him that he is illogical; such memories would have included long vistas of meagre dinners in dingy restaurants, of attic studios, of a life the chief part of which had been passed amid ugly surroundings. It was to escape from all such that he had clamoured. The Poet is silent.

I asked but for recognition, cries the Musician, that men might listen to me; not for my music to be taken from me in exchange for the recompense of a successful tradesman. My inspiration is burnt out; I feel it. The music that once filled my soul is mute.

It was born of the strife and anguish, the Stranger tells him, of the loves that died, of the hopes that faded, of the beating of youths wings against the bars of sorrow, of the glory and madness and torment called Life, of the struggle you shrank from facing.

The Poet takes up the tale.

You have robbed us of Life, he cries. You tell us of dead lips whose kisses we have never felt, of songs of victory sung to our deaf ears. You have taken our fires, you have left us but the ashes.

The fires that scorch and sear, the Stranger adds, the lips that cried in their pain, the victory bought of wounds.

It is not yet too late, the Stranger tells them. All this can be but a troubled dream, growing fainter with each waking moment. Will you buy back your Youth at the cost of ease? Will you buy back Life at the price of tears?

They cry with one voice, Give us back our Youth with its burdens, and a heart to bear them! Give us back Life with its mingled bitter and sweet!

Then suddenly the Stranger stands revealed before them. They see that he is Life — Life born of battle, Life made strong by endeavour, Life learning song from suffering.

There follows more talk; which struck me, when I read the story, as a mistake; for all that he tells them they have now learnt: that life to be enjoyed must be lived; that victory to be sweet must be won.

They awake in the dingy café in the Rue St. Louis. The ancient waiter is piling up the chairs preparatory to closing the shutters. The Poet draws forth his small handful of coins; asks what is to pay. Nothing, the waiter answers. A stranger who sat with them and talked awhile before they fell asleep has paid the bill. They look at one another, but no one speaks.

The streets are empty. A thin rain is falling. They turn up the collars of their coats; strike out into the night. And as their footsteps echo on the glistening pavement it comes to each of them that they are walking with a new, brave step.

I feel so sorry for Dick — for the tens of thousands of happy, healthy, cared-for lads of whom Dick is the type. There must be millions of youngsters in the world who have never known hunger, except as an appetiser to their dinner; who have never felt what it was to be tired, without the knowledge that a comfortable bed was awaiting them.

To the well-to-do man or woman life is one perpetual nursery. They are wakened in the morning — not too early, not till the nursery has been swept out and made ready, and the fire lighted — awakened gently with a cup of tea to give them strength and courage for this great business of getting up — awakened with whispered words, lest any sudden start should make their little heads ache — the blinds carefully arranged to exclude the naughty sun, which otherwise might shine into their little eyes and make them fretful. The water, with the nasty chill off, is put ready for them; they wash their little hands and faces, all by themselves! Then they are shaved and have their hair done; their little hands are manicured, their little corns cut for them. When they are neat and clean, they toddle into breakfast; they are shown into their little chairs, their little napkins handed to them; the nice food that is so good for them is put upon their little plates; the drink is poured out for them into their cups. If they want to play, there is the day nursery. They have only to tell kind nurse what game it is they fancy. The toys are at once brought out. The little gun is put into their hand; the little horse is dragged forth from its corner, their little feet carefully placed in the stirrups. The little ball and bat is taken from its box.

Or they will take the air, as the wise doctor has ordered. The little carriage will be ready in five minutes; the nice warm cloak is buttoned round them, the footstool placed beneath their feet, the cushion at their back.

The day is done. The games have been played; the toys have been taken from their tired hands, put back into the cupboard. The food that is so good for them, that makes them strong little men and women, has all been eaten. They have been dressed for going out into the pretty Park, undressed and dressed again for going out to tea with the little boys and girls next door; undressed and dressed again for the party. They have read their little book? have seen a little play, have looked at pretty pictures. The kind gentleman with the long hair has played the piano to them. They have danced. Their little feet are really quite tired. The footman brings them home. They are put into their little nighties. The candle is blown out, the nursery door is softly closed.

Now and again some restless little man, wearying of the smug nursery, will run out past the garden gate, and down the long white road; will find the North Pole or, failing that, the South Pole, or where the Nile rises, or how it feels to fly; will climb the Mountains of the Moon — do anything, go anywhere, to escape from Nurse Civilisations everlasting apron strings.

Or some queer little woman, wondering where the people come from, will run and run till she comes to the great town, watch in wonder the strange folk that sweat and groan — the peaceful nursery, with the toys, the pretty frocks never quite the same again to her.

But to the nineteen-twentieths of the well-to-do the world beyond the nursery is an unknown land. Terrible things occur out there to little men and women who have no pretty nursery to live in. People push and shove you about, will even tread on your toes if you are not careful. Out there is no kind, strong Nurse Bank-Balance to hold ones little hand, and see that no harm comes to one. Out there, one has to fight ones own battles. Often one is cold and hungry, out there.

One has to fend for oneself, out there; earn ones dinner before one eats it, never quite sure of the week after next. Terrible things take place, out there: strain and contest and fierce endeavour; the ways are full of dangers and surprises; folk go up, folk go down; you have to set your teeth and fight. Well-to-do little men and women shudder. Draw down the nursery blinds.

Robina had a little dog. It led the usual dogs life: slept in a basket on an eiderdown cushion, sheltered from any chance draught by silk curtains; its milk warmed and sweetened; its cosy chair reserved for it, in winter, near the fire; in summer, where the sun might reach it; its three meals a day that a gourmet might have eaten gladly; its very fleas taken off its hands.

And twice a year still extra care was needed, lest it should wantonly fling aside its days and nights of luxurious ease, claim its small share of the passion and pain that go to the making of dogs and men. For twice a year there came a wind, salt with the brine of earths ceaseless tides, whispering to it of a wondrous land whose sharpest stones are sweeter than the silken cushions of all the world without.

One winters night there was great commotion. Babette was nowhere to be found. We were living in the country, miles away from everywhere. Babette, Babette, cried poor frenzied Robina; and for answer came only the laughter of the wind, pausing in his game of romps with the snow-flakes.

Next morning an old woman from the town four miles away brought back Babette at the end of a string. Oh, such a soaked, bedraggled Babette! The old woman had found her crouching in a doorway, a bewildered little heap of palpitating femininity; and, reading the address upon her collar, and may be scenting a not impossible reward, had thought she might as well earn it for herself.

Robina was shocked, disgusted. To think that Babette — dainty, petted, spoilt Babette — should have chosen of her own accord to go down into the mud and darkness of the vulgar town; to leave her curtained eiderdown to tramp the streets like any drab! Robina, to whom Babette had hitherto been the ideal dog, moved away to hide her tears of vexation. The old dame smiled. She had borne her good man eleven, so she told us. It had been a hard struggle, and some had gone down, and some were dead; but some, thank God, were doing well.

The old dame wished us good day; but as she turned to go an impulse seized her. She crossed to where Babette, ashamed, yet half defiant, sat a wet, woeful little image on the hearthrug, stooped and lifted the little creature in her thin, worn arms.

Its trouble youve brought yourself, said the old dame. You couldnt help it, could you?

Babettes little pink tongue stole out.

We understand, we know — we Mothers, they seemed to be saying to one another.

And so the two kissed.



I think the terrace will be my favourite spot. Ethelbertha thinks, too, that on sunny days she will like to sit there. From it, through an opening I have made in the trees, I can see the cottage just a mile away at the edge of the wood. Young Bute tells me it is the very place he has been looking for. Most of his time, of course, he has to pass in town, but his Fridays to Mondays he likes to spend in the country. Maybe I shall hand it over to him. St. Leonards chimneys we can also see above the trees. Dick tells me he has quite made up his mind to become a farmer. He thinks it would be a good plan, for a beginning, to go into partnership with St. Leonard. It is not unlikely that St. Leonards restless temperament may prompt him eventually to tire of farming. He has a brother in Canada doing well in the lumber business, and St. Leonard often talks of the advantages of the colonies to a man who is bringing up a large family. I shall be sorry to lose him as a neighbour; though I see the advantages, under certain possibilities, of Mrs. St. Leonards address being Manitoba.

Veronica also thinks the terrace may come to be her favourite resting-place.

I suppose, said Veronica, that if anything was to happen to Robina, everything would fall on me.

It would be a change, Veronica, I suggested. Hitherto it is you who have done most of the falling.

Suppose Ive got to see about growing up, said Veronica.

THE END


All Roads Lead to Calvary (1919)
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One of Jeromes last novels, All Roads Lead to Calvary (1919) is a bildungsroman telling of the career of Joan Allway – a Cambridge-educated woman who becomes a journalist and then, with the outbreak of the First World War, an ambulance driver. Along the way, Joans encounters with a number of disparate characters provide Jerome ample opportunities to address the various social and political questions of the day, in particular questions of religion and the Labour movement. The novel is particularly effective in its portrayal of the horrors of World War I, which Jerome experienced himself as an ambulance driver during that conflict.
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Jerome in middle age


CHAPTER I
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SHE HAD NOT meant to stay for the service. The door had stood invitingly open, and a glimpse of the interior had suggested to her the idea that it would make good copy. Old London Churches: Their Social and Historical Associations. It would be easy to collect anecdotes of the famous people who had attended them. She might fix up a series for one of the religious papers. It promised quite exceptional material, this particular specimen, rich in tombs and monuments. There was character about it, a scent of bygone days. She pictured the vanished congregations in their powdered wigs and stiff brocades. How picturesque must have been the marriages that had taken place there, say in the reign of Queen Anne or of the early Georges. The church would have been ancient even then. With its air of faded grandeur, its sculptured recesses and dark niches, the tattered banners hanging from its roof, it must have made an admirable background. Perhaps an historical novel in the Thackeray vein? She could see her heroine walking up the aisle on the arm of her proud old soldier father. Later on, when her journalistic position was more established, she might think of it. It was still quite early. There would be nearly half an hour before the first worshippers would be likely to arrive: just time enough to jot down a few notes. If she did ever take to literature it would be the realistic school, she felt, that would appeal to her. The rest, too, would be pleasant after her long walk from Westminster. She would find a secluded seat in one of the high, stiff pews, and let the atmosphere of the place sink into her.

And then the pew-opener had stolen up unobserved, and had taken it so for granted that she would like to be shown round, and had seemed so pleased and eager, that she had not the heart to repel her. A curious little old party with a smooth, peach-like complexion and white soft hair that the fading twilight, stealing through the yellow glass, turned to gold. So that at first sight Joan took her for a child. The voice, too, was so absurdly childish — appealing, and yet confident. Not until they were crossing the aisle, where the clearer light streamed in through the open doors, did Joan see that she was very old and feeble, with about her figure that curious patient droop that comes to the work-worn. She proved to be most interesting and full of helpful information. Mary Stopperton was her name. She had lived in the neighbourhood all her life; had as a girl worked for the Leigh Hunts and had assisted Mrs. Carlyle. She had been very frightened of the great man himself, and had always hidden herself behind doors or squeezed herself into corners and stopped breathing whenever there had been any fear of meeting him upon the stairs. Until one day having darted into a cupboard to escape from him and drawn the door to after her, it turned out to be the cupboard in which Carlyle was used to keep his boots. So that there was quite a struggle between them; she holding grimly on to the door inside and Carlyle equally determined to open it and get his boots. It had ended in her exposure, with trembling knees and scarlet face, and Carlyle had addressed her as woman, and had insisted on knowing what she was doing there. And after that she had lost all terror of him. And he had even allowed her with a grim smile to enter occasionally the sacred study with her broom and pan. It had evidently made a lasting impression upon her, that privilege.

They didnt get on very well together, Mr. and Mrs. Carlyle? Joan queried, scenting the opportunity of obtaining first-class evidence.

There wasnt much difference, so far as I could see, between them and most of us, answered the little old lady. Youre not married, dear, she continued, glancing at Joans ungloved hand, but people must have a deal of patience when they have to live with us for twenty-four hours a day. You see, little things we do and say without thinking, and little ways we have that we do not notice ourselves, may all the time be irritating to other people.

What about the other people irritating us? suggested Joan.

Yes, dear, and of course that can happen too, agreed the little old lady.

Did he, Carlyle, ever come to this church? asked Joan.

Mary Stopperton was afraid he never had, in spite of its being so near. And yet he was a dear good Christian — in his way, Mary Stopperton felt sure.

How do you mean in his way? demanded Joan. It certainly, if Froude was to be trusted, could not have been the orthodox way.

Well, you see, dear, explained the little old lady, he gave up things. He could have ridden in his carriage — she was quoting, it seemed, the words of the Carlyles old servant—if hed written the sort of lies that people pay for being told, instead of throwing the truth at their head.

But even that would not make him a Christian, argued Joan.

It is part of it, dear, isnt it? insisted Mary Stopperton. To suffer for ones faith. I think Jesus must have liked him for that.

They had commenced with the narrow strip of burial ground lying between the south side of the church and Cheyne Walk. And there the little pew-opener had showed her the grave of Anna, afterwards Mrs. Spragg. Who long declining wedlock and aspiring above her sex fought under her brother with arms and manly attire in a flagship against the French. As also of Mary Astell, her contemporary, who had written a spirited Essay in Defence of the Fair Sex. So there had been a Suffrage Movement as far back as in the days of Pope and Swift.

Returning to the interior, Joan had duly admired the Cheyne monument, but had been unable to disguise her amusement before the tomb of Mrs. Colvile, whom the sculptor had represented as a somewhat impatient lady, refusing to await the day of resurrection, but pushing through her coffin and starting for Heaven in her grave-clothes. Pausing in front of the Dacre monument, Joan wondered if the actor of that name, who had committed suicide in Australia, and whose London address she remembered had been Dacre House just round the corner, was descended from the family; thinking that, if so, it would give an up-to-date touch to the article. She had fully decided now to write it. But Mary Stopperton could not inform her. They had ended up in the chapel of Sir Thomas More. He, too, had given up things, including his head. Though Mary Stopperton, siding with Father Morris, was convinced he had now got it back, and that with the remainder of his bones it rested in the tomb before them.

There, the little pew-opener had left her, having to show the early-comers to their seats; and Joan had found an out-of-the-way pew from where she could command a view of the whole church. They were chiefly poor folk, the congregation; with here and there a sprinkling of faded gentility. They seemed in keeping with the place. The twilight faded and a snuffy old man shuffled round and lit the gas.

It was all so sweet and restful. Religion had never appealed to her before. The business-like service in the bare cold chapel where she had sat swinging her feet and yawning as a child had only repelled her. She could recall her father, aloof and awe-inspiring in his Sunday black, passing round the bag. Her mother, always veiled, sitting beside her, a thin, tall woman with passionate eyes and ever restless hands; the women mostly overdressed, and the sleek, prosperous men trying to look meek. At school and at Girton, chapel, which she had attended no oftener than she was obliged, had had about it the same atmosphere of chill compulsion. But here was poetry. She wondered if, after all, religion might not have its place in the world — in company with the other arts. It would be a pity for it to die out. There seemed nothing to take its place. All these lovely cathedrals, these dear little old churches, that for centuries had been the focus of mens thoughts and aspirations. The harbour lights, illumining the troubled waters of their lives. What could be done with them? They could hardly be maintained out of the public funds as mere mementoes of the past. Besides, there were too many of them. The tax-payer would naturally grumble. As Town Halls, Assembly Rooms? The idea was unthinkable. It would be like a performance of Barnums Circus in the Coliseum at Rome. Yes, they would disappear. Though not, she was glad to think, in her time. In towns, the space would be required for other buildings. Here and there some gradually decaying specimen would be allowed to survive, taking its place with the feudal castles and walled cities of the Continent: the joy of the American tourist, the text-book of the antiquary. A pity! Yes, but then from the aesthetic point of view it was a pity that the groves of ancient Greece had ever been cut down and replanted with currant bushes, their altars scattered; that the stones of the temples of Isis should have come to be the shelter of the fisher of the Nile; and the corn wave in the wind above the buried shrines of Mexico. All these dead truths that from time to time had encumbered the living world. Each in its turn had had to be cleared away.

And yet was it altogether a dead truth: this passionate belief in a personal God who had ordered all things for the best: who could be appealed to for comfort, for help? Might it not be as good an explanation as any other of the mystery surrounding us? It had been so universal. She was not sure where, but somewhere she had come across an analogy that had strongly impressed her. The fact that a man feels thirsty — though at the time he may be wandering through the Desert of Sahara — proves that somewhere in the world there is water. Might not the success of Christianity in responding to human needs be evidence in its favour? The Love of God, the Fellowship of the Holy Ghost, the Grace of Our Lord Jesus Christ. Were not all human needs provided for in that one comprehensive promise: the desperate need of man to be convinced that behind all the seeming muddle was a loving hand guiding towards good; the need of the soul in its loneliness for fellowship, for strengthening; the need of man in his weakness for the kindly grace of human sympathy, of human example.

And then, as fate would have it, the first lesson happened to be the story of Jonah and the whale. Half a dozen shocked faces turned suddenly towards her told Joan that at some point in the thrilling history she must unconsciously have laughed. Fortunately she was alone in the pew, and feeling herself scarlet, squeezed herself into its farthest corner and drew down her veil.

No, it would have to go. A religion that solemnly demanded of grown men and women in the twentieth century that they should sit and listen with reverential awe to a prehistoric edition of Grimms Fairy Stories, including Noah and his ark, the adventures of Samson and Delilah, the conversations between Balaam and his ass, and culminating in what if it were not so appallingly wicked an idea would be the most comical of them all: the conception of an elaborately organized Hell, into which the God of the Christians plunged his creatures for all eternity! Of what use was such a religion as that going to be to the world of the future?

She must have knelt and stood mechanically, for the service was ended. The pulpit was occupied by an elderly uninteresting-looking man with a troublesome cough. But one sentence he had let fall had gripped her attention. For a moment she could not remember it, and then it came to her: All Roads lead to Calvary. It struck her as rather good. Perhaps he was going to be worth listening to. To all of us, sooner or later, he was saying, comes a choosing of two ways: either the road leading to success, the gratification of desires, the honour and approval of our fellow-men — or the path to Calvary.

And then he had wandered off into a maze of detail. The tradesman, dreaming perhaps of becoming a Whiteley, having to choose whether to go forward or remain for all time in the little shop. The statesman — should he abide by the faith that is in him and suffer loss of popularity, or renounce his God and enter the Cabinet? The artist, the writer, the mere labourer — there were too many of them. A few well-chosen examples would have sufficed. And then that irritating cough!

And yet every now and then he would be arresting. In his prime, Joan felt, he must have been a great preacher. Even now, decrepit and wheezy, he was capable of flashes of magnetism, of eloquence. The passage where he pictured the Garden of Gethsemane. The fair Jerusalem, only hidden from us by the shadows. So easy to return to. Its soft lights shining through the trees, beckoning to us; its mingled voices stealing to us through the silence, whispering to us of its well-remembered ways, its pleasant places, its open doorways, friends and loved ones waiting for us. And above, the rock-strewn Calvary: and crowning its summit, clear against the starlit sky, the cold, dark cross. Not perhaps to us the bleeding hands and feet, but to all the bitter tears. Our Calvary may be a very little hill compared with the mountains where Prometheus suffered, but to us it is steep and lonely.

There he should have stopped. It would have been a good note on which to finish. But it seemed there was another point he wished to make. Even to the sinner Calvary calls. To Judas — even to him the gates of the life-giving Garden of Gethsemane had not been closed. With his thirty pieces of silver he could have stolen away. In some distant crowded city of the Roman Empire have lived unknown, forgotten. Life still had its pleasures, its rewards. To him also had been given the choice. The thirty pieces of silver that had meant so much to him! He flings them at the feet of his tempters. They would not take them back. He rushes out and hangs himself. Shame and death. With his own hands he will build his own cross, none to help him. He, too — even Judas, climbs his Calvary. Enters into the fellowship of those who through all ages have trod its stony pathway.

Joan waited till the last of the congregation had disappeared, and then joined the little pew-opener who was waiting to close the doors. Joan asked her what she had thought of the sermon, but Mary Stopperton, being a little deaf, had not heard it.

It was quite good — the matter of it, Joan told her. All Roads lead to Calvary. The idea is that there comes a time to all of us when we have to choose. Whether, like your friend Carlyle, we will give up things for our faiths sake. Or go for the carriage and pair.

Mary Stopperton laughed. He is quite right, dear, she said. It does seem to come, and it is so hard. You have to pray and pray and pray. And even then we cannot always do it. She touched with her little withered fingers Joans fine white hand. But you are so strong and brave, she continued, with another little laugh. It wont be so difficult for you.

It was not until well on her way home that Joan, recalling the conversation, found herself smiling at Mary Stoppertons literal acceptation of the argument. At the time, she remembered, the shadow of a fear had passed over her.

Mary Stopperton did not know the name of the preacher. It was quite common for chance substitutes to officiate there, especially in the evening. Joan had insisted on her acceptance of a shilling, and had made a note of her address, feeling instinctively that the little old woman would come in useful from a journalistic point of view.

Shaking hands with her, she had turned eastward, intending to walk to Sloane Square and there take the bus. At the corner of Oakley Street she overtook him. He was evidently a stranger to the neighbourhood, and was peering up through his glasses to see the name of the street; and Joan caught sight of his face beneath a gas lamp.

And suddenly it came to her that it was a face she knew. In the dim-lit church she had not seen him clearly. He was still peering upward. Joan stole another glance. Yes, she had met him somewhere. He was very changed, quite different, but she was sure of it. It was a long time ago. She must have been quite a child.


CHAPTER II
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ONE OF JOANS earliest recollections was the picture of herself standing before the high cheval glass in her mothers dressing-room. Her clothes lay scattered far and wide, falling where she had flung them; not a shred of any kind of covering was left to her. She must have been very small, for she could remember looking up and seeing high above her head the two brass knobs by which the glass was fastened to its frame. Suddenly, out of the upper portion of the glass, there looked a scared red face. It hovered there a moment, and over it in swift succession there passed the expressions, first of petrified amazement, secondly of shocked indignation, and thirdly of righteous wrath. And then it swooped down upon her, and the image in the glass became a confusion of small naked arms and legs mingled with green cotton gloves and purple bonnet strings.

You young imp of Satan! demanded Mrs. Munday — her feelings of outraged virtue exaggerating perhaps her real sentiments. What are you doing?

Go away. Ise looking at myself, had explained Joan, struggling furiously to regain the glass.

But where are your clothes? was Mrs. Mundays wonder.

Ise tooked them off, explained Joan. A piece of information that really, all things considered, seemed unnecessary.

But cant you see yourself, you wicked child, without stripping yourself as naked as you were born?

No, maintained Joan stoutly. I hate clothes. As a matter of fact she didnt, even in those early days. On the contrary, one of her favourite amusements was dressing up. This sudden overmastering desire to arrive at the truth about herself had been a new conceit.

I wanted to see myself. Clothes aint me, was all she would or could vouchsafe; and Mrs. Munday had shook her head, and had freely confessed that there were things beyond her and that Joan was one of them; and had succeeded, partly by force, partly by persuasion, in restoring to Joan once more the semblance of a Christian child.

It was Mrs. Munday, poor soul, who all unconsciously had planted the seeds of disbelief in Joans mind. Mrs. Mundays God, from Joans point of view, was a most objectionable personage. He talked a lot — or rather Mrs. Munday talked for Him — about His love for little children. But it seemed He only loved them when they were good. Joan was under no delusions about herself. If those were His terms, well, then, so far as she could see, He wasnt going to be of much use to her. Besides, if He hated naughty children, why did He make them naughty? At a moderate estimate quite half Joans wickedness, so it seemed to Joan, came to her unbidden. Take for example that self-examination before the cheval glass. The idea had come into her mind. It had never occurred to her that it was wicked. If, as Mrs. Munday explained, it was the Devil that had whispered it to her, then what did God mean by allowing the Devil to go about persuading little girls to do indecent things? God could do everything. Why didnt He smash the Devil? It seemed to Joan a mean trick, look at it how you would. Fancy leaving a little girl to fight the Devil all by herself. And then get angry because the Devil won! Joan came to cordially dislike Mrs. Mundays God.

Looking back it was easy enough to smile, but the agony of many nights when she had lain awake for hours battling with her childish terrors had left a burning sense of anger in Joans heart. Poor mazed, bewildered Mrs. Munday, preaching the eternal damnation of the wicked — who had loved her, who had only thought to do her duty, the blame was not hers. But that a religion capable of inflicting such suffering upon the innocent should still be preached; maintained by the State! That its educated followers no longer believed in a physical Hell, that its more advanced clergy had entered into a conspiracy of silence on the subject was no answer. The great mass of the people were not educated. Official Christendom in every country still preached the everlasting torture of the majority of the human race as a well thought out part of the Creators scheme. No leader had been bold enough to come forward and denounce it as an insult to his God. As one grew older, kindly mother Nature, ever seeking to ease the self-inflicted burdens of her foolish brood, gave one forgetfulness, insensibility. The condemned criminal puts the thought of the gallows away from him as long as may be: eats, and sleeps and even jokes. Mans soul grows pachydermoid. But the children! Their sensitive brains exposed to every cruel breath. No philosophic doubt permitted to them. No learned disputation on the relationship between the literal and the allegorical for the easing of their frenzied fears. How many million tiny white-faced figures scattered over Christian Europe and America, stared out each night into a vision of black horror; how many million tiny hands clutched wildly at the bedclothes. The Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, if they had done their duty, would have prosecuted before now the Archbishop of Canterbury.

Of course she would go to Hell. As a special kindness some generous relative had, on Joans seventh birthday, given her an edition of Dantes Inferno, with illustrations by Doré. From it she was able to form some notion of what her eternity was likely to be. And God all the while up in His Heaven, surrounded by that glorious band of praise-trumpeting angels, watching her out of the corner of His eye. Her courage saved her from despair. Defiance came to her aid. Let Him send her to Hell! She was not going to pray to Him and make up to Him. He was a wicked God. Yes, He was: a cruel, wicked God. And one night she told Him so to His face.

It had been a pretty crowded day, even for so busy a sinner as little Joan. It was springtime, and they had gone into the country for her mothers health. Maybe it was the season: a stirring of the human sap, conducing to that feeling of being too big for ones boots, as the saying is. A dangerous period of the year. Indeed, on the principle that prevention is better than cure, Mrs. Munday had made it a custom during April and May to administer to Joan a cooling mixture; but on this occasion had unfortunately come away without it. Joan, dressed for use rather than show, and without either shoes or stockings, had stolen stealthily downstairs: something seemed to be calling to her. Silently—like a thief in the night, to adopt Mrs. Mundays metaphor — had slipped the heavy bolts; had joined the thousand creatures of the wood — had danced and leapt and shouted; had behaved, in short, more as if she had been a Pagan nymph than a happy English child. She had regained the house unnoticed, as she thought, the Devil, no doubt, assisting her; and had hidden her wet clothes in the bottom of a mighty chest. Deceitfulness in her heart, she had greeted Mrs. Munday in sleepy tones from beneath the sheets; and before breakfast, assailed by suspicious questions, had told a deliberate lie. Later in the morning, during an argument with an active young pig who was willing enough to play at Red Riding Hood so far as eating things out of a basket was concerned, but who would not wear a night-cap, she had used a wicked word. In the afternoon she might have killed the farmers only son and heir. They had had a row. In one of those sad lapses from the higher Christian standards into which Satan was always egging her, she had pushed him; and he had tumbled head over heels into the horse-pond. The reason, that instead of lying there and drowning he had got up and walked back to the house howling fit to wake the Seven Sleepers, was that God, watching over little children, had arranged for the incident taking place on that side of the pond where it was shallow. Had the scrimmage occurred on the opposite bank, beneath which the water was much deeper, Joan in all probability would have had murder on her soul. It seemed to Joan that if God, all-powerful and all-foreseeing, had been so careful in selecting the site, He might with equal ease have prevented the row from ever taking place. Why couldnt the little beast have been guided back from school through the orchard, much the shorter way, instead of being brought round by the yard, so as to come upon her at a moment when she was feeling a bit short-tempered, to put it mildly? And why had God allowed him to call her Carrots? That Joan should have put it this way, instead of going down on her knees and thanking the Lord for having saved her from a crime, was proof of her inborn evil disposition. In the evening was reached the culminating point. Just before going to bed she had murdered old George the cowman. For all practical purposes she might just as well have been successful in drowning William Augustus earlier in the day. It seemed to be one of those things that had to be. Mr. Hornflower still lived, it was true, but that was not Joans fault. Joan, standing in white night-gown beside her bed, everything around her breathing of innocence and virtue: the spotless bedclothes, the chintz curtains, the white hyacinths upon the window-ledge, Joans Bible, a present from Aunt Susan; her prayer-book, handsomely bound in calf, a present from Grandpapa, upon their little table; Mrs. Munday in evening black and cameo brooch (pale red with tomb and weeping willow in white relief) sacred to the memory of the departed Mr. Munday — Joan standing there erect, with pale, passionate face, defying all these aids to righteousness, had deliberately wished Mr. Hornflower dead. Old George Hornflower it was who, unseen by her, had passed her that morning in the wood. Grumpy old George it was who had overheard the wicked word with which she had cursed the pig; who had met William Augustus on his emergence from the pond. To Mr. George Hornflower, the humble instrument in the hands of Providence, helping her towards possible salvation, she ought to have been grateful. And instead of that she had flung into the agonized face of Mrs. Munday these awful words:

I wish he was dead!

He who in his heart— there was verse and chapter for it. Joan was a murderess. Just as well, so far as Joan was concerned, might she have taken a carving-knife and stabbed Deacon Hornflower to the heart.

Joans prayers that night, to the accompaniment of Mrs. Mundays sobs, had a hopeless air of unreality about them. Mrs. Mundays kiss was cold.

How long Joan lay and tossed upon her little bed she could not tell. Somewhere about the middle of the night, or so it seemed to her, the frenzy seized her. Flinging the bedclothes away she rose to her feet. It is difficult to stand upon a spring mattress, but Joan kept her balance. Of course He was there in the room with her. God was everywhere, spying upon her. She could distinctly hear His measured breathing. Face to face with Him, she told Him what she thought of Him. She told Him He was a cruel, wicked God.

There are no Victoria Crosses for sinners, or surely little Joan that night would have earned it. It was not lack of imagination that helped her courage. God and she alone, in the darkness. He with all the forces of the Universe behind Him. He armed with His eternal pains and penalties, and eight-year-old Joan: the creature that He had made in His Own Image that He could torture and destroy. Hell yawned beneath her, but it had to be said. Somebody ought to tell Him.

You are a wicked God, Joan told Him. Yes, You are. A cruel, wicked God.

And then that she might not see the walls of the room open before her, hear the wild laughter of the thousand devils that were coming to bear her off, she threw herself down, her face hidden in the pillow, and clenched her hands and waited.

And suddenly there burst a song. It was like nothing Joan had ever heard before. So clear and loud and near that all the night seemed filled with harmony. It sank into a tender yearning cry throbbing with passionate desire, and then it rose again in thrilling ecstasy: a song of hope, of victory.

Joan, trembling, stole from her bed and drew aside the blind. There was nothing to be seen but the stars and the dim shape of the hills. But still that song, filling the air with its wild, triumphant melody.

Years afterwards, listening to the overture to Tannhäuser, there came back to her the memory of that night. Ever through the mad Satanic discords she could hear, now faint, now conquering, the Pilgrims onward march. So through the jangled discords of the world one heard the Song of Life. Through the dim aeons of mans savage infancy; through the centuries of bloodshed and of horror; through the dark ages of tyranny and superstition; through wrong, through cruelty, through hate; heedless of doom, heedless of death, still the nightingales song: I love you. I love you. I love you. We will build a nest. We will rear our brood. I love you. I love you. Life shall not die.

Joan crept back into bed. A new wonder had come to her. And from that night Joans belief in Mrs. Mundays God began to fade, circumstances helping.

Firstly there was the great event of going to school. She was glad to get away from home, a massive, stiffly furnished house in a wealthy suburb of Liverpool. Her mother, since she could remember, had been an invalid, rarely leaving her bedroom till the afternoon. Her father, the owner of large engineering works, she only saw, as a rule, at dinner-time, when she would come down to dessert. It had been different when she was very young, before her mother had been taken ill. Then she had been more with them both. She had dim recollections of her father playing with her, pretending to be a bear and growling at her from behind the sofa. And then he would seize and hug her and they would both laugh, while he tossed her into the air and caught her. He had looked so big and handsome. All through her childhood there had been the desire to recreate those days, to spring into the air and catch her arms about his neck. She could have loved him dearly if he had only let her. Once, seeking explanation, she had opened her heart a little to Mrs. Munday. It was disappointment, Mrs. Munday thought, that she had not been a boy; and with that Joan had to content herself. Maybe also her mothers illness had helped to sadden him. Or perhaps it was mere temperament, as she argued to herself later, for which they were both responsible. Those little tricks of coaxing, of tenderness, of wilfulness, by means of which other girls wriggled their way so successfully into a warm nest of cosy affection: she had never been able to employ them. Beneath her self-confidence was a shyness, an immovable reserve that had always prevented her from expressing her emotions. She had inherited it, doubtless enough, from him. Perhaps one day, between them, they would break down the barrier, the strength of which seemed to lie in its very flimsiness, its impalpability.

And then during college vacations, returning home with growing notions and views of her own, she had found herself so often in antagonism with him. His fierce puritanism, so opposed to all her enthusiasms. Arguing with him, she might almost have been listening to one of his Cromwellian ancestors risen from the dead. There had been disputes between him and his work-people, and Joan had taken the side of the men. He had not been angry with her, but coldly contemptuous. And yet, in spite of it all, if he had only made a sign! She wanted to fling herself crying into his arms and shake him — make him listen to her wisdom, sitting on his knee with her hands clasped round his neck. He was not really intolerant and stupid. That had been proved by his letting her go to a Church of England school. Her mother had expressed no wish. It was he who had selected it.

Of her mother she had always stood somewhat in fear, never knowing when the mood of passionate affection would give place to a chill aversion that seemed almost like hate. Perhaps it had been good for her, so she told herself in after years, her lonely, unguided childhood. It had forced her to think and act for herself. At school she reaped the benefit. Self-reliant, confident, original, leadership was granted to her as a natural prerogative. Nature had helped her. Nowhere does a young girl rule more supremely by reason of her beauty than among her fellows. Joan soon grew accustomed to having her boots put on and taken off for her; all her needs of service anticipated by eager slaves, contending with one another for the privilege. By giving a command, by bestowing a few moments of her conversation, it was within her power to make some small adoring girl absurdly happy for the rest of the day; while her displeasure would result in tears, in fawning pleadings for forgiveness. The homage did not spoil her. Rather it helped to develop her. She accepted it from the beginning as in the order of things. Power had been given to her. It was her duty to see to it that she did not use it capriciously, for her own gratification. No conscientious youthful queen could have been more careful in the distribution of her favours — that they should be for the encouragement of the deserving, the reward of virtue; more sparing of her frowns, reserving them for the rectification of error.

At Girton it was more by force of will, of brain, that she had to make her position. There was more competition. Joan welcomed it, as giving more zest to life. But even there her beauty was by no means a negligible quantity. Clever, brilliant young women, accustomed to sweep aside all opposition with a blaze of rhetoric, found themselves to their irritation sitting in front of her silent, not so much listening to her as looking at her. It puzzled them for a time. Because a girls features are classical and her colouring attractive, surely that has nothing to do with the value of her political views? Until one of them discovered by chance that it has.

Well, what does Beauty think about it? this one had asked, laughing. She had arrived at the end of a discussion just as Joan was leaving the room. And then she gave a long low whistle, feeling that she had stumbled upon the explanation. Beauty, that mysterious force that from the date of creation has ruled the world, what does It think? Dumb, passive, as a rule, exercising its influence unconsciously. But if it should become intelligent, active! A Philosopher has dreamed of the vast influence that could be exercised by a dozen sincere men acting in unity. Suppose a dozen of the most beautiful women in the world could form themselves into a league! Joan found them late in the evening still discussing it.

Her mother died suddenly during her last term, and Joan hurried back to attend the funeral. Her father was out when she reached home. Joan changed her travel-dusty clothes, and then went into the room where her mother lay, and closed the door. She must have been a beautiful woman. Now that the fret and the restlessness had left her it had come back to her. The passionate eyes were closed. Joan kissed the marble lids, and drawing a chair to the bedside, sat down. It grieved her that she had never loved her mother — not as one ought to love ones mother, unquestioningly, unreasoningly, as a natural instinct. For a moment a strange thought came to her, and swiftly, almost guiltily, she stole across, and drawing back a corner of the blind, examined closely her own features in the glass, comparing them with the face of the dead woman, thus called upon to be a silent witness for or against the living. Joan drew a sigh of relief and let fall the blind. There could be no misreading the evidence. Death had smoothed away the lines, given back youth. It was almost uncanny, the likeness between them. It might have been her drowned sister lying there. And they had never known one another. Had this also been temperament again, keeping them apart? Why did it imprison us each one as in a moving cell, so that we never could stretch out our arms to one another, except when at rare intervals Love or Death would unlock for a while the key? Impossible that two beings should have been so alike in feature without being more or less alike in thought and feeling. Whose fault had it been? Surely her own; she was so hideously calculating. Even Mrs. Munday, because the old lady had been fond of her and had shown it, had been of more service to her, more a companion, had been nearer to her than her own mother. In self-excuse she recalled the two or three occasions when she had tried to win her mother. But fate seemed to have decreed that their moods should never correspond. Her mothers sudden fierce outbursts of love, when she would be jealous, exacting, almost cruel, had frightened her when she was a child, and later on had bored her. Other daughters would have shown patience, unselfishness, but she had always been so self-centred. Why had she never fallen in love like other girls? There had been a boy at Brighton when she was at school there — quite a nice boy, who had written her wildly extravagant love-letters. It must have cost him half his pocket-money to get them smuggled in to her. Why had she only been amused at them? They might have been beautiful if only one had read them with sympathy. One day he had caught her alone on the Downs. Evidently he had made it his business to hang about every day waiting for some such chance. He had gone down on his knees and kissed her feet, and had been so abject, so pitiful that she had given him some flowers she was wearing. And he had sworn to dedicate the rest of his life to being worthy of her condescension. Poor lad! She wondered — for the first time since that afternoon — what had become of him. There had been others; a third cousin who still wrote to her from Egypt, sending her presents that perhaps he could ill afford, and whom she answered about once a year. And promising young men she had met at Cambridge, ready, the felt instinctively, to fall down and worship her. And all the use she had had for them was to convert them to her views — a task so easy as to be quite uninteresting — with a vague idea that they might come in handy in the future, when she might need help in shaping that world of the future.

Only once had she ever thought of marriage. And that was in favour of a middle-aged, rheumatic widower with three children, a professor of chemistry, very learned and justly famous. For about a month she had thought herself in love. She pictured herself devoting her life to him, rubbing his poor left shoulder where it seemed he suffered most, and brushing his picturesque hair, inclined to grey. Fortunately his eldest daughter was a young woman of resource, or the poor gentleman, naturally carried off his feet by this adoration of youth and beauty, might have made an ass of himself. But apart from this one episode she had reached the age of twenty-three heart-whole.

She rose and replaced the chair. And suddenly a wave of pity passed over her for the dead woman, who had always seemed so lonely in the great stiffly-furnished house, and the tears came.

She was glad she had been able to cry. She had always hated herself for her lack of tears; it was so unwomanly. Even as a child she had rarely cried.

Her father had always been very tender, very patient towards her mother, but she had not expected to find him so changed. He had aged and his shoulders drooped. She had been afraid that he would want her to stay with him and take charge of the house. It had worried her considerably. It would be so difficult to refuse, and yet she would have to. But when he never broached the subject she was hurt. He had questioned her about her plans the day after the funeral, and had seemed only anxious to assist them. She proposed continuing at Cambridge till the end of the term. She had taken her degree the year before. After that, she would go to London and commence her work.

Let me know what allowance you would like me to make you, when you have thought it out. Things are not what they were at the works, but there will always be enough to keep you in comfort, he had told her. She had fixed it there and then at two hundred a year. She would not take more, and that only until she was in a position to keep herself.

I want to prove to myself, she explained, that I am capable of earning my own living. I am going down into the market-place. If Im no good, if I cant take care of even one poor woman, Ill come back and ask you to keep me. She was sitting on the arm of his chair, and laughing, she drew his head towards her and pressed it against her. If I succeed, if I am strong enough to fight the world for myself and win, that will mean I am strong enough and clever enough to help others.

I am only at the end of a journey when you need me, he had answered, and they had kissed. And next morning she returned to her own life.


CHAPTER III
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IT WAS AT Madge Singletons rooms that the details of Joans entry into journalistic London were arranged. The Coming of Beauty, was Flora Lessings phrase for designating the event. Flora Lessing, known among her associates as Flossie, was the girl who at Cambridge had accidentally stumbled upon the explanation of Joans influence. In appearance she was of the Fluffy Ruffles type, with childish innocent eyes, and the unruly curls beloved of the Family Herald novelist. At the first, these latter had been the result of a habit of late rising and consequent hurried toilet operations; but on the discovery that for the purposes of her profession they possessed a market value they had been sedulously cultivated. Editors of the old order had ridiculed the idea of her being of any use to them, when two years previously she had, by combination of cheek and patience, forced herself into their sanctum; had patted her paternally upon her generally ungloved hand, and told her to go back home and get some honest, worthy young man to love and cherish her.

It was Carleton of the Daily Dispatch group who had first divined her possibilities. With a swift glance on his way through, he had picked her out from a line of depressed-looking men and women ranged against the wall of the dark entrance passage; and with a snap of his fingers had beckoned to her to follow him. Striding in front of her up to his room, he had pointed to a chair and had left her sitting there for three-quarters of an hour, while he held discussion with a stream of subordinates, managers and editors of departments, who entered and departed one after another, evidently in pre-arranged order. All of them spoke rapidly, without ever digressing by a single word from the point, giving her the impression of their speeches having been rehearsed beforehand.

Carleton himself never interrupted them. Indeed, one might have thought he was not listening, so engrossed he appeared to be in the pile of letters and telegrams that lay waiting for him on his desk. When they had finished he would ask them questions, still with his attention fixed apparently upon the paper in his hand. Then, looking up for the first time, he would run off curt instructions, much in the tone of a Commander-in-Chief giving orders for an immediate assault; and, finishing abruptly, return to his correspondence. When the last, as it transpired, had closed the door behind him, he swung his chair round and faced her.

What have you been doing? he asked her.

Wasting my time and money hanging about newspaper offices, listening to silly talk from old fossils, she told him.

And having learned that respectable journalism has no use for brains, you come to me, he answered her. What do you think you can do?

Anything that can be done with a pen and ink, she told him.

Interviewing? he suggested.

Ive always been considered good at asking awkward questions, she assured him.

He glanced at the clock. Ill give you five minutes, he said. Interview me.

She moved to a chair beside the desk, and, opening her bag, took out a writing-block.

What are your principles? she asked him. Have you got any?

He looked at her sharply across the corner of the desk.

I mean, she continued, to what fundamental rule of conduct do you attribute your success?

She leant forward, fixing her eyes on him. Dont tell me, she persisted, that you had none. That life is all just mere blind chance. Think of the young men who are hanging on your answer. Wont you send them a message?

Yes, he answered musingly. Its your baby face that does the trick. In the ordinary way I should have known you were pulling my leg, and have shown you the door. As it was, I felt half inclined for the moment to reply with some damned silly platitude that would have set all Fleet Street laughing at me. Why do my principles interest you?

As a matter of fact they dont, she explained. But its what people talk about whenever they discuss you.

What do they say? he demanded.

Your friends, that you never had any. And your enemies, that they are always the latest, she informed him.

Youll do, he answered with a laugh. With nine men out of ten that speech would have ended your chances. You sized me up at a glance, and knew it would only interest me. And your instinct is right, he added. What people are saying: always go straight for that.

He gave her a commission then and there for a heart to heart talk with a gentleman whom the editor of the Home News Department of the Daily Dispatch would have referred to as a Leading Literary Luminary, and who had just invented a new world in two volumes. She had asked him childish questions and had listened with wide-open eyes while he, sitting over against her, and smiling benevolently, had laid bare to her all the seeming intricacies of creation, and had explained to her in simple language the necessary alterations and improvements he was hoping to bring about in human nature. He had the sensation that his hair must be standing on end the next morning after having read in cold print what he had said. Expanding oneself before the admiring gaze of innocent simplicity and addressing the easily amused ear of an unsympathetic public are not the same thing. He ought to have thought of that.

It consoled him, later, that he was not the only victim. The Daily Dispatch became famous for its piquant interviews; especially with elderly celebrities of the masculine gender.

Its dirty work, Flossie confided one day to Madge Singleton. I trade on my silly face. Dont see that Im much different to any of these poor devils. They were walking home in the evening from a theatre. If I hadnt been stony broke Id never have taken it up. I shall get out of it as soon as I can afford to.

I should make it a bit sooner than that, suggested the elder woman. One cant always stop oneself just where one wants to when sliding down a slope. It has a knack of getting steeper and steeper as one goes on.

Madge had asked Joan to come a little earlier so that they could have a chat together before the others arrived.

Ive only asked a few, she explained, as she led Joan into the restful white-panelled sitting-room that looked out upon the gardens. Madge shared a set of chambers in Grays Inn with her brother who was an actor. But I have chosen them with care.

Joan murmured her thanks.

I havent asked any men, she added, as she fixed Joan in an easy chair before the fire. I was afraid of its introducing the wrong element.

Tell me, asked Joan, am I likely to meet with much of that sort of thing?

Oh, about as much as there always is wherever men and women work together, answered Madge. Its a nuisance, but it has to be faced.

Nature appears to have only one idea in her head, she continued after a pause, so far as we men and women are concerned. Shes been kinder to the lower animals.

Man has more interests, Joan argued, a thousand other allurements to distract him; we must cultivate his finer instincts.

It doesnt seem to answer, grumbled Madge. One is always told it is the artist — the brain worker, the very men who have these fine instincts, who are the most sexual.

She made a little impatient movement with her hands that was characteristic of her. Personally, I like men, she went on. It is so splendid the way they enjoy life: just like a dog does, whether its wet or fine. We are always blinking up at the clouds and worrying about our hat. It would be so nice to be able to have friendship with them.

I dont mean that its all their fault, she continued. We do all we can to attract them — the way we dress. Who was it said that to every woman every man is a potential lover. We cant get it out of our minds. Its there even when we dont know it. We will never succeed in civilizing Nature.

We wont despair of her, laughed Joan. Shes creeping up, poor lady, as Whistler said of her. We have passed the phase when everything she did was right in our childish eyes. Now we dare to criticize her. That shows we are growing up. She will learn from us, later on. Shes a dear old thing, at heart.

Shes been kind enough to you, replied Madge, somewhat irrelevantly. There was a note of irritation in her tone. I suppose you know you are supremely beautiful. You seem so indifferent to it, I wonder sometimes if you do.

Im not indifferent to it, answered Joan. Im reckoning on it to help me.

Why not? she continued, with a flash of defiance, though Madge had not spoken. It is a weapon like any other — knowledge, intellect, courage. God has given me beauty. I shall use it in His service.

They formed a curious physical contrast, these two women in this moment. Joan, radiant, serene, sat upright in her chair, her head slightly thrown back, her fine hands clasping one another so strongly that the delicate muscles could be traced beneath the smooth white skin. Madge, with puckered brows, leant forward in a crouching attitude, her thin nervous hands stretched out towards the fire.

How does one know when one is serving God? she asked after a pause, apparently rather of herself than of Joan. It seems so difficult.

One feels it, explained Joan.

Yes, but didnt they all feel it, Madge suggested. She still seemed to be arguing with herself rather than with Joan. Nietzsche. I have been reading him. They are forming a Nietzsche Society to give lectures about him — propagate him over here. Eleanors in it up to the neck. It seems to me awful. Every fibre in my being revolts against him. Yet theyre all cocksure that he is the coming prophet. He must have convinced himself that he is serving God. If I were a fighter I should feel I was serving God trying to down Him. How do I know which of us is right? Torquemada — Calvin, she went on, without giving Joan the chance of a reply. Its easy enough to see they were wrong now. But at the time millions of people believed in them — felt it was Gods voice speaking through them. Joan of Arc! Fancy dying to put a thing like that upon a throne. It would be funny if it wasnt so tragic. You can say she drove out the English — saved France. But for what? The Bartholomew massacres. The ruin of the Palatinate by Louis XIV. The horrors of the French Revolution, ending with Napoleon and all the misery and degeneracy that he bequeathed to Europe. History might have worked itself out so much better if the poor child had left it alone and minded her sheep.

Wouldnt that train of argument lead to nobody ever doing anything? suggested Joan.

I suppose it would mean stagnation, admitted Madge. And yet I dont know. Are there not forces moving towards right that are crying to us to help them, not by violence, which only interrupts — delays them, but by quietly preparing the way for them? You know what I mean. Erasmus always said that Luther had hindered the Reformation by stirring up passion and hate. She broke off suddenly. There were tears in her eyes. Oh, if God would only say what He wants of us, she almost cried; call to us in trumpet tones that would ring through the world, compelling us to take sides. Why cant He speak?

He does, answered Joan. I hear His voice. There are things Ive got to do. Wrongs that I must fight against. Rights that I must never dare to rest till they are won. Her lips were parted. Her breasts heaving. He does call to us. He has girded His sword upon me.

Madge looked at her in silence for quite a while. How confident you are, she said. How I envy you.

They talked for a time about domestic matters. Joan had established herself in furnished rooms in a quiet street of pleasant Georgian houses just behind the Abbey; a member of Parliament and his wife occupied the lower floors, the landlord, a retired butler, and his wife, an excellent cook, confining themselves to the basement and the attics. The remaining floor was tenanted by a shy young man — a poet, so the landlady thought, but was not sure. Anyhow he had long hair, lived with a pipe in his mouth, and burned his lamp long into the night. Joan had omitted to ask his name. She made a note to do so.

They discussed ways and means. Joan calculated she could get through on two hundred a year, putting aside fifty for dress. Madge was doubtful if this would be sufficient. Joan urged that she was stock size and would be able to pick up models at sales; but Madge, measuring her against herself, was sure she was too full.

You will find yourself expensive to dress, she told her, cheap things wont go well on you; and it would be madness, even from a business point of view, for you not to make the best of yourself.

Men stand more in awe of a well-dressed woman than they do even of a beautiful woman, Madge was of opinion. If you go into an office looking dowdy theyll beat you down. Tell them the price they are offering you wont keep you in gloves for a week and theyll be ashamed of themselves. Theres nothing infra dig. in being mean to the poor; but not to sympathize with the rich stamps you as middle class. She laughed.

Joan was worried. I told Dad I should only ask him for enough to make up two hundred a year, she explained. Hell laugh at me for not knowing my own mind.

I should let him, advised Madge. She grew thoughtful again. We cranky young women, with our new-fangled, independent ways, I guess we hurt the old folks quite enough as it is.

The bell rang and Madge opened the door herself. It turned out to be Flossie. Joan had not seen her since they had been at Girton together, and was surprised at Flossies youthful get up. Flossie explained, and without waiting for any possible attack flew to her own defence.

The revolution that the world is waiting for, was Flossies opinion, is the providing of every man and woman with a hundred and fifty a year. Then we shall all be able to afford to be noble and high-minded. As it is, nine-tenths of the contemptible things we do comes from the necessity of our having to earn our living. A hundred and fifty a year would deliver us from evil.

Would there not still be the diamond dog-collar and the motor car left to tempt us? suggested Madge.

Only the really wicked, contended Flossie. It would classify us. We should know then which were the sheep and which the goats. At present were all jumbled together: the ungodly who sin out of mere greed and rapacity, and the just men compelled to sell their birthright of fine instincts for a mess of meat and potatoes.

Yah, socialist, commented Madge, who was busy with the tea things.

Flossie seemed struck by an idea.

By Jove, she exclaimed. Why did I never think of it. With a red flag and my hair down, Id be in all the illustrated papers. It would put up my price no end. And Id be able to get out of this silly job of mine. I cant go on much longer. Im getting too well known. I do believe Ill try it. The shoutings easy enough. She turned to Joan. Are you going to take up socialism? she demanded.

I may, answered Joan. Just to spank it, and put it down again. Im rather a believer in temptation — the struggle for existence. I only want to make it a finer existence, more worth the struggle, in which the best man shall rise to the top. Your universal security — that will be the last act of the human drama, the cue for ringing down the curtain.

But do not all our Isms work towards that end? suggested Madge.

Joan was about to reply when the maids announcement of Mrs. Denton postponed the discussion.

Mrs. Denton was a short, grey-haired lady. Her large strong features must have made her, when she was young, a hard-looking woman; but time and sorrow had strangely softened them; while about the corners of the thin firm mouth lurked a suggestion of humour that possibly had not always been there. Joan, waiting to be introduced, towered head and shoulders above her; yet when she took the small proffered hand and felt those steely blue eyes surveying her, she had the sensation of being quite insignificant. Mrs. Denton seemed to be reading her, and then still retaining Joans hand she turned to Madge with a smile.

So this is our new recruit, she said. She is come to bring healing to the sad, sick world — to right all the old, old wrongs.

She patted Joans hand and spoke gravely. That is right, dear. That is youths métier; to take the banner from our failing hands, bear it still a little onward. Her small gloved hand closed on Joans with a pressure that made Joan wince.

And you must not despair, she continued; because in the end it will seem to you that you have failed. It is the fallen that win the victories.

She released Joans hand abruptly. Come and see me to-morrow morning at my office, she said. We will fix up something that shall be serviceable to us both.

Madge flashed Joan a look. She considered Joans position already secured. Mrs. Denton was the doyen of women journalists. She edited a monthly review and was leader writer of one of the most important dailies, besides being the controlling spirit of various social movements. Anyone she took up would be assured of steady work. The pay might not be able to compete with the prices paid for more popular journalism, but it would afford a foundation, and give to Joan that opportunity for influence which was her main ambition.

Joan expressed her thanks. She would like to have had more talk with the stern old lady, but was prevented by the entrance of two new comers. The first was Miss Lavery, a handsome, loud-toned young woman. She ran a nursing paper, but her chief interest was in the womans suffrage question, just then coming rapidly to the front. She had heard Joan speak at Cambridge and was eager to secure her adherence, being wishful to surround herself with a group of young and good-looking women who should take the movement out of the hands of the frumps, as she termed them. Her doubt was whether Joan would prove sufficiently tractable. She intended to offer her remunerative work upon the Nursing News without saying anything about the real motive behind, trusting to gratitude to make her task the easier.

The second was a clumsy-looking, overdressed woman whom Miss Lavery introduced as Mrs. Phillips, a very dear friend of mine, who is going to be helpful to us all, adding in a hurried aside to Madge, I simply had to bring her. Will explain to you another time. An apology certainly seemed to be needed. The woman was absurdly out of her place. She stood there panting and slightly perspiring. She was short and fat, with dyed hair. As a girl she had possibly been pretty in a dimpled, giggling sort of way. Joan judged her, in spite of her complexion, to be about forty.

Joan wondered if she could be the wife of the Member of Parliament who occupied the rooms below her in Cowley Street. His name, so the landlady had told her, was Phillips. She put the suggestion in a whisper to Flossie.

Quite likely, thought Flossie; just the type that sort of man does marry. A barmaid, I expect.

Others continued to arrive until altogether there must have been about a dozen women present. One of them turned out to be an old schoolfellow of Joans and two had been with her at Girton. Madge had selected those who she knew would be sympathetic, and all promised help: those who could not give it direct undertaking to provide introductions and recommendations, though some of them were frankly doubtful of journalism affording Joan anything more than the means — not always, too honest — of earning a living.

I started out to preach the gospel: all that sort of thing, drawled a Miss Simmonds from beneath a hat that, if she had paid for it, would have cost her five guineas. Now my chief purpose in life is to tickle silly women into spending twice as much upon their clothes as their husbands can afford, bamboozling them into buying any old thing that our Advertising Manager instructs me to boom.

They talk about the editors opinions, struck in a fiery little woman who was busy flinging crumbs out of the window to a crowd of noisy sparrows. Its the Advertiser edits half the papers. Write anything that three of them object to, and your proprietor tells you to change your convictions or go. Most of us change. She jerked down the window with a slam.

Its the syndicates that have done it, was a Mrs. Elliots opinion. She wrote Society Notes for a Labour weekly. When one man owned a paper he wanted it to express his views. A company is only out for profit. Your modern newspaper is just a shop. Its only purpose is to attract customers. Look at the Methodist Herald, owned by the same syndicate of Jews that runs the Racing News. They work it as far as possible with the same staff.

Were a pack of hirelings, asserted the fiery little woman. Our pens are for sale to the highest bidder. I had a letter from Jocelyn only two days ago. He was one of the original staff of the Socialist. He writes me that he has gone as leader writer to a Conservative paper at twice his former salary. Expected me to congratulate him.

One of these days somebody will start a Society for the Reformation of the Press, thought Flossie. I wonder how the papers will take it?

Much as Rome took Savonarola, thought Madge.

Mrs. Denton had risen.

They are right to a great extent, she said to Joan. But not all the temple has been given over to the hucksters. You shall place your preaching stool in some quiet corner, where the passing feet shall pause awhile to listen.

Her going was the signal for the breaking up of the party. In a short time Joan and Madge found themselves left with only Flossie.

What on earth induced Helen to bring that poor old Dutch doll along with her? demanded Flossie. The woman never opened her mouth all the time. Did she tell you?

No, answered Madge, but I think I can guess. She hopes — or perhaps fears would be more correct — that her husband is going to join the Cabinet, and is trying to fit herself by suddenly studying political and social questions. For a month shes been clinging like a leech to Helen Lavery, who takes her to meetings and gatherings. I suppose theyve struck up some sort of a bargain. Its rather pathetic.

Good Heavens! What a tragedy for the man, commented Flossie.

What is he like? asked Joan.

Not much to look at, if thats what you mean, answered Madge. Began life as a miner, I believe. Looks like ending as Prime Minister.

I heard him at the Albert Hall last week, said Flossie. Hes quite wonderful.

In what way? questioned Joan.

Oh, you know, explained Flossie. Like a volcano compressed into a steam engine.

They discussed Joans plans. It looked as if things were going to be easy for her.


CHAPTER IV
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YET IN THE end it was Carleton who opened the door for her.

Mrs. Denton was helpful, and would have been more so, if Joan had only understood. Mrs. Denton lived alone in an old house in Gower Street, with a high stone hall that was always echoing to sounds that no one but itself could ever hear. Her son had settled, it was supposed, in one of the Colonies. No one knew what had become of him, and Mrs. Denton herself never spoke of him; while her daughter, on whom she had centred all her remaining hopes, had died years ago. To those who remembered the girl, with her weak eyes and wispy ginger coloured hair, it would have seemed comical, the idea that Joan resembled her. But Mrs. Dentons memory had lost itself in dreams; and to her the likeness had appeared quite wonderful. The gods had given her child back to her, grown strong and brave and clever. Life would have a new meaning for her. Her work would not die with her.

She thought she could harness Joans enthusiasm to her own wisdom. She would warn her of the errors and pitfalls into which she herself had fallen: for she, too, had started as a rebel. Youth should begin where age left off. Had the old lady remembered a faded dogs-eared volume labelled Oddments that for many years had rested undisturbed upon its shelf in her great library, and opening it had turned to the letter E, she would have read recorded there, in her own precise thin penmanship, this very wise reflection:

Experience is a book that all men write, but no man reads.

To which she would have found added, by way of complement, Experience is untranslatable. We write it in the cipher of our sufferings, and the key is hidden in our memories.

And turning to the letter Y, she might have read:

Youth comes to teach. Age remains to listen, and underneath the following:

The ability to learn is the last lesson we acquire.

Mrs. Denton had long ago given up the practice of jotting down her thoughts, experience having taught her that so often, when one comes to use them, one finds that one has changed them. But in the case of Joan the recollection of these twin oddments might have saved her disappointment. Joan knew of a new road that avoided Mrs. Dentons pitfalls. She grew impatient of being perpetually pulled back.

For the Nursing Times she wrote a series of condensed biographies, entitled Ladies of the Lamp, commencing with Elizabeth Fry. They formed a record of good women who had battled for the weak and suffering, winning justice for even the uninteresting. Miss Lavery was delighted with them. But when Joan proposed exposing the neglect and even cruelty too often inflicted upon the helpless patients of private Nursing Homes, Miss Lavery shook her head.

I know, she said. One does hear complaints about them. Unfortunately it is one of the few businesses managed entirely by women; and just now, in particular, if we were to say anything, it would be made use of by our enemies to injure the Cause.

There was a summer years ago — it came back to Joans mind — when she had shared lodgings with a girl chum at a crowded sea-side watering-place. The rooms were shockingly dirty; and tired of dropping hints she determined one morning to clean them herself. She climbed a chair and started on a row of shelves where lay the dust of ages. It was a jerry-built house, and the result was that she brought the whole lot down about her head, together with a quarter of a hundred-weight of plaster.

Yes, I thought youd do some mischief, had commented the landlady, wearily.

It seemed typical. A jerry-built world, apparently. With the best intentions it seemed impossible to move in it without doing more harm than good to it, bringing things down about one that one had not intended.

She wanted to abolish steel rabbit-traps. She had heard the little beggars cry. It had struck her as such a harmless reform. But they told her there were worthy people in the neighbourhood of Wolverhampton — quite a number of them — who made their living by the manufacture of steel rabbit-traps. If, thinking only of the rabbits, you prohibited steel rabbit-traps, then you condemned all these worthy people to slow starvation. The local Mayor himself wrote in answer to her article. He drew a moving picture of the sad results that might follow such an ill-considered agitation: hundreds of grey-haired men, too old to learn new jobs, begging from door to door; shoals of little children, white-faced and pinched; sobbing women. Her editor was sorry for the rabbits. Had often spent a pleasant day with them himself. But, after all, the Human Race claimed our first sympathies.

She wanted to abolish sweating. She had climbed the rotting stairways, seen the famished creatures in their holes. But it seemed that if you interfered with the complicated system based on sweating then you dislocated the entire structure of the British export clothing trade. Not only would these poor creatures lose their admittedly wretched living — but still a living — but thousands of other innocent victims would also be involved in the common ruin. All very sad, but half a loaf — or even let us frankly say a thin slice — is better than no bread at all.

She wanted board school childrens heads examined. She had examined one or two herself. It seemed to her wrong that healthy children should be compelled to sit for hours within jumping distance of the diseased. She thought it better that the dirty should be made fit company for the clean than the clean should be brought down to the level of the dirty. It seemed that in doing this you were destroying the independence of the poor. Opposition reformers, in letters scintillating with paradox, bristling with classical allusion, denounced her attempt to impose middle-class ideals upon a too long suffering proletariat. Better far a few lively little heads than a broken-spirited people robbed of their parental rights.

Through Miss Lavery she obtained an introduction to the great Sir William. He owned a group of popular provincial newspapers, and was most encouraging. Sir William had often said to himself:

What can I do for God who has done so much for me? It seemed only fair.

He asked her down to his little place in Hampshire, to talk plans over. The little place, it turned out, ran to forty bedrooms, and was surrounded by three hundred acres of park. God had evidently done his bit quite handsomely.

It was in a secluded corner of the park that Sir William had gone down upon one knee and gallantly kissed her hand. His idea was that if she could regard herself as his Dear Lady, and allow him the honour and privilege of being her True Knight, that, between them, they might accomplish something really useful. There had been some difficulty about his getting up again, Sir William being an elderly gentleman subject to rheumatism, and Joan had had to expend no small amount of muscular effort in assisting him; so that the episode which should have been symbolical ended by leaving them both red and breathless.

He referred to the matter again the same evening in the library while Lady William slept peacefully in the blue drawing-room; but as it appeared necessary that the compact should be sealed by a knightly kiss Joan had failed to ratify it.

She blamed herself on her way home. The poor old gentleman could easily have been kept in his place. The suffering of an occasional harmless caress would have purchased for her power and opportunity. Had it not been somewhat selfish of her? Should she write to him — see him again?

She knew that she never would. It was something apart from her reason. It would not even listen to her. It bade or forbade as if one were a child without any right to a will of ones own. It was decidedly exasperating.

There were others. There were the editors who frankly told her that the business of a newspaper was to write what its customers wanted to read; and that the public, so far as they could judge, was just about fed up with plans for New Jerusalems at their expense. And the editors who were prepared to take up any number of reforms, insisting only that they should be new and original and promise popularity.

And then she met Greyson.

It was at a lunch given by Mrs. Denton. Greyson was a bachelor and lived with an unmarried sister, a few years older than himself. He was editor and part proprietor of an evening paper. It had ideals and was, in consequence, regarded by the general public with suspicion; but by reason of sincerity and braininess was rapidly becoming a power. He was a shy, reserved man with an aristocratic head set upon stooping shoulders. The face was that of a dreamer, but about the mouth there was suggestion of the fighter. Joan felt at her ease with him in spite of the air of detachment that seemed part of his character. Mrs. Denton had paired them off together; and, during the lunch, one of them — Joan could not remember which — had introduced the subject of reincarnation.

Greyson was unable to accept the theory because of the fact that, in old age, the mind in common with the body is subject to decay.

Perhaps by the time I am forty — or let us say fifty, he argued, I shall be a bright, intelligent being. If I die then, well and good. I select a likely baby and go straight on. But suppose I hang about till eighty and die a childish old gentleman with a mind all gone to seed. What am I going to do then? I shall have to begin all over again: perhaps worse off than I was before. Thats not going to help us much.

Joan explained it to him: that old age might be likened to an illness. A genius lies upon a bed of sickness and babbles childish nonsense. But with returning life he regains his power, goes on increasing it. The mind, the soul, has not decayed. It is the lines of communication that old age has destroyed.

But surely you dont believe it? he demanded.

Why not? laughed Joan. All things are possible. It was the possession of a hand that transformed monkeys into men. We used to take things up, you know, and look at them, and wonder and wonder and wonder, till at last there was born a thought and the world became visible. It is curiosity that will lead us to the next great discovery. We must take things up; and think and think and think till one day there will come knowledge, and we shall see the universe.

Joan always avoided getting excited when she thought of it.

I love to make you excited, Flossie had once confessed to her in the old student days. You look so ridiculously young and you are so pleased with yourself, laying down the law.

She did not know she had given way to it. He was leaning back in his chair, looking at her; and the tired look she had noticed in his eyes, when she had been introduced to him in the drawing-room, had gone out of them.

During the coffee, Mrs. Denton beckoned him to come to her; and Miss Greyson crossed over and took his vacant chair. She had been sitting opposite to them.

Ive been hearing so much about you, she said. I cant help thinking that you ought to suit my brothers paper. He has all your ideas. Have you anything that you could send him?

Joan considered a moment.

Nothing very startling, she answered. I was thinking of a series of articles on the old London Churches — touching upon the people connected with them and the things they stood for. Ive just finished the first one.

It ought to be the very thing, answered Miss Greyson. She was a thin, faded woman with a soft, plaintive voice. It will enable him to judge your style. Hes particular about that. Though Im confident hell like it, she hastened to add. Address it to me, will you. I assist him as much as I can.

Joan added a few finishing touches that evening, and posted it; and a day or two later received a note asking her to call at the office.

My sister is enthusiastic about your article on Chelsea Church and insists on my taking the whole series, Greyson informed her. She says you have the Stevensonian touch.

Joan flushed with pleasure.

And you, she asked, did you think it had the Stevensonian touch?

No, he answered, it seemed to me to have more of your touch.

Whats that like? she demanded.

They couldnt suppress you, he explained. Sir Thomas More with his head under his arm, bloody old Bluebeard, grim Queen Bess, snarling old Swift, Pope, Addison, Carlyle — the whole grisly crowd of them! I could see you holding your own against them all, explaining things to them, getting excited. He laughed.

His sister joined them, coming in from the next room. She had a proposal to make. It was that Joan should take over the weekly letter from Clorinda. It was supposed to give the views of a — perhaps unusually — sane and thoughtful woman upon the questions of the day. Miss Greyson had hitherto conducted it herself, but was wishful as she explained to be relieved of it; so that she might have more time for home affairs. It would necessitate Joans frequent attendance at the office; for there would be letters from the public to be answered, and points to be discussed with her brother. She was standing behind his chair with her hands upon his head. There was something strangely motherly about her whole attitude.

Greyson was surprised, for the Letter had been her own conception, and had grown into a popular feature. But she was evidently in earnest; and Joan accepted willingly. Clorinda grew younger, more self-assertive; on the whole more human. But still so eminently sane and reasonable.

We must not forget that she is quite a respectable lady, connected — according to her own account — with the higher political circles, Joans editor would insist, with a laugh.

Miss Greyson, working in the adjoining room, would raise her head and listen. She loved to hear him laugh.

Its absurd, Flossie told her one morning, as having met by chance they were walking home together along the Embankment. Youre not Clorinda; you ought to be writing letters to her, not from her, waking her up, telling her to come off her perch, and find out what the earth feels like. Ill tell you what Ill do: Ill trot you round to Carleton. If youre out for stirring up strife and contention, well, thats his game, too. Hell use you for his beastly sordid ends. Hed have roped in John the Baptist if hed been running the Jerusalem Star at the time, and have given him a daily column for so long as the boom lasted. Whats that matter, if hes willing to give you a start?

Joan jibbed at first. But in the end Flossies arguments prevailed. One afternoon, a week later, she was shown into Carletons private room, and the door closed behind her. The light was dim, and for a moment she could see no one; until Carleton, who had been standing near one of the windows, came forward and placed a chair for her. And they both sat down.

Ive glanced through some of your things, he said. Theyre all right. Theyre alive. Whats your idea?

Remembering Flossies counsel, she went straight to the point. She wanted to talk to the people. She wanted to get at them. If she had been a man, she would have taken a chair and gone to Hyde Park. As it was, she hadnt the nerve for Hyde Park. At least she was afraid she hadnt. It might have to come to that. There was a trembling in her voice that annoyed her. She was so afraid she might cry. She wasnt out for anything crazy. She wanted only those things done that could be done if the people would but lift their eyes, look into one anothers faces, see the wrong and the injustice that was all around them, and swear that they would never rest till the pain and the terror had been driven from the land. She wanted soldiers — men and women who would forget their own sweet selves, not counting their own loss, thinking of the greater gain; as in times of war and revolution, when men gave even their lives gladly for a dream, for a hope — 

Without warning he switched on the electric lamp that stood upon the desk, causing her to draw back with a start.

All right, he said. Go ahead. You shall have your tub, and a weekly audience of a million readers for as long as you can keep them interested. Up with anything you like, and down with everything you dont. Be careful not to land me in a libel suit. Call the whole Bench of Bishops hypocrites, and all the ground landlords thieves, if you will: but dont mention names. And dont get me into trouble with the police. Beyond that, I shant interfere with you.

She was about to speak.

One stipulation, he went on, that every article is headed with your photograph.

He read the sudden dismay in her eyes.

How else do you think you are going to attract their attention? he asked her. By your eloquence! Hundreds of men and women as eloquent as you could ever be are shouting to them every day. Who takes any notice of them? Why should they listen any the more to you — another cranky highbrow: some old maid, most likely, with a bony throat and a beaky nose. If Woman is going to come into the fight she will have to use her own weapons. If she is prepared to do that shell make things hum with a vengeance. Shes the biggest force going, if she only knew it.

He had risen and was pacing the room.

The advertiser has found that out, and is showing the way. He snatched at an illustrated magazine, fresh from the press, that had been placed upon his desk, and opened it at the first page. Johnsons Blacking, he read out, advertised by a dainty little minx, showing her ankles. Whos going to stop for a moment to read about somebodys blacking? If a saucy little minx isnt there to trip him up with her ankles!

He turned another page. Do you suffer from gout? Classical lady preparing to take a bath and very nearly ready. The old Johnny in the train stops to look at her. Reads the advertisement because she seems to want him to. Rubber heels. Save your boot leather! Lady in evening dress — jolly pretty shoulders — waves them in front of your eyes. Otherwise youd never think of them.

He fluttered the pages. Then flung the thing across to her.

Look at it, he said. Fountain pens — Corn plasters — Charitable appeals — Motor cars — Soaps — Grand pianos. Its the girl in tights and spangles outside the show that brings them trooping in.

Let them see you, he continued. You say you want soldiers. Throw off your veil and call for them. Your namesake of France! Do you think if she had contented herself with writing stirring appeals that Orleans would have fallen? She put on a becoming suit of armour and got upon a horse where everyone could see her. Chivalry isnt dead. You modern women are ashamed of yourselves — ashamed of your sex. You dont give it a chance. Revive it. Stir the young mens blood. Their souls will follow.

He reseated himself and leant across towards her.

Im not talking business, he said. This things not going to mean much to me one way or the other. I want you to win. Farm labourers bringing up families on twelve and six a week. Shirt hands working half into the night for three farthings an hour. Stinking dens for men to live in. Degraded women. Half fed children. Its damnable. Tell them its got to stop. That the Eternal Feminine has stepped out of the poster and commands it.

A dapper young man opened the door and put his head into the room.

Railway smash in Yorkshire, he announced.

Carleton sat up. Much of a one? he asked.

The dapper gentleman shrugged his shoulders. Three killed, eight injured, so far, he answered.

Carletons interest appeared to collapse.

Stop press column? asked the dapper gentleman.

Yes, I suppose so, replied Carleton. Unless something better turns up.

The dapper young gentleman disappeared. Joan had risen.

May I talk it over with a friend? she asked. Myself, Im inclined to accept.

You will, if youre in earnest, he answered. Ill give you twenty-four hours. Look in to-morrow afternoon, and see Finch. It will be for the Sunday Post — the Inset. We use surfaced paper for that and can do you justice. Finch will arrange about the photograph. He held out his hand. Shall be seeing you again, he said.

It was but a stones throw to the office of the Evening Gazette. She caught Greyson just as he was leaving and put the thing before him. His sister was with him.

He did not answer at first. He was walking to and fro; and, catching his foot in the waste paper basket, he kicked it savagely out of his way, so that the contents were scattered over the room.

Yes, hes right, he said. It was the Virgin above the altar that popularized Christianity. Her face has always been womans fortune. If shes going to become a fighter, it will have to be her weapon.

He had used almost the same words that Carleton had used.

I so want them to listen to me, she said. After all, its only like having a very loud voice.

He looked at her and smiled. Yes, he said, its a voice men will listen to.

Mary Greyson was standing by the fire. She had not spoken hitherto.

You wont give up Clorinda? she asked.

Joan had intended to do so, but something in Marys voice caused her, against her will, to change her mind.

Of course not, she answered. I shall run them both. It will be like writing Jekyll and Hyde.

What will you sign yourself? he asked.

My own name, I think, she said. Joan Allway.

Miss Greyson suggested her coming home to dinner with them; but Joan found an excuse. She wanted to be alone.


CHAPTER V
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THE TWILIGHT WAS fading as she left the office. She turned northward, choosing a broad, ill-lighted road. It did not matter which way she took. She wanted to think; or, rather, to dream.

It would all fall out as she had intended. She would commence by becoming a power in journalism. She was reconciled now to the photograph idea — was even keen on it herself. She would be taken full face so that she would be looking straight into the eyes of her readers as she talked to them. It would compel her to be herself; just a hopeful, loving woman: a little better educated than the majority, having had greater opportunity: a little further seeing, maybe, having had more leisure for thought: but otherwise, no whit superior to any other young, eager woman of the people. This absurd journalistic pose of omniscience, of infallibility — this non-existent garment of supreme wisdom that, like the Kings clothes in the fairy story, was donned to hide his nakedness by every strutting nonentity of Fleet Street! She would have no use for it. It should be a friend, a comrade, a fellow-servant of the great Master, taking counsel with them, asking their help. Government by the people for the people! It must be made real. These silent, thoughtful-looking workers, hurrying homewards through the darkening streets; these patient, shrewd-planning housewives casting their shadows on the drawn-down blinds: it was they who should be shaping the world, not the journalists to whom all life was but so much copy. This monstrous conspiracy, once of the Sword, of the Church, now of the Press, that put all Government into the hands of a few stuffy old gentlemen, politicians, leader writers, without sympathy or understanding: it was time that it was swept away. She would raise a new standard. It should be, not Listen to me, oh ye dumb, but, Speak to me. Tell me your hidden hopes, your fears, your dreams. Tell me your experience, your thoughts born of knowledge, of suffering.

She would get into correspondence with them, go among them, talk to them. The difficulty, at first, would be in getting them to write to her, to open their minds to her. These voiceless masses that never spoke, but were always being spoken for by self-appointed leaders, representatives, who immediately they had climbed into prominence took their place among the rulers, and then from press and platform shouted to them what they were to think and feel. It was as if the Drill-Sergeant were to claim to be the leader, the representative of his squad; or the sheep-dog to pose as the delegate of the sheep. Dealt with always as if they were mere herds, mere flocks, they had almost lost the power of individual utterance. One would have to teach them, encourage them.

She remembered a Sunday class she had once conducted; and how for a long time she had tried in vain to get the children to come in, to take a hand. That she might get in touch with them, understand their small problems, she had urged them to ask questions. And there had fallen such long silences. Until, at last, one cheeky ragamuffin had piped out:

Please, Miss, have you got red hair all over you? Or only on your head?

For answer she had rolled up her sleeve, and let them examine her arm. And then, in her turn, had insisted on rolling up his sleeve, revealing the fact that his arms above the wrists had evidently not too recently been washed; and the episode had ended in laughter and a babel of shrill voices. And, at once, they were a party of chums, discussing matters together.

They were but children, these tired men and women, just released from their days toil, hastening homeward to their play, or to their evening tasks. A little humour, a little understanding, a recognition of the wonderful likeness of us all to one another underneath our outward coverings was all that was needed to break down the barrier, establish comradeship. She stood aside a moment to watch them streaming by. Keen, strong faces were among them, high, thoughtful brows, kind eyes; they must learn to think, to speak for themselves.

She would build again the Forum. The peoples business should no longer be settled for them behind lackey-guarded doors. The good of the farm labourer should be determined not exclusively by the squire and his relations. The man with the hoe, the man with the bent back and the patient ox-like eyes: he, too, should be invited to the Council board. Middle-class domestic problems should be solved not solely by fine gentlemen from Oxford; the wife of the little clerk should be allowed her say. War or peace, it should no longer be regarded as a question concerning only the aged rich. The common people — the cannon fodder, the men who would die, and the women who would weep: they should be given something more than the privilege of either cheering platform patriots or being summoned for interrupting public meetings.

From a dismal side street there darted past her a small, shapeless figure in crumpled cap and apron: evidently a member of that lazy, over-indulged class, the domestic servant. Judging from the talk of the drawing-rooms, the correspondence in the papers, a singularly unsatisfactory body. They toiled not, lived in luxury and demanded grand pianos. Someone had proposed doing something for them. They themselves — it seemed that even they had a sort of conscience — were up in arms against it. Too much kindness even they themselves perceived was bad for them. They were holding a meeting that night to explain how contented they were. Six peeresses had consented to attend, and speak for them.

Likely enough that there were good-for-nothing, cockered menials imposing upon incompetent mistresses. There were pampered slaves in Rome. But these others. These poor little helpless sluts. There were thousands such in every city, over-worked and under-fed, living lonely, pleasureless lives. They must be taught to speak in other voices than the dulcet tones of peeresses. By the light of the guttering candles, from their chill attics, they should write to her their ill-spelt visions.

She had reached a quiet, tree-bordered road, surrounding a great park. Lovers, furtively holding hands, passed her by, whispering.

She would write books. She would choose for her heroine a woman of the people. How full of drama, of tragedy must be their stories: their problems the grim realities of life, not only its mere sentimental embroideries. The daily struggle for bare existence, the ever-shadowing menace of unemployment, of illness, leaving them helpless amid the grinding forces crushing them down on every side. The ceaseless need for courage, for cunning. For in the kingdom of the poor the tyrant and the oppressor still sit in the high places, the robber still rides fearless.

In a noisy, flaring street, a thin-clad woman passed her, carrying a netted bag showing two loaves. In a flash, it came to her what it must mean to the poor; this daily bread that in comfortable homes had come to be regarded as a thing like water; not to be considered, to be used without stint, wasted, thrown about. Borne by those feeble, knotted hands, Joan saw it revealed as something holy: hallowed by labour; sanctified by suffering, by sacrifice; worshipped with fear and prayer.

In quiet streets of stately houses, she caught glimpses through uncurtained windows of richly-laid dinner-tables about which servants moved noiselessly, arranging flowers and silver. She wondered idly if she would every marry. A gracious hostess, gathering around her brilliant men and women, statesmen, writers, artists, captains of industry: counselling them, even learning from them: encouraging shy genius. Perhaps, in a perfectly harmless way, allowing it the inspiration derivable from a well-regulated devotion to herself. A salon that should be the nucleus of all those forces that influence influences, over which she would rule with sweet and wise authority. The idea appealed to her.

Into the picture, slightly to the background, she unconsciously placed Greyson. His tall, thin figure with its air of distinction seemed to fit in; Greyson would be very restful. She could see his handsome, ascetic face flush with pleasure as, after the guests were gone, she would lean over the back of his chair and caress for a moment his dark, soft hair tinged here and there with grey. He would always adore her, in that distant, undemonstrative way of his that would never be tiresome or exacting. They would have children. But not too many. That would make the house noisy and distract her from her work. They would be beautiful and clever; unless all the laws of heredity were to be set aside for her especial injury. She would train them, shape them to be the heirs of her labour, bearing her message to the generations that should follow.

At a corner where the trams and buses stopped she lingered for a while, watching the fierce struggle; the weak and aged being pushed back time after time, hardly seeming to even resent it, regarding it as in the natural order of things. It was so absurd, apart from the injustice, the brutality of it! The poor, fighting among themselves! She felt as once when watching a crowd of birds to whom she had thrown a handful of crumbs in winter time. As if they had not enemies enough: cats, weasels, rats, hawks, owls, the hunger and the cold. And added to all, they must needs make the struggle yet harder for one another: pecking at each others eyes, joining with one another to attack the fallen. These tired men, these weary women, pale-faced lads and girls, why did they not organize among themselves some system that would do away with this daily warfare of each against all. If only they could be got to grasp the fact that they were one family, bound together by suffering. Then, and not till then, would they be able to make their power felt? That would have to come first: the Esprit de Corps of the Poor.

In the end she would go into Parliament. It would be bound to come soon, the womans vote. And after that the opening of all doors would follow. She would wear her college robes. It would be far more fitting than a succession of flimsy frocks that would have no meaning in them. What pity it was that the art of dressing — its relation to life — was not better understood. What beauty-hating devil had prompted the workers to discard their characteristic costumes that had been both beautiful and serviceable for these hateful slop-shop clothes that made them look like walking scarecrows. Why had the coming of Democracy coincided seemingly with the spread of ugliness: dull towns, mean streets, paper-strewn parks, corrugated iron roofs, Christian chapels that would be an insult to a heathen idol; hideous factories (Why need they be hideous!); chimney-pot hats, baggy trousers, vulgar advertisements, stupid fashions for women that spoilt every line of their figure: dinginess, drabness, monotony everywhere. It was ugliness that was strangling the soul of the people; stealing from them all dignity, all self-respect, all honour for one another; robbing them of hope, of reverence, of joy in life.

Beauty. That was the key to the riddle. All Nature: its golden sunsets and its silvery dawns; the glory of piled-up clouds, the mystery of moonlit glades; its rivers winding through the meadows; the calling of its restless seas; the tender witchery of Spring; the blazonry of autumn woods; its purple moors and the wonder of its silent mountains; its cobwebs glittering with a thousand jewels; the pageantry of starry nights. Form, colour, music! The feathered choristers of bush and brake raising their matin and their evensong, the whispering of the leaves, the singing of the waters, the voices of the winds. Beauty and grace in every living thing, but man. The leaping of the hares, the grouping of cattle, the flight of swallows, the dainty loveliness of insects wings, the glossy skin of horses rising and falling to the play of mighty muscles. Was it not seeking to make plain to us that Gods language was beauty. Man must learn beauty that he may understand God.

She saw the London of the future. Not the vision popular just then: a soaring whirl of machinery in motion, of moving pavements and flying omnibuses; of screaming gramophones and standardized homes: a city where Electricity was King and man its soulless slave. But a city of peace, of restful spaces, of leisured men and women; a city of fine streets and pleasant houses, where each could live his own life, learning freedom, individuality; a city of noble schools; of workshops that should be worthy of labour, filled with light and air; smoke and filth driven from the land: science, no longer bound to commercialism, having discovered cleaner forces; a city of gay playgrounds where children should learn laughter; of leafy walks where the creatures of the wood and field should be as welcome guests helping to teach sympathy and kindliness: a city of music, of colour, of gladness. Beauty worshipped as religion; ugliness banished as a sin: no ugly slums, no ugly cruelty, no slatternly women and brutalized men, no ugly, sobbing children; no ugly vice flaunting in every highway its insult to humanity: a city clad in beauty as with a living garment where God should walk with man.

She had reached a neighbourhood of narrow, crowded streets. The women were mostly without hats; and swarthy men, rolling cigarettes, lounged against doorways. The place had a quaint foreign flavour. Tiny cafés, filled with smoke and noise, and clean, inviting restaurants abounded. She was feeling hungry, and, choosing one the door of which stood open, revealing white tablecloths and a pleasant air of cheerfulness, she entered. It was late and the tables were crowded. Only at one, in a far corner, could she detect a vacant place, opposite to a slight, pretty-looking girl very quietly dressed. She made her way across and the girl, anticipating her request, welcomed her with a smile. They ate for a while in silence, divided only by the narrow table, their heads, when they leant forward, almost touching. Joan noticed the short, white hands, the fragrance of some delicate scent. There was something odd about her. She seemed to be unnecessarily conscious of being alone. Suddenly she spoke.

Nice little restaurant, this, she said. One of the few places where you can depend upon not being annoyed.

Joan did not understand. In what way? she asked.

Oh, you know, men, answered the girl. They come and sit down opposite to you, and wont leave you alone. At most of the places, youve got to put up with it or go outside. Here, old Gustav never permits it.

Joan was troubled. She was rather looking forward to occasional restaurant dinners, where she would be able to study Londons Bohemia.

You mean, she asked, that they force themselves upon you, even if you make it plain—

Oh, the plainer you make it that you dont want them, the more sport they think it, interrupted the girl with a laugh.

Joan hoped she was exaggerating. I must try and select a table where there is some good-natured girl to keep me in countenance, she said with a smile.

Yes, I was glad to see you, answered the girl. Its hateful, dining by oneself. Are you living alone?

Yes, answered Joan. Im a journalist.

I thought you were something, answered the girl. Im an artist. Or, rather, was, she added after a pause.

Why did you give it up? asked Joan.

Oh, I havent given it up, not entirely, the girl answered. I can always get a couple of sovereigns for a sketch, if I want it, from one or another of the frame-makers. And they can generally sell them for a fiver. Ive seen them marked up. Have you been long in London?

No, answered Joan. Im a Lancashire lass.

Curious, said the girl, so am I. My fathers a mill manager near Bolton. You werent educated there?

No, Joan admitted. I went to Rodean at Brighton when I was ten years old, and so escaped it. Nor were you, she added with a smile, judging from your accent.

No, answered the other, I was at Hastings — Miss Gwyns. Funny how we seem to have always been near to one another. Dad wanted me to be a doctor. But Id always been mad about art.

Joan had taken a liking to the girl. It was a spiritual, vivacious face with frank eyes and a firm mouth; and the voice was low and strong.

Tell me, she said, what interfered with it? Unconsciously she was leaning forward, her chin supported by her hands. Their faces were very near to one another.

The girl looked up. She did not answer for a moment. There came a hardening of the mouth before she spoke.

A baby, she said. Oh, it was my own fault, she continued. I wanted it. It was all the talk at the time. You dont remember. Our right to children. No woman complete without one. Maternity, womans kingdom. All that sort of thing. As if the storks brought them. Dont suppose it made any real difference; but it just helped me to pretend that it was something pretty and high-class. Overmastering passion used to be the explanation, before that. I guess its all much of a muchness: just natural instinct.

The restaurant had been steadily emptying. Monsieur Gustav and his ample-bosomed wife were seated at a distant table, eating their own dinner.

Why couldnt you have married? asked Joan.

The girl shrugged her shoulders. Who was there for me to marry? she answered. The men who wanted me: clerks, young tradesmen, down at home — I wasnt taking any of that lot. And the men I might have fancied were all of them too poor. There was one student. Hes got on since. Easy enough for him to talk about waiting. Meanwhile. Well, its like somebody suggesting dinner to you the day after to-morrow. All right enough, if youre not troubled with an appetite.

The waiter came to clear the table. They were almost the last customers left. The mans tone and manner jarred upon Joan. She had not noticed it before. Joan ordered coffee and the girl, exchanging a joke with the waiter, added a liqueur.

But why should you give up your art? persisted Joan. It was that was sticking in her mind. I should have thought that, if only for the sake of the child, you would have gone on with it.

Oh, I told myself all that, answered the girl. Was going to devote my life to it. Did for nearly two years. Till I got sick of living like a nun: never getting a bit of excitement. You see, Ive got the poison in me. Or, maybe, it had always been there.

Whats become of it? asked Joan. The child?

Mothers got it, answered the girl. Seemed best for the poor little beggar. Im supposed to be dead, and my husband gone abroad. She gave a short, dry laugh. Mother brings him up to see me once a year. Theyve got quite fond of him.

What are you doing now? asked Joan, in a low tone.

Oh, you neednt look so scared, laughed the girl, I havent come down to that. Her voice had changed. It had a note of shrillness. In some indescribable way she had grown coarse. Im a kept woman, she explained. What else is any woman?

She reached for her jacket; and the waiter sprang forward and helped her on with it, prolonging the business needlessly. She wished him Good evening in a tone of distant hauteur, and led the way to the door. Outside the street was dim and silent. Joan held out her hand.

No hope of happy endings, she said with a forced laugh. Couldnt marry him I suppose?

He has asked me, answered the girl with a swagger. Not sure that it would suit me now. Theyre not so nice to you when theyve got you fixed up. So long.

She turned abruptly and walked rapidly away. Joan moved instinctively in the opposite direction, and after a few minutes found herself in a broad well-lighted thoroughfare. A newsboy was shouting his wares.

Orrible murder of a woman. Shockin details. Speshul, repeating it over and over again in a hoarse, expressionless monotone.

He was selling the papers like hot cakes; the purchasers too eager to even wait for their change. She wondered, with a little lump in her throat, how many would have stopped to buy had he been calling instead: Discovery of new sonnet by Shakespeare. Extra special.

Through swinging doors, she caught glimpses of foul interiors, crowded with men and women released from their toil, taking their evening pleasure. From coloured posters outside the great theatres and music halls, vulgarity and lewdness leered at her, side by side with announcements that the house was full. From every roaring corner, scintillating lights flared forth the merits of this public benefactors whisky, of this other celebritys beer: it seemed the only message the people cared to hear. Even among the sirens of the pavement, she noticed that the quiet and merely pretty were hardly heeded. It was everywhere the painted and the overdressed that drew the roving eyes.

She remembered a pet dog that someone had given her when she was a girl, and how one afternoon she had walked with the tears streaming down her face because, in spite of her scoldings and her pleadings, it would keep stopping to lick up filth from the roadway. A kindly passer-by had laughed and told her not to mind.

Why, thats a sign of breeding, that is, Missie, the man had explained. Its the classy ones that are always the worst.

It had come to her afterwards craving with its soft brown, troubled eyes for forgiveness. But she had never been able to break it of the habit.

Must man for ever be chained by his appetites to the unclean: ever be driven back, dragged down again into the dirt by his own instincts: ever be rendered useless for all finer purposes by the baseness of his own desires?

The City of her Dreams! The mingled voices of the crowd shaped itself into a mocking laugh.

It seemed to her that it was she that they were laughing at, pointing her out to one another, jeering at her, reviling her, threatening her.

She hurried onward with bent head, trying to escape them. She felt so small, so helpless. Almost she cried out in her despair.

She must have walked mechanically. Looking up she found herself in her own street. And as she reached her doorway the tears came suddenly.

She heard a quick step behind her, and turning, she saw a man with a latch key in his hand. He passed her and opened the door; and then, facing round, stood aside for her to enter. He was a sturdy, thick-set man with a strong, massive face. It would have been ugly but for the deep, flashing eyes. There was tenderness and humour in them.

We are next floor neighbours, he said. My names Phillips.

Joan thanked him. As he held the door open for her their hands accidentally touched. Joan wished him good-night and went up the stairs. There was no light in her room: only the faint reflection of the street lamp outside.

She could still see him: the boyish smile. And his voice that had sent her tears back again as if at the word of command.

She hoped he had not seen them. What a little fool she was.

A little laugh escaped her.


CHAPTER VI
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ONE DAY JOAN, lunching at the club, met Madge Singleton.

Ive had such a funny letter from Flossie, said Joan, begging me almost with tears in her ink to come to her on Sunday evening to meet a gentleman friend of hers, as she calls him, and give her my opinion of him. What on earth is she up to?

Its all right, answered Madge. She doesnt really want our opinion of him — or rather she doesnt want our real opinion of him. She only wants us to confirm hers. Shes engaged to him.

Flossie engaged! Joan seemed surprised.

Yes, answered Madge. It used to be a custom. Young men used to ask young women to marry them. And if they consented it was called being engaged. Still prevails, so I am told, in certain classes.

Thanks, said Joan. I have heard of it.

I thought perhaps you hadnt from your tone, explained Madge.

But if shes already engaged to him, why risk criticism of him, argued Joan, ignoring Madges flippancy. Its too late.

Oh, shes going to break it off unless we all assure her that we find him brainy, Madge explained with a laugh. It seems her father wasnt brainy and her mother was. Or else it was the other way about: Im not quite sure. But whichever it was, it led to ructions. Myself, if hes at all possible and seems to care for her, I intend to find him brilliant.

And suppose she repeats her mothers experience, suggested Joan.

There were the Norton-Browns, answered Madge. Impossible to have found a more evenly matched pair. They both write novels — very good novels, too; and got jealous of one another; and threw press-notices at one anothers head all breakfast-time; until they separated. Dont know of any recipe myself for being happy ever after marriage, except not expecting it.

Or keeping out of it altogether, added Joan.

Ever spent a day at the Home for Destitute Gentlewomen at East Sheen? demanded Madge.

Not yet, admitted Joan. May have to, later on.

It ought to be included in every womans education, Madge continued. It is reserved for spinsters of over forty-five. Susan Fleming wrote an article upon it for the Teachers Friend; and spent an afternoon and evening there. A month later she married a grocer with five children. The only sound suggestion for avoiding trouble that I ever came across was in a burlesque of the Blue Bird. You remember the scene where the spirits of the children are waiting to go down to earth and be made into babies? Someone had stuck up a notice at the entrance to the gangway: Dont get born. It only means worry.

Flossie had her dwelling-place in a second floor bed-sitting-room of a lodging house in Queens Square, Bloomsbury; but the drawing-room floor being for the moment vacant, Flossie had persuaded her landlady to let her give her party there; it seemed as if fate approved of the idea. The room was fairly full when Joan arrived. Flossie took her out on the landing, and closed the door behind them.

You will be honest with me, wont you? pleaded Flossie, because its so important, and I dont seem able to think for myself. As they say, no man can be his own solicitor, can he? Of course I like him, and all that — very much. And I really believe he loves me. We were children together when Mummy was alive; and then he had to go abroad; and has only just come back. Of course, Ive got to think of him, too, as he says. But then, on the other hand, I dont want to make a mistake. That would be so terrible, for both of us; and of course I am clever; and there was poor Mummy and Daddy. Ill tell you all about them one day. It was so awfully sad. Get him into a corner and talk to him. Youll be able to judge in a moment, youre so wonderful. Hes quiet on the outside, but I think theres depth in him. We must go in now.

She had talked so rapidly Joan felt as if her hat were being blown away. She had difficulty in recognizing Flossie. All the cocksure pertness had departed. She seemed just a kid.

Joan promised faithfully; and Flossie, standing on tiptoe, suddenly kissed her and then bustled her in.

Flossies young man was standing near the fire talking, or rather listening, to a bird-like little woman in a short white frock and blue ribbons. A sombre lady just behind her, whom Joan from the distance took to be her nurse, turned out to be her secretary, whose duty it was to be always at hand, prepared to take down any happy idea that might occur to the bird-like little woman in the course of conversation. The bird-like little woman was Miss Rose Tolley, a popular novelist. She was explaining to Flossies young man, whose name was Sam Halliday, the reason for her having written Running Waters, her latest novel.

It is daring, she admitted. I must be prepared for opposition. But it had to be stated.

I take myself as typical, she continued. When I was twenty I could have loved you. You were the type of man I did love.

Mr. Halliday, who had been supporting the weight of his body upon his right leg, transferred the burden to his left.

But now Im thirty-five; and I couldnt love you if I tried. She shook her curls at him. It isnt your fault. It is that I have changed. Suppose Id married you?

Bit of bad luck for both of us, suggested Mr. Halliday.

A tragedy, Miss Tolley corrected him. There are millions of such tragedies being enacted around us at this moment. Sensitive women compelled to suffer the embraces of men that they have come to loathe. Whats to be done?

Flossie, who had been hovering impatient, broke in.

Oh, dont you believe her, she advised Mr. Halliday. She loves you still. Shes only teasing you. This is Joan.

She introduced her. Miss Tolley bowed; and allowed herself to be drawn away by a lank-haired young man who had likewise been waiting for an opening. He represented the Uplift Film Association of Chicago, and was wishful to know if Miss Tolley would consent to altering the last chapter and so providing Running Waters with a happy ending. He pointed out the hopelessness of it in its present form, for film purposes.

The discussion was brief. Then Ill send your agent the contract to-morrow, Joan overheard him say a minute later.

Mr. Sam Halliday she liked at once. He was a clean-shaven, square-jawed young man, with quiet eyes and a pleasant voice.

Try and find me brainy, he whispered to her, as soon as Flossie was out of earshot. Talk to me about China. Im quite intelligent on China.

They both laughed, and then shot a guilty glance in Flossies direction.

Do the women really crush their feet? asked Joan.

Yes, he answered. All those who have no use for them. About one per cent. of the population. To listen to Miss Tolley you would think that half the women wanted a new husband every ten years. Its always the one per cent. that get themselves talked about. The other ninety-nine are too busy.

You are young for a philosopher, said Joan.

He laughed. I told you Id be all right if you started me on China, he said.

Why are you marrying. Flossie? Joan asked him. She thought his point of view would be interesting.

Not sure I am yet, he answered with a grin. It depends upon how I get through this evening. He glanced round the room. Have I got to pass all this crowd, I wonder? he added.

Joans eyes followed. It was certainly an odd collection. Flossie, in her hunt for brains, had issued her invitations broadcast; and her fate had been that of the Charity concert. Not all the stars upon whom she had most depended had turned up. On the other hand not a single freak had failed her. At the moment, the centre of the room was occupied by a gentleman and two ladies in classical drapery. They were holding hands in an attitude suggestive of a bas-relief. Joan remembered them, having seen them on one or two occasions wandering in the Kings Road, Chelsea; still maintaining, as far as the traffic would allow, the bas-relief suggestion; and generally surrounded by a crowd of children, ever hopeful that at the next corner they would stop and do something really interesting. They belonged to a society whose object was to lure the London public by the force of example towards the adoption of the early Greek fashions and the simpler Greek attitudes. A friend of Flossies had thrown in her lot with them, but could never be induced to abandon her umbrella. They also, as Joan told herself, were reformers. Near to them was a picturesque gentleman with a beard down to his waist whose stunt — as Flossie would have termed it — was hygienic clothing; it seemed to contain an undue proportion of fresh air. There were ladies in coats and stand-up collars, and gentlemen with ringlets. More than one of the guests would have been better, though perhaps not happier, for a bath.

I fancy thats the idea, said Joan. What will you do if you fail? Go back to China?

Yes, he answered. And take her with me. Poor little girl.

Joan rather resented his tone.

We are not all alike, she remarked. Some of us are quite sane.

He looked straight into her eyes. You are, he said. I have been reading your articles. They are splendid. Im going to help.

How can you? she said. I mean, how will you?

Shipping is my business, he said. Im going to help sailor men. See that they have somewhere decent to go to, and dont get robbed. And then there are the Lascars, poor devils. Nobody ever takes their part.

How did you come across them? she asked. The articles, I mean. Did Flo give them to you?

No, he answered. Just chance. Caught sight of your photo.

Tell me, she said. If it had been the photo of a woman with a bony throat and a beaky nose would you have read them?

He thought a moment. Guess not, he answered. Youre just as bad, he continued. Isnt it the pale-faced young clergyman with the wavy hair and the beautiful voice that you all flock to hear? No getting away from nature. But it wasnt only that. He hesitated.

I want to know, she said.

You looked so young, he answered. I had always had the idea that it was up to the old people to put the world to rights — that all I had to do was to look after myself. It came to me suddenly while you were talking to me — I mean while I was reading you: that if you were worrying yourself about it, Id got to come in, too — that it would be mean of me not to. It wasnt like being preached to. It was somebody calling for help.

Instinctively she held out her hand and he grasped it.

Flossie came up at the same instant. She wanted to introduce him to Miss Lavery, who had just arrived.

Hullo! she said. Are you two concluding a bargain?

Yes, said Joan. We are founding the League of Youth. Youve got to be in it. We are going to establish branches all round the world.

Flossies young man was whisked away. Joan, who had seated herself in a small chair, was alone for a few minutes.

Miss Tolley had chanced upon a Human Document, with the help of which she was hopeful of starting a Press Controversy concerning the morality, or otherwise, of Running Waters. The secretary stood just behind her, taking notes. They had drifted quite close. Joan could not help overhearing.

It always seemed to me immoral, the marriage ceremony, the Human Document was explaining. She was a thin, sallow woman, with an untidy head and restless eyes that seemed to be always seeking something to look at and never finding it. How can we pledge the future? To bind oneself to live with a man when perhaps we have ceased to care for him; its hideous.

Miss Tolley murmured agreement.

Our love was beautiful, continued the Human Document, eager, apparently, to relate her experience for the common good; just because it was a free gift. We were not fettered to one another. At any moment either of us could have walked out of the house. The idea never occurred to us; not for years — five, to be exact.

The secretary, at a sign from Miss Tolley, made a memorandum of it.

And then did your feelings towards him change suddenly? questioned Miss Tolley.

No, explained the Human Document, in the same quick, even tones; so far as I was concerned, I was not conscious of any alteration in my own attitude. But he felt the need of more solitude — for his development. We parted quite good friends.

Oh, said Miss Tolley. And were there any children?

Only two, answered the Human Document, both girls.

What has become of them? persisted Miss Tolley.

The Human Document looked offended. You do not think I would have permitted any power on earth to separate them from me, do you? she answered. I said to him, They are mine, mine. Where I go, they go. Where I stay, they stay. He saw the justice of my argument.

And they are with you now? concluded Miss Tolley.

You must come and see them, the Human Document insisted. Such dear, magnetic creatures. I superintend their entire education myself. We have a cottage in Surrey. Its rather a tight fit. You see, there are seven of us now. But the three girls can easily turn in together for a night, Abner will be delighted.

Abner is your second? suggested Miss Tolley.

My third, the Human Document corrected her. After Eustace, I married Ivanoff. I say married because I regard it as the holiest form of marriage. He had to return to his own country. There was a political movement on foot. He felt it his duty to go. I want you particularly to meet the boy. He will interest you.

Miss Tolley appeared to be getting muddled. Whose boy? she demanded.

Ivanoffs, explained the Human Document. He was our only child.

Flossie appeared, towing a white-haired, distinguished-looking man, a Mr. Folk. She introduced him and immediately disappeared. Joan wished she had been left alone a little longer. She would like to have heard more. Especially was she curious concerning Abner, the ladys third. Would the higher moral law compel him, likewise, to leave the poor lady saddled with another couple of children? Or would she, on this occasion, get in — or rather, get off, first? Her own fancy was to back Abner. She did catch just one sentence before Miss Tolley, having obtained more food for reflection than perhaps she wanted, signalled to her secretary that the note-book might be closed.

Womans right to follow the dictates of her own heart, uncontrolled by any law, the Human Document was insisting: That is one of the first things we must fight for.

Mr. Folk was a well-known artist. He lived in Paris. You are wonderfully like your mother, he told Joan. In appearance, I mean, he added. I knew her when she was Miss Caxton. I acted with her in America.

Joan made a swift effort to hide her surprise. She had never heard of her mother having been upon the stage.

I did not know that you had been an actor, she answered.

I wasnt really, explained Mr. Folk. I just walked and talked naturally. It made rather a sensation at the time. Your mother was a genius. You have never thought of going on the stage yourself?

No, said Joan. I dont think Ive got what you call the artistic temperament. I have never felt drawn towards anything of that sort.

I wonder, he said. You could hardly be your mothers daughter without it.

Tell me, said Joan. What was my mother like? I can only remember her as more or less of an invalid.

He did not reply to her question. Master or Mistress Eminent Artist, he said; intends to retire from his or her particular stage, whatever it may be. That paragraph ought always to be put among the obituary notices.

Whats your line? he asked her. I take it you have one by your being here. Besides, I am sure you have. I am an old fighter. I can tell the young soldier. Whats your regiment?

Joan laughed. Im a drummer boy, she answered. I beat my drum each week in a Sunday newspaper, hoping the lads will follow.

You feel you must beat that drum, he suggested. Beat it louder and louder and louder till all the world shall hear it.

Yes, Joan agreed, I think that does describe me.

He nodded. I thought you were an artist, he said. Dont let them ever take your drum away from you. Youll go to pieces and get into mischief without it.

I know an old actress, he continued. Shes the mother of four. They are all on the stage and theyve all made their mark. The youngest was born in her dressing-room, just after the curtain had fallen. She was playing the Nurse to your mothers Juliet. She is still the best Nurse that I know. Jacks always worrying me to chuck it and devote myself to the children, she confided to me one evening, while she was waiting for her cue. But, as I tell him, Im more helpful to them being with them half the day alive than all the day dead. Thats an anecdote worth remembering, when your time comes. If God gives woman a drum he doesnt mean man to take it away from her. She hasnt got to be playing it for twenty-four hours a day. Id like you to have seen your mothers Cordelia.

Flossie was tacking her way towards them. Joan acted on impulse. I wish youd give me your address, she said where I could write to you. Or perhaps you would not mind my coming and seeing you one day. I would like you to tell me more about my mother.

He gave her his address in Paris where he was returning almost immediately.

Do come, he said. It will take me back thirty-three years. I proposed to your mother on La Grande Terrasse at St. Germain. We will walk there. Im still a bachelor. He laughed, and, kissing her hand, allowed himself to be hauled away by Flossie, in exchange for Mrs. Phillips, for whom Miss Lavery had insisted on an invitation.

Joan had met Mrs. Phillips several times; and once, on the stairs, had stopped and spoken to her; but had never been introduced to her formally till now.

We have been meaning to call on you so often, panted Mrs. Phillips. The room was crowded and the exertion of squeezing her way through had winded the poor lady. We take so much interest in your articles. My husband— she paused for a second, before venturing upon the word, and the aitch came out somewhat over-aspirated—reads them most religiously. You must come and dine with us one evening.

Joan answered that she would be very pleased.

I will find out when Robert is free and run up and let you know, she continued. Of course, there are so many demands upon him, especially during this period of national crisis, that I spare him all the social duties that I can. But I shall insist on his making an exception in your case.

Joan murmured her sense of favour, but hoped she would not be allowed to interfere with more pressing calls upon Mr. Phillipss time.

It will do him good, answered Mrs. Phillips; getting away from them all for an hour or two. I dont see much of him myself.

She glanced round and lowered her voice. They tell me, she said, that youre a B.A.

Yes, answered Joan. One goes in for it more out of vanity, Im afraid, than for any real purpose that it serves.

I took one or two prizes myself, said Mrs. Phillips. But, of course, one forgets things. I was wondering if you would mind if I ran up occasionally to ask you a question. Of course, as you know, my usband as ad so few advantages — the ladys mind was concerned with more important matters, and the aspirates, on this occasion, got themselves neglected—It is wonderful what he as done without them. But if, now and then, I could elp him—

There was something about the poor, foolish painted face, as it looked up pleadingly, that gave it a momentary touch of beauty.

Do, said Joan, speaking earnestly. I shall be so very pleased if you will.

Thank you, said the woman. Miss Lavery came up in a hurry to introduce her to Miss Tolley. I am telling all my friends to read your articles, she added, resuming the gracious patroness, as she bowed her adieus.

Joan was alone again for a while. A handsome girl, with her hair cut short and parted at the side, was discussing diseases of the spine with a curly-headed young man in a velvet suit. The gentleman was describing some of the effects in detail. Joan felt there was danger of her being taken ill if she listened any longer; and seeing Madges brother near the door, and unoccupied, she made her way across to him.

Niel Singleton, or Keeley, as he called himself upon the stage, was quite unlike his sister. He was short and plump, with a preternaturally solemn face, contradicted by small twinkling eyes. He motioned Joan to a chair and told her to keep quiet and not disturb the meeting.

Is he brainy? he whispered after a minute.

I like him, said Joan.

I didnt ask you if you liked him, he explained to her. I asked you if he was brainy. Im not too sure that you like brainy men.

Yes, I do, said Joan. I like you, sometimes.

Now, none of that, he said severely. Its no good your thinking of me. Im wedded to my art. We are talking about Mr. Halliday.

What does Madge think of him? asked Joan.

Madge has fallen in love with him, and her judgment is not to be relied upon, he said. I suppose you couldnt answer a straight question, if you tried.

Dont be so harsh with me, pleaded Joan meekly. Im trying to think. Yes, she continued, decidedly hes got brains.

Enough for the two of them? demanded Mr. Singleton. Because he will want them. Now think before you speak.

Joan considered. Yes, she answered. I should say hes just the man to manage her.

Then its settled, he said. We must save her.

Save her from what? demanded Joan.

From his saying to himself: This is Flossies idea of a party. This is the sort of thing that, if I marry her, I am letting myself in for. If he hasnt broken off the engagement already, we may be in time.

He led the way to the piano. Tell Madge I want her, he whispered. He struck a few notes; and then in a voice that drowned every other sound in the room, struck up a comic song.

The effect was magical.

He followed it up with another. This one with a chorus, consisting chiefly of Umpty Umpty Umpty Umpty Ay, which was vociferously encored.

By the time it was done with, Madge had discovered a girl who could sing Three Little Pigs; and a sad, pale-faced gentleman who told stories. At the end of one of them Madges brother spoke to Joan in a tone more of sorrow than of anger.

Hardly the sort of anecdote that a truly noble and high-minded young woman would have received with laughter, he commented.

Did I laugh? said Joan.

Your having done so unconsciously only makes the matter worse, observed Mr. Singleton. I had hoped it emanated from politeness, not enjoyment.

Dont tease her, said Madge. Shes having an evening off.

Joan and the Singletons were the last to go. They promised to show Mr. Halliday a short cut to his hotel in Holborn.

Have you thanked Miss Lessing for a pleasant evening? asked Mr. Singleton, turning to Mr. Halliday.

He laughed and put his arm round her. Poor little woman, he said. Youre looking so tired. It was jolly at the end. He kissed her.

He had passed through the swing doors; and they were standing on the pavement waiting for Joans bus.

Why did we all like him? asked Joan. Even Miss Lavery. Theres nothing extraordinary about him.

Oh yes there is, said Madge. Love has lent him gilded armour. From his helmet waves her crest, she quoted. Most men look fine in that costume. Pity they cant always wear it.

The conductor seemed impatient. Joan sprang upon the step and waved her hand.


CHAPTER VII
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JOAN WAS MAKING herself a cup of tea when there came a tap at the door. It was Mrs. Phillips.

I heard you come in, she said. Youre not busy, are you?

No, answered Joan. I hope youre not. Im generally in about this time; and its always nice to gossip over a dish of tea.

Why do you say dish of tea! asked Mrs. Phillips, as she lowered herself with evident satisfaction into the easy chair Joan placed for her.

Oh, I dont know, laughed Joan. Dr. Johnson always talked of a dish of tea. Gives it a literary flavour.

Ive heard of him, said Mrs. Phillips. Hes worth reading, isnt he?

Well, he talked more amusingly than he wrote, explained Joan. Get Boswells Life of him. Or Ill lend you mine, she added, if youll be careful of it. Youll find all the passages marked that are best worth remembering. At least, I think so.

Thanks, said Mrs. Phillips. You see, as the wife of a public man, I get so little time for study.

Is it settled yet? asked Joan. Are they going to make room for him in the Cabinet?

Im afraid so, answered Mrs. Phillips. Oh, of course, I want him to, she corrected herself. And he must, of course, if the King insists upon it. But I wish it hadnt all come with such a whirl. What shall I have to do, do you think?

Joan was pouring out the tea. Oh, nothing, she answered, but just be agreeable to the right people. Hell tell you who they are. And take care of him.

I wish Id taken more interest in politics when I was young, said Mrs. Phillips. Of course, when I was a girl, women werent supposed to.

Do you know, I shouldnt worry about them, if I were you, Joan advised her. Let him forget them when hes with you. A man can have too much of a good thing, she laughed.

I wonder if youre right, mused Mrs. Phillips. He does often say that hed just as soon I didnt talk about them.

Joan shot a glance from over her cup. The poor puzzled face was staring into the fire. Joan could almost hear him saying it.

Im sure I am, she said. Make home-coming a change to him. As you said yourself the other evening. Its good for him to get away from it all, now and then.

I must try, agreed Mrs. Phillips, looking up. What sort of things ought I to talk to him about, do you think?

Joan gave an inward sigh. Hadnt the poor lady any friends of her own. Oh, almost anything, she answered vaguely: so long as its cheerful and non-political. What used you to talk about before he became a great man?

There came a wistful look into the worried eyes. Oh, it was all so different then, she said. E just liked to — you know. We didnt seem to ave to talk. E was a rare one to tease. I didnt know ow clever e was, then.

It seemed a difficult case to advise upon. How long have you been married? Joan asked.

Fifteen years, she answered. I was a bit older than im. But Ive never looked my age, they tell me. Lord, what a boy e was! Swept you off your feet, like. E wasnt the only one. Id got a way with me, I suppose. Anyhow, the men seemed to think so. There was always a few anging about. Like flies round a oney-pot, Mother used to say. She giggled. But e wouldnt take No for an answer. And I didnt want to give it im, neither. I was gone on im, right enough. No use saying I wasnt.

You must be glad you didnt say No, suggested Joan.

Yes, she answered, Es got on. I always think of that little poem, Lord Burleigh, she continued; whenever I get worrying about myself. Ever read it?

Yes, answered Joan. He was a landscape painter, wasnt he?

Thats the one, said Mrs. Phillips. I little thought I was letting myself in for being the wife of a big pot when Bob Phillips came along in is miners jacket.

Youll soon get used to it, Joan told her. The great thing is not to be afraid of ones fate, whatever it is; but just to do ones best. It was rather like talking to a child.

Youre the right sort to put eart into a body. Im glad I came up, said Mrs. Phillips. I get a bit down in the mouth sometimes when e goes off into one of is brown studies, and I dont seem to know what es thinking about. But it dont last long. I was always one of the light-earted ones.

They discussed life on two thousand a year; the problems it would present; and Mrs. Phillips became more cheerful. Joan laid herself out to be friendly. She hoped to establish an influence over Mrs. Phillips that should be for the poor ladys good; and, as she felt instinctively, for poor Phillipss also. It was not an unpleasing face. Underneath the paint, it was kind and womanly. Joan was sure he would like it better clean. A few months attention to diet would make a decent figure of her and improve her wind. Joan watched her spreading the butter a quarter of an inch thick upon her toast and restrained with difficulty the impulse to take it away from her. And her clothes! Joan had seen guys carried through the streets on the fifth of November that were less obtrusive.

She remembered, as she was taking her leave, what she had come for: which was to invite Joan to dinner on the following Friday.

Its just a homely affair, she explained. She had recovered her form and was now quite the lady again. Two other guests beside yourself: a Mr. Airlie — I am sure you will like him. Hes so dilletanty — and Mr. McKean. Hes the young man upstairs. Have you met him?

Joan hadnt: except once on the stairs when, to avoid having to pass her, he had gone down again and out into the street. From the doorstep she had caught sight of his disappearing coat-tails round the corner. Yielding to impishness, she had run after him, and his expression of blank horror when, glancing over his shoulder, he found her walking abstractedly three yards behind him, had gladdened all her evening.

Joan recounted the episode — so far as the doorstep.

He tried to be shy with me, said Mrs. Phillips, but I wouldnt let him. I chipped him out of it. If hes going to write plays, as I told him, he will have to get over his fear of a petticoat.

She offered her cheek, and Joan kissed it, somewhat gingerly.

You wont mind Robert not wearing evening dress, she said. He never will if he can help it. I shall just slip on a semi-toilette myself.

Joan had difficulty in deciding on her own frock. Her four evening dresses, as she walked round them, spread out upon the bed, all looked too imposing, for what Mrs. Phillips had warned her would be a homely affair. She had one other, a greyish-fawn, with sleeves to the elbow, that she had had made expressly for public dinners and political At Homes. But that would be going to the opposite extreme, and might seem discourteous — to her hostess. Besides, mousey colours didnt really suit her. They gave her a curious sense of being affected. In the end she decided to risk a black crêpe-de-chine, square cut, with a girdle of gold embroidery. There couldnt be anything quieter than black, and the gold embroidery was of the simplest. She would wear it without any jewellery whatever: except just a star in her hair. The result, as she viewed the effect in the long glass, quite satisfied her. Perhaps the jewelled star did scintillate rather. It had belonged to her mother. But her hair was so full of shadows: it wanted something to relieve it. Also she approved the curved line of her bare arms. It was certainly very beautiful, a womans arm. She took her gloves in her hand and went down.

Mr. Phillips was not yet in the room. Mrs. Phillips, in apple-green with an ostrich feather in her hair, greeted her effusively, and introduced her to her fellow guests. Mr. Airlie was a slight, elegant gentleman of uncertain age, with sandy hair and beard cut Vandyke fashion. He asked Joans permission to continue his cigarette.

You have chosen the better part, he informed her, on her granting it. When Im not smoking, Im talking.

Mr. McKean shook her hand vigorously without looking at her.

And this is Hilda, concluded Mrs. Phillips. She ought to be in bed if she hadnt a naughty Daddy who spoils her.

A lank, black-haired girl, with a pair of burning eyes looking out of a face that, but for the thin line of the lips, would have been absolutely colourless, rose suddenly from behind a bowl of artificial flowers. Joan could not suppress a slight start; she had not noticed her on entering. The girl came slowly forward, and Joan felt as if the uncanny eyes were eating her up. She made an effort and held out her hand with a smile, and the girls long thin fingers closed on it in a pressure that hurt. She did not speak.

She only came back yesterday for the half-term, explained Mrs. Phillips. Theres no keeping her away from her books. Twas her own wish to be sent to boarding-school. How would you like to go to Girton and be a B.A. like Miss Allway? she asked, turning to the child.

Phillipss entrance saved the need of a reply. To the evident surprise of his wife he was in evening clothes.

Hulloa. Youve got em on, she said.

He laughed. I shall have to get used to them sooner or later, he said.

Joan felt relieved — she hardly knew why — that he bore the test. It was a well-built, athletic frame, and he had gone to a good tailor. He looked taller in them; and the strong, clean-shaven face less rugged.

Joan sat next to him at the round dinner-table with the child the other side of him. She noticed that he ate as far as possible with his right hand — his hands were large, but smooth and well shaped — his left remaining under the cloth, beneath which the childs right hand, when free, would likewise disappear. For a while the conversation consisted chiefly of anecdotes by Mr. Airlie. There were few public men and women about whom he did not know something to their disadvantage. Joan, listening, found herself repeating the experience of a night or two previous, when, during a performance of Hamlet, Niel Singleton, who was playing the grave-digger, had taken her behind the scenes. Hamlet, the King of Denmark and the Ghost were sharing a bottle of champagne in the Ghosts dressing-room: it happened to be the Ghosts birthday. On her return to the front of the house, her interest in the play was gone. It was absurd that it should be so; but the fact remained.

Mr. Airlie had lunched the day before with a leonine old gentleman who every Sunday morning thundered forth Social Democracy to enthusiastic multitudes on Tower Hill. Joan had once listened to him and had almost been converted: he was so tremendously in earnest. She now learnt that he lived in Curzon Street, Mayfair, and filled, in private life, the perfectly legitimate calling of a company promoter in partnership with a Dutch Jew. His latest prospectus dwelt upon the profits to be derived from an amalgamation of the leading tanning industries: by means of which the price of leather could be enormously increased.

It was utterly illogical; but her interest in the principles of Social Democracy was gone.

A very little while ago, Mr. Airlie, in his capacity of second cousin to one of the ladies concerned, a charming girl but impulsive, had been called upon to attend a family council of a painful nature. The gentlemans name took Joans breath away: it was the name of one of her heroes, an eminent writer: one might almost say prophet. She had hitherto read his books with grateful reverence. They pictured for her the world made perfect; and explained to her just precisely how it was to be accomplished. But, as far as his own particular corner of it was concerned, he seemed to have made a sad mess of it. Human nature of quite an old-fashioned pattern had crept in and spoilt all his own theories.

Of course it was unreasonable. The sign-post may remain embedded in weeds: it notwithstanding points the way to the fair city. She told herself this, but it left her still short-tempered. She didnt care which way it pointed. She didnt believe there was any fair city.

There was a famous preacher. He lived the simple life in a small house in Battersea, and consecrated all his energies to the service of the poor. Almost, by his unselfish zeal, he had persuaded Joan of the usefulness of the church. Mr. Airlie frequently visited him. They interested one another. What struck Mr. Airlie most was the self-sacrificing devotion with which the reverend gentlemans wife and family surrounded him. It was beautiful to see. The calls upon his moderate purse, necessitated by his wide-spread and much paragraphed activities, left but a narrow margin for domestic expenses: with the result that often the only fire in the house blazed brightly in the study where Mr. Airlie and the reverend gentleman sat talking: while mother and children warmed themselves with sense of duty in the cheerless kitchen. And often, as Mr. Airlie, who was of an inquiring turn of mind, had convinced himself, the only evening meal that resources would permit was the satisfying supper for one brought by the youngest daughter to her father where he sat alone in the small dining-room.

Mr. Airlie, picking daintily at his food, continued his stories: of philanthropists who paid starvation wages: of feminists who were a holy terror to their women folk: of socialists who travelled first-class and spent their winters in Egypt or Monaco: of stern critics of public morals who preferred the society of youthful affinities to the continued company of elderly wives: of poets who wrote divinely about babies feet and whose children hated them.

Do you think its all true? Joan whispered to her host.

He shrugged his shoulders. No reason why it shouldnt be, he said. Ive generally found him right.

Ive never been able myself, he continued, to understand the Lords enthusiasm for David. I suppose it was the Psalms that did it.

Joan was about to offer comment, but was struck dumb with astonishment on hearing McKeans voice: it seemed he could talk. He was telling of an old Scotch peasant farmer. A mean, cantankerous old cuss whose curious pride it was that he had never given anything away. Not a crust, nor a sixpence, nor a rag; and never would. Many had been the attempts to make him break his boast: some for the joke of the thing and some for the need; but none had ever succeeded. It was his one claim to distinction and he guarded it.

One evening it struck him that the milk-pail, standing just inside the window, had been tampered with. Next day he marked with a scratch the inside of the pan and, returning later, found the level of the milk had sunk half an inch. So he hid himself and waited; and at twilight the next day the window was stealthily pushed open, and two small, terror-haunted eyes peered round the room. They satisfied themselves that no one was about and a tiny hand clutching a cracked jug was thrust swiftly in and dipped into the pan; and the window softly closed.

He knew the thief, the grandchild of an old bedridden dame who lived some miles away on the edge of the moor. The old man stood long, watching the small cloaked figure till it was lost in the darkness. It was not till he lay upon his dying bed that he confessed it. But each evening, from that day, he would steal into the room and see to it himself that the window was left ajar.

After the coffee, Mrs. Phillips proposed their adjourning to the drawing-room the other side of the folding doors, which had been left open. Phillips asked her to leave Joan and himself where they were. He wanted to talk to her. He promised not to bore her for more than ten minutes.

The others rose and moved away. Hilda came and stood before Joan with her hands behind her.

I am going to bed now, she said. I wanted to see you from what Papa told me. May I kiss you?

It was spoken so gravely that Joan did not ask her, as in lighter mood she might have done, what it was that Phillips had said. She raised her face quietly, and the child bent forward and kissed her, and went out without looking back at either of them, leaving Joan more serious than there seemed any reason for. Phillips filled his pipe and lighted it.

I wish I had your pen, he said, suddenly breaking the silence. Im all right at talking; but I want to get at the others: the men and women who never come, thinking it has nothing to do with them. Im shy and awkward when I try to write. There seems a barrier in front of me. You break through it. One hears your voice. Tell me, he said, are you getting your way? Do they answer you?

Yes, said Joan. Not any great number of them, not yet. But enough to show that I really am interesting them. It grows every week.

Tell them that, he said. Let them hear each other. Its the same at a meeting. You wait ten minutes sometimes before one man will summon up courage to put a question; but once one or two have ventured they spring up all round you. I was wondering, he added, if you would help me; let me use you, now and again.

It is what I should love, she answered. Tell me what to do. She was not conscious of the low, vibrating tone in which she spoke.

I want to talk to them, he said, about their stomachs. I want them to see the need of concentrating upon the food problem: insisting that it shall be solved. The other things can follow.

There was an old Egyptian chap, he said, a governor of one of their provinces, thousands of years before the Pharaohs were ever heard of. They dug up his tomb a little while ago. It bore this inscription: In my time no man went hungry. Id rather have that carved upon my gravestone than the boastings of all the robbers and the butchers of history. Think what it must have meant in that land of drought and famine: only a narrow strip of river bank where a grain of corn would grow; and that only when old Nile was kind. If not, your nearest supplies five hundred miles away across the desert, your only means of transport the slow-moving camel. Your convoy must be guarded against attack, provided with provisions and water for a two months journey. Yet he never failed his people. Fat year and lean year: In my time no man went hungry. And here, to-day, with our steamships and our railways, with the granaries of the world filled to overflowing, one third of our population lives on the border line of want. In India they die by the roadside. Whats the good of it all: your science and your art and your religion! How can you help mens souls if their bodies are starving? A hungry mans a hungry beast.

I spent a week at Grimsby, some years ago, organizing a fishermans union. They used to throw the fish back into the sea, tons upon tons of it, that men had risked their lives to catch, that would have fed half Londons poor. There was a glut of it, they said. The market didnt want it. Funny, isnt it, a glut of food: and the kiddies cant learn their lessons for want of it. I was talking with a farmer down in Kent. The plums were rotting on his trees. There were too many of them: that was the trouble. The railway carriage alone would cost him more than he could get for them. They were too cheap. So nobody could have them. Its the muddle of the thing that makes me mad — the ghastly muddle-headed way the chief business of the world is managed. Theres enough food could be grown in this country to feed all the people and then of the fragments each man might gather his ten basketsful. Theres no miracle needed. I went into the matter once with Dalroy of the Board of Agriculture. Hes the best man theyve got, if theyd only listen to him. Its never been organized: thats all. It isnt the fault of the individual. It ought not to be left to the individual. The man who makes a corner in wheat in Chicago and condemns millions to privation — likely enough, hes a decent sort of fellow in himself: a kind husband and father — would be upset for the day if he saw a child crying for bread. My dogs a decent enough little chap, as dogs go, but I dont let him run my larder.

It could be done with a little good will all round, he continued, and nine men out of every ten would be the better off. But they wont even let you explain. Their newspapers shout you down. Its such a damned fine world for the few: never mind the many. My father was a farm labourer: and all his life he never earned more than thirteen and sixpence a week. I left when I was twelve and went into the mines. There were six of us children; and my mother brought us up healthy and decent. She fed us and clothed us and sent us to school; and when she died we buried her with the money she had put by for the purpose; and never a penny of charity had ever soiled her hands. I can see them now. Talk of your Chancellors of the Exchequer and their problems! She worked herself to death, of course. Well, thats all right. One doesnt mind that where one loves. If they would only let you. She had no opposition to contend with — no thwarting and hampering at every turn — the very people you are working for hounded on against you. The difficulty of a man like myself, who wants to do something, who could do something, is that for the best part of his life he is fighting to be allowed to do it. By the time Ive lived down their lies and got my chance, my energy will be gone.

He knocked the ashes from his pipe and relit it.

Ive no quarrel with the rich, he said. I dont care how many rich men there are, so long as there are no poor. Who does? I was riding on a bus the other day, and there was a man beside me with a bandaged head. Hed been hurt in that railway smash at Morpeth. He hadnt claimed damages from the railway company and wasnt going to. Oh, its only a few scratches, he said. Theyll be hit hard enough as it is. If hed been a poor devil on eighteen shillings a week it would have been different. He was an engineer earning good wages; so he wasnt feeling sore and bitter against half the world. Suppose you tried to run an army with your men half starved while your officers had more than they could eat. Its been tried and whats been the result? See that your soldiers have their proper rations, and the General can sit down to his six-course dinner, if he will. They are not begrudging it to him.

A nation works on its stomach. Underfeed your rank and file, and what sort of a fight are you going to put up against your rivals. I want to see England going ahead. I want to see her workers properly fed. I want to see the corn upon her unused acres, the cattle grazing on her wasted pastures. I object to the food being thrown into the sea — left to rot upon the ground while men are hungry — side-tracked in Chicago, while the children grow up stunted. I want the commissariat properly organized.

He had been staring through her rather than at her, so it had seemed to Joan. Suddenly their eyes met, and he broke into a smile.

Im so awfully sorry, he said. Ive been talking to you as if you were a public meeting. Im afraid Im more used to them than I am to women. Please forgive me.

The whole man had changed. The eyes had a timid pleading in them.

Joan laughed. Ive been feeling as if I were the King of Bavaria, she said.

How did he feel? he asked her, leaning forward.

He had his own private theatre, Joan explained, where Wagner gave his operas. And the King was the sole audience.

I should have hated that, he said, if I had been Wagner.

He looked at her, and a flush passed over his boyish face.

All right, he said, if it had been a queen.

Joan found herself tracing patterns with her spoon upon the tablecloth. But you have won now, she said, still absorbed apparently with her drawing, you are going to get your chance.

He gave a short laugh. A trick, he said, to weaken me. They think to shave my locks; show me to the people bound by their red tape. To put it another way, a rat among the terriers.

Joan laughed. You dont somehow suggest the rat, she said: rather another sort of beast.

What do you advise me? he asked. I havent decided yet.

They were speaking in whispered tones. Through the open doors they could see into the other room. Mrs. Phillips, under Airlies instructions, was venturing upon a cigarette.

To accept, she answered. They wont influence you — the terriers, as you call them. You are too strong. It is you who will sway them. It isnt as if you were a mere agitator. Take this opportunity of showing them that you can build, plan, organize; that you were meant to be a ruler. You cant succeed without them, as things are. Youve got to win them over. Prove to them that they can trust you.

He sat for a minute tattooing with his fingers on the table, before speaking.

Its the frills and flummery part of it that frightens me, he said. You wouldnt think that sensitiveness was my weak point. But it is. Ive stood up to a Birmingham mob that was waiting to lynch me and enjoyed the experience; but Id run ten miles rather than face a drawing-room of well-dressed people with their masked faces and ironic courtesies. It leaves me for days feeling like a lobster that has lost its shell.

I wouldnt say it, if I didnt mean it, answered Joan; but you havent got to trouble yourself about that . . . Youre quite passable. She smiled. It seemed to her that most women would find him more than passable.

He shook his head. With you, he said. Theres something about you that makes one ashamed of worrying about the little things. But the others: the sneering women and the men who wink over their shoulder while they talk to you, I shall never be able to get away from them, and, of course, wherever I go—

He stopped abruptly with a sudden tightening of the lips. Joan followed his eyes. Mrs. Phillips had swallowed the smoke and was giggling and spluttering by turns. The yellow ostrich feather had worked itself loose and was rocking to and fro as if in a fit of laughter of its own.

He pushed back his chair and rose. Shall we join the others? he said.

He moved so that he was between her and the other room, his back to the open doors. You think I ought to? he said.

Yes, she answered firmly, as if she were giving a command. But he read pity also in her eyes.

Well, have you two settled the affairs of the kingdom? Is it all decided? asked Airlie.

Yes, he answered, laughing. We are going to say to the people, Eat, drink and be wise.

He rearranged his wifes feather and smoothed her tumbled hair. She looked up at him and smiled.

Joan set herself to make McKean talk, and after a time succeeded. They had a mutual friend, a raw-boned youth she had met at Cambridge. He was engaged to McKeans sister. His eyes lighted up when he spoke of his sister Jenny. The Little Mother, he called her.

Shes the most beautiful body in all the world, he said. Though merely seeing her you mightnt know it.

He saw her home; and went on up the stairs to his own floor.

Joan stood for a while in front of the glass before undressing; but felt less satisfied with herself. She replaced the star in its case, and took off the regal-looking dress with the golden girdle and laid it carelessly aside. She seemed to be growing smaller.

In her white night dress, with her hair in two long plaits, she looked at herself once more. She seemed to be no one of any importance at all: just a long little girl going to bed. With no one to kiss her good night.

She blew out the candle and climbed into the big bed, feeling very lonesome as she used to when a child. It had not troubled her until to-night. Suddenly she sat up again. She neednt be back in London before Tuesday evening, and to-day was only Friday. She would run down home and burst in upon her father. He would be so pleased to see her.

She would make him put his arms around her.


CHAPTER VIII
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SHE REACHED HOME in the evening. She thought to find her father in his study. But they told her that, now, he usually sat alone in the great drawing-room. She opened the door softly. The room was dark save for a flicker of firelight; she could see nothing. Nor was there any sound.

Dad, she cried, are you here?

He rose slowly from a high-backed chair beside the fire.

It is you, he said. He seemed a little dazed.

She ran to him and, seizing his listless arms, put them round her.

Give me a hug, Dad, she commanded. A real hug.

He held her to him for what seemed a long while. There was strength in his arms, in spite of the bowed shoulders and white hair.

I was afraid you had forgotten how to do it, she laughed, when at last he released her. Do you know, you havent hugged me, Dad, since I was five years old. Thats nineteen years ago. You do love me, dont you?

Yes, he answered. I have always loved you.

She would not let him light the gas. I have dined — in the train, she explained. Let us talk by the firelight.

She forced him gently back into his chair, and seated herself upon the floor between his knees. What were you thinking of when I came in? she asked. You werent asleep, were you?

No, he answered. Not that sort of sleep. She could not see his face. But she guessed his meaning.

Am I very like her? she asked.

Yes, he answered. Marvellously like her as she used to be: except for just one thing. Perhaps that will come to you later. I thought, for the moment, as you stood there by the door . . .  He did not finish the sentence.

Tell me about her, she said. I never knew she had been an actress.

He did not ask her how she had learnt it. She gave it up when we were married, he said. The people she would have to live among would have looked askance at her if they had known. There seemed no reason why they should.

How did it all happen? she persisted. Was it very beautiful, in the beginning? She wished she had not added that last. The words had slipped from her before she knew.

Very beautiful, he answered, in the beginning.

It was my fault, he went on, that it was not beautiful all through. I ought to have let her take up her work again, as she wished to, when she found what giving it up meant to her. The world was narrower then than it is now; and I listened to the world. I thought it another voice.

Its difficult to tell, isnt it? she said. I wonder how one can?

He did not answer; and they sat for a time in silence.

Did you ever see her act? asked Joan.

Every evening for about six months, he answered. A little flame shot up and showed a smile upon his face.

I owe to her all the charity and tenderness I know. She taught it to me in those months. I might have learned more if I had let her go on teaching. It was the only way she knew.

Joan watched her as gradually she shaped herself out of the shadows: the poor, thin, fretful lady of the ever restless hands, with her bursts of jealous passion, her long moods of sullen indifference: all her music turned to waste.

How did she come to fall in love with you? asked Joan. I dont mean to be uncomplimentary, Dad. She laughed, taking his hand in hers and stroking it. You must have been ridiculously handsome, when you were young. And you must always have been strong and brave and clever. I can see such a lot of women falling in love with you. But not the artistic woman.

It wasnt so incongruous at the time, he answered. My father had sent me out to America to superintend a contract. It was the first time I had ever been away from home, though I was nearly thirty; and all my pent-up youth rushed out of me at once. It was a harum-scarum fellow, mad with the joy of life, that made love to her; not the man who went out, nor the man who came back. It was at San Francisco that I met her. She was touring the Western States; and I let everything go to the wind and followed her. It seemed to me that Heaven had opened up to me. I fought a duel in Colorado with a man who had insulted her. The law didnt run there in those days; and three of his hired gunmen, as they called them, held us up that night in the train and gave her the alternative of going back with them and kissing him or seeing me dead at her feet. I didnt give her time to answer, nor for them to finish. It seemed a fine death anyhow, that. And Id have faced Hell itself for the chance of fighting for her. Though she told me afterwards that if Id died shed have gone back with them, and killed him.

Joan did not speak for a time. She could see him grave — a little pompous, in his Sunday black, his footsteps creaking down the stone-flagged aisle, the silver-edged collecting bag held stiffly in his hand.

Couldnt you have saved a bit, Daddy? she asked, of all that wealth of youth — just enough to live on?

I might, he answered, if I had known the value of it. I found a cable waiting for me in New York. My father had been dead a month; and I had to return immediately.

And so you married her and took her drum away from her, said Joan. Oh, the thing God gives to some of us, she explained, to make a little noise with, and set the people marching.

The little flame died out. She could feel his body trembling.

But you still loved her, didnt you, Dad? she asked. I was very little at the time, but I can just remember. You seemed so happy together. Till her illness came.

It was more than love, he answered. It was idolatry. God punished me for it. He was a hard God, my God.

She raised herself, putting her hands upon his shoulders so that her face was very close to his. What has become of Him, Dad? she said. She spoke in a cold voice, as one does of a false friend.

I do not know, he answered her. I dont seem to care.

He must be somewhere, she said: the living God of love and hope: the God that Christ believed in.

They were His last words, too, he answered: My God, my God, why hast Thou forsaken me?

No, not His last, said Joan: Lo, I am with you always, even unto the end of the world. Love was Christs God. He will help us to find Him.

Their arms were about one another. Joan felt that a new need had been born in her: the need of loving and of being loved. It was good to lay her head upon his breast and know that he was glad of her coming.

He asked her questions about herself. But she could see that he was tired; so she told him it was too important a matter to start upon so late. She would talk about herself to-morrow. It would be Sunday.

Do you still go to the chapel? she asked him a little hesitatingly.

Yes, he answered. One lives by habit.

It is the only Temple I know, he continued after a moment. Perhaps God, one day, will find me there.

He rose and lit the gas, and a letter on the mantelpiece caught his eye.

Have you heard from Arthur? he asked, suddenly turning to her.

No. Not since about a month, she answered. Why?

He will be pleased to find you here, waiting for him, he said with a smile, handing her the letter. He will be here some time to-morrow.

Arthur Allway was her cousin, the son of a Nonconformist Minister. Her father had taken him into the works and for the last three years he had been in Egypt, helping in the laying of a tramway line. He was in love with her: at least so they all told her; and his letters were certainly somewhat committal. Joan replied to them — when she did not forget to do so — in a studiously sisterly vein; and always reproved him for unnecessary extravagance whenever he sent her a present. The letter announced his arrival at Southampton. He would stop at Birmingham, where his parents lived, for a couple of days, and be in Liverpool on Sunday evening, so as to be able to get straight to business on Monday morning. Joan handed back the letter. It contained nothing else.

It only came an hour or two ago, her father explained. If he wrote to you by the same post, you may have left before it arrived.

So long as he doesnt think that I came down specially to see him, I dont mind, said Joan.

They both laughed. Hes a good lad, said her father.

They kissed good night, and Joan went up to her own room. She found it just as she had left it. A bunch of roses stood upon the dressing-table. Her father would never let anyone cut his roses but himself.

Young Allway arrived just as Joan and her father had sat down to supper. A place had been laid for him. He flushed with pleasure at seeing her; but was not surprised.

I called at your diggings, he said. I had to go through London. They told me you had started. It is good of you.

No, it isnt, said Joan. I came down to see Dad. I didnt know you were back. She spoke with some asperity; and his face fell.

How are you? she added, holding out her hand. Youve grown quite good-looking. I like your moustache. And he flushed again with pleasure.

He had a sweet, almost girlish face, with delicate skin that the Egyptian sun had deepened into ruddiness; with soft, dreamy eyes and golden hair. He looked lithe and agile rather than strong. He was shy at first, but once set going, talked freely, and was interesting.

His work had taken him into the Desert, far from the beaten tracks. He described the life of the people, very little different from what it must have been in Noahs time. For months he had been the only white man there, and had lived among them. What had struck him was how little he had missed all the paraphernalia of civilization, once he had got over the first shock. He had learnt their sports and games; wrestled and swum and hunted with them. Provided one was a little hungry and tired with toil, a stew of goats flesh with sweet cakes and fruits, washed down with wine out of a sheeps skin, made a feast; and after, there was music and singing and dancing, or the travelling story-teller would gather round him his rapt audience. Paris had only robbed women of their grace and dignity. He preferred the young girls in their costume of the fourteenth dynasty. Progress, he thought, had tended only to complicate life and render it less enjoyable. All the essentials of happiness — love, courtship, marriage, the home, children, friendship, social intercourse, and play, were independent of it; had always been there for the asking.

Joan thought his mistake lay in regarding mans happiness as more important to him than his self-development. It was not what we got out of civilization but what we put into it that was our gain. Its luxuries and ostentations were, in themselves, perhaps bad for us. But the pursuit of them was good. It called forth thought and effort, sharpened our wits, strengthened our brains. Primitive man, content with his necessities, would never have produced genius. Art, literature, science would have been stillborn.

He hesitated before replying, glancing at her furtively while crumbling his bread. When he did, it was in the tone that one of her younger disciples might have ventured into a discussion with Hypatia. But he stuck to his guns.

How did she account for David and Solomon, Moses and the Prophets? They had sprung from a shepherd race. Yet surely there was genius, literature. Greece owed nothing to progress. She had preceded it. Her thinkers, her poets, her scientists had draws their inspiration from nature, not civilization. Her art had sprung full grown out of the soil. We had never surpassed it.

But the Greek ideal could not have been the right one, or Greece would not so utterly have disappeared, suggested Mr. Allway. Unless you reject the law of the survival of the fittest.

He had no qualms about arguing with his uncle.

So did Archimedes disappear, he answered with a smile. The nameless Roman soldier remained. That was hardly the survival of the fittest.

He thought it the tragedy of the world that Rome had conquered Greece, imposing her lower ideals upon the race. Rome should have been the servant of Greece: the hands directed by the brain. She would have made roads and harbours, conducted the traffic, reared the market place. She knew of the steam engine, employed it for pumping water in the age of the Antonines. Sooner or later, she would have placed it on rails, and in ships. Rome should have been the policeman, keeping the world in order, making it a fit habitation. Her mistake was in regarding these things as an end in themselves, dreaming of nothing beyond. From her we had inherited the fallacy that man was made for the world, not the world for man. Rome organized only for mans body. Greece would have legislated for his soul.

They went into the drawing-room. Her father asked her to sing and Arthur opened the piano for her and lit the candles. She chose some ballads and a song of Herricks, playing her own accompaniment while Arthur turned the leaves. She had a good voice, a low contralto. The room was high and dimly lighted. It looked larger than it really was. Her father sat in his usual chair beside the fire and listened with half-closed eyes. Glancing now and then across at him, she was reminded of Orchardsons picture. She was feeling sentimental, a novel sensation to her. She rather enjoyed it.

She finished with one of Burnss lyrics; and then told Arthur that it was now his turn, and that she would play for him. He shook his head, pleading that he was out of practice.

I wish it, she said, speaking low. And it pleased her that he made no answer but to ask her what he should sing. He had a light tenor voice. It was wobbly at first, but improved as he went on. They ended with a duet.

The next morning she went into town with them. She never seemed to have any time in London, and wanted to do some shopping. They joined her again for lunch and afterwards, at her fathers suggestion, she and Arthur went for a walk. They took the tram out of the city and struck into the country. The leaves still lingered brown and red upon the trees. He carried her cloak and opened gates for her and held back brambles while she passed. She had always been indifferent to these small gallantries; but to-day she welcomed them. She wished to feel her power to attract and command. They avoided all subjects on which they could differ, even in words. They talked of people and places they had known together. They remembered their common love of animals and told of the comedies and tragedies that had befallen their pets. Joans regret was that she had not now even a dog, thinking it cruel to keep them in London. She hated the women she met, dragging the poor little depressed beasts about at the end of a string: savage with them, if they dared to stop for a moment to exchange a passing wag of the tail with some other little lonely sufferer. It was as bad as keeping a lark in a cage. She had tried a cat: but so often she did not get home till late and that was just the time when the cat wanted to be out; so that they seldom met. He suggested a parrot. His experience of them was that they had no regular hours and would willingly sit up all night, if encouraged, and talk all the time. Joans objection to running a parrot was that it stamped you as an old maid; and she wasnt that, at least, not yet. She wondered if she could make an owl really happy. Minerva had an owl.

He told her how one spring, walking across a common, after a fire, he had found a mother thrush burnt to death upon her nest, her charred wings spread out in a vain endeavour to protect her brood. He had buried her there among the blackened thorn and furze, and placed a little cross of stones above her.

I hope nobody saw me, he said with a laugh. But I couldnt bear to leave her there, unhonoured.

Its one of the things that make me less certain than I want to be of a future existence, said Joan: the thought that animals can have no part in it; that all their courage and love and faithfulness dies with them and is wasted.

Are you sure it is? he answered. It would be so unreasonable.

They had tea at an old-fashioned inn beside a stream. It was a favourite resort in summer time, but now they had it to themselves. The wind had played pranks with her hair and he found a mirror and knelt before her, holding it.

She stood erect, looking down at him while seeming to be absorbed in the rearrangement of her hair, feeling a little ashamed of herself. She was encouraging him. There was no other word for it. She seemed to have developed a sudden penchant for this sort of thing. It would end in his proposing to her; and then she would have to tell him that she cared for him only in a cousinly sort of way — whatever that might mean — and that she could never marry him. She dared not ask herself why. She must manoeuvre to put it off as long as possible; and meanwhile some opening might occur to enlighten him. She would talk to him about her work; and explain to him how she had determined to devote her life to it to the exclusion of all other distractions. If, then, he chose to go on loving her — or if he couldnt help it — that would not be her fault. After all, it did him no harm. She could always be gracious and kind to him. It was not as if she had tricked him. He had always loved her. Kneeling before her, serving her: it was evident it made him supremely happy. It would be cruel of her to end it.

The landlady entered unexpectedly with the tea; but he did not rise till Joan turned away, nor did he seem disconcerted. Neither did the landlady. She was an elderly, quiet-eyed woman, and had served more than one generation of young people with their teas.

They returned home by train. Joan insisted on travelling third class, and selected a compartment containing a stout woman and two children. Arthur had to be at the works. An important contract had got behindhand and they were working overtime. She and her father dined alone. He made her fulfil her promise to talk about herself, and she told him all she thought would interest him. She passed lightly over her acquaintanceship with Phillips. He would regard it as highly undesirable, she told herself, and it would trouble him. He was reading her articles in the Sunday Post, as also her Letters from Clorinda: and of the two preferred the latter as being less subversive of law and order. Also he did not like seeing her photograph each week, displayed across two columns with her name beneath in one inch type. He supposed he was old-fashioned. She was getting rather tired of it herself.

The Editor insisted upon it, she explained. It was worth it for the opportunity it gives me. I preach every Sunday to a congregation of over a million souls. Its better than being a Bishop. Besides, she added, the men are just as bad. You see their silly faces everywhere.

Thats like you women, he answered with a smile. You pretend to be superior; and then you copy us.

She laughed. But the next moment she was serious.

No, we dont, she said, not those of us who think. We know we shall never oust man from his place. He will always be the greater. We want to help him; thats all.

But wasnt that the Lords idea, he said; when He gave Eve to Adam to be his helpmeet?

Yes, that was all right, she answered. He fashioned Eve for Adam and saw that Adam got her. The ideal marriage might have been the ideal solution. If the Lord had intended that, he should have kept the match-making in His own hands: not have left it to man. Somewhere in Athens there must have been the helpmeet God had made for Socrates. When they met, it was Xanthippe that she kissed.

A servant brought the coffee and went out again. Her father lighted a cigar and handed her the cigarettes.

Will it shock you, Dad? she asked.

Rather late in the day for you to worry yourself about that, isnt it? he answered with a smile.

He struck a match and held it for her. Joan sat with her elbows on the table and smoked in silence. She was thinking.

Why had he never brought her up, never exacted obedience from her, never even tried to influence her? It could not have been mere weakness. She stole a sidelong glance at the tired, lined face with its steel-blue eyes. She had never seen them other than calm, but they must have been able to flash. Why had he always been so just and kind and patient with her? Why had he never scolded her and bullied her and teased her? Why had he let her go away, leaving him lonely in his empty, voiceless house? Why had he never made any claim upon her? The idea came to her as an inspiration. At least, it would ease her conscience. Why dont you let Arthur live here, she said, instead of going back to his lodgings? It would be company for you.

He did not answer for some time. She had begun to wonder if he had heard.

What do you think of him? he said, without looking at her.

Oh, hes quite a nice lad, she answered.

It was some while again before he spoke. He will be the last of the Allways, he said. I should like to think of the name being continued; and hes a good business man, in spite of his dreaminess. Perhaps he would get on better with the men.

She seized at the chance of changing the subject.

It was a foolish notion, she said, that of the Manchester school: that men and women could be treated as mere figures in a sum.

To her surprise, he agreed with her. The feudal system had a fine idea in it, he said, if it had been honestly carried out. A master should be the friend, the helper of his men. They should be one family.

She looked at him a little incredulously, remembering the bitter periods of strikes and lock-outs.

Did you ever try, Dad? she asked.

Oh, yes, he answered. But I tried the wrong way. The right way might be found, he added, by the right man, and woman.

She felt that he was watching her through his half-closed eyes. There are those cottages, he continued, just before you come to the bridge. They might be repaired and a club house added. The idea is catching on, they tell me. Garden villages, they call them now. It gets the men and women away from the dirty streets; and gives the children a chance.

She knew the place. A sad group of dilapidated little houses forming three sides of a paved quadrangle, with a shattered fountain and withered trees in the centre. Ever since she could remember, they had stood there empty, ghostly, with creaking doors and broken windows, their gardens overgrown with weeds.

Are they yours? she asked. She had never connected them with the works, some half a mile away. Though had she been curious, she might have learnt that they were known as Allways Folly.

Your mothers, he answered. I built them the year I came back from America and gave them to her. I thought it would interest her. Perhaps it would, if I had left her to her own ways.

Why didnt they want them? she asked.

They did, at first, he answered. The time-servers and the hypocrites among them. I made it a condition that they should be teetotallers, and chapel goers, and everything else that I thought good for them. I thought that I could save their souls by bribing them with cheap rents and share of profits. And then the Union came, and that of course finished it.

So he, too, had thought to build Jerusalem.

Yes, he said. Ill sound him about giving up his lodgings.

Joan lay awake for a long while that night. The moon looked in at the window. It seemed to have got itself entangled in the tops of the tall pines. Would it not be her duty to come back — make her father happy, to say nothing of the other. He was a dear, sweet, lovable lad. Together, they might realize her fathers dream: repair the blunders, plant gardens where the weeds now grew, drive out the old sad ghosts with living voices. It had been a fine thought, a Kings thought. Others had followed, profiting by his mistakes. But might it not be carried further than even they had gone, shaped into some noble venture that should serve the future.

Was not her America here? Why seek it further? What was this unknown Force, that, against all sense and reason, seemed driving her out into the wilderness to preach. Might it not be mere vanity, mere egoism. Almost she had convinced herself.

And then there flashed remembrance of her mother. She, too, had laid aside herself; had thought that love and duty could teach one to be other than one was. The Ego was the all important thing, entrusted to us as the talents of silver to the faithful servant: to be developed, not for our own purposes, but for the service of the Master.

One did no good by suppressing ones nature. In the end it proved too strong. Marriage with Arthur would be only repeating the mistake. To be worshipped, to be served. It would be very pleasant, when one was in the mood. But it would not satisfy her. There was something strong and fierce and primitive in her nature — something that had come down to her through the generations from some harness-girded ancestress — something impelling her instinctively to choose the fighter; to share with him the joy of battle, healing his wounds, giving him of her courage, exulting with him in the victory.

The moon had risen clear of the entangling pines. It rode serene and free.

Her father came to the station with her in the morning. The train was not in: and they walked up and down and talked. Suddenly she remembered: it had slipped her mind.

Could I, as a child, have known an old clergyman? she asked him. At least he wouldnt have been old then. I dropped into Chelsea Church one evening and heard him preach; and on the way home I passed him again in the street. It seemed to me that I had seen his face before. But not for many years. I meant to write you about it, but forgot.

He had to turn aside for a moment to speak to an acquaintance about business.

Oh, its possible, he answered on rejoining her. What was his name?

I do not know, she answered. He was not the regular Incumbent. But it was someone that I seemed to know quite well — that I must have been familiar with.

It may have been, he answered carelessly, though the gulf was wider then than it is now. Ill try and think. Perhaps it is only your fancy.

The train drew in, and he found her a corner seat, and stood talking by the window, about common things.

What did he preach about? he asked her unexpectedly.

She was puzzled for the moment. Oh, the old clergyman, she answered, recollecting. Oh, Calvary. All roads lead to Calvary, he thought. It was rather interesting.

She looked back at the end of the platform. He had not moved.


CHAPTER IX
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A PILE OF correspondence was awaiting her and, standing by the desk, she began to open and read it. Suddenly she paused, conscious that someone had entered the room and, turning, she saw Hilda. She must have left the door ajar, for she had heard no sound. The child closed the door noiselessly and came across, holding out a letter.

Papa told me to give you this the moment you came in, she said. Joan had not yet taken off her things. The child must have been keeping a close watch. Save for the signature it contained but one line: I have accepted.

Joan replaced the letter in its envelope, and laid it down upon the desk. Unconsciously a smile played about her lips.

The child was watching her. Im glad you persuaded him, she said.

Joan felt a flush mount to her face. She had forgotten Hilda for the instant.

She forced a laugh. Oh, I only persuaded him to do what he had made up his mind to do, she explained. It was all settled.

No, it wasnt, answered the child. Most of them were against it. And then there was Mama, she added in a lower tone.

What do you mean, asked Joan. Didnt she wish it?

The child raised her eyes. There was a dull anger in them. Oh, whats the good of pretending, she said. Hes so great. He could be the Prime Minister of England if he chose. But then he would have to visit kings and nobles, and receive them at his house, and Mama— She broke off with a passionate gesture of the small thin hands.

Joan was puzzled what to say. She knew exactly what she ought to say: what she would have said to any ordinary child. But to say it to this uncannily knowing little creature did not promise much good.

Who told you I persuaded him? she asked.

Nobody, answered the child. I knew.

Joan seated herself, and drew the child towards her.

It isnt as terrible as you think, she said. Many men who have risen and taken a high place in the world were married to kind, good women unable to share their greatness. There was Shakespeare, you know, who married Anne Hathaway and had a clever daughter. She was just a nice, homely body a few years older than himself. And he seems to have been very fond of her; and was always running down to Stratford to be with her.

Yes, but he didnt bring her up to London, answered the child. Mama would have wanted to come; and Papa would have let her, and wouldnt have gone to see Queen Elizabeth unless she had been invited too.

Joan wished she had not mentioned Shakespeare. There had surely been others; men who had climbed up and carried their impossible wives with them. But she couldnt think of one, just then.

We must help her, she answered somewhat lamely. Shes anxious to learn, I know.

The child shook her head. She doesnt understand, she said. And Papa wont tell her. He says it would only hurt her and do no good. The small hands were clenched. I shall hate her if she spoils his life.

The atmosphere was becoming tragic. Joan felt the need of escaping from it. She sprang up.

Oh, dont be nonsensical, she said. Your father isnt the only man married to a woman not as clever as himself. He isnt going to let that stop him. And your mothers going to learn to be the wife of a great man and do the best she can. And if they dont like her theyve got to put up with her. I shall talk to the both of them. A wave of motherliness towards the entire Phillips family passed over her. It included Hilda. She caught the child to her and gave her a hug. You go back to school, she said, and get on as fast as you can, so that youll be able to be useful to him.

The child flung her arms about her. Youre so beautiful and wonderful, she said. You can do anything. Im so glad you came.

Joan laughed. It was surprising how easily the problem had been solved. She would take Mrs. Phillips in hand at once. At all events she should be wholesome and unobtrusive. It would be a delicate mission, but Joan felt sure of her own tact. She could see his boyish eyes turned upon her with wonder and gratitude.

I was so afraid you would not be back before I went, said the child. I ought to have gone this afternoon, but Papa let me stay till the evening.

You will help? she added, fixing on Joan her great, grave eyes.

Joan promised, and the child went out. She looked pretty when she smiled. She closed the door behind her noiselessly.

It occurred to Joan that she would like to talk matters over with Greyson. There was Clorindas attitude to be decided upon; and she was interested to know what view he himself would take. Of course he would be on P—s side. The Evening Gazette had always supported the gas and water school of socialism; and to include the peoples food was surely only an extension of the principle. She rang him up and Miss Greyson answered, asking her to come round to dinner: they would be alone. And she agreed.

The Greysons lived in a small house squeezed into an angle of the Outer Circle, overlooking Regents Park. It was charmingly furnished, chiefly with old Chippendale. The drawing-room made quite a picture. It was home-like and restful with its faded colouring, and absence of all show and overcrowding. They sat there after dinner and discussed Joans news. Miss Greyson was repairing a piece of old embroidery she had brought back with her from Italy; and Greyson sat smoking, with his hands behind his head, and his long legs stretched out towards the fire.

Carleton will want him to make his food policy include Tariff Reform, he said. If he prove pliable, and is willing to throw over his free trade principles, all well and good.

Whats Carleton got to do with it? demanded Joan with a note of indignation.

He turned his head towards her with an amused raising of the eyebrows. Carleton owns two London dailies, he answered, and is in treaty for a third: together with a dozen others scattered about the provinces. Most politicians find themselves, sooner or later, convinced by his arguments. Phillips may prove the exception.

It would be rather interesting, a fight between them, said Joan. Myself I should back Phillips.

He might win through, mused Greyson. Hes the man to do it, if anybody could. But the odds will be against him.

I dont see it, said Joan, with decision.

Im afraid you havent yet grasped the power of the Press, he answered with a smile. Phillips speaks occasionally to five thousand people. Carleton addresses every day a circle of five million readers.

Yes, but when Phillips does speak, he speaks to the whole country, retorted Joan.

Through the medium of Carleton and his like; and just so far as they allow his influence to permeate beyond the platform, answered Greyson.

But they report his speeches. They are bound to, explained Joan.

It doesnt read quite the same, he answered. Phillips goes home under the impression that he has made a great success and has roused the country. He and millions of other readers learn from the next mornings headlines that it was A Tame Speech that he made. What sounded to him Loud Cheers have sunk to mild Hear, Hears. That five minutes hurricane of applause, during which wildly excited men and women leapt upon the benches and roared themselves hoarse, and which he felt had settled the whole question, he searches for in vain. A few silly interjections, probably pre-arranged by Carletons young lions, become renewed interruptions. The report is strictly truthful; but the impression produced is that Robert Phillips has failed to carry even his own people with him. And then follow leaders in fourteen widely-circulated Dailies, stretching from the Clyde to the Severn, foretelling how Mr. Robert Phillips could regain his waning popularity by the simple process of adopting Tariff Reform: or whatever the pet panacea of Carleton and Co. may, at the moment, happen to be.

Dont make us out all alike, pleaded his sister with a laugh. There are still a few old-fashioned papers that do give their opponents fair play.

They are not increasing in numbers, he answered, and the Carleton group is. There is no reason why in another ten years he should not control the entire popular press of the country. Hes got the genius and hes got the means.

The cleverest thing he has done, he continued, turning to Joan, is your Sunday Post. Up till then, the working classes had escaped him. With the Sunday Post, he has solved the problem. They open their mouths; and he gives them their politics wrapped up in pictures and gossipy pars.

Miss Greyson rose and put away her embroidery. But whats his object? she said. He must have more money than he can spend; and he works like a horse. I could understand it, if he had any beliefs.

Oh, we can all persuade ourselves that we are the Heaven-ordained dictator of the human race, he answered. Love of power is at the bottom of it. Why do our Rockefellers and our Carnegies condemn themselves to the existence of galley slaves, ruining their digestions so that they never can enjoy a square meal. It isnt the money; its the trouble of their lives how to get rid of that. It is the notoriety, the power that they are out for. In Carletons case, it is to feel himself the power behind the throne; to know that he can make and unmake statesmen; has the keys of peace and war in his pocket; is able to exclaim: Public opinion? It is I.

It can be a respectable ambition, suggested Joan.

It has been responsible for most of mans miseries, he answered. Every worlds conqueror meant to make it happy after he had finished knocking it about. We are all born with it, thanks to the devil. He shifted his position and regarded her with critical eyes. Youve got it badly, he said. I can see it in the tilt of your chin and the quivering of your nostrils. You beware of it.

Miss Greyson left them. She had to finish an article. They debated Clorindas views; and agreed that, as a practical housekeeper, she would welcome attention being given to the question of the nations food. The Evening Gazette would support Phillips in principle, while reserving to itself the right of criticism when it came to details.

Whats he like in himself? he asked her. Youve been seeing something of him, havent you?

Oh, a little, she answered. Hes absolutely sincere; and he means business. He wont stop at the bottom of the ladder now hes once got his foot upon it.

But hes quite common, isnt he? he asked again. Ive only met him in public.

No, thats precisely what he isnt, answered Joan. You feel that he belongs to no class, but his own. The class of the Abraham Lincolns, and the Dantons.

Englands a different proposition, he mused. Society counts for so much with us. I doubt if we should accept even an Abraham Lincoln: unless in some supreme crisis. His wife rather handicaps him, too, doesnt she?

She wasnt born to be the châtelaine of Downing Street, Joan admitted. But its not an official position.

Im not so sure that it isnt, he laughed. Its the dinner-table that rules in England. We settle everything round a dinner-table.

She was sitting in front of the fire in a high-backed chair. She never cared to loll, and the shaded light from the electric sconces upon the mantelpiece illumined her.

If the world were properly stage-managed, thats what you ought to be, he said, the wife of a Prime Minister. I can see you giving such an excellent performance.

I must talk to Mary, he added, see if we cant get you off on some promising young Under Secretary.

Dont give me ideas above my station, laughed Joan. Im a journalist.

Thats the pity of it, he said. Youre wasting the most important thing about you, your personality. You would do more good in a drawing-room, influencing the rulers, than you will ever do hiding behind a pen. It was the drawing-room that made the French Revolution.

The firelight played about her hair. I suppose every woman dreams of reviving the old French Salon, she answered. They must have been gloriously interesting. He was leaning forward with clasped hands. Why shouldnt she? he said. The reason that our drawing-rooms have ceased to lead is that our beautiful women are generally frivolous and our clever women unfeminine. What we are waiting for is an English Madame Roland.

Joan laughed. Perhaps I shall some day, she answered.

He insisted on seeing her as far as the bus. It was a soft, mild night; and they walked round the Circle to Gloucester Gate. He thought there would be more room in the buses at that point.

I wish you would come oftener, he said. Mary has taken such a liking to you. If you care to meet people, we can always whip up somebody of interest.

She promised that she would. She always felt curiously at home with the Greysons.

They were passing the long sweep of Chester Terrace. I like this neighbourhood with its early Victorian atmosphere, she said. It always makes me feel quiet and good. I dont know why.

I like the houses, too, he said. Theres a character about them. You dont often find such fine drawing-rooms in London.

Dont forget your promise, he reminded her, when they parted. I shall tell Mary she may write to you.

She met Carleton by chance a day or two later, as she was entering the office. I want to see you, he said; and took her up with him into his room.

We must stir the people up about this food business, he said, plunging at once into his subject. Phillips is quite right. It overshadows everything. We must make the country self-supporting. It can be done and must. If a war were to be sprung upon us we could be starved out in a month. Our navy, in face of these new submarines, is no longer able to secure us. France is working day and night upon them. It may be a bogey, or it may not. If it isnt, she would have us at her mercy; and its too big a risk to run. You live in the same house with him, dont you? Do you often see him?

Not often, she answered.

He was reading a letter. You were dining there on Friday night, werent you? he asked her, without looking up.

Joan flushed. What did he mean by cross-examining her in this way? She was not at all used to impertinence from the opposite sex.

Your information is quite correct, she answered.

Her anger betrayed itself in her tone; and he shot a swift glance at her.

I didnt mean to offend you, he said. A mutual friend, a Mr. Airlie, happened to be of the party, and he mentioned you.

He threw aside the letter. Ill tell you what I want you to do, he said. Its nothing to object to. Tell him that youve seen me and had a talk. I understand his scheme to be that the country should grow more and more food until it eventually becomes self-supporting; and that the Government should control the distribution. Tell him that with that Im heart and soul in sympathy; and would like to help him. He pushed aside a pile of papers and, leaning across the desk, spoke with studied deliberation. If he can see his way to making his policy dependent upon Protection, we can work together.

And if he cant? suggested Joan.

He fixed his large, colourless eyes upon her. Thats where you can help him, he answered. If he and I combine forces, we can pull this through in spite of the furious opposition that it is going to arouse. Without a good Press he is helpless; and where is he going to get his Press backing if he turns me down? From half a dozen Socialist papers whose support will do him more harm than good. If he will bring the working class over to Protection I will undertake that the Tariff Reformers and the Agricultural Interest shall accept his Socialism. It will be a victory for both of us.

If he gain his end, what do the means matter? he continued, as Joan did not answer. Food may be dearer; the Unions can square that by putting up wages; while the poor devil of a farm labourer will at last get fair treatment. We can easily insist upon that. What do you think, yourself?

About Protection, she answered. Its one of the few subjects I havent made up my mind about.

He laughed. You will find all your pet reforms depend upon it, when you come to work them out, he said. You cant have a minimum wage without a minimum price.

They had risen.

Ill give him your message, said Joan. But I dont see him exchanging his principles even for your support. I admit its important.

Talk it over with him, he said. And bear this in mind for your own guidance. He took a step forward, which brought his face quite close to hers: If he fails, and all his lifes work goes for nothing, I shall be sorry; but I shant break my heart. He will.

Joan dropped a note into Phillipss letter-box on her return home, saying briefly that she wished to see him; and he sent up answer asking her if she would come to the gallery that evening, and meet him after his speech, which would be immediately following the dinner hour.

It was the first time he had risen since his appointment, and he was received with general cheers. He stood out curiously youthful against the background of grey-haired and bald-headed men behind him; and there was youth also in his clear, ringing voice that not even the vault-like atmosphere of that shadowless chamber could altogether rob of its vitality. He spoke simply and good-humouredly, without any attempt at rhetoric, relying chiefly upon a crescendo of telling facts that gradually, as he proceeded, roused the House to that tense stillness that comes to it when it begins to think.

A distinctly dangerous man, Joan overheard a little old lady behind her comment to a friend. If I didnt hate him, I should like him.

He met her in the corridor, and they walked up and down and talked, too absorbed to be aware of the curious eyes that were turned upon them. Joan gave him Carletons message.

It was clever of him to make use of you, he said. If hed sent it through anybody else, Id have published it.

You dont think it even worth considering? suggested Joan.

Protection? he flashed out scornfully. Yes, Ive heard of that. Ive listened, as a boy, while the old men told of it to one another, in thin, piping voices, round the fireside; how the labourers were flung eight-and-sixpence a week to die on, and the men starved in the towns; while the farmers kept their hunters, and got drunk each night on fine old crusted port. Do you know what their toast was in the big hotels on market day, with the windows open to the street: To a long war and a bloody one. It would be their toast to-morrow, if they had their way. Does he think I am going to be a party to the putting of the peoples neck again under their pitiless yoke?

But the people are more powerful now, argued Joan. If the farmer demanded higher prices, they could demand higher wages.

They would never overtake the farmer, he answered, with a laugh. And the last word would always be with him. I am out to get rid of the landlords, he continued, not to establish them as the permanent rulers of the country, as they are in Germany. The people are more powerful — just a little, because they are no longer dependent on the land. They can say to the farmer, All right, my son, if thats your figure, Im going to the shop next door — to South America, to Canada, to Russia. It isnt a satisfactory solution. I want to see England happy and healthy before I bother about the Argentine. It drives our men into the slums when they might be living fine lives in Gods fresh air. In the case of war it might be disastrous. There, I agree with him. We must be able to shut our door without fear of having to open it ourselves to ask for bread. How would Protection accomplish that? Did he tell you?

Dont eat me, laughed Joan. I havent been sent to you as a missionary. Im only a humble messenger. I suppose the argument is that, good profits assured to him, the farmer would bustle up and produce more.

Can you see him bustling up? he answered with a laugh; organizing himself into a body, and working the thing out from the point of view of the public weal? Ill tell you what nine-tenths of him would do: grow just as much or little as suited his own purposes; and then go to sleep. And Protection would be his security against ever being awakened.

Im afraid you dont like him, Joan commented.

He will be all right in his proper place, he answered: as the servant of the public: told what to do, and turned out of his job if he doesnt do it. My scheme does depend upon Protection. You can tell him that. But this time, its going to be Protection for the people.

They were at the far end of the corridor; and the few others still promenading were some distance away. She had not delivered the whole of her message. She crossed to a seat, and he followed her. She spoke with her face turned away from him.

You have got to consider the cost of refusal, she said. His offer wasnt help or neutrality: it was help or opposition by every means in his power. He left me in no kind of doubt as to that. Hes not used to being challenged and he wont be squeamish. You will have the whole of his Press against you, and every other journalistic and political influence that he possesses. Hes getting a hold upon the working classes. The Sunday Post has an enormous sale in the manufacturing towns; and hes talking of starting another. Are you strong enough to fight him?

She very much wanted to look at him, but she would not. It seemed to her quite a time before he replied.

Yes, he answered, Im strong enough to fight him. Shall rather enjoy doing it. And its time that somebody did. Whether Im strong enough to win has got to be seen.

She turned and looked at him then. She wondered why she had ever thought him ugly.

You can face it, she said: the possibility of all your lifes work being wasted?

It wont be wasted, he answered. The land is there. Ive seen it from afar and its a good land, a land where no man shall go hungry. If not I, another shall lead the people into it. I shall have prepared the way.

She liked him for that touch of exaggeration. She was so tired of the men who make out all things little, including themselves and their own work. After all, was it exaggeration? Might he not have been chosen to lead the people out of bondage to a land where there should be no more fear.

Youre not angry with me? he asked. I havent been rude, have I?

Abominably rude, she answered, youve defied my warnings, and treated my embassy with contempt. She turned to him and their eyes met. I should have despised you, if you hadnt, she added.

There was a note of exultation in her voice; and, as if in answer, something leapt into his eyes that seemed to claim her. Perhaps it was well that just then the bell rang for a division; and the moment passed.

He rose and held out his hand. We will fight him, he said. And you can tell him this, if he asks, that Im going straight for him. Parliament may as well close down if a few men between them are to be allowed to own the entire Press of the country, and stifle every voice that does not shout their bidding. We havent dethroned kings to put up a newspaper Boss. He shall have all the fighting he wants.

They met more often from that day, for Joan was frankly using her two columns in the Sunday Post to propagate his aims. Carleton, to her surprise, made no objection. Nor did he seek to learn the result of his ultimatum. It looked, they thought, as if he had assumed acceptance; and was willing for Phillips to choose his own occasion. Meanwhile replies to her articles reached Joan in weekly increasing numbers. There seemed to be a wind arising, blowing towards Protection. Farm labourers, especially, appeared to be enthusiastic for its coming. From their ill-spelt, smeared epistles, one gathered that, after years of doubt and hesitation, they had — however reluctantly — arrived at the conclusion that without it there could be no hope for them. Factory workers, miners, engineers — more fluent, less apologetic — wrote as strong supporters of Phillipss scheme; but saw clearly how upon Protection its success depended. Shopmen, clerks — only occasionally ungrammatical — felt sure that Robert Phillips, the tried friend of the poor, would insist upon the boon of Protection being no longer held back from the people. Wives and mothers claimed it as their childrens birthright. Similar views got themselves at the same time, into the correspondence columns of Carletons other numerous papers. Evidently Democracy had been throbbing with a passion for Protection hitherto unknown, even to itself.

He means it kindly, laughed Phillips. He is offering me an excuse to surrender gracefully. We must have a public meeting or two after Christmas, and clear the ground. They had got into the habit of speaking in the plural.

Mrs. Phillipss conversion Joan found more difficult than she had anticipated. She had persuaded Phillips to take a small house and let her furnish it upon the hire system. Joan went with her to the widely advertised Emporium in the City Road, meaning to advise her. But, in the end, she gave it up out of sheer pity. Nor would her advice have served much purpose, confronted by the rich and varied choice provided for his patrons by Mr. Krebs, the Furnisher for Connoisseurs.

Weve never had a home exactly, explained Mrs. Phillips, during their journey in the tram. Its always been lodgings, up to now. Nice enough, some of them; but you know what I mean; everybody elses taste but your own. Ive always fancied a little house with ones own things in it. You know, things that you can get fond of.

Oh, the things she was going to get fond of! The things that her poor, round foolish eyes gloated upon the moment that she saw them! Joan tried to enlist the shopman on her side, descending even to flirtation. Unfortunately he was a young man with a high sense of duty, convinced that his employers interests lay in his support of Mrs. Phillips. The sight of the furniture that, between them, they selected for the dining-room gave Joan a quite distinct internal pain. They ascended to the floor above, devoted to the exhibition of Recherché drawing-room suites. Mrs. Phillipss eye instinctively fastened with passionate desire upon the most atrocious. Joan grew vehement. It was impossible.

I always was a one for cheerful colours, explained Mrs. Phillips.

Even the shopman wavered. Joan pressed her advantage; directed Mrs. Phillipss attention to something a little less awful. Mrs. Phillips yielded.

Of course you know best, dear, she admitted. Perhaps I am a bit too fond of bright things.

The victory was won. Mrs. Phillips had turned away. The shopman was altering the order. Joan moved towards the door, and accidentally caught sight of Mrs. Phillipss face. The flabby mouth was trembling. A tear was running down the painted cheek.

Joan slipped her hand through the others arm.

Im not so sure youre not right after all, she said, fixing a critical eye upon the rival suites. It is a bit mousey, that other.

The order was once more corrected. Joan had the consolation of witnessing the childish delight that came again into the foolish face; but felt angry with herself at her own weakness.

It was the womans feebleness that irritated her. If only she had shown a spark of fight, Joan could have been firm. Poor feckless creature, what could have ever been her attraction for Phillips!

She followed, inwardly fuming, while Mrs. Phillips continued to pile monstrosity upon monstrosity. What would Phillips think? And what would Hildas eyes say when they looked upon that recherché drawing-room suite? Hilda, who would have had no sentimental compunctions! The woman would be sure to tell them both that she, Joan, had accompanied her and helped in the choosing. The whole ghastly house would be exhibited to every visitor as the result of their joint taste. She could hear Mr. Airlies purring voice congratulating her.

She ought to have insisted on their going to a decent shop. The mere advertisement ought to have forewarned her. It was the posters that had captured Mrs. Phillips: those dazzling apartments where bejewelled society reposed upon the high-class but inexpensive designs of Mr. Krebs. Artists ought to have more self-respect than to sell their talents for such purposes.

The contract was concluded in Mr. Krebs private office: a very stout gentleman with a very thin voice, whose dream had always been to one day be of service to the renowned Mr. Robert Phillips. He was clearly under the impression that he had now accomplished it. Even as Mrs. Phillips took up the pen to sign, the wild idea occurred to Joan of snatching the paper away from her, hustling her into a cab, and in some quiet street or square making the woman see for herself that she was a useless fool; that the glowing dreams and fancies she had cherished in her silly head for fifteen years must all be given up; that she must stand aside, knowing herself of no account.

It could be done. She felt it. If only one could summon up the needful brutality. If only one could stifle that still, small voice of Pity.

Mrs. Phillips signed amid splutterings and blots. Joan added her signature as witness.

She did effect an improvement in the poor ladys dress. On Madges advice she took her to a voluble little woman in the Earls Court Road who was struck at once by Madame Phillipss remarkable resemblance to the Baroness von Stein. Had not Joan noticed it? Whatever suited the Baroness von Stein — allowed by common consent to be one of the best-dressed women in London — was bound to show up Madame Phillips to equal advantage. By curious coincidence a costume for the Baroness had been put in hand only the day before. It was sent for and pinned upon the delighted Madame Phillips. Perfection! As the Baroness herself would always say: My frock must be a framework for my personality. It must never obtrude. The supremely well-dressed woman! One never notices what she has on: that is the test. It seemed it was what Mrs. Phillips had always felt herself. Joan could have kissed the voluble, emphatic little woman.

But the dyed hair and the paint put up a fight for themselves.

I want you to do something very brave, said Joan. She had invited herself to tea with Mrs. Phillips, and they were alone in the small white-panelled room that they were soon to say good-bye to. The new house would be ready at Christmas. It will be a little hard at first, continued Joan, but afterwards you will be glad that you have done it. It is a duty you owe to your position as the wife of a great leader of the people.

The firelight showed to Joan a comically frightened face, with round, staring eyes and an open mouth.

What is it you want me to do? she faltered

I want you to be just yourself, said Joan; a kind, good woman of the people, who will win their respect, and set them an example. She moved across and seating herself on the arm of Mrs. Phillipss chair, touched lightly with her hand the flaxen hair and the rouged cheek. I want you to get rid of all this, she whispered. It isnt worthy of you. Leave it to the silly dolls and the bad women.

There was a long silence. Joan felt the tears trickling between her fingers.

You havent seen me, came at last in a thin, broken voice.

Joan bent down and kissed her. Lets try it, she whispered.

A little choking sound was the only answer. But the woman rose and, Joan following, they stole upstairs into the bedroom and Mrs. Phillips turned the key.

It took a long time, and Joan, seated on the bed, remembered a night when she had taken a trapped mouse (if only he had been a quiet mouse!) into the bathroom and had waited while it drowned. It was finished at last, and Mrs Phillips stood revealed with her hair down, showing streaks of dingy brown.

Joan tried to enthuse; but the words came haltingly. She suggested to Joan a candle that some wind had suddenly blown out. The paint and powder had been obvious, but at least it had given her the mask of youth. She looked old and withered. The life seemed to have gone out of her.

You see, dear, I began when I was young, she explained; and he has always seen me the same. I dont think I could live like this.

The painted doll that the child fancied! the paint washed off and the golden hair all turned to drab? Could one be sure of getting used to it, of liking it better? And the poor bewildered doll itself! How could one expect to make of it a statue: The Woman of the People. One could only bruise it.

It ended in Joans promising to introduce her to discreet theatrical friends who would tell her of cosmetics less injurious to the skin, and advise her generally in the ancient and proper art of making up.

It was not the end she had looked for. Joan sighed as she closed her door behind her. What was the meaning of it? On the one hand that unimpeachable law, the greatest happiness of the greatest number; the sacred cause of Democracy; the moral Uplift of the people; Sanity, Wisdom, Truth, the higher Justice; all the forces on which she was relying for the regeneration of the world — all arrayed in stern demand that the flabby, useless Mrs. Phillips should be sacrificed for the general good. Only one voice had pleaded for foolish, helpless Mrs. Phillips — and had conquered. The still, small voice of Pity.


CHAPTER X
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ARTHUR SPRANG HIMSELF upon her a little before Christmas. He was full of a great project. It was that she and her father should spend Christmas with his people at Birmingham. Her father thought he would like to see his brother; they had not often met of late, and Birmingham would be nearer for her than Liverpool.

Joan had no intention of being lured into the Birmingham parlour. She thought she could see in it a scheme for her gradual entanglement. Besides, she was highly displeased. She had intended asking her father to come to Brighton with her. As a matter of fact, she had forgotten all about Christmas; and the idea only came into her head while explaining to Arthur how his impulsiveness had interfered with it. Arthur, crestfallen, suggested telegrams. It would be quite easy to alter everything; and of course her father would rather be with her, wherever it was. But it seemed it was too late. She ought to have been consulted. A sudden sense of proprietorship in her father came to her assistance and added pathos to her indignation. Of course, now, she would have to spend Christmas alone. She was far too busy to think of Birmingham. She could have managed Brighton. Argument founded on the length of journey to Birmingham as compared with the journey to Brighton she refused to be drawn into. Her feelings had been too deeply wounded to permit of descent into detail.

But the sinner, confessing his fault, is entitled to forgiveness, and, having put him back into his proper place, she let him kiss her hand. She even went further and let him ask her out to dinner. As the result of her failure to reform Mrs. Phillips she was feeling dissatisfied with herself. It was an unpleasant sensation and somewhat new to her experience. An evening spent in Arthurs company might do her good. The experiment proved successful. He really was quite a dear boy. Eyeing him thoughtfully through the smoke of her cigarette, it occurred to her how like he was to Guidos painting of St. Sebastian; those soft, dreamy eyes and that beautiful, almost feminine, face! There always had been a suspicion of the saint about him even as a boy: nothing one could lay hold of: just that odd suggestion of a shadow intervening between him and the world.

It seemed a favourable opportunity to inform him of that fixed determination of hers: never — in all probability — to marry: but to devote her life to her work. She was feeling very kindly towards him; and was able to soften her decision with touches of gentle regret. He did not appear in the least upset. But thought that her duty might demand, later on, that she should change her mind: that was if fate should offer her some noble marriage, giving her wider opportunity.

She was a little piqued at his unexpected attitude of aloofness. What did he mean by a noble marriage — to a Duke, or something of that sort?

He did not think the candidature need be confined to Dukes, though he had no objection to a worthy Duke. He meant any really great man who would help her and whom she could help.

She promised, somewhat shortly, to consider the matter, whenever the Duke, or other class of nobleman, should propose to her. At present no sign of him had appeared above the horizon. Her own idea was that, if she lived long enough, she would become a spinster. Unless someone took pity on her when she was old and decrepit and past her work.

There was a little humorous smile about his mouth. But his eyes were serious and pleading.

When shall I know that you are old and decrepit? he asked.

She was not quite sure. She thought it would be when her hair was grey — or rather white. She had been informed by experts that her peculiar shade of hair went white, not grey.

I shall ask you to marry me when your hair is white, he said. May I?

It did not suggest any overwhelming impatience. Yes, she answered. In case you havent married yourself, and forgotten all about me.

I shall keep you to your promise, he said quite gravely.

She felt the time had come to speak seriously. I want you to marry, she said, and be happy. I shall be troubled if you dont.

He was looking at her with those shy, worshipping eyes of his that always made her marvel at her own wonderfulness.

It need not do that, he answered. It would be beautiful to be with you always so that I might serve you. But I am quite happy, loving you. Let me see you now and then: touch you and hear your voice.

Behind her drawn-down lids, she offered up a little prayer that she might always be worthy of his homage. She didnt know it would make no difference to him.

She walked with him to Euston and saw him into the train. He had given up his lodgings and was living with her father at The Pines. They were busy on a plan for securing the co-operation of the workmen, and she promised to run down and hear all about it. She would not change her mind about Birmingham, but sent everyone her love.

She wished she had gone when it came to Christmas Day. This feeling of loneliness was growing upon her. The Phillips had gone up north; and the Greysons to some relations of theirs: swell country people in Hampshire. Flossie was on a sea voyage with Sam and his mother, and even Madge had been struck homesick. It happened to be a Sunday, too, of all days in the week, and London in a drizzling rain was just about the limit. She worked till late in the afternoon, but, sitting down to her solitary cup of tea, she felt she wanted to howl. From the basement came faint sounds of laughter. Her landlord and lady were entertaining guests. If they had not been, she would have found some excuse for running down and talking to them, if only for a few minutes.

Suddenly the vision of old Chelsea Church rose up before her with its little motherly old pew-opener. She had so often been meaning to go and see her again, but something had always interfered. She hunted through her drawers and found a comparatively sober-coloured shawl, and tucked it under her cloak. The service was just commencing when she reached the church. Mary Stopperton showed her into a seat and evidently remembered her. I want to see you afterwards, she whispered; and Mary Stopperton had smiled and nodded. The service, with its need for being continually upon the move, bored her; she was not in the mood for it. And the sermon, preached by a young curate who had not yet got over his Oxford drawl, was uninteresting. She had half hoped that the wheezy old clergyman, who had preached about Calvary on the evening she had first visited the church, would be there again. She wondered what had become of him, and if it were really a fact that she had known him when she was a child, or only her fancy. It was strange how vividly her memory of him seemed to pervade the little church. She had the feeling he was watching her from the shadows. She waited for Mary in the vestibule, and gave her the shawl, making her swear on the big key of the church door that she would wear it herself and not give it away. The little old pew-openers pink and white face flushed with delight as she took it, and the thin, work-worn hands fingered it admiringly. But I may lend it? she pleaded.

They turned up Church Street. Joan confided to Mary what a rotten Christmas she had had, all by herself, without a soul to speak to except her landlady, who had brought her meals and had been in such haste to get away.

I dont know what made me think of you, she said. Im so glad I did. She gave the little old lady a hug. Mary laughed. Where are you going now, dearie? she asked.

Oh, I dont mind so much now, answered Joan. Now that Ive seen a friendly face, I shall go home and go to bed early.

They walked a little way in silence. Mary slipped her hand into Joans. You wouldnt care to come home and have a bit of supper with me, would you, dearie? she asked.

Oh, may I? answered Joan.

Marys hand gave Joans a little squeeze. You wont mind if anybody drops in? she said. They do sometimes of a Sunday evening.

You dont mean a party? asked Joan.

No, dear, answered Mary. Its only one or two who have nowhere else to go.

Joan laughed. She thought she would be a fit candidate.

You see, it makes company for me, explained Mary.

Mary lived in a tiny house behind a strip of garden. It stood in a narrow side street between two public-houses, and was covered with ivy. It had two windows above and a window and a door below. The upstairs rooms belonged to the churchwardens and were used as a storehouse for old parish registers, deemed of little value. Mary Stopperton and her bedridden husband lived in the two rooms below. Mary unlocked the door, and Joan passed in and waited. Mary lit a candle that was standing on a bracket and turned to lead the way.

Shall I shut the door? suggested Joan.

Mary blushed like a child that has been found out just as it was hoping that it had not been noticed.

It doesnt matter, dearie, she explained. They know, if they find it open, that Im in.

The little room looked very cosy when Mary had made up the fire and lighted the lamp. She seated Joan in the worn horsehair easy-chair; out of which one had to be careful one did not slip on to the floor; and spread her handsome shawl over the back of the dilapidated sofa.

You wont mind my running away for a minute, she said. I shall only be in the next room.

Through the thin partition, Joan heard a constant shrill, complaining voice. At times, it rose into an angry growl. Mary looked in at the door.

Im just running round to the doctors, she whispered. His medicine hasnt come. I shant be long.

Joan offered to go in and sit with the invalid. But Mary feared the exertion of talking might be too much for him. He gets so excited, she explained. She slipped out noiselessly.

It seemed, in spite of its open door, a very silent little house behind its strip of garden. Joan had the feeling that it was listening.

Suddenly she heard a light step in the passage, and the room door opened. A girl entered. She was wearing a large black hat and a black boa round her neck. Between them her face shone unnaturally white. She carried a small cloth bag. She started, on seeing Joan, and seemed about to retreat.

Oh, please dont go, cried Joan. Mrs. Stopperton has just gone round to the doctors. She wont be long. Im a friend of hers.

The girl took stock of her and, apparently reassured, closed the door behind her.

Whats he like to-night? she asked, with a jerk of her head in the direction of the next room. She placed her bag carefully upon the sofa, and examined the new shawl as she did so.

Well, I gather hes a little fretful, answered Joan with a smile.

Thats a bad sign, said the girl. Means hes feeling better. She seated herself on the sofa and fingered the shawl. Did you give it her? she asked.

Yes, admitted Joan. I rather fancied her in it.

Shell only pawn it, said the girl, to buy him grapes and port wine.

I felt a bit afraid of her, laughed Joan, so I made her promise not to part with it. Is he really very ill, her husband?

Oh, yes, theres no make-believe this time, answered the girl. A bad thing for her if he wasnt.

Oh, its only whats known all over the neighbourhood, continued the girl. Shes had a pretty rough time with him. Twice Ive found her getting ready to go to sleep for the night by sitting on the bare floor with her back against the wall. Had sold every stick in the place and gone off. But shed always some excuse for him. It was sure to be half her fault and the other half he couldnt help. Now shes got her reward according to her own account. Heard he was dying in a doss-house, and must fetch him home and nurse him back to life. Seems hes getting fonder of her every day. Now that he cant do anything else.

It doesnt seem to depress her spirits, mused Joan.

Oh, she! Shes all right, agreed the girl. Having the time of her life: someone to look after for twenty-four hours a day that cant help themselves.

She examined Joan awhile in silence. Are you on the stage? she asked.

No, answered Joan. But my mother was. Are you?

Thought you looked a bit like it, said the girl. Im in the chorus. Its better than being in service or in a shop: thats all you can say for it.

But youll get out of that, suggested Joan. Youve got the actress face.

The girl flushed with pleasure. It was a striking face, with intelligent eyes and a mobile, sensitive mouth. Oh, yes, she said, I could act all right. I feel it. But you dont get out of the chorus. Except at a price.

Joan looked at her. I thought that sort of thing was dying out, she said.

The girl shrugged her shoulders. Not in my shop, she answered. Anyhow, it was the only chance I ever had. Wish sometimes Id taken it. It was quite a good part.

They must have felt sure you could act, said Joan. Next time it will be a clean offer.

The girl shook her head. Theres no next time, she said; once youre put down as one of the stand-offs. Plenty of others to take your place.

Oh, I dont blame them, she added. It isnt a thing to be dismissed with a toss of your head. I thought it all out. Dont know now what decided me. Something inside me, I suppose.

Joan found herself poking the fire. Have you known Mary Stopperton long? she asked.

Oh, yes, answered the girl. Ever since Ive been on my own.

Did you talk it over with her? asked Joan.

No, answered the girl. I may have just told her. She isnt the sort that gives advice.

Im glad you didnt do it, said Joan: that you put up a fight for all women.

The girl gave a short laugh. Afraid I wasnt thinking much about that, she said.

No, said Joan. But perhaps thats the way the best fights are fought — without thinking.

Mary peeped round the door. She had been lucky enough to find the doctor in. She disappeared again, and they talked about themselves. The girl was a Miss Ensor. She lived by herself in a room in Lawrence Street.

Im not good at getting on with people, she explained.

Mary joined them, and went straight to Miss Ensors bag and opened it. She shook her head at the contents, which consisted of a small, flabby-looking meat pie in a tin dish, and two pale, flat mince tarts.

It doesnt nourish you, dearie, complained Mary. You could have bought yourself a nice bit of meat with the same money.

And you would have had all the trouble of cooking it, answered the girl. That only wants warming up.

But I like cooking, you know, dearie, grumbled Mary. Theres no interest in warming things up.

The girl laughed. You dont have to go far for your fun, she said. Ill bring a sole next time; and you shall do it au gratin.

Mary put the indigestible-looking pasties into the oven, and almost banged the door. Miss Ensor proceeded to lay the table. How many, do you think? she asked. Mary was doubtful. She hoped that, it being Christmas Day, they would have somewhere better to go.

I passed old Bubble and Squeak, just now, spouting away to three men and a dog outside the Worlds End. I expect hell turn up, thought Miss Ensor. She laid for four, leaving space for more if need be. I call it the Cadgers Arms, she explained, turning to Joan. We bring our own victuals, and Mary cooks them for us and waits on us; and the more of us the merrier. You look forward to your Sunday evening parties, dont you? she asked of Mary.

Mary laughed. She was busy in a corner with basins and a saucepan. Of course I do, dearie, she answered. Ive always been fond of company.

There came another opening of the door. A little hairy man entered. He wore spectacles and was dressed in black. He carried a paper parcel which he laid upon the table. He looked a little doubtful at Joan. Mary introduced them. His name was Julius Simson. He shook hands as if under protest.

As friends of Mary Stopperton, he said, we meet on neutral ground. But in all matters of moment I expect we are as far asunder as the poles. I stand for the People.

We ought to be comrades, answered Joan, with a smile. I, too, am trying to help the People.

You and your class, said Mr. Simson, are friends enough to the People, so long as they remember that they are the People, and keep their proper place — at the bottom. I am for putting the People at the top.

Then they will be the Upper Classes, suggested Joan. And I may still have to go on fighting for the rights of the lower orders.

In this world, explained Mr. Simson, someone has got to be Master. The only question is who.

Mary had unwrapped the paper parcel. It contained half a sheeps head. How would you like it done? she whispered.

Mr. Simson considered. There came a softer look into his eyes. How did you do it last time? he asked. It came up brown, I remember, with thick gravy.

Braised, suggested Mary.

Thats the word, agreed Mr. Simson. Braised. He watched while Mary took things needful from the cupboard, and commenced to peel an onion.

Thats the sort that makes me despair of the People, said Mr. Simson. Joan could not be sure whether he was addressing her individually or imaginary thousands. Likes working for nothing. Thinks she was born to be everybodys servant. He seated himself beside Miss Ensor on the antiquated sofa. It gave a complaining groan but held out.

Did you have a good house? the girl asked him. Saw you from the distance, waving your arms about. Hadnt time to stop.

Not many, admitted Mr. Simson. A Christmassy lot. You know. Sort of crowd that interrupts you and tries to be funny. Dead to their own interests. Its slow work.

Why do you do it? asked Miss Ensor.

Damned if I know, answered Mr. Simson, with a burst of candour. Cant help it, I suppose. Lost me job again.

The old story? suggested Miss Ensor.

The old story, sighed Mr. Simson. One of the customers happened to be passing last Wednesday when I was speaking on the Embankment. Heard my opinion of the middle classes?

Well, you cant expect em to like it, can you? submitted Miss Ensor.

No, admitted Mr. Simson with generosity. Its only natural. Its a fight to the finish between me and the Bourgeois. I cover them with ridicule and contempt and they hit back at me in the only way they know.

Take care they dont get the best of you, Miss Ensor advised him.

Oh, Im not afraid, he answered. Ill get another place all right: give me time. The only thing Im worried about is my young woman.

Doesnt agree with you? inquired Miss Ensor.

Oh, it isnt that, he answered. But shes frightened. You know. Says life with me is going to be a bit too uncertain for her. Perhaps shes right.

Oh, why dont you chuck it, advised Miss Ensor, give the Bourgeois a rest.

Mr. Simson shook his head. Somebodys got to tackle them, he said. Tell them the truth about themselves, to their faces.

Yes, but it neednt be you, suggested Miss Ensor.

Mary was leaning over the table. Miss Ensors four-penny veal and ham pie was ready. Mary arranged it in front of her. Eat it while its hot, dearie, she counselled. It wont be so indigestible.

Miss Ensor turned to her. Oh, you talk to him, she urged. Here, hes lost his job again, and is losing his girl: all because of his silly politics. Tell him hes got to have sense and stop it.

Mary seemed troubled. Evidently, as Miss Ensor had stated, advice was not her line. Perhaps hes got to do it, dearie, she suggested.

What do you mean by got to do it? exclaimed Miss Ensor. Whos making him do it, except himself?

Mary flushed. She seemed to want to get back to her cooking. Its something inside us, dearie, she thought: that nobody hears but ourselves.

That tells him to talk all that twaddle? demanded Miss Ensor. Have you heard him?

No, dearie, Mary admitted. But I expect its got its purpose. Or he wouldnt have to do it.

Miss Ensor gave a gesture of despair and applied herself to her pie. The hirsute face of Mr. Simson had lost the foolish aggressiveness that had irritated Joan. He seemed to be pondering matters.

Mary hoped that Joan was hungry. Joan laughed and admitted that she was. Its the smell of all the nice things, she explained. Mary promised it should soon be ready, and went back to her corner.

A short, dark, thick-set man entered and stood looking round the room. The frame must once have been powerful, but now it was shrunken and emaciated. The shabby, threadbare clothes hung loosely from the stooping shoulders. Only the head seemed to have retained its vigour. The face, from which the long black hair was brushed straight back, was ghastly white. Out of it, deep set beneath great shaggy, overhanging brows, blazed the fierce, restless eyes of a fanatic. The huge, thin-lipped mouth seemed to have petrified itself into a savage snarl. He gave Joan the idea, as he stood there glaring round him, of a hunted beast at bay.

Miss Ensor, whose bump of reverence was undeveloped, greeted him cheerfully as Boanerges. Mr. Simson, more respectful, rose and offered his small, grimy hand. Mary took his hat and cloak away from him and closed the door behind him. She felt his hands, and put him into a chair close to the fire. And then she introduced him to Joan.

Joan started on hearing his name. It was one well known.

The Cyril Baptiste? she asked. She had often wondered what he might be like.

The Cyril Baptiste, he answered, in a low, even, passionate voice, that he flung at her almost like a blow. The atheist, the gaol bird, the pariah, the blasphemer, the anti-Christ. Ive hoofs instead of feet. Shall I take off my boots and show them to you? I tuck my tail inside my coat. You cant see my horns. Ive cut them off close to my head. Thats why I wear my hair long: to hide the stumps.

Mary had been searching in the pockets of his cloak. She had found a paper bag. You mustnt get excited, she said, laying her little work-worn hand upon his shoulder; or youll bring on the bleeding.

Aye, he answered, I must be careful I dont die on Christmas Day. It would make a fine text, that, for their sermons.

He lapsed into silence: his almost transparent hands stretched out towards the fire.

Mr. Simson fidgeted. The quiet of the room, broken only by Marys ministering activities, evidently oppressed him.

Paper going well, sir? he asked. I often read it myself.

It still sells, answered the proprietor, and editor and publisher, and entire staff of The Rationalist.

I like the articles you are writing on the History of Superstition. Quite illuminating, remarked Mr. Simson.

Its many a year, I am afraid, to the final chapter, thought their author.

They afford much food for reflection, thought Mr. Simson, though I cannot myself go as far as you do in including Christianity under that heading.

Mary frowned at him; but Mr. Simson, eager for argument or not noticing, blundered on: — 

Whether we accept the miraculous explanation of Christs birth, continued Mr. Simson, in his best street-corner voice, or whether, with the great French writer whose name for the moment escapes me, we regard Him merely as a man inspired, we must, I think, admit that His teaching has been of help: especially to the poor.

The fanatic turned upon him so fiercely that Mr. Simsons arm involuntarily assumed the posture of defence.

To the poor? the old man almost shrieked. To the poor that he has robbed of all power of resistance to oppression by his vile, submissive creed! that he has drugged into passive acceptance of every evil done to them by his false promises that their sufferings here shall win for them some wonderful reward when they are dead. What has been his teaching to the poor? Bow your backs to the lash, kiss the rod that scars your flesh. Be ye humble, oh, my people. Be ye poor in spirit. Let Wrong rule triumphant through the world. Raise no hand against it, lest ye suffer my eternal punishments. Learn from me to be meek and lowly. Learn to be good slaves and give no trouble to your taskmasters. Let them turn the world into a hell for you. The grave — the grave shall be your gate to happiness.

Helpful to the poor? Helpful to their rulers, to their owners. They take good care that Christ shall be well taught. Their fat priests shall bear his message to the poor. The rod may be broken, the prison door be forced. It is Christ that shall bind the people in eternal fetters. Christ, the lackey, the jackal of the rich.

Mr. Simson was visibly shocked. Evidently he was less familiar with the opinions of The Rationalist than he had thought.

I really must protest, exclaimed Mr. Simson. To whatever wrong uses His words may have been twisted, Christ Himself I regard as divine, and entitled to be spoken of with reverence. His whole life, His sufferings—

But the old fanatics vigour had not yet exhausted itself.

His sufferings! he interrupted. Does suffering entitle a man to be regarded as divine? If so, so also am I a God. Look at me! He stretched out his long, thin arms with their claw-like hands, thrusting forward his great savage head that the bony, wizened throat seemed hardly strong enough to bear. Wealth, honour, happiness: I had them once. I had wife, children and a home. Now I creep an outcast, keeping to the shadows, and the children in the street throw stones at me. Thirty years I have starved that I might preach. They shut me in their prisons, they hound me into garrets. They jibe at me and mock me, but they cannot silence me. What of my life? Am I divine?

Miss Ensor, having finished her supper, sat smoking.

Why must you preach? she asked. It doesnt seem to pay you. There was a curious smile about the girls lips as she caught Joans eye.

He turned to her with his last flicker of passion.

Because to this end was I born, and for this cause came I into the world, that I should bear witness unto the truth, he answered.

He sank back a huddled heap upon the chair. There was foam about his mouth, great beads of sweat upon his forehead. Mary wiped them away with a corner of her apron, and felt again his trembling hands. Oh, please dont talk to him any more, she pleaded, not till hes had his supper. She fetched her fine shawl, and pinned it round him. His eyes followed her as she hovered about him. For the first time, since he had entered the room, they looked human.

They gathered round the table. Mr. Baptiste was still pinned up in Marys bright shawl. It lent him a curious dignity. He might have been some ancient prophet stepped from the pages of the Talmud. Miss Ensor completed her supper with a cup of tea and some little cakes: just to keep us all company, as Mary had insisted.

The old fanatics eyes passed from face to face. There was almost the suggestion of a smile about the savage mouth.

A strange supper-party, he said. Cyril the Apostate; and Julius who strove against the High Priests and the Pharisees; and Inez a dancer before the people; and Joanna a daughter of the rulers, gathered together in the house of one Mary a servant of the Lord.

Are you, too, a Christian? he asked of Joan.

Not yet, answered Joan. But I hope to be, one day. She spoke without thinking, not quite knowing what she meant. But it came back to her in after years.

The talk grew lighter under the influence of Marys cooking. Mr. Baptiste could be interesting when he got away from his fanaticism; and even the apostolic Mr. Simson had sometimes noticed humour when it had chanced his way.

A message came for Mary about ten oclock, brought by a scared little girl, who whispered it to her at the door. Mary apologized. She had to go out. The party broke up. Mary disappeared into the next room and returned in a shawl and bonnet, carrying a small brown paper parcel. Joan walked with her as far as the Kings Road.

A little child is coming, she confided to Joan. She was quite excited about it.

Joan thought. Its curious, she said, one so seldom hears of anybody being born on Christmas Day.

They were passing a lamp. Joan had never seen a face look quite so happy as Marys looked, just then.

It always seems to me Christs birthday, she said, whenever a child is born.

They had reached the corner. Joan could see her bus in the distance.

She stooped and kissed the little withered face.

Dont stop, she whispered.

Mary gave her a hug, and almost ran away. Joan watched the little child-like figure growing smaller. It glided in and out among the people.


CHAPTER XI
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IN THE SPRING, Joan, at Mrs. Dentons request, undertook a mission. It was to go to Paris. Mrs. Denton had meant to go herself, but was laid up with sciatica; and the matter, she considered, would not brook of any delay.

Its rather a delicate business, she told Joan. She was lying on a couch in her great library, and Joan was seated by her side. I want someone who can go into private houses and mix with educated people on their own level; and especially I want you to see one or two women: they count in France. You know French pretty well, dont you?

Oh, sufficiently, Joan answered. The one thing her mother had done for her had been to talk French with her when she was a child; and at Girton she had chummed on with a French girl, and made herself tolerably perfect.

You will not go as a journalist, continued Mrs. Denton; but as a personal friend of mine, whose discretion I shall vouch for. I want you to find out what the people I am sending you among are thinking themselves, and what they consider ought to be done. If we are not very careful on both sides we shall have the newspapers whipping us into war.

The perpetual Egyptian trouble had cropped up again and the Carleton papers, in particular, were already sounding the tocsin. Carletons argument was that we ought to fall upon France and crush her, before she could develop her supposed submarine menace. His flaming posters were at every corner. Every obscure French newspaper was being ransacked for Insults and Pinpricks.

A section of the Paris Press is doing all it can to help him, of course, explained Mrs. Denton. It doesnt seem to matter to them that Germany is only waiting her opportunity, and that, if Russia comes in, it is bound to bring Austria. Europe will pay dearly one day for the luxury of a free Press.

But youre surely not suggesting any other kind of Press, at this period of the worlds history? exclaimed Joan.

Oh, but I am, answered the old lady with a grim tightening of the lips. Not even Carleton would be allowed to incite to murder or arson. I would have him prosecuted for inciting a nation to war.

Why is the Press always so eager for war? mused Joan. According to their own account, war doesnt pay them.

I dont suppose it does: not directly, answered Mrs. Denton. But it helps them to establish their position and get a tighter hold upon the public. War does pay the newspaper in the long run. The daily newspaper lives on commotion, crime, lawlessness in general. If people no longer enjoyed reading about violence and bloodshed half their occupation, and that the most profitable half would be gone. It is the interest of the newspaper to keep alive the savage in human nature; and war affords the readiest means of doing this. You cant do much to increase the number of gruesome murders and loathsome assaults, beyond giving all possible advertisement to them when they do occur. But you can preach war, and cover yourself with glory, as a patriot, at the same time.

I wonder how many of my ideals will be left to me, sighed Joan. I always used to regard the Press as the modern pulpit.

The old pulpit became an evil, the moment it obtained unlimited power, answered Mrs. Denton. It originated persecution and inflamed mens passions against one another. It, too, preached war for its own ends, taught superstition, and punished thought as a crime. The Press of to-day is stepping into the shoes of the medieval priest. It aims at establishing the worst kind of tyranny: the tyranny over mens minds. They pretend to fight among themselves, but its rapidly becoming a close corporation. The Institute of Journalists will soon be followed by the Union of Newspaper Proprietors and the few independent journals will be squeezed out. Already we have German shareholders on English papers; and English capital is interested in the St. Petersburg Press. It will one day have its International Pope and its school of cosmopolitan cardinals.

Joan laughed. I can see Carleton rather fancying himself in a tiara, she said. I must tell Phillips what you say. Hes out for a fight with him. Government by Parliament or Government by Press is going to be his war cry.

Good man, said Mrs. Denton. Im quite serious. You tell him from me that the next revolution has got to be against the Press. And it will be the stiffest fight Democracy has ever had.

The old lady had tired herself. Joan undertook the mission. She thought she would rather enjoy it, and Mrs. Denton promised to let her have full instructions. She would write to her friends in Paris and prepare them for Joans coming.

Joan remembered Folk, the artist she had met at Flossies party, who had promised to walk with her on the terrace at St. Germain, and tell her more about her mother. She looked up his address on her return home, and wrote to him, giving him the name of the hotel in the Rue de Grenelle where Mrs. Denton had arranged that she should stay. She found a note from him awaiting her when she arrived there. He thought she would like to be quiet after her journey. He would call round in the morning. He had presumed on the privilege of age to send her some lilies. They had been her mothers favourite flower. Monsieur Folk, the great artist, had brought them himself, and placed them in her dressing-room, so Madame informed her.

It was one of the half-dozen old hotels still left in Paris, and was built round a garden famous for its mighty mulberry tree. She breakfasted underneath it, and was reading there when Folk appeared before her, smiling and with his hat in his hand. He excused himself for intruding upon her so soon, thinking from what she had written him that her first morning might be his only chance. He evidently considered her remembrance of him a feather in his cap.

We old fellows feel a little sadly, at times, how unimportant we are, he explained. We are grateful when Youth throws us a smile.

You told me my coming would take you back thirty-three years, Joan reminded him. It makes us about the same age. I shall treat you as just a young man.

He laughed. Dont be surprised, he said, if I make a mistake occasionally and call you Lena.

Joan had no appointment till the afternoon. They drove out to St. Germain, and had déjeuner at a small restaurant opposite the Château; and afterwards they strolled on to the terrace.

What was my mother doing in Paris? asked Joan,

She was studying for the stage, he answered. Paris was the only school in those days. I was at Juliens studio. We acted together for some charity. I had always been fond of it. An American manager who was present offered us both an engagement, and I thought it would be a change and that I could combine the two arts.

And it was here that you proposed to her, said Joan.

Just by that tree that leans forward, he answered, pointing with his cane a little way ahead. I thought that in America Id get another chance. I might have if your father hadnt come along. I wonder if he remembers me.

Did you ever see her again, after her marriage? asked Joan.

No, he answered. We used to write to one another until she gave it up. She had got into the habit of looking upon me as a harmless sort of thing to confide in and ask advice of — which she never took.

Forgive me, he said. You must remember that I am still her lover. They had reached the tree that leant a little forward beyond its fellows, and he had halted and turned so that he was facing her. Did she and your father get on together. Was she happy?

I dont think she was happy, answered Joan. She was at first. As a child, I can remember her singing and laughing about the house, and she liked always to have people about her. Until her illness came. It changed her very much. But my father was gentleness itself, to the end.

They had resumed their stroll. It seemed to her that he looked at her once or twice a little oddly without speaking. What caused your mothers illness? he asked, abruptly.

The question troubled her. It struck her with a pang of self-reproach that she had always been indifferent to her mothers illness, regarding it as more or less imaginary. It was mental rather than physical, I think, she answered. I never knew what brought it about.

Again he looked at her with that odd, inquisitive expression. She never got over it? he asked.

Oh, there were times, answered Joan, when she was more like her old self again. But I dont think she ever quite got over it. Unless it was towards the end, she added. They told me she seemed much better for a little while before she died. I was away at Cambridge at the time.

Poor dear lady, he said, all those years! And poor Jack Allway. He seemed to be talking to himself. Suddenly he turned to her. How is the dear fellow? he asked.

Again the question troubled her. She had not seen her father since that week-end, nearly six months ago, when she had ran down to see him because she wanted something from him. He felt my mothers death very deeply, she answered. But hes well enough in health.

Remember me to him, he said. And tell him I thank him for all those years of love and gentleness. I dont think he will be offended.

He drove her back to Paris, and she promised to come and see him in his studio and let him introduce her to his artist friends.

I shall try to win you over, I warn you, he said. Politics will never reform the world. They appeal only to mens passions and hatreds. They divide us. It is Art that is going to civilize mankind; broaden his sympathies. Art speaks to him the common language of his loves, his dreams, reveals to him the universal kinship.

Mrs. Dentons friends called upon her, and most of them invited her to their houses. A few were politicians, senators or ministers. Others were bankers, heads of business houses, literary men and women. There were also a few quiet folk with names that were historical. They all thought that war between France and England would be a world disaster, but were not very hopeful of averting it. She learnt that Carleton was in Berlin trying to secure possession of a well-known German daily that happened at the moment to be in low water. He was working for an alliance between Germany and England. In France, the Royalists had come to an understanding with the Clericals, and both were evidently making ready to throw in their lot with the war-mongers, hoping that out of the troubled waters the fish would come their way. Of course everything depended on the people. If the people only knew it! But they didnt. They stood about in puzzled flocks, like sheep, wondering which way the newspaper dog was going to hound them. They took her to the great music halls. Every allusion to war was greeted with rapturous applause. The Marseillaise was demanded and encored till the orchestra rebelled from sheer exhaustion. Joans patience was sorely tested. She had to listen with impassive face to coarse jests and brutal gibes directed against England and everything English; to sit unmoved while the vast audience rocked with laughter at senseless caricatures of supposed English soldiers whose knees always gave way at the sight of a French uniform. Even in the eyes of her courteous hosts, Joans quick glance would occasionally detect a curious glint. The fools! Had they never heard of Waterloo and Trafalgar? Even if their memories might be excused for forgetting Crecy and Poictiers and the campaigns of Marlborough. One evening — it had been a particularly trying one for Joan — there stepped upon the stage a wooden-looking man in a kilt with bagpipes under his arm. How he had got himself into the programme Joan could not understand. Managerial watchfulness must have gone to sleep for once. He played Scotch melodies, and the Parisians liked them, and when he had finished they called him back. Joan and her friends occupied a box close to the stage. The wooden-looking Scot glanced up at her, and their eyes met. And as the applause died down there rose the first low warning strains of the Pibroch. Joan sat up in her chair and her lips parted. The savage music quickened. It shrilled and skrealed. The blood came surging through her veins.

And suddenly something lying hidden there leaped to life within her brain. A mad desire surged hold of her to rise and shout defiance at those three thousand pairs of hostile eyes confronting her. She clutched at the arms of her chair and so kept her seat. The pibroch ended with its wild sad notes of wailing, and slowly the mist cleared from her eyes, and the stage was empty. A strange hush had fallen on the house.

She was not aware that her hostess had been watching her. She was a sweet-faced, white-haired lady. She touched Joan lightly on the hand. Thats the trouble, she whispered. Its in our blood.

Could we ever hope to eradicate it? Was not the survival of this fighting instinct proof that war was still needful to us? In the sculpture-room of an exhibition she came upon a painted statue of Bellona. Its grotesqueness shocked her at first sight, the red streaming hair, the wild eyes filled with fury, the wide open mouth — one could almost hear it screaming — the white uplifted arms with outstretched hands! Appalling! Terrible! And yet, as she gazed at it, gradually the thing grew curiously real to her. She seemed to hear the gathering of the chariots, the neighing of the horses, the hurrying of many feet, the sound of an armouring multitude, the shouting, and the braying of the trumpets.

These cold, thin-lipped calculators, arguing that War doesnt pay; those lank-haired cosmopolitans, preaching their International, as if the only business of mankind were wages! War still was the stern school where men learnt virtue, duty, forgetfulness of self, faithfulness unto death.

This particular war, of course, must be stopped: if it were not already too late. It would be a war for markets; for spheres of commercial influence; a sordid war that would degrade the people. War, the supreme test of a nations worth, must be reserved for great ideals. Besides, she wanted to down Carleton.

One of the women on her list, and the one to whom Mrs. Denton appeared to attach chief importance, a Madame de Barante, disappointed Joan. She seemed to have so few opinions of her own. She had buried her young husband during the Franco-Prussian war. He had been a soldier. And she had remained unmarried. She was still beautiful.

I do not think we women have the right to discuss war, she confided to Joan in her gentle, high-bred voice. I suppose you think that out of date. I should have thought so myself forty years ago. We talk of giving our sons and lovers, as if they were ours to give. It makes me a little angry when I hear pampered women speak like that. It is the men who have to suffer and die. It is for them to decide.

But perhaps I can arrange a meeting for you with a friend, she added, who will be better able to help you, if he is in Paris. I will let you know.

She told Joan what she remembered herself of 1870. She had turned her country house into a hospital and had seen a good deal of the fighting.

It would not do to tell the truth, or we should have our children growing up to hate war, she concluded.

She was as good as her word, and sent Joan round a message the next morning to come and see her in the afternoon. Joan was introduced to a Monsieur de Chaumont. He was a soldierly-looking gentleman, with a grey moustache, and a deep scar across his face.

Hanged if I can see how we are going to get out of it, he answered Joan cheerfully. The moment there is any threat of war, it becomes a point of honour with every nation to do nothing to avoid it. I remember my old duelling days. The quarrel may have been about the silliest trifle imaginable. A single word would have explained the whole thing away. But to utter it would have stamped one as a coward. This Egyptian Tra-la-la! It isnt worth the bones of a single grenadier, as our friends across the Rhine would say. But I expect, before its settled, there will be mens bones sufficient, bleaching on the desert, to build another Pyramid. Its so easily started: thats the devil of it. A mischievous boy can throw a lighted match into a powder magazine, and then it becomes every patriots business to see that it isnt put out. I hate war. It accomplishes nothing, and leaves everything in a greater muddle than it was before. But if the idea ever catches fire, I shall have to do all I can to fan the conflagration. Unless I am prepared to be branded as a poltroon. Every professional soldier is supposed to welcome war. Most of us do: its our opportunity. Theres some excuse for us. But these men — Carleton and their lot: I regard them as nothing better than the Ménades of the Commune. They care nothing if the whole of Europe blazes. They cannot personally get harmed whatever happens. Its fun to them.

But the people who can get harmed, argued Joan. The men who will be dragged away from their work, from their business, used as cannon fodder.

He shrugged his shoulders. Oh, they are always eager enough for it, at first, he answered. There is the excitement. The curiosity. You must remember that life is a monotonous affair to the great mass of the people. Theres the natural craving to escape from it; to court adventure. They are not so enthusiastic about it after they have tasted it. Modern warfare, they soon find, is about as dull a business as science ever invented.

There was only one hope that he could see: and that was to switch the peoples mind on to some other excitement. His advices from London told him that a parliamentary crisis was pending. Could not Mrs. Denton and her party do something to hasten it? He, on his side, would consult with the Socialist leaders, who might have something to suggest.

He met Joan, radiant, a morning or two later. The English Government had resigned and preparations for a general election were already on foot.

And God has been good to us, also, he explained.

A well-known artist had been found murdered in his bed and grave suspicion attached to his beautiful young wife.

She deserves the Croix de Guerre, if it is proved that she did it, he thought. She will have saved many thousands of lives — for the present.

Folk had fixed up a party at his studio to meet her. She had been there once or twice; but this was a final affair. She had finished her business in Paris and would be leaving the next morning. To her surprise, she found Phillips there. He had come over hurriedly to attend a Socialist conference, and Leblanc, the editor of Le Nouveau Monde, had brought him along.

I took Smedleys place at the last moment, he whispered to her. Ive never been abroad before. You dont mind, do you?

It didnt strike her as at all odd that a leader of a political party should ask her if she minded his being in Paris to attend a political conference. He was wearing a light grey suit and a blue tie. There was nothing about him, at that moment, suggesting that he was a leader of any sort. He might have been just any man, but for his eyes.

No, she whispered. Of course not. I dont like your tie. It seemed to depress him, that.

She felt elated at the thought that he would see her for the first time amid surroundings where she would shine. Folk came forward to meet her with that charming air of protective deference that he had adopted towards her. He might have been some favoured minister of state kissing the hand of a youthful Queen. She glanced down the long studio, ending in its fine window overlooking the park. Some of the most distinguished men in Paris were there, and the immediate stir of admiration that her entrance had created was unmistakable. Even the women turned pleased glances at her; as if willing to recognize in her their representative. A sense of power came to her that made her feel kind to all the world. There was no need for her to be clever: to make any effort to attract. Her presence, her sympathy, her approval seemed to be all that was needed of her. She had the consciousness that by the mere exercise of her will she could sway the thoughts and actions of these men: that sovereignty had been given to her. It reflected itself in her slightly heightened colour, in the increased brilliance of her eyes, in the confident case of all her movements. It added a compelling softness to her voice.

She never quite remembered what the talk was about. Men were brought up and presented to her, and hung about her words, and sought to please her. She had spoken her own thoughts, indifferent whether they expressed agreement or not; and the argument had invariably taken another plane. It seemed so important that she should be convinced. Some had succeeded, and had been strengthened. Others had failed, and had departed sorrowful, conscious of the necessity of thinking it out again.

Guests with other engagements were taking their leave. A piquante little woman, outrageously but effectively dressed — she looked like a drawing by Beardsley — drew her aside. Ive always wished I were a man, she said. It seemed to me that they had all the power. From this afternoon, I shall be proud of belonging to the governing sex.

She laughed and slipped away.

Phillips was waiting for her in the vestibule. She had forgotten him; but now she felt glad of his humble request to be allowed to see her home. It would have been such a big drop from her crowded hour of triumph to the long lonely cab ride and the solitude of the hotel. She resolved to be gracious, feeling a little sorry for her neglect of him — but reflecting with satisfaction that he had probably been watching her the whole time.

Whats the matter with my tie? he asked. Wrong colour?

She laughed. Yes, she answered. It ought to be grey to match your suit. And so ought your socks.

I didnt know it was going to be such a swell affair, or I shouldnt have come, he said.

She touched his hand lightly.

I want you to get used to it, she said. Its part of your work. Put your brain into it, and dont be afraid.

Ill try, he said.

He was sitting on the front seat, facing her. Im glad I went, he said with sudden vehemence. I loved watching you, moving about among all those people. I never knew before how beautiful you are.

Something in his eyes sent a slight thrill of fear through her. It was not an unpleasant sensation — rather exhilarating. She watched the passing street till she felt that his eyes were no longer devouring her.

Youre not offended? he asked. At my thinking you beautiful? he added, in case she hadnt understood.

She laughed. Her confidence had returned to her. It doesnt generally offend a woman, she answered.

He seemed relieved. Thats whats so wonderful about you, he said. Ive met plenty of clever, brilliant women, but one could forget that they were women. Youre everything.

He pleaded, standing below her on the steps of the hotel, that she would dine with him. But she shook her head. She had her packing to do. She could have managed it; but something prudent and absurd had suddenly got hold of her; and he went away with much the same look in his eyes that comes to a dog when he finds that his master cannot be persuaded into an excursion.

She went up to her room. There really was not much to do. She could quite well finish her packing in the morning. She sat down at the desk and set to work to arrange her papers. It was a warm spring evening, and the window was open. A crowd of noisy sparrows seemed to be delighted about something. From somewhere, unseen, a blackbird was singing. She read over her report for Mrs. Denton. The blackbird seemed never to have heard of war. He sang as if the whole world were a garden of languor and love. Joan looked at her watch. The first gong would sound in a few minutes. She pictured the dreary, silent dining-room with its few scattered occupants, and her heart sank at the prospect. To her relief came remembrance of a cheerful but entirely respectable restaurant near to the Louvre to which she had been taken a few nights before. She had noticed quite a number of women dining there alone. She closed her dispatch case with a snap and gave a glance at herself in the great mirror. The blackbird was still singing.

She walked up the Rue des Sts. Pères, enjoying the delicious air. Half way across the bridge she overtook a man, strolling listlessly in front of her. There was something familiar about him. He was wearing a grey suit and had his hands in his pockets. Suddenly the truth flashed upon her. She stopped. If he strolled on, she would be able to slip back. Instead of which he abruptly turned to look down at a passing steamer, and they were face to face.

It made her mad, the look of delight that came into his eyes. She could have boxed his ears. Hadnt he anything else to do but hang about the streets.

He explained that he had been listening to the band in the gardens, returning by the Quai dOrsay.

Do let me come with you, he said. I kept myself free this evening, hoping. And Im feeling so lonesome.

Poor fellow! She had come to understand that feeling. After all, it wasnt altogether his fault that they had met. And she had been so cross to him!

He was reading every expression on her face.

Its such a lovely evening, he said. Couldnt we go somewhere and dine under a tree?

It would be rather pleasant. There was a little place at Meudon, she remembered. The plane trees would just be in full leaf.

A passing cab had drawn up close to them. The chauffeur was lighting his pipe.

Even Mrs. Grundy herself couldnt object to a journalist dining with a politician!

The stars came out before they had ended dinner. She had made him talk about himself. It was marvellous what he had accomplished with his opportunities. Ten hours a day in the mines had earned for him his living, and the night had given him his leisure. An attic, lighted by a tallow candle, with a shelf of books that left him hardly enough for bread, had been his Alma Mater. History was his chief study. There was hardly an authority Joan could think of with which he was not familiar. Julius Caesar was his favourite play. He seemed to know it by heart. At twenty-three he had been elected a delegate, and had entered Parliament at twenty-eight. It had been a life of hardship, of privation, of constant strain; but she found herself unable to pity him. It was a tale of strength, of struggle, of victory, that he told her.

Strength! The shaded lamplight fell upon his fearless kindly face with its flashing eyes and its humorous mouth. He ought to have been drinking out of a horn, not a wine glass that his well-shaped hand could have crushed by a careless pressure. In a winged helmet and a coat of mail he would have looked so much more fitly dressed than in that soft felt hat and ridiculous blue tie.

She led him to talk on about the future. She loved to hear his clear, confident voice with its touch of boyish boastfulness. What was there to stop him? Why should he not climb from power to power till he had reached the end!

And as he talked and dreamed there grew up in her heart a fierce anger. What would her own future be? She would marry probably some man of her own class, settle down to the average womans life; be allowed, like a spoilt child, to still take an interest in public affairs: hold drawing-rooms attended by cranks and political nonentities: be President, perhaps, of the local Womans Liberal League. The alternative: to spend her days glued to a desk, penning exhortations to the people that Carleton and his like might or might not allow them to read; while youth and beauty slipped away from her, leaving her one of the ten thousand other lonely, faded women, forcing themselves unwelcome into mens jobs. There came to her a sense of having been robbed of what was hers by primitive eternal law. Greyson had been right. She did love power — power to serve and shape the world. She would have earned it and used it well. She could have helped him, inspired him. They would have worked together: he the force and she the guidance. She would have supplied the things he lacked. It was to her he came for counsel, as it was. But for her he would never have taken the first step. What right had this poor brainless lump of painted flesh to share his wounds, his triumphs? What help could she give him when the time should come that he should need it?

Suddenly he broke off. What a fool Im making of myself, he said. I always was a dreamer.

She forced a laugh. Why shouldnt it come true? she asked.

They had the little garden to themselves. The million lights of Paris shone below them.

Because you wont be there, he answered, and without you I cant do it. You think Im always like I am to-night, bragging, confident. So I am when you are with me. You give me back my strength. The plans and hopes and dreams that were slipping from me come crowding round me, laughing and holding out their hands. They are like the children. They need two to care for them. I want to talk about them to someone who understands them and loves them, as I do. I want to feel they are dear to someone else, as well as to myself: that I must work for them for her sake, as well as for my own. I want someone to help me to bring them up.

There were tears in his eyes. He brushed them angrily away. Oh, I know I ought to be ashamed of myself, he said. It wasnt her fault. She wasnt to know that a hot-blooded young chap of twenty hasnt all his wits about him, any more than I was. If I had never met you, it wouldnt have mattered. Id have done my bit of good, and have stopped there, content. With you beside me — he looked away from her to where the silent city peeped through its veil of night—I might have left the world better than I found it.

The blood had mounted to her face. She drew back into the shadow, beyond the tiny sphere of light made by the little lamp.

Men have accomplished great things without a womans help, she said.

Some men, he answered. Artists and poets. They have the woman within them. Men like myself — the mere fighter: we are incomplete in ourselves. Male and female created He them. We are lost without our mate.

He was thinking only of himself. Had he no pity for her. So was she, also, useless without her mate. Neither was she of those, here and there, who can stand alone. Her task was that of the eternal woman: to make a home: to cleanse the world of sin and sorrow, make it a kinder dwelling-place for the children that should come. This man was her true helpmeet. He would have been her weapon, her dear servant; and she could have rewarded him as none other ever could. The lamplight fell upon his ruddy face, his strong white hands resting on the flimsy table. He belonged to an older order than her own. That suggestion about him of something primitive, of something not yet altogether tamed. She felt again that slight thrill of fear that so strangely excited her. A mist seemed to be obscuring all things. He seemed to be coming towards her. Only by keeping her eyes fixed on his moveless hands, still resting on the table, could she convince herself that his arms were not closing about her, that she was not being drawn nearer and nearer to him, powerless to resist.

Suddenly, out of the mist, she heard voices. The waiter was standing beside him with the bill. She reached out her hand and took it. The usual few mistakes had occurred. She explained them, good temperedly, and the waiter, with profuse apologies, went back to have it corrected.

He turned to her as the man went. Try and forgive me, he said in a low voice. It all came tumbling out before I thought what I was saying.

The blood was flowing back into her veins. Oh, it wasnt your fault, she answered. We must make the best we can of it.

He bent forward so that he could see into her eyes.

Tell me, he said. There was a note of fierce exultation in his voice. Ill promise never to speak of it again. If I had been a free man, could I have won you?

She had risen while he was speaking. She moved to him and laid her hands upon his shoulders.

Will you serve me and fight for me against all my enemies? she asked.

So long as I live, he answered.

She glanced round. There was no sign of the returning waiter. She bent over him and kissed him.

Dont come with me, she said. Theres a cab stand in the Avenue. I shall walk to Sèvres and take the train.

She did not look back.


CHAPTER XII
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SHE REACHED HOME in the evening. The Phillipss old rooms had been twice let since Christmas, but were now again empty. The McKean with his silent ways and his everlasting pipe had gone to America to superintend the production of one of his plays. The house gave her the feeling of being haunted. She had her dinner brought up to her and prepared for a long evenings work; but found herself unable to think — except on the one subject that she wanted to put off thinking about. To her relief the last post brought her a letter from Arthur. He had been called to Lisbon to look after a contract, and would be away for a fortnight. Her father was not as well as he had been.

It seemed to just fit in. She would run down and spend a few quiet days at Liverpool. In her old familiar room where the moon peeped in over the tops of the tall pines she would be able to reason things out. Perhaps her father would be able to help her. She had lost her childish conception of him as of someone prim and proper, with cut and dried formulas for all occasions. That glimpse he had shown her of himself had established a fellowship between them. He, too, had wrestled with lifes riddles, not sure of his own answers. She found him suffering from his old heart trouble, but more cheerful than she had known him for years. Arthur seemed to be doing wonders with the men. They were coming to trust him.

The difficulty I have always been up against, explained her father, has been their suspicion. Whats the cunning old rascal up to now? Whats his little game? That is always what I have felt they were thinking to themselves whenever I have wanted to do anything for them. It isnt anything he says to them. It seems to be just he, himself.

He sketched out their plans to her. It seemed to be all going in at one ear and out at the other. What was the matter with her? Perhaps she was tired without knowing it. She would get him to tell her all about it to-morrow. Also, to-morrow, she would tell him about Phillips, and ask his advice. It was really quite late. If he talked any more now, it would give her a headache. She felt it coming on.

She made her good-night extra affectionate, hoping to disguise her impatience. She wanted to get up to her own room.

But even that did not help her. It seemed in some mysterious way to be no longer her room, but the room of someone she had known and half forgotten: who would never come back. It gave her the same feeling she had experienced on returning to the house in London: that the place was haunted. The high cheval glass from her mothers dressing-room had been brought there for her use. The picture of an absurdly small child — the child to whom this room had once belonged — standing before it naked, rose before her eyes. She had wanted to see herself. She had thought that only her clothes stood in the way. If we could but see ourselves, as in some magic mirror? All the garments usage and education has dressed us up in laid aside. What was she underneath her artificial niceties, her prim moralities, her laboriously acquired restraints, her unconscious pretences and hypocrisies? She changed her clothes for a loose robe, and putting out the light drew back the curtains. The moon peeped in over the top of the tall pines, but it only stared at her, indifferent. It seemed to be looking for somebody else.

Suddenly, and intensely to her own surprise, she fell into a passionate fit of weeping. There was no reason for it, and it was altogether so unlike her. But for quite a while she was unable to control it. Gradually, and of their own accord, her sobs lessened, and she was able to wipe her eyes and take stock of herself in the long glass. She wondered for the moment whether it was really her own reflection that she saw there or that of some ghostly image of her mother. She had so often seen the same look in her mothers eyes. Evidently the likeness between them was more extensive than she had imagined. For the first time she became conscious of an emotional, hysterical side to her nature of which she had been unaware. Perhaps it was just as well that she had discovered it. She would have to keep a stricter watch upon herself. This question of her future relationship with Phillips: it would have to be thought out coldly, dispassionately. Nothing unexpected must be allowed to enter into it.

It was some time before she fell asleep. The high glass faced her as she lay in bed. She could not get away from the idea that it was her mothers face that every now and then she saw reflected there.

She woke late the next morning. Her father had already left for the works. She was rather glad to have no need of talking. She would take a long walk into the country, and face the thing squarely with the help of the cheerful sun and the free west wind that was blowing from the sea. She took the train up north and struck across the hills. Her spirits rose as she walked.

It was only the intellectual part of him she wanted — the spirit, not the man. She would be taking nothing away from the woman, nothing that had ever belonged to her. All the rest of him: his home life, the benefits that would come to her from his improved means, from his social position: all that the woman had ever known or cared for in him would still be hers. He would still remain to her the kind husband and father. What more was the woman capable of understanding? What more had she any right to demand?

It was not of herself she was thinking. It was for his works sake that she wanted to be near to him always: that she might counsel him, encourage him. For this she was prepared to sacrifice herself, give up her womans claim on life. They would be friends, comrades — nothing more. That little lurking curiosity of hers, concerning what it would be like to feel his strong arms round her, pressing her closer and closer to him: it was only a foolish fancy. She could easily laugh that out of herself. Only bad women had need to be afraid of themselves. She would keep guard for both of them. Their purity of motive, their high purpose, would save them from the danger of anything vulgar or ridiculous.

Of course they would have to be careful. There must be no breath of gossip, no food for evil tongues. About that she was determined even more for his sake than her own. It would be fatal to his career. She was quite in agreement with the popular demand, supposed to be peculiarly English, that a public mans life should be above reproach. Of what use these prophets without self-control; these social reformers who could not shake the ape out of themselves? Only the brave could give courage to others. Only through the pure could Gods light shine upon men.

It was vexing his having moved round the corner, into North Street. Why couldnt the silly woman have been content where she was. Living under one roof, they could have seen one another as often as was needful without attracting attention. Now, she supposed, she would have to be more than ever the bosom friend of Mrs. Phillips — spend hours amid that hideous furniture, surrounded by those bilious wallpapers. Of course he could not come to her. She hoped he would appreciate the sacrifice she would be making for him. Fortunately Mrs. Phillips would give no trouble. She would not even understand.

What about Hilda? No hope of hiding their secret from those sharp eyes. But Hilda would approve. They could trust Hilda. The child might prove helpful.

It cast a passing shadow upon her spirits, this necessary descent into details. It brought with it the suggestion of intrigue, of deceit: robbing the thing, to a certain extent, of its fineness. Still, what was to be done? If women were coming into public life these sort of relationships with men would have to be faced and worked out. Sex must no longer be allowed to interfere with the working together of men and women for common ends. It was that had kept the world back. They would be the pioneers of the new order. Casting aside their earthly passions, humbly with pure hearts they would kneel before Gods altar. He should bless their union.

A lark was singing. She stood listening. Higher and higher he rose, pouring out his song of worship; till the tiny, fragile body disappeared as if fallen from him, leaving his sweet soul still singing. The happy tears came to her eyes, and she passed on. She did not hear that little last faint sob with which he sank exhausted back to earth beside a hidden nest among the furrows.

She had forgotten the time. It was already late afternoon. Her long walk and the keen air had made her hungry. She had a couple of eggs with her tea at a village inn, and was fortunate enough to catch a train that brought her back in time for dinner. A little ashamed of her unresponsiveness the night before, she laid herself out to be sympathetic to her fathers talk. She insisted on hearing again all that he and Arthur were doing, opposing him here and there with criticism just sufficient to stimulate him; careful in the end to let him convince her.

These small hypocrisies were new to her. She hoped she was not damaging her character. But it was good, watching him slyly from under drawn-down lids, to see the flash of triumph that would come into his tired eyes in answer to her half-protesting: Yes, I see your point, I hadnt thought of that, her half reluctant admission that perhaps he was right, there; that perhaps she was wrong. It was delightful to see him young again, eager, boyishly pleased with himself. It seemed there was a joy she had not dreamed of in yielding victory as well as in gaining it. A new tenderness was growing up in her. How considerate, how patient, how self-forgetful he had always been. She wanted to mother him. To take him in her arms and croon over him, hushing away remembrance of the old sad days.

Folks words came back to her: And poor Jack Allway. Tell him I thank him for all those years of love and gentleness. She gave him the message.

Folk had been right. He was not offended. Dear old chap, he said. That was kind of him. He was always generous.

He was silent for a while, with a quiet look on his face.

Give him our love, he said. Tell him we came together, at the end.

It was on her tongue to ask him, as so often she had meant to do of late, what had been the cause of her mothers illness — if illness it was: what it was that had happened to change both their lives. But always something had stopped her — something ever present, ever watchful, that seemed to shape itself out of the air, bending towards her with its finger on its lips.

She stayed over the week-end; and on the Saturday, at her suggestion, they took a long excursion into the country. It was the first time she had ever asked him to take her out. He came down to breakfast in a new suit, and was quite excited. In the car his hand had sought hers shyly, and, feeling her responsive pressure, he had continued to hold it; and they had sat for a long time in silence. She decided not to tell him about Phillips, just yet. He knew of him only from the Tory newspapers and would form a wrong idea. She would bring them together and leave Phillips to make his own way. He would like Phillips when he knew him, she felt sure. He, too, was a peoples man. The torch passed down to him from his old Ironside ancestors, it still glowed. More than once she had seen it leap to flame. In congenial atmosphere, it would burn clear and steadfast. It occurred to her what a delightful solution of her problem, if later on her father could be persuaded to leave Arthur in charge of the works, and come to live with her in London. There was a fine block of flats near Chelsea Church with long views up and down the river. How happy they could be there; the drawing-room in the Adams style with wine-coloured curtains! He was a father any young woman could be proud to take about. Unconsciously she gave his hand an impulsive squeeze. They lunched at an old inn upon the moors; and the landlady, judging from his shy, attentive ways, had begun by addressing her as Madame.

You grow wonderfully like your mother, he told her that evening at dinner. There used to be something missing. But I dont feel that, now.

She wrote to Phillips to meet her, if possible, at Euston. There were things she wanted to talk to him about. There was the question whether she should go on writing for Carleton, or break with him at once. Also one or two points that were worrying her in connection with tariff reform. He was waiting for her on the platform. It appeared he, too, had much to say. He wanted her advice concerning his next speech. He had not dined and suggested supper. They could not walk about the streets. Likely enough, it was only her imagination, but it seemed to her that people in the restaurant had recognized him, and were whispering to one another: he was bound to be well known. Likewise her own appearance, she felt, was against them as regarded their desire to avoid observation. She would have to take to those mousey colours that did not suit her, and wear a veil. She hated the idea of a veil. It came from the East and belonged there. Besides, what would be the use? Unless he wore one too. Who is the veiled woman that Phillips goes about with? That is what they would ask. It was going to be very awkward, the whole thing. Viewed from the distance, it had looked quite fine. Dedicating herself to the service of Humanity was how it had presented itself to her in the garden at Meudon, the twinkling labyrinth of Paris at her feet, its sordid by-ways hidden beneath its myriad lights. She had not bargained for the dedication involving the loss of her self-respect.

They did not talk as much as they had thought they would. He was not very helpful on the Carleton question. There was so much to be said both for and against. It might be better to wait and see how circumstances shaped themselves. She thought his speech excellent. It was difficult to discover any argument against it.

He seemed to be more interested in looking at her when he thought she was not noticing. That little faint vague fear came back to her and stayed with her, but brought no quickening of her pulse. It was a fear of something ugly. She had the feeling they were both acting, that everything depended upon their not forgetting their parts. In handing things to one another, they were both of them so careful that their hands should not meet and touch.

They walked together back to Westminster and wished each other a short good-night upon what once had been their common doorstep. With her latchkey in her hand, she turned and watched his retreating figure, and suddenly a wave of longing seized her to run after him and call him back — to see his eyes light up and feel the pressure of his hands. It was only by clinging to the railings and counting till she was sure he had entered his own house round the corner and closed the door behind him, that she restrained herself.

It was a frightened face that looked at her out of the glass, as she stood before it taking off her hat.

She decided that their future meetings should be at his own house. Mrs. Phillipss only complaint was that she knocked at the door too seldom.

I dont know what I should do without you, I really dont, confessed the grateful lady. If ever I become a Prime Ministers wife, its you I shall have to thank. Youve got so much courage yourself, you can put the heart into him. I never had any pluck to spare myself.

She concluded by giving Joan a hug, accompanied by a sloppy but heartfelt kiss.

She would stand behind Phillipss chair with her fat arms round his neck, nodding her approval and encouragement; while Joan, seated opposite, would strain every nerve to keep her brain fixed upon the argument, never daring to look at poor Phillipss wretched face, with its pleading, apologetic eyes, lest she should burst into hysterical laughter. She hoped she was being helpful and inspiring! Mrs. Phillips would assure her afterwards that she had been wonderful. As for herself, there were periods when she hadnt the faintest idea about what she was talking.

Sometimes Mrs. Phillips, called away by domestic duty, would leave them; returning full of excuses just as they had succeeded in forgetting her. It was evident she was under the impression that her presence was useful to them, making it easier for them to open up their minds to one another.

Dont you be put off by his seeming a bit unresponsive, Mrs. Phillips would explain. Hes shy with women. What Im trying to do is to make him feel you are one of the family.

And dont you take any notice of me, further explained the good woman, when I seem to be in opposition, like. I chip in now and then on purpose, just to keep the ball rolling. It stirs him up, a bit of contradictoriness. You have to live with a man before you understand him.

One morning Joan received a letter from Phillips, marked immediate. He informed her that his brain was becoming addled. He intended that afternoon to give it a draught of fresh air. He would be at the Robin Hood gate in Richmond Park at three oclock. Perhaps the gods would be good to him. He would wait there for half an hour to give them a chance, anyway.

She slipped the letter unconsciously into the bosom of her dress, and sat looking out of the window. It promised to be a glorious day, and London was stifling and gritty. Surely no one but an unwholesome-minded prude could jib at a walk across a park. Mrs. Phillips would be delighted to hear that she had gone. For the matter of that, she would tell her — when next they met.

Phillips must have seen her getting off the bus, for he came forward at once from the other side of the gate, his face radiant with boyish delight. A young man and woman, entering the park at the same time, looked at them and smiled sympathetically.

Joan had no idea the park contained such pleasant by-ways. But for an occasional perambulator they might have been in the heart of the country. The fallow deer stole near to them with noiseless feet, regarding them out of their large gentle eyes with looks of comradeship. They paused and listened while a missal thrush from a branch close to them poured out his song of hope and courage. From quite a long way off they could still hear his clear voice singing, telling to the young and brave his gallant message. It seemed too beautiful a day for politics. After all, politics — one has them always with one; but the spring passes.

He saw her on to a bus at Kingston, and himself went back by train. They agreed they would not mention it to Mrs. Phillips. Not that she would have minded. The danger was that she would want to come, too; honestly thinking thereby to complete their happiness. It seemed to be tacitly understood there would be other such excursions.

The summer was propitious. Phillips knew his London well, and how to get away from it. There were winding lanes in Hertfordshire, Surrey hills and commons, deep, cool, bird-haunted woods in Buckingham. Each week there was something to look forward to, something to plan for and manoeuvre. The sense of adventure, a spice of danger, added zest. She still knocked frequently, as before, at the door of the hideously-furnished little house in North Street; but Mrs. Phillips no longer oppressed her as some old man of the sea she could never hope to shake off from her shoulders. The flabby, foolish face, robbed of its terrors, became merely pitiful. She found herself able to be quite gentle and patient with Mrs. Phillips. Even the sloppy kisses she came to bear without a shudder down her spine.

I know you are only doing it because you sympathize with his aims and want him to win, acknowledged the good lady. But I cant help feeling grateful to you. I dont feel how useless I am while Ive got you to run to.

They still discussed their various plans for the amelioration and improvement of humanity; but there seemed less need for haste than they had thought. The world, Joan discovered, was not so sad a place as she had judged it. There were chubby, rogue-eyed children; whistling lads and smiling maidens; kindly men with ruddy faces; happy mothers crooning over gurgling babies. There was no call to be fretful and vehement. They would work together in patience and in confidence. Gods sun was everywhere. It needed only that dark places should be opened up and it would enter.

Sometimes, seated on a lichened log, or on the short grass of some sloping hillside, looking down upon some quiet valley, they would find they had been holding hands while talking. It was but as two happy, thoughtless children might have done. They would look at one another with frank, clear eyes and smile.

Once, when their pathway led through a littered farm-yard, he had taken her up in his arms and carried her and she had felt a glad pride in him that he had borne her lightly as if she had been a child, looking up at her and laughing.

An old bent man paused from his work and watched them. Lean more over him, missie, he advised her. Thats the way. Many a mile Ive carried my lass like that, in flood time; and never felt her weight.

Often on returning home, not knowing why, she would look into the glass. It seemed to her that the girlhood she had somehow missed was awakening in her, taking possession of her, changing her. The lips she had always seen pressed close and firm were growing curved, leaving a little parting, as though they were not quite so satisfied with one another. The level brows were becoming slightly raised. It gave her a questioning look that was new to her. The eyes beneath were less confident. They seemed to be seeking something.

One evening, on her way home from a theatre, she met Flossie. Cant stop now, said Flossie, who was hurrying. But I want to see you: most particular. Was going to look you up. Will you be at home to-morrow afternoon at tea-time?

There was a distinct challenge in Flossies eye as she asked the question. Joan felt herself flush, and thought a moment.

Yes, she answered. Will you be coming alone?

Thats the idea, answered Flossie; a heart to heart talk between you and me, and nobody else. Half-past four. Dont forget.

Joan walked on slowly. She had the worried feeling with which, once or twice, when a schoolgirl, she had crawled up the stairs to bed after the head mistress had informed her that she would see her in her private room at eleven oclock the next morning, leaving her to guess what about. It occurred to her, in Trafalgar Square, that she had promised to take tea with the Greysons the next afternoon, to meet some big pot from America. She would have to get out of that. She felt it wouldnt do to put off Flossie.

She went to bed wakeful. It was marvellously like being at school again. What could Flossie want to see her about that was so important? She tried to pretend to herself that she didnt know. After all, perhaps it wasnt that.

But she knew that it was the instant Flossie put up her hands in order to take off her hat. Flossie always took off her hat when she meant to be unpleasant. It was her way of pulling up her sleeves. They had their tea first. They seemed both agreed that that would be best. And then Flossie pushed back her chair and sat up.

She had just the head mistress expression. Joan wasnt quite sure she oughtnt to stand. But, controlling the instinct, leant back in her chair, and tried to look defiant without feeling it.

How far are you going? demanded Flossie.

Joan was not in a comprehending mood.

If youre going the whole hog, thats something I can understand, continued Flossie. If not, youd better pull up.

What do you mean by the whole hog? requested Joan, assuming dignity.

Oh, dont come the kid, advised Flossie. If you dont mind being talked about yourself, you might think of him. If Carleton gets hold of it, hes done for.

A little bird whispers to me that Robert Phillips was seen walking across Richmond Park the other afternoon in company with Miss Joan Allway, formerly one of our contributors. Is that going to end his political career? retorted Joan with fine sarcasm.

Flossie fixed a relentless eye upon her. Hell wait till the bird has got a bit more than that to whisper to him, she suggested.

Therell be nothing more, explained Joan. So long as my friendship is of any assistance to Robert Phillips in his work, hes going to have it. What use are we going to be in politics — whats all the fuss about, if men and women mustnt work together for their common aims and help one another?

Why cant you help him in his own house, instead of wandering all about the country? Flossie wanted to know.

So I do, Joan defended herself. Im in and out there till Im sick of the hideous place. You havent seen the inside. And his wife knows all about it, and is only too glad.

Does she know about Richmond Park — and the other places? asked Flossie.

She wouldnt mind if she did, explained Joan. And you know what shes like! How can one think what ones saying with that silly, goggle-eyed face in front of one always.

Flossie, since she had become engaged, had acquired quite a matronly train of thought. She spoke kindly, with a little grave shake of her head. My dear, she said, the wife is always in the way. Youd feel just the same whatever her face was like.

Joan grew angry. If you choose to suspect evil, of course you can, she answered with hauteur. But you might have known me better. I admire the man and sympathize with him. All the things I dream of are the things he is working for. I can do more good by helping and inspiring him — she wished she had not let slip that word inspire. She knew that Flossie would fasten upon it—than I can ever accomplish by myself. And I mean to do it. She really did feel defiant, now.

I know, dear, agreed Flossie, youve both of you made up your minds it shall always remain a beautiful union of twin spirits. Unfortunately youve both got bodies — rather attractive bodies.

Well keep it off that plane, if you dont mind, answered Joan with a touch of severity.

Im willing enough, answered Flossie. But what about Old Mother Nature? Shes going to be in this, you know.

Take off your glasses, and look at it straight, she went on, without giving Joan time to reply. What is it in us that inspires men? If its only advice and sympathy hes after, whats wrong with dear old Mrs. Denton? Shes a good walker, except now and then, when shes got the lumbago. Why doesnt he get her to inspire him?

It isnt only that, explained Joan. I give him courage. I always did have more of that than is any use to a woman. He wants to be worthy of my belief in him. What is the harm if he does admire me — if a smile from me or a touch of the hand can urge him to fresh effort? Suppose he does love me—

Flossie interrupted. How about being quite frank? she suggested. Suppose we do love one another. How about putting it that way?

And suppose we do? agreed Joan, her courage rising. Why should we shun one another, as if we were both of us incapable of decency or self-control? Why must love be always assumed to make us weak and contemptible, as if it were some subtle poison? Why shouldnt it strengthen and ennoble us?

Why did the apple fall? answered Flossie. Why, when it escapes from its bonds, doesnt it soar upward? If it wasnt for the irritating law of gravity, we could skip about on the brink of precipices without danger. Things being what they are, sensible people keep as far away from the edge as possible.

Im sorry, she continued; awfully sorry, old girl. Its a bit of rotten bad luck for both of you. You were just made for one another. And Fate, knowing what was coming, bustles round and gets hold of poor, silly Mrs. Phillips so as to be able to say Yah.

Unless it all comes right in the end, she added musingly; and the poor old soul pegs out. I wouldnt give much for her liver.

Thats not bringing me up well, suggested Joan: putting those ideas into my head.

Oh, well, one cant help ones thoughts, explained Flossie. It would be a blessing all round.

They had risen. Joan folded her hands. Thank you for your scolding, maam, she said. Shall I write out a hundred lines of Greek? Or do you think it will be sufficient if I promise never to do it again?

You mean it? said Flossie. Of course you will go on seeing him — visiting them, and all that. But you wont go gadding about, so that people can talk?

Only through the bars, in future, she promised. With the gaoler between us. She put her arms round Flossie and bent her head, so that her face was hidden.

Flossie still seemed troubled. She held on to Joan.

You are sure of yourself? she asked. Were only the female of the species. We get hungry and thirsty, too. You know that, kiddy, dont you?

Joan laughed without raising her face. Yes, maam, I know that, she answered. Ill be good.

She sat in the dusk after Flossie had gone; and the laboured breathing of the tired city came to her through the open window. She had rather fancied that martyrs crown. It had not looked so very heavy, the thorns not so very alarming — as seen through the window. She would wear it bravely. It would rather become her.

Facing the mirror of the days to come, she tried it on. It was going to hurt. There was no doubt of that. She saw the fatuous, approving face of the eternal Mrs. Phillips, thrust ever between them, against the background of that hideous furniture, of those bilious wall papers — the loneliness that would ever walk with her, sit down beside her in the crowded restaurant, steal up the staircase with her, creep step by step with her from room to room — the ever unsatisfied yearning for a tender word, a kindly touch. Yes, it was going to hurt.

Poor Robert! It would be hard on him, too. She could not help feeling consolation in the thought that he also would be wearing that invisible crown.

She must write to him. The sooner it was done, the better. Half a dozen contradictory moods passed over her during the composing of that letter; but to her they seemed but the unfolding of a single thought. On one page it might have been his mother writing to him; an experienced, sagacious lady; quite aware, in spite of her affection for him, of his faults and weaknesses; solicitous that he should avoid the dangers of an embarrassing entanglement; his happiness being the only consideration of importance. On others it might have been a queen laying her immutable commands upon some loyal subject, sworn to her service. Part of it might have been written by a laughing philosopher who had learnt the folly of taking life too seriously, knowing that all things pass: that the tears of to-day will be remembered with a smile. And a part of it was the unconsidered language of a loving woman. And those were the pages that he kissed.

His letter in answer was much shorter. Of course he would obey her wishes. He had been selfish, thinking only of himself. As for his political career, he did not see how that was going to suffer by his being occasionally seen in company with one of the most brilliantly intellectual women in London, known to share his views. And he didnt care if it did. But inasmuch as she valued it, all things should be sacrificed to it. It was hers to do what she would with. It was the only thing he had to offer her.

Their meetings became confined, as before, to the little house in North Street. But it really seemed as if the gods, appeased by their submission, had decided to be kind. Hilda was home for the holidays; and her piercing eyes took in the situation at a flash. She appeared to have returned with a new-born and exacting affection for her mother, that astonished almost as much as it delighted the poor lady. Feeling sudden desire for a walk or a bus ride, or to be taken to an entertainment, no one was of any use to Hilda but her mother. Daddy had his silly politics to think and talk about. He must worry them out alone; or with the assistance of Miss Allway. That was what she was there for. Mrs. Phillips, torn between her sense of duty and fear of losing this new happiness, would yield to the childs coaxing. Often they would be left alone to discuss the nations needs uninterrupted. Conscientiously they would apply themselves to the task. Always to find that, sooner or later, they were looking at one another, in silence.

One day Phillips burst into a curious laugh. They had been discussing the problem of the smallholder. Joan had put a question to him, and with a slight start he had asked her to repeat it. But it seemed she had forgotten it.

I had to see our solicitor one morning, he explained, when I was secretary to a miners union up north. A point had arisen concerning the legality of certain payments. It was a matter of vast importance to us; but he didnt seem to be taking any interest, and suddenly he jumped up. Im sorry, Phillips, he said, but Ive got a big trouble of my own on at home — I guess you know what — and I dont seem to care a damn about yours. Youd better see Delauny, if youre in a hurry. And I did.

He turned and leant over his desk. I guess theyll have to find another leader if theyre in a hurry, he added. I dont seem able to think about turnips and cows.

Dont make me feel Ive interfered with your work only to spoil it, said Joan.

I guess Im spoiling yours, too, he answered. Im not worth it. I might have done something to win you and keep you. Im not going to do much without you.

You mean my friendship is going to be of no use to you? asked Joan.

He raised his eyes and fixed them on her with a pleading, dog-like look.

For Gods sake dont take even that away from me, he said. Unless you want me to go to pieces altogether. A crust does just keep one alive. One cant help thinking what a fine, strong chap one might be if one wasnt always hungry.

She felt so sorry for him. He looked such a boy, with the angry tears in his clear blue eyes, and that little childish quivering of the kind, strong, sulky mouth.

She rose and took his head between her hands and turned his face towards her. She had meant to scold him, but changed her mind and laid his head against her breast and held it there.

He clung to her, as a troubled child might, with his arms clasped round her, and his head against her breast. And a mist rose up before her, and strange, commanding voices seemed calling to her.

He could not see her face. She watched it herself with dim half consciousness as it changed before her in the tawdry mirror above the mantelpiece, half longing that he might look up and see it, half terrified lest he should.

With an effort that seemed to turn her into stone, she regained command over herself.

I must go now, she said in a harsh voice, and he released her.

Im afraid Im an awful nuisance to you, he said. I get these moods at times. Youre not angry with me?

No, she answered with a smile. But it will hurt me if you fail. Remember that.

She turned down the Embankment after leaving the house. She always found the river strong and restful. So it was not only bad women that needed to be afraid of themselves — even to the most high-class young woman, with letters after her name, and altruistic interests: even to her, also, the longing for the lovers clasp. Flossie had been right. Mother Nature was not to be flouted of her children — not even of her new daughters; to them, likewise, the family trait.

She would have run away if she could, leaving him to guess at her real reason — if he were smart enough. But that would have meant excuses and explanations all round. She was writing a daily column of notes for Greyson now, in addition to the weekly letter from Clorinda; and Mrs. Denton, having compromised with her first dreams, was delegating to Joan more and more of her work. She wrote to Mrs. Phillips that she was feeling unwell and would be unable to lunch with them on the Sunday, as had been arranged. Mrs. Phillips, much disappointed, suggested Wednesday; but it seemed on Wednesday she was no better. And so it drifted on for about a fortnight, without her finding the courage to come to any decision; and then one morning, turning the corner into Abingdon Street, she felt a slight pull at her sleeve; and Hilda was beside her. The child had shown an uncanny intuition in not knocking at the door. Joan had been fearing that, and would have sent down word that she was out. But it had to be faced.

Are you never coming again? asked the child.

Of course, answered Joan, when Im better. Im not very well just now. Its the weather, I suppose.

The child turned her head as they walked and looked at her. Joan felt herself smarting under that look, but persisted.

Im very much run down, she said. I may have to go away.

You promised to help him, said the child.

I cant if Im ill, retorted Joan. Besides, I am helping him. There are other ways of helping people than by wasting their time talking to them.

He wants you, said the child. Its your being there that helps him.

Joan stopped and turned. Did he send you? she asked.

No, the child answered. Mama had a headache this morning, and I slipped out. Youre not keeping your promise.

Palace Yard, save for a statuesque policeman, was empty.

How do you know that my being with him helps him? asked Joan.

You know things when you love anybody, explained the child. You feel them. You will come again, soon?

Joan did not answer.

Youre frightened, the child continued in a passionate, low voice. You think that people will talk about you and look down upon you. You oughtnt to think about yourself. You ought to think only about him and his work. Nothing else matters.

I am thinking about him and his work, Joan answered. Her hand sought Hildas and held it. There are things you dont understand. Men and women cant help each other in the way you think. They may try to, and mean no harm in the beginning, but the harm comes, and then not only the woman but the man also suffers, and his work is spoilt and his life ruined.

The small, hot hand clasped Joans convulsively.

But he wont be able to do his work if you keep away and never come back to him, she persisted. Oh, I know it. It all depends upon you. He wants you.

And I want him, if thats any consolation to you, Joan answered with a short laugh. It wasnt much of a confession. The child was cute enough to have found that out for herself. Only you see I cant have him. And theres an end of it.

They had reached the Abbey. Joan turned and they retraced their steps slowly.

I shall be going away soon, for a little while, she said. The talk had helped her to decision. When I come back I will come and see you all. And you must all come and see me, now and then. I expect I shall have a flat of my own. My father may be coming to live with me. Good-bye. Do all you can to help him.

She stooped and kissed the child, straining her to her almost fiercely. But the childs lips were cold. She did not look back.

Miss Greyson was sympathetic towards her desire for a longish holiday and wonderfully helpful; and Mrs. Denton also approved, and, to Joans surprise, kissed her; Mrs. Denton was not given to kissing. She wired to her father, and got his reply the same evening. He would be at her rooms on the day she had fixed with his travelling bag, and at her Ladyships orders. With love and many thanks, he had added. She waited till the day before starting to run round and say good-bye to the Phillipses. She felt it would be unwise to try and get out of doing that. Both Phillips and Hilda, she was thankful, were out; and she and Mrs. Phillips had tea alone together. The talk was difficult, so far as Joan was concerned. If the woman had been possessed of ordinary intuition, she might have arrived at the truth. Joan almost wished she would. It would make her own future task the easier. But Mrs. Phillips, it was clear, was going to be no help to her.

For her fathers sake, she made pretence of eagerness, but as the sea widened between her and the harbour lights it seemed as if a part of herself were being torn away from her.

They travelled leisurely through Holland and the Rhine land, and that helped a little: the new scenes and interests; and in Switzerland they discovered a delightful little village in an upland valley with just one small hotel, and decided to stay there for a while, so as to give themselves time to get their letters. They took long walks and climbs, returning tired and hungry, looking forward to their dinner and the evening talk with the few other guests on the veranda. The days passed restfully in that hidden valley. The great white mountains closed her in. They seemed so strong and clean.

It was on the morning they were leaving that a telegram was put into her hands. Mrs. Phillips was ill at lodgings in Folkestone. She hoped that Joan, on her way back, would come to see her.

She showed the telegram to her father. Do you mind, Dad, if we go straight back? she asked.

No, dear, he answered, if you wish it.

I would like to go back, she said.


CHAPTER XIII
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MRS. PHILLIPS WAS sitting up in an easy chair near the heavily-curtained windows when Joan arrived. It was a pleasant little house in the old part of the town, and looked out upon the harbour. She was startlingly thin by comparison with what she had been; but her face was still painted. Phillips would run down by the afternoon train whenever he could get away. She never knew when he was coming, so she explained; and she could not bear the idea of his finding her old and ugly. She had fought against his wish that she should go into a nursing home; and Joan, who in the course of her work upon the Nursing Times had acquired some knowledge of them as a whole, was inclined to agree with her. She was quite comfortable where she was. The landlady, according to her account, was a dear. She had sent the nurse out for a walk on getting Joans wire, so that they could have a cosy chat. She didnt really want much attendance. It was her heart. It got feeble now and then, and she had to keep very still; that was all. Joan told how her father had suffered for years from much the same complaint. So long as you were careful there was no danger. She must take things easily and not excite herself.

Mrs. Phillips acquiesced. Its turning me into a lazy-bones, she said with a smile. I can sit here by the hour, just watching the bustle. I was always one for a bit of life.

The landlady entered with Joans tea. Joan took an instinctive dislike to her. She was a large, flashy woman, wearing a quantity of cheap jewellery. Her familiarity had about it something almost threatening. Joan waited till she heard the womans heavy tread descending the stairs, before she expressed her opinion.

I think she only means to be cheerful, explained Mrs. Phillips. Shes quite a good sort, when you know her. The subject seemed in some way to trouble her, and Joan dropped it.

They watched the loading of a steamer while Joan drank her tea.

He will come this afternoon, I fancy, said Mrs. Phillips. I seem to feel it. He will be able to see you home.

Joan started. She had been thinking about Phillips, wondering what she should say to him when they met.

What does he think, she asked, about your illness?

Oh, it worries him, of course, poor dear, Mrs. Phillips answered. You see, Ive always been such a go-ahead, as a rule. But I think hes getting more hopeful. As I tell him, Ill be all right by the autumn. It was that spell of hot weather that knocked me over.

Joan was still looking out of the window. She didnt quite know what to say. The womans altered appearance had shocked her. Suddenly she felt a touch upon her hand.

Youll look after him if anything does happen, wont you? The womans eyes were pleading with her. They seemed to have grown larger. You know what I mean, dear, dont you? she continued. It will be such a comfort to me to know that its all right.

In answer the tears sprang to Joans eyes. She knelt down and put her arms about the woman.

Dont be so silly, she cried. Theres nothing going to happen. Youre going to get fat and well again; and live to see him Prime Minister.

I am getting thin, aint I? she said. I always wanted to be thin. They both laughed.

But I shant see him that, even if I do live, she went on. Hell never be that, without you. And Id be so proud to think that he would. I shouldnt mind going then, she added.

Joan did not answer. There seemed no words that would come.

You will promise, wont you? she persisted, in a whisper. Its only in case — just that I neednt worry myself.

Joan looked up. There was something in the eyes looking down upon her that seemed to be compelling her.

If youll promise to try and get better, she answered.

Mrs. Phillips stooped and kissed her. Of course, dear, she said. Perhaps I shall, now that my mind is easier.

Phillips came, as Mrs. Phillips had predicted. He was surprised at seeing Joan. He had not thought she could get back so soon. He brought an evening paper with him. It contained a paragraph to the effect that Mrs. Phillips, wife of the Rt. Hon. Robert Phillips, M.P., was progressing favourably and hoped soon to be sufficiently recovered to return to her London residence. It was the first time she had had a paragraph all to herself, headed with her name. She flushed with pleasure; and Joan noticed that, after reading it again, she folded the paper up small and slipped it into her pocket. The nurse came in from her walk a little later and took Joan downstairs with her.

She ought not to talk to more than one person at a time, the nurse explained, with a shake of the head. She was a quiet, business-like woman. She would not express a definite opinion.

Its her mental state that is the trouble, was all that she would say. She ought to be getting better. But she doesnt.

Youre not a Christian Scientist, by any chance? she asked Joan suddenly.

No, answered Joan. Surely youre not one?

I dont know, answered the woman. I believe that would do her more good than anything else. If she would listen to it. She seems to have lost all will-power.

The nurse left her; and the landlady came in to lay the table. She understood that Joan would be dining with Mr. Phillips. There was no train till the eight-forty. She kept looking at Joan as she moved about the room. Joan was afraid she would begin to talk, but she must have felt Joans antagonism for she remained silent. Once their eyes met, and the woman leered at her.

Phillips came down looking more cheerful. He had detected improvement in Mrs. Phillips. She was more hopeful in herself. They talked in low tones during the meal, as people do whose thoughts are elsewhere. It happened quite suddenly, Phillips explained. They had come down a few days after the rising of Parliament. There had been a spell of hot weather; but nothing remarkable. The first attack had occurred about three weeks ago. It was just after Hilda had gone back to school. He wasnt sure whether he ought to send for Hilda, or not. Her mother didnt want him to — not just yet. Of course, if she got worse, he would have to. What did Joan think? — did she think there was any real danger?

Joan could not say. So much depended upon the general state of health. There was the case of her own father. Of course she would always be subject to attacks. But this one would have warned her to be careful.

Phillips thought that living out of town might be better for her, in the future — somewhere in Surrey, where he could easily get up and down. He could sleep himself at the club on nights when he had to be late.

They talked without looking at one another. They did not speak about themselves.

Mrs. Phillips was in bed when Joan went up to say good-bye. Youll come again soon? she asked, and Joan promised. Youve made me so happy, she whispered. The nurse was in the room.

They discussed politics in the train. Phillips had found more support for his crusade against Carleton than he had expected. He was going to open the attack at once, thus forestalling Carletons opposition to his land scheme.

It isnt going to be the Daily This and the Daily That and the Weekly the Other all combined to down me. Im going to tell the people that its Carleton and only Carleton — Carleton here, Carleton there, Carleton everywhere, against them. Im going to drag him out into the open and make him put up his own fists.

Joan undertook to sound Greyson. She was sure Greyson would support him, in his balanced, gentlemanly way, that could nevertheless be quite deadly.

They grew less and less afraid of looking at one another as they felt that darkened room further and further behind them.

They parted at Charing Cross. Joan would write. They agreed it would be better to choose separate days for their visits to Folkestone.

She ran against Madge in the morning, and invited herself to tea. Her father had returned to Liverpool, and her own rooms, for some reason, depressed her. Flossie was there with young Halliday. They were both off the next morning to his peoples place in Devonshire, from where they were going to get married, and had come to say good-bye. Flossie put Sam in the passage and drew-to the door.

Have you seen her? she asked. How is she?

Oh, shes changed a good deal, answered Joan. But I think shell get over it all right, if shes careful.

I shall hope for the best, answered Flossie. Poor old soul, shes had a good time. Dont send me a present; and then I neednt send you one — when your time comes. Its a silly custom. Besides, Ive nowhere to put it. Shall be in a ship for the next six months. Will let you know when were back.

She gave Joan a hug and a kiss, and was gone. Joan joined Madge in the kitchen, where she was toasting buns.

I suppose shes satisfied herself that hes brainy, she laughed.

Oh, brains arent everything, answered Madge. Some of the worst rotters the world has ever been cursed with have been brainy enough — men and women. We make too much fuss about brains; just as once upon a time we did about mere brute strength, thinking that was all that was needed to make a man great. Brain is only muscle translated into civilization. Thats not going to save us.

Youve been thinking, Joan accused her. Whats put all that into your head?

Madge laughed. Mixing with so many brainy people, perhaps, she suggested; and wondering whats become of their souls.

Be good, sweet child. And let who can be clever, Joan quoted. Would that be your text?

Madge finished buttering her buns. Kant, wasnt it, she answered, who marvelled chiefly at two things: the starry firmament above him and the moral law within him. And theyre one and the same, if hed only thought it out. Its rather big to be good.

They carried their tea into the sitting-room.

Do you really think shell get over it? asked Madge. Or is it one of those things one has to say?

I think she could, answered Joan, if she would pull herself together. Its her lack of will-power thats the trouble.

Madge did not reply immediately. She was watching the rooks settling down for the night in the elm trees just beyond the window. There seemed to be much need of coming and going, of much cawing.

I met her pretty often during those months that Helen Lavery was running her round, she said at length. It always seemed to me to have a touch of the heroic, that absurd effort she was making to qualify herself, so that she might be of use to him. I can see her doing something quite big, if she thought it would help him.

The cawing of the rooks grew fainter. One by one they folded their wings.

Neither spoke for a while. Later on, they talked about the coming election. If the Party got back, Phillips would go to the Board of Trade. It would afford him a better platform for the introduction of his land scheme.

What do you gather is the general opinion? Joan asked. That he will succeed?

The general opinion seems to be that his star is in the ascendant, Madge answered with a smile; that all things are working together for his good. Its rather a useful atmosphere to have about one, that. It breeds friendship and support!

Joan looked at her watch. She had an article to finish. Madge stood on tiptoe and kissed her.

Dont think me unsympathetic, she said. No one will rejoice more than I shall if God sees fit to call you to good work. But I cant help letting fall my little tear of fellowship with the weeping.

And mind your ps and qs, she added. Youre in a difficult position. And not all the eyes watching you are friendly.

Joan bore the germ of worry in her breast as she crossed the Grays Inn Garden. It was a hard law, that of the world: knowing only winners and losers. Of course, the woman was to be pitied. No one could feel more sorry for her than Joan herself. But what had Madge exactly meant by those words: that she could see her doing something really big, if she thought it would help him? There was no doubt about her affection for him. It was almost dog-like. And the child, also! There must be something quite exceptional about him to have won the devotion of two such opposite beings. Especially Hilda. It would be hard to imagine any lengths to which Hildas blind idolatry would not lead her.

She ran down twice to Folkestone during the following week. Her visits made her mind easier. Mrs. Phillips seemed so placid, so contented. There was no suggestion of suffering, either mental or physical.

She dined with the Greysons the Sunday after, and mooted the question of the coming fight with Carleton. Greyson thought Phillips would find plenty of journalistic backing. The concentration of the Press into the hands of a few conscienceless schemers was threatening to reduce the journalist to a mere hireling, and the better-class men were becoming seriously alarmed. He found in his desk the report of a speech made by a well-known leader writer at a recent dinner of the Press Club. The man had risen to respond to the toast of his own health and had taken the opportunity to unpack his heart.

I am paid a thousand a year, so Greyson read to them, for keeping my own opinions out of my paper. Some of you, perhaps, earn more, and others less; but youre getting it for writing what youre told. If I were to be so foolish as to express my honest opinion, Id be on the street, the next morning, looking for another job.

The business of the journalist, the man had continued, is to destroy the truth, to lie, to pervert, to vilify, to fawn at the feet of Mammon, to sell his soul for his daily bread. We are the tools and vassals of rich men behind the scenes. We are the jumping-jacks. They pull the strings and we dance. Our talents, our possibilities, our lives are the property of other men.

We tried to pretend it was only one of Jacks little jokes, explained Greyson as he folded up the cutting; but it wouldnt work. It was too near the truth.

I dont see what you are going to do, commented Mary. So long as men are not afraid to sell their souls, there will always be a Devils market for them.

Greyson did not so much mind there being a Devils market, provided he could be assured of an honest market alongside, so that a man could take his choice. What he feared was the Devils steady encroachment, that could only end by the closing of the independent market altogether. His remedy was the introduction of the American trust law, forbidding any one man being interested in more than a limited number of journals.

But whats the difference, demanded Joan, between a man owning one paper with a circulation of, say, six millions; or owning six with a circulation of a million apiece? By concentrating all his energies on one, a man with Carletons organizing genius might easily establish a single journal that would cover the whole field.

Just all the difference, answered Greyson, between Pooh Bah as Chancellor of the Exchequer, or Lord High Admiral, or Chief Executioner, whichever he preferred to be, and Pooh Bah as all the Officers of State rolled into one. Pooh Bah may be a very able statesman, entitled to exert his legitimate influence. But, after all, his opinion is only the opinion of one old gentleman, with possible prejudices and preconceived convictions. The Mikado — or the people, according to locality — would like to hear the views of others of his ministers. He finds that the Lord Chancellor and the Lord Chief Justice and the Groom of the Bedchamber and the Attorney-General — the whole entire Cabinet, in short, are unanimously of the same opinion as Pooh Bah. He doesnt know its only Pooh Bah speaking from different corners of the stage. The consensus of opinion convinces him. One statesman, however eminent, might err in judgment. But half a score of statesmen, all of one mind! One must accept their verdict.

Mary smiled. But why shouldnt the good newspaper proprietor hurry up and become a multi-proprietor? she suggested. Why dont you persuade Lord Sutcliffe to buy up three or four papers, before theyre all gone?

Because I dont want the Devil to get hold of him, answered Greyson.

Youve got to face this unalterable law, he continued. That power derived from worldly sources can only be employed for worldly purposes. The power conferred by popularity, by wealth, by that ability to make use of other men that we term organization — sooner or later the man who wields that power becomes the Devils servant. So long as Kingship was merely a force struggling against anarchy, it was a holy weapon. As it grew in power so it degenerated into an instrument of tyranny. The Church, so long as it remained a scattered body of meek, lowly men, did the Lords work. Enthroned at Rome, it thundered its edicts against human thought. The Press is in danger of following precisely the same history. When it wrote in fear of the pillory and of the jail, it fought for Liberty. Now it has become the Fourth Estate, it fawns — as Jack Swinton said of it — at the feet of Mammon. My Proprietor, good fellow, allows me to cultivate my plot amid the wilderness for other purposes than those of quick returns. If he were to become a competitor with the Carletons and the Bloomfields, he would have to look upon it as a business proposition. The Devil would take him up on to the high mountain, and point out to him the kingdom of huge circulations and vast profits, whispering to him: All this will I give thee, if thou wilt fall down and worship me. I dont want the dear good fellow to be tempted.

Is it impossible, then, to combine duty and success? questioned Joan.

The combination sometimes happens, by chance, admitted Greyson. But its dangerous to seek it. It is so easy to persuade ourselves that its our duty to succeed.

But we must succeed to be of use, urged Mary. Must Gods servants always remain powerless?

Powerless to rule. Powerful only to serve, he answered. Powerful as Christ was powerful; not as Caesar was powerful — powerful as those who have suffered and have failed, leaders of forlorn hopes — powerful as those who have struggled on, despised and vilified; not as those of whom all men speak well — powerful as those who have fought lone battles and have died, not knowing their own victory. It is those that serve, not those that rule, shall conquer.

Joan had never known him quite so serious. Generally there was a touch of irony in his talk, a suggestion of aloofness that had often irritated her.

I wish you would always be yourself, as you are now, she said, and never pose.

Do I pose? he asked, raising his eyebrows.

That shows how far it has gone, she told him, that you dont even know it. You pretend to be a philosopher. But youre really a man.

He laughed. It isnt always a pose, he explained. Its some mens way of saying: Thy will be done.

Ask Phillips to come and see me, he said. I can be of more help, if I know exactly his views.

He walked with her to the bus. They passed a corner house that he had more than once pointed out to her. It had belonged, years ago, to a well-known artist, who had worked out a wonderful scheme of decoration in the drawing-room. A board was up, announcing that the house was for sale. A gas lamp, exactly opposite, threw a flood of light upon the huge white lettering.

Joan stopped. Why, its the house you are always talking about, she said. Are you thinking of taking it?

I did go over it, he answered. But it would be rather absurd for just Mary and me.

She looked up Phillips at the House, and gave him Greysons message. He had just returned from Folkestone, and was worried.

She was so much better last week, he explained. But it never lasts.

Poor old girl! he added. I believe shed have been happier if Id always remained plain Bob Phillips.

Joan had promised to go down on the Friday; but finding, on the Thursday morning, that it would be difficult, decided to run down that afternoon instead. She thought at first of sending a wire. But in Mrs. Phillipss state of health, telegrams were perhaps to be avoided. It could make no difference. The front door of the little house was standing half open. She called down the kitchen stairs to the landlady, but received no answer. The woman had probably run out on some short errand. She went up the stairs softly. The bedroom door, she knew, would be open. Mrs. Phillips had a feeling against being shut off, as she called it. She meant to tap lightly and walk straight in, as usual. But what she saw through the opening caused her to pause. Mrs. Phillips was sitting up in bed with her box of cosmetics in front of her. She was sensitive of anyone seeing her make-up; and Joan, knowing this, drew back a step. But for some reason, she couldnt help watching. Mrs. Phillips dipped a brush into one of the compartments and then remained with it in her hand, as if hesitating. Suddenly she stuck out her tongue and passed the brush over it. At least, so it seemed to Joan. It was only a side view of Mrs. Phillipss face that she was obtaining, and she may have been mistaken. It might have been the lips. The woman gave a little gasp and sat still for a moment. Then, putting away the brush, she closed the box and slipped it under the pillow.

Joan felt her knees trembling. A cold, creeping fear was taking possession of her. Why, she could not understand. She must have been mistaken. People dont make-up their tongues. It must have been the lips. And even if not — if the woman had licked the brush! It was a silly trick people do. Perhaps she liked the taste. She pulled herself together and tapped at the door.

Mrs. Phillips gave a little start at seeing her; but was glad that she had come. Phillips had not been down for two days and she had been feeling lonesome. She persisted in talking more than Joan felt was good for her. She was feeling so much better, she explained. Joan was relieved when the nurse came back from her walk and insisted on her lying down. She dropped to sleep while Joan and the nurse were having their tea.

Joan went back by the early train. She met some people at the station that she knew and travelled up with them. That picture of Mrs. Phillipss tongue just showing beyond the line of Mrs. Phillipss cheek remained at the back of her mind; but it was not until she was alone in her own rooms that she dared let her thoughts return to it.

The suggestion that was forcing itself into her brain was monstrous — unthinkable. That, never possessed of any surplus vitality, and suffering from the added lassitude of illness, the woman should have become indifferent — willing to let a life that to her was full of fears and difficulties slip peacefully away from her, that was possible. But that she should exercise thought and ingenuity — that she should have reasoned the thing out and deliberately laid her plans, calculating at every point on their success; it was inconceivable.

Besides, what could have put the idea into her head? It was laughable, the presumption that she was a finished actress, capable of deceiving everyone about her. If she had had an inkling of the truth, Joan, with every nerve on the alert, almost hoping for it, would have detected it. She had talked with her alone the day before she had left England, and the woman had been full of hopes and projects for the future.

That picture of Mrs. Phillips, propped up against the pillows, with her make-up box upon her knees was still before her when she went to bed. All night long it haunted her: whether thinking or dreaming of it, she could not tell.

Suddenly, she sat up with a stifled cry. It seemed as if a flash of light had been turned upon her, almost blinding her.

Hilda! Why had she never thought of it? The whole thing was so obvious. You ought not to think about yourself. You ought to think only of him and of his work. Nothing else matters. If she could say that to Joan, what might she not have said to her mother who, so clearly, she divined to be the incubus — the drag upon her fathers career? She could hear the childs dry, passionate tones — could see Mrs. Phillipss flabby cheeks grow white — the frightened, staring eyes. Where her father was concerned the child had neither conscience nor compassion. She had waited her time. It was a few days after Hildas return to school that Mrs. Phillips had been first taken ill.

She flung herself from the bed and drew the blind. A chill, grey light penetrated the room. It was a little before five. She would go round to Phillips, wake him up. He must be told.

With her hat in her hands, she paused. No. That would not do. Phillips must never know. They must keep the secret to themselves. She would go down and see the woman; reason with her, insist. She went into the other room. It was lighter there. The A.B.C. was standing in its usual place upon her desk. There was a train to Folkestone at six-fifteen. She had plenty of time. It would be wise to have a cup of tea and something to eat. There would be no sense in arriving there with a headache. She would want her brain clear.

It was half-past five when she sat down with her tea in front of her. It was only ten minutes walk to Charing Cross — say a quarter of an hour. She might pick up a cab. She grew calmer as she ate and drank. Her reason seemed to be returning to her. There was no such violent hurry. Hadnt she better think things over, in the clear daylight? The woman had been ill now for nearly six weeks: a few hours — a day or two — could make no difference. It might alarm the poor creature, her unexpected appearance at such an unusual hour — cause a relapse. Suppose she had been mistaken? Hadnt she better make a few inquiries first — feel her way? One did harm more often than good, acting on impulse. After all, had she the right to interfere? Oughtnt the thing to be thought over as a whole? Mightnt there be arguments, worth considering, against her interference? Her brain was too much in a whirl. Hadnt she better wait till she could collect and arrange her thoughts?

The silver clock upon her desk struck six. It had been a gift from her father when she was at Girton. It never obtruded. Its voice was a faint musical chime that she need not hear unless she cared to listen. She turned and looked at it. It seemed to be a little face looking back at her out of its two round, blinkless eyes. For the first time during all the years that it had watched beside her, she heard its quick, impatient tick.

She sat motionless, staring at it. The problem, in some way, had simplified itself into a contest between herself, demanding time to think, and the little insistent clock, shouting to her to act upon blind impulse. If she could remain motionless for another five minutes, she would have won.

The ticking of the little clock was filling the room. The thing seemed to have become alive — to be threatening to burst its heart. But the thin, delicate indicator moved on.

Suddenly its ticking ceased. It had become again a piece of lifeless mechanism. The hands pointed to six minutes past. Joan took off her hat and laid it aside.

She must think the whole thing over quietly.


CHAPTER XIV
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SHE COULD HELP him. Without her, he would fail. The woman herself saw that, and wished it. Why should she hesitate? It was not as if she had only herself to consider. The fate — the happiness of millions was at stake. He looked to her for aid — for guidance. It must have been intended. All roads had led to it. Her going to the house. She remembered now, it was the first door at which she had knocked. Her footsteps had surely been directed. Her meeting with Mrs. Phillips in Madges rooms; and that invitation to dinner, coinciding with that crisis in his life. It was she who had persuaded him to accept. But for her he would have doubted, wavered, let his opportunities slip by. He had confessed it to her.

And she had promised him. He needed her. The words she had spoken to Madge, not dreaming then of their swift application. They came back to her. God has called me. He girded His sword upon me. What right had she to leave it rusting in its scabbard, turning aside from the pathway pointed out to her because of one weak, useless life, crouching in her way. It was not as if she were being asked to do evil herself that good might come. The decision had been taken out of her hands. All she had to do was to remain quiescent, not interfering, awaiting her orders. Her business was with her own part, not with anothers. To be willing to sacrifice oneself: that was at the root of all service. Sometimes it was ones own duty, sometimes that of another. Must one never go forward because another steps out of ones way, voluntarily? Besides, she might have been mistaken. That picture, ever before her, of the woman pausing with the brush above her tongue — that little stilled gasp! It may have been but a phantasm, born of her own fevered imagination. She clung to that, desperately.

It was the task that had been entrusted to her. How could he hope to succeed without her. With her, he would be all powerful — accomplish the end for which he had been sent into the world. Society counts for so much in England. What public man had ever won through without its assistance. As Greyson had said: it is the dinner-table that rules. She could win it over to his side. That mission to Paris that she had undertaken for Mrs. Denton, that had brought her into contact with diplomatists, politicians, the leaders and the rulers, the bearers of names known and honoured in history. They had accepted her as one of themselves. She had influenced them, swayed them. That afternoon at Folks studio, where all eyes had followed her, where famous men and women had waited to attract her notice, had hung upon her words. Even at school, at college, she had always commanded willing homage. As Greyson had once told her, it was herself — her personality that was her greatest asset. Was it to be utterly wasted? There were hundreds of impersonal, sexless women, equipped for nothing else, with pens as keen if not keener than hers. That was not the talent with which she had been entrusted — for which she would have to account. It was her beauty, her power to charm, to draw after her — to compel by the mere exercise of her will. Hitherto Beauty had been content to barter itself for mere coin of the realm — for ease and luxury and pleasure. She only asked to be allowed to spend it in service. As his wife, she could use it to fine ends. By herself she was helpless. One must take the world as one finds it. It gives the unmated woman no opportunity to employ the special gifts with which God has endowed her — except for evil. As the wife of a rising statesman, she could be a force for progress. She could become another Madame Roland; gather round her all that was best of English social life; give back to it its lost position in the vanguard of thought.

She could strengthen him, give him courage. Without her, he would always remain the mere fighter, doubtful of himself. The confidence, the inspiration, necessary for leadership, she alone could bring to him. Each by themselves was incomplete. Together, they would be the whole. They would build the city of their dreams.

She seemed to have become a wandering spirit rather than a living being. She had no sense of time or place. Once she had started, hearing herself laugh. She was seated at a table, and was talking. And then she had passed back into forgetfulness. Now, from somewhere, she was gazing downward. Roofs, domes and towers lay stretched before her, emerging from a sea of shadows. She held out her arms towards them and the tears came to her eyes. The poor tired people were calling to her to join with him to help them. Should she fail them — turn deaf ears to the myriad because of pity for one useless, feeble life?

She had been fashioned to be his helpmate, as surely as if she had been made of the same bone. Nature was at one with God. Spirit and body both yearned for him. It was not position — power for herself that she craved. The marriage market — if that had been her desire: it had always been open to her. She had the gold that buys these things. Wealth, ambition: they had been offered to her — spread out temptingly before her eyes. They were always within her means, if ever she chose to purchase them. It was this man alone to whom she had ever felt drawn — this man of the people, with that suggestion about him of something primitive, untamed, causing her always in his presence that faint, compelling thrill of fear, who stirred her blood as none of the polished men of her own class had ever done. His kind, strong, ugly face: it moved beside her: its fearless, tender eyes now pleading, now commanding.

He needed her. She heard his passionate, low voice, as she had heard it in the little garden above Meudon: Because you wont be there; and without you I can do nothing. What right had this poor, worn-out shadow to stand between them, to the end? Had love and life no claims, but only weakness? She had taken all, had given nothing. It was but reparation she was making. Why stop her?

She was alone in a maze of narrow, silent streets that ended always in a high blank wall. It seemed impossible to get away from this blank wall. Whatever way she turned she was always coming back to it.

What was she to do? Drag the woman back to life against her will — lead her back to him to be a chain about his feet until the end? Then leave him to fight the battle alone?

And herself? All her world had been watching and would know. She had counted her chickens before they were dead. She had set her cap at the man, reckoning him already widowed; and his wife had come to life and snatched it from her head. She could hear the laughter — the half amused, half contemptuous pity for her rotten bad luck. She would be their standing jest, till she was forgotten.

What would life leave to her? A lonely lodging and a pot of ink that she would come to hate the smell of. She could never marry. It would be but her body that she could give to any other man. Not even for the sake of her dreams could she bring herself to that. It might have been possible before, but not now. She could have won the victory over herself, but for hope, that had kindled the smouldering embers of her passion into flame. What cunning devil had flung open this door, showing her all her hearts desire, merely that she should be called upon to slam it to in her own face?

A fierce anger blazed up in her brain. Why should she listen? Why had reason been given to us if we were not to use it — weigh good and evil in the balance and decide for ourselves where lay the nobler gain? Were we to be led hither and thither like blind children? What was right — what wrong, but what our own God-given judgment told us? Was it wrong of the woman to perform this act of self-renunciation, yielding up all things to love? No, it was great — heroic of her. It would be her cross of victory, her crown.

If the gift were noble, so also it could not be ignoble to accept it.

To reject it would be to dishonour it.

She would accept it. The wonder of it should cast out her doubts and fears. She would seek to make herself worthy of it. Consecrate it with her steadfastness, her devotion.

She thought it ended. But yet she sat there motionless.

What was plucking at her sleeve — still holding her?

Unknowing, she had entered a small garden. It formed a passage between two streets, and was left open day and night. It was but a narrow strip of rank grass and withered shrubs with an asphalte pathway widening to a circle in the centre, where stood a gas lamp and two seats, facing one another.

And suddenly it came to her that this was her Garden of Gethsemane; and a dull laugh broke from her that she could not help. It was such a ridiculous apology for Gethsemane. There was not a corner in which one could possibly pray. Only these two iron seats, one each side of the gaunt gas lamp that glared down upon them. Even the withered shrubs were fenced off behind a railing. A ragged figure sprawled upon the bench opposite to her. It snored gently, and its breath came laden with the odour of cheap whisky.

But it was her Gethsemane: the best that Fate had been able to do for her. It was here that her choice would be made. She felt that.

And there rose before her the vision of that other Garden of Gethsemane with, below it, the soft lights of the city shining through the trees; and above, clear against the starlit sky, the cold, dark cross.

It was only a little cross, hers, by comparison. She could see that. They seemed to be standing side by side. But then she was only a woman — little more than a girl. And her courage was so small. She thought He ought to know that. For her, it was quite a big cross. She wondered if He had been listening to all her arguments. There was really a good deal of sense in some of them. Perhaps He would understand. Not all His prayer had come down to us. He, too, had put up a fight for life. He, too, was young. For Him, also, life must have seemed but just beginning. Perhaps He, too, had felt that His duty still lay among the people — teaching, guiding, healing them. To Him, too, life must have been sweet with its noble work, its loving comradeship. Even from Him the words had to be wrung: Thy will, not Mine, be done.

She whispered them at last. Not bravely, at all. Feebly, haltingly, with a little sob: her forehead pressed against the cold iron seat, as if that could help her.

She thought that even then God might reconsider it — see her point of view. Perhaps He would send her a sign.

The ragged figure on the bench opposite opened its eyes, stared at her; then went to sleep again. A prowling cat paused to rub itself against her foot, but meeting no response, passed on. Through an open window, somewhere near, filtered the sound of a childs low whimpering.

It was daylight when she awoke. She was cold and her limbs ached. Slowly her senses came back to her. The seat opposite was vacant. The gas lamp showed but a faint blue point of flame. Her dress was torn, her boots soiled and muddy. Strands of her hair had escaped from underneath her hat.

She looked at her watch. Fortunately it was still early. She would be able to let herself in before anyone was up. It was but a little way. She wondered, while rearranging her hair, what day it was. She would find out, when she got home, from the newspaper.

In the street she paused a moment and looked back through the railings. It seemed even still more sordid in the daylight: the sooty grass and the withered shrubs and the asphalte pathway strewn with dirty paper. And again a laugh she could not help broke from her. Her Garden of Gethsemane!

She sent a brief letter round to Phillips, and a telegram to the nurse, preparing them for what she meant to do. She had just time to pack a small trunk and catch the morning train. At Folkestone, she drove first to a house where she herself had once lodged and fixed things to her satisfaction. The nurse was waiting for her in the downstairs room, and opened the door to her. She was opposed to Joans interference. But Joan had come prepared for that. Let me have a talk with her, she said. I think Ive found out what it is that is causing all the trouble.

The nurse shot her a swift glance. Im glad of that, she said dryly. She let Joan go upstairs.

Mrs. Phillips was asleep. Joan seated herself beside the bed and waited. She had not yet made herself up for the day and the dyed hair was hidden beneath a white, close-fitting cap. The pale, thin face with its closed eyes looked strangely young. Suddenly the thin hands clasped, and her lips moved, as if she were praying in her sleep. Perhaps she also was dreaming of Gethsemane. It must be quite a crowded garden, if only we could see it.

After a while, her eyes opened. Joan drew her chair nearer and slipped her arm in under her, and their eyes met.

Youre not playing the game, whispered Joan, shaking her head. I only promised on condition that you would try to get well.

The woman made no attempt to deny. Something told her that Joan had learned her secret. She glanced towards the door. Joan had closed it.

Dont drag me back, she whispered. Its all finished. She raised herself up and put her arms about Joans neck. It was hard at first, and I hated you. And then it came to me that this was what I had been wanting to do, all my life — something to help him, that nobody else could do. Dont take it from me.

I know, whispered Joan. Ive been there, too. I knew you were doing it, though I didnt quite know how — till the other day. I wouldnt think. I wanted to pretend that I didnt. I know all you can say. Ive been listening to it. It was right of you to want to give it all up to me for his sake. But it would be wrong of me to take it. I dont quite see why. I cant explain it. But I mustnt. So you see it would be no good.

But Im so useless, pleaded the woman.

I said that, answered Joan. I wanted to do it and I talked and talked, so hard. I said everything I could think of. But that was the only answer: I mustnt do it.

They remained for a while with their arms round one another. It struck Joan as curious, even at the time, that all feeling of superiority had gone out of her. They might have been two puzzled children that had met one another on a path that neither knew. But Joan was the stronger character.

I want you to give me up that box, she said, and to come away with me where I can be with you and take care of you until you are well.

Mrs. Phillips made yet another effort. Have you thought about him? she asked.

Joan answered with a faint smile. Oh, yes, she said. I didnt forget that argument in case it hadnt occurred to the Lord.

Perhaps, she added, the helpmate theory was intended to apply only to our bodies. There was nothing said about our souls. Perhaps God doesnt have to work in pairs. Perhaps we were meant to stand alone.

Mrs. Phillipss thin hands were playing nervously with the bed clothes. There still seemed something that she had to say. As if Joan hadnt thought of everything. Her eyes were fixed upon the narrow strip of light between the window curtains.

You dont think you could, dear, she whispered, if I didnt do anything wicked any more. But just let things take their course.

You see, dear, she went on, her face still turned away, I thought it all finished. It will be hard for me to go back to him, knowing as I do now that he doesnt want me. I shall always feel that I am in his way. And Hilda, she added after a pause, she will hate me.

Joan looked at the white patient face and was silent. What would be the use of senseless contradiction. The woman knew. It would only seem an added stab of mockery. She knelt beside the bed, and took the thin hands in hers.

I think God must want you very badly, she said, or He wouldnt have laid so heavy a cross upon you. You will come?

The woman did not answer in words. The big tears were rolling down her cheeks. There was no paint to mingle with and mar them. She drew the little metal box from under the pillow and gave it into Joans hands.

Joan crept out softly from the room.

The nurse was standing by the window. She turned sharply on Joans entrance. Joan slipped the box into her hands.

The nurse raised the lid. What a fool Ive been, she said. I never thought of that.

She held out a large strong hand and gave Joan a longish grip. Youre right, she said, we must get her out of this house at once. Forgive me.

Phillips had been called up north and wired that he would not be able to get down till the Wednesday evening. Joan met him at the station.

She wont be expecting you, just yet, she explained. We might have a little walk.

She waited till they had reached a quiet road leading to the hills.

You will find her changed, she said. Mentally, I mean. Though she will try not to show it. She was dying for your sake — to set you free. Hilda seems to have had a talk with her and to have spared her no part of the truth. Her great love for you made the sacrifice possible and even welcome. It was the one gift she had in her hands. She was giving it gladly, proudly. So far as she was concerned, it would have been kinder to let her make an end of it. But during the last few days I have come to the conclusion there is a law within us that we may not argue with. She is coming back to life, knowing you no longer want her, that she is only in the way. Perhaps you may be able to think of something to say or do that will lessen her martyrdom. I cant.

They had paused where a group of trees threw a blot of shadow across the moonlit road.

You mean she was killing herself? he asked.

Quite cleverly. So as to avoid all danger of after discovery: that might have hurt us, she answered.

They walked in silence, and coming to a road that led back into the town, he turned down it. She had the feeling she was following him without his knowing it. A cab was standing outside the gate of a house, having just discharged its fare. He seemed to have suddenly recollected her.

Do you mind? he said. We shall get there so much quicker.

You go, she said. Ill stroll on quietly.

Youre sure? he said.

I would rather, she answered.

It struck her that he was relieved. He gave the man the address, speaking hurriedly, and jumped in.

She had gone on. She heard the closing of the door behind her, and the next moment the cab passed her.

She did not see him again that night. They met in the morning at breakfast. A curious strangeness to each other seemed to have grown up between them, as if they had known one another long ago, and had half forgotten. When they had finished she rose to leave; but he asked her to stop, and, after the table had been cleared, he walked up and down the room, while she sat sideways on the window seat from where she could watch the little ships moving to and fro across the horizon, like painted figures in a show.

I had a long talk with Nan last night, he said. And, trying to explain it to her, I came a little nearer to understanding it myself. My love for you would have been strong enough to ruin both of us. I see that now. It would have dominated every other thought in me. It would have swallowed up my dreams. It would have been blind, unscrupulous. Married to you, I should have aimed only at success. It would not have been your fault. You would not have known. About mere birth I should never have troubled myself. Ive met daughters of a hundred earls — more or less: clever, jolly little women I could have chucked under the chin and have been chummy with. Nature creates her own ranks, and puts her ban upon misalliances. Every time I took you in my arms I should have felt that you had stepped down from your proper order to mate yourself with me and that it was up to me to make the sacrifice good to you by giving you power — position. Already within the last few weeks, when it looked as if this thing was going to be possible, I have been thinking against my will of a compromise with Carleton that would give me his support. This coming election was beginning to have terrors for me that I have never before felt. The thought of defeat — having to go back to comparative poverty, to comparative obscurity, with you as my wife, was growing into a nightmare. I should have wanted wealth, fame, victory, for your sake — to see you honoured, courted, envied, finely dressed and finely housed — grateful to me for having won for you these things. It wasnt honest, healthy love — the love that unites, that makes a man willing to take as well as to give, that I felt for you; it was worship that separates a man from a woman, that puts fear between them. It isnt good that man should worship a woman. He cant serve God and woman. Their interests are liable to clash. Nans my helpmate — just a loving woman that the Lord brought to me and gave me when I was alone — that I still love. I didnt know it till last night. She will never stand in my way. I havent to put her against my duty. She will leave me free to obey the voice that calls to me. And no man can hear that voice but himself.

He had been speaking in a clear, self-confident tone, as if at last he saw his road before him to the end; and felt that nothing else mattered but that he should go forward hopefully, unfalteringly. Now he paused, and his eyes wandered. But the lines about his strong mouth deepened.

Perhaps, I am not of the stuff that conquerors are made, he went on. Perhaps, if I were, I should be thinking differently. It comes to me sometimes that I may be one of those intended only to prepare the way — that for me there may be only the endless struggle. I may have to face unpopularity, abuse, failure. She wont mind.

Nor would you, he added, turning to her suddenly for the first time, I know that. But I should be afraid — for you.

She had listened to him without interrupting, and even now she did not speak for a while.

It was hard not to. She wanted to tell him that he was all wrong — at least, so far as she was concerned. It. was not the conqueror she loved in him; it was the fighter. Not in the hour of triumph but in the hour of despair she would have yearned to put her arms about him. Unpopularity, abuse, failure, it was against the fear of such that she would have guarded him. Yes, she had dreamed of leadership, influence, command. But it was the leadership of the valiant few against the hosts of the oppressors that she claimed. Wealth, honours! Would she have given up a life of ease, shut herself off from society, if these had been her standards? Mésalliance! Had the male animal no instinct, telling it when it was loved with all a womans being, so that any other union would be her degradation.

It was better for him he should think as he did. She rose and held out her hand.

I will stay with her for a little while, she said. Till I feel there is no more need. Then I must get back to work.

He looked into her eyes, holding her hand, and she felt his body trembling. She knew he was about to speak, and held up a warning hand.

Thats all, my lad, she said with a smile. My love to you, and God speed you.

Mrs. Phillips progressed slowly but steadily. Life was returning to her, but it was not the same. Out of those days there had come to her a gentle dignity, a strengthening and refining. The face, now pale and drawn, had lost its foolishness. Under the thin, white hair, and in spite of its deep lines, it had grown younger. A great patience, a child-like thoughtfulness had come into the quiet eyes.

She was sitting by the window, her hands folded. Joan had been reading to her, and the chapter finished, she had closed the book and her thoughts had been wandering. Mrs. Phillipss voice recalled them.

Do you remember that day, my dear, she said, when we went furnishing together. And I would have all the wrong things. And you let me.

Yes, answered Joan with a laugh. They were pretty awful, some of them.

I was just wondering, she went on. It was a pity, wasnt it? I was silly and began to cry.

I expect that was it, Joan confessed. It interferes with our reason at times.

It was only a little thing, of course, that, she answered. But Ive been thinking it must be that thats at the bottom of it all; and that is why God lets there be weak things — children and little animals and men and women in pain, that we feel sorry for, so that people like you and Robert and so many others are willing to give up all your lives to helping them. And that is what He wants.

Perhaps God cannot help there being weak things, answered Joan. Perhaps He, too, is sorry for them.

It comes to the same thing, doesnt it, dear? she answered. They are there, anyhow. And that is how He knows those who are willing to serve Him: by their being pitiful.

They fell into a silence. Joan found herself dreaming.

Yes, it was true. It must have been the beginning of all things. Man, pitiless, deaf, blind, groping in the darkness, knowing not even himself. And to her vision, far off, out of the mist, he shaped himself before her: that dim, first standard-bearer of the Lord, the man who first felt pity. Savage, brutish, dumb — lonely there amid the desolation, staring down at some hurt creature, man or beast it mattered not, his dull eyes troubled with a strange new pain he understood not.

And suddenly, as he stooped, there must have come a great light into his eyes.

Man had heard Gods voice across the deep, and had made answer.


CHAPTER XV
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THE YEARS THAT followed — till, like some shipwrecked swimmer to whom returning light reveals the land, she felt new life and hopes come back to her — always remained in her memory vague, confused; a jumble of events, thoughts, feelings, without sequence or connection.

She had gone down to Liverpool, intending to persuade her father to leave the control of the works to Arthur, and to come and live with her in London; but had left without broaching the subject. There were nights when she would trapse the streets till she would almost fall exhausted, rather than face the solitude awaiting her in her own rooms. But so also there were moods when, like some stricken animal, her instinct was to shun all living things. At such times his presence, for all his loving patience, would have been as a knife in her wound. Besides, he would always be there, when escape from herself for a while became an absolute necessity. More and more she had come to regard him as her comforter. Not from anything he ever said or did. Rather, it seemed to her, because that with him she felt no need of words.

The works, since Arthur had shared the management, had gradually been regaining their position; and he had urged her to let him increase her allowance.

It will give you greater freedom, he had suggested with fine assumption of propounding a mere business proposition; enabling you to choose your work entirely for its own sake. I have always wanted to take a hand in helping things on. It will come to just the same, your doing it for me.

She had suppressed a smile, and had accepted. Thanks, Dad, she had answered. It will be nice, having you as my backer.

Her admiration of the independent woman had undergone some modification since she had come in contact with her. Woman was intended to be dependent upon man. It was the part appointed to him in the social scheme. Woman had hers, no less important. Earning her own living did not improve her. It was one of the drawbacks of civilization that so many had to do it of necessity. It developed her on the wrong lines — against her nature. This cry of the unsexed: that woman must always be the paid servant instead of the helper of man — paid for being mother, paid for being wife! Why not carry it to its logical conclusion, and insist that she should be paid for her embraces? That she should share in mans labour, in his hopes, that was the true comradeship. What mattered it, who held the purse-strings!

Her room was always kept ready for her. Often she would lie there, watching the moonlight creep across the floor; and a curious feeling would come to her of being something wandering, incomplete. She would see as through a mist the passionate, restless child with the rebellious eyes to whom the room had once belonged; and later the strangely self-possessed girl with that impalpable veil of mystery around her who would stand with folded hands, there by the window, seeming always to be listening. And she, too, had passed away. The tears would come into her eyes, and she would stretch out yearning arms towards their shadowy forms. But they would only turn upon her eyes that saw not, and would fade away.

In the day-time, when Arthur and her father were at the works, she would move through the high, square, stiffly-furnished rooms, or about the great formal garden, with its ordered walks and level lawns. And as with knowledge we come to love some old, stern face our childish eyes had thought forbidding, and would not have it changed, there came to her with the years a growing fondness for the old, plain brick-built house. Generations of Allways had lived and died there: men and women somewhat narrow, unsympathetic, a little hard of understanding; but at least earnest, sincere, seeking to do their duty in their solid, unimaginative way. Perhaps there were other ways besides those of speech and pen. Perhaps one did better, keeping to ones own people; the very qualities that separated us from them being intended for their need. What mattered the colours, so that one followed the flag? Somewhere, all roads would meet.

Arthur had to be in London generally once or twice a month, and it came to be accepted that he should always call upon her and take her out. She had lost the self-sufficiency that had made roaming about London by herself a pleasurable adventure; and a newly-born fear of what people were saying and thinking about her made her shy even of the few friends she still clung to, so that his visits grew to be of the nature of childish treats to which she found herself looking forward — counting the days. Also, she came to be dependent upon him for the keeping alight within her of that little kindly fire of self-conceit at which we warm our hands in wintry days. It is not good that a young woman should remain for long a stranger to her mirror — above her frocks, indifferent to the angle of her hat. She had met the women superior to feminine vanities. Handsome enough, some of them must once have been; now sunk in slovenliness, uncleanliness, in disrespect to womanhood. It would not be fair to him. The worshipper has his rights. The goddess must remember always that she is a goddess — must pull herself together and behave as such, appearing upon her pedestal becomingly attired; seeing to it that in all things she is at her best; not allowing private grief to render her neglectful of this duty.

She had not told him of the Phillips episode. But she felt instinctively that he knew. It was always a little mysterious to her, his perception in matters pertaining to herself.

I want your love, she said to him one day. It helps me. I used to think it was selfish of me to take it, knowing I could never return it — not that love. But I no longer feel that now. Your love seems to me a fountain from which I can drink without hurting you.

I should love to be with you always, he answered, if you wished it. You wont forget your promise?

She remembered it then. No, she answered with a smile. I shall keep watch. Perhaps I shall be worthy of it by that time.

She had lost her faith in journalism as a drum for the rousing of the people against wrong. Its beat had led too often to the tricksters booth, to the cheap-jacks rostrum. It had lost its rallying power. The popular Press had made the newspaper a byword for falsehood. Even its supporters, while reading it because it pandered to their passions, tickled their vices, and flattered their ignorance, despised and disbelieved it. Here and there, an honest journal advocated a reform, pleaded for the sweeping away of an injustice. The public shrugged its shoulders. Another newspaper stunt! A bid for popularity, for notoriety: with its consequent financial kudos.

She still continued to write for Greyson, but felt she was labouring for the doomed. Lord Sutcliffe had died suddenly and his holding in the Evening Gazette had passed to his nephew, a gentleman more interested in big game shooting than in politics. Greysons support of Phillips had brought him within the net of Carletons operations, and negotiations for purchase had already been commenced. She knew that, sooner or later, Greyson would be offered the alternative of either changing his opinions or of going. And she knew that he would go. Her work for Mrs. Denton was less likely to be interfered with. It appealed only to the few, and aimed at informing and explaining rather than directly converting. Useful enough work in its way, no doubt; but to put heart into it seemed to require longer views than is given to the eyes of youth.

Besides, her pen was no longer able to absorb her attention, to keep her mind from wandering. The solitude of her desk gave her the feeling of a prison. Her body made perpetual claims upon her, as though it were some restless, fretful child, dragging her out into the streets without knowing where it wanted to go, discontented with everything it did: then hurrying her back to fling itself upon a chair, weary, but still dissatisfied.

If only she could do something. She was sick of thinking.

These physical activities into which women were throwing themselves! Where one used ones body as well as ones brain — hastened to appointments; gathered round noisy tables; met fellow human beings, argued with them, walked with them, laughing and talking; forced ones way through crowds; cheered, shouted; stood up on platforms before a sea of faces; roused applause, filling and emptying ones lungs; met interruptions with swift flash of wit or anger, faced opposition, danger — felt ones blood surging through ones veins, felt ones nerves quivering with excitement; felt the delirious thrill of passion; felt the mad joy of the loosened animal.

She threw herself into the suffrage movement. It satisfied her for a while. She had the rare gift of public speaking, and enjoyed her triumphs. She was temperate, reasonable; persuasive rather than aggressive; feeling her audience as she went, never losing touch with them. She had the magnetism that comes of sympathy. Medical students who came intending to tell her to go home and mind the baby, remained to wonder if man really was the undoubted sovereign of the world, born to look upon woman as his willing subject; to wonder whether under some unwritten whispered law it might not be the other way about. Perhaps she had the right — with or without the baby — to move about the kingdom, express her wishes for its care and management. Possibly his doubts may not have been brought about solely by the force and logic of her arguments. Possibly the voice of Nature is not altogether out of place in discussions upon Humanitys affairs.

She wanted votes for women. But she wanted them clean — won without dishonour. These monkey tricks — this apish fury and impatience! Suppose it did hasten by a few months, more or less, the coming of the inevitable. Suppose, by unlawful methods, one could succeed in dragging a reform a little prematurely from the womb of time, did not one endanger the childs health? Of what value was womans influence on public affairs going to be, if she was to boast that she had won the right to exercise it by unscrupulousness and brutality?

They were to be found at every corner: the reformers who could not reform themselves. The believers in universal brotherhood who hated half the people. The denouncers of tyranny demanding lamp-posts for their opponents. The bloodthirsty preachers of peace. The moralists who had persuaded themselves that every wrong was justified provided one were fighting for the right. The deaf shouters for justice. The excellent intentioned men and women labouring for reforms that could only be hoped for when greed and prejudice had yielded place to reason, and who sought to bring about their ends by appeals to passion and self-interest.

And the insincere, the self-seekers, the self-advertisers! Those who were in the business for even coarser profit! The lime-light lovers who would always say and do the clever, the unexpected thing rather than the useful and the helpful thing: to whom paradox was more than principle.

Ought there not to be a school for reformers, a training college where could be inculcated self-examination, patience, temperance, subordination to duty; with lectures on the fundamental laws, within which all progress must be accomplished, outside which lay confusion and explosions; with lectures on history, showing how improvements had been brought about and how failure had been invited, thus avoiding much waste of reforming zeal; with lectures on the properties and tendencies of human nature, forbidding the attempt to treat it as a sum in rule of three?

There were the others. The men and women not in the lime-light. The lone, scattered men and women who saw no flag but Pitys ragged skirt; who heard no drum but the worlds low cry of pain; who fought with feeble hands against the wrong around them; who with aching heart and troubled eyes laboured to make kinder the little space about them. The great army of the nameless reformers uncheered, unparagraphed, unhonoured. The unknown sowers of the seed. Would the reapers of the harvest remember them?

Beyond giving up her visits to the house, she had made no attempt to avoid meeting Phillips; and at public functions and at mutual friends they sometimes found themselves near to one another. It surprised her that she could see him, talk to him, and even be alone with him without its troubling her. He seemed to belong to a part of her that lay dead and buried — something belonging to her that she had thrust away with her own hands: that she knew would never come back to her.

She was still interested in his work and keen to help him. It was going to be a stiff fight. He himself, in spite of Carletons opposition, had been returned with an increased majority; but the Party as a whole had suffered loss, especially in the counties. The struggle centred round the agricultural labourer. If he could be won over the Government would go ahead with Phillipss scheme. Otherwise there was danger of its being shelved. The difficulty was the old problem of how to get at the men of the scattered villages, the lonely cottages. The only papers that they ever saw were those, chiefly of the Carleton group, that the farmers and the gentry took care should come within their reach; that were handed to them at the end of their days work as a kindly gift; given to the school children to take home with them; supplied in ample numbers to all the little inns and public-houses. In all these, Phillips was held up as their arch enemy, his proposal explained as a device to lower their wages, decrease their chances of employment, and rob them of the produce of their gardens and allotments. No arguments were used. A daily stream of abuse, misrepresentation and deliberate lies, set forth under flaming headlines, served their simple purpose. The one weekly paper that had got itself established among them, that their fathers had always taken, that dimly they had come to look upon as their one friend, Carleton had at last succeeded in purchasing. When that, too, pictured Phillipss plan as a diabolical intent to take from them even the little that they had, and give it to the loafing socialist and the bloated foreigner, no room for doubt was left to them.

He had organized volunteer cycle companies of speakers from the towns, young working-men and women and students, to go out on summer evenings and hold meetings on the village greens. They were winning their way. But it was slow work. And Carleton was countering their efforts by a hired opposition that followed them from place to place, and whose interruptions were made use of to represent the whole campaign as a fiasco.

Hes clever, laughed Phillips. Id enjoy the fight, if Id only myself to think of, and life wasnt so short.

The laugh died away and a shadow fell upon his face.

If I could get a few of the big landlords to come in on my side, he continued, it would make all the difference in the world. Theyre sensible men, some of them; and the whole thing could be carried out without injury to any legitimate interest. I could make them see that, if I could only get them quietly into a corner.

But theyre frightened of me, he added, with a shrug of his broad shoulders, and I dont seem to know how to tackle them.

Those drawing-rooms? Might not something of the sort be possible? Not, perhaps, the sumptuous salon of her imagination, thronged with the fair and famous, suitably attired. Something, perhaps, more homely, more immediately attainable. Some of the women dressed, perhaps, a little dowdily; not all of them young and beautiful. The men wise, perhaps, rather than persistently witty; a few of them prosy, maybe a trifle ponderous; but solid and influential. Mrs. Dentons great empty house in Gower Street? A central situation and near to the tube. Lords and ladies had once ruffled there; trod a measure on its spacious floors; filled its echoing stone hall with their greetings and their partings. The gaping sconces, where their link-boys had extinguished their torches, still capped its grim iron railings.

Seated in the great, sombre library, Joan hazarded the suggestion. Mrs. Denton might almost have been waiting for it. It would be quite easy. A little opening of long fastened windows; a lighting of chill grates; a little mending of moth-eaten curtains, a sweeping away of long-gathered dust and cobwebs.

Mrs. Denton knew just the right people. They might be induced to bring their sons and daughters — it might be their grandchildren, youth being there to welcome them. For Joan, of course, would play her part.

The lonely woman touched her lightly on the hand. There shot a pleading look from the old stern eyes.

You will have to imagine yourself my daughter, she said. You are taller, but the colouring was the same. You wont mind, will you?

The right people did come: Mrs. Denton being a personage that a landed gentry, rendered jumpy by the perpetual explosion of new ideas under their very feet, and casting about eagerly for friends, could not afford to snub. A kindly, simple folk, quite intelligent, some of them, as Phillips had surmised. Mrs. Denton made no mystery of why she had invited them. Why should all questions be left to the politicians and the journalists? Why should not the people interested take a hand; meet and talk over these little matters with quiet voices and attentive ears, amid surroundings where the unwritten law would restrain ladies and gentlemen from addressing other ladies and gentlemen as blood-suckers or anarchists, as grinders of the faces of the poor or as oily-tongued rogues; arguments not really conducive to mutual understanding and the bridging over of differences. The latest Russian dancer, the last new musical revue, the marvellous things that can happen at golf, the curious hands that one picks up at bridge, the eternal fox, the sacred bird! Excellent material for nine-tenths of our conversation. But the remaining tenth? Would it be such excruciatingly bad form for us to be intelligent, occasionally; say, on one or two Fridays during the season? Mrs. Denton wrapped it up tactfully; but that was her daring suggestion.

It took them aback at first. There were people who did this sort of thing. People of no class, who called themselves names and took up things. But for people of social standing to talk about serious subjects — except, perhaps, in bed to ones wife! It sounded so un-English.

With the elders it was sense of duty that prevailed. That, at all events, was English. The country must be saved. To their sons and daughters it was the originality, the novelty that gradually appealed. Mrs. Dentons Fridays became a new sensation. It came to be the chic and proper thing to appear at them in shades of mauve or purple. A pushing little woman in Hanover Street designed the Denton bodice, with hanging sleeves and square-cut neck. The younger men inclined towards a coat shaped to the waist with a roll collar.

Joan sighed. It looked as if the word had been passed round to treat the whole thing as a joke. Mrs. Denton took a different view.

Nothing better could have happened, she was of opinion. It means that their hearts are in it.

The stone hall was still vibrating to the voices of the last departed guests. Joan was seated on a footstool before the fire in front of Mrs. Dentons chair.

Its the thing that gives me greatest hope, she continued. The childishness of men and women. It means that the world is still young, still teachable.

But theyre so slow at their lessons, grumbled Joan. One repeats it and repeats it; and then, when one feels that surely now at least one has drummed it into their heads, one finds they have forgotten all that one has ever said.

Not always forgotten, answered Mrs. Denton; mislaid, it may be, for the moment. An Indian student, the son of an old Rajah, called on me a little while ago. He was going back to organize a system of education among his people. My father heard you speak when you were over in India, he told me. He has always been thinking about it. Thirty years ago it must have been, that I undertook that mission to India. I had always looked back upon it as one of my many failures.

But why leave it to his son, argued Joan. Why couldnt the old man have set about it himself, instead of wasting thirty precious years?

I should have preferred it, myself, agreed Mrs. Denton. I remember when I was a very little girl my mother longing for a tree upon the lawn underneath which she could sit. I found an acorn and planted it just in the right spot. I thought I would surprise her. I happened to be in the neighbourhood last summer, and I walked over. There was such a nice old lady sitting under it, knitting stockings. So you see it wasnt wasted.

I wouldnt mind the waiting, answered Joan, if it were not for the sorrow and the suffering that I see all round me. I want to get rid of it right away, now. I could be patient for myself, but not for others.

The little old lady straightened herself. There came a hardening of the thin, firm mouth.

And those that have gone before? she demanded. Those that have won the ground from where we are fighting. Had they no need of patience? Was the cry never wrung from their lips: How long, oh Lord, how long? Is it for us to lay aside the sword that they bequeath us because we cannot hope any more than they to see the far-off victory? Fifty years I have fought, and what, a few years hence, will my closing eyes still see but the banners of the foe still waving, fresh armies pouring to his standard?

She flung back her head and the grim mouth broke into a smile.

But Ive won, she said. Im dying further forward. Ive helped advance the line.

She put out her hands and drew Joan to her.

Let me think of you, she said, as taking my place, pushing the outposts a little further on.

Joan did not meet Hilda again till the child had grown into a woman — practically speaking. She had always been years older than her age. It was at a reception given in the Foreign Office. Joans dress had been trodden on and torn. She had struggled out of the crowd into an empty room, and was examining the damage somewhat ruefully, when she heard a voice behind her, proffering help. It was a hard, cold voice, that yet sounded familiar, and she turned.

There was no forgetting those deep, burning eyes, though the face had changed. The thin red lips still remained its one touch of colour; but the unhealthy whiteness of the skin had given place to a delicate pallor; and the features that had been indistinct had shaped themselves in fine, firm lines. It was a beautiful, arresting face, marred only by the sullen callousness of the dark, clouded eyes.

Joan was glad of the assistance. Hilda produced pins.

I always come prepared to these scrimmages, she explained. Ive got some Hazeline in my bag. They havent kicked you, have they?

No, laughed Joan. At least, I dont think so.

They do sometimes, answered Hilda, if you happen to be in the way, near the feeding troughs. If theyd only put all the refreshments into one room, one could avoid it. But they will scatter them about so that one never knows for certain whether one is in the danger zone or not. I hate a mob.

Why do you come? asked Joan.

Oh, I! answered the girl. I go everywhere where theres a chance of picking up a swell husband. Theyve got to come to these shows, they cant help themselves. One never knows what incident may give one ones opportunity.

Joan shot a glance. The girl was evidently serious.

You think it would prove a useful alliance? she suggested.

It would help, undoubtedly, the girl answered. I dont see any other way of getting hold of them.

Joan seated herself on one of the chairs ranged round the walls, and drew the girl down beside her. Through the closed door, the mingled voices of the Foreign Secretarys guests sounded curiously like the buzzing of flies.

Its quite easy, said Joan, with your beauty. Especially if youre not going to be particular. But isnt there danger of your devotion to your father leading you too far? A marriage founded on a lie — no matter for what purpose! — mustnt it degrade a woman — smirch her soul for all time? We have a right to give up the things that belong to ourselves, but not the things that belong to God: our truth, our sincerity, our cleanliness of mind and body; the things that He may one day want of us. It led you into evil once before. Dont think Im judging you. I was no better than you. I argued just as you must have done. Something stopped me just in time. That was the only difference between us.

The girl turned her dark eyes full upon Joan. What did stop you? she demanded.

Does it matter what we call it? answered Joan. It was a voice.

It told me to do it, answered the girl.

Did no other voice speak to you? asked Joan.

Yes, answered the girl. The voice of weakness.

There came a fierce anger into the dark eyes. Why did you listen to it? she demanded. All would have been easy if you hadnt.

You mean, answered Joan quietly, that if I had let your mother die and had married your father, that he and I would have loved each other to the end; that I should have helped him and encouraged him in all things, so that his success would have been certain. Is that the argument?

Didnt you love him? asked the girl, staring. Wouldnt you have helped him?

I cant tell, answered Joan. I should have meant to. Many men and women have loved, and have meant to help each other all their lives; and with the years have drifted asunder; coming even to be against one another. We change and our thoughts change; slight differences of temperament grow into barriers between us; unguessed antagonisms widen into gulfs. Accidents come into our lives. A friend was telling me the other day of a woman who practically proposed to and married a musical genius, purely and solely to be of use to him. She earned quite a big income, drawing fashions; and her idea was to relieve him of the necessity of doing pot-boilers for a living, so that he might devote his whole time to his real work. And a few weeks after they were married she ran the point of a lead pencil through her eye and it set up inflammation of her brain. And now all the poor fellow has to think of is how to make enough to pay for her keep at a private lunatic asylum. I dont mean to be flippant. Its the very absurdity of it all that makes the mystery of life — that renders it so hopeless for us to attempt to find our way through it by our own judgment. It is like the ants making all their clever, laborious plans, knowing nothing of chickens and the gardeners spade. That is why we have to cling to the life we can order for ourselves — the life within us. Truth, Justice, Pity. They are the strong things, the eternal things, the things weve got to sacrifice ourselves for — serve with our bodies and our souls.

Dont think me a prig, she pleaded. Im talking as if I knew all about it. I dont really. I grope in the dark; and now and then — at least so it seems to me — I catch a glint of light. We are powerless in ourselves. It is only God working through us that enables us to be of any use. All we can do is to keep ourselves kind and clean and free from self, waiting for Him to come to us.

The girl rose. I must be getting back, she said. Dad will be wondering where Ive got to.

She paused with the door in her hand, and a faint smile played round the thin red lips.

Tell me, she said. What is God?

A Labourer, together with man, according to Saint Paul, Joan answered.

The girl turned and went. Joan watched her as she descended the great staircase. She moved with a curious, gliding motion, pausing at times for the people to make way for her.


CHAPTER XVI
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IT WAS A summers evening; Joan had dropped in at the Greysons and had found Mary alone, Francis not having yet returned from a bachelor dinner at his uncles, who was some big pot in the Navy. They sat in the twilight, facing the open French windows, through which one caught a glimpse of the park. A great stillness seemed to be around them.

The sale and purchase of the Evening Gazette had been completed a few days before. Greyson had been offered the alternative of gradually and gracefully changing his opinions, or getting out; and had, of course, chosen dismissal. He was taking a holiday, as Mary explained with a short laugh.

He had some shares in it himself, hadnt he? Joan asked.

Oh, just enough to be of no use, Mary answered. Carleton was rather decent, so far as that part of it was concerned, and insisted on paying him a fair price. The market value would have been much less; and he wanted to be out of it.

Joan remained silent. It made her mad, that a man could be suddenly robbed of fifteen years labour: the weapon that his heart and brain had made keen wrested from his hand by a legal process, and turned against the very principles for which all his life he had been fighting.

Im almost more sorry for myself than for him, said Mary, making a whimsical grimace. He will start something else, so soon as hes got over his first soreness; but Im too old to dream of another child.

He came in a little later and, seating himself between them, filled and lighted his pipe. Looking back, Joan remembered that curiously none of them had spoken. Mary had turned at the sound of his key in the door. She seemed to be watching him intently; but it was too dark to notice her expression. He pulled at his pipe till it was well alight and then removed it.

Its war, he said.

The words made no immediate impression upon Joan. There had been rumours, threatenings and alarms, newspaper talk. But so there had been before. It would come one day: the world war that one felt was gathering in the air; that would burst like a second deluge on the nations. But it would not be in our time: it was too big. A way out would be found.

Is there no hope? asked Mary.

Yes, he answered. The hope that a miracle may happen. The Navys got its orders.

And suddenly — as years before in a Paris music hall — there leapt to life within Joans brain a little impish creature that took possession of her. She hoped the miracle would not happen. The little impish creature within her brain was marching up and down beating a drum. She wished he would stop a minute. Someone was trying to talk to her, telling her she ought to be tremendously shocked and grieved. He — or she, or whatever it was that was trying to talk to her, appeared concerned about Reason and Pity and Universal Brotherhood and Civilizations clock — things like that. But the little impish drummer was making such a din, she couldnt properly hear. Later on, perhaps, he would get tired; and then she would be able to listen to this humane and sensible person, whoever it might be.

Mary argued that England could and should keep out of it; but Greyson was convinced it would be impossible, not to say dishonourable: a sentiment that won the enthusiastic approval of the little drummer in Joans brain. He played Rule Britannia and God Save the King, the Marseillaise and the Russian National hymn, all at the same time. He would have included Deutschland über Alles, if Joan hadnt made a supreme effort and stopped him. Evidently a sporting little devil. He took himself off into a corner after a time, where he played quietly to himself; and Joan was able to join in the conversation.

Greyson spoke with an enthusiasm that was unusual to him. So many of our wars had been mean wars — wars for the wrong; sordid wars for territory, for gold mines; wars against the weak at the bidding of our traders, our financiers. Shouldering the white mans burden, we called it. Wars for the right of selling opium; wars to perpetuate the vile rule of the Turk because it happened to serve our commercial interests. This time, we were out to play the knight; to save the smaller peoples; to rescue our once sweet enemy, fair France. Russia was the disturbing thought. It somewhat discounted the knight-errant idea, riding stirrup to stirrup beside that barbarian horseman. But there were possibilities about Russia. Idealism lay hid within that sleeping brain. It would be a holy war for the Kingdom of the Peoples. With Germany freed from the monster of blood and iron that was crushing out her soul, with Russia awakened to life, we would build the United States of Europe. Even his voice was changed. Joan could almost fancy it was some excited schoolboy that was talking.

Mary had been clasping and unclasping her hands, a habit of hers when troubled. Could good ever come out of evil? That was her doubt. Did war ever do anything but sow the seeds of future violence; substitute one injustice for another; change wrong for wrong. Did it ever do anything but add to the worlds sum of evil, making Gods task the heavier?

Suddenly, while speaking, she fell into a passionate fit of weeping. She went on through her tears:

It will be terrible, she said. It will last longer than you say. Every nation will be drawn into it. There will be no voice left to speak for reason. Every day we shall grow more brutalized, more pitiless. It will degrade us, crush the soul out of us. Blood and iron! It will become our God too: the God of all the world. You say we are going into it with clean hands, this time. How long will they keep clean? The people who only live for making money: how long do you think they will remain silent? What has been all the talk of the last ten years but of capturing German trade. We shall be told that we owe it to our dead to make a profit out of them; that otherwise they will have died in vain. Who will care for the people but to use them for killing one another — to hound them on like dogs. In every country nothing but greed and hatred will be preached. Horrible men and women will write to the papers crying out for more blood, more cruelty. Everything that can make for anger and revenge will be screamed from every newspaper. Every plea for humanity will be jeered at as sickly sentimentality. Every man and woman who remembers the ideals with which we started will be shrieked at as a traitor. The people who are doing well out of it, they will get hold of the Press, appeal to the passions of the mob. Nobody else will be allowed to speak. It always has been so in war. It always will be. This will be no exception merely because its bigger. Every country will be given over to savagery. There will be no appeal against it. The whole world will sink back into the beast.

She ended by rising abruptly and wishing them good-night. Her outburst had silenced Joans impish drummer, for the time. He appeared to be nervous and depressed, but bucked up again on the way to the bus. Greyson walked with her as usual. They took the long way round by the outer circle.

Poor Mary! he said. I should not have talked before her if I had thought. Her horror of war is almost physical. She will not even read about them. It has the same effect upon her as stories of cruelty.

But theres truth in a good deal that she says, he added. War can bring out all that is best in a people; but also it brings out the worst. We shall have to take care that the ideals are not lost sight of.

I wish this wretched business of the paper hadnt come just at this time, said Joan: just when your voice is most needed.

Couldnt you get enough money together to start something quickly, she continued, the idea suddenly coming to her. I think I could help you. It wouldnt matter its being something small to begin with. So long as it was entirely your own, and couldnt be taken away from you. Youd soon work it up.

Thanks, he answered. I may ask you to later on. But just now— He paused.

Of course. For war you wanted men, to fight. She had been thinking of them in the lump: hurrying masses such as one sees on cinema screens, blurred but picturesque. Of course, when you came to think of it, they would have to be made up of individuals — gallant-hearted, boyish sort of men who would pass through doors, one at a time, into little rooms; give their name and address to a soldier man seated at a big deal table. Later on, one would say good-bye to them on crowded platforms, wave a handkerchief. Not all of them would come back. You cant make omelettes without breaking eggs, she told herself.

It annoyed her, that silly saying having come into her mind. She could see them lying there, with their white faces to the night. Surely she might have thought of some remark less idiotic to make to herself, at such a time.

He was explaining to her things about the air service. It seemed he had had experience in flying — some relation of his with whom he had spent a holiday last summer.

It would mean his getting out quickly. He seemed quite eager to be gone.

Isnt it rather dangerous work? she asked. She felt it was a footling question even as she asked it. Her brain had become stodgy.

Nothing like as dangerous as being in the Infantry, he answered. And that would be my only other alternative. Besides I get out of the drilling. He laughed. I should hate being shouted at and ordered about by a husky old sergeant.

They neither spoke again till they came to the bridge, from the other side of which the busses started.

I may not see you again before I go, he said. Look after Mary. I shall try to persuade her to go down to her aunt in Hampshire. Its rather a bit of luck, as it turns out, the paper being finished with. I shouldnt have quite known what to do.

He had stopped at the corner. They were still beneath the shadow of the trees. Quite unconsciously she put her face up; and as if it had always been the custom at their partings, he drew her to him and kissed her; though it really was for the first time.

She walked home instead of taking the bus. She wanted to think. A day or two would decide the question. She determined that if the miracle did not happen, she would go down to Liverpool. Her father was on the committee of one of the great hospitals; and she knew one or two of the matrons. She would want to be doing something — to get out to the front, if possible. Maybe, her desire to serve was not altogether free from curiosity — from the craving for adventure. Theres a spice of the man even in the best of women.

Her conscience plagued her when she thought of Mrs. Denton. For some time now, they had been very close together; and the old lady had come to depend upon her. She waited till all doubt was ended before calling to say good-bye. Mrs. Denton was seated before an old bureau that had long stood locked in a corner of the library. The drawers were open and books and papers were scattered about.

Joan told her plans. Youll be able to get along without me for a little while? she asked doubtfully.

Mrs. Denton laughed. I havent much more to do, she answered. Just tidying up, as you see; and two or three half-finished things I shall try to complete. After that, Ill perhaps take a rest.

She took from among the litter a faded photograph and handed it to Joan. Odd, she said. Ive just turned it out.

It represented a long, thin line of eminently respectable ladies and gentlemen in early Victorian costume. The men in peg-top trousers and silk stocks, the women in crinolines and poke bonnets. Among them, holding the hand of a benevolent-looking, stoutish gentleman, was a mere girl. The terminating frills of a white unmentionable garment showed beneath her skirts. She wore a porkpie hat with a feather in it.

My first public appearance, explained Mrs. Denton. I teased my father into taking me with him. We represented Great Britain and Ireland. I suppose Im the only one left.

I shouldnt have recognized you, laughed Joan. What was the occasion?

The great International Peace Congress at Paris, explained Mrs. Denton; just after the Crimean war. It made quite a stir at the time. The Emperor opened our proceedings in person, and the Pope and the Archbishop of Canterbury both sent us their blessing. We had a copy of the speeches presented to us on leaving, in every known language in Europe, bound in vellum. Im hoping to find it. And the Press was enthusiastic. There were to be Acts of Parliament, Courts of Arbitration, International Laws, Diplomatic Treaties. A Sub-Committee was appointed to prepare a special set of prayers and a Palace of Peace was to be erected. There was only one thing we forgot, and that was the foundation.

I may not be here, she continued, when the new plans are submitted. Tell them not to forget the foundation this time. Tell them to teach the children.

Joan dined at a popular restaurant that evening. She fancied it might cheer her up. But the noisy patriotism of the over-fed crowd only irritated her. These elderly, flabby men, these fleshy women, who would form the spectators, who would loll on their cushioned seats protected from the sun, munching contentedly from their well-provided baskets while listening to the dying groans rising upwards from the drenched arena. She glanced from one podgy thumb to another and a feeling of nausea crept over her.

Suddenly the band struck up God Save the King. Three commonplace enough young men, seated at a table near to her, laid down their napkins and stood up. Yes, there was something to be said for war, she felt, as she looked at their boyish faces, transfigured. Not for them Business as usual, the Capture of German Trade. Other visions those young eyes were seeing. The little imp within her brain had seized his drum again. Follow me — so he seemed to beat—I teach men courage, duty, the laying down of self. I open the gates of honour. I make heroes out of dust. Isnt it worth my price?

A figure was loitering the other side of the street when she reached home. She thought she somehow recognized it, and crossed over. It was McKean, smoking his everlasting pipe. Success having demanded some such change, he had migrated to The Albany, and she had not seen him for some time. He had come to have a last look at the house — in case it might happen to be the last. He was off to Scotland the next morning, where he intended to join up.

But are you sure its your particular duty? suggested Joan. Im told youve become a household word both in Germany and France. If we really are out to end war and establish the brotherhood of nations, the work you are doing is of more importance than even the killing of Germans. It isnt as if there wouldnt be enough without you.

To tell the truth, he answered, thats exactly what Ive been saying to myself. I shant be any good. I dont see myself sticking a bayonet into even a German. Unless he happened to be abnormally clumsy. I tried to shoot a rabbit once. I might have done it if the little beggar, instead of running away, hadnt turned and looked at me.

I should keep out of it if I were you, laughed Joan.

I cant, he answered. Im too great a coward.

An odd reason for enlisting, thought Joan.

I couldnt face it, he went on; the way people would be looking at me in trains and omnibuses; the things people would say of me, the things I should imagine they were saying; what my valet would be thinking of me. Oh, Im ashamed enough of myself. Its the artistic temperament, I suppose. We must always be admired, praised. Were not the stuff that martyrs are made of. We must for ever be kow-towing to the cackling geese around us. Were so terrified lest they should hiss us.

The street was empty. They were pacing it slowly, up and down.

Ive always been a coward, he continued. I fell in love with you the first day I met you on the stairs. But I dared not tell you.

You didnt give me that impression, answered Joan.

She had always found it difficult to know when to take him seriously and when not.

I was so afraid you would find it out, he explained.

You thought I would take advantage of it, she suggested.

One can never be sure of a woman, he answered. And it would have been so difficult. There was a girl down in Scotland, one of the village girls. It wasnt anything really. We had just been children together. But they all thought I had gone away to make my fortune so as to come back and marry her — even my mother. It would have looked so mean if after getting on I had married a fine London lady. I could never have gone home again.

But you havent married her — or have you? asked Joan.

No, he answered. She wrote me a beautiful letter that I shall always keep, begging me to forgive her, and hoping I might be happy. She had married a young farmer, and was going out to Canada. My mother will never allow her name to be mentioned in our house.

They had reached the end of the street again. Joan held out her hand with a laugh.

Thanks for the compliment, she said. Though I notice you wait till youre going away before telling me.

But quite seriously, she added, give it a little more thought — the enlisting, I mean. The world isnt too rich in kind influences. It needs men like you. Come, pull yourself together and show a little pluck. She laughed.

Ill try, he promised, but it wont be any use; I shall drift about the streets, seeking to put heart into myself, but all the while my footsteps will be bearing me nearer and nearer to the recruiting office; and outside the door some girl in the crowd will smile approval or some old fool will pat me on the shoulder and I shall sneak in and it will close behind me. It must be fine to have courage.

He wrote her two days later from Ayr, giving her the name of his regiment, and again some six months later from Flanders. But there would have been no sense in her replying to that last.

She lingered in the street by herself, a little time, after he had turned the corner. It had been a house of sorrow and disappointment to her; but so also she had dreamed her dreams there, seen her visions. She had never made much headway with her landlord and her landlady: a worthy couple, who had proved most excellent servants, but who prided themselves, to use their own expression, on knowing their place and keeping themselves to themselves. Joan had given them notice that morning, and had been surprised at the womans bursting into tears.

I felt it just the same when young Mr. McKean left us, she explained with apologies. He had been with us five years. He was like you, miss, so unpracticable. Id got used to looking after him.

Mary Greyson called on her in the morning, while she was still at breakfast. She had come from seeing Francis off by an early train from Euston. He had sent Joan a ring.

He is so afraid you may not be able to wear it — that it will not fit you, said Mary, but I told him I was sure it would.

Joan held our her hand for the letter. I was afraid he had forgotten it, she answered, with a smile.

She placed the ring on her finger and held out her hand. I might have been measured for it, she said. I wonder how he knew.

You left a glove behind you, the first day you ever came to our house, Mary explained. And I kept it.

She was following his wishes and going down into the country. They did not meet again until after the war.

Madge dropped in on her during the week and brought Flossie with her. Flossies husband, Sam, had departed for the Navy; and Niel Singleton, who had offered and been rejected for the Army, had joined a Red Cross unit. Madge herself was taking up canteen work. Joan rather expected Flossie to be in favour of the war, and Madge against it. Instead of which, it turned out the other way round. It seemed difficult to forecast opinion in this matter.

Madge thought that England, in particular, had been too much given up to luxury and pleasure. There had been too much idleness and empty laughter: Hitchicoo dances and women undressing themselves upon the stage. Even the working classes seemed to think of nothing else but cinemas and beer. She dreamed of a United Kingdom purified by suffering, cleansed by tears; its people drawn together by memory of common sacrifice; class antagonism buried in the grave where Dukes son and cooks son would lie side by side: of a new-born Europe rising from the ashes of the old. With Germany beaten, her lust of war burnt out, her hideous doctrine of Force proved to be false, the world would breathe a freer air. Passion and hatred would fall from mans eyes. The people would see one another and join hands.

Flossie was sceptical. Why hasnt it done it before? she wanted to know. Good Lord! Theres been enough of it.

Why didnt we all kiss and be friends after the Napoleonic wars? she demanded, instead of getting up Peterloo massacres, and anti-Corn Law riots, and breaking the Duke of Wellingtons windows?

All this talk of downing Militarism, she continued. Its like trying to do away with the other sort of disorderly house. You dont stamp out a vice by chivying it round the corner. When men and women have become decent there will be no more disorderly houses. But it wont come before. Suppose we do knock Militarism out of Germany, like we did out of France, not so very long ago? It will only slip round the corner into Russia or Japan. Come and settle over here, as likely as not, especially if we have a few victories and get to fancy ourselves.

Madge was of opinion that the world would have had enough of war. Not armies but whole peoples would be involved this time. The lesson would be driven home.

Oh, yes, we shall have had enough of it, agreed Flossie, by the time weve paid up. Theres no doubt of that. What about our children? Ive just left young Frank strutting all over the house and flourishing a paper knife. And the servants have had to bar the kitchen door to prevent his bursting in every five minutes and attacking them. Whats he going to say when I tell him, later on, that his father and myself have had all the war we want, and have decided there shall be no more? The old folks have had their fun. Why shouldnt I have mine? That will be his argument.

You cant do it, she concluded, unless you are prepared to keep half the worlds literature away from the children, scrap half your music, edit your museums and your picture galleries; bowdlerize your Old Testament and rewrite your histories. And then youll have to be careful for twenty-four hours a day that they never see a dog-fight.

Madge still held to her hope. God would make a wind of reason to pass over the earth. He would not smite again his people.

I wish poor dear Sam could have been kept out of it, said Flossie. She wiped her eyes and finished her tea.

Joan had arranged to leave on the Monday. She ran down to see Mary Stopperton on the Saturday afternoon. Mr. Stopperton had died the year before, and Mary had been a little hurt, divining insincerity in the condolences offered to her by most of her friends.

You didnt know him, dear, she had said to Joan. All his faults were on the outside.

She did not want to talk about the war.

Perhaps its wrong of me, she said. But it makes me so sad. And I can do nothing.

She had been busy at her machine when Joan had entered; and a pile of delicate white work lay folded on a chair beside her.

What are you making? asked Joan.

The little withered face lighted up. Guess, she said, as she unfolded and displayed a tiny garment.

I so love making them, she said. I say to myself, It will all come right. God will send more and more of His Christ babies; till at last there will be thousands and thousands of them everywhere; and their love will change the world!

Her bright eyes had caught sight of the ring upon Joans hand. She touched it with her little fragile fingers.

You will let me make one for you, dearie, wont you? she said. I feel sure it will be a little Christ baby.

Arthur was still away when she arrived home. He had gone to Norway on business. Her father was afraid he would find it difficult to get back. Telegraphic communication had been stopped, and they had had no news of him. Her father was worried. A big Government contract had come in, while many of his best men had left to enlist.

Ive fixed you up all right at the hospital, he said. It was good of you to think of coming home. Dont go away, for a bit. It was the first time he had asked anything of her.

Another fortnight passed before they heard from Arthur, and then he wrote them both from Hull. He would be somewhere in the North Sea, mine sweeping, when they read his letters. He had hoped to get a day or two to run across and say good-bye; but the need for men was pressing and he had not liked to plead excuses. The boat by which he had managed to leave Bergen had gone down. He and a few others had been picked up, but the sights that he had seen were haunting him. He felt sure his uncle would agree that he ought to be helping, and this was work for England he could do with all his heart. He hoped he was not leaving his uncle in the lurch; but he did not think the war would last long, and he would soon be back.

Dear lad, said her father, he would take the most dangerous work that he could find. But I wish he hadnt been quite so impulsive. He could have been of more use helping me with this War Office contract. I suppose he never got my letter, telling him about it.

In his letter to Joan he went further. He had received his uncles letter, so he confided to her. Perhaps she would think him a crank, but he couldnt help it. He hated this killing business, this making of machinery for slaughtering men in bulk, like they killed pigs in Chicago. Out on the free, sweet sea, helping to keep it clean from mans abominations, he would be away from it all.

She saw the vision of him that night, as, leaning from her window, she looked out beyond the pines: the little lonely ship amid the waste of waters; his beautiful, almost womanish, face, and the gentle dreamy eyes with their haunting suggestion of a shadow.

Her little drummer played less and less frequently to her as the months passed by. It didnt seem to be the war he had looked forward to. The illustrated papers continued to picture it as a sort of glorified picnic where smiling young men lolled luxuriously in cosy dug-outs, reading their favourite paper. By curious coincidence, it generally happened to be the journal publishing the photograph. Occasionally, it appeared, they came across the enemy, who then put up both hands and shouted Kamerad. But the weary, wounded men she talked to told another story.

She grew impatient of the fighters with their mouths; the savage old baldheads heroically prepared to sacrifice the last young man; the sleek, purring women who talked childish nonsense about killing every man, woman and child in Germany, but quite meant it; the shrieking journalists who had decided that their place was the home front; the press-spurred mobs, the spy hunters, chasing terrified old men and sobbing children through the streets. It was a relief to enter the quiet ward and close the door behind her. The camp-followers: the traders and pedlars, the balladmongers, and the mountebanks, the ghoulish sightseers! War brought out all that was worst in them. But the givers of their blood, the lads who suffered, who had made the sacrifice: war had taught them chivalry, manhood. She heard no revilings of hatred and revenge from those drawn lips. Patience, humour, forgiveness, they had learnt from war. They told her kindly stories even of Hans and Fritz.

The little drummer in her brain would creep out of his corner, play to her softly while she moved about among them.

One day she received a letter from Folk. He had come to London at the request of the French Government to consult with English artists on a matter he must not mention. He would not have the time, he told her, to run down to Liverpool. Could she get a couple of days leave and dine with him in London.

She found him in the uniform of a French Colonel. He had quite a military bearing and seemed pleased with himself. He kissed her hand, and then held her out at arms length.

Its wonderful how like you are to your mother, he said, I wish I were as young as I feel.

She had written him at the beginning of the war, telling him of her wish to get out to the front, and he thought that now he might be able to help her.

But perhaps youve changed your mind, he said. It isnt quite as pretty as its painted.

I want to, she answered. It isnt all curiosity. I think its time for women to insist on seeing war with their own eyes, not trust any longer to the pictures you men paint. She smiled.

But Ive got to give it up, she added. I cant leave Dad.

They were sitting in the hall of the hotel. It was the dressing hour and the place was almost empty. He shot a swift glance at her.

Arthur is still away, she explained, and I feel that he wants me. I should be worrying myself, thinking of him all alone with no one to look after him. Its the mother instinct I suppose. It always has hampered woman. She laughed.

Dear old boy, he said. He was watching her with a little smile. Im glad hes got some luck at last.

They dined in the great restaurant belonging to the hotel. He was still vastly pleased with himself as he marched up the crowded room with Joan upon his arm. He held himself upright and talked and laughed perhaps louder than an elderly gentleman should. Swaggering old beggar, he must have overheard a young sub. mutter as they passed. But he did not seem to mind it.

They lingered over the meal. Folk was a brilliant talker. Most of the men whose names were filling the newspapers had sat to him at one time or another. He made them seem quite human. Joan was surprised at the time.

Come up to my rooms, will you? he asked. Theres something I want to say to you. And then Ill walk back with you. She was staying at a small hotel off Jermyn Street.

He sat her down by the fire and went into the next room. He had a letter in his hand when he returned. Joan noticed that the envelope was written upon across the corner, but she was not near enough to distinguish the handwriting. He placed it on the mantelpiece and sat down opposite her.

So you have come to love the dear old chap, he said.

I have always loved him, Joan answered. It was he didnt love me, for a time, as I thought. But I know now that he does.

He was silent for a few moments, and then he leant across and took her hands in his.

I am going, he said, where there is just the possibility of an accident: one never knows. I wanted to be sure that all was well with you.

He was looking at the ring upon her hand.

A soldier boy? he asked.

Yes, she answered. If he comes back. There was a little catch in her voice.

I know hell come back, he said. I wont tell you why I am so sure. Perhaps you wouldnt believe. He was still holding her hands, looking into her eyes.

Tell me, he said, did you see your mother before she died. Did she speak to you?

No, Joan answered. I was too late. She had died the night before. I hardly recognized her when I saw her. She looked so sweet and young.

She loved you very dearly, he said. Better than herself. All those years of sorrow: they came to her because of that. I thought it foolish of her at the time, but now I know she was wise. I want you always to love and honour her. I wouldnt ask you if it wasnt right.

She looked at him and smiled. Its quite easy, she answered. I always see her as she lay there with all the sorrow gone from her. She looked so beautiful and kind.

He rose and took the letter from where he had placed it on the mantelpiece. He stooped and held it out above the fire and a little flame leaped up and seemed to take it from his hand.

They neither spoke during the short walk between the two hotels. But at the door she turned and held out her hands to him.

Thank you, she said, for being so kind — and wise. I shall always love and honour her.

He kissed her, promising to take care of himself.

She ran against Phillips, the next day, at one of the big stores where she was shopping. He had obtained a commission early in the war and was now a captain. He had just come back from the front on leave. The alternative had not appealed to him, of being one of those responsible for sending other men to death while remaining himself in security and comfort.

Its a matter of temperament, he said. Somebodys got to stop behind and do the patriotic speechifying. Im glad I didnt. Especially after what Ive seen.

He had lost interest in politics.

Theres something bigger coming, he said. Here everything seems to be going on much the same, but over there you feel it. Something growing silently out of all this blood and mud. I find myself wondering what the men are staring at, but when I look theres nothing as far as my field-glasses will reach but waste and desolation. And it isnt only on the faces of our own men. Its in the eyes of the prisoners too. As if they saw something. A funny ending to the war, if the people began to think.

Mrs. Phillips was running a Convalescent Home in Folkestone, he told her; and had even made a speech. Hilda was doing relief work among the ruined villages of France.

Its a new world we shall be called upon to build, he said. We must pay more heed to the foundation this time.

She seldom discussed the war with her father. At the beginning, he had dreamed with Greyson of a short and glorious campaign that should weld all classes together, and after which we should forgive our enemies and shape with them a better world. But as the months went by, he appeared to grow indifferent; and Joan, who got about twelve hours a day of it outside, welcomed other subjects.

It surprised her when one evening after dinner he introduced it himself.

What are you going to do when its over? he asked her. You wont give up the fight, will you, whatever happens? She had not known till then that he had been taking any interest in her work.

No, she answered with a laugh, no matter what happens, I shall always want to be in it.

Good lad, he said, patting her on the shoulder. It will be an ugly world that will come out of all this hate and anger. The Lord will want all the help that He can get.

And you dont forget our compact, do you? he continued, that I am to be your backer. I want to be in it too.

She shot a glance at him. He was looking at the portrait of that old Ironside Allway who had fought and died to make a nobler England, as he had dreamed. A grim, unprepossessing gentleman, unless the artist had done him much injustice, with high, narrow forehead, and puzzled, staring eyes.

She took the cigarette from her lips and her voice trembled a little.

I want you to be something more to me than that, sir, she said. I want to feel that Im an Allway, fighting for the things weve always had at heart. Ill try and be worthy of the name.

Her hand stole out to him across the table, but she kept her face away from him. Until she felt his grasp grow tight, and then she turned and their eyes met.

Youll be the last of the name, he said. Something tells me that. Im glad youre a fighter. I always prayed my child might be a fighter.

Arthur had not been home since the beginning of the war. Twice he had written them to expect him, but the little fleet of mine sweepers had been hard pressed, and on both occasions his leave had been stopped at the last moment. One afternoon he turned up unexpectedly at the hospital. It was a few weeks after the Conscription Act had been passed.

Joan took him into her room at the end of the ward, from where, through the open door, she could still keep watch. They spoke in low tones.

Its done you good, said Joan. You look every inch the jolly Jack Tar. He was hard and tanned, and his eyes were marvellously bright.

Yes, he said, I love the sea. Its clean and strong.

A fear was creeping over her. Why have you come back? she asked.

He hesitated, keeping his eyes upon the ground.

I dont suppose you will agree with me, he said. Somehow I felt I had to.

A Conscientious Objector. She might have guessed it. A Conchy, as they would call him in the Press: all the spiteful screamers who had never risked a scratch, themselves, denouncing him as a coward. The local Dogberrys of the tribunals would fire off their little stock of gibes and platitudes upon him, propound with owlish solemnity the new Christianity, abuse him and condemn him, without listening to him. Jeering mobs would follow him through the streets. More than once, of late, she had encountered such crowds made up of shrieking girls and foul-mouthed men, surging round some white-faced youngster while the well-dressed passers-by looked on and grinned.

She came to him and stood over him with her hands upon his shoulders.

Must you, dear? she said. Cant you reconcile it to yourself — to go on with your work of mercy, of saving poor folks lives?

He raised his eyes to hers. The shadow that, to her fancy, had always rested there seemed to have departed. A light had come to them.

There are more important things than saving mens bodies. You think that, dont you? he asked.

Yes, she answered. I wont try to hold you back, dear, if you think you can do that.

He caught her hands and held them.

I wanted to be a coward, he said, to keep out of the fight. I thought of the shame, of the petty persecutions — that even you might despise me. But I couldnt. I was always seeing His face before me with His beautiful tender eyes, and the blood drops on His brow. It is He alone can save the world. It is perishing for want of love; and by a little suffering I might be able to help Him. And then one night — I suppose it was a piece of driftwood — there rose up out of the sea a little cross that seemed to call to me to stretch out my hand and grasp it, and gird it to my side.

He had risen. Dont you see, he said. It is only by suffering that one can help Him. It is the sword that He has chosen — by which one day He will conquer the world. And this is such a splendid opportunity to fight for Him. It would be like deserting Him on the eve of a great battle.

She looked into his eager, hopeful eyes. Yes, it had always been so — it always would be, to the end. Not priests and prophets, but ever that little scattered band of glad sufferers for His sake would be His army. His weapon still the cross, till the victory should be won.

She glanced through the open door to where the poor, broken fellows she always thought of as her boys lay so patient, and then held out her hand to him with a smile, though the tears were in her eyes.

So youre like all the rest of them, lad, she said. Its for King and country. Good luck to you.

After the war was over and the men, released from their long terms of solitary confinement, came back to life injured in mind and body, she was almost glad he had escaped. But at the time it filled her soul with darkness.

It was one noonday. He had been down to the tribunal and his case had been again adjourned. She was returning from a lecture, and, crossing a street in the neighbourhood of the docks, found herself suddenly faced by an oncoming crowd. It was yelping and snarling, curiously suggestive of a pack of hungry wolves. A couple of young soldiers were standing back against a wall.

Better not go on, nurse, said one of them. Its some poor devil of a Conchy, I expect. Must have a damned sight more pluck than I should.

It was the fear that had been haunting her. She did not know how white she had turned.

I think it is someone I know, she said. Wont you help me?

The crowd gave way to them, and they had all but reached him. He was hatless and bespattered, but his tender eyes had neither fear nor anger in them. She reached out her arms and called to him. Another step and she would have been beside him, but at the moment a slim, laughing girl darted in front of him and slipped her foot between his legs and he went down.

She heard the joyous yell and the shrill laughter as she struggled wildly to force her way to him. And then for a moment there was a space and a man with bent body and clenched hands was rushing forward as if upon a football field, and there came a little sickening thud and then the crowd closed in again.

Her strength was gone and she could only wait. More soldiers had come up and were using their fists freely, and gradually the crowd retired, still snarling; and they lifted him up and brought him to her.

Theres a chemists shop in the next street. Wed better take him there, suggested the one who had first spoken to her. And she thanked them and followed them.

They made a bed for him with their coats upon the floor, and some of them kept guard outside the shop, while one, putting aside the frightened, useless little chemist, waited upon her, bringing things needful, while she cleansed the foulness from his smooth young face, and washed the matted blood from his fair hair, and closed the lids upon his tender eyes, and, stooping, kissed the cold, quiet lips.

There had been whispered talk among the men, and when she rose the one who had first spoken to her came forward. He was nervous and stood stiffly.

Beg pardon, nurse, he said, but weve sent for a stretcher, as the police dont seem in any hurry. Would you like us to take him. Or would it upset him, do you think, if he knew?

Thank you, she answered. He would think it kind of you, I know.

She had the feeling that he was being borne by comrades.


CHAPTER XVII
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IT WAS FROM a small operating hospital in a village of the Argonne that she first saw the war with her own eyes.

Her father had wished her to go. Arthurs death had stirred in him the old Puritan blood with its record of long battle for liberty of conscience. If war claimed to be master of a mans soul, then the new warfare must be against war. He remembered the saying of a Frenchwoman who had been through the Franco-Prussian war. Joan, on her return from Paris some years before, had told him of her, repeating her words: But, of course, it would not do to tell the truth, the old lady had said, or we should have our children growing up to hate war.

Ill be lonely and anxious till you come back, he said. But that will have to be my part of the fight.

She had written to Folk. No female nurses were supposed to be allowed within the battle zone; but under pressure of shortage the French staff were relaxing the rule, and Folk had pledged himself to her discretion. I am not doing you any kindness, he had written. You will have to share the common hardships and privations, and the danger is real. If I didnt feel instinctively that underneath your mask of sweet reasonableness you are one of the most obstinate young women God ever made, and that without me you would probably get yourself into a still worse hole, Id have refused. And then followed a list of the things she was to be sure to take with her, including a pound or two of Keatings insect powder, and a hint that it might save her trouble, if she had her hair cut short.

There was but one other woman at the hospital. It had been a farmhouse. The man and both sons had been killed during the first year of the war, and the woman had asked to be allowed to stay on. Her name was Madame Lelanne. She was useful by reason of her great physical strength. She could take up a man as he lay and carry him on her outstretched arms. It was an expressionless face, with dull, slow-moving eyes that never changed. She and Joan shared a small grenier in one of the barns. Joan had brought with her a camp bedstead; but the woman, wrapping a blanket round her, would creep into a hole she had made for herself among the hay. She never took off her clothes, except the great wooden-soled boots, so far as Joan could discover.

The medical staff consisted of a Dr. Poujoulet and two assistants. The authorities were always promising to send him more help, but it never arrived. One of the assistants, a Monsieur Dubos, a little man with a remarkably big beard, was a chemist, who, at the outbreak of the war, had been on the verge, as he made sure, of an important discovery in connection with colour photography. Almost the first question he asked Joan was could she speak German. Finding that she could, he had hurried her across the yard into a small hut where patients who had borne their operation successfully awaited their turn to be moved down to one of the convalescent hospitals at the base. Among them was a German prisoner, an elderly man, belonging to the Landwehr; in private life a photographer. He also had been making experiments in the direction of colour photography. Chance had revealed to the two men their common interest, and they had been exchanging notes. The German talked a little French, but not sufficient; and on the day of Joans arrival they had reached an impasse that was maddening to both of them. Joan found herself up against technical terms that rendered her task difficult, but fortunately had brought a dictionary with her, and was able to make them understand one another. But she had to be firm with both of them, allowing them only ten minutes together at a time. The little Frenchman would kneel by the bedside, holding the German at an angle where he could talk with least danger to his wound. It seemed that each was the very man the other had been waiting all his life to meet. They shed tears on one anothers neck when they parted, making all arrangements to write to one another.

And you will come and stay with me, persisted the little Frenchman, when this affair is finished — he made an impatient gesture with his hands. My wife takes much interest. She will be delighted.

And the big German, again embracing the little Frenchman, had promised, and had sent his compliments to Madame.

The other was a young priest. He wore the regulation Red Cross uniform, but kept his cassock hanging on a peg behind his bed. He had pretty frequent occasion to take it down. These small emergency hospitals, within range of the guns, were reserved for only dangerous cases: men whose wounds would not permit of their being carried further; and there never was much more than a sporting chance of saving them. They were always glad to find there was a priest among the staff. Often it was the first question they would ask on being lifted out of the ambulance. Even those who professed to no religion seemed comforted by the idea. He went by the title of Monsieur le Prêtre: Joan never learned his name. It was he who had laid out the little cemetery on the opposite side of the village street. It had once been an orchard, and some of the trees were still standing. In the centre, rising out of a pile of rockwork, he had placed a crucifix that had been found upon the roadside and had surrounded it with flowers. It formed the one bright spot of colour in the village; and at night time, when all other sounds were hushed, the iron wreaths upon its little crosses, swaying against one another in the wind, would make a low, clear, tinkling music. Joan would sometimes lie awake listening to it. In some way she could not explain it always brought the thought of children to her mind.

The doctor himself was a broad-shouldered, bullet-headed man, clean shaven, with close-cropped, bristly hair. He had curiously square hands, with short, squat fingers. He had been head surgeon in one of the Paris hospitals, and had been assigned his present post because of his marvellous quickness with the knife. The hospital was the nearest to a hill of great strategical importance, and the fighting in the neighbourhood was almost continuous. Often a single ambulance would bring in three or four cases, each one demanding instant attention. Dr. Poujoulet, with his hairy arms bare to the shoulder, would polish them off one after another, with hardly a moments rest between, not allowing time even for the washing of the table. Joan would have to summon all her nerve to keep herself from collapsing. At times the need for haste was such that it was impossible to wait for the anaesthetic to take effect. The one redeeming feature was the extraordinary heroism of the men, though occasionally there was nothing for it but to call in the orderlies to hold some poor fellow down, and to deafen ones ears.

One day, after a successful operation, she was tending a young sergeant. He was a well-built, handsome man, with skin as white as a womans. He watched her with curious indifference in his eyes as she busied herself, trying to make him comfortable, and did nothing to help her.

Has Mamselle ever seen a bull fight? he asked her.

No, she answered. Ive seen all the horror and cruelty I want to for the rest of my life.

Ah, he said, you would understand if you had. When one of the horses goes down gored, his entrails lying out upon the sand, you know what they do, dont you? They put a rope round him, and drag him, groaning, into the shambles behind. And once there, kind people like you and Monsieur le Médecin tend him and wash him, and put his entrails back, and sew him up again. He thinks it so kind of them — the first time. But the second! He understands. He will be sent back into the arena to be ripped up again, and again after that. This is the third time I have been wounded, and as soon as youve all patched me up and Ive got my breath again, theyll send me back into it. Mamselle will forgive my not feeling grateful to her. He gave a short laugh that brought the blood into his mouth.

The village consisted of one long straggling street, following the course of a small stream between two lines of hills. It was on one of the great lines of communication: and troops and war material passed through it, going and coming, in almost endless procession. It served also as a camp of rest. Companies from the trenches would arrive there, generally towards the evening, weary, listless, dull-eyed, many of them staggering like over-driven cattle beneath their mass of burdens. They would fling their accoutrements from them and stand in silent groups till the sergeants and corporals returned to lead them to the barns and out-houses that had been assigned to them, the houses still habitable being mostly reserved for the officers. Like those of most French villages, they were drab, plaster-covered buildings without gardens; but some of them were covered with vines, hiding their ugliness; and the village as a whole, with its groups, here and there, of fine sycamore trees and its great stone fountain in the centre, was picturesque enough. It had twice changed hands, and a part of it was in ruins. From one or two of the more solidly built houses merely the front had fallen, leaving the rooms just as they had always been: the furniture in its accustomed place, the pictures on the walls. They suggested dolls houses standing open. One wondered when the giant child would come along and close them up. The iron spire of the little church had been hit twice. It stood above the village, twisted into the form of a note of interrogation. In the churchyard many of the graves had been ripped open. Bones and skulls lay scattered about among the shattered tombstones. But, save for a couple of holes in the roof, the body was still intact, and every afternoon a faint, timid-sounding bell called a few villagers and a sprinkling of soldiers to Mass. Most of the inhabitants had fled, but the farmers and shopkeepers had remained. At intervals, the German batteries, searching round with apparent aimlessness, would drop a score or so of shells about the neighbourhood; but the peasant, with an indifference that was almost animal, would still follow his ox-drawn plough; the old, bent crone, muttering curses, still ply the hoe. The proprietors of the tiny épiceries must have been rapidly making their fortunes, considering the prices that they charged the unfortunate poilu, dreaming of some small luxury out of his five sous a day. But as one of them, a stout, smiling lady, explained to Joan, with a gesture: It is not often that one has a war.

Joan had gone out in September, and for a while the weather was pleasant. The men, wrapped up in their great-coats, would sleep for preference under the great sycamore trees. Through open doorways she would catch glimpses of picturesque groups of eager card-players, crowded round a flickering candle. From the darkness there would steal the sound of flute or zither, of voices singing. Occasionally it would be some strident ditty of the Paris music-halls, but more often it was sad and plaintive. But early in October the rains commenced and the stream became a roaring torrent, and a clammy mist lay like a white river between the wooded hills.

Mud! that seemed to be the one word with which to describe modern war. Mud everywhere! Mud ankle-deep upon the roads; mud into which you sank up to your knees the moment you stepped off it; tents and huts to which you waded through the mud, avoiding the slimy gangways on which you slipped and fell; mud-bespattered men, mud-bespattered horses, little donkeys, looking as if they had been sculptured out of mud, struggling up and down the light railways that every now and then would disappear and be lost beneath the mud; guns and wagons groaning through the mud; lorries and ambulances, that in the darkness had swerved from the straight course, overturned and lying abandoned in the mud, motor-cyclists ploughing swift furrows through the mud, rolling it back in liquid streams each side of them; staff cars rushing screaming through the mud, followed by a rushing fountain of mud; serried ranks of muddy men stamping through the mud with steady rhythm, moving through a rain of mud, rising upward from the ground; long lines of motor-buses filled with a mass of muddy humanity packed shoulder to shoulder, rumbling ever through the endless mud.

Men sitting by the roadside in the mud, gnawing at unsavoury food; men squatting by the ditches, examining their sores, washing their bleeding feet in the muddy water, replacing the muddy rags about their wounds.

A world without colour. No other colour to be seen beneath the sky but mud. The very buttons on the mens coats painted to make them look like mud.

Mud and dirt! Dirty faces, dirty hands, dirty clothes, dirty food, dirty beds; dirty interiors, from which there was never time to wash the mud; dirty linen hanging up to dry, beneath which dirty children played, while dirty women scolded. Filth and desolation all around. Shattered farmsteads half buried in the mud; shattered gardens trampled into mud. A weary land of foulness, breeding foulness; tangled wire the only harvest of the fields; mile after mile of gaping holes, filled with muddy water; stinking carcases of dead horses; birds of prey clinging to broken fences, flapping their great wings.

A land where man died, and vermin increased and multiplied. Vermin on your body, vermin in your head, vermin in your food, vermin waiting for you in your bed; vermin the only thing that throve, the only thing that looked at you with bright eyes; vermin the only thing to which the joy of life had still been left.

Joan had found a liking gradually growing up in her for the quick-moving, curt-tongued doctor. She had dismissed him at first as a mere butcher: his brutal haste, his indifference apparently to the suffering he was causing, his great, strong, hairy hands, with their squat fingers, his cold grey eyes. But she learnt as time went by, that his callousness was a thing that he put on at the same time that he tied his white apron round his waist, and rolled up his sleeves.

She was resting, after a morning of grim work, on a bench outside the hospital, struggling with clenched, quivering hands against a craving to fling herself upon the ground and sob. And he had found her there; and had sat down beside her.

So you wanted to see it with your own eyes, he said. He laid his hand upon her shoulder, and she had some difficulty in not catching hold of him and clinging to him. She was feeling absurdly womanish just at that moment.

Yes, she answered. And Im glad that I did it, she added, defiantly.

So am I, he said. Tell your children what you have seen. Tell other women.

Its you women that make war, he continued. Oh, I dont mean that you do it on purpose, but its in your blood. It comes from the days when to live it was needful to kill. When a man who was swift and strong to kill was the only thing that could save a woman and her brood. Every other man that crept towards them through the grass was an enemy, and her only hope was that her man might kill him, while she watched and waited. And later came the tribe; and instead of the one man creeping through the grass, the everlasting warfare was against all other tribes. So you loved only the men ever ready and willing to fight, lest you and your children should be carried into slavery: then it was the only way. You brought up your boys to be fighters. You told them stories of their gallant sires. You sang to them the songs of battle: the glory of killing and of conquering. You have never unlearnt the lesson. Man has learnt comradeship — would have travelled further but for you. But woman is still primitive. She would still have her man the hater and the killer. To the woman the world has never changed.

Tell the other women, he said. Open their eyes. Tell them of their sons that you have seen dead and dying in the foolish quarrel for which there was no need. Tell them of the foulness, of the cruelty, of the senselessness of it all. Set the women against War. That is the only way to end it.

It was a morning or two later that, knocking at the door of her loft, he asked her if she would care to come with him to the trenches. He had brought an outfit for her which he handed to her with a grin. She had followed Folks advice and had cut her hair; and when she appeared before him for inspection in trousers and overcoat, the collar turned up about her neck, and reaching to her helmet, he had laughingly pronounced the experiment safe.

A motor carried them to where the road ended, and from there, a little one-horse ambulance took them on to almost the last trees of the forest. There was no life to be seen anywhere. During the last mile, they had passed through a continuous double line of graves; here and there a group of tiny crosses keeping one another company; others standing singly, looking strangely lonesome amid the torn-up earth and shattered trees. But even these had ceased. Death itself seemed to have been frightened away from this terror-haunted desert.

Looking down, she could see thin wreaths of smoke, rising from the ground. From underneath her feet there came a low, faint, ceaseless murmur.

Quick, said the doctor. He pushed her in front of him, and she almost fell down a flight of mud-covered steps that led into the earth. She found herself in a long, low gallery, lighted by a dim oil lamp, suspended from the blackened roof. A shelf ran along one side of it, covered with straw. Three men lay there. The straw was soaked with their blood. They had been brought in the night before by the stretcher-bearers. A young surgeon was rearranging their splints and bandages, and redressing their wounds. They would lie there for another hour or so, and then start for their twenty kilometre drive over shell-ridden roads to one or another of the great hospitals at the base. While she was there, two more cases were brought in. The doctor gave but a glance at the first one and then made a sign; and the bearers passed on with him to the further end of the gallery. He seemed to understand, for he gave a low, despairing cry and the tears sprang to his eyes. He was but a boy. The other had a foot torn off. One of the orderlies gave him two round pieces of wood to hold in his hands while the young surgeon cut away the hanging flesh and bound up the stump.

The doctor had been whispering to one of the bearers. He had the face of an old man, but his shoulders were broad and he looked sturdy. He nodded, and beckoned Joan to follow him up the slippery steps.

It is breakfast time, he explained, as they emerged into the air. We leave each other alone for half an hour — even the snipers. But we must be careful. She followed in his footsteps, stooping so low that her hands could have touched the ground. They had to be sure that they did not step off the narrow track marked with white stones, lest they should be drowned in the mud. They passed the head of a dead horse. It looked as if it had been cut off and laid there; the body was below it in the mud.

They spoke in whispers, and Joan at first had made an effort to disguise her voice. But her conductor had smiled. They shall be called the brothers and the sisters of the Lord, he had said. Mademoiselle is brave for her Brothers sake. He was a priest. There were many priests among the stretcher-bearers.

Crouching close to the ground, behind the spreading roots of a giant oak, she raised her eyes. Before her lay a sea of smooth, soft mud nearly a mile wide. From the centre rose a solitary tree, from which all had been shot away but two bare branches like outstretched arms above the silence. Beyond, the hills rose again. There was something unearthly in the silence that seemed to brood above that sea of mud. The old priest told her of the living men, French and German, who had stood there day and night sunk in it up to their waists, screaming hour after hour, and waving their arms, sinking into it lower and lower, none able to help them: until at last only their screaming heads were left, and after a time these, too, would disappear: and the silence come again.

She saw the ditches, like long graves dug for the living, where the weary, listless men stood knee-deep in mud, hoping for wounds that would relieve them from the ghastly monotony of their existence; the holes of muddy water where the dead things lay, to which they crept out in the night to wash a little of the filth from their clammy bodies and their stinking clothes; the holes dug out of the mud in which they ate and slept and lived year after year: till brain and heart and soul seemed to have died out of them, and they remembered with an effort that they once were men.

* * * * *

After a time, the care of the convalescents passed almost entirely into Joans hands, Madame Lelanne being told off to assist her. By dint of much persistence she had succeeded in getting the leaky roof repaired, and in place of the smoky stove that had long been her despair she had one night procured a fine calorifère by the simple process of stealing it. Madame Lelanne had heard about it from the gossips. It had been brought to a lonely house at the end of the village by a major of engineers. He had returned to the trenches the day before, and the place for the time being was empty. The thieves were never discovered. The sentry was positive that no one had passed him but two women, one of them carrying a baby. Madame Lelanne had dressed it up in a childs cloak and hood, and had carried it in her arms. As it must have weighed nearly a couple of hundred-weight suspicion had not attached to them.

Space did not allow of any separation; broken Frenchmen and broken Germans would often lie side by side. Joan would wonder, with a grim smile to herself, what the patriotic Press of the different countries would have thought had they been there to have overheard the conversations. Neither France nor Germany appeared to be the enemy, but a thing called They, a mysterious power that worked its will upon them both from a place they always spoke of as Back there. One day the talk fell on courage. A young French soldier was holding forth when Joan entered the hut.

It makes me laugh, he was saying, all this newspaper talk. Every nation, properly led, fights bravely. It is the male instinct. Women go into hysterics about it, because it has not been given them. I have the Croix de Guerre with all three leaves, and I havent half the courage of my dog, who weighs twelve kilos, and would face a regiment by himself. Why, a game cock has got more than the best of us. Its the man who doesnt think, who cant think, who has the most courage — who imagines nothing, but just goes forward with his head down, like a bull. There is, of course, a real courage. When you are by yourself, and have to do something in cold blood. But the courage required for rushing forward, shouting and yelling with a lot of other fellows — why, it would take a hundred times more pluck to turn back.

They know that, chimed in the man lying next to him; or they would not drug us. Why, when we stormed La Haye I knew nothing until an ugly-looking German spat a pint of blood into my face and woke me up.

A middle-aged sergeant, who had a wound in the stomach and was sitting up in his bed, looked across. There was a line of Germans came upon us, he said, at Bras. I thought I must be suffering from a nightmare when I saw them. They had thrown away their rifles and had all joined hands. They came dancing towards us just like a row of ballet girls. They were shrieking and laughing, and they never attempted to do anything. We just waited until they were close up and then shot them down. It was like killing a lot of kids who had come to have a game with us. The one I potted got his arms round me before he coughed himself out, calling me his liebe Elsa, and wanting to kiss me. Lord! You can guess how the Boche ink-slingers spread themselves over that business: Sonderbar! Colossal! Unvergessliche Helden. Poor devils!

Theyll give us ginger before it is over, said another. He had had both his lips torn away, and appeared to be always laughing. Stuff it into us as if we were horses at a fair. That will make us run forward, right enough.

Oh, come, struck in a youngster who was lying perfectly flat, face downwards on his bed: it was the position in which he could breathe easiest. He raised his head a couple of inches and twisted it round so as to get his mouth free. It isnt as bad as all that. Why, the Thirty-third swarmed into Fort Malmaison of their own accord, though twas like jumping into a boiling furnace, and held it for three days against pretty nearly a division. There werent a dozen of them left when we relieved them. They had no ammunition left. Theyd just been filling up the gaps with their bodies. And they wouldnt go back even then. We had to drag them away. They shant pass, They shant pass! — thats all they kept saying. His voice had sunk to a thin whisper.

A young officer was lying in a corner behind a screen. He leant forward and pushed it aside.

Oh, give the devil his due, you fellows, he said. War isnt a pretty game, but it does make for courage. We all know that. And things even finer than mere fighting pluck. There was a man in my company, a Jacques Decrusy. He was just a stupid peasant lad. We were crowded into one end of the trench, about a score of us. The rest of it had fallen in, and we couldnt move. And a bomb dropped into the middle of us; and the same instant that it touched the ground Decrusy threw himself flat down upon it and took the whole of it into his body. There was nothing left of him but scraps. But the rest of us got off. Nobody had drugged him to do that. There isnt one of us who was in that trench that will not be a better man to the end of his days, remembering how Jacques Decrusy gave his life for ours.

Ill grant you all that, sir, answered the young soldier who had first spoken. He had long, delicate hands and eager, restless eyes. War does bring out heroism. So does pestilence and famine. Read Defoes account of the Plague of London. How men and women left their safe homes, to serve in the pest-houses, knowing that sooner or later they were doomed. Read of the mothers in India who die of slow starvation, never allowing a morsel of food to pass their lips so that they may save up their own small daily portion to add it to their childrens. Why dont we pray to God not to withhold from us His precious medicine of pestilence and famine? So is shipwreck a fine school for courage. Look at the chance it gives the captain to set a fine example. And the engineers who stick to their post with the water pouring in upon them. We dont reconcile ourselves to shipwrecks as a necessary school for sailors. We do our best to lessen them. So did persecution bring out heroism. It made saints and martyrs. Why have we done away with it? If this game of killing and being killed is the fine school for virtue it is made out to be, then all our efforts towards law and order have been a mistake. We never ought to have emerged from the jungle.

He took a note-book from under his pillow and commenced to scribble.

An old-looking man spoke. He lay with his arms folded across his breast, addressing apparently the smoky rafters. He was a Russian, a teacher of languages in Paris at the outbreak of the war, and had joined the French Army.

It is not only courage, he said, that War brings out. It brings out vile things too. Oh, Im not thinking merely of the Boches. Thats the cant of every nation: that all the heroism is on one side and all the brutality on the other. Take men from anywhere and some of them will be devils. War gives them their opportunity, brings out the beast. Can you wonder at it? You teach a man to plunge a bayonet into the writhing flesh of a fellow human being, and twist it round and round and jamb it further in, while the blood is spurting from him like a fountain. What are you making of him but a beast? A mans got to be a beast before he can bring himself to do it. I have seen things done by our own men in cold blood, the horror of which will haunt my memory until I die. But of course, we hush it up when it happens to be our own people.

He ceased speaking. No one seemed inclined to break the silence.

They remained confused in her memory, these talks among the wounded men in the low, dimly lighted hut that had become her world. At times it was but two men speaking to one another in whispers, at others every creaking bed would be drawn into the argument.

One topic that never lost its interest was: Who made wars? Who hounded the people into them, and kept them there, tearing at one anothers throats? They never settled it.

God knows I didnt want it, speaking personally, said a German prisoner one day, with a laugh. I had been working at a printing business sixteen hours a day for seven years. It was just beginning to pay me, and now my wife writes me that she has had to shut the place up and sell the machinery to keep them all from starving.

But couldnt you have done anything to stop it? demanded a Frenchman, lying next to him. All your millions of Socialists, what were they up to? What went wrong with the Internationale, the Universal Brotherhood of Labour, and all that Tra-la-la?

The German laughed again. Oh, they know their business, he answered. You have your glass of beer and go to bed, and when you wake up in the morning you find that war has been declared; and you keep your mouth shut — unless you want to be shot for a traitor. Not that it would have made much difference, he added. I admit that. The ground had been too well prepared. England was envious of our trade. King Edward had been plotting our destruction. Our papers were full of translations from yours, talking about La Revanche! We were told that you had been lending money to Russia to enable her to build railways, and that when they were complete France and Russia would fall upon us suddenly. The Fatherland in danger! It may be lies or it may not; what is one to do? What would you have done — even if you could have done anything?

Hes right, said a dreamy-eyed looking man, laying down the book he had been reading. We should have done just the same. My country, right or wrong. After all, it is an ideal.

A dark, black-bearded man raised himself painfully upon his elbow. He was a tailor in the Rue Parnesse, and prided himself on a decided resemblance to Victor Hugo.

Its a noble ideal, he said. La Patrie! The great Mother. Right or wrong, who shall dare to harm her? Yes, if it was she who rose up in her majesty and called to us. He laughed. What does it mean in reality: Germania, Italia, La France, Britannia? Half a score of pompous old muddlers with their fat wives egging them on: sons of the fools before them; talkers who have wormed themselves into power by making frothy speeches and fine promises. My Country! he laughed again. Look at them. Cant you see their swelling paunches and their flabby faces? Half a score of ambitious politicians, gouty old financiers, bald-headed old toffs, with their waxed moustaches and false teeth. Thats what we mean when we talk about My Country: a pack of selfish, soulless, muddle-headed old men. And whether theyre right or whether theyre wrong, our duty is to fight at their bidding — to bleed for them, to die for them, that they may grow more sleek and prosperous. He sank back on his pillow with another laugh.

Sometimes they agreed it was the newspapers that made war — that fanned every trivial difference into a vital question of national honour — that, whenever there was any fear of peace, re-stoked the fires of hatred with their never-failing stories of atrocities. At other times they decided it was the capitalists, the traders, scenting profit for themselves. Some held it was the politicians, dreaming of going down to history as Richelieus or as Bismarcks. A popular theory was that cause for war was always discovered by the ruling classes whenever there seemed danger that the workers were getting out of hand. In war, you put the common people back in their place, revived in them the habits of submission and obedience. Napoleon the Little, it was argued, had started the war of 1870 with that idea. Russia had welcomed the present war as an answer to the Revolution that was threatening Czardom. Others contended it was the great munition industries, aided by the military party, the officers impatient for opportunities of advancement, the strategists eager to put their theories to the test. A few of the more philosophical shrugged their shoulders. It was the thing itself that sooner or later was bound to go off of its own accord. Half every countrys energy, half every countrys time and money was spent in piling up explosives. In every country envy and hatred of every other country was preached as a religion. They called it patriotism. Sooner or later the spark fell.

A wizened little man had been listening to it all one day. He had a curiously rat-like face, with round, red, twinkling eyes, and a long, pointed nose that twitched as he talked.

Ill tell you who makes all the wars, he said. Its you and me, my dears: we make the wars. We love them. Thats why we open our mouths and swallow all the twaddle that the papers give us; and cheer the fine, black-coated gentlemen when they tell us its our sacred duty to kill Germans, or Italians, or Russians, or anybody else. We are just crazy to kill something: it doesnt matter what. If its to be Germans, we shout A Berlin!; and if its to be Russians we cheer for Liberty. I was in Paris at the time of the Fashoda trouble. How we hissed the English in the cafés! And how they glared back at us! They were just as eager to kill us. Who makes a dog fight? Why, the dog. Anybody can do it. Who could make us fight each other, if we didnt want to? Not all the kings horses and all the Kings men. No, my dears, its we make the wars. You and me, my dears.

There came a day in early spring. All night long the guns had never ceased. It sounded like the tireless barking of ten thousand giant dogs. Behind the hills, the whole horizon, like a fiery circle, was ringed with flashing light. Shapeless forms, bent beneath burdens, passed in endless procession through the village. Masses of rushing men swept like shadowy phantoms through the fitfully-illumined darkness. Beneath that everlasting barking, Joan would hear, now the piercing wail of a child; now a clap of thunder that for the moment would drown all other sounds, followed by a faint, low, rumbling crash, like the shooting of coals into a cellar. The wounded on their beds lay with wide-open, terrified eyes, moving feverishly from side to side.

At dawn the order came that the hospital was to be evacuated. The ambulances were already waiting in the street. Joan flew up the ladder to her loft, the other side of the yard. Madame Lelanne was already there. She had thrown a few things into a bundle, and her foot was again upon the ladder, when it seemed to her that someone struck her, hurling her back upon the floor, and the house the other side of the yard rose up into the air, and then fell quite slowly, and a cloud of dust hid it from her sight.

Madame Lelanne must have carried her down the ladder. She was standing in the yard, and the dust was choking her. Across the street, beyond the ruins of the hospital, swarms of men were running about like ants when their nest has been disturbed. Some were running this way, and some that. And then they would turn and run back again, making dancing movements round one another and jostling one another. The guns had ceased; and instead, it sounded as if all the babies in the world were playing with their rattles. Suddenly Madame Lelanne reappeared out of the dust, and seizing Joan, dragged her through a dark opening and down a flight of steps, and then left her. She was in a great vaulted cellar. A faint light crept in through a grated window at the other end. There was a long table against the wall, and in front of it a bench. She staggered to it and sat down, leaning against the damp wall. The place was very silent. Suddenly she began to laugh. She tried to stop herself, but couldnt. And then she heard footsteps descending, and her memory came back to her with a rush. They were German footsteps, she felt sure by the sound: they were so slow and heavy. They should not find her in hysterics, anyhow. She fixed her teeth into the wooden table in front of her and held on to it with clenched hands. She had recovered herself before the footsteps had finished their descent. With a relief that made it difficult for her not to begin laughing again, she found it was Madame Lelanne and Monsieur Dubos. They were carrying something between them. She hardly recognized Dubos at first. His beard was gone, and a line of flaming scars had taken its place. They laid their burden on the table. It was one of the wounded men from the hut. They told her they were bringing down two more. The hut itself had not been hit, but the roof had been torn off by the force of the explosion, and the others had been killed by the falling beams. Joan wanted to return with them, but Madame Lelanne had assumed an air of authority, and told her she would be more useful where she was. From the top of the steps they threw down bundles of straw, on which they laid the wounded men, and Joan tended them, while Madame Lelanne and the little chemist went up and down continuously. Before evening the place, considering all things, was fairly habitable. Madame Lelanne brought down the great stove from the hut; and breaking a pane of glass in the barred window, they fixed it up with its chimney and lighted it. From time to time the turmoil above them would break out again: the rattling, and sometimes a dull rumbling as of rushing water. But only a faint murmur of it penetrated into the cellar. Towards night it became quiet again.

How long Joan remained there she was never quite sure. There was little difference between day and night. After it had been quiet for an hour or so, Madame Lelanne would go out, to return a little later with a wounded man upon her back; and when one died, she would throw him across her shoulder and disappear again up the steps. Sometimes it was a Frenchman and sometimes a German she brought in. One gathered that the fight for the village still continued. There was but little they could do for them beyond dressing their wounds and easing their pain. Joan and the little chemist took it in turns to relieve one another. If Madame Lelanne ever slept, it was when she would sit in the shadow behind the stove, her hands upon her knees. Dubos had been in the house when it had fallen. Madame Lelanne had discovered him pinned against a wall underneath a great oak beam that had withstood the falling débris. His beard had been burnt off, but otherwise he had been unharmed.

She seemed to be living in a dream. She could not shake from her the feeling that it was not bodies but souls that she was tending. The men themselves gave colour to this fancy of hers. Stripped of their poor, stained, tattered uniforms, they were neither French nor Germans. Friend or foe! it was already but a memory. Often, awakening out of a sleep, they would look across at one another and smile as to a comrade. A great peace seemed to have entered there. Faint murmurs as from some distant troubled world would steal at times into the silence. It brought a pang of pity, but it did not drive away the quiet that dwelt there.

Once, someone who must have known the place and had descended the steps softly, sat there among them and talked with them. Joan could not remember seeing him enter. Perhaps unknowing, she had fallen to sleep for a few minutes. Madame Lelanne was seated by the stove, her great coarse hands upon her knees, her patient, dull, slow-moving eyes fixed upon the speakers face. Dubos was half standing, half resting against the table, his arms folded upon his breast. The wounded men had raised themselves upon the straw and were listening. Some leant upon their elbows, some sat with their hands clasped round their knees, and one, with head bent down, remained with his face hidden in his hands.

The speaker sat a little way apart. The light from the oil lamp, suspended from the ceiling, fell upon his face. He wore a peasants blouse. It seemed to her a face she knew. Possibly she had passed him in the village street and had looked at him without remembering. It was his eyes that for long years afterwards still haunted her. She did not notice at the time what language he was speaking. But there were none who did not understand him.

You think of God as of a great King, he said, a Ruler who orders all things: who could change all things in the twinkling of an eye. You see the cruelty and the wrong around you. And you say to yourselves: He has ordered it. If He would, He could have willed it differently. So that in your hearts you are angry with Him. How could it be otherwise? What father, loving his children, would see them suffer wrong, when by stretching out a hand he could protect them: turn their tears to gladness? What father would see his children doing evil to one another and not check them: would see them following ways leading to their destruction, and not pluck them back? If God has ordered all things, why has He created evil, making His creatures weak and sinful? Does a father lay snares for his children: leading them into temptation: delivering them unto evil?

There is no God, apart from Man.

God is a spirit. His dwelling-place is in mans heart. We are His fellow-labourers. It is through man that He shall one day rule the world.

God is knocking at your heart, but you will not open to Him. You have filled your hearts with love of self. There is no room for Him to enter in.

God whispers to you: Be pitiful. Be merciful. Be just. But you answer Him: If I am pitiful, I lose my time and money. If I am merciful, I forego advantage to myself. If I am just, I lessen my own profit, and another passes me in the race.

And yet in your inmost thoughts you know that you are wrong: that love of self brings you no peace. Who is happier than the lover, thinking only how to serve? Who is the more joyous: he who sits alone at the table, or he who shares his meal with a friend? It is more blessed to give than to receive. How can you doubt it? For what do you toil and strive but that you may give to your children, to your loved ones, reaping the harvest of their good?

Who among you is the more honoured? The miser or the giver: he who heaps up riches for himself or he who labours for others?

Who is the true soldier? He who has put away self. His own ease and comfort, even his own needs, his own safety: they are but as a feather in the balance when weighed against his love for his comrades, for his country. The true soldier is not afraid to love. He gives his life for his friend. Do you jeer at him? Do you say he is a fool for his pains? No, it is his honour, his glory.

God is love. Why are you afraid to let Him in? Hate knocks also at your door and to him you open wide. Why are you afraid of love? All things are created by love. Hate can but destroy. Why choose you death instead of life? God pleads to you. He is waiting for your help.

And one answered him.

We are but poor men, he said. What can we do? Of what use are such as we?

The young man looked at him and smiled.

You can ask that, he said: you, a soldier? Does the soldier say: I am of no use. I am but a poor man of no account. Who has need of such as I? God has need of all. There is none that shall not help to win the victory. It is with his life the soldier serves. Who were they whose teaching moved the world more than it has ever yet been moved by the teaching of the wisest? They were men of little knowledge, of but little learning, poor and lowly. It was with their lives they taught.

Cast out self, and God shall enter in, and you shall be One with God. For there is none so lowly that he may not become the Temple of God: there is none so great that he shall be greater than this.

The speaker ceased. There came a faint sound at which she turned her head; and when she looked again he was gone.

The wounded men had heard it also. Dubos had moved forward. Madame Lelanne had risen. It came again, the thin, faint shrill of a distant bugle. Footsteps were descending the stairs. French soldiers, laughing, shouting, were crowding round them.


CHAPTER XVIII
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HER FATHER MET her at Waterloo. He had business in London, and they stayed on for a few days. Reading between the lines of his later letters, she had felt that all was not well with him. His old heart trouble had come back; and she noticed that he walked to meet her very slowly. It would be all right, now that she had returned, he explained: he had been worrying himself about her.

Mrs. Denton had died. She had left Joan her library, together with her wonderful collection of note books. She had brought them all up-to-date and indexed them. They would be invaluable to Francis when he started the new paper upon which they had determined. He was still in the hospital at Breganze, near to where his machine had been shot down. She had tried to get to him; but it would have meant endless delays; and she had been anxious about her father. The Italian surgeons were very proud of him, he wrote. They had had him X-rayed before and after; and beyond a slight lameness which gave him, he thought, a touch of distinction, there was no flaw that the most careful scrutiny would be likely to detect. Any day, now, he expected to be discharged. Mary had married an old sweetheart. She had grown restless in the country with nothing to do, and, at the suggestion of some friends, had gone to Bristol to help in a childrens hospital; and there they had met once more.

Neil Singleton, after serving two years in a cholera hospital at Baghdad, had died of the flu in Dover twenty-fours hours after landing. Madge was in Palestine. She had been appointed secretary to a committee for the establishment of native schools. She expected to be there for some years, she wrote. The work was interesting, and appealed to her.

Flossie phoned her from Paddington Station, the second day, and by luck she happened to be in. Flossie had just come up from Devonshire. Sam had got through, and she was on her way to meet him at Hull. She had heard of Joans arrival in London from one of Carletons illustrated dailies. She brought the paper with her. They had used the old photograph that once had adorned each week the Sunday Post. Joan hardly recognized herself in the serene, self-confident young woman who seemed to be looking down upon a world at her feet. The world was strong and cruel, she had discovered; and Joans but small and weak. One had to pretend that one was not afraid of it.

Flossie had joined every society she could hear of that was working for the League of Nations. Her hope was that it would get itself established before young Frank grew up.

Not that I really believe it will, she confessed. A draw might have disgusted us all with fighting. As it is, half the world is dancing at Victory balls, exhibiting captured guns on every village green, and hanging fathers helmet above the mantelpiece; while the other half is nursing its revenge. Young Frank only cares for life because he is looking forward to one day driving a tank. Ive made up my mind to burn Sams uniform; but I expect it will end in my wrapping it up in lavender and hiding it away in a drawer. And then there will be all the books and plays. No self-respecting heroine, for the next ten years will dream of marrying anyone but a soldier.

Joan laughed. Difficult to get anything else, just at present, she said. Its the soldiers Im looking to for help. I dont think the men who have been there will want their sons to go. Its the women Im afraid of.

Flossie caught sight of the clock and jumped up. Who was it said that woman would be the last thing man would civilize? she asked.

It sounds like Meredith, suggested Joan. I am not quite sure.

Well, hes wrong, anyhow, retorted Flossie. Its no good our waiting for man. He is too much afraid of us to be of any real help to us. We shall have to do it ourselves. She gave Joan a hug and was gone.

Phillips was still abroad with the Army of Occupation. He had tried to get out of it, but had not succeeded. He held it to be gaolers work; and the sight of the starving populace was stirring in him a fierce anger.

He would not put up again for Parliament. He was thinking of going back to his old work upon the Union. Parliament is played out, he had written her. Kings and Aristocracies have served their purpose and have gone, and now the Ruling Classes, as they call themselves, must be content to hear the bell toll for them also. Parliament was never anything more than an instrument in their hands, and never can be. What happens? Once in every five years you wake the people up: tell them the time has come for them to exercise their Heaven-ordained privilege of putting a cross against the names of some seven hundred gentlemen who have kindly expressed their willingness to rule over them. After that, you send the people back to sleep; and for the next five years these seven hundred gentlemen, consulting no one but themselves, rule over the country as absolutely as ever a Caesar ruled over Rome. What sort of Democracy is that? Even a Labour Government — supposing that in spite of the Press it did win through — what would be its fate? Separated from its base, imprisoned within those tradition-haunted walls, it would lose touch with the people, would become in its turn a mere oligarchy. If the people are ever to govern they must keep their hand firmly upon the machine; not remain content with pulling a lever and then being shown the door.

She had sent a note by messenger to Mary Stopperton to say she was coming. Mary had looked very fragile the last time she had seen her, just before leaving for France; and she had felt a fear. Mary had answered in her neat, thin, quavering writing, asking her to come early in the morning. Sometimes she was a little tired and had to lie down again. She had been waiting for Joan. She had a present for her.

The morning promised to be fair, and she decided to walk by way of the Embankment. The great river with its deep, strong patience had always been a friend to her. It was Sunday and the city was still sleeping. The pale December sun rose above the mist as she reached the corner of Westminster Bridge, turning the river into silver and flooding the silent streets with a soft, white, tender light.

The tower of Chelsea Church brought back to her remembrance of the wheezy old clergyman who had preached there that Sunday evening, that now seemed so long ago, when her footsteps had first taken her that way by chance. Always she had intended making inquiries and discovering his name. Why had she never done so? It would surely have been easy. He was someone she had known as a child. She had become quite convinced of that. She could see his face close to hers as if he had lifted her up in his arms and was smiling at her. But pride and power had looked out of his eyes then.

It was earlier than the time she had fixed in her own mind and, pausing with her elbows resting on the granite parapet, she watched the ceaseless waters returning to the sea, bearing their burden of impurities.

All roads lead to Calvary. It was curious how the words had dwelt with her, till gradually they had become a part of her creed. She remembered how at first they had seemed to her a threat chilling her with fear. They had grown to be a promise, a hope held out to all. The road to Calvary! It was the road to life. By the giving up of self we gained God.

And suddenly a great peace came to her. One was not alone in the fight, God was with us: the great Comrade. The evil and the cruelty all round her: she was no longer afraid of it. God was coming. Beyond the menace of the passing day, black with the wars foul aftermath of evil dreams and hatreds, she saw the breaking of the distant dawn. The devil should not always triumph. God was gathering His labourers.

God was conquering. Unceasing through the ages, Gods voice had crept round man, seeking entry. Through the long darkness of that dim beginning, when man knew no law but self, unceasing God had striven: until at last one here and there, emerging from the brute, had heard — had listened to the voice of love and pity, and in that hour, unknowing, had built to God a temple in the wilderness.

Labourers together with God. The mighty host of those who through the ages had heard the voice of God and had made answer. The men and women in all lands who had made room in their hearts for God. Still nameless, scattered, unknown to one another: still powerless as yet against the worlds foul law of hate, they should continue to increase and multiply, until one day they should speak with Gods voice and should be heard. And a new world should be created.

God. The tireless Spirit of eternal creation, the Spirit of Love. What else was it that out of formlessness had shaped the spheres, had planned the orbits of the suns. The law of gravity we named it. What was it but another name for Love, the yearning of like for like, the calling to one another of the stars. What else but Love had made the worlds, had gathered together the waters, had fashioned the dry land. The cohesion of elements, so we explained it. The clinging of like to like. The brotherhood of the atoms.

God. The Eternal Creator. Out of matter, lifeless void, he had moulded His worlds, had ordered His endless firmament. It was finished. The greater task remained: the Universe of mind, of soul. Out of man it should be created. God in man and man in God: made in like image: fellow labourers together with one another: together they should build it. Out of the senseless strife and discord, above the chaos and the tumult should be heard the new command: Let there be Love.

The striking of the old church clock recalled her to herself. But she had only a few minutes walk before her. Mary had given up her Church work. It included the cleaning, and she had found it beyond her failing strength. But she still lived in the tiny cottage behind its long strip of garden. The door yielded to Joans touch: it was seldom fast closed. And knowing Marys ways, she entered without knocking and pushed it to behind her, leaving it still ajar.

And as she did so, it seemed to her that someone passing breathed upon her lips a little kiss: and for a while she did not move. Then, treading softly, she looked into the room.

It welcomed her, as always, with its smile of cosy neatness. The spotless curtains that were Marys pride: the gay flowers in the window, to which she had given childrens names: the few poor pieces of furniture, polished with much loving labour: the shining grate: the foolish china dogs and the little china house between them on the mantelpiece. The fire was burning brightly, and the kettle was singing on the hob.

Marys work was finished. She sat upright in her straight-backed chair before the table, her eyes half closed. It seemed so odd to see those little work-worn hands idle upon her lap.

Joans present lay on the table near to her, as if she had just folded it and placed it there: the little cap and the fine robe of lawn: as if for a kings child.

Joan had never thought that Death could be so beautiful. It was as if some friend had looked in at the door, and, seeing her so tired, had taken the work gently from her hands, and had folded them upon her lap. And she had yielded with a smile.

Joan heard a faint rustle and looked up. A woman had entered. It was the girl she had met there on a Christmas Day, a Miss Ensor. Joan had met her once or twice since then. She was still in the chorus. Neither of them spoke for a few minutes.

I have been expecting every morning to find her gone, said the girl. I think she only waited to finish this. She gently unfolded the fine lawn robe, and they saw the delicate insertion and the wonderful, embroidery.

I asked her once, said the girl, why she wasted so much work on them. They were mostly only for poor people. One never knows, dearie, she answered, with that childish smile of hers. It may be for a little Christ.

They would not let less loving hands come near her.

* * * * *

Her father had completed his business, and both were glad to leave London. She had a sense of something sinister, foreboding, casting its shadow on the sordid, unclean streets, the neglected buildings falling into disrepair. A lurking savagery, a half-veiled enmity seemed to be stealing among the people. The towns mad lust for pleasure: its fierce, unjoyous laughter: its desire ever to be in crowds as if afraid of itself: its orgies of eating and drinking: its animal-like indifference to the misery and death that lay but a little way beyond its own horizon! She dared not remember history. Perhaps it would pass.

The long, slow journey tried her fathers strength, and assuming an authority to which he yielded obedience tempered by grumbling, Joan sent him to bed, and would not let him come down till Christmas Day. The big, square house was on the outskirts of the town where it was quiet, and in the afternoon they walked in the garden sheltered behind its high brick wall.

He told her of what had been done at the works. Arthurs plan had succeeded. It might not be the last word, but at least it was on the road to the right end. The men had been brought into it and shared the management. And the disasters predicted had proved groundless.

You wont be able to indulge in all your mad schemes, he laughed, but therell be enough to help on a few. And you will be among friends. Arthur told me he had explained it to you and that you had agreed.

Yes, she answered. It was the last time he came to see me in London. And I could not help feeling a bit jealous. He was doing things while I was writing and talking. But I was glad he was an Allway. It will be known as the Allway scheme. New ways will date from it.

She had thought it time for him to return indoors, but he pleaded for a visit to his beloved roses. He prided himself on being always able to pick roses on Christmas Day.

This young man of yours, he asked, what is he like?

Oh, just a Christian gentleman, she answered. You will love him when you know him.

He laughed. And this new journal of his? he asked. Its got to be published in London, hasnt it?

She gave a slight start, for in their letters to one another they had been discussing this very point.

No, she answered, it could be circulated just as well from, say, Birmingham or Manchester.

He was choosing his roses. They held their petals wrapped tight round them, trying to keep the cold from their brave hearts. In the warmth they would open out and be gay, until the end.

Not Liverpool? he suggested.

Or even Liverpool, she laughed.

They looked at one another, and then beyond the sheltering evergreens and the wide lawns to where the great square house seemed to be listening.

Its an ugly old thing, he said.

No, it isnt, she contradicted. Its simple and big and kind. I always used to feel it disapproved of me. I believe it has come to love me, in its solemn old brick way.

It was built by Kent in seventeen-forty for your great-great grandfather, he explained. He was regarding it more affectionately. Solid respectability was the dream, then.

I think thats why I love it, she said: for its dear, old-fashioned ways. We will teach it the new dreams, too. It will be so shocked, at first.

They dined in state in the great dining-room.

I was going to buy you a present, he grumbled. But you wouldnt let me get up.

I want to give you something quite expensive, Dad, she said. Ive had my eye on it for years.

She slipped her hand in his. I want you to give me that Dream of yours; that you built for my mother, and that all went wrong. They call it Allways Folly; and it makes me so mad. I want to make it all come true. May I try?

* * * * *

It was there that he came to her.

She stood beneath the withered trees, beside the shattered fountain. The sad-faced ghosts peeped out at her from the broken windows of the little silent houses.

She wondered later why she had not been surprised to see him. But at the time it seemed to be in the order of things that she should look up and find him there.

She went to him with outstretched arms.

Im so glad youve come, she said. I was just wanting you.

They sat on the stone step of the fountain, where they were sheltered from the wind; and she buttoned his long coat about him.

Do you think you will go on doing it? he asked, with a laugh.

Im so afraid, she answered gravely. That I shall come to love you too much: the home, the children and you. I shall have none left over.

There is an old Hindoo proverb, he said: That when a man and woman love they dig a fountain down to God.

This poor, little choked-up thing, he said, against which we are sitting; its for want of men and women drawing water, of children dabbling their hands in it and making themselves all wet, that it has run dry.

She took his hands in hers to keep them warm. The nursing habit seemed to have taken root in her.

I see your argument, she said. The more I love you, the deeper will be the fountain. So that the more Love I want to come to me, the more I must love you.

Dont you see it for yourself? he demanded.

She broke into a little laugh.

Perhaps you are right, she admitted. Perhaps that is why He made us male and female: to teach us to love.

A robin broke into a song of triumph. He had seen the sad-faced ghosts steal silently away.

THE END


Anthony John (1923)
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A BIOGRAPHY

This novel was first published in 1923. Subtitled A Biography, it is a fictional bildungsroman telling of the rise and rise of its title character – the son of an engineer who ends up marrying a baronets daughter. Despite this conclusion, the novel is socialist in its attitudes, especially with regard to religion.
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CHAPTER I
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ANTHONY JOHN STRONGNTHARM — to distinguish him from his father, whose Christian names were John Anthony — was born in a mean street of Millsborough some forty-five years before the date when this story should of rights begin. For the first half-minute of his existence he lay upon the outstretched hand of Mrs. Plumberry and neither moved nor breathed. The very young doctor, nervous by reason of this being his first maternity case since his setting up in practice for himself, and divided between his duty to the child or to the mother, had unconsciously decided on the latter. Instinctively he knew that children in the poorer quarters of Millsborough were plentiful and generally not wanted. The mother, a high-cheeked, thin-lipped woman, lay with closed eyes, her long hands clawing convulsively at the bed-clothes. The doctor was bending over her, fumbling with his hypodermic syringe.

Suddenly from behind him he heard the sound of two resounding slaps, the second being followed by a howl that, feeble though it was, contained a decided note of indignation. The doctor turned his head. The child was kicking vigorously.

Do you always do that? asked the young doctor. He had been glad when he had been told that Mrs. Plumberry was to be the midwife, having heard good repute of her as a woman of experience.

It starts them, explained Mrs. Plumberry. I suppose they dont like it and want to say so; and before they can yell out they find theyve got to draw some air into their lungs.

She was a stout motherly soul, the wife of a small farmer on the outskirts of the town, and only took cases during the winter. At other times, as she would explain, there were the pigs and the poultry to occupy her mind. She was fond of animals of all kinds.

Its the fighting instinct, suggested the young doctor. Curious how quickly it shows itself.

When its there, commented Mrs. Plumberry, proceeding with her work.

Isnt it always there? demanded the young doctor.

Not always, answered Mrs. Plumberry. Some of them will just lie down and let the others trample them to death. Four out of one litter of eleven I lost last March. There they were when I came in the morning. Seemed to have taken no interest in themselves. Had just let the others push them away.

The child, now comfortable on Mrs. Plumberrys ample arm, was playing with clenched fists, breathing peacefully. The doctor looked at him, relieved.

Seems to have made a fair start, anyhow, thought the doctor.

Mrs. Plumberry with thumb and forefinger raised an eyelid and let it fall again. The baby answered with a vicious kick.

Hes come to stop all right, was Mrs. Plumberrys prophecy. Hope hell like it. Will it be safe for me to put him to the mother, say in about half an hour?

The woman with closed eyes upon the bed must have heard, for she tried to raise her arms. The doctor bent over her once more.

I think so, he answered. Use your own discretion. Ill look back in an hour or so.

The doctor was struggling into his great coat. He glanced from the worn creature on the bed to the poverty-stricken room, and then through the window to the filthy street beyond.

I wonder sometimes, he growled, why the women dont strike — chuck the whole thing. What can be the good of it from their point of view?

The idea had more than once occurred to Mrs. Plumberry herself, so that she was not as shocked as perhaps she should have been.

Oh, some of them get on, she answered philosophically. Each woman thinks it will be her brat who will climb upon the backs of the others and that thats all the others are wanted for.

Maybe, agreed the young doctor. He closed the door softly behind him.

Mrs. Plumberry waited till the woman on the bed opened her large eyes, then she put the child into her arms.

Get all you can in case it dont last long, was Mrs. Plumberrys advice to him as she arranged the bed-clothes. The child gave a grunt of acquiescence and settled himself to his work.

I prayed it might be a boy, whispered the woman. Hell be able to help in the workshop.

It never does any harm, agreed Mrs. Plumberry. Sometimes you get answered. And if you dont, theres always the feeling that youve done your best. Dont let him exhaust you. It dont do to leave it to their conscience.

The woman drew the child tighter to her pallid bosom.

I want him to be strong, she whispered. Its a hard world for the weak.

Never a child in all Mrs. Plumberrys experience had been more difficult to wean. Had he merely had his mother to contend with it is difficult to say how the matter might have ended. But Mrs. Plumberry took an interest in her cases that was more than mercenary, keeping an eye on them till she was satisfied that her help was no longer needed. He put up a good fight, as Mrs. Plumberry herself admitted; but having at last grasped the fact that he was up against something stronger than himself, it was characteristic of him, as the future was to show, that he gave way quite suddenly, and transferred without any further fuss his energy to the bottle. Also it was characteristic of him that, knowing himself defeated, he bore no ill-will to his conqueror.

Youre a good loser, commented Mrs. Plumberry, as the child, accepting without protest the India rubber teat she had just put into his mouth, looked up into her face and smiled. Perhaps youll be a good winner. They generally go together. She bent down and gave him a kiss, which for Mrs. Plumberry was an unusual display of emotion. He had a knack of making his way with people, especially people who could be useful to him.

It seemed a freak of Nature that, born of a narrow-chested father and a flat-breasted, small-hipped mother, he should be so strong and healthy. He never cried when he couldnt get his own way — and he wanted his own way in all things and wanted it quickly — but would howl at the top of his voice. In the day-time it was possible to appease him swiftly; and then he would gurgle and laugh and put out his little hands to pat any cheek that might be near. But at night-time it was not so easy to keep pace with him. His father would mutter sleepy curses. How could he do his days work if he was to be kept awake night after night? The others had merely whimpered. A man could sleep through it.

The others had been two girls. The first one had died when three years old, and the second had lived only a few months.

Its because hes strong, explained the mother. It does his lungs good.

And what about my weak heart? the man grumbled. You dont think about me. Its all him now.

The woman did not answer. She knew it to be the truth.

He was a good man, hard-working, sober and kind in his fretful, complaining way. Her people and she herself, had thought she had done well when she had married him. She had been in service, looked down upon by her girl acquaintances who were earning their living in factories and shops; and he had been almost a gentleman, though it was difficult to remember that now. The Strongntharms had once been prosperous yeomen and had hunted with the gentry. Rumour had it that scattered members of the family were even now doing well in the colonies, and both husband and wife still cherished the hope that some far-flung relation would providentially die and leave them a fortune. Otherwise the future promised little more than an everlasting struggle against starvation. He had started as a mechanical engineer in his own workshop. There were plenty of jobs for such in Millsborough, but John Strongntharm seemed to be one of those born unfortunates doomed always to choose instinctively the wrong turning. An inventor of a kind. Some of his ideas had prospered — other people.

If only I had my rights. If only Id had justice done me. If only I hadnt been cheated and robbed!

Little Anthony John, as he grew to understanding, became familiar with such phrases, repeated in a shrill, weak voice that generally ended in a cough, with clenched hands raised in futile appeal to Somebody his father seemed to be seeing through the roof of the dark, untidy workshop, where the place for everything seemed to be on the floor, and where his father seemed always to be looking for things he couldnt find.

A childish, kindly man! Assured of a satisfactory income, a woman might have found him lovable, have been indulgent to his helplessness. But the poor have no use for weakness. They cannot afford it. The child instinctively knew that his mother despised this dreamy-eyed, loose-lipped man always full of fear; but though it was to his mother that he looked to answer his questions and supply his wants, it was his father he first learnt to love. The littered workshop with its glowing furnace became his nursery. Judging from his eyes, it amused him when his father, having laid aside a tool, was quite unable the next minute to remember where he had put it. The child would watch him for a time while he cursed and spluttered, and then, jumping down from his perch, would quietly hand it to him. The man came to rely upon him for help.

You didnt notice, by any chance, where I put a little brass wheel yesterday — about so big? would be the question. John, the man, would go on with his job; and a minute later Anthony, the child, would return with the lost wheel. Once the man had been out all the afternoon. On entering the workshop in the evening he stood and stared. The bench had been cleared and swept; and neatly arranged upon it were laid out all his tools. He was still staring at them when he heard the door softly opened and a little, grinning face was peering round the jar. The man burst into tears, and then, ashamed of himself, searched in vain for a handkerchief. The child slipped a piece of clean waste into his hand and laughed.

For years the child did not know that the world was not all sordid streets and reeking slums. There was a place called the Market Square where men shouted and swore and women scolded and haggled, and calves bellowed and pigs squealed. And farther still away a space of trampled grass and sooty shrubs surrounded by chimneys belching smoke. But sometimes, on days when in the morning his father had cursed fate more than usual, had raised clenched hands towards the roof of the workshop more often than wont, his mother would disappear for many hours, returning with good things tied up in a brown-paper parcel. And in the evening Somebody who dwelt far away would be praised and blessed.

The child was puzzled who this Somebody could be. He wondered if it might be the Party the other side of the workshop roof to whom his father made appeal for right and justice. But that could hardly be, for the Dweller beyond the workshop roof was apparently stone-deaf; while his mother never came back empty handed.

One evening there drew nearer the sound of singing and a tambourine. Little Anthony opened the workshop door and peered out. Some half a dozen men and women were gathered round the curb, and one was talking.

She spoke of a gentleman named God. He lived far off and very high up. And all good things came from Him. There was more of it: about the power and the glory of Him, and how everybody ought to be afraid of Him and love Him. But little Anthony remembered he had left the door of the workshop open and so hurried back. They moved on a little later. The child heard them singing as they passed.

Praise God from whom all blessings flow,

Praise Him all creatures here below.

The rest of the verse was drowned by the tambourine.

So it was to God that his mother made these frequent excursions, returning always laden with good things. Had she not explained to him, as an excuse for not taking him with her, that it was a long way off and up ever so high? Next year, perhaps, when his legs were sturdier. He did not tell her of his discovery. Mrs. Plumberry divided children into two classes: the children who talked and never listened and the children who listened and kept their thoughts to themselves. But one day, when his mother took her only bonnet from its wrappings and was putting it on in front of the fly-blown glass, he plucked at her sleeve. She turned. He had rolled down his stockings, displaying a pair of sturdy legs. It was one of his characteristics, even as a child, that he never wasted words. Feel em, was all he said.

His mother remembered. It happened to be a fine day, so far as one could judge beneath the smoke of Millsborough. She sent him to change into his best clothes, while she finished her own preparations, and together they set forth. She wondered at his evident excitement. It was beyond what she had expected.

It was certainly a long way; but the child seemed not to notice it. They left the din and smoke of Millsborough behind them. They climbed by slow degrees to a wonderful country. The child longed to take it in his arms, it was so beautiful. The woman talked at intervals, but the child did not hear her. At the journeys end the gate stood open and they passed in.

And suddenly they came across him, walking in the garden. His mother was greatly flustered. She was full of apologies, stammering and repeating herself. She snatched little Anthonys cap off his head, and all the while she kept on curtseying, sinking almost to her knees. He was a very old gentleman dressed in gaiters and a Norfolk jacket. He wore side whiskers and a big moustache and walked with the aid of a stick. He patted Anthony on the head and gave him a shilling. He called Mrs. Strongntharm Nelly; and hoped her husband would soon get work. And then remarking that she knew her way, he lifted his tweed cap and disappeared.

The child waited in a large clean room. Ladies in white caps fluttered in and out, and one brought him milk and wonderful things to eat; and later his mother returned with a larger parcel than usual and they left the place behind them. It was not until they were beyond the gates that the child broke his silence, and then he looked round carefully before speaking.

He didnt look so very glorious, he said.

Who didnt? demanded his mother.

God.

His mother dropped her bundle. Fortunately it was on a soft place.

What maggot has the child got into his head? she ejaculated. What do you mean by God?

Him, persisted Anthony. Isnt it from him that we get all these good things? He pointed to the parcel.

His mother picked it up. Whos been talking to you? she asked.

I overheard her, explained the child. She said it was from God that we got all our good things. Aint it?

His mother took him by the hand and they trudged on. She did not answer for a time.

That wasnt God, she told him at last. That was Sir William Coomber. I used to be in service there.

She lapsed into silence again. The bundle seemed heavy.

Of course it is God that gives it us in a manner of speaking, she explained. He puts it into Sir Williams heart to be kind and generous.

The child thought a while.

But theyre his things, aint they? he asked. The other ones. Sir Williams?

Yes; but God gave them to him.

It seemed a roundabout business.

Why doesnt God give us things? he demanded. Dont He like us?

Oh, I dont know, answered the woman. Dont ask so many questions.

It was longer, the way home. He offered no protest at being sent to bed early. He dreamed he was wandering to and fro in a vast place, looking for God. Over and over again he thought he saw Him in the distance, but every time he got near to Him it turned out to be Sir William Coomber, who patted him on the head and gave him a shilling.


CHAPTER II
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THERE WAS AN aunt and uncle. Mr. Joseph Newt, of Moor End Lane, Millsborough, was Mrs. Strongntharms only surviving brother. He was married to a woman older than himself. She had been a barmaid, but after her marriage had got religion, as they say up North.

They were not much to boast of. Mr. Newt was a dog-fancier; and according to his own account an atheist, whether from conviction or mere love of sport his friends had never been able to decide. Earnest young ministers of all denominations generally commenced their career in Millsborough by attempting his conversion, much encouraged during the earlier stages of the contest by Mr. Newts predisposition in all matters towards what he called a waiting game. The knock-out blow had not yet been delivered. His wife had long since abandoned him to Satan. The only thing, as far as she could see, was to let him enjoy as much peace and comfort in this world as circumstances would permit. In Anthony Johns eyes the inevitable doom awaiting him gave to his uncle an interest and importance that Mr. Newts somewhat insignificant personality might otherwise have failed to inspire. The child had heard about hell. A most unpleasant place where wicked people went to when they died. But his uncle, with his twinkling eyes and his merry laugh, was not his idea of a bad man.

Is uncle very, very wicked? he once demanded of his aunt.

No; hes not wicked, replied his aunt, assuming a judicial tone. Better than nine men out of ten that Ive ever come across.

Then why has he got to go to hell?

He neednt, if he didnt want to, replied his aunt. Thats the awful thing about it. If hed only believe, he could be saved.

Believe what? inquired Anthony John.

Oh, I havent got time to go into all that now, replied his aunt. She was having trouble with the kitchen stove. Believe what hes told.

Who told him?

Everybody, explained his aunt. Ive told him myself till Im sick and tired of it. Dont ask so many questions. Youre getting as bad as he is.

It worried him, the thought of his uncle going to hell. Why couldnt he believe this thing, whatever it was, that everybody else believed?

It was an evening or two later. His aunt had gone to chapel. His uncle was smoking his pipe beside the kitchen fire, old Simon, the bob-tailed sheep-dog, looking up at him with adoring eyes. It seemed just the opportunity for a heart-to-heart talk.

He insinuated his hand into his uncles grimy paw.

Why dont you believe? he asked.

His uncle turned on him his little twinkling eyes.

Believe what? he counter-questioned.

What everybody believes, the child answered.

The little man shook his head.

Dont you believe them, he answered. They dont believe any more than I believe. They just say it because they think theyre going to get something out of it.

The little man reached forward for the poker and gently stirred the fire.

If they believed all they say that they believe, he continued, this world would be a very different place to what it is. Thats what I always tell them, and thats what theyre never able to answer and never will be.

He laid down the poker and turned again to the child.

Youll hear it all in good time, my lad, he said. Love your neighbour as yourself. Do unto others as you would they should do unto you. Sell all thou hast and give it to the poor. Thats what their God tells them. Do you see them doing it?

The little man laughed a merry, good-tempered laugh.

Why, old Simon has got more sense than they have. He stooped and patted the shaggy head resting upon his knee. He knows it wouldnt be any good, just looking at me as though he loved me, and then not doing what I told him.

He refilled his pipe and lighted it.

Ill believe, he added, when I see them believing.

Anthony John liked visiting the tumble-down cottage in Moor End Lane. His mother was nervous of the consequences. But Mrs. Plumberrys view was that those who talked the loudest are not always the most dangerous.

The little mans got plenty of horse sense, so Mrs. Plumberry argued, and what Emma Newt dont know about heaven and how to get there, isnt worth trying to find out, so far as I can judge. Between the two of them he isnt likely to get any harm even if he doesnt get much good. Anyhow, he gets a square meal.

The dogs were the chief attraction to Anthony John. He had never been let to play in the street with the other children of the neighbourhood. It was in the dismantled railway carriage at the bottom of his uncles garden that he first tasted play. His uncle had taken him in and introduced him. There was first and foremost old Simon, the bob-tailed sheep-dog. The others came and went, but old Simon was not for sale. The next oldest inhabitant of the railway carriage was a smooth-coated retriever bitch. She had constituted herself old Simons chief assistant, always prepared to help him on the many occasions when riot had to be suppressed. It was wonderful how both dogs knew the exact moment when fighting in play turned to fighting in anger. Then not a moment was to be lost. Bess would stand ready, but she never interfered unless Simon gave a peculiar low bark that meant he wanted her. He had been instructed not to call her in if he could possibly do without her.

Never invite a woman to take part in a row you can manage by yourself, his master had confided to him. Once in, they never know when to stop.

On the day of Anthony Johns first visit Bess was in a good mood to receive strangers. Her four puppies had just reached the fighting stage. She was absurdly proud of them and welcomed an audience. They fell upon Anthony John with one accord. His uncle was watching out of a corner of his eye. But the child only laughed and hit back at them. There were terriers of all sorts, bred rather for brain and muscle than for points: their purchasers being generally the tenants of lonely farms upon the moors who, wanting them as watchdogs and to keep down the rats, preferred smartness to pedigree. Mr. Newts pride was in his bull pups, for which he had a special clientêle among neighbouring miners. He kept these apart in a railed off corner of the carriage, and once or twice a week, instead of feeding them separately, he would throw a big meaty bone into their midst, and then, leaning over the iron rail, watch the fight. The dog that most often secured the bone, leaving the others hungry, would be specially marked out for favour. His uncle, going in among them, would pat and praise him; and for him henceforward would be reserved the choicest food and the chiefest care.

The dogs soon got to know him and would welcome him with a joyous rush. The child would go down on all fours and would be one of them, and together they would roll and tumble in the straw. It was jolly to feel their soft paws pressing against his body, their cold damp noses pushed against his hands and face. There were mimic fights when they would tug his hair and bite his toes, and he would pull their silky ears and grab them by their hair. And, oh! the shouting and the barking and the growling and the laughing!

Life was fine in the long low railway carriage where one gave free play to ones limbs and lungs and none were afraid.

And sometimes for no reason the glorious gambol would suddenly blaze up into anger. The bite would sting, and in the growl there would be menace. The child would spring up with a savage cry and go for his foe with clenched fists and snarling mouth, and the whole pack would be fighting one another senselessly and in real earnest. Then in an instant old Simon would be among them. He never talked. The shaggy head would move so swiftly that none knew where to expect it, and old Simon would be standing with a space around him faced by a circle of fierce eyes. But, generally speaking, none cared to break into that space. The child would hate old Simon for his interference and would punch at him viciously, trying to get across his huge body to the dog he wanted to tear and mangle. But feint and dodge as he might, it was always old Simons rump that was towards him, and at that he could punch as hard as he liked.

Five minutes later they would all be friends again, licking one anothers wounds. Old Simon would lie blinking his wistful, dreamy eyes.

It had been a slack year. Many of the mills had had to close down. Added to this there came a strike among the miners and distress grew daily. Mrs. Newt took the opportunity to buy a secondhand tombstone. It had been ordered by one of the pumpmen for his mother, but when the strike came the stonemason suggested payment on account, and as this was not forthcoming he had put the stone aside. Unfortunately for him he had already carved as far as Sacred to the Memory of Mildred, which was not a common name in Millsborough. It happened, however, to be Mrs. Newts, though on her conversion she had dropped it as savouring too much of worldliness, employing instead her second name, which was Emily. Hearing of the incident, Mrs. Newt called upon the stonemason and, taking full advantage of the mans dilemma, had secured the stone for about one-third of its value. She had had the rest of the lettering completed, leaving to be filled in only the date of her death. It was an imposing-looking stone and Mrs. Newt was proud of it. She would often go and gaze at it where it stood in an out-of-the-way corner of the stonemasons yard; and one day she took Anthony to see it. Her only anxiety now was about her grave. There was one particular site near to a willow tree that she much desired. It belonged to a baker who had secured it some years before on learning that he was suffering from an intermittent heart. The unemployment among the weavers, added to the strike of the miners, was making it difficult for him to collect his money, and Mrs. Newt was hopeful that an offer of ready cash at the right moment might induce him to sell.

Its a sad world, she confided to Anthony John as she stood affectionately regarding the stone on which the verse of a hymn had been carved implying that Mildred Emily Newt had departed for realms of endless bliss. Cant say as I shall be sorry to leave it.

It promised to be a hard winter for the poor of Millsborough. The coal strike had ended only to make way for trouble in the steel works. Somewhere the other side of the world the crops had failed. Bread rose in price each week; and there were pinched and savage faces in the streets.

His uncle had gone up to the moors to try and sell a terrier. His aunt sat knitting by the kitchen fire. Little Anthony had come in to warm himself before returning home. It was cold in the railway carriage. There were not enough of them there now to keep it warm. He was sitting with his knee clasped in his hands.

Why doesnt God stop it? he demanded suddenly. His knowledge had advanced since the day he had thought Sir William Coomber was God.

Stop what? inquired his aunt continuing her knitting.

The strike. Why doesnt He put everything all right? Cant He?

Of course He could, explained his aunt. If He wanted to.

Why dont He want to? Doesnt He want everybody to be happy?

It appeared He did, but there were difficulties in the way. Men and women were wicked — were born wicked: that was the trouble.

But why were we born wicked? persisted the child. Didnt God make us?

Of course He made us. God made everything.

Why didnt He make us good?

It seemed He had made us good. Adam and Eve were both quite good, in the beginning. If only they had remained good — hadnt disobeyed God by eating the forbidden fruit we might all of us have been good and happy to this day.

He was the first man, wasnt he — Adam? demanded the child.

Yes. God made him out of the earth. And saw that he was good.

How long ago would that be? he asked.

His aunt was not sure of the exact date. Along time ago.

A hundred years?

Longer than that. Thousands and thousands of years ago.

Why couldnt Adam have said he was sorry and God have forgiven him?

It was too late, explained his aunt. You see, hed done it.

What made him eat it? If he was a good man and God had told him not to?

It was explained to him that the Devil had tempted Adam — or rather Eve. It seemed unimportant so far as their unfortunate descendants were concerned.

But why did God let the Devil tempt him — or her, whichever it was. Cant God do everything? Why didnt He kill the Devil?

Mrs. Newt regarded her knitting with dismay. While talking to Anthony John she had lost count of her stitches. Added to which it was time for Anthony John to go home. His mother would be getting anxious.

His aunt, though visiting was not much in her line, dropped in on his mother a day or two later. Mrs. Plumberry happened to have looked in for a gossip and a cup of tea the same afternoon. His aunt felt sure that Anthony John would be helpful to his father in the workshop.

In the evening his mother informed him that she and his father had decided to give to him the opportunity of learning whatever there was to be learnt about such things as God and sin and the everlasting soul of man. She didnt put it in these words, but that was the impression she conveyed. On the very next Sunday that was he should go to chapel; and there kind ladies and gentlemen who understood these matters, perhaps even better than his aunt herself, would answer all his questions and make all things plain to him.

They were most kind and sympathetic to him at the Sunday school. His aunt had prepared them for him, and they welcomed him as promising material. There was one young man in particular with an æsthetic face and long black hair that he had a habit of combing with his hand; and a plain young woman with wonderfully kind eyes, who in the middle of a hymn suddenly caught him up and hugged him. But they didnt really help him. They assured him that God loved us and wanted us all to be good and happy. But they didnt explain to him why God had overlooked the devil. He had never said a word to Adam about the devil — had never so much as warned him. It seemed to Anthony John that the serpent had taken God as much by surprise as he had Adam and Eve. It seemed unfair to Anthony John that the whole consequences of the unforseen catastrophe should have been visited on Adam and Eve; and even more unfair that he himself, Anthony John, coming into the world thousands of years later, and who, as far as he could see, had had nothing whatever to do with the business, should be deemed, for all practical purposes, as an accomplice before the act. It was not that he argued it thus to himself. All he was conscious of was a vague resentful feeling that it wasnt fair. When his mother had sent him out on his first errand she had warned him of bad boys who would try to take his money away from him, as a result of which he had kept a sharp look-out and, seeing a couple of boys who looked as though they might be bad, he had taken the precaution of walking close behind a policeman. It seemed to him that Adam hadnt been given a dogs chance.

They told him that, later on, God was sorry for us and had put things right by letting His only Son die for us. It was a beautiful story they told him about this Jesus, the Son of God. He wondered who had suggested the idea, and had decided that it must have been the little lad Jesus who had first thought of it and had persuaded God to let Him do it. Somehow he convinced himself that he would have done just the same. Looking down from heaven on the poor people below, and thinking of their all going to hell, he would have felt so sorry for them.

But the more he thought about it all the more he couldnt understand why God instead of merely turning Satan out of heaven, hadnt finished him off then and there. He might have known he would be up to mischief.

At first his teachers had encouraged him to ask them questions, but later on they changed their minds. They told him he would understand all these things better as he grew up. Meanwhile he mustnt think, but listen and believe.


CHAPTER III
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MR. STRONGNTHARM LAY ill. It was just his luck. For weeks he had been kicking his heels about the workshop, cursing Fate for not sending him a job. And Fate — the incorrigible joker that she is — had knocked at his door ten days ago with an order that he reckoned would keep him going for a month, and then a week later had struck him down with pleurisy. They told him that if he kept quiet and didnt rave and fling his arms about, sending the bedclothes half a dozen times a day on to the floor, he would soon get well. But what was the good of everybody talking? What was to become of them? This job, satisfactorily completed and sent home, would have led to others — would have started him on his feet again. Now it would be taken away from him and sent elsewhere to be finished. Mrs. Strongntharm made pilgrimages to the great house, returning with hot-house grapes. Mrs. Newt came with a basket. Both she and her husband would like to have done more; but times were bad. Even believers were in difficulty. Mrs. Newt suggested resignation.

It was the fourth morning after Mr. Strongntharms seizure, Anthony, putting on for warmth his fathers overcoat, had crept down in the faint dawn to light the kitchen fire, his mother being busy in the bedroom. He had just succeeded, and a little blaze leapt up and threw fantastic shadows on the whitewashed walls. Looking round, he saw the shape of a squat hobgoblin with a tiny head. He moved his arms, and immediately the hobgoblin responded with a gigantic gesture of delight. From the fireplace, now behind him, there came a cheerful crackling sound; it was just the noise that a merry old witch would make when laughing. The child, holding high the skirts of his long coat, began to dance; and the hobgoblins legs were going like mad. Suddenly the door opened and there stood the oddest of figures. He was short and bowlegged and had a big beard. He wore a peaked cap, and over his shoulder he carried a bundle hooked on to a stick. Without a doubt twas the King of the Gnomes. He flung down his bundle and stretched out his hands. The child ran towards him. Lord how he danced! His little bow legs moved like lightning and his arms were so strong he could toss little Anthony up with one hand and catch him again with the other. The little bright flame stretched up higher and higher as if the better to see the fun. The merry old witch laughed louder. And the shadows on the wall got so excited that they tumbled down flat on the ceiling.

His mother called from above to know if the kettle was boiling; and at that the little flame turned pale and disappeared. The merry old witch was as quiet as a mouse. The shadows ran up the chimney and the light came in at the door.

Anthony didnt answer his mother. He was rubbing his eyes. He thought he must still be in bed. It was the King of the Gnomes that called up the stairs to say that the kettle would be boiling in five minutes. Mrs. Strongntharm, hearing a strange voice, came down as she was. She found her son Anthony distraught and still rubbing his eyes. The King of the Gnomes was pushing carefully selected pieces of wood through the bars of the grate and blowing them with his mouth. He held one of his enormous hands in front of his golden beard to save it from being singed. He knew Mrs. Strongntharm quite well and shook hands with her. She looked at him as if she had seen him before — somewhere, some time, or else had heard him described; she wasnt sure which. She seemed to be glad to see him without knowing why. At first she was a bit afraid of him. But that was all gone before the tea was ready. Anthony watched his mother with astonishment. She was one of those bustling, restless women, constitutionally unable to keep still for a minute. Something had bewitched her. She stood with her hands folded and wasnt even talking. She might have been a visitor. It was the King of the Gnomes that made the tea and cut the bread and butter. He seemed to know where everything was. The fire was burning brightly. As a rule it was the devil to get going. This morning it had met its master. He passed Mrs. Strongntharm and went upstairs with the tray and still as if in a dream she followed him.

Anthony crept to the bottom of the stairs and listened. The King of the Gnomes was talking to his father. He had a tremendously deep voice. Just the voice one would expect from a gentleman who lived always underground. Anthony could feel the vibrations of it underneath his feet. Compared with it, the voices of his father and his mother sounded like the chorus of the little terriers when old Simon was giving tongue.

And suddenly there happened a great wonder. His mother laughed. Never before that he could remember had he heard his mother laugh. Feeling that strange things were in the wind, he crept out into the yard and washed himself under the pump.

Three weeks the King of the Gnomes dwelt with them. Every morning he and Anthony would go into the workshop. The furnace would be still aglow with the embers of the night before. Of course the King of the Gnomes would be at home with a forge and an anvil. But even so, Anthony would marvel at his dexterity and strength. The great sinewy hands, that to save time or to make a neater finish would often bend the metal to its shape without the help of other tools, could coax to their place the smallest screws, fix to a hairs breadth the most delicate adjustments. Of course he never let on that he was the King of the Gnomes. Only the child knew that; and a warning hairy finger, or a wink of his laughing blue eye would caution Anthony not to give away the secret when third parties were around.

He never went out. When not in the workshop he was busy about the house. Of course, when you come to think of it, there are no lady gnomes, so that accounted for his being equally apt at womans work. Mrs. Strongntharm had little else to do but to nurse her husband; and even at that he would take his turn when she went marketing; and of evenings, while talking, he would help her with her darning. There seemed to be nothing those great hands could not do.

Nobody knew of his coming. His mother had taken Anthony aside on the first morning and had impressed upon him that he was not to say a word. But he would not, even if she had not told him; for if you did the King of the Gnomes at once vanished underground. It was not till days after he was gone that Mrs. Strongntharm mentioned his visit, and then only to Mrs. Plumberry under oath of secrecy.

Mrs. Plumberry, being so often where there was sorrow, had met him once herself. Wandering Peter the country folk called him. Mrs. Plumberry marvelled at his having visited the Strongntharms. It was rarely that he came into towns. He must have heard of their trouble. He had ways of his own of finding out where he was wanted. At lambing time, when the snow lay deep upon the hills, they had learnt to listen for his cheery whistling drawing nearer through the darkness. He might have been a shepherd all his life. He would take the writhing ewes in his two big hands, and at his touch they would cease their groaning. And when in some lonely cottage man or child lay sick, and there was none to help, the good wife would remember stories she had heard and, slipping out beyond the hedge, would peer with straining eyes into the night. And for sure and certain — so the legend ran — there would come to her the sound of footsteps through the heather and Wandering Peter would emerge out of the shadows and would greet her. There he would stay till there was no longer need of him, doctoring and nursing, or taking the good mans place at the plough. He would take no wage beyond his food and lodging. At his departure he would ask for a days rations to put into his bundle, and from those who might have it to spare an old coat or a pair of boots not altogether past the mending.

Where he had his dwelling none knew, but lost folk upon the moors, when overtaken by the darkness, would call to him; and then, so it was said, he would suddenly appear and put them on their way. They told of an old curmudgeon who, but for a snarling cur as savage as himself, lived alone in a shanty among the rocks. A venomous, blasphemous old scoundrel. The country people feared and hated him. They said he had the evil eye, and when a cow died in the calfing or a sow ate her young, the curses would be deep and bitter against old Michael — old Nick, as they termed him — of the quarry.

One night, poaching, old Michael stumbled and fell to the bottom of a rocky chasm. He lay there with a broken leg and the blood flowing from a wound in his head. His cries came back to him from the rocks, and his only hope was in his dog. It had gone to seek help he knew, for they cared for one another in their snarling way, these two. But what could the brute do? His dog was known and hated as far as Mike himself. It would be stoned from every door. None would follow it to rescue him. He cursed it for a fool and his eyes closed.

When he opened them Wandering Peter was lifting him up in his strong arms. The dog had not wasted his voice upon the neighbours. No cottage or farm had been wakened by his barking. It was Wandering Peter he had sought.

There was a girl who had got herself into trouble, as the saying is, and had been turned out of her place. Not knowing where else to go she had returned home, though she guessed her greeting would be cruel, for her father was a hard, stern man and had always been proud of his good name. She had climbed slowly the long road across the wolds, and the short winters day was fading when she reached the farm. As she feared, he had slammed the door in her face, and creeping away, she had lain down in the woods thinking to die.

Her father had watched her from the house. Through the night he had struggled with himself, and towards morning had lighted the lantern and gone in search of her. But she had disappeared.

It was a strange story that she told when, weeks later, she reappeared with her child at her breast. She said that Christ had come to her. He had golden hair and a golden beard, but she knew him to be Christ because of his kind eyes. He had lifted her up as though she had been a child; and, warm against his breast, he had carried her through the night till they came to a dwelling place among rocks. There he had laid her down upon a bed of soft dry moss, and there the child had been born, Christ tending her with hands so gentle she had felt no pain. She did not know that she had been there for over a month. To her it had seemed but a little time. All she could tell was that she had been very happy and had wanted for nothing and that he had told her beautiful things. One day he told her that all was well now with her and the child and that her father longed for her. And that night he had carried her and the child in his arms; and in the morning they came to the edge of the wood from where she could see the farm. And there Christ had blessed her and the child and left her. And her father had come across the fields to meet her.

They explained to her it was not Christ who had found her. It must have been Wandering Peter. But she never believed them. Later, when Anthony had grown into boyhood, he met her one day on the moors. Her son had gone abroad and for many years he had not written. But she was sure that it was well with him. A white-haired, sweet-faced woman. Not quite all there in many ways, it was hinted, and yet with a gift for teaching. She had her daily round among the far-off cottages and scattered hamlets. The children looked forward to her coming. She told them wonderful stories, so they said.

She must have learnt the trick from Wandering Peter, Anthony thought. He remembered how, seated cross-legged upon the bench, he had listened while Peter, when not hammering or filing, had poured forth his endless stories of birds and beasts, of little creeping things and their strange ways, of the life of the deep waters, of far-off lands and other worlds, of the brave things and the sad things that happened long ago. It was from Peter that Anthony first heard the story of Saint Aldys.

Once upon a time, where Millsborough stands today were woods and pleasant pastures. The winding Wyndbeck, now flowing black and sluggish through long dark echoing tunnels past slimy walls and wharves, was then a silvery stream splashing and foaming among tree-crowned rocks and mossy boulders. Where now tall chimneys belch their smoke and the slag stands piled in endless heaps around the filthy pits, sheep browsed and cattle grazed and little piebald pigs nuzzled for truffles in the soft sweet-smelling earth. The valley of the Wyndbeck then would have been a fair place to dwell in but for evil greedy men who preyed upon the people, driving off their cattle and stealing their crops, making sport of their tears and prayers. And of all the wicked men who harassed and oppressed them none were so cruel and grasping as Aldys of the yellow beard — the Red Badger they called him.

One day the Badger was returning from a foray, and beside him, on an old gaunt pony, secured by a stirrup-leather to the Badgers saddle-girth, rode a little lad. A trooper had found the boy wandering among the blackened ruins, and the Badger, attracted by the lads beauty, had taken him to be his page.

The Badger rode, singing, pleased with his days work; and there crept up a white mist from the sea. He did not notice for a time that he and the lad were riding alone. Then, drawing rein, he blew a long loud blast upon his horn. But there came no answer.

The lad was looking at him with strange eyes; and Red Aldys, seized he knew not why by a sudden frenzy of hate, drew his sword and struck at the little lad with all his strength.

And the sword broke in his hand; and those strange gentle eyes still looked upon Red Aldys. And around the little lad there shone a great light.

And fear fell upon Red Aldys of the yellow beard, and flinging himself upon the ground, he cried in a loud voice: Christ have mercy upon me a sinner.

And the child Christ laid His hands upon Red Aldys and spoke words of comfort to him and commanded him that he should follow Him and serve Him.

And on the spot where Christ had laid His hands upon him Aldys made for himself a dwelling-place among the rocks beside the winding Wyndbeck. And there for many years he laboured to bring peace and healing to the poor folk of the valley, learning their needs that he might help them. And the fame of him spread far and wide, and many came to him to ask his blessing, repenting of their evil lives. And he went about among the people teaching the love of the Lord Jesus.

Little Anthony had often passed the great church of St. Aldys just beyond the market square, an imposing building of grey stone with a spire one hundred and eighty feet high. They say that, forming part of its foundations, are the very rocks among which once Saint Aldys dwelt, on the spot where Christ had appeared to him and had forgiven him his sins.

Having heard the story, he felt a longing to see the inside of it, and one afternoon, instead of going to his uncles, he wandered there. It was surrounded by iron railings and the great iron gates were padlocked. But in a corner, behind a massive buttress, he found a little door that opened. It led into a stone passage and down some steps into a vaulted room where he fell over a chair, and a bat flew out and fluttered silently until it disappeared into the shadows. But he found the church at last. It was vast and high and very, very cold, and only a faint chill light came in through the screened windows. The silence frightened him. He had forgotten to make a note of the way by which he had entered, and all the doors that he tried were securely fastened. A terror seized him that he would never be able to get out. It seemed to him that he was in a grave.

By luck he blundered back into the little vaulted chamber, and from there groped his way out. He closed the door behind him with a bang. He had a feeling that something was following him and might drag him back. He ran all the way home.


CHAPTER IV
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THERE HAD BEEN a period of prosperity following the strange visit of Wandering Peter. John Strongntharm came back to his workshop another man, or so it seemed to little Anthony. A brisk, self-confident person who often would whistle while he worked. The job on which he had been engaged when taken ill had been well finished and further orders had resulted. There were times when the temporary assistance of an old jobbing tinker and his half-witted son was needful. Mrs. Strongntharm, discussing things in general with a neighbour, would casually refer to Our workpeople. That uncle in Australia, or elsewhere, who had been fading year by year almost to disappearing point, reappeared out of the shadows. With the gamblers belief that when once the luck changes every venture is bound to come home, she regarded his sudden demise as merely a question of time. She wondered how much he would leave them. She hoped it would be sufficient to enable them to become gentlefolks.

What is a gentlefolk? asked Anthony, to whom she had been talking.

It was explained to him that gentlefolk were people who did not have to work for their living. Mrs. Strongntharm had served them and knew.

There were others, who sat in offices and gave orders. To this lesser rank it was possible to climb by industry and virtue. But first of all you must go to school and learn.

His mother caught him up in her thin arms and pressed him passionately to her narrow bosom.

You will be a gentleman, she prophesied. I feel it. Ive prayed God every night since you were born. She smothered him with kisses and then put him down.

Dont say anything to your father, she added. He doesnt understand.

He rather hoped his uncle in Australia wouldnt leave them too much money. He liked work: fighting with things, conquering them; tidying the workshop; combing the fleas out of his uncles dogs. Lighting the kitchen fire was fun even when it was so cold that he wasnt quite sure hed a nose on his face and could only tell what his hands were doing by looking at them. You lit the paper and then coaxed and blew and watched the little flame grow bigger, feeding it and guiding it. And when you had won, you warmed your hands.

His father had taught him to read during the many hours when there had been nothing else to do. They had sat side by side upon the bench, their legs dangling, holding the open book between them. And writing of a sort he had learnt for himself, having heard his mother regret that she had not studied it herself when young. His mother felt he was predestined to be a great scholar. She wanted to send him to a certain select preparatory school kept by two elderly maiden sisters of undoubted gentility. Their prospectus informed the gentry of the neighbourhood that special attention was given by the Misses Warmington to manners and the cultivation of correct behaviour.

His father had no use for the Misses Warmington — had done business with them in connection with a boiler. He mimicked the elder Miss Warmingtons high-pitched voice. They would teach the boy monkey-tricks, give him ideas above his station. What was wrong with the parish school, only two streets away, where he would mix with his own class and not be looked down upon?

His mother did not agree that he would be with his own class among the children of the neighbourhood. The Strongntharms had once been almost gentry. He would learn coarse ways, rude speech, acquire a vulgar accent. She carried her way, as she always did in the end. Dressed in her best clothes, and accompanied by Anthony in a new turn-out from head to foot, she knocked at the door of the Misses Warmingtons select preparatory school.

It was one of a square of small, old-fashioned houses that had once been on the outskirts of Millsborough, but which now formed a connecting link between the old town and the maze of new mean streets that had crept towards it from the west. They were shown into the drawing-room. The portrait of a military gentleman with a wooden face and stars upon his breast hung above the marble mantelpiece. On the opposite wall, above the green rep sofa, hung a frightened-looking lady with ringlets and fingers that tapered almost to a point.

Mrs. Strongntharm sat on the extreme edge of a horsehair-covered chair and had difficulty in not sliding off it on to the floor. Anthony John, perched on another precisely similar chair, had mastered the problem by sitting well back and tucking one leg underneath him.

After a few minutes there entered the elder Miss Warmington. She was a tall gaunt lady with a prominent arched nose. She apologized to Mrs. Strongntharm for having kept them waiting, but apparently did not see Mrs. Strongntharms outstretched hand. For a time his mother didnt seem to know what to do with it.

She explained her errand, becoming almost voluble on the importance both she and his father attached to manners and a knowledge of the ways of gentlefolks.

Miss Warmington was sympathetic; but, alas! the Miss Warmingtons select preparatory school for gentlefolks had already its full complement of pupils. Mrs. Strongntharm, not understanding the hint, referred to rumours that tended to refute this argument. It seemed needful there should be plain speaking. The Misses Warmington themselves were very sorry, but there were parents who had to be considered. Particularly was it a preparatory school for young ladies and gentlemen. A pupil from the neighbourhood of Platt Lane — the child of a mechanic — no doubt a most excellent —— 

Mrs. Strongntharm interrupted. An engineer, employing workmen of his own.

The elder Miss Warmington was pleased to hear it. But there was no getting over the neighbourhood of Platt Lane. And Mrs. Strongntharm herself, the childs mother. Miss Warmington had not the slightest intention of being offensive. Domestic service Miss Warmington had always held to be a calling worthy of all esteem. It was the parents.

Miss Warmington rose to end the interview. And then by chance her eyes fell upon Anthony John as he sat with one small leg tucked underneath the other.

The tears were in Mrs. Strongntharms eyes, and she did not notice. But Anthony saw quite plainly the expression that came over the tired, lined face of the elder Miss Warmington. He had seen it before on faces that had suddenly caught sight of him.

You say your husband employs work-people? she said in a changed tone, turning to Mrs. Strongntharm.

A man and a boy, declared Mrs. Strongntharm in a broken voice. She dared not look up because of the tears in her eyes.

Would you like to be one of our little pupils? asked the elder Miss Warmington of Anthony John.

No, thank you, he answered. He did not move, but he was still looking at her, and he saw the flush upon her face and the quiver of her tall gaunt frame.

Good afternoon, said Miss Warmington as she rang the bell. I hope youll find a school to suit you.

Mrs. Strongntharm would much have liked to make a cutting answer and have swept out of the room. But correct behaviour once acquired becomes a second nature. So, instead, Mrs. Strongntharm curtsied and apologised for her intrusion, and taking Anthony John by the hand, departed with bowed head.

In the street primeval instinct reasserted itself. She denounced the Misses Warmington as snobs. Not that it mattered. Anthony John should be a gentleman in spite of them. And when he had got on and was rich they would pass the Miss Warmingtons in the street and take no notice of them, just as though they were dirt. She hoped they would live long enough. And then suddenly her anger turned against Anthony John.

What did you mean by saying No, thank you when she asked you if youd like to come? she demanded. I believe shed have taken you if youd said yes.

I didnt want her to, explained Anthony. She isnt clever. Id rather learn from someone clever.

With improved financial outlook the Strongntharms had entered the Church of England. When you were poor it didnt matter; nobody minded what religion you belonged to; church or chapel, you crept into the free seats at the back and no one turned their eyes to look. But employers of labour who might even one day be gentlefolks! The question had to be considered from more points of view than one.

Mr. Strongntharms people had always been chapel folk; and as his wife had often bitterly remarked, much good it had done him. Her own inclination was towards the established church as being more respectable; and arguing that the rent of a side pew was now within their means, she had gained her point. For himself Mr. Strongntharm was indifferent. Hope had revived within him. He was busy on a new invention and Sunday was the only day now on which he had leisure and the workshop to himself. Anthony would have loved to have been there helping, but his mother explained to him that one had to think of the future. A little boy, spotlessly clean and neatly dressed, always to be seen at church with his mother, was the sort of little boy that people liked and, when the time came, were willing to help.

A case in point, proving the usefulness of the church, occurred over this very problem of Anthonys education. Mrs. Strongntharm called on the vicar and explained to him her trouble. The vicar saw a way out. One of the senior pupils at the grammar school was seeking evening employment. His mother, a widow, possessed of nothing but a small pension, had lately died. Unless he could earn sufficient to keep him he would have to discontinue his studies. A clever lad; the vicar could recommend him. Mrs. Strongntharm was gratitude personified. The vicar was only too pleased. It was helping two birds with one stone. It sounded wrong to the vicar even as he said it. But then so many things the vicar said sounded wrong to him afterwards.

The business was concluded that same evening. Mr. Emanuel Tetteridge became engaged for two hours a day to teach Anthony the rudiments of learning, and by Mrs. Strongntharm was generally referred to as our little Anthonys tutor. He was a nervous, silent youth. The walls of his bed-sitting-room, to which when the din of hammers in the workshop proved disturbing he would bear little Anthony away, was papered with texts and mottoes, prominent among which one read: Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with thy might. The preparatory education of Anthony proceeded by leaps and bounds. The child was eager to learn.

Between the two an odd friendship grew up founded upon a mutual respect and admiration. Young Tetteridge was clever. The vicar had spoken more truly than he knew. He had a clever way of putting things that made them at once plain and easy to be remembered. He could make up poetry — quite clever poetry that sometimes made you laugh and at other times stirred something within you which you didnt understand but which made you feel grand and all aglow. He drew pictures — clever pictures of fascinating never-to-be-seen things that almost frightened you, of funny faces, and things that made you cry. He made music out of a thing that looked like a fiddle, but was better than a fiddle, that he kept in a little black box; and when he played you wanted to dance and sing and shout.

But it was not the cleverness that Anthony envied. That would have been fatal to their friendship. He never could answer satisfactorily when Anthony would question him as to what he was going to be — what he was going to do with all his cleverness. He hadnt made up his mind, he wasnt quite sure. Sometimes he thought he would be a poet, at other times a musician or an artist, or go in for politics and be a statesman.

Which are you going to begin with when you leave school? demanded Anthony. They had been studying in young Tetteridges bed-sitting-room and the lesson was over. Anthonys eyes were fixed upon a motto over the washstand:

One thing at a time, and that done well,

Is a very good rule, as many can tell.

Young Tetteridge admitted that the time was approaching when the point would have to be considered.

Anthony was sitting on his hands, swinging his legs. Young Tetteridge was walking up and down; owing to the size of the room being ten by twelve it was a walk with many turns.

You see, explained Anthony, youre not a gentlefolk.

Mr. Tetteridge claimed that he was, though personally attaching no importance to the fact. His father had been an Indian official. His mother, had she wished, could have claimed descent from one of the most renowned of Irish kings.

What I mean, explained Anthony, is that youve got to work for your living.

Mr. Tetteridge argued that he could live on very little. He was living just then on twelve shillings a week, picked up one way and another.

But when youre married and have children? suggested Anthony.

Mr. Tetteridge flushed, and his eyes instinctively turned to a small photograph on the mantelpiece. It featured a pretty dolly-faced girl, the daughter of one of the masters at the grammar school.

You havent got any friends, have you? asked Anthony.

Mr. Tetteridge shook his head. I dont think so, he answered.

Couldnt you keep a school? suggested Anthony, for little boys and girls whose mothers dont like them going to the parish school and who aint good enough for the Miss Warmingtons? Theres heaps of new people always coming here. And youre so clever at teaching.

Mr. Tetteridge, halting suddenly, stretched out his hand; and Anthony, taking his from underneath him, they shook.

Thanks awfully, said Mr. Tetteridge. Do you know Id never thought of that.

I shouldnt say anything about it if I was you, counselled Anthony, or somebody else might slip in and do it before you were ready.

We say, if I were you; not if I was you, Mr. Tetteridge corrected him. Well take the subjunctive mood tomorrow. Its quite easy to remember.

Again he stretched out his hand. Its awfully good of you, he said.

Id like you not to go away from Millsborough, answered Anthony.

The period of prosperity following the visit of Wandering Peter had lasted all but two years. It came to an end with the death of his father. It was while working on his new invention that the accident had happened.

He was alone in the workshop one evening after supper; and while hoisting a heavy iron bar the rope had broken and the bar had fallen upon him and crushed his skull. He lingered for a day or two, mostly unconscious. It was a few hours before the end that Anthony, who had been sent upstairs by his mother to see if anything had happened, found his father with his eyes wide open. The man made a sign to him to close the door. The boy did so and then came and stood beside the bed.

There wont be anything left, sonny, his father whispered. Ive been a fool. Everything I could get or borrow I put into it. It would have been all right, of course, if I had lived and could have finished it. Your mother doesnt know, as yet. Break it to her after Im gone, dyou mind. I havent the pluck.

Anthony promised. There seemed to be more that his father wanted to say. He lay staring at the child with a foolish smile about his loose, weak mouth. Anthony sat on the edge of the bed and waited. He put his hand on the boys thigh.

I wish I could say something to you, he whispered. You know what I mean: something that you could treasure up and that would be of help to you. Ive always wanted to. When you used to ask questions and I was short with you, it was because I couldnt answer them. I used to lie awake at night and try to think them out. And then I thought that when I came to die something might happen, that perhaps Id have a vision or something of that sort — they say that people do, you know — that would make it all plain to me and that Id be able to tell you. But it hasnt come. I suppose I aint the right sort. It all seems dark to me.

His mind wandered, and after a few incoherent words he closed his eyes again. He did not regain consciousness.

Anthony broke it to his mother — about everything having been sacrificed to the latest new invention.

Lord love the man! she answered. Did he think I didnt know? We were just a pair of us. I persuaded myself it was going to pan out all right this time.

They were standing by the bedside. His mother had been up to the great house and had brought back with her a fine wreath of white flowers. They lay upon the sheet just over his breast. Anthony hardly knew his father; the weak, twitching lips were closed and formed a firm, strong line. Apart from the mouth his face had always been beautiful; though, lined with fret and worry and the fair hair grimy and uncombed, few had ever noticed it. His mother stooped and kissed the high pale brow.

He is like what I remember him at the beginning, she said. You can see that he was a gentleman, every inch of him.

His mother looked younger standing there beside her dead man. A softness had come into her face.

You did your best, my dear, she said, and I guess I wasnt much help to you.

Everybody spoke well of the white, handsome man who lay with closed eyes and folded hands as if saying his prayers. Anthony had no idea that his father had been so universally liked and respected.

Was father any relation to Mr. Selwyn? he asked his mother the evening of the funeral.

Relation! answered his mother. Not that I ever heard of. Why, what makes you ask?

He called him brother, explained Anthony.

Oh, that, answered his mother. Oh, that doesnt mean that he really was his brother. Its just a way of speaking of the dead.


CHAPTER V
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THEY MOVED INTO a yet smaller house in a yet meaner street. His mother had always been clever with her needle. A card in the front window gave notice that Mrs. Strongntharm, dressmaker and milliner, was willing to make up ladies own materials and guaranteed both style and fit. Mill hands and miners wives and daughters supplied her clientêle. When things were going well orders were sufficient to keep Mrs. Strongntharms sewing machine buzzing and clacking from morn till night.

There were periods, of course, when work was slack and bills remained unpaid. But on the whole there was enough to just keep and clothe them. It was the problem of Anthonys education that troubled them both.

And here again it was the Church that came to their rescue. The pious founder of St. Aldys Grammar School had decreed Foundation Scholarships enabling twelve poor boys belonging to the faith to be educated free, selection being in the hands of the governors. Sir William Coomber happened to be one, the Vicar another. Young Tetteridge, overcoming his shyness, canvassed the remainder, taking Anthony with him. There was anxiety, alternation of hope and fear. In the end victory. Anthony, subjected to preliminary examination, was deemed sufficiently advanced for the third form. Sir William Coomber wrote him a note, the handwriting somewhat shaky, telling him to serve God and honour the Queen and be a blessing to his mother. And if ever there was anything that Sir William could do for him to help him he was to let Sir William know. The Vicar shook hands with him and wished him godspeed, adding incidentally that heaven helps those that help themselves. The headmaster received him in his study and was sure they were going to be friends. Young Tetteridge gave a cold collation in his honour, to which the head of the third form, the captain of the second division of the football team and three gentlemen of the upper sixth were invited. The captain of the second division of the football team examined his legs and tested his wind and expressed satisfaction. Jarvis, of the upper sixth, made a speech in his honour, quite a kindly speech, though it did rather suggest God Almighty to a promising black beetle; and Anthony was called upon to reply.

Excess of diffidence had never been his failing. It never was to be. He said he was glad he was going to be in the third form, because he did like Billy Saunders very much indeed. And he was glad that Mr. Williamson thought hed be all right in time for football, because he thought it a jolly game and wanted to play it awfully, if Mr. Williamson would help him and tell him what to do. And, he thought it awfully kind of Mr. Jarvis and Mr. Harrocks and Mr. Andrews to take notice of a little boy like he was; and he hoped that when he got into the upper sixth hed be like them. And he was awfully bucked up at being one of the St. Aldys boys, because he thought it must be the finest school in all the world, and it was awfully ripping of Mr. Tetteridge to have got him into it. And then he sat down and everybody said Bravo! and banged the table, and Mr. Jarvis said it wasnt half bad for a young un.

Did I do all right? he asked young Tetteridge after the others had gone.

Splendiferous, answered young Tetteridge, putting an affectionate arm around him. You said something about all of them.

Yes; I thought theyd like that, said Anthony.

He discovered that other sentiments than kindliness go to the making of a school. It leaked out that he was a cropped head. The founder — maybe for hygienic reasons — had stipulated that his twelve free scholars should wear their hair cut close. The custom had fallen into disuetude, but the name still clung to them. By the time they had reached the upper division they had come to be tolerated. But the early stages were made hard for them. Anthony was dubbed Pauper, Charity boy. On the bench the boys right and left of him would draw away so that they might not touch him. In the playground he was left severely to himself. That he was quick and clever at his lessons and that the masters liked him worked still further to his disadvantage. At first young Saunders stuck up for him, but finding this made him a sharer of Anthonys unpopularity soon dropped him, throwing the blame upon Anthony.

You see it isnt only your having come in on the Foundation, he explained one day to Anthony, having beckoned him aside to a quiet corner behind a water-butt. You ought to have told me your mother was a dressmaker.

So is young Harringays mother, argued Anthony.

Yes; but she keeps a big shop and employs girls to do the sewing, explained Saunders. Your mother lives in Snellings Row and works with her own hands. You ought to have told me. It wasnt fair.

Ever since he could remember there had been cropping up things that Anthony could not understand. In his earlier days he had worried about these matters and had asked questions concerning them. But never had he succeeded in getting a helpful answer. As a consequence he had unconsciously become a philosopher. The wise traveller coming to an unknown country accepts what he finds there and makes the best of it.

Sorry, replied Anthony, and left it at that.

One day in the playground a boy pointed at him. He was standing with a little group watching the cricket.

His mother goes out charing, the boy shouted.

Anthony stole a glance at the boy without making any sign of resentment. As a matter of fact his mother did occasionally go out charing on days when there was no demand for her needle. He was a lithe, muscular-looking lad some three inches taller than Anthony.

Aint you going to fight him? suggested a small boy near by with a hopeful grin upon his face.

Not yet, answered Anthony, and resumed his interest in the game.

There was an old crony of his uncles, an ex-prize fighter. To this man Anthony made appeal. Mr. Dobb was in a quandary. Moved by Mrs. Newts warnings and exhortations, he had lately taken up religion and was now running a small public-house in one of the many mining villages adjoining Millsborough.

Its agin the Book, he answered. Fightings wrong. Whosoever shall smite thee on the right cheek turn to him the other also. Havent tried that, have you?

He hasnt done it, explained Anthony. He called my mother a charwoman. Theyre always on to me, shouting after me pauper and charity boy.

Damn shame, murmured Mr. Dobb forgetfully.

Theres something inside me, explained Anthony, that makes me want to kill them and never mind what happens to me afterwards. Its that that Im afraid of. If I could just give one or two of them a good licking it would stop it.

Mr. Dobb scratched his head. Wish youd come to me a year ago, my lad, he said, before your aunt got me to promise to read a chapter of the Bible every night before I went to sleep. He looked down at Anthony with an approving professional eye. Youve got the shoulders, and your neck might have been made for it. Your reach couldnt be better for your height. And all you need is another inch round your wind. In a couple of months I could have turned you out equal to anything up to six stun seven.

But the Bible tells us to fight, argued Anthony. Yes, it does, he persisted in reply to Mr. Dobbs stare of incredulity. It was God who told Saul to slay all the Amalekites. It was God who taught David to fight, David says so himself. He helped him to fight Goliath.

Mrs. Newt, having regard to Mr. Dobbs age, had advised him to read the New Testament first. He had just completed the Acts.

Are you quite sure? demanded Mr. Dobb.

Anthony found chapter and verse and read them to him.

Well, this beats me into a cocked hat, was Mr. Dobbs comment. Seems to me to be a case of paying your money and taking your choice.

Mr. Dobbs scruples being thus laid at rest, he threw himself into the training of Anthony with the enthusiasm of an artist. Anthony promised not to fight till Mr. Dobb gave his consent, and for the rest of the term bore his purgatory in silence. On the last day of the vacation Mr. Dobb pronounced him fit; and on the next morning Anthony set off hopeful of an early opportunity to teach his persecutors forbearance. They were interfering with his work. He wanted to be done with them. To his disappointment no chance occurred that day. A few of the customary jibes were hurled at him; they came, unfortunately, from boys too small to be of any use as an example.

But on his way home the next afternoon he saw, to his delight, young Penlove and Mowbray, of the lower fourth, turn up a quiet road that led through a little copse to the bathing place. Penlove was the boy who had called his mother a charwoman. Young Mowbray belonged to the swells; his father was the leading solicitor of Millsborough. He was a quiet, amiable youth with soft eyes and a pink and white complexion.

Anthony followed them, and when they reached the edge of the copse he ran and overtook them. It was not a good day for bathing, there being a chill east wind, and nobody else was in sight.

They heard Anthony behind them and turned.

Coming for a swim? asked young Mowbray pleasantly.

Not today, thank you, answered Anthony. Its Penlove I wanted to speak to. It wont take very long.

Penlove was looking at him with a puzzled expression. Anthony was an inch taller than when Penlove had noticed him last.

What is it? he demanded.

You called my mother a charwoman last term, answered Anthony. She does go out cleaning when she cant get anything else to do. I think it fine of her. She wouldnt do it if it wasnt for me. But you meant it as an insult, didnt you?

Well, answered young Penlove, what if I did? He guessed what was coming, and somehow felt doubtful of the result notwithstanding the two years difference between them.

I want you to say that youre sorry and promise never to do it again, answered Anthony.

It had to be gone through. Young Penlove girded his loins — to be exact, shortened his belt by a couple of holes and determined to acquit himself like an English schoolboy. Young Mowbray stepped to the end of the copse for the purpose of keeping cave.

It was a short fight, for which young Mowbray, who always felt a little sick on these occasions, was glad. Penlove was outclassed from the beginning. After the third round he held up his hand and gave Anthony best. Anthony helped him to rise, and seeing he was still groggy, propped him up against a tree.

Never mind saying youre sorry, he suggested. Leave me and my mother alone for the future, thats all I want. He held out his hand.

Young Mowbray had returned.

Shake hands with him, he advised Penlove. You were in the wrong. Show your pluck by acknowledging it.

Penlove shook hands. Sorry, he said. We have been beastly to you. Take my tip and dont stand any more of it.

The story of the fight got about. Penlove had to account for his changed appearance, and did so frankly. Genuine respect was the leading sentiment he now entertained towards Anthony.

It was shared by almost the entire third class, the only criticism directed against Anthony being for his selection of time and place. The fight ought to have been arranged for a Friday afternoon behind the pavilion, when all things might have been ordered according to ancient custom. That error could and must be rectified. Penloves account of Anthonys prowess might have been exaggerated to excuse his own defeat. Norcop, a hefty youngster and the pride of the lower fourth, might have given a different account. Anthony, on his way home two days later, was overtaken in a quiet street by young Mowbray.

Youll have to fight Norcop next Friday week, he told Anthony. If you lick him theres to be an end of it, and youre to be left alone. I thought Id let you know in time.

Mowbray lived at the Priory, an old Georgian house with a big garden the other end of the town. He had come far out of his way.

Its awfully kind of you, said Anthony.

I hope youll win, said Mowbray. Im a Socialist. I think it rubbish all this difference between the classes. I think were all equal, and so does my sister. Shes awfully well read.

Anthony was not paying much attention. His mind was occupied with the ordeal before him.

Hes rather good, isnt he, Harry Norcop? he asked.

Thats why theyre putting him up, answered Mowbray. Its a rotten silly idea. Its the way that pack of wolves settle their differences. And the wolf that goes down all the others turn away from and try to make it worse for the poor begger. Were just the same. If you get licked on Friday youll be persecuted worse than ever. Theres no sense in it.

Anthony looked round at him. It was new sort of talk, this. Young Mowbray flushed.

I wonder if you could get to like me, he said. I liked you so for what you said to Penlove about your thinking it fine of your mother to go out cleaning. I havent got any friends among the boys; not real ones. They think me a muff.

I dont, answered Anthony. I think you talk awfully interestingly. Id like tremendously to be friends.

Mowbray flushed again, with pleasure this time. Wont keep you now, he said. I do hope youll win.

Anthony never left more than he could help to chance. For the next week all his spare time was passed in the company of Mr. Dobb, who took upon himself the duties not only of instructor but of trainer.

On the following Friday afternoon Anthony stepped into the ring with feelings of pleasurable anticipation.

Dont you go in feeling angry or savage, had been Mr. Dobbs parting instruction. Nothing interferes with a mans wind more than getting mad. Just walk into him as if you loved him and were doing it for the glory of God.

The chorus of opinion afterwards was that it had been a pretty fight. That Norcop had done his best and that no disgrace attached to him. And that Strongntharm was quite the best man for his years and weight that St. Aldys had produced so far back as the oldest boy could remember. The monitors shook hands with him, and the smaller fry crowded round him and contended for his notice. From ostracism he passed in half an hour to the leadership of the third class. It seemed a curious way of gaining honour and affection. Anthony made a note of it.

This principle that if a thing had to be done no pains should be spared towards the doing of it well he applied with equal thoroughness to the playing of his games. For lessons in football and cricket he exchanged lessons in boxing. Cricket he did not care for. With practice at the nets it was easy enough to become a good batsman; but fielding was tiresome. There was too much hanging about, too much depending upon other people. Football appealed to him. It was swift and ceaseless. He loved the manœuvring, the subterfuge, the seeming yielding, till the moment came for the sudden rush. He loved the fierce scrimmage, when he could let himself go, putting out all his strength.

But it was not for the sake of the game that he played. Through sport lay the quickest road to popularity. Class distinctions did not count. You made friends that might be useful. One never knew.

His mother found it more and more difficult to make both ends meet. If she should fail before he was ready! Year by year Millsborough increased in numbers and in wealth. On the slopes above the town new, fine houses were being built. Her mill owners and her manufacturers, her coal-masters and her traders, with all their followers and their retainers, waxed richer and more prosperous. And along the low-lying land, beside the foul, black Wyndbeck, spread year by year new miles of mean, drab streets; and the life of her poor grew viler and more cursed.

St. Aldys Grammar School stood on the northern edge of the old town. Anthonys way home led him through Hill Terrace. From the highest point one looks down on two worlds: old Millsborough, small and picturesque, with its pleasant ways and its green spaces, and beyond its fine new houses with their gardens and its tree-lined roads winding upward to the moor; on the other hand, new Millsborough, vast, hideous, deathlike in its awful monotony.

The boy would stop sometimes, and a wild terror would seize him lest all his efforts should prove futile and in that living grave he should be compelled to rot and die.

To escape from it, to get on, at any cost! Nothing else mattered.


CHAPTER VI
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AN IDEA OCCURRED to Anthony. The more he turned it over in his mind the more it promised. Young Tetteridge had entered upon his last term. The time would soon come for the carrying out of Anthonys suggestion that in some mean street of Millsborough he should set up a school for the sons of the ambitious poor.

Why should not one house do for them both? To Mr. Tetteridge for his classroom and study the ground floor; to his mother for her dressmaking and millinery the floor above; the three attics for bedrooms; in the basement the common dining-room and kitchen. There were whole streets of such houses, with steps up to the front door and a bow window. Mr. Tetteridge would want someone to look after him, to do for him. Whom more capable, more conscientious than Mrs. Strongntharm? The gain would be mutual. His mother would be working for better-off customers. She could put up her prices. Mr. Tetteridge would save in rent and board.

Mr. Tetteridge was quite carried away by the brilliance and simplicity of the proposal.

And there will be you and your dear mother always there, he concluded. It is so long since I had a home.

To his mother the rise from Snellings Row to Bridlington Street was a great event. It brought tears of happiness to her eyes. Also she approved of Mr. Tetteridge.

It will be so good for you, she said to Anthony, living with a gentleman.

There was the furnishing. Mr. Tetteridges study, into which parents would have to be shown, must breathe culture, dignified scholasticism. Mr. Tetteridges account at Her Majestys savings bank was a little over twenty pounds. That must not be touched. Sickness, the unexpected, must be guarded against. Anthony went to see his aunt. That with the Lords help she had laid by a fair-sized nest-egg she had in a rash moment of spiritual exaltation confided to him. Loans of half a sovereign, and even of a five-pound note, amply secured and bearing interest at the rate of a shilling in the pound per week, she was always prepared to entertain. Anthony wanted a hundred pounds at ten per cent. per annum, to be repaid on the honour of a gentleman.

The principal required frightened her almost into a fit. Besides she hadnt got it. The rate of interest, which according to complicated calculations of her own worked out at considerably less than halfpenny a pound per week, did not tempt her. About the proposed security there seemed to her a weakness.

In years to come the things without a chance that Anthony Strongntharm pulled off, the impracticable schemes that with a wave of his hand became sound business propositions, the hopeless enterprises into which he threw himself and carried through to victory, grew to be the wonder and bewilderment of Millsborough. But never in all his career was he called upon again to face such an absolutely impossible stone waller as his aunts determination on that Friday afternoon not to be bamboozled out of hard-won savings by any imp of Satan, even if for her sins he happened to be her own nephew.

How he did it Mrs. Newt was never able to explain. It was not what he said, though heaven knows there was no lack of that. Mrs. Newts opinion was that by words alone he could have got it out of a stone. It was some strange magic he seemed to possess that made her — to use her own simile — as clay in the hands of the potter.

She gave him that one hundred pounds in twenty five-pound notes, thanking God from the bottom of her heart that he hadnt asked for two. In exchange he drew from his pocket, and pressed into her hand a piece of paper. What it was about and what she had done with it she never knew. She remembered there was a stamp on it.

She also remembered, when she came to her senses, that he had put his arms about her and had hugged her, and that she had kissed him good-bye and had given him a message to his mother. At the end of the first twelve months he brought her thirty pounds, explaining to her that that left eighty still owing. And what astonished her most was that she wasnt surprised. It was just as if she had expected it.

The pupils came in. Mrs. Strongntharm, knowing many folk, was of much help.

Mrs. Strongntharms idea had been to call upon some half a dozen likely parents, to appeal to them for their support of a most deserving case: a young would-be schoolmaster of whose character and ability she could not speak too highly.

And theyll tell you its very kind of you to try and assist the poor young gentleman, but that as regards their own particular progeny theyve decided to send him somewhere else, explained Anthony.

How do you know? argued his mother. Why, Mrs. Glenny, the china shop woman, was telling me only a month ago how worried she was about her boy, not knowing where to send him.

You drop in on Mrs. Glenny, counselled Anthony, and talk about the weather and how the price of everything is going up. And as youre coming away just mention casually how everybody is talking about this new school that Mr. Tetteridge has just started; and how everybody is trying to get their boys into it; and how they wont be able to, seeing that young Tetteridge has told you that he can only receive a limited number; and how youve promised Mrs. Herring to use your influence with Tetteridge in favour of her boy Tom. Leave Mrs. Glenny to do the rest.

People had a habit of asking Anthony his age; and when he told them they would look at him very hard and say: Are you quite sure?

His uncle was taken ill late in the year. He had caught rheumatic fever getting himself wet through on the moors. He made a boast of never wearing an overcoat. Anthony found him sitting up in bed. A carpenter friend had fixed him up a pulley from the ceiling by which he could raise himself with his hands. Old Simon was sitting watching him, his chin upon the bed. Simon had been suffering himself from rheumatism during the last two winters and seemed to understand.

Dont tell your aunt, he said. Shell have them all praying round me and Ill get no peace. But Ive got a feeling its the end. Im hoping to slip off on the quiet, like.

Anthony asked if he could do anything. He had always liked his uncle; they felt there was a secret bond between them.

Look after the old chap, his uncle answered; that is if I go first.

He stretched out a stiff arm and laid it on old Simons head. Ninety years old hell be on the fourteenth, he said, reckoning six years of a dogs life as equal to one of a mans. And Im sixty-five. We havent done so badly, either of us.

Anthony drew up a chair and sat down between the two.

Nothing you want to talk about, is there? he asked. The old man knew what he meant. He shook his head.

Been talking about it or listening to it, on and off, pretty well all my life, he answered. Never got any further.

He was silent a while, wrestling with his pain.

Of course, I believe in a God, he said. There must be Somebody bossing it all. Its the things they tell you about Him that Ive never been able to swallow. Dont fit in with common sense to my thinking.

Youre not afraid? Anthony asked him after a silence.

Why should I be? answered the old man. He knows me. He aint expecting anything wonderful. If Im any good maybe Hell find me a job. If not — —

Old Simon had crept closer. They were looking into each others eyes.

Wonder if therell be any dogs? he said. Dont see why there shouldnt. If love and faithfulness and self-forgetfulness are going to be of any use to Him, whats wrong with you, old chap?

He laughed. Dont tell your aunt I said that, he cautioned Anthony. Shes worried enough about me, poor old girl, as it is.

His aunt had looked for a death-bed repentance, but the end came before she expected it, in the night.

He wasnt really a bad man, she said, crying. Thats what made me hope, right to the end, that the Truth would be revealed to him.

Anthony sought to comfort her. Perhaps it came to him when he was alone, he said.

She clung to that.

The burying of him was another trouble. She had secured the site she had always wished for herself beneath the willow. She would have liked him to be laid there beside her, but his views and opinions had been too well known to her people. They did not want him among them. There was a neglected corner of the big cemetery set apart for such as he; but to lay him there would be to abandon hope. The Lord would never venture there. Anthony suggested the Church. He undertook to interview the vicar, a kindly old gentleman, who possibly would ask no questions.

He found the vicar in the vestry. There had been a meeting of the churchwardens. The Reverend Mr. Sheepskin was a chubby, blue-eyed gentleman. He had heard of Anthonys uncle. A very hard nut to crack, so the vicar had been given to understand.

But was always willing to listen, I gathered, added the vicar. So perhaps the fault was ours. We didnt go about it the right way.

Something moved Anthony to tell the vicar what his uncle had once said to him when he was a child about the world being a very different place if people really did believe all that they say they believe.

He wished he hadnt said it, for the old gentleman sat silent for what seemed quite a long time.

What did they answer him? he asked at length. Did he tell you?

He said they never did answer him that, replied Anthony.

The vicar looked at him across the green baize.

There isnt any answer, he said. Your uncle had us there.

I dreamed of it once. The light was fading; maybe he forgot that young Anthony was sitting there over against him in the shadows. Living for Christ, taking no thought of aught else. What ye shall eat, or what ye shall drink or wherewithal ye shall be clothed. Its a big thing — Believing.

He seemed to have become aware again of the boy sitting there half hidden by the shadows.

Most of us, Strongntharm, he said, think that all weve got to do is to sing about it, to repeat it in the proper places. It isnt enough. Take up thy cross and follow me. Thats where the trouble begins. Easy enough to worship it with folded hands. It is taking it up, carrying it with bowed head and aching shoulders, thats the bother of it.

He rose, pushing back his chair with a grating sound upon the uncarpeted floor.

You see, he said, it isnt only oneself. One might do it if one were alone. The Roman Church is right on that point. And yet it doesnt work, even with them. The world gets hold of them. Whats the date? he said suddenly.

December the fifth, Anthony told him.

Just three weeks to Christmas. He was walking up and down the bare cold room. He halted a few steps in front of the lad. Do you know what Christmas means to me? You will later on. Bills. Butchers bills, bakers bills, bootmakers bills — theres something uncanny about the number of boots that children seem to want. And then theres their school bills and their doctors bills and the Christmas boxes and the presents. Its funny when you come to think of it. Christs birthday. And Ive come to dread it. What were we all talking about this afternoon here in the vestry? How to help Christ? How to spread His gospel? No, pew rates, tithes, clergy relief funds, curates salaries, gas bills, fund for central heating and general repairs!

How can I preach Christ, the Outcast, the Beggar, the Wanderer in the Wilderness, the Servant of the poor, the Carrier of the Cross? Thats what I started out to preach. Theyd only laugh at me. He lives in a big house, they would say; keeps four servants — when one can get them— and his sons go to college. God knows its struggle enough to do it. But I oughtnt to be struggling to do it. I ought to be down among the people, teaching Christ not only by my words but my life.

It had grown dark. The vicar, stumbling against a small side table, brought it down with a clatter. Anthony found the matches and lit the gas. The vicar held out a plump hand.

Itll be all right about your uncle, he said. See Mr. Grant and arrange things with him.

Anthony thanked him and was leaving. The Reverend Mr. Sheepskin drew him back. Dont judge me too hardly, he said with a smile. Leastways, not till youve lived a bit longer. Something made me talk without thinking. If anything Ive said comes back to you at any time, listen to it. It may have been a better sermon than I usually preach.

His aunt was much comforted when he told her.

I shouldnt be surprised, she said, if he got through after all. Anyhow, weve done our best for him.

Old Simon had returned to the railway carriage. He seemed to know that all was over. He lingered for a little while, but there was no heart in him. And one morning they found him dead.

A friendship had grown up between Anthony and young Mowbray. It had been chiefly of Edward Mowbrays seeking, but Anthony had been attracted by Edwards gentleness and kindness. Mowbrays father had also taken a liking to him and he came to be a frequent visitor at The Priory.

Mr. Mowbray was a fine, handsome gentleman of about fifty, fonder of pleasure than of business it was said. He rode to hounds and prided himself on being one of the best shots in the county. He was a widower. Gossip whispered of an unhappy marriage, for the lady — of neglect and infidelities. But this may not have been true, for Mr. Mowbray always spoke of his wife with enthusiasm, and often tears would come into his eyes. Her portrait by Orchardson hung in the dining-room facing Mr. Mowbrays chair: an arresting face, though hardly beautiful, the forehead being too high and narrow. It was in the eyes that the attraction lay. They seemed almost to speak. Mr. Mowbray, during a lull in the conversation, would sometimes raise his glass and drink to her in silence. He was fond of his fine old port, and so were most of his many friends. There were only two children, Edward and his sister Elizabeth. She was the elder by a couple of years. She had her mothers haunting eyes, but the face as a whole was less striking. Anthony had been rather afraid of her at first, and she had not taken much notice of him. She was considered eccentric by reason of her not taking any interest in games and amusements. In this both children were a strange contrast to their father. She would have been dubbed a high brow in later years; blue stocking was the name then.

It was by Edward and his sister that Anthony was introduced to politics. They were ardent reformers. They dreamed of a world in which there would be no more poor. They thought it might be brought about in their time, at least so far as England was concerned. Edward was the more impatient of the two. He thought it would have to come by revolution. Elizabeth (or Betty as she was generally called for short) had once been of the same opinion. But she was changing. She pointed out the futility of the French Revolution. And even had there been excuse for it the need no longer existed. All could be done now through the ballot box. Leaders must arise, men wise and noble. The people would vote for them. Laws must be passed. The evil and the selfish compelled to amend their ways. The rotten houses must be pulled down; pleasant, well-planned habitations take their place, so that the poor might live decently and learn the meaning of home. Work must be found for all; the haunting terror of unemployment be lifted from their lives. It easily could be done. There was work waiting, more than enough, if only the world were properly ordered. Fair wages must be paid, carrying with them a margin for small comforts, recreation. The children must be educated so that in time the poor would be lifted up and the wall between the classes levelled down. Leaders were the one thing needful: if rich and powerful so much the better: men who would fight for the right and never sheathe the sword till they had won justice for the people.

They were tramping the moors. The wind had compelled her to take off her hat and carry it and had put colour into her cheeks. Anthony thought she looked very handsome with her fine eyes flashing beneath their level brows.

In their talk they had lost their tracks and were making a bee line for the descent. A stream barred their way. It babbled over stones and round the roots of trees. Edward picked her up to carry her across, but at the margin hesitated, doubting his muscles.

Youll be safer with Anthony, he said, putting her down.

Its all right, she said. I dont mind getting my feet wet. But Anthony had already lifted her in his arms.

Youre sure Im not too heavy? she asked.

He laughed and stepped down with her into the stream.

He carried her some distance beyond the bank, explaining that the ground was still marshy. He liked the pressure of her weight upon his breast.


CHAPTER VII
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IT WAS THE evening previous to young Mowbrays departure for Oxford. Betty was going with him to help him furnish his rooms. They would have a few days together before term began, and she wanted to see Oxford. Anthony had come to say good-bye. Mr. Mowbray was at a dinner given by the mayor, and the three young people had been left to themselves. Betty had gone into the servants quarters to give some orders. The old housekeeper had died the year before and Betty had taken over the entire charge. They were sitting in the library. The great drawing-room was used only when there was company.

Look in now and again when I am away, said Edward. Betty hasnt many friends and she likes talking to you.

And I like talking to her tremendously, answered Anthony. But, I say, will it be proper?

Oh, what rot, answered Edward. Youre not that sort, either of you. Besides, things are different to what they used to be. Why shouldnt there be just friendship between men and women?

Betty entered as he finished speaking, and the case was put to her.

Yes, I shall be sorry to miss our talks, she said. She turned to Anthony with a smile. How old are you? she asked.

Sixteen, he answered.

She was surprised. I thought you were older, she said.

Sixteen last birthday, he persisted. People have always taken me for older than I am. Mother used to have terrible fights with the tram conductors; they would have I was nearer five than three. She thought quite seriously of sewing a copy of my birth certificate inside my cap. He laughed.

Youre only a boy, said Betty. Im nearly nineteen. Yes, come and see me sometimes.

Edward expected to be at Oxford three years. After that he would return to Millsborough and enter his fathers office. Mowbray and Cousins was the name of the firm, but Cousins had long passed out of it, and eventually the whole business would belong to Edward.

Why dont you go in for the Remingham Scholarship? he said suddenly, turning to Anthony, and join me next year at Oxford. You could win it hands down; and as for funds to help you out, my father would see to that, I know, if I asked him. He thinks tremendously well of you. Do, for my sake.

Anthony shook his head. I have thought about it, he said. Im afraid.

Edward stared at him. What on earth is there to be afraid of? he demanded.

Im afraid of myself, answered Anthony. Nobody thinks it of me, I know; but Id end by being a dreamer if I let myself go. My father had it in him. Thats why he never got on. If I went to Oxford and got wandering about all those old colleges and gardens I wouldnt be able to help myself. Id end by being a mere student. Ive had to fight against it even here, as it is.

Edward and Betty were both listening to him, suddenly interested. The girl was leaning forward with her chin upon her hand. Anthony rose and walked to the window. The curtains had not been drawn. He looked down upon the glare of Millsborough fading into darkness where the mean streets mingled with the sodden fields.

You dont understand what it means, he said. Poverty, fear — all your life one long struggle for bare existence.

He turned and faced the softly-lighted room with its carved ceiling and fine Adams mantelpiece, its Chippendale furniture, its choice pictures and old Persian rugs.

Everything about you mean and ugly, he continued. Everybody looking down upon you, patronizing you. I want to get out of it. Learning isnt going to help me. At best, what would I be without money or influence to start me? A schoolmaster — a curate, perhaps, on eighty pounds a year. Business is my only chance. Im good at that. I feel I could be. Planning, organizing, getting people to see things your way, making them do things. Its just like fighting, only you use your brains instead of your hands. Im always thinking about things that could be done that would be good for every one. I mean to do them one day. My father used to invent machines and other people stole them from him, and kept all the profit for themselves. Theyre not going to do that with me. They shall have their share, but I — — He stopped and flushed scarlet.

Im awfully sorry, he said. Ive got into a way of talking to myself. I forgot I was here.

Betty had risen. I think you are quite right, she said. And when youve got on youll think of those who live always in poverty and fear. Youll know all about them and the way to help them. You will help them, wont you?

She spoke gravely. She might have been presenting a petition to the Prime Minister.

Of course I will, he said. I mean to.

She rang the bell and ordered coffee and cakes.

While they were munching she sprung it upon them that she was going to buy a bicycle. A new design had just been invented with two low wheels of equal size. It could be made so that a lady could ride it.

Edward was just a little shocked. Betty had the reputation as it was of being a bit eccentric. She went long walks by herself in thick boots and rarely wore gloves. This would make her still more talked about. Betty thought she would be doing good. As the daughter of one of the leading men in Millsborough she could afford to defy the conventions and open the way for others. Girls employed in the mills, who now only saw their people twice a year, would be able to run home for weekends, would be able to enjoy rides into the country on half-holidays. Revolutions always came from the top. The girls would call after her at first, she fully expected. Later they would be heartened to follow her example.

Her difficulty was learning. She proposed to go up to the moors early in the morning where she could struggle with the thing unseen. But at first one wanted assistance and support. There was the gardeners boy. But she feared he was weak about the knees.

I wish youd let me come, said Anthony. I like a walk in the early morning. It freshens my brain for the day.

Thank you, she answered. I was really thinking of you, but I didnt like to ask in case it might interfere with your work.

She promised to let him know when the bicycle arrived. He might like to come round and have a look at it.

It was with something of a pang that he said good-bye to Edward, though it would be less than three months before they would meet again. He had not made many friends at the school; he was too self-centered. Young Mowbray was the only boy for whom he felt any real affection.

Tetteridges Preparatory and Commercial School had prospered beyond expectation. In the language of the advertisement it supplied a long-felt want. The gentry of Millsborough — to be exact, its better-off shopkeepers, its higher-salaried clerks and minor professionals — were catered for to excess. But among its skilled workmen and mechanics, earning good wages, were many ambitious for their children. Education was in the air; feared by most of the upper classes as likely to be the beginning of red ruin and the breaking up of laws; regarded by the more thoughtful of the workers, with extravagant hopes, as being the sure road to the Promised Land. Tetteridge had a natural genius for teaching; he had a way of making the work interesting. The boys liked him and talked about him and the things he told them. It became clear that the house in Bridlington Street would soon be too small for his needs.

It sounds nonsensical, I know, said Mr. Tetteridge; but there are times when I wish that I hadnt been so sensible.

What have you been doing sensible? laughed Anthony.

When I followed your most excellent and youthful advice, Tony, and started this confounded school, explained Mr. Tetteridge.

Whats wrong with it? asked Anthony.

Success, replied Mr. Tetteridge. Its going to grow. I shall end in a big square house with boarders and assistant masters and prayers at eight oclock. I shall dress in a black frock-coat and wear a chimney-pot hat. I shall have to. The parents will expect it.

Therell be holidays, suggested Anthony, when youll be able to go walking tours in knickerbockers and a tweed cap.

No, I shant, said Mr. Tetteridge. I shall be a married man. Therell be children, most likely. We shall go for a month to the seaside and listen to niggers. The children will clamour for it. I shall never escape from children all my life, and Ill never get away from Millsborough. I shall die here, an honoured and respected citizen of Millsborough. Do you know what my plan was? Id worked it all out? Wandering about the world like Oliver Goldsmith, with my fiddle. Earning my living while I tramped, sleeping under the stars or in some village inn, listening to the talk and stories; making sketches of odd characters, quaint scenes and places; sitting by the wayside making poetry. Do you know, Tony, I believe I could have been a poet — could have left a name behind me.

Youll have your evenings, argued Anthony. Theyll all go at four oclock. You can write your poetry between tea and supper.

To Irene of the Ringlets, suggested Tetteridge. God and the Grasshopper, Ode to Idleness. What do you think the parents would say? Besides, they dont come between tea and supper. They come in the mental arithmetic hour. I kick em out and slam the door. They never come again.

Anthonys face expressed trouble. Something within him enabled him to understand. Tetteridge laughed.

Its all right, he said. He took the photograph of the science masters daughter from the mantelpiece and kissed it. Im going to marry the dearest little girl in all the world, and were going to get on and be very happy. Who knows? Perhaps we may keep our carriage.

He replaced the latest photograph of Miss Seaton on the mantelpiece. She wasnt as dolly-faced as she had been. The mouth had grown firmer, and the look of wonder in the eyes had gone. She suggested rather a capable young woman.

He had left to Anthony the search for new premises. Anthony was still undecided when something unexpected happened. The younger Miss Warmington, after a brief illness, died. Mrs. Plumberry had nursed her, and at Anthonys request consented to call at 15 Bruton Square and find out how the land lay. It would be the very thing. It had two large class-rooms built out into the garden. Mrs. Plumberry was a born diplomatist. She reported that Miss Warmington, now absolutely alone in the world, had cried a little on Mrs. Plumberrys motherly shoulder; had confided to Mrs. Plumberry that the school had been going down for some time past; that she had neither the heart nor the means to continue it. Mrs. Plumberrys advice to her had been that she should get rid of the remainder of her lease, if possible, and thus avoid liability regarding covenants for reparation. Miss Warmington had expressed the thankfulness with which she would do this, that is if a purchaser could be found; and Mrs. Plumberry, though not holding out much hope, had promised to look about her.

Thus it came to pass that once again Mrs. Strongntharm and Anthony were ushered into the drawing-room of 15 Bruton Square and rested on its horse-hair-covered chairs. But this time Mrs. Strongntharm sat well back; and it was Miss Warmington who, on entering, held out her hand. Mrs. Strongntharm, imagining beforehand, had intended not to see, but second nature again was too strong. Miss Warmington, though old and feeble, was still impressive, and Mrs. Strongntharm curtsied and apologized for intrusion.

Miss Warmington smiled as she shook hands with Anthony.

You were a little boy when I saw you last, she said, and you sat with your leg tucked under you.

And he wouldnt come to your school when you asked him to, interposed Mrs. Strongntharm. She had made up her mind to get that out.

Miss Warmington flushed. I think he was very wise, she said. I hear quite wonderful accounts of him. Anthony had closed the door and placed a chair for her. And I see he has learned manners, she added with another smile.

Anthony laughed. I was very rude, he admitted, and you are a very kind lady to forgive me.

The business, so far as Miss Warmington was concerned, was soon finished. She wondered afterwards why she had accepted Anthonys offer without even putting up a fight. It was considerably less than the sum she had determined to stand out for. But on all points, save the main issue, he had yielded to her; and it had seemed to her at the time that she was getting her own way. They had kept up the fiction of the business being between Mrs. Strongntharm and Miss Warmington, Anthony explaining always that it was his mother who was prepared to do so and so — his mother, alas! who was unable to do the other, Mrs. Strongntharm confirming with a nod or a murmur.

Over a friendly cup of tea letters were exchanged then and there, thus enabling Mrs. Strongntharm to dismiss all thought of other houses that had been offered her. Mrs. Strongntharm undertook to pay Miss Warmington three hundred pounds and to take over Miss Warmingtons lease with all its covenants, together with all fixtures and such furniture as Miss Warmington would not require for her own small needs.

And where the moneys to come from I suppose you know, commented Mrs. Strongntharm, as the door of 15 Bruton Square closed behind them. Blessed if I do!

Anthony laughed. Thatll be all right, mother, he said. Dont you worry.

To hear him! murmured his mother, addressing the darkening sky above her. Talking about three hundred pounds to be paid next Tuesday week and laughing about it! Ah! if your poor father had only had your head.

He explained to his aunt that this time there would be good security and that in consequence she was going to get only five per cent. She tried to make him say seven, more from general principle than with any hope of success. But he only laughed. By degrees he had constituted himself her man of business; and under his guidance her savings had rapidly increased. To Mrs. Newt a successful speculation proved that God was behind you. She had come to regard her nephew with reverence, as being evidently in the Lords counsels.

He had a further proposition to put before her. The dogs had long ago been sold, and the old railway carriage had fallen into ruin. The tumble-down cottage, in which his aunt now lived alone, was threatening to follow its example; but the land on which it stood had grown in value. The price he felt sure he could get for it made her open her eyes. The cottage disposed of, she could come and live with them at Bruton Square, paying, of course, for her board and lodging. The sum he suggested per week made her open her eyes still wider. But he promised she should be comfortable and well looked after. Again she made a feeble effort to touch his heart, but he only kissed her and told her that he would see to everything and that she wasnt to worry. Forty years — all but — she had dwelt in Prospect Cottage, Moor End Lane. She had been married from the Jolly Cricketers, and after a days honeymoon by the sea Joe had brought her there and never a night since then had she slept away from it. There had been fields about it in those days. She dratted the boy more than once or twice as she poked about the tiny rooms, selecting the few articles she intended to keep. But she was ready on the appointed day. She had purchased gloves and a new bonnet. One must needs be dressy for Bruton Square.

Anthony had two rooms at the top of the house, one for his bedroom and the other for his study. He had always been fond of reading. His favourite books were histories and memoirs. Emerson and Montaigne he had chosen for himself as prizes. His fiction was confined to Gullivers Travels. There were also Smiles Self-Help, From Log-Cabin to White House, Franklins Autobiography, and the Life of Abraham Lincoln.

His mother had given up the dressmaking business. Young Tetteridge had brought home his bride, and keeping house for five people, even with help, took up all her time. Often of an evening she would bring her sewing and sit with Anthony while he worked.

It was towards the end of the Michaelmas term; Anthony was in the lower sixth. He had determined to leave at Christmas. The upper sixth spent all its time on the classics which would be useless to him.

What do you think of doing when you do leave? asked his mother. Have you made up your mind?

Go into old Mowbrays office if hell have me, answered Anthony.

Edward will put in a word for you there, wont he? suggested his mother.

Yes. Im reckoning on that, he answered.

Anthony turned again to his book, but his mothers needle lay idle.

The girls friendly too, isnt she? she asked. They say she cant express a wish that he doesnt grant her.

Anthony did not answer. He seemed not to have heard. His mothers thimble rolled to the floor. Anthony recovered it and gave it to her.

Whats she like? his mother asked him.

Oh, all right, he answered, a nice enough girl.

Shes older than you, isnt she? said his mother.

Yes; I think she is, said Anthony. Not much.

Tom Cripps was up on the moor the other morning. His mother had resumed her sewing. Poaching, I expect. He saw you both there. Hes a rare one to gossip. Will it matter?

Anthony laid down his book. Was father in love with you when he married you? he asked.

His mother looked up astonished. What an odd question to ask, she said. Of course he was. Madly in love. Some said I was the prettiest girl in Millsborough — not counting, of course, the gentry. What makes you ask?

Instead of answering he asked her another.

What do you mean by madly in love?

His mother was smiling to herself. The little grey head was at a higher angle than usual.

Oh, you know, she said. Walked six miles there and back every evening just to get five minutes talk with me. Said hed drown himself if I didnt marry him. And was that jealous — why, I darent so much as speak to anything else in trousers. Wrote poetry to me. Only silly like, one day when I was mad with him, I burnt it.

He did not answer. She stole a glance at him. And suddenly it came to her what was in his mind.

It never lasts, she said. Ive often thought as folks would be better without it. She chatted on, keeping a corner of her eye upon him. Young Tetteridge was in love up to his ears when he first came to us. That marriage isnt going to turn out trumps. So was Ted Mowbray — the old man, I mean —— Worshipped the very ground she trod on. Everybody talked about it. Didnt prevent his gallivanting off wherever his fancy took him before theyd been married three years. Guess she wished hed been less hot at first. Might have kept warm a little longer. She laughed. Some one you like and feel you can get on with, and that you know is fond of you; thats the thing that wears and makes for the most happiness. And if shes got a bit of money or can help you in other ways — well, there aint no harm in that. She stopped to thread a needle. Aint ever had a fancy, have you? she asked.

No, he answered. Thats whats troubling me. I suppose Im too young.

His mother shook her head. Youre too level-headed, lad, she said. Youll never make a fool of yourself; for thats what it means, generally speaking. Youll marry with your eyes open; and shell be a lucky woman, because you aint the sort to blow hot and cold and repent of a thing after youve done it. Thats what breaks a womans heart.

She gathered together her work and rose.

Dont get sitting up too late, she said. Dont do to burn the candle at both ends.

She was bending down over him. She paused a moment with his head between her hands.

I suppose you know how handsome you are, she said.

She kissed him and went out.


CHAPTER VIII
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THEY WERE WALKING on the moor. It was a Wednesday afternoon. Betty was on the way to one of her numerous pensioners, a bed-ridden old labourer who lived in what had once been a gamekeepers cottage on the edge of a wood, with a granddaughter to keep house for him, a handsome, wild-looking girl of about sixteen.

What are you going to do when you leave school? Betty asked suddenly. Since the discovery that she was two years older than Anthony she had adopted towards him a motherly attitude. She had laid it aside while she was learning to ride the bicycle. Anthonys early mechanical training had given him a general knowledge of adjustments and repairs. He had assumed the position of instructor, and had spoken in tones of authority. Feeling her safety dependent upon his strength and agility, compelled so often to call to him for help, to cling to him for support, she had been docile and apologetic. But the interlude ended, she had resumed her airs of superiority.

Oughtnt you to be thinking about it? she added.

I have been thinking about it, he explained. My difficulty is that Ive no one to advise me, not now Sir William Coombers dead.

Why dont you have a talk with father? she suggested.

I did think of that too, he said with a laugh. But it seems so cheeky.

How would you like to go into his office? she asked after a silence.

Do you think he would? he answered eagerly.

Ill sound him about it, she said.

They had reached the path leading to the gamekeepers cottage. Anthony had vaulted over the stile. He had turned and was facing her.

You are a brick, he said.

He was looking up at her; she was standing on the cross-bar of the stile. She smiled and held out her hand for him to help her. She had beautiful hands. They were cool and firm, though in consequence of her habit of not wearing gloves, less white and smooth than those of other girls in her position.

He took it, and bending over it kissed it. Neither spoke again till they reached the old mans cottage.

It was a week later that he received a note from Mr. Mowbray asking him to come to dinner. He found Mr. Mowbray alone. Betty had gone to a party at one of the neighbours. Mr. Mowbray put him next to him on his right, and they talked during the meal. Mowbray asked him questions about his school career and then about his father.

Funny, he said, we were turning out some old papers the other day. Came across your grandfathers marriage settlement. I suppose you know that the Strongntharms were quite important folk a hundred years ago.

Anthony had heard about them chiefly from his mother. His father had had no use for them.

Mr. Mowbray was sipping his port.

My grandfather was a tailor in Sheffield, he volunteered. He could afford to remember his grandfather. His father had entertained George IV, and his mother had been a personal friend of Queen Caroline. He himself might have been an aristocrat of the first water if manners and appearances stood for lineage.

I shouldnt have suspected it, sir, said Anthony. He was looking at Mr. Mowbray with genuine admiration. Their eyes met and Mr. Mowbray laughed, well pleased.

Dont you mention that to Betty, he said. She hates to be reminded of it. I tease her about it sometimes when she gets on her high horse and starts riding roughshod over all the social conventions. I tell her its her bourgeois blood coming out in her. He was an awful Radical. It always stops her.

He lit a cigar and pushed back his chair. Anthony did not smoke.

And now to come to business, he said. What are you going to do when you leave school?

I thought of trying to get into an office, answered Anthony.

Any particular sort of an office? demanded Mr. Mowbray.

Yes, sir, answered Anthony. Yours, if youll have me.

Mr. Mowbray was regarding him through half-closed eyes.

You want to be a business-man? You feel thats your métier? So Betty tells me.

Anthony flushed. I hope she didnt tell you all I said, he laughed. It was the night I came in to say good-bye to Edward. I got excited and talked without thinking. But I do think its my best chance, he continued. I like business. It seems to me like a fine game of skill that calls for all your wits, and there is enough danger in it to make it absorbing.

Mr. Mowbray nodded. Youve got the right idea, he said. Youve almost repeated word for word a speech I once heard my father make. It was he who first thought of coal in the valley and took the risk of getting all the land between Donniston and Copley into his own hands before a sod was turned. Hed have died a pauper if his instinct had proved wrong.

We could do with a few more like him in Millsborough, he went on. Lord! The big things that are waiting to be done. I used to think about them. If it wasnt for the croaking old fools that get in your way and havent eyes to see the sun at midday! It would take the patience of Job and the labours of Hercules to move them. He poured himself out another glass of port and sipped it for a while in silence.

Whats your idea of a salary? he suddenly asked. Supposing I did find an opening for you.

Anthony looked at him. He was still sipping his port. Anthony had the conviction that Mr. Mowbray would, if the figure were left to him, suggest a hundred a year. He could not explain why. Maybe some forgotten talk with Edward had left this impression on his mind, or maybe it was pure guess work.

Eighty pounds a year, sir, I was thinking of, to begin with, he answered.

The firm of Mowbray and Cousins acted for most of the older inhabitants of Millsborough, and Mrs. Newt was amongst them. Mr. Mowbray had had one or two interviews with Anthony in connection with his aunts affairs and had formed a high opinion of his acumen and shrewdness. The price he had just got his aunt for her bit of land in Moor End Lane, and the way he had played one would-be purchaser against another had, in particular, suggested to Mr. Mowbrays thinking a touch of genius.

Well say a hundred, said Mr. Mowbray, to begin with. What happens afterwards will depend upon yourself.

Its awfully kind of you, sir, said Anthony. I wont try to thank you — in words.

He had been sure that Mr. Mowbray would insist upon his own figure. Mr. Mowbray liked doing fine, generous things that commanded admiration. But he was really grateful.

Mr. Mowbray had risen. He laid a kindly hand on Anthonys shoulder.

I should like you to get on and be helpful to me, he said. Edwards a dreamer, as you know. I should like to think there would be always someone capable and reliable to give him a hand.

Edward had not returned home for the midsummer vacation. Betty had met him in London and they had made an extended tour on the Continent. Anthony had not seen him for over a year when they met a few days before Christmas. He looked ill. Oxford did not agree with him; he found it enervating, but he thought he would get acclimatized. He had been surprised at Anthonys having been eager to enter his fathers office. From their talks he had gathered that Anthony was bent upon becoming a business man. He had expected him to try for a place in one of the great steel works or a manufacturers office.

Your grandfather didnt make his money out of being a solicitor, explained Anthony. Your father was telling me only the other day; it was he who set going all the new schemes; they were his idea. He got together the money for them and controlled them. You see, being the leading solicitor of Millsborough, he was in touch with the right people and knew all that was going on behind the scenes. Millsborough was only a little place then, compared to what it is now. If your father — he checked himself and changed the words that had been upon his lips— cared to take the trouble he could be a millionaire before he died.

Im glad he doesnt, laughed Edward. I hate millionaires.

Betty was with them. They were returning home from a walk upon the moors. Edward had clamoured for wind. According to him you wouldnt get it in Oxford. It was twilight, and they had reached the point where Millsborough lay stretched out before them.

It depends upon what use you make of it, Betty chimed in. Money is a weapon. You can use it for conquering, winning more and more for yourself; or you can use it for freeing the chained, protecting the weak, fighting for the oppressed.

Oh, yes; I know the theory, replied Edward. Robin Hood. You take it from the rich and give it to the poor. But Robin Hood must first feast with his followers; thats only fair. And must put by a bit for a rainy day; thats only common prudence. And then Little John puts in his claims, and dear old Friar Tuck. Mustnt forget Friar Tuck or the blessing of God wont be with us next time. And Maid Marion must have a new kirtle and a ribbon or two to tie up her bonny brown hair. And one or two things Robin wants for himself. By the time its all over theres nothing left for the poor.

Anthony laughed. But Betty took it seriously.

You dream of the future, she said to her brother. I want to help the people now. A rich man — especially if he were a good business man — could lay the foundations of a new world here in Millsborough tomorrow. He wouldnt have to wait for other people. He could build healthy pleasant houses for the workers. Im not thinking of charity. Thats why I want the business man who would go to work sensibly and economically; turn them out at rents that the people could afford. I know it can be done. Ive gone into it. He could build them clubs to take the place of the public-houses where they could meet each other, read and talk, play games, have concerts and dances. Why shouldnt there be a theatre? Look at the money they spend on drink. Its just to get away from their wretched homes. Offer them something worth having — something theyd really like and enjoy, and theyd spend their money on that. I wouldnt have anything started that couldnt be made to pay its own way in the long run. If it cant do that it isnt real. It isnt going to last. He could open shops, sell food and clothes to the people at fair prices; could start factories that would pay decent wages and where the hands would share in the profits. Its no use kind, well-meaning people attempting these things that dont understand business. They make a muddle of it; and then everybody points to it and says, See what a failure it was! It isnt the dreamers — the theorists — that will change the world. Lifes a business; it wants the business man to put it right. He hasnt got to wait for revolutions, nor even for Parliaments. He can take the world as it is, shape it to fine ends with the tools that are already in his hands. One day one of them will rise up and show the way. It just wants a big man to set it going, thats all.

They had reached the outskirts of the town, where their ways parted. Anthony had promised his mother to be home to tea. The Tetteridges were away; and she was giving a party in the drawing-room to some poor folks who had been her neighbours in Snellings Row. Edward was a few steps ahead. Betty held out her hand. She was trembling and seemed as if she would fall. Anthony put an arm round her and held her up.

How strong you are, she said.

The office of Mowbray and Cousins occupied a high, square, red brick house in the centre of the town facing the church. Anthony was given a desk in the vestibule leading to Mr. Mowbrays private room on the first floor, with its three high, dome-topped windows. It seemed that Mr. Mowbray intended to employ him rather as a private secretary than a clerk. He kept Mr. Mowbrays papers in order, reminded him of his appointments, wrote such letters as Mr. Mowbray chose to answer himself. Mr. Mowbray had never taken kindly to dictating; he was too impatient. Anthony, with the help of the letter book, soon learned the trick of elaborating his brief instructions into proper form. It was always Anthony that Mr. Mowbray selected to accompany him on outside business; to see that the bag contained all necessary documents; to look up trains; arrange things generally. Mr. Mowbray himself had a distaste for detail. It was plain to Anthony, notwithstanding his inexperience, that his position was unique. He was prepared for jealousy; but for some reason that at first he did not grasp Mr. Mowbrays favouritism was regarded throughout the office as in the natural order of things. Even old Abraham Johnson, the head clerk, who had the reputation of being somewhat of a tyrant, was friendly to him from the beginning. It was assumed as a matter of course that he was studying for the law and would later on take out his articles.

I meant to do so when I first entered the office, old Mr. Johnson said to him one day. They were walking home together. Mr. Johnson also resided in Bruton Square. He was a bachelor and lived with an unmarried sister. Forty-three years ago that was, in the first Mr. Mowbrays time. But office hours were longer then; and when I got home I was pretty tired. And what with one thing and another —— Besides, I hadnt your incentive.

He laughed, and seemed to expect Anthony to understand the joke.

Come to me, he added, if you get tied up at any time. I expect Ill be able to help you.

They were all quite right. He was studying for the law. But it surprised him they should all assume it as a matter of course.

He had intended telling Edward himself and asking his help. But Edward anticipated him.

Im glad youre with the Govnor, he said. It was a day or two before his return to Oxford. He had come to the office with messages from his father, who was in bed with a headache. I should have suggested it myself if Id known you were looking at it that way. And Bettys pleased, he added. She thinks it is good for the dad, that you will steady him. He laughed. And now that you have begun I want you to peg away and take out your articles. Ill write out all youve got to do and leave it with Betty if I dont see you again. And if there are any books you want that you cant find in the office, let me know, and Ill send them to you.

Right you are, said Anthony. Ill go ahead. The only thing that worries me is that youre all of you making it so easy for me. Its spoiling my character. He looked up with a smile. Edward was sitting on a corner of his fathers desk swinging his legs. Youve been a ripping friend to me ever since you first spoke to me in Bull Lane, the day I fought young Penlove. He spoke with an emotion unusual to him.

Edward flushed. There are only two people I really care for, he said, you and Betty. But it isnt only of you Im thinking. If I come into the business itll be jolly our being together. And if not — — He paused.

What do you mean? asked Anthony. Youre not thinking of chucking it? Your fathers reckoning on you. Thats why hes never taken a partner; he told me so.

Of course I shall come into it, Edward answered, bar accidents.

He was looking out of the window. Anthony followed his gaze, but the cold grey square was empty save for a couple of cabs that stood there on the rank.

But what could happen? persisted Anthony.

Oh, nothing, Edward answered. Its only another way of saying Deo volente. It used to be added to all public proclamations once upon a time. Were not as pious as we were. He took up his hat and stick and held out his hand. Dont forget about the books, he said. Theyre expensive to buy, and Ive done with most of them.

Anthony thanked him and they shook hands. They never met again.


CHAPTER IX
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IT WAS JUST before Easter that Edward wrote his father and Betty that he had developed diabetes and was going for a few weeks to a nursing home at Malvern. The doctor hoped that with care he would soon be much better. In any case he should return to Oxford sometime during the summer term. He expected to be done with it by Christmas.

To Anthony he wrote a different letter. The doctor had, of course, talked cheerfully; it was the business of a doctor to hold out hope; but he had the feeling himself that his chance was a poor one. He should return to Oxford, if the doctor did not absolutely forbid it, for Bettys sake. He did not want to alarm her. And, of course, he might pull through. If not, his idea was that Anthony should push on with his studies at high speed and become as soon as possible a junior partner in the firm. It was evident from his letter that he and Betty were in agreement on this matter and that she was preparing the way with her father. Mr. Mowbrays appetite for old port was increasing. He was paying less and less attention to the business. It would soon need some one to pull it together again.

Betty likes you, I know, he wrote, and thinks no end of you. I used to dream of you and she marrying; and when the doctor told me, my first idea was to write to you both and urge it; it seemed to me you were so fitted for one another. But then it came to me that we are strangers to one another, even to our nearest and dearest; we do not know what is in one anothers hearts. I feared you might think it your duty and might do it out of mere gratitude or even from some lesser motive. I know that in any case you would be true and good and kind; and a little while ago I should have deemed that sufficient. But now I am not sure. It may be that love is the only thing of importance, and that to think we can do without it is to imagine that we can do without God. You will be surprised at my writing in this strain, but ever since I began to think I seem to have been trying to discover a meaning in life; and it seems to me that without God it is all meaningless and stupid. But by feeling that we are part of God and knowing we shall always be with Him, working for Him, that then it all becomes interesting and quite exciting. And the thing weve got to keep on learning is to love, because that is the great secret. Forgive me for being prosy, but I have nothing else to do just now but walk about the hills and think. If you and Betty should get to care for one another, and I should come to hear of it, I shall be tremendously delighted. But in any case I know you will take my place and look after her. People think her the embodiment of capability and common sense. And so she is where others are concerned. But when it comes to managing for herself shes a duffer.

He added that he would write again and keep Anthony informed, so that before the end they could have some talk together.

Anthony read the letter again. His friendship with Edward meant more to him than he had thought. It was as if a part of himself were being torn away from him, and the pain that he felt surprised him. Evidently he was less self-centred, less independent of others than he had deemed himself. Outwardly his life would go on as before. He would scheme, manœuvre, fight and conquer. But there was that other Anthony, known only to himself, of whom even he himself had been aware only dimly and at intervals: Anthony the dreamer. It seemed that he too had been growing up, that he too had hopes, desires. He it was who had lost his friend and would not be comforted. And almost it seemed as if from his sorrow he had gained strength. For as time went by this Anthony, the dreamer, came more often, even interfering sometimes with business.

He would have liked to have gone over to Malvern and have seen Edward. Betty was there. But he was wanted in the office. So often Mr. Mowbray had one of his headaches and did not care to leave the house, and then it was always Anthony he would send for, and they would work in the library. And of late he had taken to absenting himself for days at a time, being called away, as he would explain, upon private affairs. And to Anthony alone he would confide his address, in case it was absolutely necessary for him to be recalled. Anthony had his suspicions where these journeys ended. He was worried. Betty had returned from Malvern, Edward having assured her that he was much better. Anthony, looking at the matter from all sides, came to the conclusion that he ought to tell her. It was bound to come out sooner or later.

Betty was not surprised.

Its what Ive been fearing, she said. It was Ted that kept him straight. Hes always been a good father to both of us. He wanted Ted to succeed to a sound business; but now this blow has come he doesnt seem to care.

But Ted is going to succeed to it, replied Anthony without looking up.

I wish you could persuade him of that, she said. Ive tried; but I only make him excited. He says its Gods punishment on him for his sins and apparently argues from that that he may just as well go on sinning. If Ted could get well enough to come home, if only for a few days, it might make all the difference.

Dont you think he could? suggested Anthony.

Not to Millsborough, she answered. She glanced out of the window at the everlasting smoke that was rolling slowly up the valley towards the sea. I wanted him to take The Abbey — Sir William Coombers old place up on the moor — it is still to let. But this woman seems to have got firmly hold of him at last. My fear is that shell marry him. Poor dad! Hes such a kid.

Has he known her long? asked Anthony.

She was our governess when Ted and I were children, Betty answered. She was a pretty woman, but I always hated her. It was instinct, I suppose. She married soon after she left us, and went back to France, but returned to London when her husband died about six years ago. Id rather anything than that he should marry her. To see her sleeping in mothers room! I couldnt stand that. I should — —

She stopped abruptly. She was trembling.

I dont think theres any fear of that, said Anthony. He still loves your mother. Im not talking merely to please you. Its the best thing about him. And he loves you. Hed think of all that.

He didnt think of it when she lived, Betty answered.

They were in the long dining-room and had just finished dinner. Mr. Mowbray had telegraphed that he was coming home that evening and would want to see Anthony. But he had not yet arrived. She was looking at the portrait of her mother over the great mantel-piece.

If ever I marry, she said, I shall pray God to send me a man who will like me and think of me as a good friend and comrade.

They neither spoke for a while.

It was a love-match on both sides, between your father and your mother, wasnt it? asked Anthony.

No woman ever had a more perfect lover, so my mother told me, she answered with a curious laugh. For the first five years. I remember waking in the night. My mother was kneeling by my bed with her head buried in her arms. I didnt understand. I supposed it was something grown up people did. I went to sleep again; and when I opened my eyes again it was dawn. She was still there. I called to her, and she raised her head and looked at me. It was such a strange face. I didnt know it was my mother.

Anthony looked at the picture. Betty was growing more like her every day.

I wonder if we would be better without it, he said. All the great love stories of the world: theyve all been tragedies. Even the people round about us whom we know; it always seems to end in a muddle. Is every man bound to go through it? he added with a laugh. Or could a man keep out of it, do you think?

I think a strong man might, she answered. Its weak men that make the best lovers.

There have been strong men who have loved, suggested Anthony.

Yes, she admitted. Those are the great love stories that end in tragedy.

There came the sound of carriage wheels.

I expect thats dad, she said.

She had risen. Passing, she lightly laid her hand on him.

Dont ever fall in love, she said. It would spoil you.

Mr. Mowbray had aged of late, but with his white, waving hair and fine features was still a handsome man. Old-fashioned clients, shaking their heads, had gone elsewhere. But new business had come to the firm. Anthony had taken his employer for a walk one summers evening along the rivers bank, and had talked him into the idea of turning Millsborough into a seaport town. It could be done, with money. The river could be widened, deepened; locks could be built. The traffic from the valley that now went north or south could be retained for Millsborough. The marvel was that nobody had ever thought of it before.

Weve all been asleep here for the last quarter of a century, Mr. Mowbray said, laying his arm affectionately on Anthonys shoulder. Youll wake us up.

Engineers had been consulted and had sent in their reports. The scheme was practicable; Mowbray and Cousins was still a name to conjure with in business circles. The enterprise had been launched, had forced its way by its sheer merit. Not only could a handsome dividend be safely reckoned on; it would be of enormous benefit to Millsborough as a whole.

Mowbrays coming back, they said in Millsborough.

Anthonys share was to be a junior partnership. It was Mr. Mowbray who was the more impatient. Anthony promised to be through before the long vacation.

If dear Ted comes back, said Mr. Mowbray, hell be glad to find you here. If God is hard on me for my sins we must make our fortune for Bettys sake.

Edward had gone to Switzerland for the summer. Anthony had hoped to see him before he went, but examinations had interfered; and Edward himself had been more hopeful. He had written that in spite of all he felt he was going to live. His mind was getting lighter. He was forming plans for the future. And then suddenly there had come a three-word telegram:

I want Betty.

Mr. Mowbray was away when it came. He had gone, without saying a word to any one, the day before, and had not as usual left Anthony any address. He did not return until the end of the week, and then it was all over. Betty had wired that she was bringing the body back with her. Mr. Mowbray broke down completely when Anthony told him, throwing himself upon his knees and sobbing like a child.

Betty will hate me, he moaned through his tears, and it will serve me right. I seem to do nothing but hurt those I love. I loved my wife and I broke her heart. There is no health in me.

Edward was buried in St. Aldys Churchyard beside his mother. Anthony had seen the ex-governess and made all things clear to her. Mr. Mowbray seemed inclined to settle down to business a reformed character. Anthony had taken out his articles and had been admitted into partnership, though the firm would still remain Mowbray and Cousins.

It was an evening in late September. Mr. Mowbray and Betty had gone abroad. Anthony, leaving the office earlier than usual, climbed the hill to the moors. He took the road he had climbed with his mother when he was a child and had thought he was going to see God. He could see the vision of his own stout little legs pounding away in front of him and his mothers stooping back and her short silk jacket, remnant of better days, that she had always worn on these occasions. If his aunts theories were correct, then surely the Lord must have approved of him and of all his ways from his youth upwards. At school, in the beginning, he had put himself out to make a friend of Edward Mowbray, foreseeing the possible advantages. So also with Betty. He had tried to make her like him. It had not been easy at first, but he had studied her. The love for Edward that had come to him had been an aftergrowth. It belonged to Anthony the dreamer rather than to the real Anthony.

With Betty also he had succeeded. She liked him, cared for him. That she did not love him he was glad. If she had loved him he would have hesitated, deeming it an unfair bargain. As it was, he could with a clear conscience ask her to be his wife. And she would consent; he had no doubt of that. Old Mr. Mowbray would welcome the match. He was reckoning on it as assuring Bettys future. Anthony would succeed to the business, and behind him there would be the old mans money to help forward the plans with which his brain was teeming for the benefit of Millsborough and himself. The memory of what Edward had written him about love came back to him. But Edward had always been a dreamer. Life was a business. One got on better by keeping love and religion out of it. He and Betty liked each other. They would get on together. Her political enthusiasms did not frighten him. All that would be in his own hands. When success had arrived — when his schemes had matured and had brought him wealth and power — then it would be time enough to venture on experiments. Prudently planned, they need not involve much risk. They would bring him fame, honour. To the successful business man all prizes were within reach.

His walk had brought him to The Abbey, now untenanted. The fancy that one day it might be his home had often come to him. His mother had been a parlourmaid there. He pictured the perfect joy that it would give her to sit in its yellow drawing-room and reach out her hand to ring the bell.

He passed through the rose garden. Betty would love the rose garden. Roses she had made her hobby. But the air of Millsborough did not suit them. Here they were still wonderful in spite of neglect. He made a mental note to speak about it to Hobbs, the gardener. He knew what the answer would be. Twice that summer Hobbs had walked down to Millsborough with a tale of despair; and twice Anthony had written to Sir Harry Coomber. But what was a penurious baronet to do? Would Mowbray and Cousins never succeed in finding him a tenant? And so on. Anthony determined to provided Hobbs with help on his own responsibility. The rose garden, even if everything else had to go, must be preserved.

He passed on to the flower garden. It had always been Hobbs special pride. It had been well cared for and was now a blaze of colour. It lay between two old grey walls that had once enclosed the cloisters; and beyond one saw the great cedars that had been brought and planted there by Herbert de Combles on his return from the Crusades.

A yew hedge in which there was a wicket gate separated the two gardens. He paused by the gate with his arms resting upon it and watched the lengthening of the shadows.

And as he looked a girl came slowly up the path towards him.

He knew her quite well, but could not for the moment recollect where he had first seen her.

And then he remembered. It had been an afternoon back in the early spring. Sir Harry, pleading that he was too much of an invalid to venture out, had written asking Mr. Mowbray to come up to The Abbey to see him on business, and Mr. Mowbray, pleading engagements, had sent Anthony.

It had merely been to talk about the letting of the house. Sir Harry and his family had decided to live abroad for the present and were leaving almost immediately. Anthony had sat by the window making notes, and Sir Harry, giving unnecessary instructions, had been walking up and down the room with his hands behind him. The door had sprung open and a girl had burst into the room. Anthony had hardly had time to notice her. She had not expected a stranger and was evidently in doubt whether she was to be introduced or not. Her father had solved the problem for her by telling her to run away and not come back. And if she did to come in more quietly next time and not like a whirlwind. And she had made a grimace and had gone out again.

He had only seen her for those few seconds, and it rather surprised him that he recollected her so minutely, even to the dimple in her chin.

She came nearer and nearer. He was wondering whether to speak to her when for the first time she looked up and their eyes met. She was beside a great group of delphiniums. He noticed that their deep blue was almost the same colour as the dress she was wearing. She must have taken a swift step behind them during some instant when he had taken his eyes off her. He waited a while, expecting her to emerge, but she did not do so, and for him to linger there might seem impertinence.

On his way back, past the side entrance to the house, he came upon old Wilkins, the caretaker; he had once been the coachman.

When did the family come back? Anthony asked him. It was odd that Sir Harry had not written. It might be that they had returned to England only for a short visit and had not thought it worth while.

The man stared at him. What do you mean? he said. Theres nobody here.

But Ive just seen her, said Anthony. Miss Coomber. He wished the next moment that he had not said it, for the old mans face clearly showed that he thought Anthony mad.

It must be her spirit, Mr. Anthony, he said, that youve seen. Her body aint here.

Anthony felt himself flushing. He laughed.

I must have been dreaming, he said.

Thats the only explanation I can see, said Mr. Wilkins. He wished Anthony good afternoon and turned into the house. Anthony heard him calling to his wife.

It was dark before Anthony reached home.


CHAPTER X
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MRS. TETTERIDGE WAS a pretty piquante lady. Her grey eyes no longer looked out upon the world with childish wonder. On the contrary they suggested that she now knew all about it, had found on closer inspection that there really was nothing to wonder about. A commonplace world with well-defined high-roads that one did well to follow, keeping ones eyes in front of one, suppressing all inclination towards alluring byways leading to waste lands and barren spaces.

Tetteridges Preparatory and Commercial School had outgrown its beginnings. Mrs. Tetteridge had no objection to the ambitious poor, provided they were willing and able to pay increased school fees and to dress their sons in conformity with the standards of respectability. But they no longer formed the chief support of the Rev. Doctor Tetteridges Academy. The professional and commercial classes of Millsborough and its neighbourhood had discovered Mr. Tetteridge and were in the process of annexing him. Naturally they would prefer that he should get rid of the ragtail and the bobtail that had flocked round him on his first coming. The Rev. Dr. Tetteridge, interviewing parents, found himself in face of the problem that had troubled the elder Miss Warmington when, years ago, in the very same room, she had sat over against Mrs. Strongntharm, while stealing side glances at a self-possessed young imp perched on a horsehair chair with one leg tucked underneath him.

The Rev. Dr. Tetteridge was sorry — had known himself the difficulty of meeting tailors bills. But corduroys, patched coats and paper collars! There were parents to be considered. A certain tone of appearance and behaviour must be maintained. The difficulty was not always confined to clothes. The children of agitators — of fathers who spoke openly and often against the existing order of society! In Millsborough there were many such. Unfortunate that the opinions of the fathers should be visited on the children. But so it was. Middle-class youth must be protected from possible contamination. The Rev. Dr. Tetteridge, remembering youthful speeches of his own at local debating societies, would flush and stammer. Mr. Tetteridge himself was not altogether averse to freedom of speech. But again the parents! The ambitious poor would give coarse expression to contemptuous anger and depart, dragging their puzzled offspring with them. Some of the things they said would hurt the Rev. Dr. Tetteridge by reason of their truth, especially things said by those among the poor who had known him when he was Mr. Emanuel Tetteridge, to whom success had not yet come.

Mr. Emanuel Tetteridge had thought to help the poor. In what way better than by educating their sons? For which purpose, it would seem, he had been granted special gifts. It was the thing that compensated him for giving up his dreams. Maybe the poor, not knowing the etiquette of these matters, might have overlooked his playing of the fiddle; perhaps, lacking sense of propriety, might have tolerated even odes to Irene.

An eccentric schoolmaster, an oddity of a schoolmaster, content with what the world called poverty so that he might live his own life, dream out his dreams, might have done this. If only he hadnt got on. If only success — a strong-minded lady — was not gripping him so firmly by the arm, talking incessantly, without giving him a moment to think of the wonderful place to which she was leading him: a big house of many rooms, strongly built and solidly furnished, surrounded by a high brick wall pierced by a great iron gate; with men and women in uniform to see to his feeding and his clothing and his sleeping. At the proper times he would go to church. There would be a certain number of hours apportioned to him for exercise and even for recreation of an approved nature. And there would be times when his friends could come to see him. It had sounded to Emanuel Tetteridge as the description of a prison; but Mrs. Tetteridge had assured him it was a palace.

What further impressed him with the idea that it was to prison he was going was the information broken to him by Mrs. Tetteridge that before he could enter there he would have to take off his tweed suit and put on a black coat that buttoned close up to the neck, with a collar that fastened behind. Such, until his term of service was ended, would be his distinctive garb. He had put up opposition. But Mrs. Tetteridge had cried, and when she cried the hardness went out of her eyes and she looked very pretty and pathetic; and Tetteridge had felt himself a brute and a traitor to love. So the day had come when he had taken off his old tweed suit forever and had put on the long black coat that buttoned round the neck. And Mrs. Tetteridge had come to his assistance with the collar and had laughed and clapped her pretty hands and kissed him.

But when she had left him and the door was closed he had gone down on his knees and had asked God to forgive him for his hypocrisy. He had knelt long and the tears had come; and when he rose it seemed to him that God, looking in, had smiled at him a little sadly and had laid a hand on him, calling him poor lad. So that it remained with him that God understood what a difficult thing is life, and would, perhaps, give him another chance.

The time had come, so Mrs. Tetteridge had decided, for a move onward. The final destination, that country mansion standing in its own grounds, that she had determined upon, was still not yet in sight. Something half-way was her present idea, a large, odd-shaped house to the south of St. Aldys Church. It had once been a convent, but had been adapted to domestic purposes by an eccentric old East India trader who had married three wives. All his numerous progeny lived with him, and he had needed a roomy place. It was too big and too ugly for most people and had been empty for years. It belonged to a client of Mowbrays and it occurred to Mrs. Tetteridge that he might consider even an inadequate rent better than nothing at all. At her request Anthony met her there one afternoon with the key. The rusty iron gate squeaked when Anthony pushed it open. They crossed a paved yard and mounted a flight of stone steps. The lock of the great oak door growled and grated when Anthony tried to turn the key. But it yielded at last, and a cold chill air crept up from the cellars and wrapped them round. Mrs. Tetteridge had difficulty in hiding her enthusiasm. The long tunnel-like rooms on the ground floor might have been built for class rooms. On the first floor was the great drawing-room. It would serve for receptions and speech-making. There were bedrooms for a dozen boarders if they had luck. The high-walled garden behind was bare save for decrepit trees and overgrown bushes that could easily be removed. A few cartloads of gravel would transform it into an ideal playground. They returned to the ground floor. At the end of the stone corridor Mrs. Tetteridge found a door she had not previously noticed. It led to a high vaulted room with a huge black marble mantelpiece representing two elephants supporting a small-sized temple. Opposite was a high-arched window overlooking the churchyard.

Mrs. Tetteridge surveyed it approvingly.

This will be Emys study, she said in a tone of decision. She was speaking to herself. She had forgotten Anthony.

Anthony was leaning against one of the elephants.

Poor devil! he said.

Mrs. Tetteridge looked up. There was a curious little smile about her pretty mouth.

You dont like me, she said to Anthony.

I should, answered Anthony, quite well, if I didnt like Emy.

She came to the other end of the mantelpiece, resting her hand upon it.

Ive got you here alone, she said with a laugh, and Im going to have it out with you. Im sorry you dont like me because I like you very much. But that isnt the important thing. I dont want you taking Emys side against me. Youve got great influence over him, and Im afraid of you.

Anthony was about to answer. She made a gesture.

Let me finish, she said, then we shall both know what were up against. You think Im spoiling his life, robbing him of his dreams. What were they, put into plain language? To compose a little music; to write a little poetry. Hed never have earned enough to live on. Perhaps before he died he might have composed something out of which a music publisher might have pocketed thousands. He might have written poems that would have brought him fame when it was too late. Hed never have made any real solid success. At that kind of work I couldnt help him; and, left to himself, he isnt the sort that ever does get on. At this work of schoolmastering I can help him. He has the talent and I have the business capacity. Ive no use for dreamers. My father was a dreamer. He discovered things in chemistry that, if he had followed them up, would have made his fortune. They bored him. He was out for discovering a means of changing the atmosphere. I dont remember the details. You released a gas, or you eliminated a gas, or you introduced a gas. It was all about gases. Thats the only thing I do remember. People instead of breathing in depression and weariness breathed in light-heartedness and strength. It sounds like a fairy story, but if youd listened to him youd have been persuaded it was coming, that it was only a question of time, and that when the secret was discovered the whole human race would be feeling like a prisoner who had escaped from a dungeon. That was his dream. And to him it was possible. It was for the sake of that dream that he took the position of science master at St. Aldys at a hundred and sixty a year. It gave him leisure for research. And we children paid the price for it. Both my brothers were clever boys. Given the opportunity, they could have won their way in the world. One of them is a commercial traveller, and the other, as you know, a clerk in your office at eighty pounds a year. If he behaves himself and works hard he may, when hes fifty, be your managing clerk at three hundred.

She came closer to him and looked straight into his eyes.

Hes there, she said, inside you — the dreamer. You know it and so do I, she laughed. Ive looked at him too often. Youve had sense enough to chain him up and throw away the key. Take care he doesnt escape. If he does hell take possession of you, and all your strength and cleverness will be at his service. Hell ride you without pity. Hell ride you to death.

She put her hands upon his shoulders and gave him a little shake.

Im talking to you for your good, she said. I like you. Dont ever let him get the mastery over you. If he does, God help you.

She looked at her watch.

I must be off, she said.

Anthony laughed.

So like a woman, he said; thinks that when she has said all that shes got to say that theres nothing more to be said.

You shall have your say another time, she promised him.

Anthony kept on the house in Bruton Square. It was larger than they wanted now the Tetteridges were gone, but he liked the old-fashioned square with its ancient rookery among the tall elms. He let the big classroom for an office to a young architect who had lately come to Millsborough. His aunt was delighted with the change. She had hated Mrs. Tetteridge, who had disapproved of her sitting on sunny afternoons on a Windsor chair outside the front door. It had always been her habit. And why what was harmless in Moor End Lane should be sinful in Bruton Square she could not understand. She was growing feeble. It was want of work according to her own idea, which was probably correct. As a consequence she was looking forward to heaven with less eagerness.

I used to think it would be just lovely, she confessed to Anthony one day, sitting about and doing nothing for ever and ever. It sounds ungrateful, but upon my word Im not so sure that Ill enjoy it.

Uncle did believe in God, said Anthony. I had a talk with him before he died. There must be somebody bossing it all, he said. His hope was that God might think him of some use and find him a job.

He was a good man, your uncle, answered his aunt. I used to worry myself about him. But perhaps, after all, the Lord aint as unreasonable as Hes made out to be.

Mr. Mowbray was leaving the business more and more to Anthony. As a compensation for denial in other directions he was allowing himself too much old port and the gout was getting hold of him. Betty took him abroad as much as possible. Travelling interested him, and, away from his old cronies, he was easier to manage. He had always adored his children, and Betty, in spite of his failings, could not help being fond of him. Anthony knew that so long as her father lived she would never marry. Neither was he in any hurry. The relationship between them was that of a restful comradeship; and marriage could have made but little difference. Meanwhile the firm of Mowbray and Cousins was prospering. The private business was almost entirely in the hands of old Johnson, the head clerk. It was to his numerous schemes for the building up of Millsborough that Anthony devoted himself. The port of Millsborough was already an accomplished fact and its success assured. A syndicate for the construction of an electric tramway running from the docks to the farthest end of the densely populated valley had already got to work. A yet more important project was now in Anthonys mind. Hitherto Millsborough had been served by a branch line from a junction fifteen miles away. Anthony wanted a new track that should cross the river to the west of the new lock and, skirting the coast, rejoin the main line beyond the moor. It would bring Millsborough on to the main line and shorten the distance between London and the north by over an hour. It was the name of Mowbray that figured upon all documents, but Millsborough knew that the brain behind was Mowbrays junior partner, young Strongntharm. Millsborough, believing in luck, put its money on him.

The Coomber family had returned to The Abbey somewhat unexpectedly. No tenant for the house had come forward. Also Sir Harry had come into unexpected legacy. It was not much, but with economy it would enable them to keep up the old place. It had been the home of the Coomber family for many generations, and Sir Harry, not expecting to live long, was wishful to die there.

Mr. Mowbray was away, and old Johnson, the head clerk, had gone up to The Abbey to welcome them home and talk a little business.

I doubt if theyll be able to pull through, he said to Anthony on his return to the office. The grounds are all going to rack and ruin, to say nothing about the outbuildings and the farm. Even to keep it up as it is will take two thousand a year; and it doesnt seem to me that, after paying the interest on the mortgage, hell have as much as that left altogether.

What does he say himself? asked Anthony. Does he grasp it?

Oh, after me the deluge! seems to be his idea, answered old Johnson. Reckons he isnt going to live for more than two years, and may just as well live there. Talks of shutting up most of the rooms and eking out existence on the produce of the kitchen garden, he laughed.

And Lady Coomber? asked Anthony.

Oh, well, hes fortunate there, answered Johnson. Give her a blackbird to sing to her and a few flowers to look after and you havent got to worry about her. Dont see how theyre going to manage about the boy.

Hes in the army, isnt he? said Anthony.

In the Guards, answered Johnson. They must be mad. Of course theyve any amount of rich connections. But I dont see their coming forward to that extent.

Hell have to exchange, suggested Anthony. Get out to India.

Or else theyll starve themselves to try and keep it up, answered Johnson. Funny thing, you can never get any sense into these old families. Its the inter-breeding, I suppose. Of course, theres the girl. She may perhaps put them on their legs again.

By marrying some rich old bug? said Anthony.

Or rich young one, answered Johnson. I dont think Ive ever seen anything more lovely. I expect thats why theyve come back, if the truth were told. If her aunt took her up and ran her for a season in London there oughtnt to be much difficulty.

Except perhaps the girl, suggested Anthony.

Oh! they look at things differently in that class, answered old Johnson. Theyve got to.

The house and shop in Platts Lane where Anthony had been born had been taken over by the old jobbing tinker and his half-witted son. The old man had never been of much use, but the boy had developed into a clever mechanic. Bicycles were numerous now in Millsborough, and he had gained the reputation of being the best man in the town for repairing them and generally putting them to rights. A question of repairs to the workshop had arisen. The property belonged to a client of Mowbrays, and Mr. Johnson was giving instructions to a clerk to call at the place on his way back from lunch and see what was wanted when Anthony entered the room.

Im going that way, he said. Ill call myself.

Anthony stopped his cab a few streets off. He had carefully avoided this neighbourhood of sordid streets since the day he and his mother had finally left it behind them. The spirit of hopelessness seemed brooding there. The narrow grimy house where he was born was unchanged. The broken window in the room where his father had died had never yet been mended. The square of brown paper that he himself had cut out and pasted over the hole had worn well.

Anthony knocked at the door. It was opened by a slatternly woman, the wife of a neighbour. Old Joe Witlock was in bed with a cold. It was his sons fault, he explained. Matthew would insist on the workshop door being always left open. He would give no reason, but as it was he who practically earned the living his father thought it best to humour him. The old man was pleased to see Anthony, and they talked for a while about old days. Anthony explained his visit. It was the roof of the workshop that wanted repairing. Anthony went out again and round by the front way. The door was wide open, so that passing along the street one could see into the workshop. Matthew was repairing a bicycle. He had grown into a well-built good-looking young man. It was only about the eyes that one noticed anything peculiar. He recognized Anthony at once and they shook hands. Anthony was looking up at the roof when he heard a movement and turned round. A girl was sitting on a stool behind the open door. It was the very stool that Anthony himself had been used to sit upon as a child watching his father at his work. It was Miss Coomber. She held out her hand with a laugh.

Father sent me out of the room last time I saw you, she said, without introducing us. I am Eleanor Coomber. You are Mr. Anthony Strongntharm, arent you?

Yes, answered Anthony. I heard you had returned to The Abbey.

I was coming to see you — or rather Mr. Johnson, she said, with a letter from father; but I ran into a cart at the bottom of the hill. Im really only a beginner, she added by way of excuse.

Then you ought not to ride down steep hills, said Anthony, especially not in a town.

Ill get off at The Three Carpenters next time, she said, if you promise not to tell.

Anthony took the letter and promised to deliver it. Youve come back for good, havent you? he asked.

Tell me, she said. You do know all about it, dont you? Do you think we shall be able to? I do love it.

Anthony was silent for a moment. She was evidently hanging on his answer.

Its possible, he said, with strict economy.

She laughed as though relieved.

Oh, that! she said. Were used enough to that.

Matthew was blowing the furnace. The light from the glowing embers flickered round them.

You were born here, werent you? she asked.

In the house adjoining, to be exact, he answered with a laugh. But this was my nursery. I used to sit on that very stool with my leg tucked underneath me watching my father work. I loved it when he blew the bellows and made the shadows dance. At least I expect its the same stool, he added. There was the figure of a gnome that a strange old fellow I once knew carved upon it.

She sprang to the ground and examined it.

Yes, she said. It is the same. He must have been quite clever.

She reseated herself upon it. Her feet just touched the ground.

I was born in Brazil, she said. Father had a ranch near Rio. But we left there before I was three. The first thing I can really remember is The Abbey. We must have come on a visit, I suppose, to Sir William. It was the long garden between the cloister walls that was my first nursery. I used to play there with the flowers and make them talk to me.

I saw you there, he said, one afternoon.

She looked up at him. When was that? she asked.

Oh, one evening in September, he said. About two years ago. He had spoken without premeditation and now felt himself flushing. He hoped she might think it only the glow from the furnace fire.

But we were in Florence, she said.

I know, he answered, flushing still deeper. I asked old Wilkins when you had come back, and he thought I was mad.

It is curious, she answered gravely. I dreamed one day that I was walking there and met your namesake, Anthony the Monk. He was standing by the wicket gate on the very spot where he was slain. He called to me, but I was frightened and hid myself among the flowers.

Anthony was interested.

Who was the Monk Anthony? he asked.

Dont you know the story? she said. He was the son of one Giles Strongntharm and Martha his wife, according to the records of the monastery. It seems to have been a common name in the neighbourhood, but I expect you were all one family. The abbot had died suddenly of a broken heart. It was the time of the confiscation of the monasteries by Henry VIII, and the monks had chosen Anthony to act for them although he was the youngest of them all. He spent all night upon his knees, and when our ancestor arrived in the morning with his men-at-arms he met them at the great door of the chapel — it was where the rose garden is now — and refused to let them pass. The soldiers murmured and hesitated, for he had made of his outstretched arms a Cross, and a light, it was said, shone round about him. They would have turned and fled. But it was to our ancestor, Percival de Combler — as it was then spelt — that The Abbey and its lands had been granted, and he was not the man to let it slip from his hands. He spurred his horse forward and struck down the Monk Anthony with one blow of his sword. And they rode their horses over his body and into the chapel.

No, said Anthony. I never heard the story. It always troubled my father, any talk about what his people had once been.

Youre so like him, she said. It struck me the first time I saw you. You were sitting by the window writing. One of Sir Percivals young squires, who had been a student in Holland, made a picture of him from memory as he stood with his arms outstretched in the form of a Cross. Remind me next time you come to The Abbey and Ill show it you. It hangs in the library.

Matthew had finished. Anthony would not let her mount in the town. He insisted that she should wait until they got to The Three Carpenters, and walked beside her wheeling the bicycle. Her desire was to become an expert rider. A horse of her own was, of course, out of the question, and she had never cared for walking. They talked about The Abbey and the lonely moorland round about it. One of the misfortunes of being poor was that you could do so little to help people. The moor folk had been used to look to The Abbey as a sort of permanent Lady Bountiful. The late Sir William had always been open-handed. She did what she could. There was an old bed-ridden labourer who lived in a lonely cottage with his granddaughter. The girl had suddenly left him and there was no one to look after him. He could just crawl about and feed himself, but that was all. Anthonys conscience smote him. Betty was away. The old man was one of her pensioners and he had promised to keep an eye on them till she came back. They arranged to meet there. He would see about getting some help.


CHAPTER XI
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IT CAME SO suddenly that neither of them at first knew what had happened. A few meetings among the lonely by-ways of the moor that they had honestly persuaded themselves were by mere chance. A little walking side by side where the young leaves brushed their faces and the young ferns hid their feet. A little laughing, when the April showers would catch them lost in talk, and hand in hand they would race for the shelter of some over-hanging bank and crouch close pressed against each other among the twisted roots of the stunted firs. A little lingering on the homeward way, watching the horned moon climb up above the woods, while the song of some late lark filled all the world around them. Until one evening, having said good-bye though standing with their hands still clasped, she had raised her face to his and he had drawn her to him and their lips had met.

Neither had foreseen it nor intended it. It had been so spontaneous, so natural, that it seemed but the signing of a pact, the inevitable fulfilling of the law. Nothing had changed except that, now, they knew.

He turned his footsteps away from the town. A deep endless peace seemed to be around him. So this was what Edward had meant when he had written, so short a while before the end, that love was the great secret leading to God, that without it life was meaningless and void.

It was for this that he had waited, like some blind chrysalis not knowing of the day when it should be born into the sunlight.

He laughed, remembering what his dream had been: wealth, power, fame: the senseless dream of the miser starving beside his hoarded gold. These things he would strive for now with greater strength than ever — would win them, not for themselves, but for Loves sake, as service, as sacrifice.

He had no fear. Others had failed. It was not love, but passion that burns itself out. There was no alloy in his desire for her. She was beautiful he knew. But he was drawn by it as one is moved by the beauty of a summers night, the tenderness of spring, the mystery of flowers. There was no part of her that whispered to him. The thought of her hands, her feet, the little dimple in her chin; it brought no stirring of his blood. It was she herself, with all about her that was imperceptible, unexplainable, that he yearned for; not to possess, but to worship, to abide with.

For a period he went about his work as in a dream, his brain guiding him as a mans brain guides him crossing the road while his mind is far away. The thought of her was all around him. It was for that brief evening hour when they would meet and look into one anothers eyes that he lived.

As the days wore by there came to him the suggestion of difficulties, of obstacles. One by one he examined them and dismissed them. Would her people consent? If not, they must take the law into their own hands. About Eleanor herself he had no misgivings. He knew, without asking her, that she would brave all things. God had joined them together. No power of man should put them asunder.

Betty — a dim shadowy Betty like some thin wraith — moved beside him as he walked. He was not bound to her. Even if there had been a pledge between them he would have had to break it. If need be, if God willed it, and Eleanor were to die — for it seemed impossible that any lesser thing could part them — he could live his life alone; or rather with the memory of her that would give him strength and courage. But to marry any other woman was unthinkable. It would be a degradation to both.

Besides, Betty had never loved him. There had been no talk of love between them. It would have been a mere marriage of convenience, the very thing that Edward had foreseen and had warned him against. To live without love was to flout God. Love was God. He understood now. It was through love that God spoke to us, called to us. It was through the Beloved One that God manifested Himself to us. One built a tabernacle and abided with her. It was good to be there.

Would it interfere with his career? Old Mr. Mowbray had been reckoning on his marrying Betty. He might, to use a common expression, cut up rough. He would have to risk that. As things were now it would be difficult for the firm of Mowbray and Cousins to go on without him. But anger does not act reasonably. Mr. Mowbray, indignant, resentful, could do much to hamper him, delay him. But that would be the worst. He felt his own power. He had made others believe in him. They would have to wait a few years longer while he was recovering his lost ground. As to the ultimate result he had no doubt. The determination to win was stronger in him than ever before. Love would sharpen his wits, make clearer his vision. With Love one could compel Fate.

Betty and her father were abroad. They had gone to Italy for the winter, meaning to return about the end of March. But Mr. Mowbray had taken an illness which had altered their plans. Mrs. Strongntharm had taken to indulge herself each day in a short evening walk. Anthony did not usually return home till between seven and eight; and as she explained to Mrs. Newt, she found this twilight time a little sad for sitting about and doing nothing. She always took the same direction. It led her through the open space surrounding the church of St. Aldys, where stood the great square house of Mowbray and Cousins. Glancing at it as she passed, she would notice that the door was closed, that no light shone from any of its windows. A little farther on she would pass The Priory, and glancing through the iron gates, would notice that, so far as the front of the house was concerned, it showed no sign of life. Then she would turn and walk back to Bruton Square, and putting off her outdoor things, watch by the window till Anthony came in; and they would sit down to supper and she would talk to him about the business of the day, his schemes and projects. She never tired of hearing about them.

One evening she had glanced as usual in passing at the office of Mowbray and Cousins. The house was dark and silent. But from the windows of The Priory lights were shining. Mrs. Strongntharm looked about her with somewhat the air of a conspirator. The twilight was deepening into darkness and no one was about. She pushed open the iron gate and closed it softly behind her. She knocked at the door so gently that it was not till the third time that she was heard. The maidservant who answered it seemed flustered and bustled. Mr. and Miss Mowbray had only returned an hour ago. She did not think that either of them would see anybody. Mrs. Strongntharm took from her pocket a soiled and crumpled envelope. She smoothed it out and begged the maid to take it at once to Miss Mowbray. The maid, reluctant and grumbling, took it and disappeared. She returned a minute later, and Mrs. Strongntharm followed her upstairs to the small room over the hall that was Bettys sanctum. Betty was still in her travelling dress. She was tired, but made Mrs. Strongntharm comfortable in an armchair beside the fire and closed the door.

Theres nothing wrong, is there? she asked. Anthony isnt ill?

Hes quite all right, Mrs. Strongntharm assured her. Hows your father?

Oh, not very well, answered Betty. Ive just sent him to bed, she laughed. Youre sure theres nothing wrong? she asked again.

Mrs. Strongntharm was sitting bolt upright on the edge of the chair, holding her hands out to the fire.

Well, I shouldnt be here, an hour after your arrival, just for the sake of a gossip, she answered without looking up.

Thats just what I was thinking, said Betty.

Perhaps Id better get on to it, answered Mrs. Strongntharm. Then it will be the sooner over. I want to be back before he comes in, if I can.

Betty took a chair beside her, facing the fire.

Dont be afraid, she said. Ive got an inkling of it.

The other looked at her in surprise.

How could you? she asked. Hes never said a word, even to me.

Betty smiled.

Then how is it you know? she answered. Of course I knew they were back. He wrote and told me.

Yes, said the other. Its wonderful how love sharpens a womans instincts. Suddenly she leant forward and gripped the girls hand. Dont let him, she said. Stop him before its too late. She felt the girls hand tremble in hers. Im not thinking of you, she said. Do it for his sake — save him.

How can I? the girl answered. What would you have me do? Go down on my knees to him. Cry to him for pity?

Not pity, answered the other, for common honesty. Put it to his honour. He thinks no end of that. Thats his religion — the only religion hes got. Hes yours, not hers. Hasnt he been dangling about after you for years? Doesnt he owe everything to you? His first start that gave him his chance! How can he get over that? Hasnt he compromised you? Doesnt everybody know of it and take it as a settled thing? What are you going to do if you let him throw you over now? If you let this brainless doll, just because of her white skin — —

Dont, dont, cried the girl. She had risen. Whats the good? Besides, what right have I?

What right? answered the other. You love him; thats what gives you the right. You were made for him, to be his helpmeet, as the Bible says. Do you think I dont know him? What could she do for him except waste his money on her luxuries and extravagancies? What does her class know about money but how to fling it about and then laugh at the man when its all spent? What do they know of the aching and sweating that goes to the making of it? What will be his share of the bargain but to keep the whole pauper family of them in idle ease while he wears out his heart slaving for them, and they look down upon him and despise him. What right — —

Her voice had risen to a scream. The girl held up a warning hand. She checked herself and went on in a low, swift tone.

What right has she to come forcing her way at the last moment into other peoples lives, spoiling them just for a passing whim? Love! That sort of love! We know how long that lasts and what comes afterwards. Only in this case it will be she that will first tire of him. His very faithfulness will bore her. He hasnt the monkey tricks that attract these women. Upstart! Charity boy! Thats what shell fling at him when some fawning popinjay has caught her fancy. I tell you I know her and her sort. Ive lived among them. They dont act before their servants.

She came closer. Get him away from her. Its only a boys infatuation for something new and strange. Tell him how it will spoil his career. Youve only got to speak to your father for all his plans to come tumbling to the ground. Hell listen to that. He hasnt lost all his senses — not yet. Besides, she wouldnt want him then. She isnt out to marry a struggling young solicitor without capital. You can take that from me. She laughed.

Betty looked at her. You would have me injure him? she said.

Yes; to save him from her, answered the other, she has changed him already. There are times when I dont seem to know him. She will ruin him if she has her way. Save him. You can.

The womans vehemence had exhausted her. She dropped back into her chair.

Listen, said the girl. I do love your son. I love him so well that if he and this girl really loved one another and I was sure of it, I would do all I could to help him to marry her. It all depends upon that: if they really love one another.

The woman made to speak, but the girl silenced her with a gesture.

Let me try and explain myself to you, she said, because after tonight we must never talk about this thing again. I should have been very happy married to Anthony. I knew he did not love me. There is a saying that in most love affairs one loves and the other consents to be loved. That was all I asked of him. I did not think he was capable of love — not in the big sense of the word. I thought him too self-centred, too wrapped up in his ambition. I thought that I could make him happy and that he would never know, that he would come to look upon me as a helper and a comrade. That perhaps with children he would come to feel affection for me, to have a need of me. I could have been content with that.

She had been standing with her elbow resting on the mantelpiece, gazing into the fire. Now she straightened herself and looked the other in the eyes.

But I am glad I was wrong, she went on. Id be glad to think that he could love — madly, foolishly, if you will — forgetting himself and his ambition, forgetting all things, feeling that nothing else mattered. Of course, if it could have been for me — she gave a little smile— that would have been heaven. But I would rather — honestly rather that he loved this girl than that he never loved any one — was incapable of love. It sounds odd, but I love him the better for it. He is greater than I thought him.

The other was staring at her. The girl moved over to her and laid a hand upon her shoulder.

I know what you are thinking, she said. It doesnt last. A few years at most and the glory has departed. Im not so sure of that.

She had moved away. Mechanically she was arranging books and papers on her desk. I was going over an old bureau in my mothers room a while ago, she said. And in a little secret drawer I found a packet of letters written to her by my father. I suppose I ought not to have read them, but I dont regret it. I thought they were the letters he had written her in their courting days. They were quite beautiful letters. No one but a lover could have written them. But there were passages in them that puzzled me. There was a postscript to one, telling her of a new underclothing made from pine wood that the doctors were recommending for rheumatism, and asking her if she would like to try it. And in another there was talk about children. And then it occurred to me to look at the date marks on the outside of the envelopes. They were letters he had written her at intervals during the last few years of her life; and I remembered then how happy they had been together just before the end. Our lives are like gardens, I always think. Perhaps we cant help the weeds coming, but that doesnt make the flowers less beautiful.

She turned her face again to the woman.

And even if so, she said, even if sooner or later the glory does fade, at least we have seen it — have seen Gods face.

I remember a blind boy, she continued, that dad took an interest in. He had been born blind. Nobody thought he could be cured except a famous oculist in Lausanne that dad wrote to about him. He thought there was just a chance. My mother and I were going to Switzerland for a holiday and we took him with us. He was a dear, merry little chap in spite of it. The specialist examined him and then shook his head. I can cure him, he said, but it will come again very soon. He thought it would be kinder to leave him to his blindness. But my mother urged him and he yielded.

It was wonderful to look into his eyes when he could see. We had warned him that it might be only for a time, and he understood. One night I heard a sound in his room and went in. He had crept out of bed and was sitting on the dressing-table in front of the window with his hands clasped round his knees. I want to remember it, he whispered.

You may be right, she said. It may bring him sorrow, this love. But, even so, I would not save him from it if I could.

She knelt and took the older womans hands in hers.

We must not stand in his way, you and I, she said. If it were only his happiness and prosperity we had to think of we might be justified. But it might be his soul we were hurting.

The woman had grown calm. And you, she asked, what will you do?

Betty smiled. Oh, nothing very heroic! she answered. I shall have dad to look after for years to come. We shall travel. Im fond of travelling. And afterwards — oh! there are heaps of things I want to do that will interest me and keep me busy.

The woman glanced at the clock. The time had slipped by; it was nearly eight. Hell guess where Ive been, she said.

What will you tell him? the girl asked.

Seems to me, answered the woman, I may as well tell him the truth: that Ive had a bit of a clack with you. That you will do all you can to help him. Thats right, isnt it?

The girl nodded.

The woman took the girls face in her two hands.

Not sure youre not getting the best of it, she said. I often used to lie awake beside my man, and wish I could always think of him as he was when I first met him: brave and handsome, with his loving ways and his kind heart. I saw him again when he lay dead, and all my love came back to me. A girl thinks, when she marries, that shes won a lover. More often she finds that shes lost him. It seems to me sometimes that its only dreams that last.

Dont bother to come down, she said. Ill let myself out.

She closed the door softly behind her. The girl was still kneeling.


CHAPTER XII
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MRS. STRONGNTHARM HAD not spoken figuratively when she had told Betty that there were times when she did not know her own son. As a child, there had always been, to her, something mysterious about him; a gravity, a wisdom beyond his years. There had been, with him, no period of fun and frolic that she might have shared in; no mischievousness for her to scold while loving him the more for it; no helplessness to make appeal to her. From the day when he could crawl his self-reliance had caused her secret tears. He never came to her for comfort or protection. Beyond providing for his bodily wants she was no use to him.

She had thought his fathers death would draw him to her, making him more dependent on her. But instead there had grown up around him a strange aloofness that hid him still further from her eyes. For her labour and sacrifice, she knew that he was grateful; that he would never rest satisfied till he had rewarded her. He respected her, was always kind and thoughtful — even loved her in a way; she felt that. In the serving world, where she had passed her girlhood, it was not uncommon for good and faithful servants to be regarded in the same way: with honour and affection.

At first the difference between him and all other boys she had ever known or heard of had been her daily cross. She recalled how eagerly he had welcomed his fathers offer to teach him to read — how it was he who had kept his father up to the mark. At six years old he had taught himself to write. He had never cared for play. He was going to be a scholar, a dreamer — some sort of crank or another. She had no use for cranks. They earned but poverty and the worlds contempt. Why couldnt he be like other lads, differing from them only by being cleverer and stronger? It was that had been her prayer.

In time she came to understand, and then her hope revived and grew. God intended him for great things. That was why he had been fashioned in another mould. He was going to be rich, powerful. Her dream would come true. He would be among the masters — would sit in the high places.

That he had never fallen in love — had never even had a fancy — was further proof of his high destiny. Heaven itself, eager for his success, had chosen the wise Betty to be his helpmeet. She, loving him, would cherish him — help him to climb. But on his side there would be no foolish fondness to weaken or distract him. Youth with its crazy lure of love had passed him by. It was the one danger she had feared; and he had escaped it. Nothing stood between him and his goal. The mother saw all things shaping themselves to the greatness and glory of her son. What mattered her secret tears, her starved love.

And now, in the twinkling of an eye, as it were, all was changed. She saw him shorn of his strength, stripped of his self-reliance, uncertain of his purpose. She would try to draw him into talk about his schemes and projects. It had been their one topic of common interest. He had always valued her shrewd practicability. Now he would answer her indifferently: would lapse into long silences. The steadfast far-off look had gone out of his eyes. They had become the eyes of a boy, tender and shy: the eyes of a dreamer. The firm strong lines about the mouth had been smoothed away as if by some magic touch. She would watch, unknown to him, the smile that came and went about his parted lips. One evening, for no reason, he put his arm about her, smoothed back her thin grey hair, and kissed her. It was the first time he had ever shown her any sign of love, spontaneous and unasked for. Had it come at an earlier date she would have cried for joy. But knowing what she did it angered her, though she spoke no word. It was but an overflowing of his love for this stranger — a few drops spilled from the cup he had poured out for another. Part of her desire that he should marry Betty had been her knowledge that he had no love for the girl. Betty would have taken nothing from her. But a mad jealousy had come to her at the thought that this stranger should have been the first to awaken love in him. What had she done for him, this passerby, but throw him a glance from her shameless eyes? What could she ever do for him but take from him: ever crying give, give, give.

She told him of her talk with Betty, so far as it had been agreed upon between them. She had a feeling of comradeship with Betty.

It might have been a bit awkward for you, she said, if she had cared for you. I wanted to see how the land lay.

How did you find it all out? he asked. Im glad you have. Ive been wanting to tell you. But I was so afraid you wouldnt understand.

Why shouldnt I understand? she asked dryly.

Because I dont myself, he answered. It is as if another Anthony had been growing up inside me, unknown to me, until he had become stronger than myself and had taken possession of me. He was there when I was quite little. I used to catch a glimpse of him now and then. An odd little dreamy sort of a chap that used to wonder and ask questions. Dont you remember? I thought he was dead: that I had killed him so that he wouldnt worry me any more. Instead of which he was just biding his time. And now he is I, and I dont seem to know whats become of myself.

He laughed.

I do love Betty, he went on, and always shall. But it isnt with the love that makes a man and woman one: that opens the gates of life.

Its come to you hot and strong, lad, she said; as I always expected it would, if it ever did come. But it isnt the fiercest flame that burns the longest.

He flung himself on his knees in front of her, and putting his arms around her hid his face in her lap. She winced and her little meagre figure stiffened. But he did not notice. If she could but have forgotten: if only for that moment!

Oh, mother, he whispered, its so beautiful; it does last. It must be always there. It is only that our mean thoughts rise up like mists and hide it from our eyes.

He looked up. There were tears in his eyes. He drew her face down to his and kissed it.

I never knew how much I loved you till now, he said. Your dear tired hands that have worked and suffered for me. But for you I should never have met and talked with her. It is you have given her to me. And, oh, mother, she is wonderful. There must be some mystery about it. Of course, to others, she is only beautiful and sweet; but to me there is something more than that. I feel frightened sometimes as though I were looking upon something not of this world.

What did Betty say, he asked suddenly; was she surprised?

She said she was glad, his mother answered him, that you had it in you. She said she liked you all the better for it.

He laughed. Dear Betty, he said, I knew shed understand.

His self-confidence, for the first time in his life, deserted him, when he thought of his necessary interview with Sir Harry Coomber. He himself was anxious to get it over in order to put an end to his suspense. It was Eleanor who held him back.

You dont know dad, she said. Hes quite capable of carrying me off to China or Peru if he thought there was no other way of stopping it. Remember, Im only seventeen. Besides, she added, he may not live very long and I dont want to hurt him. Leave it until Ive had a talk with Jim. Ill write him to come down. I havent seen him in his uniform yet. Hell be wanting to show himself. She laughed.

Jim was her brother, her senior by some five or six years. There was a strong bond of affection between them, and she hoped to enlist him on her side. She did not tell Anthony, but she saw in front of her quite a big fight. It was not only the matter of money, though she knew that with her lay the chief hope of retrieving the family fortunes. It was the family pride that would be her great obstacle. An exceptionally ancient and umbrageous plant, the Coomber genealogical tree. An illustration of it hung in the library. Adam and Eve were pictured tending its roots. Adam, loosening the earth around it, while Eve watered it out of a goat skin. The artist had chosen the fig-leaf period. It was with Charlemagne that it began to take shape. From William the Conqueror sprang the branch that bore the Coomber family. At first they did not know how to spell their own name. It was not till the reign of James I that its present form had got itself finally accepted.

Under this tree Eleanor and her brother sat one evening after dinner beside a fire of blazing logs. Sir Harry and Lady Coomber had gone to bed: they generally did about ten oclock. Jim had brought his uniform down with him and had put it on: though shy of doing so before the servants. Fortunately there were not many of them. Neither had spoken for some few minutes. Jim had been feeling instinctively all the evening that Eleanor had had a purpose in sending for him. He was smoking a briar wood pipe.

I like you in your uniform, Jim, she said suddenly; you do look handsome in it.

He laughed. Guess Ill have to change into something less showy, he answered.

Must you? she asked.

Dont see who is going to allow me fifteen hundred a year, he answered; and it cant be done on less. Theres Aunt Mary, of course, she may and she maynt. Cant think of any one else.

It was rather a mistake, wasnt it? she suggested.

Its always been the family tradition, he answered. Of course, it was absurd in our case. But then its just like the dear old guvnor: buy the thing first and think about paying for it afterwards.

She was tapping the fender with her foot. Its putting it coarsely, she said with a laugh, but Im afraid he was banking on me.

You mean a rich marriage?

She nodded.

He was leaning back in his chair, puffing rings of smoke into the air.

Any chance of it? he asked.

She shook her head. Not now, she said. Im in love.

It brought him up straight.

In love? he repeated. Why, youre only a kid.

Thats what I thought, she answered, up to a month ago.

Who is it? he asked.

A young local solicitor, she answered, the son of a blacksmith. They say his mother used to go out charring. But that may be only servants gossip.

Good God, he exclaimed. Are you mad?

She laughed. I thought I would tell you the worst about him first, she said, and so get it over. Against all that, is the fact that hes something quite out of the common. Hes the type from which the worlds conquerors are drawn. Napoleon was only the son of a provincial attorney. Hes the most talked about man in Millsborough already; and everything he puts his hand to succeeds. Hes pretty sure to end as a millionaire with a seat in the House of Lords. Not that Im marrying him for that. Im only telling you that to make it easier for you to help me. Id love him just the same if he were a cripple on a pound a week. Id go out charring, if need be, like his mother did. Its no good reasoning with me, Jim, she added after a pause. When did a man or woman of our blood ever put reason above love? Its part of our inheritance. Your time will come one day; and then you will understand, if you dont now.

She had risen. She came behind him and put her arms about his neck.

Weve always stood by each other, Jim, she said. Be a chum.

Whats he like? he growled.

She laughed. Oh, you neednt worry about that, she said. There he is. Look at him.

She took his face between her two hands and turned it towards the picture of the monk Anthony standing with crossed arms, a strange light round about him.

Its like some beautiful old legend, she continued. Sir Percival couldnt have killed him. You know his body was never found. It was said that as he lay there, bleeding from his wounds, Saint Aldys had suddenly appeared and had lifted him up in his arms as if he had been a child and had borne him away. He has been asleep all these years in the bosom of Saint Aldys; and now he is come back. It must be he. The likeness is so wonderful and it is his very name, Anthony Strongntharm. They were here before we came — the Strongntharms — yeomen and squires. He is come to lift them up again. And I am going to right the old wrong by helping him and loving him.

Have you told all that to the guvnor? he asked with a grin.

Im not sure that I wont, she answered. Its all in Dugdale. Except about his coming to life again.

Its his turning up again as a solicitor that will be your difficulty, Jim suggested. If hed come back as a curate — —

It wouldnt have been true, she interrupted. It was the church that ruled the land in those days. Now it is the men of business. Hes going to make the valley into one great town and do away with slums and poverty. It was he who made the docks and brought the sea, and linked up the railway. He comes back to rule and guide — to make the land fruitful, in the new way; and the people prosperous.

And himself a millionaire, with a seat in the House of Lords, quoted her brother.

So did the old churchmen, she answered. As Anthony, the monk, he would have become a cardinal with his palaces and revenues. A great man is entitled to his just wages.

Jim had risen, he was pacing the room.

Therell be the devil to pay, he said. The poor old guvnor will go off his head. Aunt Mary will go off her head. Theyll all go off their heads. I shall have to exchange and go out to India.

The colour had gone out of her cheeks.

Why should they punish you for me? she asked.

Because its the law of the world, he explained. Theyve got to kick somebody. When hes a millionaire with his seat in the House of Lords theyll forgive us.

Youre making me feel pretty mean and selfish, she said.

Love is selfish, he answered. Dont see how you can help that. He halted suddenly in front of her. You do love him? he demanded. You are not afraid to be selfish? You are going to let me down. You are going to hurt the guvnor, very seriously. He hasnt had much luck in life. This is going to be the last blow. You are willing to inflict it.

The tears were in her eyes.

I must, she answered.

He took her by the shoulders.

If you had hesitated, he said, I should have known it wasnt the real thing. You are under orders, kid, and cant help yourself.

You neednt worry about me, he said. Id have hated taking their confounded charity in any case. We must let the dad down as gently as possible. Leave it to me to break it to him. He must be used to disappointments, poor old buffer. Thank the Lord we havent got to worry about the mater. Tell her all that about Monk Anthony. She will love all that. Never mind the millionaire business and the House of Lords.

Lady Coomber was a curiously shy, gentlelady, somewhat of an enigma to those who did not know her history; they included her two children. Her name had been Edith Trent. She came of old Virginia stock. Harry Coomber, then a clerk in the British Embassy, had met her in Washington where she was living with friends, both her parents being dead. They had fallen in love with one another, and the marriage was within a day or two of taking place when the girl suddenly disappeared.

Young Harry, making use of all the influence he could obtain, succeeded in tracing her. She was living in the negro quarter of New Orleans, earning her living as a school teacher. She had discovered on evidence that had seemed to her to admit of no doubt that her grandmother had been a slave. It was difficult to believe. She was a beautiful, olive-skinned girl with wavy, dark brown hair and finely chiselled features. Young Harry Coomber, madly in love with her, had tried to persuade her that even if true it need not separate them. Outside America it would not matter. He would take her abroad or return with her to England. His entreaties were unavailing. She regarded herself as unclean. She had been bred to all the Southern Americans hatred and horror of the negro race. Among her people the slightest taint of the tar brush was sufficient to condemn man or woman to life-long ostracism. She would have inflicted the same fate upon another, and a sense of justice compelled her not to shirk the punishment in her own case.

Five years later a circumstance came to light that proved the story false, and the long-delayed marriage took place quietly at the Sheriffs office of a small town in Pennsylvania.

But the memory of those five years of her life, passed in what to her had been a living grave, had changed her whole character. An outcast among outcasts, she had drunk to the dregs their cup of terror and humiliation. In that city of shame, out of which for five years she had never once emerged, she had met men and women like herself: refined, cultured, educated. She had shared their long-drawn martyrdom. For her, the veil had been lifted from their tortured souls.

As a girl, she had been proud, haughty, exacting. It had been part of her charm. She came back to life a timid, gentle, sorrowful woman with a pity that would remain with her to the end for all creatures that suffered.

Left to herself, she would have joined some band of workers, as missionary, nurse or teacher — as servant in any capacity. It would not have mattered to her what so that she could have felt she was doing something towards lessening the worlds pain. She had yielded to her lovers insistence from a sense of duty, persuaded that she owed herself to him for his faithfulness and patience. The marriage had brought disappointment to them both. She had hoped some opportunity would be afforded her of satisfying her craving to be of help if only to some few in some small corner of the earth. But her husbands straitened means had always kept her confined to the bare struggle for existence. Another, in her place, might have been able to give at least sympathy and kindliness. But she was a woman broken in spirit. All her strength went out in her endeavours to be a good wife and mother. And even here she failed. She was of no assistance to her husband, as she knew. For business she had neither heart nor head. In society she was silent and colourless. On her husbands accession to the baronetcy and what was left of the estate, she had made a last effort to play her part. But the solitary years on the ranch had tended to increase her shyness, and secretly she was glad of the need for economy that compelled them to live abroad more or less in seclusion. The one joy she had was in her love of birds. To gather them about her, feed them, protect them by cunning means against their host of enemies, had become the business of her life. Even in the days of poverty she had been able to do that. She had come to love The Abbey even in the short time they had occupied it. She had made of its neglected gardens a bird sanctuary. Rare species, hunted and persecuted elsewhere, had found there a shelter. At early morning and late evening her little grey-clad figure could be seen stealing softly among the deep yew hedges and the tangled shrubberies that she would not have disturbed. One could always tell her whereabouts by the fluttering of wings above her in the air — the babel of sweet voices that heralded her coming.

Her children had never been told her story. She had exacted that as a promise. Though her reason had been satisfied that the rumour told against her had been false, the haunting fear that it yet might be true remained with her. She would not have it passed on to them lest it should shadow their lives as it had darkened hers. Rather than that she was content that they should grow up wondering at the difference between her and other mothers, at her lack of interest in their youthful successes and ambitions; at her strange aloofness from the things that excited their fears and hopes.

As Jim had said, Eleanors marrying a blacksmiths son would not trouble her. The story of Monk Anthony she would love. The wrong done to him would probably bring tears into the still childish eyes. The prophecy of his millions and his seat in the House of Lords would not interest her.


CHAPTER XIII
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THEY WERE MARRIED abroad as it happened. Jim had exchanged; but his regiment, before going on to India, had been appointed to the garrison at Malta. There the family had joined him for the winter.

Fate had spared Sir Harry his last disappointment in life. Jim had not told him about Eleanor. There was no hurry. It could be done at any time. And he had died, after a few days illness, early in the spring. He had been busy, unknown to the others, fixing up with his sister Mary for Eleanor to come out in London during the season, and had built great hopes upon the result. Thus, so far as that matter was concerned, the poor old gentleman had died happy. Eleanor and her mother stopped on at a little place up in the hills. Anthony came out at the end of the summer; and they had been married in the English church. It was arranged that Lady Coomber should remain at Malta till Jim left for India; it might be the next year or the year after. Then she would come back to England and live with them at The Abbey. Anthony had not hoped to be able to take Eleanor back to The Abbey, but the summer had brought him unusual good fortune. As a matter of fact, everything seemed to be prospering with him just now. He was getting nervous about it, wondering how long it would last. He was glad that he had been able to pay Jim a good price for the place; beyond that, when everything was cleared up and Lady Coombers annuity provided for, there would not be much left.

Mrs. Strongntharm would not come to live at The Abbey, though Eleanor was anxious that she should and tried to persuade her. Whether she thought Eleanor did not really want her or whether the reasons she gave him were genuine Anthony could not be sure.

I should be wandering, without knowing it, into the kitchen, she explained; or be jumping up suddenly to answer a bell. Or maybe, she added with a smile, Id be slipping out of the back door of an evening to the little gate behind the stables, and thinking I saw your father under the shadow of the elms, where he used to be always waiting for me. Ill be happier in the old square. There are no ghosts there — leastways, not for my eyes to see.

Besides, there was his aunt to be considered. He had thought that she might find a home with one or another of her chapel friends. But Mrs. Newt had fallen away from grace, as it was termed, and was no longer in touch with her former circle. She had given back her fine tombstone to old Batson the stonemason who, not knowing what else to do with it, had used it to replace a broken doorstep leading to his office. She had come to picture her safe arrival at the gates of Endless Bliss with less complacency. She no longer felt sure of her welcome.

Dont see what Ive done to deserve it, she said. All that Ive ever tried to do has been to make myself comfortable in this world and to take good care, as I thought, to be on the right road for the next. I used to think it all depended upon faith: that all you had to do was to believe. But your poor uncle used to say it sounded a bit too cheap to be true. And if he was right and the Lord demands works, guess Ill cut a poor figure.

The idea had come to her to replace the optimism of her discarded tombstone by a simple statement of facts with underneath: Lord be merciful to me, a sinner. But the head sexton, on being consulted as a friend, had objected to the quotation as one calculated to let down the tone of the cemetery, and had urged something less committal.

So the two old ladies remained at Bruton Square, keeping for themselves the basement and the three small rooms at the top. Anthony added an extra kitchen and let the rest of the house to a Mr. Arnold Landripp, an architect. He had for some years been occupying the two large schoolrooms as an office. He was a widower. His daughter, who had been at school in the south of England and afterwards at University College, had now joined him. She was aged about twenty, and was said to be a high-brow. The term was just coming into use. She was a tall, pale girl with coal black eyes. She wore her hair brushed back from her forehead and, in secret, smoked cigarettes, it was rumoured.

Betty and her father lived practically abroad. They had taken a flat in Florence and had let The Priory furnished to a cousin of Mr. Mowbray who owned the big steel works at Shawley, half-way up the valley.

Anthony had been generous over the sharing of profits; and Mr. Mowbray had expressed himself as more than satisfied.

I was running the business on to the rocks, he confessed. There wouldnt have been much left for Betty. As it is, I shall die with an easy mind, thanks to you.

He held out his hand. He and Anthony had been having a general talk in the great room with its three domed windows that had been Mr. Mowbrays private office and was now Anthonys. He and Betty would be leaving early the next morning on their return to Italy. He hesitated a moment, still holding Anthonys hand, and then spoke again.

I thought at one time, he said, that it might have been a closer relationship than that of mere partners. But shes a strange girl. I dont expect she ever will marry. I fancy I frightened her off it. He laughed. She knew that I loved her mother with as great a love as any woman could hope for. But it didnt save me from making her life one of sorrow.

Do you know whats wrong with the Apostles Creed? he said. Theyve left out the devil. Dont you make the mistake, my lad, of not believing in him. He doesnt want us to believe in him. He wants us to believe that he is dead, that he never lived, that hes just an old wives tale. We talk about the still small voice of God. Yes, if we listen very hard and if its all quiet about us, we can hear it. What about the insistent tireless voice of the other one who whispers to us day and night, sits beside us at table, creeps with us into bed? David made a mistake; he should have said, The fear of the devil is the beginning of wisdom. It began in the Garden of Eden. If the Lord only hadnt forgot the serpent! It has been the trouble of all the reformers. They might have accomplished something: if they hadnt forgotten the devil. Its the trouble of every youngster, thinking he sees his life before him; they all forget the devil.

Anthony laughed.

What line of tactics do you suggest for overcoming him? he asked.

Havent myself had sufficient success to justify my giving advice, answered Mr. Mowbray. All I can warn you is that he takes many shapes. Sometimes he dresses himself up as a dear old lady and calls himself Mother Nature. Sometimes he wears a shiny hat and claims to be nothing more than a plain man of business. Sometimes he comes clothed in glory and calls himself Love.

The old gentleman reached for his hat.

Didnt expect to find me among the prophets, did you? he added with a smile.

He was growing feeble, and Anthony walked back with him to The Priory. They passed St. Aldys churchyard on their way.

Ill just look in, said Mr. Mowbray, and say good-bye. I always like to before I go away.

Mr. Mowbray had bought many years ago the last three vacant graves in the churchyard. His wife lay in the centre one and Edward to the right of her.

They stood there for a while in silence.

I suppose its only my fancy, said Mr. Mowbray, but you seem to me to grow more like Ted every year. I dont mean in appearance, though even there I often see a look in your eyes that reminds me of him. But in other ways. Sometimes I could almost think it was he speaking.

I have changed, said Anthony. I feel it myself. His death made a great void in my life. I felt that I had been left with a wound that would never heal. And then one day the thought came to me — it can hardly be called a thought. I heard his very voice speaking to me, with just that little note of irritation in it that always came to him when he was arguing and got excited. I am not dead, he said. How foolishly you are talking. How can I be dead while you are thinking of me — while you still love me and are wanting me. Who wants the dead? It is because you know I live, and that I love you, and always shall, that you want me. I am not dead. I am with you.

Yes, said Mowbray after a little pause, he loved you very dearly. I was puzzled at first because I thought you so opposite to one another. But now I know that it was my mistake.

They did not talk during the short remainder of their walk. At the gate of The Priory the old gentleman stopped and turned.

Kiss me, Anthony, he said, theres nobody about.

Anthony did so. It seemed quite natural somehow. He watched Mr. Mowbray pass up the flagged causeway to the door and then went back to his work.

Betty had been quite frank with him, or so he had thought.

Its fortunate we didnt marry, she said. What a muddle it would have ended in — or else a tragedy. Do you remember that talk we had one evening?

Yes, he answered. You said that if you ever married it would be a man who would like you — think of you as a friend, a comrade.

I know, she laughed. To be candid, I had you in my mind at the moment. I thought that you would always be so sane — the sort of husband one could rely upon never to kick over the traces. Curious how little we know one another.

Would you really have been satisfied? he asked, when it came to the point. Would not you have demanded love as your right?

I dont think so, she answered, musing. I suppose the explanation is that a womans love is maternal rather than sexual. It is the home she is thinking of more than the lover. Of course, I dont mean in every case. There are women for whom their exists one particular He, or no other. But I fancy they are rare.

I wonder sometimes, he said, what would have happened to me if Id never met her. I suppose I should have gone on being quite happy and contented.

There are finer things than happiness, she answered.

A child was born to them late in the year. Anthony had never seen a baby before, not at close quarters. In his secret heart, he was disappointed that it was not more beautiful. But as the days went by it seemed to him that this defect was passing away. He judged it to be a very serious baby. It had large round serious eyes. Even its smile was thoughtful. They called it John Anthony.

The elder Mrs. Strongntharm resented the carriage being sent down for her. She said she wasnt so old that she could not walk a few miles to see her own grandson. Both she and Eleanor agreed that he was going to be like Anthony. His odd ways, it was, that so strongly reminded the elder Mrs. Strongntharm of his father at the same age. They came together over John Anthony, the elder and the younger Mrs. Strongntharm.

Its her artfulness, had argued the elder Mrs. Strongntharm to herself at first; pretending to want my advice and hanging upon my words; while all the time, I reckon, shes laughing at me.

But the next day or the day after she would come again to answer delightedly the hundred questions put to her — to advise, discuss, to gossip and to laugh — to remember on her way home that she had kissed the girl, promising to come again soon.

Returning late one afternoon she met Anthony on the moor.

Ive left her going to sleep, she said. Dont disturb her. She doesnt rest herself sufficiently. Ive been talking to her about it.

Im getting to like her, she confessed shamefacedly. She isnt as bad as I thought her.

He laughed, putting an arm about her.

Youll end by loving her, he said. You wont be able to help it.

Itll depend upon you, lad, she answered. So long as your good is her good I shall be content.

She kissed him good night for it was growing dusk. Neither he nor Eleanor had ever been able to persuade her to stay the night. With the nursery, which had been the former Lady Coombers dressing-room, she was familiar, having been one of the housemaids. But the big rooms on the ground floor overawed her. She never would enter by the great door, but always by a small side entrance leading to the house-keepers room. Eleanor had given instructions that it should always be left open.

He walked on slowly after he had left his mother. There, where the sun was sinking behind the distant elms, she lay sleeping. At the bend of the road was the old white thorn that had witnessed their first kiss. Reaching it he looked round stealthily and, seeing no one, flung himself upon the ground and, stretching out his arms, pressed his lips to the sweet-smelling earth.

He laughed as he rose to his feet. These lovers rhapsodies he had once thought idle nonsense! They were true. Going through fire and water — dying for her, worshipping the ground she trod on. This dear moorland with its lonely farmsteads and its scattered cots; its old folks with their furrowed faces, its little children with shy wondering eyes; its sandy hollows where the coneys frisked at twilight; its hidden dells of fern and bracken where the primroses first blossomed; its high banks beneath the birches where the red fox had his dwelling; its deep woods, bird-haunted: always he would love it, for her sake.

He turned and looked back and down the winding road. The noisome town half-hidden by its pall of smoke lay stretched beneath him, a few faint lights twinkling from out the gloom. There too her feet had trod. Its long sad streets with their weary white-faced people; its foul, neglected places where the children played with dirt. This city of maimed souls and stunted bodies! It must be cleansed, purified — made worthy for her feet to pass. It should be his lifes work, his gift to his beloved.


CHAPTER XIV
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LADY COOMBER JOINED them in the spring. Jims regiment had been detained at Malta longer than had been anticipated. Her presence passed hardly noticed in the house. Anthony had seen to it that her little pensioners, the birds, had been well cared for, they began to gather round her the first moment that they saw her, as if they had been waiting for her, hoping for her return. She herself could not explain her secret. She had only to stretch out her hand for them to come to her. She took more interest in the child than Eleanor had expected. She stole him away one morning, and was laughing when she brought him back. She had shown him to her birds and they had welcomed him with much chirruping and fluttering; and after that, whenever he saw her with her basket on her arm, he would stretch out his arms to her for her to take him with her.

Another child was born to them in the winter. They called him after Eleanors brother Jim; and later came a girl. They called her Norah. And then Eleanor fell ill. Anthony was terror-stricken. He had never been able to accept the popular idea of God as a sort of kindly magician to whom appeal might be made for miraculous benefits in exchange for praise and adulation — who would turn aside sickness, stay deaths hand in response for importunity. His common sense had revolted against it. But suddenly his reasoning faculties seemed to have deserted him. Had he been living in the Middle Ages he would have offered God a pilgrimage or a church. As it was, he undertook to start without further delay his various schemes to benefit the poor of Millsborough. He would set to work at once upon those model-dwellings. It was always easy for him now to find financial backing for his plans. He remembered Bettys argument: I wouldnt have anything started that couldnt be made to pay its own way in the long run. If it cant do that it isnt real. It isnt going to last. She was right. As a sound business proposition, the thing would live and grow. It was justice not charity that the world stood most in need of. He worked it out. For the rent these slum landlords were exacting for insanitary hovels the workers could be housed in decent flats. Eleanors illness had been pronounced dangerous. No time was to be lost. The ground was bought and cleared. Landripp, the architect, threw himself into his labours with enthusiasm.

Landripp belonged to the new school of materialists. His religion was the happiness of humanity. Man to him was a mere chance product of the earths crust, evolved in common with all other living things by chemical process. With the cooling of the earth — or may be its over-heating, it really did not matter which — the race would disappear — be buried, together with the history of its transient passing, beneath the eternal silences. Its grave might still roll on — to shape itself anew, to form out of its changed gases another race that in some future æon might be interested in examining the excavated evidences of a former zoological period.

Meanwhile the thing to do was to make man as happy as possible for so long as he lasted. This could best be accomplished by developing his sense of brotherhood out of which would be born justice and good will. Man was a gregarious animal. For his happiness he depended as much upon his fellows as upon his own exertions. The misery and suffering of any always, sooner or later, resulted in evil to the whole body. In society, as it had come to be constituted, the happiness of all was as much a practical necessity as was the health of all. For its own sake, a civilized community could no more disregard equity than it dare tolerate an imperfect drainage system. If the city was to be healthy and happy it must be seen to that each individual citizen was healthy and happy. The pursuit of happiness for ourselves depended upon our making others happy. It was for this purpose that the moral law had developed itself within us. So soon as the moral law within us came to be acknowledged as the only safe guide to all our actions, so soon would Mans road to happiness lie clear before him.

That something not material, that something impossible to be defined in material terms had somehow entered into the scheme, Mr. Landripp was forced to admit. In discussion, he dismissed it — this unknown quantity — as superfluous energy. But to himself the answer was not satisfactory. By this reasoning the superfluous became the indispensible, which was absurd. There was his own favourite phrase: The preservation of the species; the moral law within, compelling all creatures to sacrifice themselves for the good of their progeny. To Mr. Arnold S. Landripp, aware of his indebtedness for his own existence to the uninterrupted working of this law; aware that his own paternal affections had for their object the decoying of Mr. Arnold S. Landripp into guarding and cherishing and providing for the future of Miss Emily Landripp; who in her turn would rejoice in labour for her children, and so ad infinitum, the phrase might have significance. His reason, perceiving the necessity of the law, justified its obligations.

But those others? Unpleasant-looking insects — myriads of them — who wear themselves out for no other purpose than to leave behind them an egg, the hatching of which they will not live to see. Why toil in darkness? Why not spend their few brief hours of existence basking in their beloved sunshine? What to them the future of the Hymenoptera? The mother bird with outstretched wings above the burning nest, content to die herself if only she may hope to save her young. Natural affection, necessary for the preservation of the species. Whence comes it? Whence the origin of this blind love — this blind embracing of pain that an unknown cause may triumph.

Or take the case of Mr. Arnold S. Landripps own particular family. That hairy ancestor, fear-haunted, hunger-driven, fighting against monstrous odds to win a scanty living for himself. Why burden himself still further with a squalling brood that Mr. Arnold S. Landripp may eventually evolve? Why not knock them all on the head and eat the pig himself? Who whispered to him of the men of thought and knowledge who should one day come, among whom Mr. Arnold S. Landripp, flesh of his flesh and bone of his bone, should mingle and have his being?

Why does the present Mr. Landripp impair his digestion by working long into the night that Millsborough slums may be the sooner swept away and room be made in Millsborough town for the building of decent dwellings for Mr. Landripps poorer brethren? The benefiting of future generations! The preservation and improvement of the species? To what end? What sensible man can wax enthusiastic concerning the progress of a race whose final goal is a forgotten grave beneath the debris of a derelict planet.

To Mr. Landripp came also the reflection that a happiness that is not and cannot by its nature be confined to the individual, but is a part of the happiness of all; that can be marred by a withered flower and deepened by contemplation of the stars must, of necessity, have kinship with the Universal. That a happiness, the seeds of which must have been coeval with creation, that is not bounded by death must, of necessity, be linked with the Eternal.

Working together of an evening upon the plans for the new dwellings, Anthony and he would often break off to pursue the argument. Landripp would admit that his own religion failed to answer all his questions. But Anthonys religion contented him still less. Why should a just God, to whom all things were possible, have made man a creature of low intelligence and evil instincts, leaving him to welter through the ages amid cruelty, blood and lust, instead of fashioning him from the beginning a fit and proper heir for the kingdom of eternity? That he might work out his own salvation! That a few scattered fortunates, less predisposed to evil than their fellows or possessed of greater powers of resistance, might struggle out of the mire — enter into their inheritance: the great bulk cursed from their birth, be left to sink into destruction. The Christ legend he found himself unable to accept. If true, then God was fallible, His omniscience a myth — a God who made mistakes and sought to rectify them. Even so, He had not succeeded. The number of true Christians — the number of those who sought to live according to Christs teaching were fewer today than under the reign of the Cæsars. During the Middle Ages the dying embers of Christianity had burnt up anew. Saint Francis had insisted upon the necessity of poverty, of love — had preached the brotherhood of all things living. Men and women in increasing numbers had for a brief period accepted Christ not as their scapegoat but as their leader. There had been men like Millsboroughs own Saint Aldys — a successful business man, as business was understood in his day — who on his conversion had offered to the service of God not ten per cent. of his booty but his whole life. Any successful business man of today who attempted to follow his example would be certified by the family doctor as fit candidate for the lunatic asylum. Two thousand years after Christs death one man, so far as knowledge went, the Russian writer Tolstoy, had made serious attempt to live the life commanded by Christ. And all Christendom stood staring at him in stupefied amazement. If Christ had been Gods scheme for the reformation of a race that He Himself had created prone to evil then it had tragically failed. Christianity, a feeble flame from the beginning, had died out, leaving the world darker, its last hope extinguished.

They had been working long into the short June night. Landripp had drawn back the curtains and thrown open the window. There came from the east a faint pale dawn.

There is a God I could believe in, worship and work for, he said. Not the builder of the heaven and of the earth, who made the stars also. Such there may be. The watch presupposes the watchmaker. I grant all that. But such is outside my conception — a force, a law, whatever it may be, existing before the beginning of Time, having its abiding place beyond Space. The thing is too unhuman ever to be understood by man. The God I could love and serve is something lesser and yet perhaps greater than such.

He turned from the window and leaning against the mantelpiece continued:

There is a story by Jean Paul Richter, I think. I read the book when I was a student in Germany. There was rather a fine idea in it: at least so it seemed to me. The man in the story dies and beyond the grave he meets Christ. And the Christ is still sad and troubled. The man asks why, and Christ confesses to him. He has been looking for God and cannot find Him. And the man comforts Him. Together they will seek God, and will yet find Him. I think it was a dream, I am not sure. It is the dream of the world, I suppose. Personally I have given up the search, thinking it hopeless. But I am not sure. Christs God I could believe in, could accept. He is the God — the genius, if you prefer the word, of the human race. He is seeking — still seeking to make man in His own image. He has given man thought, consciousness, a soul. It has been slow work and He is still only at the beginning of His labours. He is the spirit of love. It is by love, working for its kind, working for its species, that man has evolved. It is only by love of his kind, of his species, that man can hope to raise himself still further. He is no God of lightnings and of thunders. The moral law within us, the voice of pity, of justice is His only means of helping us. The Manichæans believed that Mankind was devil created. The evidence is certainly in their favour. The God that I am seeking is not the Omnipotent Master of the universe who could in the twinkling of an eye reshape man to His will. But a spirit, fighting against powerful foes, whom I can help or hinder — the spirit of love, knocking softly without ceasing at the door of a deaf world. The wonder of Christ is that He was the first man to perceive the nature of God. The gods that the world had worshipped up till then — that the world still worships — are the gods man has made in his own image: gods glorying in their strength and power, clamouring for worship, insisting on their rights; gods armed with punishments and rewards. Christ was the first man who conceived of God as the spirit of love, of service, a fellow labourer with man for the saving of the world.

Anthony was still seated at the long table, facing the light.

May it not be that you have found Him? he said. May He not be the God we are all seeking?

Landripp gave a short laugh.

He wouldnt be popular, he answered. Not from Him would Job have obtained those fourteen thousand sheep and six thousand camels, and a thousand yoke of oxen and a thousand she asses as a reward for his patience. The God from whom all blessings flow, that is the God man will praise and worship. The God I am seeking asks, not gives.

The plans were finished; the builders got to work. On the very day of the laying of the foundation-stone the doctors pronounced Eleanor out of danger. Anthony forgot his talks with Landripp. God had heard his prayer and had accepted his offering. He would continue to love and serve Him, and surely goodness and mercy would follow him all the days of his life. One of the minor steel foundries happened to be on the market. He obtained control and re-established it on a new profit-sharing principle that he had carefully worked out. His system would win through by reason of its practicability; the long warfare between capital and labour end in peace. His business genius should not be only for himself. God also should be benefited. He got together a small company for the opening of co-operative shops, where the poor should be able to purchase at fair prices. There should be no end of his activities for God.

Eleanor came back to him more beautiful, it seemed to him, than she had ever been. They walked together, hand in hand, on the moor. She wanted to show him how strong she was. And coming to the old white thorn at the parting of the ways, she had raised her face to his; and he had drawn her to him and their lips had met, as if it had been for the first time.

She would be unable to bear more children, but that did not trouble them. Little Jim and Norah grew and waxed strong and healthy. Norah promised to be the living image of her mother. She had her mothers faults and failings that Anthony so loved: her mothers wilfulness with just that look of regal displeasure when any one offended or opposed her. But also with suggestion of her mothers graciousness and kindness.

Jim, likewise, took after the Coomber family. He had his uncles laughing eyes and all his obstinacy, so Eleanor declared. He was full of mischief, but had coaxing ways and was the idol of the servants hall.

John was more of the dreamer. Lady Coomber had taught him to read. She had grown strangely fond of the child. In summertime they would take their books into the garden. They had green hiding-places known only to themselves. And in winter they had their cave behind the great carved screen in the library.

As time went by, Eleanor inclined more towards the two younger children. They were full of life and frolic, and were always wanting to do things. But Anthonys heart yearned more towards John, his first-born.


CHAPTER XV
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A GOD NEEDING mans help, unable without it to accomplish His purpose. A God calling to man as Christ beckoned to His disciples to follow him, forsaking all, to suffer and to labour with Him. The thought had taken hold of him from the beginning: that summers night when he and Landripp had talked together, until the dawn had drawn a long thin line of light between the window curtains.

And then had come Eleanors sudden recovery, when he had almost given up hope, on the very day of the laying of the foundation-stone of the new model dwellings; and it had seemed to him that God had chosen this means of revealing Himself. The God he had been taught. The God of his fathers. Who answered prayers, accepted the burnt offering, rewarded the faithful and believing. What need to seek further? The world was right. Its wise men and its prophets had discovered the true God. A God who made covenants and bargains with man. Why not? Why should not God take advantage of Anthonys love for Eleanor to make a fair businesslike contract with him? Help me with these schemes of yours for the happiness of my people and I will give you back your wife. But the reflection would come: Why should an omnipotent God trouble Himself to bargain with His creatures, take round-about ways for accomplishing what could be done at once by a movement of His will? A God who could have made all things perfect from the beginning, beyond the need of either growth or change. Who had chosen instead to write the history of the human race in blood and tears. Surely such a God would need mans forgiveness, not his worship. The unknown God was yet to seek.

Landripp had been killed during the building of the model dwellings. It had been his own fault. For a stout, elderly gentleman to run up and down swaying ladders, to scramble round chimney stacks, and balance himself on bending planks a hundred feet above the ground was absurd. There were younger men who could have done all that, who warned Mr. Landripp of the risks that he was running. He had insisted on supervising everything himself. The work from its commencement had been to him a labour of love. He was fearful lest a brick should be ill-laid.

Anthony had a curious feeling of annoyance as he looked upon the bruised and broken heap of rubbish that had once been his friend. Landripp had been dead when they picked him up. They had put him on a stretcher and carried him round to his office. Anthony had heard the news almost immediately, and had reached Bruton Square as the men were coming out. The body lay on the big table in the room where he and Anthony had had their last long talk. The face had not suffered and the eyes were open. There may have been a lingering consciousness still behind them for it seemed to Anthony that for an instant they smiled at him. And then suddenly the light went out of them.

It was tremendously vexing. He had been looking forward to renewal of their talks. There was so much he wanted to have said to him: questions he had meant to put to him; thoughts of his own, that he had intended to discuss with him. Where was he? Where had he got to? It was ridiculous to argue that Landripp himself — the mind and thought of him — had been annihilated by coming into contact with a steel girder. Not even a cabbage dies. All that can happen to it is for it to be resolved into its primary elements to be reborn again. This poor bruised body lying where the busy brain had been at work only an hour before, even that would live as long as the solar system continued. Its decay would only mean its transformation. Landripp himself — the spirit that came and went — could not even have been hurt. The machinery through which it worked was shattered. Anthony could not even feel sorry for him. He was angry with him that he had not been more careful of the machinery.

Landripp had been the first person with whom he had ever discussed religion. As a young man he had once or twice ventured the theme. But the result had only reminded him of his childish experiments in the same direction. At once, most people shrivelled up as if he had suggested an indelicate topic, not to be countenanced in polite society. Especially were his inquiries discouraged by the clergy of all denominations. At the first mention of the subject they had always shown signs of distress — had always given to him the impression that they were seeking to guard a trade secret. Landripp had opened his mind to the conception of a religion he could understand and accept. God all-powerful and glorious; the great omnipotent Being who had made and ordered all things! What could man do for such? As well might the clay ask how it could show its gratitude to the potter. To praise God, to adore Him, to fall down before Him, to worship Him, what use could that be to Him? That the creatures He had made should be everlastingly grovelling before Him, proclaiming their own nothingness and His magnificence: it was to imagine God on a par with an Oriental despot. To obey Him? He had no need of our obedience. All things had been ordered. Our obedience or disobedience could make no difference to Him. It had been foreseen — fore-ordained from the beginning. Even forgetting this — persuading ourselves that some measure of freewill had been conferred upon us, it was only for our own benefit. Obey and be rewarded, disobey and be punished. We were but creatures of His breath, our souls the puppets of His will. What was left to man but to endure? Even his endurance bestowed upon him for that purpose. It was death not life that God — if such were God — had breathed into mans nostrils.

But God the champion, the saviour of man. God the tireless lover of man, seeking to woo him into ever nobler ways. God the great dreamer, who out of death and chaos in the beginning had seen love; who beyond lifes hate and strife still saw the far-off hope, and called to men to follow Him. God the dear comrade, the everlasting friend, God the helper, the King. If one could find Him?

Landripp had left his daughter a few thousands; and she had decided to open a school again at Bruton Square, in the rooms that her father had used for his offices. Inheriting his conscientiousness she had entered a training college to qualify herself as a teacher. Towards the end, quite a friendship had existed between Mrs. Strongntharm and the Landripps. With leisure and freedom from everlasting worry her native peasant wit had blossomed forth and grown; and Landripp had found her a wise talker. She had become too feeble for the long walk up to The Abbey, but was frightened of the carriage with its prancing horses. So often Eleanor would send little John down to spend the afternoon with her. Old Mrs. Newt was dead; and, save for a little maid, she was alone in the house. She made no claim with regard to the two younger children. It was only about John she was jealous.

One day she took the child to see the house in Platts Lane where his father had been born. Old Witlock had finished his tinkering. His half-witted son Matthew lived there by himself. No one else ever entered it. Matthew cooked his own meals and kept it scrupulously clean. Most of the twenty-four hours he spent in the workshop. His skill and honesty brought him more jobs than he needed, but he preferred to remain single-handed. The workshop door was never closed. All day, summer and winter, so long as Matthew was there working it remained wide open. At night Matthew slept there in a corner sheltered from the wind, and then it would be kept half-closed but so that any one who wished could enter. He would never answer questions as to this odd whim of his, and his neighbours had ceased thinking about it. They took a great fancy to one another, Matthew and the child. Old Mrs. Strongntharm would sometimes leave him there, and his father would call for him on the way home. He had taken for his own the stool on which wandering Peter had many years ago carved the King of the Gnomes. And there he would sit by the hour swinging his little legs, discussing things in general with Matthew while he worked. At the childs request Anthony had bought the house and workshop so that Matthew might never fear being turned out.

There grew up in the child a strange liking for this dismal quarter, or rather three-quarters of the town of Millsborough that lay around Platts Lane. Often, when his father called for him of an afternoon at Bruton Square he would plead for a walk in their direction before going home. He liked the moorland, too, with its bird life and its little creeping things in brake and cover that crouched so still while one passed by. There he would shout and scamper; and when he was tired his father would carry him on his shoulder. But in the long sad streets he was less talkative.

One day, walking through them, Anthony told him how, long ago, before the mean streets came, there had been green fields and flowers with a little river winding its way among the rocks and through deep woods.

What made the streets come? the child asked.

Riches had been discovered under the earth, so Anthony explained to him. Before this great discovery the people of the valley had lived in little cottages — just peasants, tilling their small farms, tending their flocks. A few hundred pounds would have bought them all up. Now it was calculated that the winding Wyndbeck flowed through the richest valley in all England.

What are riches? asked the child. What do they do?

Riches, his father explained to him, were what made people well off and happy.

I see, said John. But he evidently did not, as his next question proved conclusively.

Then are all the people happy who live here now? he asked. They had passed about a score of them during the short time they had walked in silence. Why dont they look it?

It had to be further explained to John that the riches of the valley did not belong to the people who lived and died in the valley, who dug the coal and iron or otherwise handled it. To be quite frank, these sad-eyed men and women who now dwelt beside the foul black Wyndbeck were perhaps worse off than their forbears who had dwelt here when the Wyndbeck flowed through sunlit fields and shady woods, undreaming of the hidden wealth that lay beneath their careless feet. But to a few who lived in fine houses, more or less far away, in distant cities, in pleasant country places. It was these few who had been made well off and happy by the riches of the valley. The workers of the valley did not even know the names of these scattered masters of theirs.

He had not meant to put it this way. But little John had continually chipped in with those direct questions that a child will persist in asking. And, after all, it was the truth.

Besides, as he went on to explain still further to little John, they were not all unhappy, these dirty, grimy, dull-eyed men and women in their ugly clothes living in ugly houses in long ugly streets under a sky that rained soot. Some of them earned high wages — had, considering their needs, money to burn, as the saying was.

I see, said John again. It was an irritating habit of his, to preface awkward questions with, I see. Then does having money make everybody happy?

It was on the tip of Anthonys tongue. He was just about to snap it out. Little John mustnt worry his little head about things little Jacks cant be expected to understand. Little boys must wait till they are grown-up, when the answer to all these seemingly difficult questions will be plain to them. But as he opened his lips to speak there sprang from the muddy pavement in front of him a little impish lad dressed in an old pair of his fathers trousers, cut down to fit him, so that the baggy part instead of being about the knee was round his ankles — a little puzzled lad who in his day had likewise plagued poor grown-up folk with questions it might have been the better for them had they tried to answer.

No, John, he answered. It doesnt make them happy. I wonder myself sometimes whats the good of it. How can they be happy even if they do earn big money, a few of them. The hideousness, the vileness that is all around them. What else can it breed but a sordid joyless race. They spend their money on things stupid and gross. What else can you expect of them. You bring a child up in the gutter and he learns to play with mud, and likes it.

They were walking where the streets crept up the hillside. Over a waste space where dust and ashes lay they could see far east and west. The man halted and flung out his arms.

The Valley of the Wyndbeck. So they call it on the map. It ought to be the gutter of the Wyndbeck. One long, foul, reeking gutter where men and women walk in darkness and the children play with dirt.

He had forgotten John. The child slipped a hand into his.

Wont the fields ever come back? he asked.

Anthony shook his head. Theyll never come back, he said. Nothing to do for it, John, but to make the best of things as they are. It will always be a gutter with mud underneath and smoke overhead, and poison in its air. We must make it as comfortable a gutter as the laws of supply and demand will permit. At least we can give them rainproof roofs and sound floors and scientific drainage, and baths where they can wash the everlasting dirt out of their pores before it becomes a part of their skin.

From where they were they could see the new model dwellings towering high above the maze of roofs around them.

Well build them a theatre, John. They shall have poetry and music. Well plan them recreation grounds where the children can run and play. Well have a picture gallery and a big bright hall where they can dance.

He broke off suddenly. Oh, Lord, as if it hadnt all been tried, he groaned. Two thousand years ago, they thought it might save Rome. Bread and circuses, that is not going to save the world.

They had reached, by chance, Platts Lane. The door of the workshop stood open as ever. They could hear the sound of Matthews hammer and see the red glow of the furnace fire. John slipped away from his fathers side, and going to the open door called to Matthew.

Matthew turned. There was a strange look in his eyes. The child laughed, and Matthew coming nearer saw who it was.

It was late, so after exchanging just a greeting with Matthew they walked on. Suddenly John caught his father by the sleeve.

Do you think he is still alive, he said, Christ Jesus?

Anthony was in a hurry. He had ordered the carriage to wait for them in Bruton Square.

What makes you ask? he said.

Matthew thinks he is, explained the child, and that He still goes about. That is why he always leaves the door open, so that if Christ passes by He may see him and call to him.

Anthony was still worried about the time. He had to see a man on business before going home. He promised little John they would discuss the question some other time. But, as it happened, the opportunity never came.


CHAPTER XVI
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THERE CAME A day when Betty returned to take up her residence at The Priory. Since her fathers death she had been travelling. At first she and Anthony had corresponded regularly. They had discussed religion, politics, the science of things in general; he telling her of changes and happenings at home, and she telling him of her discoveries abroad. She wanted to see everything there was to be seen for herself, and then seek to make use of her knowledge; she would, of course, write a book. But after his eldest sons death, which had happened when the child was about eight years old, Anthony for a time had not cared to write. Added to which there were long periods during which Betty had disappeared into ways untrodden of the postman. Letters had passed between them at ever-lengthening intervals, dealing so far as Anthony was concerned chiefly with business matters. It seemed idle writing about himself: his monotonous prosperity and unclouded domestic happiness. There were times when he would have been glad of a friend to whom he could have trusted secrets, but the thread had been broken. Conscious of strange differences in himself, he could not be sure that Betty likewise had not altered. Her letters remained friendly, often affectionate, but he no longer felt he knew her. Indeed there came to him the doubt that he ever had.

It was on a winters afternoon that Anthony, leaving his office, walked across to The Priory to see her. She had been back about a week, but Anthony had been away up north on business. She had received him in the little room above the hall that had always been her particular sanctum. Mr. Mowbray, when he had let the house furnished to his cousin, had stipulated that this one room should remain locked. Nothing in it had been altered. A wood fire was burning in the grate. Betty was standing in the centre of the room. She came forward to meet him with both hands:

Its good to see you again, she said. But what have you done to your hair, lad? She touched it lightly with her fingers. She pushed him into the easy chair beside the blazing fire and remained herself standing.

He laughed. Oh, we grow grey early in Millsborough, he said.

He was looking up at her puzzled. Ive got it, he said suddenly.

Got what? she laughed.

The difference in you, he answered. You were the elder of us when I saw you last, and now you are the younger. I dont mean merely in appearance.

Its a shame, she answered gravely. Youve been making money for me to spend. Its that has made you old. Theyre all so old, the moneymakers. Ive met so many of them. Havent you made enough?

Oh, it isnt that, he answered. It gets to be a habit. I shouldnt know what else to do with myself now.

She made him talk about himself. It was difficult at first, there seemed so little to tell. Jim was at Rugby and was going into the Guards. His uncle, Sir James, had married, and had three children, a boy and two girls. But the boy had been thrown from his pony while learning to ride and was a cripple. So it was up to young Strongntharm to take over the Coomber tradition. As he would have plenty of money all would be easy. His uncle was still in India, but was coming back in the spring. He had been appointed to Aldershot.

Norah was at Cheltenham. The Coomber girls had always gone to Cheltenham. She had ideas of her own and was anxious herself to cut school life short and finish her education abroad in Vienna. One of the disadvantages of being rich was that it separated you from your children. But for that the boy could have gone to his old friend Tetteridge. So far as education was concerned, he would have done better. The girl could have gone to Miss Landripps at Bruton Square. They would have been all together and it would have been jolly.

Eleanor was wonderful. Betty would find her looking hardly a day older than when she had last seen her.

Betty laughed. Good for you, lad, she said. It means you are still seeing her through lovers eyes. Its seventeen years ago, the date you are speaking of.

Anthony could hardly believe it at first, but had to yield to facts. He still maintained that Eleanor was marvellous. Most women in her position would have clamoured for fashion and society — would have filled The Abbey with her swell friends and acquaintances, among whom Anthony would always have felt himself an outsider — would have insisted on a town house and a London season, Homburg and the Riviera — all that sort of thing: leaving Anthony to grind away at the money mill in Millsborough. That was what his mother had always feared. His mother had changed her opinion about Eleanor long ago. She had come to love her. Of course, when Norah came home there would have to be changes. But by that time it would all fit in. He would be done with money-making. He had discovered — or, rather, Eleanor had discovered it for him — that he was a good speaker. She had had to bully him, at first, into making the attempt; and the result had surprised even her. He might go into Parliament. Not with any idea of a political career, but to advocate reforms that he had in his mind. Parliament gave one a platform. One spoke to the whole country.

Tea had been brought. They were sitting opposite to one another at a small table near the fire.

It reminds one of old times, said Betty. Do you remember our long walks and talks together up on the moor, we three. We had to shout to drown the wind.

He did not answer immediately. He was looking at a reflection of himself in a small Venetian mirror on the opposite wall. It came back to him what old Mr. Mowbray had once said to him, as to his growing likeness to Ted. There was a suggestion, he could see it himself, especially about the eyes.

Yes, he answered. I remember. Ted was the dreamer. He dreamed of a new world. You were for the practical. You wanted improvements made in the old.

Yes, she answered. I thought it could be done.

He shook his head.

You were wrong, he said. We were the dreamers. It was Ted had all the common sense.

Oh, yes, I go on, he said in answer to her look. What else is to be done. There used to be hope in the world. Now one has to pretend to hope. I hoped model dwellings were going to do away with the slums. There are miles more slums in Millsborough today than there were ten years ago; and myself, if I had to choose now Id prefer the slums. Id feel less like being in prison. But we did all we could. We put them in baths. It was a new idea in Millsborough. The local Press was shocked. Pampering the Proletariat, was one of their headlines. They could have saved their ink. Our bath was used to keep the coals in. If they didnt do that, they emptied their slops into it. It saved them the trouble of walking to the sink. We gave them all the latest sanitary improvements, and they block the drains by turning the places into dustbins. And those that dont, throw their muck out the window. They dont want cleanliness and decency. They were born and bred in mud and the dirt sticks to them; and they bring up their children not to mind it. And so it will go on. Of course, there are the few. You will find a few neat homes in the filthiest of streets. But they are lost among the mass, just as they were before. It has made no permanent difference. Millsborough is blacker, fouler, viler than it was when we started in to clean it. Garden suburbs. We began one of those five years ago on the slopes above Leeford, and already it has its Alsatia where its disreputables gather together for mutual aid and comfort. What is it all, but clearing a small space and planting a garden in the middle of a jungle. Sooner or later the jungle closes in again. Every wind blows in seeds.

This profit-sharing. I can see the end of that. They quarrel among themselves over the sharing. Who shall have the most. Who shall be forced to accept least. And the strong gather together: it is for them to dictate the division; and the weaker snarl and curse, but have to yield. And brother is against brother, and father is against son. And so the old game of greed and grab begins anew. Co-operative shops. And the staff is for ever insisting on the prices being raised to their own kith and kin, so that their wages may be increased out of the profits. And when I expostulate they talk to me about my own companies and the fine dividends we earn by charging high prices to our neighbours. He laughed.

You remember Sheepskin, he went on, the old vicar? The Reverend Horace Pendergast has got the job now. Hes a cousin of Eleanors — rattling good preacher. Were hoping to make him a bishop. I went to see the old man once, when I was a youngster, to arrange about my uncles funeral, and he threw me in a sermon. I dont know why — I wasnt worrying much about religion in those days — but I can still see his round, pink, puzzled face and his little fat hands that trembled as he talked. It was near Christmas time — Christs birthday; and all that he could think about, he told me, were the Christmas bills and how to meet them. It wasnt his fault. How can a respectable married man be a Christian? How can I preach Christ? — there were tears in his eyes. Christ the outcast, the beggar, the servant of the poor, the bearer of the Cross. Thats what he had started out to preach. The people would only have laughed at him. He lives in a big house, they would have said, and keeps four servants and a gig. His sons go to college, and his wife and daughters wear rich garments. Struggle enough I find it, Strongntharm, he confessed to me. But I ought not to be struggling to do it. I ought to be down among the people, preaching Christ, not only with my lips but with my life. It isnt talkers for God, it is fighters for God that are wanted. Men who are not afraid of the world!

The daylight had faded. Betty had pushed the table into a corner. They sat beside the blazing logs.

Some years ago, said Betty, I travelled from San Francisco to Hong Kong in company with a Chinese gentleman. It was during the off-season, and half a dozen of us had the saloon to ourselves. There were two commercial travellers and a young missionary and his wife. By process of natural selection — at least so I like to believe — Mr. Cheng and myself chummed on. He was one of the most interesting men I have met, and I think he liked talking to me. I remember one brilliantly clear night we were alone together on the deck. I was leaning back in my chair looking up at the Southern Cross. Suddenly I heard him say that the great stumbling block in the way of mans progress was God. Coming from anybody else the remark would have irritated me; but I knew he wasnt trying to be clever; and as he went on to explain himself I found myself in agreement with him. Mans idea of God is of some all-powerful Being who is going to do everything for him. Man has no need to exert himself; God, moving in mysterious ways, is labouring to make the world a paradise where man may dwell in peace and happiness. All man has to do is to trust in God and practise patience. Man if he took the task in hand for himself could turn this world into a paradise tomorrow without waiting for God. But it would mean man giving up his greeds and passions. It is easier to watch and pray. God has promised man the millenium, in the dim and distant future. Men by agreeing together could have the millenium ready in time for their own children. When man at last grasps the fact that there is no God — no God, that is, in the sense that he imagines — that whatever is going to be done for him has got to be done by himself, there will be born in man the will to accomplish his own salvation. It is this idea of man as the mere creature — the mere puppet of God — powerless to save himself, helpless to avert his own fate, that through the ages has paralysed mans spiritual energies.

God is within us. We are God. Mans free will is boundless. His future is in his own hands. Man has only to control his evil instincts and heaven is here; Man can conquer himself. Of his own will, he does so every day. For the purposes of business, of pleasure, of social intercourse, he puts a curb upon his lusts and passions. It is only the savage, the criminal that lets them master him. Man is capable of putting greed and selfishness out of his life. History, a record of mans sin and folly, is also a record of mans power to overcome within himself the obstacles that stand in the way of his own progress.

Garibaldi called upon his volunteers to disregard all worldly allurements, to embrace suffering, wounds and death for the cause of Italian unity. And the young men flocked to his banners. Let the young men once grasp that not God but they themselves can win for all mankind freedom and joy, and an ever-increasing number of them will be willing to make the necessary sacrifice.

One man showed them the way. There have, at various times, been born exceptional men through whom the spirit we call God has been able to manifest itself, to speak aloud to men. Of all these, your Christ was perhaps more than any of the others imbued with this spirit of God. In Christs voice we recognize the voice of God. It is the voice we hear within us, speaking to each of us individually. Christs one commandment: Love one another, is the commandment that God has been whispering to us from the beginning of creation. Out of that Commandment life sprang. Through that commandment alone can life be made perfect. Love one another. It would solve every problem that has plagued mankind since the dawn of the Eocene epoch. It would recall mans energies from the barren fields of strife to mutual labour for the husbandry of all the earth. In the words of your prophet: The Wilderness be made glad, the desert rejoice and blossom as the rose. Why has man persisted in turning a deaf ear to this one supreme commandment? Why does man persistently refuse to follow the one guide who would lead him out of all his sorrows? To love is as easy as to hate. Why does he set himself deliberately to cultivate the one and not the other? There is no more reason for a French peasant hating a German farm labourer, for a white man hating a brown man, for a Protestant hating a Catholic, than for loving him. But our hate we take pains to nourish, it is a part of our education. We teach it to our children. At the altar of hate man is willing to make sacrifice; he will give to his last penny. On the altar of hate the mother will consent to the slaying of her own first-born. All things that are good come to man through love. No man denies this. No man but seeks, within the circle of his own home, to surround himself with love. Life without love is every mans fear. To gain and keep love man sacrifices his own ease and comfort. To love is sweeter than to hate. Man watches himself, lest by sloth or indifference he should let love die; plans and labours to strengthen and increase love. If he would, he could love all men. If man took the same pains to cultivate his will to love that he takes to cultivate his will to hate, he could change the world.

Man excuses himself for disregarding Christs express commandment by telling himself that the salvation of the world is Gods affair, not his. Gods love will make for mans benefit a new heaven and a new earth. There is no need for man to bestir himself. While man pursues his greeds and hatreds God is busy preparing the miracle. One day, man is to wake up and find, to his joy, that he loves his fellow man; and the tears of the world will be wiped away. It is not God, it is man that must accomplish the miracle. It is by mans own endeavour that he will be saved; by cleansing himself of hate, by setting himself in all seriousness to this great business of loving. Until he obeys Christs commandment he shall not enter the promised land.

I have put it more or less into my own words, she explained, but I have given you the sense of it. He thought the time would come — perhaps soon — when the thinkers of the world would agree that civilization had been progressing upon a wrong line — that if destruction was to be avoided, man must retrace his steps. He thought that, apart from all else, the mere instinct of self-preservation would compel the race to turn aside from the pursuit of material welfare to the more important work of its spiritual development. He did not expect any conscious or concerted movement. Rather he believed that men and women in increasing numbers would withdraw themselves from the world, that they might live lives in conformity with Gods laws. He was a curious mixture of the religious and the scientific. He often employed the word God, but could not explain what he meant beyond that he felt him. He held that the only altar at which a reasonable man could worship was the altar erected by the Greeks: To the Unknown God. Christ he regarded as a Promethean figure who had received the fire from heaven and brought it down to men. That fire would never be extinguished. The spirit of Christ still moved about the world. It was the life force behind what little love still glowed and flickered among men. One day the smouldering embers would burst into flame.

Betty put in two or three years at The Priory on and off, occupying herself chiefly with writing. But the wanderlust had got into her blood, and her book finished she grew restless.

One day Anthony and Eleanor had dined with her at The Priory. Eleanor had run away immediately after dinner to attend a committee meeting of the Childrens Holiday Society of which she was the president. Betty, she was sure, sympathized sufficiently with the movement to forgive her. She would be back soon after nine. Betty and Anthony took their coffee in the library.

I wanted you both to come tonight, she explained. Ive got into a habit of acting suddenly when an impulse seizes me. I may wake up any morning and feel Ive got to go.

Whither? he asked.

How much money can I put my hands on within the next few months? she asked.

She had warned him that she might be talking business. He mentioned a pretty considerable sum.

All earned by the sweat of other peoples brows, she commented with a smile.

You give away a pretty good deal of it, he reminded her consolingly.

Oh, yes, she said, I am very good. I take from them with one hand and give them back thirty per cent. of it with the other; thats what our charity means. And it doesnt really help, thats the irritating part of it. Its just the pouring out of a libation to the God-of-Things-as-they-are. The poor always ye have with you.

I sometimes think, he said, that Christ, when he told the young man to sell all he had and give it to the poor, was thinking rather of the young man than of the poor. It would have done them but such fleeting good. But to the young man it meant the difference between slavery and freedom. To be quit of it all. His horses and his chariots. His fine houses and his countless herds. His army of cringing servants. His horde of fawning clients. How could he win life, bound hand and foot to earth? Not even his soul was his own. It belonged to his great possessions.

She was going into central Russia. She had passed through there some years ago and had happened upon one of its ever recurring famines. There was talk of another in the coming winter.

The granary of Europe, she continued. I believe we import one-third of our grain from Russia. And every year the peasants die there of starvation by the thousands. That year I was there they reckoned a hundred thousand perished in one valley. They were eating the corpses of the children. And on my way to St. Petersburg I passed stations where the corn was rotting by the roadside. The price had fallen and it wasnt worth transporting. The devil must get some fun looking down upon the world.

He had been standing by the window with his hands in his pockets. It was still twilight. He swung round suddenly.

I believe in the Devil, he said. I dont mean the devil that we sing about — the discontented angel that God has let out at the end of a chain, that is finally to be destroyed when he has served Gods purpose. But the eternal spirit of evil that is a part of all things — that brooded over chaos before God came. He also must be our father. Hate, cruelty, lust, greed: how else were we born with them? Would they have come to us from God. Evil also claims us for his children — is fighting for possession of us, is calling to us to labour with him, to turn the world into hell. Hate one another. Do ill to one another. That is his commandment. Which does the world obey: God or the Devil? Does hate or love rule the world? Whom does the world honour? The greedy man, the selfish man, the man who gets on by trampling on his fellows. Who are the worlds leaders? The makers of war, the preachers of hate. Who dares to follow Christ — to fight for God. How many? Thats the trouble of it. If any man will come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross. Poverty, self-denial, contempt, loneliness. We are afraid.

He took a cigar from his case.

It could be done, he said. Thats the tragedy of it. The victory won for God: if only a few of us had the courage. There are thousands of men and women in this England of ours alone who believe — who are convinced that the only hope of the world lies in our following the teaching of Christ. If these thousands of men and women were to say, each to himself, I will no longer sin against the light that is within me. Whatever others may do — whatever the difficulties, the privations to myself may be, I will lead Christs life, I will obey his commandments. If here in Millsborough there were, say, only a handful of men and women known to be trying to lead Christs life, some of them rich men who had given up their possessions, feeling that so long as there is poverty in the world no man who loves his neighbour as himself can afford to be rich. Others, poor men and women content to remain poor, knowing that to gain riches one must serve Mammon and not God. A handful of men and women, scattered, silent, putting themselves forward only when some work for Christ was to be done. A handful of men and women labouring in quietness and in confidence to prepare the way for God: teaching their children new desires, new ambitions.

Some would fail. But others would succeed. More would follow. It needs only a few to set the example. It would appeal to all generous men and women, to the young. Fighting for God. Fighting with God to save the world. Not to save oneself — not to get ones own sweet self into heaven. That is the mistake that has been made: Appealing to the self that is in man, instead of to the Christ that is in man. Believe and thou shalt be saved. It is an appeal to mans greed, to his self-interest. It is heroes God wants, not mercenaries. Never mind yourself. Forget the wages. Help God to save the world. This little land of England, this poor, sad, grimy town of Millsborough, where each man hates his neighbour and the children play with dirt. Help God to make it clean and sweet. Help God to wipe away the tears of the world. Help God to save all men.

We talk about the Spirits of Good and Evil, as if Evil were of its own nature subordinate to the Good — as if Gods victory were certain; a mere matter of time. How do we know? Evil was the first-born. All things that do not fight against it revert to it. How do we know it will not triumph in the end. God is not winning. God is being driven back. Man will not help. Once His followers were willing to suffer — to die for Him. Today we are afraid of a little ridicule — of a few privations. We think it can be done by preaching — by the giving of alms. There is but one way to fight for God: the way of Christ. Let the young man deny himself, take up his cross.

There had followed a silence. How long it lasted neither could have told. The door opened and Eleanor entered.

She was full of her meeting. The committee had settled to send two hundred children for a fortnight to the seaside. She had let Anthony in for a hundred guineas. She laughed.

Betty explained that they might not be meeting again for some time. She was off to Russia. Eleanor was curious and Betty explained her plans.

Eleanor was seated on the arm of Anthonys chair. She had noticed he was not smoking, and had lighted his cigar for him.

It was poor mothers sorrow, she said. I have never done anything, she confided to me once towards the end. I have given away a little money, but it was never mine to give. It never cost me anything. I want to give myself. It is the only gift that heals.

Eleanor jumped down from her perch, and taking Bettys face in her hands kissed her.

How fine of you, she said. I rather envy you.


CHAPTER XVII
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HOW TO TELL her? The door was not quite closed. He could hear her voice giving directions to the maid, the rustling of garments, the opening and shutting of drawers. Later, he would hear her wish the maid good night; and then the door would open and she would come in for their customary talk before going to bed. It was the hour when she had always seemed to him most beautiful, clad in loose shimmering robes, veiling her wonderful whiteness. Tonight she would clasp her soft arms round his neck and, laughing, tell him how proud she was of him. All the evening he had read the promise of it in her eyes. And they would kiss, perhaps for the last time.

Could he not put it off — again, for the hundredth time? Was it not cruel to choose this night? It had been a day of roses, and she had been so happy. In the morning there had been the unveiling of the war memorial, the great granite cross with the four bronze guns at its base. It stood high up on the crest of the moor, for all the town to see, the sky for its background; and carved in golden letters round its pedestal, so that the cold grey cross seemed, as it were, to have grown out of their blood, the names of the young men who had given their lives that England might rejoice. His speech had been a supreme success. It had moved the people as such speeches rarely do, for with every word he uttered he had been thinking of himself.

Even his two children, occasionally critical of him, had congratulated him. The boy had had tears in his eyes. He had looked very handsome in his weather-stained uniform, in spite of the angry scar across his cheek. He had taken things into his own hands at the beginning of the war, had enlisted as a private, and had won his commission on the field. For Norah, the war had happened at a providential moment. During the suffrage movement she had caused Eleanor many a sleepless night. The war had caught her up and directed her passions into orthodox channels. It had done even better for her. It had thrown her into the company of quite a nice boy, with only a consumptive cousin between him and an ancient peerage. To Anthony himself, the war had brought, without any effort of his own, increasing wealth and power. Millsborough had become a shining centre for the output of munitions. Anthonys genius for organization had been the motive force behind. At the luncheon that had followed the unveiling of the memorial a Cabinet Minister had dropped hints. Eleanors prophecy of long ago that Anthony would become a millionaire with a seat in the House of Lords would all come true.

In the evening the great new dining-room, fashioned out of the ruins of what had once been the monks refectory, had been thrown open for the first time. All their world and his wife had dined there; his fellow-townsmen who had grown up with him, who had watched, admired and envied his marvellous career; county folk from far and near; famous folk, humble folk. The Reverend Horace Pendergast, most eloquent of divines, and soon to be a bishop, had proposed the toast of The uncrowned king of Millsborough, his dear and well-beloved cousin Anthony Strongntharm — had quoted scripture appropriate in speaking of one so evidently singled out for favour by the Lord. General Sir James Coomber, in a short, blunt speech, had seconded the toast, claiming merit for himself as having from the first, and against family opposition, encouraged his sister to stick to her guns and marry the man of her choice. Not that she had needed much encouragement, Jim had added amid laughter. She would have done it, was Jims opinion, if all the Kings horses, and all the Kings men had tried to prevent her. And from Eleanor, seated at the other end of the long table, had come a distinct Hear, hear, followed by more laughter. Others, one after another, had risen spontaneously to add their testimony to the honour and affection with which he was regarded throughout Millsborough, and all round about.

And then an odd thing had happened. As he rose to respond there came into his mind the sudden thought that here within the space of these same walls must often have supped his namesake, the monk Anthony. And with the thought there came the face and form of the young monk plainly before him. It entered by a small serving door that stood ajar, and slipped into a vacant seat left empty by a guest who had been called away. He knew the whole thing was an hallucination, a fancy that his sudden thought had conjured up. But the curious part of it was that the face of the young monk, who with elbows resting on the table was looking at him with such earnestness, was not the face of the monk in the picture with which he was familiar, the hero, the martyr, but the face of a timid youth. The hands were clasped, and the eyes that were fixed on Anthony seemed to be pleading with him.

He could not remember what he had said. He did not think it was the speech he had intended. He had the feeling he was answering the questioning eyes of the young monk still fixed upon him. But it seemed to have gone all right, though there had been no applause when he had sat down. Instead, a little silence had followed; and when the conversation round the table was renewed it had been in a subdued tone, as though some new note had been struck.

Foolish though it seemed, it was this slight episode that had finally decided him that he must speak with her this very night. Too long he had put it off, whispering to himself now one excuse, now another. It had come to him while he had been preparing his speech for the unveiling of the war memorial: How long was he going to play the coward? When was he going to answer the call of his King, his country?

When had that call first come to him? What voice — what vision had first spoken to him? He tried to think. There had been no trumpet call. No pillar of light had flashed before his eyes. It had come to him in little whispers of the wind, in little pluckings at his sleeve. Some small wild creatures cry of pain. The sorrow of a passing face. The story of a wrong done, when or where it did not matter. Always the darkness was full of reproachful eyes accusing him of delay.

It seemed to him that he was standing beside God in some vast doorless chamber, listening to the falling of the tears of the world — the tears of all the ages that were past, the tears of the ages yet to come; and Gods sad eyes were watching him.

If he could take her with him. If only she would come with him. There had been a moment at the beginning of the war when it might have been: those days of terror when the boy lay wounded unto death; and he had heard her cry out in the night: Oh, God, take all I have but that. Had he urged her then? Honours, riches! In that moment she would have known their true value. But the child had lived, and all her desires were now for him. She would resent whatever might make to his detriment. No, he would have to go alone.

How was he going to put it into words? How could he hurt her least, while at the same time leaving no opening for false hope? He had purposely avoided thinking it out. It would be useless coming to her with cut and dried phrases. He would not be laying down the law. He would be pleading for forgiveness, for understanding. He could picture the bewilderment that would come into her eyes as slowly his meaning dawned upon her: giving place to anger, despair. It would seem to her that she had never known him, that she had been living with a strange man. Why had he not taken her into his confidence years ago, made her the sharer of his dreams — his visions? How did he know she would not have sympathized with him? It was his love for her that had made him false — or rather his love for himself. He had wanted to come to her always with gifts, so that she might be grateful to him, proud of him. Now it was too late. It would seem to her that all these years he had been living apart, her husband only in body. She would feel herself a woman scorned.

He smiled to himself, recalling how at the beginning of the Great War, as they had named it, the hope had come to him that after all he might not have to drink this cup. God was going to do without mans help. Out of one stupendous sacrifice of blood and tears the world was to be born anew. Sin was to destroy her own children; mans greed and hate was to be burned up in the fire mans evil passions had kindled. It was a strange delusion. Others had shared it. With the bitter awakening a dumb apathy had seized him, paralysing his soul. Of what use was the struggle. The gibe was true: Mankind would always remain a race of low intelligence and evil instincts. Let it perish, the sooner the better.

And then, gradually, out of his despair, had arisen in him a great pity for God. It startled him at first. It was so grotesque an idea. And yet it grew upon him. The mysterious warfare between Good and Evil. It shaped itself in his brain, a thing concrete, visible. The loneliness of God. He saw Him as a Leader betrayed, deserted; his followers fleeing from him, hastening to make their peace with evil. He must find his way to Gods side. God wanted him.

It was no passing mood. The thought took possession of him. All other voices sounded to him faint and trivial.

His sorrow was for her. If he could but have spared her. For himself he felt joy that the struggle was over, that he had conquered, that nothing now could turn him from his purpose. He would get rid of all his affairs — of everything, literally. Not for the sake of the poor. If all the riches of the world were gathered together and given to the poor it would be but a stirring of the waters, a moments shifting of the social landmarks. Greed and selfishness would shape themselves anew. From time immemorial the rich had flung money to the poor, and the poor had ever increased in numbers, had sunk ever poorer. Money was a dead thing. It carried with it the seeds of destruction. Love, service, were the only living gifts. It was for his own sake — to escape, in the words of Timothy, from many hurtful lusts, which drown men in destruction and perdiction, that he must flee from his great possessions. No man could possess money without loving money. Only in common poverty — in common contentment with having food and raiment could there be brotherhood, love.

He had made his plans. He would rent a small house, next door to where his mother still lived in Bruton Square, and practise there as a solicitor. The old lady was still active and capable. If need be — if he had to go alone — she could keep house for him. He was keen on Bruton Square. It was where the mean part of the town began. It would not be too far for the poor to come to him. The little modest house would not frighten them with suggestion of charges beyond their means, of contemptuous indifference to their unprofitable bits of business. He would be able to help them, to keep them from falling into the hands of charlatans. They would come to trust him in their troubles. He might often be able to serve as mediator, as peacemaker between them. It would be a legitimate way of earning his living.

It was essential that he should earn his living. That seemed to him of tremendous importance. If the world were to be saved it must be saved by all men working together for God. That must be the dream, the goal. He wanted to tell men that the Christ-life could be lived not by the few but by all; not alone by celibates and mendicants — of what use would that be — but by men with wives and children. It must come to be the life of the street, the market-place, the home.

If she would come with him, join her voice with his, tell the people that man and woman could live happily together without this luxury and ostentation for which Youth daily sold its birthright of love and joy, condemned itself to frenzied toil and haunting fear; that life was not a thing of furniture and clothes, of many servants, of fine houses and rich foods; that a man and woman who had known these things could choose to give them up, find comfort and content without them; that having food and raiment there was no need of this savage struggling for more — this greed and covetousness that for so long had pierced the world with many sorrows. If only she would come with him. Together they might light a lamp.

How could he ask her? The mere physical discomforts and privations, it would not be the fear of these that would hold her back. Demand the heroic of her — call upon her, in the name of any cause worth fighting for, to face suffering, death itself, and she would put her hand in his and go with him gladly. She had envied Betty, going out alone to fight starvation and disease amid the terrors of a winter in the Russian steppes.

Id have loved to be going with her, she had told him. It must be from my mother that it comes to me. Some strange thing happened to her when she was a girl. She would never tell me what, though I knew it had been her trouble all her life. And when she lay dying she drew me down to her, and whispered to me that in her youth God had called to her and she had not obeyed. It was dad and we children that had hindered her. She had married a husband so she could not come.

She had laughed and kissed him. He remembered the tears in her eyes and the little catch in her voice.

But there was nothing heroic about this thing that he wanted to do. It was the littleness, the meanness of it that would freeze her sympathies. Her sense of humour would rise up against it. Was there no better way of serving Christ than by setting up as a pettifogging solicitor in a little square of faded gentility. And a solicitor of all professions! A calling so eminently suggestive of the Scribe and Pharisee. Was there not danger of the whole thing being smothered under laughter?

And why here in Millsborough where everybody knew him? Where they would be stared at, called after in the street, snapshotted and paragraphed in the local Press; where they would be the laughing stock of the whole town, a nuisance round the neck of all their friends and acquaintances. The boys career: he would be the butt of the messroom. Norahs engagement: it would have to be broken off. What man wants to marry into a family of cranks? Could it serve Christ for His would-be followers to cover themselves with ridicule.

It was just because his going on with his own business had seemed to him the simplest, plainest path before him that he had chosen it. He had thought at one time of asking Matthew Witlock to let him come as his assistant in the workshop. He had retained much of his old skill as a mechanic. With a little practice it would come back to him. He would have enjoyed the work: the swinging of the hammer, the flashing of the sparks, the harmony of hand and brain. His desk had always bored him. The idea had grown upon him. It would have been like going home. He would have met there the little impish lad who had once been himself. Old Wandering Peter would have sat cross-legged upon the bench and talked to him. He would have come across his father, pottering about among the shadows; would have joked with him. Strong kindly Matthew of the dreamy eyes would have been sweet, helpful company. Together they would have listened to the passing footsteps. There, if anywhere, might have come the Master.

It had cost him an effort to dismiss the desire. He so wanted to preach the practical, the rational. We could not all be blacksmiths. We could not all do big things, heroic things. But we could all work for God, wherever and whatever we happened to be; that was the idea he wanted to set going.

He wanted to preach to men that the Christ-life was possible for all: for the shop-keeper, for the artisan, for the doctor, for the lawyer, for the labourer, for the business man. He wanted to tell the people that Christ had not to be sought for in any particular place, that he was here; that we had only to open the door and He would come to us just where we were. One went on with ones work, whatever it was, the thing that lay nearest to one, the thing one could do best. We changed the Master not the work, took other wages.

He wanted to tell it in Millsborough for the reason that it was the only place where he could be sure of being listened to. Nowhere else could he hope to attract the same attention. He wanted to attract attention — to advertise, if any cared to put it that way. It was the business man in him that had insisted upon Millsborough. In Millsborough, for a time — for quite a long time — this thing would be the chief topic of conversation. Men would discuss it, argue around it, think about it when alone.

In Millsborough he had influence. In Millsborough, if anywhere, he might hope to find followers. For twenty years he had been held up to the youth of Millsborough as a shining example: the man who had climbed, the man who had got on, the man who had won all the rewards the devil promises to those who will fall down and worship him, wealth, honour, power — the kingdoms of the earth. He stood for the type of Millsboroughs hero: the clever man, the knowing man, the successful man; the man who always got the best of the bargain; the man who always came out on top; the man who whatever might happen to others always managed to fall on his feet. Keep your eye on Anthony Strongntharm. In Millsborough it had become a saying. The man to be in with, the man to put your money on, the man God always prospered.

He could hear them — see their round, staring eyes. He could not help but grin as he thought of it. Anthony Strongntharm declines a peerage. Anthony Strongntharm resigns his chairmanship of this, that and the other most prosperous concern; his directorship in half a dozen high dividend-paying companies; gets rid of his vast holdings in twenty sound profitable enterprises; gives up his great office in St. Aldys Close, furniture, fittings and goodwill all included; writes a courteous letter of farewell to all his wealthy clients; takes a seven-roomed house in Bruton Square, rent thirty-two pounds a year; puts up his plate on the door: Anthony John Strongntharm, Solicitor. Also Commissioner for Oaths. Office hours, ten to four. Whats the meaning of it? The man is not a fool. Has never, at any time, shown indications of insanity. Whats he up to? Whats come into his head? If its God he is thinking of, whats wrong with the church or the chapel, or even the Pope, if he must have a change? Does he want a religion all to himself? Is it the poor that are troubling him? Hed do better for them, going on with his money-making, giving them ten — twenty, fifty per cent., if he liked, of his profits. What is the explanation? What does he say about it — Anthony Strongntharm himself?

They would have to listen to him. If only from curiosity they would hear him out to the end. It might be but a nine days wonder; the talk grow tiresome, the laughter die away. That was not his affair. He wanted to help. He was sure this was the best thing he could do.

He had not noticed the door open. She was standing before him. She drew his face down to her and kissed him.

Thank you, she whispered, for one of the happiest days of my life.

He held her to him for a while without speaking. He could feel the beating of her heart.

There is something I want to tell you, he said.

She put a hand upon his lips. I know, she answered. In three minutes time. Then you shall tell me.

They stood with their arms round one another till the old French clock upon the mantelpiece had softly chimed the twelve hours. Then she released him, and seating herself in her usual chair, looked at him and waited.


CHAPTER XVIII
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HE HAD NOT asked her for an answer. She had promised to think it out. She might wish to talk it over with Jim. She and Jim had always been very near to one another. And there were the children to be consulted. She was to be quite free to choose. Everything would be arranged according to her decision. He had said nothing to persuade her — unless he had hoped that by explaining to her his own reasons he might influence her, — and beyond a few questions she had remained a silent listener. It was shamefacedly, as one confessing a guilty secret, that he had told her. From the tones of his voice, the look in his eyes, she had read his unconscious pleading to her to come with him. But whether she went with him or stayed behind would make no difference to his going. It was that had hardened her.

To a certain extent she had been prepared. Ever since the child Johns death she had felt the change that was taking place in him. There was an Anthony she did not know, dimly associated in her mind with that lover of her dream who standing by the latchet gate had beckoned to her, and from whom she had hidden herself, afraid. She had set herself to turn his thoughts aside towards social reform, philanthropy. It was with this idea she had urged him to throw himself into public affairs, to prepare for Parliament. She had hoped for that. There she could have helped him. It would have satisfied her own craving to be doing something herself.

And then the war had engulfed them, obliterating all other horizons: it had left her nothing but her animal emotions. Her boys life! She could think of nothing else. Norah was in France: and she also was in the danger zone. The need of work obsessed her. She had found a rambling old house, far away upon the moors, and had converted it into a convalescent hospital.

Labour was scarce and the entire management had fallen upon her own shoulders. Anthonys duties had confined him to Millsborough. For years they had seen one another only for a few hours at a time. There had been no opportunity for intimate talk. It was not until her return home to The Abbey that her fear had come back to her. There was no definable reason. It was as if it had always been there — a presence, waiting its time. One evening, walking in the garden, she had seen him standing there by the latchet gate, and had crept back into the house. She had the feeling that it would be there, by the latchet gate, that he would tell her. So long as she could avoid meeting him there she could put it off, indefinitely. The surer she felt of it, the more important it seemed to her to put it off — for a little while longer: she could not explain to herself why. It was when, without speaking, he had pressed her to him so close that she had felt the pain in his body, that she knew the time had come for her to face it.

What answer was she to make him? It seemed such a crazy idea. To give up The Abbey. To think of strangers living there. It had been the home of her people for five centuries. Their children had been born there. For twenty years they had worked there lovingly together to make it more beautiful. It would be like tearing oneself up by the roots. To turn ones back upon the glorious moors — to go down into the grimy sordid town, to live in a little poky house with one servant; presuming the Higher Christianity permitted of even that. Yes, they would get themselves talked about: no doubt of that.

To do her own shopping. She had noticed them — passing them by swiftly in her shining car — tired women, carrying large network bags bulging with parcels. Some of them rode bicycles. She found herself wondering abstractedly whether she would be able to afford a bicycle. She had learnt to ride a bicycle when a girl. But that was long ago. She wondered whether she would be able to pick it up again. She pictured herself bargaining outside the butchers shops, examining doubtful looking chickens — when chickens were cheap. There was a particular test you had to apply. She would have to make enquiries. She could see the grinning faces of the tradesmen, hear their oily tongues of mock politeness.

Her former friends and acquaintances — county folk who had motored in for a days shopping, the stout be-jewelled wives of the rich magnates and manufacturers of Millsborough. Poor ladies! how worried they would be, not knowing what to do, meeting her by chance in the street. She with her umbrella and her parcels. And their red-faced husbands who would squeeze her hand and try to say the right thing. There would be plenty of comedy — at first, anyhow. That was the trouble. Tragedy she could have faced. This was going to be farce.

The dulness — the appalling dulness of it. The long evenings in the one small living room. She would have to learn sewing — make her own dresses, while Anthony read aloud to her. He read rather well. Perhaps, by help of great economy in the housekeeping, they might be able to purchase a piano, on the hire system — or would it have to be a harmonium?

She had risen. From the window, she could see the cloud of smoke beneath which the people of Millsborough moved and had their being.

Why should it seem so impossible. Her present ordered existence, mapped out from year to year, calling for neither thought nor effort, admitting of neither hope nor fear, the sheltered life of a pampered child — had not that also its dulness, its monotony? Why did rich people rent saeters in Norway, live there for months at a time on hunters fare, doing their own cooking and cleaning — welcome the perils and hardships of mountain climbing; of big game shooting; of travels into unknown lands; choose danger, privation and toil, and call it a holiday? Had not she herself found the simple living and hard work of the hospital a welcome change from everlasting luxuriousness? Would the Garden of Eden have been the ideal home for men and women with brains and hands? Might not earning ones living by the sweat of ones brow be better sport?

Need those evenings after the days work was done be of necessity so deadly? Her great dinners at The Abbey, with all their lights and lackeys, had they always been such feasts of intellectuality? Surely she had had social experience enough to teach her that brains were a thing apart from birth and breeding, that wit and wisdom were not the monopoly of the well-to-do. It came back to her, the memory of her girlhoods days when they had lived in third-rate boarding-houses in Rome and Florence; rented small furnished appartements in French provincial towns; cheap lodgings in Dresden and Hanover. There had been no lack of fun and laughter in those days. Those musical evenings to which each student brought his own beer, and was mightily careful to take back with him the empty bottles, for which otherwise ten pfennigs would be charged. How busy she and her mother had been beforehand, cutting the sandwiches, and how sparing of the butter! Some of the players had made world-famous names; and others had died or maybe still lived — unknown. One of them she had heard just recently, paying ten guineas for her box; but his music had sounded no sweeter than when she had listened to it sitting beside Jim on the uncarpeted floor, there not being chairs enough to go round. Where had she heard better talk than from the men with shiny coat sleeves and frayed trousers who had come to sup with her father off maccaroni and chianti at two lire the flask. There might be clever brilliant men and women even in Millsborough. So far as she could judge she had never succeeded in securing any of them for her great receptions at The Abbey. They might be less shy of dropping in at Bruton Square.

It was what one felt, not what one had, that was the source of our pleasure. It was the school boys appetite, not a Rockefellers wealth that purchased the good dinner. The nursery filled with expensive toys: the healthy child had no need of them. It was the old rag doll, clutched tight to our bosom that made the attic into heaven. It was astride on the wooden horse without a head that we shouted our loudest. We over-burdened life with empty show, turned man into a mannikin. We sacrificed the play to the scenery and dresses. Four walls and a passion were all that the poet demanded.

Whence had come this idea that wealth brought happiness? Not from the rich. Surely they must have learnt better, by this time.

It was not the enjoyable things of life that cost money. These acres of gardens where one never got away from ones own gardeners! What better were they than a public park? It was in the hidden corner we had planted and tended ourselves — where we knew and loved each flower, where each whispering tree was a comrade that we met God in the evening. It was the pleasant living room, where each familiar piece of furniture smiled a welcome to us when we entered, that was home. Through half-a-dozen reception rooms, we wandered, a stranger. The millionaire, who, reckoning interest at five per cent., paid ten thousand a year to possess an old master — how often really did he look at it? What greater artistic enjoyment did he get out of it than from looking at it in a public gallery? The joy of possession, it was the joy of the miser, of the dog in the manger. Were the silver birches in the moonlight more beautiful because we owned the freehold of the hill?

She remembered her walking tours with Jim. Their packs upon their backs, and the open road before them. The evening meal at the wayside Inn, and the sweet sleep between coarse sheets. She had never cared for travel since then. It had always been such a business: the luggage and the crowd, and the general hullaballoo.

What would the children say? Well, they could not preach, either of them: there was that consolation. The boy, at the beginning of the war, and without saying a word to either of them, had thrown up everything, had gone out as a common soldier — he had been so fearful they might try to stop him — facing death for an ideal. She certainly was not going to be afraid of anything he could say, after that.

Norahs armour would prove even yet more vulnerable. Norah, a young lady brought up amid all the traditions of respectability, had dared even ridicule; had committed worse than crimes — vulgarities. A militant suffragette reproving fanaticism need not be listened to attentively.

But this case she was thinking of was exceptional. Whatever Anthony and she might choose to do with the remainder of their lives need not affect their children. Norah and Jim would be free to choose for themselves. But the young mother faced with the problem of her childrens future? Ten years ago, what answer would she herself have made?

The argument took hold of her. She found herself working it out not as a personal concern, but in terms of the community. Was it necessary to be rich that ones children should be happy? Childhood would answer no. It is not little Lord Fauntleroy who clamours for the velvet suit and the lace collar. It is not Princess Goldenlocks who would keep close barred the ivory gate that leads into the wood. Childhood has no use for riches. Childhoods joys are cheap enough. Youths pleasures can be purchased for little more than health and comradeship. The cricket bat, the tennis racket, the push bike, the leaky boat that one bought for a song and had the fun of patching up and making good; even that crown of the young worlds desire, the motor-cycle itself — these and their kindred were not the things for which one need to sell ones soul. Education depended upon the scholar not the school. Was the future welfare of our children helped by our being rich? or hindered?

Suppose we brought up our children not to believe in riches, not to be afraid of poverty: not to be afraid of love in a six-roomed house, not to believe that they were bound to be just twice as happy in a house containing twelve, and thereby save themselves the fret and frenzy of trying to get there: the bitterness and heart break of those who never reached it. The love of money, the belief in money, was it not the root of nine-tenths of the worlds sorrow? Suppose one taught ones children not to fall down and worship it, not to sacrifice to it their youth and health and joy. Might they not be better off — in a quite material way?

It occurred to her suddenly that she had not as yet thought about it from the religious point of view. She laughed. It had always been said that it was woman who was the practical. It was man, was the dreamer.

But was she not right? Had that not been the whole trouble: that we had drawn a dividing line between our religion and our life, rendering our actions unto Caesar, and only our lips unto God? Christianity was Common Sense in the highest — was sheer Worldly Wisdom. The proof was staring her in the face. From the bay of the deep window, looking eastward, she could see it standing out against the flame-lit sky, the great grey Cross with round its base the young mens names in golden letters.

The one thing man did well — make war. Mans one success — the fighting machine. The one institution man had built up that had stood the test of time. The one thing man had made perfect — War.

The one thing to which man had applied the principles of Christianity. Above all things required of the soldier was self-forgetfulness, self-sacrifice. The place of suffering became the place of honour. The forlorn hope a privilege to be contended for. To the soldier, alone among men, love thy neighbour as thyself — nay, better than thyself — was inculcated not as a meaningless formula, but as a sacred duty necessary to the very existence of the Regiment. When war broke out in a land, the teachings of Christ were immediately recognized to be the only sensible guide to conduct. At the time, Anthonys suggestion had seemed monstrous to her; that he should ask her to give up riches, accept poverty, that he should put a vague impersonal love of humanity above his natural affection for her children and herself! But if it had been England and not God that he had been thinking of — if, at any moment during the war, it had seemed to him that the welfare of England demanded this, or even greater sacrifice, she would have approved. The very people whose ridicule she was now dreading would have applauded. Who had suggested to the young recruit that he should think of his wife and children before his country, that his first duty was to provide for them, to see to it that they had their comforts, their luxuries: and then — and not till then — to think of England? She had regarded his determination to go down into the smoky dismal town, to live his life there among common people, as foolish, fantastic. He could have helped the poor of Millsborough better by keeping his possessions, showering down upon them benefits and blessings. He could have been of more help to God, powerful and rich, a leader among men. As a struggling solicitor in Bruton Square of what use could he be?

Had she thought like that, during the war, of the men who had given money but who had shirked the mud and blood of the trenches — of the shouters who had pointed out to others the gate of service?

Neither rich nor poor, neither great nor simple — only comrades. Would it ever be won, the war to end war — mans victory over himself.

The pall of smoke above the distant town had merged into the night. In its place there gleamed a dull red glow, as of a pillar of fire.

She turned and faced herself in the great Cheval glass with its frame of gilded cupids. She was still young — in the fulness of her life and beauty; the years with their promise of power and pleasure still opening out before her.

And suddenly it came to her that this was the Great Adventure of the World, calling to the brave and hopeful to follow, heedless, where Gods trumpet led. Somewhere — perhaps near, perhaps far — there lay the Promised Land. It might be theirs to find it — at least to see it from afar. If not — ! Their feet should help to mark the road.

Yes, she too would give up her possessions; put fear behind her. Together, hand in hand, they would go forward, joyously.

THE END


The Short Story Collections
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St. Marylebone Grammar School, which Jerome attended as a boy


Told After Supper (1891)
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This short story collection was first published in 1891 and provides parodies of traditional Victorian ghost stories, particularly those told by authors like Charles Dickens. The collections narrative frame echoes the structure of some of Dickens co-authored supernatural collections and contains eight stories (some of them very short), each told after supper by friends that are gathered together on Christmas Eve. Although the tales are told by different people, they are related through one narrator – arguably the real focus and target of the storys satire. The narrators comical determination to adhere strictly to the generic expectations of the ghost story is cleverly linked with his insistence upon orthodoxy in areas of social behaviour. In this, the narrator strongly resembles Mr Pooter, the central character of the Grossmith brothers The Diary of a Nobody, in that his attempts to conform to what he sees as traditional forms of behaviour are constantly and humorously thwarted by mundane trivialities – a common theme found in Jeromes work.
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The title page of the first edition, lavishly illustrated by Kenneth M. Skeaping
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As well as providing almost a hundred illustrations for the collection, Kenneth M. Skeaping also designed elaborate chapter headings such as the one shown above
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One of Kenneth M. Skeapings many illustrations for the collection


INTRODUCTORY

OUR GHOST PARTY
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IT WAS CHRISTMAS Eve.

I begin this way because it is the proper, orthodox, respectable way to begin, and I have been brought up in a proper, orthodox, respectable way, and taught to always do the proper, orthodox, respectable thing; and the habit clings to me.

Of course, as a mere matter of information it is quite unnecessary to mention the date at all. The experienced reader knows it was Christmas Eve, without my telling him. It always is Christmas Eve, in a ghost story,

Christmas Eve is the ghosts great gala night. On Christmas Eve they hold their annual fete. On Christmas Eve everybody in Ghostland who IS anybody — or rather, speaking of ghosts, one should say, I suppose, every nobody who IS any nobody — comes out to show himself or herself, to see and to be seen, to promenade about and display their winding-sheets and grave-clothes to each other, to criticise one anothers style, and sneer at one anothers complexion.

Christmas Eve parade, as I expect they themselves term it, is a function, doubtless, eagerly prepared for and looked forward to throughout Ghostland, especially the swagger set, such as the murdered Barons, the crime-stained Countesses, and the Earls who came over with the Conqueror, and assassinated their relatives, and died raving mad.

Hollow moans and fiendish grins are, one may be sure, energetically practised up. Blood-curdling shrieks and marrow-freezing gestures are probably rehearsed for weeks beforehand. Rusty chains and gory daggers are over-hauled, and put into good working order; and sheets and shrouds, laid carefully by from the previous years show, are taken down and shaken out, and mended, and aired.

Oh, it is a stirring night in Ghostland, the night of December the twenty-fourth!

Ghosts never come out on Christmas night itself, you may have noticed. Christmas Eve, we suspect, has been too much for them; they are not used to excitement. For about a week after Christmas Eve, the gentlemen ghosts, no doubt, feel as if they were all head, and go about making solemn resolutions to themselves that they will stop in next Christmas Eve; while lady spectres are contradictory and snappish, and liable to burst into tears and leave the room hurriedly on being spoken to, for no perceptible cause whatever.

Ghosts with no position to maintain — mere middle-class ghosts — occasionally, I believe, do a little haunting on off-nights: on All-hallows Eve, and at Midsummer; and some will even run up for a mere local event — to celebrate, for instance, the anniversary of the hanging of somebodys grandfather, or to prophesy a misfortune.

He does love prophesying a misfortune, does the average British ghost. Send him out to prognosticate trouble to somebody, and he is happy. Let him force his way into a peaceful home, and turn the whole house upside down by foretelling a funeral, or predicting a bankruptcy, or hinting at a coming disgrace, or some other terrible disaster, about which nobody in their senses want to know sooner they could possibly help, and the prior knowledge of which can serve no useful purpose whatsoever, and he feels that he is combining duty with pleasure. He would never forgive himself if anybody in his family had a trouble and he had not been there for a couple of months beforehand, doing silly tricks on the lawn, or balancing himself on somebodys bed-rail.

Then there are, besides, the very young, or very conscientious ghosts with a lost will or an undiscovered number weighing heavy on their minds, who will haunt steadily all the year round; and also the fussy ghost, who is indignant at having been buried in the dust-bin or in the village pond, and who never gives the parish a single nights quiet until somebody has paid for a first-class funeral for him.

But these are the exceptions. As I have said, the average orthodox ghost does his one turn a year, on Christmas Eve, and is satisfied.

Why on Christmas Eve, of all nights in the year, I never could myself understand. It is invariably one of the most dismal of nights to be out in — cold, muddy, and wet. And besides, at Christmas time, everybody has quite enough to put up with in the way of a houseful of living relations, without wanting the ghosts of any dead ones mooning about the place, I am sure.

There must be something ghostly in the air of Christmas — something about the close, muggy atmosphere that draws up the ghosts, like the dampness of the summer rains brings out the frogs and snails.

And not only do the ghosts themselves always walk on Christmas Eve, but live people always sit and talk about them on Christmas Eve. Whenever five or six English-speaking people meet round a fire on Christmas Eve, they start telling each other ghost stories. Nothing satisfies us on Christmas Eve but to hear each other tell authentic anecdotes about spectres. It is a genial, festive season, and we love to muse upon graves, and dead bodies, and murders, and blood.

There is a good deal of similarity about our ghostly experiences; but this of course is not our fault but the fault ghosts, who never will try any new performances, but always will keep steadily to old, safe business. The consequence is that, when you have been at one Christmas Eve party, and heard six people relate their adventures with spirits, you do not require to hear any more ghost stories. To listen to any further ghost stories after that would be like sitting out two farcical comedies, or taking in two comic journals; the repetition would become wearisome.

There is always the young man who was, one year, spending the Christmas at a country house, and, on Christmas Eve, they put him to sleep in the west wing. Then in the middle of the night, the room door quietly opens and somebody — generally a lady in her night-dress — walks slowly in, and comes and sits on the bed. The young man thinks it must be one of the visitors, or some relative of the family, though he does not remember having previously seen her, who, unable to go to sleep, and feeling lonesome, all by herself, has come into his room for a chat. He has no idea it is a ghost: he is so unsuspicious. She does not speak, however; and, when he looks again, she is gone!

The young man relates the circumstance at the breakfast-table next morning, and asks each of the ladies present if it were she who was his visitor. But they all assure him that it was not, and the host, who has grown deadly pale, begs him to say no more about the matter, which strikes the young man as a singularly strange request.

After breakfast the host takes the young man into a corner, and explains to him that what he saw was the ghost of a lady who had been murdered in that very bed, or who had murdered somebody else there — it does not really matter which: you can be a ghost by murdering somebody else or by being murdered yourself, whichever you prefer. The murdered ghost is, perhaps, the more popular; but, on the other hand, you can frighten people better if you are the murdered one, because then you can show your wounds and do groans.

Then there is the sceptical guest — it is always the guest who gets let in for this sort of thing, by-the-bye. A ghost never thinks much of his own family: it is the guest he likes to haunt who after listening to the hosts ghost story, on Christmas Eve, laughs at it, and says that he does not believe there are such things as ghosts at all; and that he will sleep in the haunted chamber that very night, if they will let him.

Everybody urges him not to be reckless, but he persists in his foolhardiness, and goes up to the Yellow Chamber (or whatever colour the haunted room may be) with a light heart and a candle, and wishes them all good-night, and shuts the door.

Next morning he has got snow-white hair.

He does not tell anybody what he has seen: it is too awful.

There is also the plucky guest, who sees a ghost, and knows it is a ghost, and watches it, as it comes into the room and disappears through the wainscot, after which, as the ghost does not seem to be coming back, and there is nothing, consequently, to be gained by stopping awake, he goes to sleep.

He does not mention having seen the ghost to anybody, for fear of frightening them — some people are so nervous about ghosts, — but determines to wait for the next night, and see if the apparition appears again.

It does appear again, and, this time, he gets out of bed, dresses himself and does his hair, and follows it; and then discovers a secret passage leading from the bedroom down into the beer-cellar,- -a passage which, no doubt, was not unfrequently made use of in the bad old days of yore.

After him comes the young man who woke up with a strange sensation in the middle of the night, and found his rich bachelor uncle standing by his bedside. The rich uncle smiled a weird sort of smile and vanished. The young man immediately got up and looked at his watch. It had stopped at half-past four, he having forgotten to wind it.

He made inquiries the next day, and found that, strangely enough, his rich uncle, whose only nephew he was, had married a widow with eleven children at exactly a quarter to twelve, only two days ago,

The young man does not attempt to explain the circumstance. All he does is to vouch for the truth of his narrative.

And, to mention another case, there is the gentleman who is returning home late at night, from a Freemasons dinner, and who, noticing a light issuing from a ruined abbey, creeps up, and looks through the keyhole. He sees the ghost of a grey sister kissing the ghost of a brown monk, and is so inexpressibly shocked and frightened that he faints on the spot, and is discovered there the next morning, lying in a heap against the door, still speechless, and with his faithful latch-key clasped tightly in his hand.

All these things happen on Christmas Eve, they are all told of on Christmas Eve. For ghost stories to be told on any other evening than the evening of the twenty-fourth of December would be impossible in English society as at present regulated. Therefore, in introducing the sad but authentic ghost stories that follow hereafter, I feel that it is unnecessary to inform the student of Anglo-Saxon literature that the date on which they were told and on which the incidents took place was — Christmas Eve.

Nevertheless, I do so.


HOW THE STORIES CAME TO BE TOLD
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IT WAS CHRISTMAS Eve! Christmas Eve at my Uncle Johns; Christmas Eve (There is too much Christmas Eve about this book. I can see that myself. It is beginning to get monotonous even to me. But I dont see how to avoid it now.) at No. 47 Laburnham Grove, Tooting! Christmas Eve in the dimly-lighted (there was a gas-strike on) front parlour, where the flickering fire-light threw strange shadows on the highly coloured wall-paper, while without, in the wild street, the storm raged pitilessly, and the wind, like some unquiet spirit, flew, moaning, across the square, and passed, wailing with a troubled cry, round by the milk-shop.

We had had supper, and were sitting round, talking and smoking.

We had had a very good supper — a very good supper, indeed. Unpleasantness has occurred since, in our family, in connection with this party. Rumours have been put about in our family, concerning the matter generally, but more particularly concerning my own share in it, and remarks have been passed which have not so much surprised me, because I know what our family are, but which have pained me very much. As for my Aunt Maria, I do not know when I shall care to see her again. I should have thought Aunt Maria might have known me better.

But although injustice — gross injustice, as I shall explain later on — has been done to myself, that shall not deter me from doing justice to others; even to those who have made unfeeling insinuations. I will do justice to Aunt Marias hot veal pasties, and toasted lobsters, followed by her own special make of cheesecakes, warm (there is no sense, to my thinking, in cold cheesecakes; you lose half the flavour), and washed down by Uncle Johns own particular old ale, and acknowledge that they were most tasty. I did justice to them then; Aunt Maria herself could not but admit that.

After supper, Uncle brewed some whisky-punch. I did justice to that also; Uncle John himself said so. He said he was glad to notice that I liked it.

Aunt went to bed soon after supper, leaving the local curate, old Dr. Scrubbles, Mr. Samuel Coombes, our member of the County Council, Teddy Biffles, and myself to keep Uncle company. We agreed that it was too early to give in for some time yet, so Uncle brewed another bowl of punch; and I think we all did justice to that — at least I know I did. It is a passion with me, is the desire to do justice.

We sat up for a long while, and the Doctor brewed some gin-punch later on, for a change, though I could not taste much difference myself. But it was all good, and we were very happy — everybody was so kind.

Uncle John told us a very funny story in the course of the evening. Oh, it WAS a funny story! I forget what it was about now, but I know it amused me very much at the time; I do not think I ever laughed so much in all my life. It is strange that I cannot recollect that story too, because he told it us four times. And it was entirely our own fault that he did not tell it us a fifth. After that, the Doctor sang a very clever song, in the course of which he imitated all the different animals in a farmyard. He did mix them a bit. He brayed for the bantam cock, and crowed for the pig; but we knew what he meant all right.

I started relating a most interesting anecdote, but was somewhat surprised to observe, as I went on, that nobody was paying the slightest attention to me whatever. I thought this rather rude of them at first, until it dawned upon me that I was talking to myself all the time, instead of out aloud, so that, of course, they did not know that I was telling them a tale at all, and were probably puzzled to understand the meaning of my animated expression and eloquent gestures. It was a most curious mistake for any one to make. I never knew such a thing happen to me before.

Later on, our curate did tricks with cards. He asked us if we had ever seen a game called the Three Card Trick. He said it was an artifice by means of which low, unscrupulous men, frequenters of race-meetings and such like haunts, swindled foolish young fellows out of their money. He said it was a very simple trick to do: it all depended on the quickness of the hand. It was the quickness of the hand deceived the eye.

He said he would show us the imposture so that we might be warned against it, and not be taken in by it; and he fetched Uncles pack of cards from the tea-caddy, and, selecting three cards from the pack, two plain cards and one picture card, sat down on the hearthrug, and explained to us what he was going to do.

He said: Now I shall take these three cards in my hand — so — and let you all see them. And then I shall quietly lay them down on the rug, with the backs uppermost, and ask you to pick out the picture card. And youll think you know which one it is. And he did it.

Old Mr. Coombes, who is also one of our churchwardens, said it was the middle card.

You fancy you saw it, said our curate, smiling.

I dont fancy anything at all about it, replied Mr. Coombes, I tell you its the middle card. Ill bet you half a dollar its the middle card.

There you are, thats just what I was explaining to you, said our curate, turning to the rest of us; thats the way these foolish young fellows that I was speaking of are lured on to lose their money. They make sure they know the card, they fancy they saw it. They dont grasp the idea that it is the quickness of the hand that has deceived their eye.

He said he had known young men go off to a boat race, or a cricket match, with pounds in their pocket, and come home, early in the afternoon, stone broke; having lost all their money at this demoralising game.

He said he should take Mr. Coombess half-crown, because it would teach Mr. Coombes a very useful lesson, and probably be the means of saving Mr. Coombess money in the future; and he should give the two-and-sixpence to the blanket fund.

Dont you worry about that, retorted old Mr. Coombes. Dont you take the half-crown OUT of the blanket fund: thats all.

And he put his money on the middle card, and turned it up.

Sure enough, it really was the queen!

We were all very much surprised, especially the curate.

He said that it did sometimes happen that way, though — that a man did sometimes lay on the right card, by accident.

Our curate said it was, however, the most unfortunate thing a man could do for himself, if he only knew it, because, when a man tried and won, it gave him a taste for the so-called sport, and it lured him on into risking again and again; until he had to retire from the contest, a broken and ruined man.

Then he did the trick again. Mr. Coombes said it was the card next the coal-scuttle this time, and wanted to put five shillings on it.

We laughed at him, and tried to persuade him against it. He would listen to no advice, however, but insisted on plunging.

Our curate said very well then: he had warned him, and that was all that he could do. If he (Mr. Coombes) was determined to make a fool of himself, he (Mr. Coombes) must do so.

Our curate said he should take the five shillings and that would put things right again with the blanket fund.

So Mr. Coombes put two half-crowns on the card next the coal- scuttle and turned it up.

Sure enough, it was the queen again!

After that, Uncle John had a florin on, and HE won.

And then we all played at it; and we all won. All except the curate, that is. He had a very bad quarter of an hour. I never knew a man have such hard luck at cards. He lost every time.

We had some more punch after that; and Uncle made such a funny mistake in brewing it: he left out the whisky. Oh, we did laugh at him, and we made him put in double quantity afterwards, as a forfeit.

Oh, we did have such fun that evening!

And then, somehow or other, we must have got on to ghosts; because the next recollection I have is that we were telling ghost stories to each other.


TEDDY BIFFLES STORY
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TEDDY BIFFLES TOLD the first story, I will let him repeat it here in his own words.

(Do not ask me how it is that I recollect his own exact words — whether I took them down in shorthand at the time, or whether he had the story written out, and handed me the MS. afterwards for publication in this book, because I should not tell you if you did. It is a trade secret.)

Biffles called his story -


JOHNSON AND EMILY, OR THE FAITHFUL GHOST

(Teddy Biffles Story)
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I WAS LITTLE more than a lad when I first met with Johnson. I was home for the Christmas holidays, and, it being Christmas Eve, I had been allowed to sit up very late. On opening the door of my little bedroom, to go in, I found myself face to face with Johnson, who was coming out. It passed through me, and uttering a long low wail of misery, disappeared out of the staircase window.

I was startled for the moment — I was only a schoolboy at the time, and had never seen a ghost before, — and felt a little nervous about going to bed. But, on reflection, I remembered that it was only sinful people that spirits could do any harm to, and so tucked myself up, and went to sleep.

In the morning I told the Pater what I had seen.

Oh yes, that was old Johnson, he answered. Dont you be frightened of that; he lives here. And then he told me the poor things history.

It seemed that Johnson, when it was alive, had loved, in early life, the daughter of a former lessee of our house, a very beautiful girl, whose Christian name had been Emily. Father did not know her other name.

Johnson was too poor to marry the girl, so he kissed her good-bye, told her he would soon be back, and went off to Australia to make his fortune.

But Australia was not then what it became later on. Travellers through the bush were few and far between in those early days; and, even when one was caught, the portable property found upon the body was often of hardly sufficiently negotiable value to pay the simple funeral expenses rendered necessary. So that it took Johnson nearly twenty years to make his fortune.

The self-imposed task was accomplished at last, however, and then, having successfully eluded the police, and got clear out of the Colony, he returned to England, full of hope and joy, to claim his bride.

He reached the house to find it silent and deserted. All that the neighbours could tell him was that, soon after his own departure, the family had, on one foggy night, unostentatiously disappeared, and that nobody had ever seen or heard anything of them since, although the landlord and most of the local tradesmen had made searching inquiries.

Poor Johnson, frenzied with grief, sought his lost love all over the world. But he never found her, and, after years of fruitless effort, he returned to end his lonely life in the very house where, in the happy bygone days, he and his beloved Emily had passed so many blissful hours.

He had lived there quite alone, wandering about the empty rooms, weeping and calling to his Emily to come back to him; and when the poor old fellow died, his ghost still kept the business on.

It was there, the Pater said, when he took the house, and the agent had knocked ten pounds a year off the rent in consequence.

After that, I was continually meeting Johnson about the place at all times of the night, and so, indeed, were we all. We used to walk round it and stand aside to let it pass, at first; but, when we grew at home with it, and there seemed no necessity for so much ceremony, we used to walk straight through it. You could not say it was ever much in the way.

It was a gentle, harmless, old ghost, too, and we all felt very sorry for it, and pitied it. The women folk, indeed, made quite a pet of it, for a while. Its faithfulness touched them so.

But as time went on, it grew to be a bit a bore. You see it was full of sadness. There was nothing cheerful or genial about it. You felt sorry for it, but it irritated you. It would sit on the stairs and cry for hours at a stretch; and, whenever we woke up in the night, one was sure to hear it pottering about the passages and in and out of the different rooms, moaning and sighing, so that we could not get to sleep again very easily. And when we had a party on, it would come and sit outside the drawing-room door, and sob all the time. It did not do anybody any harm exactly, but it cast a gloom over the whole affair.

Oh, Im getting sick of this old fool, said the Pater, one evening (the Dad can be very blunt, when he is put out, as you know), after Johnson had been more of a nuisance than usual, and had spoiled a good game of whist, by sitting up the chimney and groaning, till nobody knew what were trumps or what suit had been led, even. We shall have to get rid of him, somehow or other. I wish I knew how to do it.

Well, said the Mater, depend upon it, youll never see the last of him until hes found Emilys grave. Thats what he is after. You find Emilys grave, and put him on to that, and hell stop there. Thats the only thing to do. You mark my words.

The idea seemed reasonable, but the difficulty in the way was that we none of us knew where Emilys grave was any more than the ghost of Johnson himself did. The Governor suggested palming off some other Emilys grave upon the poor thing, but, as luck would have it, there did not seem to have been an Emily of any sort buried anywhere for miles round. I never came across a neighbourhood so utterly destitute of dead Emilies.

I thought for a bit, and then I hazarded a suggestion myself.

Couldnt we fake up something for the old chap? I queried. He seems a simple-minded old sort. He might take it in. Anyhow, we could but try.

By Jove, so we will, exclaimed my father; and the very next morning we had the workmen in, and fixed up a little mound at the bottom of the orchard with a tombstone over it, bearing the following inscription:-

SACRED TO THE MEMORY OF EMILY HER LAST WORDS WERE - TELL JOHNSON I LOVE HIM

That ought to fetch him, mused the Dad as he surveyed the work when finished. I am sure I hope it does.

It did!

We lured him down there that very night; and — well, there, it was one of the most pathetic things I have ever seen, the way Johnson sprang upon that tombstone and wept. Dad and old Squibbins, the gardener, cried like children when they saw it.

Johnson has never troubled us any more in the house since then. It spends every night now, sobbing on the grave, and seems quite happy.

There still? Oh yes. Ill take you fellows down and show you it, next time you come to our place: 10 p.m. to 4 a.m. are its general hours, 10 to 2 on Saturdays.


INTERLUDE — THE DOCTORS STORY
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IT MADE ME cry very much, that story, young Biffles told it with so much feeling. We were all a little thoughtful after it, and I noticed even the old Doctor covertly wipe away a tear. Uncle John brewed another bowl of punch, however, and we gradually grew more resigned.

The Doctor, indeed, after a while became almost cheerful, and told us about the ghost of one of his patients.

I cannot give you his story. I wish I could. They all said afterwards that it was the best of the lot — the most ghastly and terrible — but I could not make any sense of it myself. It seemed so incomplete.

He began all right and then something seemed to happen, and then he was finishing it. I cannot make out what he did with the middle of the story.

It ended up, I know, however, with somebody finding something; and that put Mr. Coombes in mind of a very curious affair that took place at an old Mill, once kept by his brother-in-law.

Mr. Coombes said he would tell us his story, and before anybody could stop him, he had begun.

Mr Coombes said the story was called -


THE HAUNTED MILL, OR THE RUINED HOME

(Mr. Coombess Story)
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WELL, YOU ALL know my brother-in-law, Mr. Parkins (began Mr. Coombes, taking the long clay pipe from his mouth, and putting it behind his ear: we did not know his brother-in-law, but we said we did, so as to save time), and you know of course that he once took a lease of an old Mill in Surrey, and went to live there.

Now you must know that, years ago, this very mill had been occupied by a wicked old miser, who died there, leaving — so it was rumoured- -all his money hidden somewhere about the place. Naturally enough, every one who had since come to live at the mill had tried to find the treasure; but none had ever succeeded, and the local wiseacres said that nobody ever would, unless the ghost of the miserly miller should, one day, take a fancy to one of the tenants, and disclose to him the secret of the hiding-place.

My brother-in-law did not attach much importance to the story, regarding it as an old womans tale, and, unlike his predecessors, made no attempt whatever to discover the hidden gold.

Unless business was very different then from what it is now, said my brother-in-law, I dont see how a miller could very well have saved anything, however much of a miser he might have been: at all events, not enough to make it worth the trouble of looking for it.

Still, he could not altogether get rid of the idea of that treasure.

One night he went to bed. There was nothing very extraordinary about that, I admit. He often did go to bed of a night. What WAS remarkable, however, was that exactly as the clock of the village church chimed the last stroke of twelve, my brother-in-law woke up with a start, and felt himself quite unable to go to sleep again.

Joe (his Christian name was Joe) sat up in bed, and looked around.

At the foot of the bed something stood very still, wrapped in shadow.

It moved into the moonlight, and then my brother-in-law saw that it was the figure of a wizened little old man, in knee-breeches and a pig-tail.

In an instant the story of the hidden treasure and the old miser flashed across his mind.

Hes come to show me where its hid, thought my brother-in-law; and he resolved that he would not spend all this money on himself, but would devote a small percentage of it towards doing good to others.

The apparition moved towards the door: my brother-in-law put on his trousers and followed it. The ghost went downstairs into the kitchen, glided over and stood in front of the hearth, sighed and disappeared.

Next morning, Joe had a couple of bricklayers in, and made them haul out the stove and pull down the chimney, while he stood behind with a potato-sack in which to put the gold.

They knocked down half the wall, and never found so much as a four- penny bit. My brother-in-law did not know what to think.

The next night the old man appeared again, and again led the way into the kitchen. This time, however, instead of going to the fireplace, it stood more in the middle of the room, and sighed there.

Oh, I see what he means now, said my brother-in-law to himself; its under the floor. Why did the old idiot go and stand up against the stove, so as to make me think it was up the chimney?

They spent the next day in taking up the kitchen floor; but the only thing they found was a three-pronged fork, and the handle of that was broken.

On the third night, the ghost reappeared, quite unabashed, and for a third time made for the kitchen. Arrived there, it looked up at the ceiling and vanished.

Umph! he dont seem to have learned much sense where hes been to, muttered Joe, as he trotted back to bed; I should have thought he might have done that at first.

Still, there seemed no doubt now where the treasure lay, and the first thing after breakfast they started pulling down the ceiling. They got every inch of the ceiling down, and they took up the boards of the room above.

They discovered about as much treasure as you would expect to find in an empty quart-pot.

On the fourth night, when the ghost appeared, as usual, my brother- in-law was so wild that he threw his boots at it; and the boots passed through the body, and broke a looking-glass.

On the fifth night, when Joe awoke, as he always did now at twelve, the ghost was standing in a dejected attitude, looking very miserable. There was an appealing look in its large sad eyes that quite touched my brother-in-law.

After all, he thought, perhaps the silly chaps doing his best. Maybe he has forgotten where he really did put it, and is trying to remember. Ill give him another chance.

The ghost appeared grateful and delighted at seeing Joe prepare to follow him, and led the way into the attic, pointed to the ceiling, and vanished.

Well, hes hit it this time, I do hope, said my brother-in-law; and next day they set to work to take the roof off the place.

It took them three days to get the roof thoroughly off, and all they found was a birds nest; after securing which they covered up the house with tarpaulins, to keep it dry.

You might have thought that would have cured the poor fellow of looking for treasure. But it didnt.

He said there must be something in it all, or the ghost would never keep on coming as it did; and that, having gone so far, he would go on to the end, and solve the mystery, cost what it might.

Night after night, he would get out of his bed and follow that spectral old fraud about the house. Each night, the old man would indicate a different place; and, on each following day, my brother- in-law would proceed to break up the mill at the point indicated, and look for the treasure. At the end of three weeks, there was not a room in the mill fit to live in. Every wall had been pulled down, every floor had been taken up, every ceiling had had a hole knocked in it. And then, as suddenly as they had begun, the ghosts visits ceased; and my brother-in-law was left in peace, to rebuild the place at his leisure.

What induced the old image to play such a silly trick upon a family man and a ratepayer? Ah! thats just what I cannot tell you.

Some said that the ghost of the wicked old man had done it to punish my brother-in-law for not believing in him at first; while others held that the apparition was probably that of some deceased local plumber and glazier, who would naturally take an interest in seeing a house knocked about and spoilt. But nobody knew anything for certain.


INTERLUDE
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WE HAD SOME more punch, and then the curate told us a story.

I could not make head or tail of the curates story, so I cannot retail it to you. We none of us could make head or tail of that story. It was a good story enough, so far as material went. There seemed to be an enormous amount of plot, and enough incident to have made a dozen novels. I never before heard a story containing so much incident, nor one dealing with so many varied characters.

I should say that every human being our curate had ever known or met, or heard of, was brought into that story. There were simply hundreds of them. Every five seconds he would introduce into the tale a completely fresh collection of characters accompanied by a brand new set of incidents.

This was the sort of story it was:-

Well, then, my uncle went into the garden, and got his gun, but, of course, it wasnt there, and Scroggins said he didnt believe it.

Didnt believe what? Whos Scroggins?

Scroggins! Oh, why he was the other man, you know — it was wife.

WHAT was his wife — whats SHE got to do with it?

Why, thats what Im telling you. It was she that found the hat. Shed come up with her cousin to London — her cousin was my sister- in-law, and the other niece had married a man named Evans, and Evans, after it was all over, had taken the box round to Mr. Jacobs, because Jacobs father had seen the man, when he was alive, and when he was dead, Joseph—

Now look here, never you mind Evans and the box; whats become of your uncle and the gun?

The gun! What gun?

Why, the gun that your uncle used to keep in the garden, and that wasnt there. What did he do with it? Did he kill any of these people with it — these Jacobses and Evanses and Scrogginses and Josephses? Because, if so, it was a good and useful work, and we should enjoy hearing about it.

No — oh no — how could he? — he had been built up alive in the wall, you know, and when Edward IV spoke to the abbot about it, my sister said that in her then state of health she could not and would not, as it was endangering the childs life. So they christened it Horatio, after her own son, who had been killed at Waterloo before he was born, and Lord Napier himself said—

Look here, do you know what you are talking about? we asked him at this point.

He said No, but he knew it was every word of it true, because his aunt had seen it herself. Whereupon we covered him over with the tablecloth, and he went to sleep.

And then Uncle told us a story.

Uncle said his was a real story.


THE GHOST OF THE BLUE CHAMBER

(My Uncles Story)
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I DONT WANT to make you fellows nervous, began my uncle in a peculiarly impressive, not to say blood-curdling, tone of voice, and if you would rather that I did not mention it, I wont; but, as a matter of fact, this very house, in which we are now sitting, is haunted.

You dont say that! exclaimed Mr. Coombes.

Whats the use of your saying I dont say it when I have just said it? retorted my uncle somewhat pettishly. You do talk so foolishly. I tell you the house is haunted. Regularly on Christmas Eve the Blue Chamber [they called the room next to the nursery the blue chamber, at my uncles, most of the toilet service being of that shade] is haunted by the ghost of a sinful man — a man who once killed a Christmas wait with a lump of coal.

How did he do it? asked Mr. Coombes, with eager anxiousness.
Was it difficult?

I do not know how he did it, replied my uncle; he did not explain the process. The wait had taken up a position just inside the front gate, and was singing a ballad. It is presumed that, when he opened his mouth for B flat, the lump of coal was thrown by the sinful man from one of the windows, and that it went down the waits throat and choked him.

You want to be a good shot, but it is certainly worth trying, murmured Mr. Coombes thoughtfully.

But that was not his only crime, alas! added my uncle. Prior to that he had killed a solo cornet-player.

No! Is that really a fact? exclaimed Mr. Coombes.

Of course its a fact, answered my uncle testily; at all events, as much a fact as you can expect to get in a case of this sort.

How very captious you are this evening. The circumstantial evidence was overwhelming. The poor fellow, the cornet-player, had been in the neighbourhood barely a month. Old Mr. Bishop, who kept the Jolly Sand Boys at the time, and from whom I had the story, said he had never known a more hard-working and energetic solo cornet-player. He, the cornet-player, only knew two tunes, but Mr. Bishop said that the man could not have played with more vigour, or for more hours in a day, if he had known forty. The two tunes he did play were Annie Laurie and Home, Sweet Home; and as regarded his performance of the former melody, Mr. Bishop said that a mere child could have told what it was meant for.

This musician — this poor, friendless artist used to come regularly and play in this street just opposite for two hours every evening. One evening he was seen, evidently in response to an invitation, going into this very house, BUT WAS NEVER SEEN COMING OUT OF IT!

Did the townsfolk try offering any reward for his recovery? asked
Mr. Coombes.

Not a hapenny, replied my uncle.

Another summer, continued my uncle, a German band visited here, intending — so they announced on their arrival — to stay till the autumn.

On the second day from their arrival, the whole company, as fine and healthy a body of men as one could wish to see, were invited to dinner by this sinful man, and, after spending the whole of the next twenty-four hours in bed, left the town a broken and dyspeptic crew; the parish doctor, who had attended them, giving it as his opinion that it was doubtful if they would, any of them, be fit to play an air again.

You — you dont know the recipe, do you? asked Mr. Coombes.

Unfortunately I do not, replied my uncle; but the chief ingredient was said to have been railway refreshment-room pork-pie.

I forget the mans other crimes, my uncle went on; I used to know them all at one time, but my memory is not what it was. I do not, however, believe I am doing his memory an injustice in believing that he was not entirely unconnected with the death, and subsequent burial, of a gentleman who used to play the harp with his toes; and that neither was he altogether unresponsible for the lonely grave of an unknown stranger who had once visited the neighbourhood, an Italian peasant lad, a performer upon the barrel- organ.

Every Christmas Eve, said my uncle, cleaving with low impressive tones the strange awed silence that, like a shadow, seemed to have slowly stolen into and settled down upon the room, the ghost of this sinful man haunts the Blue Chamber, in this very house. There, from midnight until cock-crow, amid wild muffled shrieks and groans and mocking laughter and the ghostly sound of horrid blows, it does fierce phantom fight with the spirits of the solo cornet- player and the murdered wait, assisted at intervals, by the shades of the German band; while the ghost of the strangled harpist plays mad ghostly melodies with ghostly toes on the ghost of a broken harp.

Uncle said the Blue Chamber was comparatively useless as a sleeping-apartment on Christmas Eve.

Hark! said uncle, raising a warning hand towards the ceiling, while we held our breath, and listened; Hark! I believe they are at it now — in the BLUE CHAMBER!

THE BLUE CHAMBER

I rose up, and said that I would sleep in the Blue Chamber.

Before I tell you my own story, however — the story of what happened in the Blue Chamber — I would wish to preface it with -


A PERSONAL EXPLANATION
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I FEEL A good deal of hesitation about telling you this story of my own. You see it is not a story like the other stories that I have been telling you, or rather that Teddy Biffles, Mr. Coombes, and my uncle have been telling you: it is a true story. It is not a story told by a person sitting round a fire on Christmas Eve, drinking whisky punch: it is a record of events that actually happened.

Indeed, it is not a story at all, in the commonly accepted meaning of the word: it is a report. It is, I feel, almost out of place in a book of this kind. It is more suitable to a biography, or an English history.

There is another thing that makes it difficult for me to tell you this story, and that is, that it is all about myself. In telling you this story, I shall have to keep on talking about myself; and talking about ourselves is what we modern-day authors have a strong objection to doing. If we literary men of the new school have one praiseworthy yearning more ever present to our minds than another it is the yearning never to appear in the slightest degree egotistical.

I myself, so I am told, carry this coyness — this shrinking reticence concerning anything connected with my own personality, almost too far; and people grumble at me because of it. People come to me and say -

Well, now, why dont you talk about yourself a bit? Thats what we want to read about. Tell us something about yourself.

But I have always replied, No. It is not that I do not think the subject an interesting one. I cannot myself conceive of any topic more likely to prove fascinating to the world as a whole, or at all events to the cultured portion of it. But I will not do it, on principle. It is inartistic, and it sets a bad example to the younger men. Other writers (a few of them) do it, I know; but I will not — not as a rule.

Under ordinary circumstances, therefore, I should not tell you this story at all. I should say to myself, No! It is a good story, it is a moral story, it is a strange, weird, enthralling sort of a story; and the public, I know, would like to hear it; and I should like to tell it to them; but it is all about myself — about what I said, and what I saw, and what I did, and I cannot do it. My retiring, anti-egotistical nature will not permit me to talk in this way about myself.

But the circumstances surrounding this story are not ordinary, and there are reasons prompting me, in spite of my modesty, to rather welcome the opportunity of relating it.

As I stated at the beginning, there has been unpleasantness in our family over this party of ours, and, as regards myself in particular, and my share in the events I am now about to set forth, gross injustice has been done me.

As a means of replacing my character in its proper light — of dispelling the clouds of calumny and misconception with which it has been darkened, I feel that my best course is to give a simple, dignified narration of the plain facts, and allow the unprejudiced to judge for themselves. My chief object, I candidly confess, is to clear myself from unjust aspersion. Spurred by this motive — and I think it is an honourable and a right motive — I find I am enabled to overcome my usual repugnance to talking about myself, and can thus tell -


MY OWN STORY
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AS SOON AS my uncle had finished his story, I, as I have already told you, rose up and said that I would sleep in the Blue Chamber that very night.

Never! cried my uncle, springing up. You shall not put yourself in this deadly peril. Besides, the bed is not made.

Never mind the bed, I replied. I have lived in furnished apartments for gentlemen, and have been accustomed to sleep on beds that have never been made from one years end to the other. Do not thwart me in my resolve. I am young, and have had a clear conscience now for over a month. The spirits will not harm me. I may even do them some little good, and induce them to be quiet and go away. Besides, I should like to see the show.

Saying which, I sat down again. (How Mr. Coombes came to be in my chair, instead of at the other side of the room, where he had been all the evening; and why he never offered to apologise when I sat right down on top of him; and why young Biffles should have tried to palm himself off upon me as my Uncle John, and induced me, under that erroneous impression, to shake him by the hand for nearly three minutes, and tell him that I had always regarded him as father, — are matters that, to this day, I have never been able to fully understand.)

They tried to dissuade me from what they termed my foolhardy enterprise, but I remained firm, and claimed my privilege. I was the guest. The guest always sleeps in the haunted chamber on Christmas Eve; it is his perquisite.

They said that if I put it on that footing, they had, of course, no answer; and they lighted a candle for me, and accompanied me upstairs in a body.

Whether elevated by the feeling that I was doing a noble action, or animated by a mere general consciousness of rectitude, is not for me to say, but I went upstairs that night with remarkable buoyancy. It was as much as I could do to stop at the landing when I came to it; I felt I wanted to go on up to the roof. But, with the help of the banisters, I restrained my ambition, wished them all good- night, and went in and shut the door.

Things began to go wrong with me from the very first. The candle tumbled out of the candlestick before my hand was off the lock. It kept on tumbling out of the candlestick, and every time I picked put it up and put it in, it tumbled out again: I never saw such a slippery candle. I gave up attempting to use the candlestick at last, and carried the candle about in my hand; and, even then, it would not keep upright. So I got wild and threw it out of window, and undressed and went to bed in the dark.

I did not go to sleep, — I did not feel sleepy at all, — I lay on my back, looking up at the ceiling, and thinking of things. I wish I could remember some of the ideas that came to me as I lay there, because they were so amusing. I laughed at them myself till the bed shook.

I had been lying like this for half an hour or so, and had forgotten all about the ghost, when, on casually casting my eyes round the room, I noticed for the first time a singularly contented-looking phantom, sitting in the easy-chair by the fire, smoking the ghost of a long clay pipe.

I fancied for the moment, as most people would under similar circumstances, that I must be dreaming. I sat up, and rubbed my eyes.

No! It was a ghost, clear enough. I could see the back of the chair through his body. He looked over towards me, took the shadowy pipe from his lips, and nodded.

The most surprising part of the whole thing to me was that I did not feel in the least alarmed. If anything, I was rather pleased to see him. It was company.

I said, Good evening. Its been a cold day!

He said he had not noticed it himself, but dared say I was right.

We remained silent for a few seconds, and then, wishing to put it pleasantly, I said, I believe I have the honour of addressing the ghost of the gentleman who had the accident with the wait?

He smiled, and said it was very good of me to remember it. One wait was not much to boast of, but still, every little helped.

I was somewhat staggered at his answer. I had expected a groan of remorse. The ghost appeared, on the contrary, to be rather conceited over the business. I thought that, as he had taken my reference to the wait so quietly, perhaps he would not be offended if I questioned him about the organ-grinder. I felt curious about that poor boy.

Is it true, I asked, that you had a hand in the death of that Italian peasant lad who came to the town once with a barrel-organ that played nothing but Scotch airs?

He quite fired up. Had a hand in it! he exclaimed indignantly. Who has dared to pretend that he assisted me? I murdered the youth myself. Nobody helped me. Alone I did it. Show me the man who says I didnt.

I calmed him. I assured him that I had never, in my own mind, doubted that he was the real and only assassin, and I went on and asked him what he had done with the body of the cornet-player he had killed.

He said, To which one may you be alluding?

Oh, were there any more then? I inquired.

He smiled, and gave a little cough. He said he did not like to appear to be boasting, but that, counting trombones, there were seven.

Dear me! I replied, you must have had quite a busy time of it, one way and another.

He said that perhaps he ought not to be the one to say so, but that really, speaking of ordinary middle-society, he thought there were few ghosts who could look back upon a life of more sustained usefulness.

He puffed away in silence for a few seconds, while I sat watching him. I had never seen a ghost smoking a pipe before, that I could remember, and it interested me.

I asked him what tobacco he used, and he replied, The ghost of cut cavendish, as a rule.

He explained that the ghost of all the tobacco that a man smoked in life belonged to him when he became dead. He said he himself had smoked a good deal of cut cavendish when he was alive, so that he was well supplied with the ghost of it now.

I observed that it was a useful thing to know that, and I made up my mind to smoke as much tobacco as ever I could before I died.

I thought I might as well start at once, so I said I would join him in a pipe, and he said, Do, old man; and I reached over and got out the necessary paraphernalia from my coat pocket and lit up.

We grew quite chummy after that, and he told me all his crimes. He said he had lived next door once to a young lady who was learning to play the guitar, while a gentleman who practised on the bass- viol lived opposite. And he, with fiendish cunning, had introduced these two unsuspecting young people to one another, and had persuaded them to elope with each other against their parents wishes, and take their musical instruments with them; and they had done so, and, before the honeymoon was over, SHE had broken his head with the bass-viol, and HE had tried to cram the guitar down her throat, and had injured her for life.

My friend said he used to lure muffin-men into the passage and then stuff them with their own wares till they burst and died. He said he had quieted eighteen that way.

Young men and women who recited long and dreary poems at evening parties, and callow youths who walked about the streets late at night, playing concertinas, he used to get together and poison in batches of ten, so as to save expense; and park orators and temperance lecturers he used to shut up six in a small room with a glass of water and a collection-box apiece, and let them talk each other to death.

It did one good to listen to him.

I asked him when he expected the other ghosts — the ghosts of the wait and the cornet-player, and the German band that Uncle John had mentioned. He smiled, and said they would never come again, any of them.

I said, Why; isnt it true, then, that they meet you here every
Christmas Eve for a row?

He replied that it WAS true. Every Christmas Eve, for twenty-five years, had he and they fought in that room; but they would never trouble him nor anybody else again. One by one, had he laid them out, spoilt, and utterly useless for all haunting purposes. He had finished off the last German-band ghost that very evening, just before I came upstairs, and had thrown what was left of it out through the slit between the window-sashes. He said it would never be worth calling a ghost again.

I suppose you will still come yourself, as usual? I said. They would be sorry to miss you, I know.

Oh, I dont know, he replied; theres nothing much to come for now. Unless, he added kindly, YOU are going to be here. Ill come if you will sleep here next Christmas Eve.

I have taken a liking to you, he continued; you dont fly off, screeching, when you see a party, and your hair doesnt stand on end. Youve no idea, he said, how sick I am of seeing peoples hair standing on end.

He said it irritated him.

Just then a slight noise reached us from the yard below, and he started and turned deathly black.

You are ill, I cried, springing towards him; tell me the best thing to do for you. Shall I drink some brandy, and give you the ghost of it?

He remained silent, listening intently for a moment, and then he gave a sigh of relief, and the shade came back to his cheek.

Its all right, he murmured; I was afraid it was the cock.

Oh, its too early for that, I said. Why, its only the middle of the night.

Oh, that doesnt make any difference to those cursed chickens, he replied bitterly. They would just as soon crow in the middle of the night as at any other time — sooner, if they thought it would spoil a chaps evening out. I believe they do it on purpose.

He said a friend of his, the ghost of a man who had killed a water- rate collector, used to haunt a house in Long Acre, where they kept fowls in the cellar, and every time a policeman went by and flashed his bulls-eye down the grating, the old cock there would fancy it was the sun, and start crowing like mad; when, of course, the poor ghost had to dissolve, and it would, in consequence, get back home sometimes as early as one oclock in the morning, swearing fearfully because it had only been out for an hour.

I agreed that it seemed very unfair.

Oh, its an absurd arrangement altogether, he continued, quite angrily. I cant imagine what our old man could have been thinking of when he made it. As I have said to him, over and over again, Have a fixed time, and let everybody stick to it — say four oclock in summer, and six in winter. Then one would know what one was about.

How do you manage when there isnt any cock handy? I inquired.

He was on the point of replying, when again he started and listened. This time I distinctly heard Mr. Bowless cock, next door, crow twice.

There you are, he said, rising and reaching for his hat; thats the sort of thing we have to put up with. What IS the time?

I looked at my watch, and found it was half-past three.

I thought as much, he muttered. Ill wring that blessed birds neck if I get hold of it. And he prepared to go.

If you can wait half a minute, I said, getting out of bed, Ill go a bit of the way with you.

Its very good of you, he rejoined, pausing, but it seems unkind to drag you out.

Not at all, I replied; I shall like a walk. And I partially dressed myself, and took my umbrella; and he put his arm through mine, and we went out together.

Just by the gate we met Jones, one of the local constables.

Good-night, Jones, I said (I always feel affable at Christmas- time).

Good-night, sir, answered the man a little gruffly, I thought.
May I ask what youre a-doing of?

Oh, its all right, I responded, with a wave of my umbrella; Im just seeing my friend part of the way home.

He said, What friend?

Oh, ah, of course, I laughed; I forgot. Hes invisible to you. He is the ghost of the gentleman that killed the wait. Im just going to the corner with him.

Ah, I dont think I would, if I was you, sir, said Jones severely. If you take my advice, youll say good-bye to your friend here, and go back indoors. Perhaps you are not aware that you are walking about with nothing on but a night-shirt and a pair of boots and an opera-hat. Wheres your trousers?

I did not like the mans manner at all. I said, Jones! I dont wish to have to report you, but it seems to me youve been drinking. My trousers are where a mans trousers ought to be — on his legs. I distinctly remember putting them on.

Well, you havent got them on now, he retorted.

I beg your pardon, I replied. I tell you I have; I think I ought to know.

I think so, too, he answered, but you evidently dont. Now you come along indoors with me, and dont lets have any more of it.

Uncle John came to the door at this point, having been awaked, I suppose, by the altercation; and, at the same moment, Aunt Maria appeared at the window in her nightcap.

I explained the constables mistake to them, treating the matter as lightly as I could, so as not to get the man into trouble, and I turned for confirmation to the ghost.

He was gone! He had left me without a word — without even saying good-bye!

It struck me as so unkind, his having gone off in that way, that I burst into tears; and Uncle John came out, and led me back into the house.

On reaching my room, I discovered that Jones was right. I had not put on my trousers, after all. They were still hanging over the bed-rail. I suppose, in my anxiety not to keep the ghost waiting, I must have forgotten them.

Such are the plain facts of the case, out of which it must, doubtless, to the healthy, charitable mind appear impossible that calumny could spring.

But it has.

Persons — I say persons — have professed themselves unable to understand the simple circumstances herein narrated, except in the light of explanations at once misleading and insulting. Slurs have been cast and aspersions made on me by those of my own flesh and blood.

But I bear no ill-feeling. I merely, as I have said, set forth this statement for the purpose of clearing my character from injurious suspicion.


John Ingerfield and Other Stories (1893)
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First published in 1893, this is a collection of stories that Jerome had originally composed for the periodical press. By this point, Jerome was becoming tired of being constantly seen as a writer purely of humorous stories — so much so that he felt moved to write a note to readers insisting that the at least three of the stories in this collection (John Ingerfield, The Woman of the Sæter and Silhouettes) were most emphatically not intended as comedies and were to be taken as seriously as any authors work. Readers of these stories surely need no such warning, as they encounter grim and tragic subject matter, including financial ruin, unhappy marriages and untimely death, all of which are effectively and memorably portrayed. 
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TO THE GENTLE READER; also TO THE GENTLE CRITIC.

Once upon a time, I wrote a little story of a woman who was crushed to death by a python. A day or two after its publication, a friend stopped me in the street. Charming little story of yours, he said, that about the woman and the snake; but its not as funny as some of your things! The next week, a newspaper, referring to the tale, remarked, We have heard the incident related before with infinitely greater humour.

With this — and many similar experiences — in mind, I wish distinctly to state that John Ingerfield, The Woman of the Sæter, and Silhouettes, are not intended to be amusing. The two other items—Variety Patter, and The Lease of the Cross Keys — I give over to the critics of the new humour to rend as they will; but John Ingerfield, The Woman of the Sæter, and Silhouettes, I repeat, I should be glad if they would judge from some other standpoint than that of humour, new or old.


IN REMEMBRANCE OF JOHN INGERFIELD

AND OF ANNE, HIS WIFE A STORY OF OLD LONDON, IN TWO CHAPTERS
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CHAPTER I.

If you take the Underground Railway to Whitechapel Road (the East station), and from there take one of the yellow tramcars that start from that point, and go down the Commercial Road, past the George, in front of which starts — or used to stand — a high flagstaff, at the base of which sits — or used to sit — an elderly female purveyor of pigs trotters at three-hapence apiece, until you come to where a railway arch crosses the road obliquely, and there get down and turn to the right up a narrow, noisy street leading to the river, and then to the right again up a still narrower street, which you may know by its having a public-house at one corner (as is in the nature of things) and a marine store-dealers at the other, outside which strangely stiff and unaccommodating garments of gigantic size flutter ghost-like in the wind, you will come to a dingy railed-in churchyard, surrounded on all sides by cheerless, many-peopled houses. Sad-looking little old houses they are, in spite of the tumult of life about their ever open doors. They and the ancient church in their midst seem weary of the ceaseless jangle around them. Perhaps, standing there for so many years, listening to the long silence of the dead, the fretful voices of the living sound foolish in their ears.

Peering through the railings on the side nearest the river, you will see beneath the shadow of the soot-grimed churchs soot-grimed porch — that is, if the sun happen, by rare chance, to be strong enough to cast any shadow at all in that region of grey light — a curiously high and narrow headstone that once was white and straight, not tottering and bent with age as it is now. There is upon this stone a carving in bas-relief, as you will see for yourself if you will make your way to it through the gateway on the opposite side of the square. It represents, so far as can be made out, for it is much worn by time and dirt, a figure lying on the ground with another figure bending over it, while at a little distance stands a third object. But this last is so indistinct that it might be almost anything, from an angel to a post.

And below the carving are the words (already half obliterated) that I have used for the title of this story.

Should you ever wander of a Sunday morning within sound of the cracked bell that calls a few habit-bound, old-fashioned folk to worship within those damp-stained walls, and drop into talk with the old men who on such days sometimes sit, each in his brass-buttoned long brown coat, upon the low stone coping underneath those broken railings, you might hear this tale from them, as I did, more years ago than I care to recollect.

But lest you do not choose to go to all this trouble, or lest the old men who could tell it you have grown tired of all talk, and are not to be roused ever again into the telling of tales, and you yet wish for the story, I will here set it down for you.

But I cannot recount it to you as they told it to me, for to me it was only a tale that I heard and remembered, thinking to tell it again for profit, while to them it was a thing that had been, and the threads of it were interwoven with the woof of their own life. As they talked, faces that I did not see passed by among the crowd and turned and looked at them, and voices that I did not hear spoke to them below the clamour of the street, so that through their thin piping voices there quivered the deep music of life and death, and my tale must be to theirs but as a gossips chatter to the story of him whose breast has felt the press of battle.

* * * * *

John Ingerfield, oil and tallow refiner, of Lavender Wharf, Limehouse, comes of a hard-headed, hard-fisted stock. The first of the race that the eye of Record, piercing the deepening mists upon the centuries behind her, is able to discern with any clearness is a long-haired, sea-bronzed personage, whom men call variously Inge or Unger. Out of the wild North Sea he has come. Record observes him, one of a small, fierce group, standing on the sands of desolate Northumbria, staring landward, his worldly wealth upon his back. This consists of a two-handed battle-axe, value perhaps some forty stycas in the currency of the time. A careful man, with business capabilities, may, however, manipulate a small capital to great advantage. In what would appear, to those accustomed to our slow modern methods, an incredibly short space of time, Inges two-handed battle-axe has developed into wide lands and many head of cattle; which latter continue to multiply with a rapidity beyond the dreams of present-day breeders. Inges descendants would seem to have inherited the genius of their ancestor, for they prosper and their worldly goods increase. They are a money-making race. In all times, out of all things, by all means, they make money. They fight for money, marry for money, live for money, are ready to die for money.

In the days when the most saleable and the highest priced article in the markets of Europe was a strong arm and a cool head, then each Ingerfield (as Inge, long rooted in Yorkshire soil, had grown or been corrupted to) was a soldier of fortune, and offered his strong arm and his cool head to the highest bidder. They fought for their price, and they took good care that they obtained their price; but, the price settled, they fought well, for they were staunch men and true, according to their lights, though these lights may have been placed somewhat low down, near the earth.

Then followed the days when the chief riches of the world lay tossed for daring hands to grasp upon the bosom of the sea, and the sleeping spirit of the old Norse Rover stirred in their veins, and the lilt of a wild sea-song they had never heard kept ringing in their ears; and they built them ships and sailed for the Spanish Main, and won much wealth, as was their wont.

Later on, when Civilisation began to lay down and enforce sterner rules for the game of life, and peaceful methods promised to prove more profitable than violent, the Ingerfields became traders and merchants of grave mien and sober life; for their ambition from generation to generation remains ever the same, their various callings being but means to an end.

A hard, stern race of men they would seem to have been, but just — so far as they understood justice. They have the reputation of having been good husbands, fathers, and masters; but one cannot help thinking of them as more respected than loved.

They were men to exact the uttermost farthing due to them, yet not without a sense of the thing due from them, their own duty and responsibility — nay, not altogether without their moments of heroism, which is the duty of great men. History relates how a certain Captain Ingerfield, returning with much treasure from the West Indies — how acquired it were, perhaps, best not to inquire too closely — is overhauled upon the high seas by Kings frigate. Captain of Kings frigate sends polite message to Captain Ingerfield requesting him to be so kind as to promptly hand over a certain member of his ships company, who, by some means or another, has made himself objectionable to Kings friends, in order that he (the said objectionable person) may be forthwith hanged from the yard-arm.

Captain Ingerfield returns polite answer to Captain of Kings frigate that he (Captain Ingerfield) will, with much pleasure, hang any member of his ships company that needs hanging, but that neither the King of England nor any one else on God Almightys sea is going to do it for him. Captain of Kings frigate sends back word that if objectionable person be not at once given up he shall be compelled with much regret to send Ingerfield and his ship to the bottom of the Atlantic. Replies Captain Ingerfield, That is just what he will have to do before I give up one of my people, and fights the big frigate — fights it so fiercely that after three hours Captain of Kings frigate thinks it will be good to try argument again, and sends therefore a further message, courteously acknowledging Captain Ingerfields courage and skill, and suggesting that, he having done sufficient to vindicate his honour and renown, it would be politic to now hand over the unimportant cause of contention, and so escape with his treasure.

Tell your Captain, shouts back this Ingerfield, who has discovered there are sweeter things to fight for than even money, that the Wild Goose has flown the seas with her belly full of treasure before now, and will, if it be Gods pleasure, so do again, but that master and man in her sail together, fight together, and die together.

Whereupon Kings frigate pounds away more vigorously than ever, and succeeds eventually in carrying out her threat. Down goes the Wild Goose, her last chase ended — down she goes with a plunge, spit foremost with her colours flying; and down with her goes every man left standing on her decks; and at the bottom of the Atlantic they lie to this day, master and man side by side, keeping guard upon their treasure.

Which incident, and it is well authenticated, goes far to prove that the Ingerfields, hard men and grasping men though they be — men caring more for the getting of money than for the getting of love — loving more the cold grip of gold than the grip of kith or kin, yet bear buried in their hearts the seeds of a nobler manhood, for which, however, the barren soil of their ambition affords scant nourishment.

The John Ingerfield of this story is a man very typical of his race. He has discovered that the oil and tallow refining business, though not a pleasant one, is an exceedingly lucrative one. These are the good days when George the Third is king, and London is rapidly becoming a city of bright night. Tallow and oil and all materials akin thereto are in ever-growing request, and young John Ingerfield builds himself a large refining house and warehouse in the growing suburb of Limehouse, which lies between the teeming river and the quiet fields, gathers many people round about him, puts his strong heart into his work, and prospers.

All the days of his youth he labours and garners, and lays out and garners yet again. In early middle age he finds himself a wealthy man. The chief business of life, the getting of money, is practically done; his enterprise is firmly established, and will continue to grow with ever less need of husbandry. It is time for him to think about the secondary business of life, the getting together of a wife and home, for the Ingerfields have ever been good citizens, worthy heads of families, openhanded hosts, making a brave show among friends and neighbours.

John Ingerfield, sitting in his stiff, high-backed chair, in his stiffly, but solidly, furnished dining-room, above his counting-house, sipping slowly his one glass of port, takes counsel with himself.

What shall she be?

He is rich, and can afford a good article. She must be young and handsome, fit to grace the fine house he will take for her in fashionable Bloomsbury, far from the odour and touch of oil and tallow. She must be well bred, with a gracious, noble manner, that will charm his guests and reflect honour and credit upon himself; she must, above all, be of good family, with a genealogical tree sufficiently umbrageous to hide Lavender Wharf from the eyes of Society.

What else she may or may not be he does not very much care. She will, of course, be virtuous and moderately pious, as it is fit and proper that women should be. It will also be well that her disposition be gentle and yielding, but that is of minor importance, at all events so far as he is concerned: the Ingerfield husbands are not the class of men upon whom wives vent their tempers.

Having decided in his mind what she shall be, he proceeds to discuss with himself who she shall be. His social circle is small. Methodically, in thought, he makes the entire round of it, mentally scrutinising every maiden that he knows. Some are charming, some are fair, some are rich; but no one of them approaches near to his carefully considered ideal.

He keeps the subject in his mind, and muses on it in the intervals of business. At odd moments he jots down names as they occur to him upon a slip of paper, which he pins for the purpose on the inside of the cover of his desk. He arranges them alphabetically, and when it is as complete as his memory can make it, he goes critically down the list, making a few notes against each. As a result, it becomes clear to him that he must seek among strangers for his wife.

He has a friend, or rather an acquaintance, an old school-fellow, who has developed into one of those curious social flies that in all ages are to be met with buzzing contentedly within the most exclusive circles, and concerning whom, seeing that they are neither rare nor rich, nor extraordinarily clever nor well born, one wonders how the devil they got there! Meeting this man by chance one afternoon, he links his arm in his and invites him home to dinner.

So soon as they are left alone, with the walnuts and wine between them, John Ingerfield says, thoughtfully cracking a hard nut between his fingers — 

Will, Im going to get married.

Excellent idea — delighted to hear it, Im sure, replies Will, somewhat less interested in the information than in the delicately flavoured Madeira he is lovingly sipping. Whos the lady?

I dont know, yet, is John Ingerfields answer.

His friend glances slyly at him over his glass, not sure whether he is expected to be amused or sympathetically helpful.

I want you to find one for me.

Will Cathcart puts down his glass and stares at his host across the table.

Should be delighted to help you, Jack, he stammers, in an alarmed tone—pon my soul I should; but really dont know a damned woman I could recommend—pon my soul I dont.

You must see a good many: I wish youd look out for one that you could recommend.

Certainly I will, my dear Jack! answers the other, in a relieved voice. Never thought about em in that way before. Daresay I shall come across the very girl to suit you. Ill keep my eyes open and let you know.

I shall be obliged to you if you will, replies John Ingerfield, quietly; and its your turn, I think, to oblige me, Will. I have obliged you, if you recollect.

Shall never forget it, my dear Jack, murmurs Will, a little uneasily. It was uncommonly good of you. You saved me from ruin, Jack: shall think about it to my dying day—pon my soul I shall.

No need to let it worry you for so long a period as that, returns John, with the faintest suspicion of a smile playing round his firm mouth. The bill falls due at the end of next month. You can discharge the debt then, and the matter will be off your mind.

Will finds his chair growing uncomfortable under him, while the Madeira somehow loses its flavour. He gives a short, nervous laugh.

By Jove, he says: so soon as that? The date had quite slipped my memory.

Fortunate that I reminded you, says John, the smile round his lips deepening.

Will fidgets on his seat. Im afraid, my dear Jack, he says, I shall have to get you to renew it, just for a month or two, — deuced awkward thing, but Im remarkably short of money this year. Truth is, I cant get whats owing to myself.

Thats very awkward, certainly, replies his friend, because I am not at all sure that I shall be able to renew it.

Will stares at him in some alarm. But what am I to do if I havnt the money?

John Ingerfield shrugs his shoulders.

You dont mean, my dear Jack, that you would put me in prison?

Why not? Other people have to go there who cant pay their debts.

Will Cathcarts alarm grows to serious proportions. But our friendship, he cries, our—

My dear Will, interrupts the other, there are few friends I would lend three hundred pounds to and make no effort to get it back. You, certainly, are not one of them.

Let us make a bargain, he continues. Find me a wife, and on the day of my marriage I will send you back that bill with, perhaps, a couple of hundred added. If by the end of next month you have not introduced me to a lady fit to be, and willing to be, Mrs. John Ingerfield, I shall decline to renew it.

John Ingerfield refills his own glass and hospitably pushes the bottle towards his guest — who, however, contrary to his custom, takes no notice of it, but stares hard at his shoe-buckles.

Are you serious? he says at length.

Quite serious, is the answer. I want to marry. My wife must be a lady by birth and education. She must be of good family — of family sufficiently good, indeed, to compensate for the refinery. She must be young and beautiful and charming. I am purely a business man. I want a woman capable of conducting the social department of my life. I know of no such lady myself. I appeal to you, because you, I know, are intimate with the class among whom she must be sought.

There may be some difficulty in persuading a lady of the required qualifications to accept the situation, says Cathcart, with a touch of malice.

I want you to find one who will, says John Ingerfield.

Early in the evening Will Cathcart takes leave of his host, and departs thoughtful and anxious; and John Ingerfield strolls contemplatively up and down his wharf, for the smell of oil and tallow has grown to be very sweet to him, and it is pleasant to watch the moonbeams shining on the piled-up casks.

Six weeks go by. On the first day of the seventh John takes Will Cathcarts acceptance from its place in the large safe, and lays it in the smaller box beside his desk, devoted to more pressing and immediate business. Two days later Cathcart picks his way across the slimy yard, passes through the counting-house, and enters his friends inner sanctum, closing the door behind him.

He wears a jubilant air, and slaps the grave John on the back. Ive got her, Jack, he cries. Its been hard work, I can tell you: sounding suspicious old dowagers, bribing confidential servants, fishing for information among friends of the family. By Jove, I shall be able to join the Dukes staff as spy-in-chief to His Majestys entire forces after this!

What is she like? asks John, without stopping his writing.

Like! My dear Jack, youll fall over head and ears in love with her the moment you see her. A little cold, perhaps, but that will just suit you.

Good family? asks John, signing and folding the letter he has finished.

So good that I was afraid at first it would be useless thinking of her. But shes a sensible girl, no confounded nonsense about her, and the family are poor as church mice. In fact — well, to tell the truth, we have become most excellent friends, and she told me herself frankly that she meant to marry a rich man, and didnt much care whom.

That sounds hopeful, remarks the would-be bridegroom, with his peculiar dry smile: when shall I have the pleasure of seeing her?

I want you to come with me to-night to the Garden, replies the other; she will be in Lady Heatheringtons box, and I will introduce you.

So that evening John Ingerfield goes to Covent Garden Theatre, with the blood running a trifle quicker in his veins, but not much, than would be the case were he going to the docks to purchase tallow — examines, covertly, the proposed article from the opposite side of the house, and approves her — is introduced to her, and, on closer inspection, approves her still more — receives an invitation to visit — visits frequently, and each time is more satisfied of the rarity, serviceableness, and quality of the article.

If all John Ingerfield requires for a wife is a beautiful social machine, surely here he has found his ideal. Anne Singleton, only daughter of that persistently unfortunate but most charming of baronets, Sir Harry Singleton (more charming, it is rumoured, outside his family circle than within it), is a stately graceful, high-bred woman. Her portrait, by Reynolds, still to be seen above the carved wainscoting of one of the old City halls, shows a wonderfully handsome and clever face, but at the same time a wonderfully cold and heartless one. It is the face of a woman half weary of, half sneering at the world. One reads in old family letters, whereof the ink is now very faded and the paper very yellow, long criticisms of this portrait. The writers complain that if the picture is at all like her she must have greatly changed since her girlhood, for they remember her then as having a laughing and winsome expression.

They say — they who knew her in after-life — that this earlier face came back to her in the end, so that the many who remembered opening their eyes and seeing her bending down over them could never recognise the portrait of the beautiful sneering lady, even when they were told whom it represented.

But at the time of John Ingerfields strange wooing she was the Anne Singleton of Sir Joshuas portrait, and John Ingerfield liked her the better that she was.

He had no feeling of sentiment in the matter himself, and it simplified the case that she had none either. He offered her a plain bargain, and she accepted it. For all he knew or cared, her attitude towards this subject of marriage was the usual one assumed by women. Very young girls had their heads full of romantic ideas. It was better for her and for him that she had got rid of them.

Ours will be a union founded on good sense, said John Ingerfield.

Let us hope the experiment will succeed, said Anne Singleton.

CHAPTER II.

But the experiment does not succeed. The laws of God decree that man shall purchase woman, that woman shall give herself to man, for other coin than that of good sense. Good sense is not a legal tender in the marriage mart. Men and women who enter therein with only sense in their purse have no right to complain if, on reaching home, they find they have concluded an unsatisfactory bargain.

John Ingerfield, when he asked Anne Singleton to be his wife, felt no more love for her than he felt for any of the other sumptuous household appointments he was purchasing about the same time, and made no pretence of doing so. Nor, had he done so, would she have believed him; for Anne Singleton has learned much in her twenty-two summers and winters, and knows that love is only a meteor in lifes sky, and that the true lodestar of this world is gold. Anne Singleton has had her romance and buried it deep down in her deep nature and over its grave, to keep its ghost from rising, has piled the stones of indifference and contempt, as many a woman has done before and since. Once upon a time Anne Singleton sat dreaming out a story. It was a story old as the hills — older than some of them — but to her, then, it was quite new and very wonderful. It contained all the usual stock material common to such stories: the lad and the lass, the plighted troth, the richer suitors, the angry parents, the love that was worth braving all the world for. One day into this dream there fell from the land of the waking a letter, a poor, pitiful letter: You know I love you and only you, it ran; my heart will always be yours till I die. But my father threatens to stop my allowance, and, as you know, I have nothing of my own except debts. Some would call her handsome, but how can I think of her beside you? Oh, why was money ever let to come into the world to curse us? with many other puzzling questions of a like character, and much severe condemnation of Fate and Heaven and other parties generally, and much self-commiseration.

Anne Singleton took long to read the letter. When she had finished it, and had read it through again, she rose, and, crushing it her hand, flung it in the fire with a laugh, and as the flame burnt up and died away felt that her life had died with it, not knowing that bruised hearts can heal.

So when John Ingerfield comes wooing, and speaks to her no word of love but only of money, she feels that here at last is a genuine voice that she can trust. Love of the lesser side of life is still left to her. It will be pleasant to be the wealthy mistress of a fine house, to give great receptions, to exchange the secret poverty of home for display and luxury. These things are offered to her on the very terms she would have suggested herself. Accompanied by love she would have refused them, knowing she could give none in return.

But a woman finds it one thing not to desire affection and another thing not to possess it. Day by day the atmosphere of the fine house in Bloomsbury grows cold and colder about her heart. Guests warm it at times for a few hours, then depart, leaving it chillier than before.

For her husband she attempts to feel indifference, but living creatures joined together cannot feel indifference for each other. Even two dogs in a leash are compelled to think of one another. A man and wife must love or hate, like or dislike, in degree as the bond connecting them is drawn tight or allowed to hang slack. By mutual desire their chains of wedlock have been fastened as loosely as respect for security will permit, with the happy consequence that her aversion to him does not obtrude itself beyond the limits of politeness.

Her part of the contract she faithfully fulfils, for the Singletons also have their code of honour. Her beauty, her tact, her charm, her influence, are devoted to his service — to the advancement of his position, the furtherance of his ambition. Doors that would otherwise remain closed she opens to him. Society, that would otherwise pass by with a sneer, sits round his table. His wishes and pleasures are hers. In all things she yields him wifely duty, seeks to render herself agreeable to him, suffers in silence his occasional caresses. Whatever was implied in the bargain, that she will perform to the letter.

He, on his side, likewise performs his part with businesslike conscientiousness — nay, seeing that the pleasing of her brings no personal gratification to himself — not without generosity. He is ever thoughtful of and deferential to her, awarding her at all times an unvarying courteousness that is none the less sincere for being studied. Her every expressed want is gratified, her every known distaste respected. Conscious of his presence being an oppression to her, he is even careful not to intrude it upon her oftener than is necessary.

At times he asks himself, somewhat pertinently, what he has gained by marriage — wonders whether this social race was quite the most interesting game he could have elected to occupy his leisure — wonders whether, after all, he would not have been happier over his counting-house than in these sumptuous, glittering rooms, where he always seems, and feels himself to be, the uninvited guest.

The only feeling that a closer intimacy has created in him for his wife is that of indulgent contempt. As there is no equality between man and woman, so there can be no respect. She is a different being. He must either look up to her as superior to himself, or down upon her as inferior. When a man does the former he is more or less in love, and love to John Ingerfield is an unknown emotion. Her beauty, her charm, her social tact — even while he makes use of them for his own purposes, he despises as the weapons of a weak nature.

So in their big, cold mansion John Ingerfield and Anne, his wife, sit far apart, strangers to one another, neither desiring to know the other nearer.

About his business he never speaks to her, and she never questions him. To compensate for the slight shrinkage of time he is able to devote to it, he becomes more strict and exacting; grows a harsher master to his people, a sterner creditor, a greedier dealer, squeezing the uttermost out of every one, feverish to grow richer, so that he may spend more upon the game that day by day he finds more tiresome and uninteresting.

And the piled-up casks upon his wharves increase and multiply; and on the dirty river his ships and barges lie in ever-lengthening lines; and round his greasy cauldrons sweating, witch-like creatures swarm in ever-denser numbers, stirring oil and tallow into gold.

Until one summer, from its nest in the far East, there flutters westward a foul thing. Hovering over Limehouse suburb, seeing it crowded and unclean, liking its fetid smell, it settles down upon it.

Typhus is the creatures name. At first it lurks there unnoticed, battening upon the rich, rank food it finds around it, until, grown too big to hide longer, it boldly shows its hideous head, and the white face of Terror runs swiftly through alley and street, crying as it runs, forces itself into John Ingerfields counting-house, and tells its tale. John Ingerfield sits for a while thinking. Then he mounts his horse and rides home at as hard a pace as the condition of the streets will allow. In the hall he meets Anne going out, and stops her.

Dont come too near me, he says quietly. Typhus fever has broken out at Limehouse, and they say one can communicate it, even without having it oneself. You had better leave London for a few weeks. Go down to your fathers: I will come and fetch you when it is all over.

He passes her, giving her a wide berth, and goes upstairs, where he remains for some minutes in conversation with his valet. Then, coming down, he remounts and rides off again.

After a little while Anne goes up into his room. His man is kneeling in the middle of the floor, packing a valise.

Where are you to take it? she asks.

Down to the wharf, maam, answers the man: Mr. Ingerfield is going to be there for a day or two.

Then Anne sits in the great empty drawing-room, and takes her turn at thinking.

John Ingerfield finds, on his return to Limehouse, that the evil has greatly increased during the short time he has been away. Fanned by fear and ignorance, fed by poverty and dirt, the scourge is spreading through the district like a fire. Long smouldering in secret, it has now burst forth at fifty different points at once. Not a street, not a court but has its case. Over a dozen of Johns hands are down with it already. Two more have sunk prostrate beside their work within the last hour. The panic grows grotesque. Men and women tear their clothes off, looking to see if they have anywhere upon them a rash or a patch of mottled skin, find that they have, or imagine that they have, and rush, screaming, half-undressed, into the street. Two men, meeting in a narrow passage, both rush back, too frightened to pass each other. A boy stoops down and scratches his leg — not an action that under ordinary circumstances would excite much surprise in that neighbourhood. In an instant there is a wild stampede from the room, the strong trampling on the weak in their eagerness to escape.

These are not the days of organised defence against disease. There are kind hearts and willing hands in London town, but they are not yet closely enough banded together to meet a swift foe such as this. There are hospitals and charities galore, but these are mostly in the City, maintained by the City Fathers for the exclusive benefit of poor citizens and members of the guilds. The few free hospitals are already over-crowded and ill-prepared. Squalid, outlying Limehouse, belonging to nowhere, cared for by nobody, must fight for itself.

John Ingerfield calls the older men together, and with their help attempts to instil some sense and reason into his terrified people. Standing on the step of his counting-house, and addressing as many of them as are not too scared to listen, he tells them of the danger of fear and of the necessity for calmness and courage.

We must face and fight this thing like men, he cries, in that deep, din-conquering voice that has served the Ingerfields in good stead on many a steel-swept field, on many a storm-struck sea; there must be no cowardly selfishness, no faint-hearted despair. If weve got to die well die; but please God well live. Anyhow, we will stick together, and help each other. I mean to stop here with you, and do what I can for you. None of my people shall want.

John Ingerfield ceases, and as the vibrations of his strong tones roll away a sweet voice from beside him rises clear and firm: — 

I have come down to be with you also, and to help my husband. I shall take charge of the nursing and tending of your sick, and I hope I shall be of some real use to you. My husband and I are so sorry for you in your trouble. I know you will be brave and patient. We will all do our best, and be hopeful.

He turns, half expecting to see only the empty air and to wonder at the delirium in his brain. She puts her hand in his, and their eyes meet; and in that moment, for the first time in their lives, these two see one another.

They speak no word. There is no opportunity for words. There is work to be done, and done quickly, and Anne grasps it with the greed of a woman long hungry for the joy of doing. As John watches her moving swiftly and quietly through the bewildered throng, questioning, comforting, gently compelling, the thought comes to him, Ought he to allow her to be here, risking her life for his people? followed by the thought, How is he going to prevent it? For in this hour the knowledge is born within him that Anne is not his property; that he and she are fellow hands taking their orders from the same Master; that though it be well for them to work together and help each other, they must not hinder one another.

As yet John does not understand all this. The idea is new and strange to him. He feels as the child in a fairy story on suddenly discovering that the trees and flowers has he passed by carelessly a thousand times can think and talk. Once he whispers to her of the labour and the danger, but she answers simply, They are my people too, John: it is my work; and he lets her have her way.

Anne has a true womans instinct for nursing, and her strong sense stands her in stead of experience. A glance into one or two of the squalid dens where these people live tells her that if her patients are to be saved they must be nursed away from their own homes; and she determines to convert the large counting-house — a long, lofty room at the opposite end of the wharf to the refinery — into a temporary hospital. Selecting some seven or eight of the most reliable women to assist her, she proceeds to prepare it for its purpose. Ledgers might be volumes of poetry, bills of lading mere street ballads, for all the respect that is shown to them. The older clerks stand staring aghast, feeling that the end of all things is surely at hand, and that the universe is rushing down into space, until, their idleness being detected, they are themselves promptly impressed for the sacrilegious work, and made to assist in the demolition of their own temple.

Annes commands are spoken very sweetly, and are accompanied by the sweetest of smiles; but they are nevertheless commands, and somehow it does not occur to any one to disobey them. John — stern, masterful, authoritative John, who has never been approached with anything more dictatorial than a timid request since he left Merchant Taylors School nineteen years ago, who would have thought that something had suddenly gone wrong with the laws of Nature if he had been — finds himself hurrying along the street on his way to a druggists shop, slackens his pace an instant to ask himself why and wherefore he is doing so, recollects that he was told to do so and to make haste back, marvels who could have dared to tell him to do anything and to make haste back, remembers that it was Anne, is not quite sure what to think about it, but hurries on. He makes haste back, is praised for having been so quick, and feels pleased with himself; is sent off again in another direction, with instructions what to say when he gets there. He starts off (he is becoming used to being ordered about now). Halfway there great alarm seizes him, for on attempting to say over the message to himself, to be sure that he has it quite right, he discovers he has forgotten it. He pauses, nervous and excited; cogitates as to whether it will be safe for him to concoct a message of his own, weighs anxiously the chances — supposing that he does so — of being found out. Suddenly, to his intense surprise and relief, every word of what he was told to say comes back to him; and he hastens on, repeating it over and over to himself as he walks, lest it should escape him again.

And then a few hundred yards farther on there occurs one of the most extraordinary events that has ever happened in that street before or since: John Ingerfield laughs.

John Ingerfield, of Lavender Wharf, after walking two-thirds of Creek Lane, muttering to himself with his eyes on the ground, stops in the middle of the road and laughs; and one small boy, who tells the story to his dying day, sees him and hears him, and runs home at the top of his speed with the wonderful news, and is conscientiously slapped by his mother for telling lies.

All that day Anne works like a heroine, John helping her, and occasionally getting in the way. By night she has her little hospital prepared and three beds already up and occupied; and, all now done that can be done, she and John go upstairs to his old rooms above the counting-house.

John ushers her into them with some misgiving, for by contrast with the house at Bloomsbury they are poor and shabby. He places her in the arm-chair near the fire, begging her to rest quiet, and then assists his old housekeeper, whose wits, never of the strongest, have been scared by the days proceeding, to lay the meal.

Annes eyes follow him as he moves about the room. Perhaps here, where all the real part of his life has been passed, he is more his true self than amid the unfamiliar surroundings of fashion; perhaps this simpler frame shows him to greater advantage; but Anne wonders how it is she has never noticed before that he is a well-set, handsome man. Nor, indeed, is he so very old-looking. Is it a trick of the dim light, or what? He looks almost young. But why should he not look young, seeing he is only thirty-six, and at thirty-six a man is in his prime? Anne wonders why she has always thought of him as an elderly person.

A portrait of one of Johns ancestors hangs over the great mantelpiece — of that sturdy Captain Ingerfield who fought the Kings frigate rather than give up one of his people. Anne glances from the dead face to the living and notes the strong likeness between them. Through her half-closed eyes she sees the grim old captain hurling back his message of defiance, and his face is the face she saw a few hours ago, saying, I mean to stop here with you and do what I can for you. None of my people shall want.

John is placing a chair for her at the table, and the light from the candles falls upon him. She steals another glance at his face — a strong, stern, handsome face, capable of becoming a noble face. Anne wonders if it has ever looked down tenderly at anyone; feels a sudden fierce pain at the thought; dismisses the thought as impossible; wonders, nevertheless, how tenderness would suit it; thinks she would like to see a look of tenderness upon it, simply out of curiosity; wonders if she ever will.

She rouses herself from her reverie as John, with a smile, tells her supper is ready, and they seat themselves opposite each other, an odd air of embarrassment pervading.

Day by day their work grows harder; day by day the foe grows stronger, fiercer, more all-conquering; and day by day, fighting side by side against it, John Ingerfield and Anne, his wife, draw closer to each other. On the battle-field of life we learn the worth of strength. Anne feels it good, when growing weary, to glance up and find him near her; feels it good, amid the troubled babel round her, to hear the deep, strong music of his voice.

And John, watching Annes fair figure moving to and fro among the stricken and the mourning; watching her fair, fluttering hands, busy with their holy work, her deep, soul-haunting eyes, changeful with the light and shade of tenderness; listening to her sweet, clear voice, laughing with the joyous, comforting the comfortless, gently commanding, softly pleading, finds creeping into his brain strange new thoughts concerning women — concerning this one woman in particular.

One day, rummaging over an old chest, he comes across a coloured picture-book of Bible stories. He turns the torn pages fondly, remembering the Sunday afternoons of long ago. At one picture, wherein are represented many angels, he pauses; for in one of the younger angels of the group — one not quite so severe of feature as her sisters — he fancies he can trace resemblance to Anne. He lingers long over it. Suddenly there rushes through his brain the thought, How good to stoop and kiss the sweet feet of such a woman! and, thinking it, he blushes like a boy.

So from the soil of human suffering spring the flowers of human love and joy, and from the flowers there fall the seeds of infinite pity for human pain, God shaping all things to His ends.

Thinking of Anne, Johns face grows gentler, his hand kinder; dreaming of him, her heart grows stronger, deeper, fuller. Every available room in the warehouse has been turned into a ward, and the little hospital is open free to all, for John and Anne feel that the whole world are their people. The piled-up casks are gone — shipped to Woolwich and Gravesend, bundled anywhere out of the way, as though oil and tallow and the gold they can be stirred into were matters of small moment in this world, not to be thought of beside such a thing as the helping of a human brother in sore strait.

All the labour of the day seems light to them, looking forward to the hour when they sit together in Johns old shabby dining-room above the counting-house. Yet a looker-on might imagine such times dull to them; for they are strangely shy of one another, strangely sparing of words — fearful of opening the flood-gates of speech, feeling the pressure of the pent-up thought.

One evening, John, throwing out words, not as a sop to the necessity for talk, but as a bait to catch Annes voice, mentions girdle-cakes, remembers that his old housekeeper used to be famous for the making of them, and wonders if she has forgotten the art.

Anne, answering tremulously, as though girdle-cakes were a somewhat delicate topic, claims to be a successful amateur of them herself. John, having been given always to understand that the talent for them was exceedingly rare, and one usually hereditary, respectfully doubts Annes capabilities, deferentially suggesting that she is thinking of scones. Anne indignantly repudiates the insinuation, knows quite well the difference between girdle-cakes and scones, offers to prove her powers by descending into the kitchen and making some then and there, if John will accompany her and find the things for her.

John accepts the challenge, and, guiding Anne with one shy, awkward hand, while holding aloft a candle in the other, leads the way. It is past ten oclock, and the old housekeeper is in bed. At each creaking stair they pause, to listen if the noise has awakened her; then, finding all silent, creep forward again, with suppressed laughter, wondering with alarm, half feigned, half real, what the prim, methodical dame would say were she to come down and catch them.

They reach the kitchen, thanks more to the suggestions of a friendly cat than to Johns acquaintanceship with the geography of his own house; and Anne rakes together the fire and clears the table for her work. What possible use John is to her — what need there was for her stipulating that he should accompany her, Anne might find it difficult, if examined, to explain satisfactorily. As for his finding the things for her, he has not the faintest notion where they are, and possesses no natural aptitude for discovery. Told to find flour, he industriously searches for it in the dresser drawers; sent for the rolling-pin — the nature and characteristics of rolling-pins being described to him for his guidance — he returns, after a prolonged absence, with the copper stick. Anne laughs at him; but really it would seem as though she herself were almost as stupid, for not until her hands are covered with flour does it occur to her that she has not taken that preliminary step in all cooking operations of rolling up her sleeves.

She holds out her arms to John, first one and then the other, asking him sweetly if he minds doing it for her. John is very slow and clumsy, but Anne stands very patient. Inch by inch he peels the black sleeve from the white round arm. Hundreds of times must he have seen those fair arms, bare to the shoulder, sparkling with jewels; but never before has he seen their wondrous beauty. He longs to clasp them round his neck, yet is fearful lest his trembling fingers touching them as he performs his tantalising task may offend her. Anne thanks him, and apologises for having given him so much trouble, and he murmurs some meaningless reply, and stands foolishly silent, watching her.

Anne seems to find one hand sufficient for her cake-making, for the other rests idly on the table — very near to one of Johns, as she would see were not her eyes so intent upon her work. How the impulse came to him, where he — grave, sober, business-man John — learnt such story-book ways can never be known; but in one instant he is down on both knees, smothering the floury hand with kisses, and the next moment Annes arms are round his neck and her lips against his, and the barrier between them is swept away, and the deep waters of their love rush together.

With that kiss they enter a new life whereinto one may not follow them. One thinks it must have been a life made strangely beautiful by self-forgetfulness, strangely sweet by mutual devotion — a life too ideal, perhaps, to have remained for long undimmed by the mists of earth.

They who remember them at that time speak of them in hushed tones, as one speaks of visions. It would almost seem as though from their faces in those days there shone a radiance, as though in their voices dwelt a tenderness beyond the tenderness of man.

They seem never to rest, never to weary. Day and night, through that little stricken world, they come and go, bearing healing and peace, till at last the plague, like some gorged beast of prey, slinks slowly back towards its lair, and men raise their heads and breathe.

One afternoon, returning from a somewhat longer round than usual, John feels a weariness creeping into his limbs, and quickens his step, eager to reach home and rest. Anne, who has been up all the previous night, is asleep, and not wishing to disturb her, he goes into the dining-room and sits down in the easy chair before the fire. The room strikes cold. He stirs the logs, but they give out no greater heat. He draws his chair right in front of them, and sits leaning over them with his feet on the hearth and his hands outstretched towards the blaze; yet he still shivers.

Twilight fills the room and deepens into dusk. He wonders listlessly how it is that Time seems to be moving with such swift strides. After a while he hears a voice close to him, speaking in a slow, monotonous tone — a voice curiously familiar to him, though he cannot tell to whom it belongs. He does not turn his head, but sits listening to it drowsily. It is talking about tallow: one hundred and ninety-four casks of tallow, and they must all stand one inside the other. It cannot be done, the voice complains pathetically. They will not go inside each other. It is no good pushing them. See! they only roll out again.

The voice grows wearily fretful. Oh! why do they persist when they see it is impossible? What fools they all are!

Suddenly he recollects the voice, and starts up and stares wildly about him, trying to remember where he is. With a fierce straining of his will he grips the brain that is slipping away from him, and holds it. As soon as he feels sure of himself he steals out of the room and down the stairs.

In the hall he stands listening; the house is very silent. He goes to the head of the stairs leading to the kitchen and calls softly to the old housekeeper, and she comes up to him, panting and grunting as she climbs each step. Keeping some distance from her, he asks in a whisper where Anne is. The woman answers that she is in the hospital.

Tell her I have been called away suddenly on business, he says, speaking in quick, low tones: I shall be away for some days. Tell her to leave here and return home immediately. They can do without her here now. Tell her to go back home at once. I will join her there.

He moves toward the door but stops and faces round again.

Tell her I beg and entreat her not to stop in this place an hour longer. There is nothing to keep her now. It is all over: there is nothing that cannot be done by any one. Tell her she must go home — this very night. Tell her if she loves me to leave this place at once.

The woman, a little bewildered by his vehemence, promises, and disappears down the stairs. He takes his hat and cloak from the chair on which he had thrown them, and turns once more to cross the hall. As he does so, the door opens and Anne enters.

He darts back into the shadow, squeezing himself against the wall. Anne calls to him laughingly, then, as he does not answer, with a frightened accent:

John, — John, dear. Was not that you? Are not you there?

He holds his breath, and crouches still closer into the dark corner; and Anne, thinking she must have been mistaken in the dim light, passes him and goes upstairs.

Then he creeps stealthily to the door, lets himself out and closes it softly behind him.

After the lapse of a few minutes the old housekeeper plods upstairs and delivers Johns message. Anne, finding it altogether incomprehensible, subjects the poor dame to severe examination, but fails to elicit anything further. What is the meaning of it? What business can have compelled John, who for ten weeks has never let the word escape his lips, to leave her like this — without a word! without a kiss! Then suddenly she remembers the incident of a few moments ago, when she had called to him, thinking she saw him, and he did not answer; and the whole truth strikes her full in the heart.

She refastens the bonnet-strings she has been slowly untying, and goes down and out into the wet street.

She makes her way rapidly to the house of the only doctor resident in the neighbourhood — a big, brusque-mannered man, who throughout these terrible two months has been their chief stay and help. He meets her on her entrance with an embarrassed air that tells its own tale, and at once renders futile his clumsy attempts at acting: — 

How should he know where John is? Who told her John had the fever — a great, strong, hulking fellow like that? She has been working too hard, and has got fever on the brain. She must go straight back home, or she will be having it herself. She is more likely to take it than John.

Anne, waiting till he has finished jerking out sentences while stamping up and down the room, says gently, taking no notice of his denials,—If you will not tell me I must find out from some one else — that is all. Then, her quick eyes noting his momentary hesitation, she lays her little hand on his rough paw, and, with the shamelessness of a woman who loves deeply, wheedles everything out of him that he has promised to keep secret.

He stops her, however, as she is leaving the room. Dont go in to him now, he says; he will worry about you. Wait till to-morrow.

So, while John lies counting endless casks of tallow, Anne sits by his side, tending her last case.

Often in his delirium he calls her name, and she takes his fevered hand in hers and holds it, and he falls asleep.

Each morning the doctor comes and looks at him, asks a few questions and gives a few commonplace directions, but makes no comment. It would be idle his attempting to deceive her.

The days move slowly through the darkened room. Anne watches his thin hands grow thinner, his sunken eyes grow bigger; yet remains strangely calm, almost contented.

Very near the end there comes an hour when John wakes as from a dream, and remembers all things clearly.

He looks at her half gratefully, half reproachfully.

Anne, why are you here? he asks, in a low, laboured voice. Did they not give you my message?

For answer she turns her deep eyes upon him.

Would you have gone away and left me here to die? she questions him, with a faint smile.

She bends her head down nearer to him, so that her soft hair falls about his face.

Our lives were one, dear, she whispers to him. I could not have lived without you; God knew that. We shall be together always.

She kisses him, and laying his head upon her breast, softly strokes it as she might a childs; and he puts his weak arms around her.

Later on she feels them growing cold about her, and lays him gently back upon the bed, looks for the last time into his eyes, then draws the lids down over them.

His people ask that they may bury him in the churchyard hard by, so that he may always be among them; and, Anne consenting, they do all things needful with their own hands, wishful that no unloving labour may be mingled with their work. They lay him close to the porch, where, going in and out the church, their feet will pass near to him; and one among them who is cunning with the gravers chisel shapes the stone.

At the head he carves in bas-relief the figure of the good Samaritan tending the brother fallen by the way, and underneath the letters, In Remembrance of John Ingerfield.

He thinks to put a verse of Scripture immediately after; but the gruff doctor says, Better leave a space, in case you want to add another name.

So the stone remains a little while unfinished; till the same hand carves thereon, a few weeks later, And of Anne, his Wife.


THE WOMAN OF THE SÆTER.
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WILD-REINDEER STALKING IS hardly so exciting a sport as the evenings verandah talk in Norroway hotels would lead the trustful traveller to suppose. Under the charge of your guide, a very young man with the dreamy, wistful eyes of those who live in valleys, you leave the farmstead early in the forenoon, arriving towards twilight at the desolate hut which, for so long as you remain upon the uplands, will be your somewhat cheerless headquarters.

Next morning, in the chill, mist-laden dawn, you rise; and, after a breakfast of coffee and dried fish, shoulder your Remington, and step forth silently into the raw, damp air; the guide locking the door behind you, the key grating harshly in the rusty lock.

For hour after hour you toil over the steep, stony ground, or wind through the pines, speaking in whispers, lest your voice reach the quick ears of your prey, that keeps its head ever pressed against the wind. Here and there, in the hollows of the hills lie wide fields of snow, over which you pick your steps thoughtfully, listening to the smothered thunder of the torrent, tunnelling its way beneath your feet, and wondering whether the frozen arch above it be at all points as firm as is desirable. Now and again, as in single file you walk cautiously along some jagged ridge, you catch glimpses of the green world, three thousand feet below you; though you gaze not long upon the view, for your attention is chiefly directed to watching the footprints of the guide, lest by deviating to the right or left you find yourself at one stride back in the valley — or, to be more correct, are found there.

These things you do, and as exercise they are healthful and invigorating. But a reindeer you never see, and unless, overcoming the prejudices of your British-bred conscience, you care to take an occasional pop at a fox, you had better have left your rifle at the hut, and, instead, have brought a stick which would have been helpful. Notwithstanding which the guide continues sanguine, and in broken English, helped out by stirring gesture, tells of the terrible slaughter generally done by sportsmen under his superintendence, and of the vast herds that generally infest these fields; and when you grow sceptical upon the subject of Reins he whispers alluringly of Bears.

Once in a way you will come across a track, and will follow it breathlessly for hours, and it will lead to a sheer precipice. Whether the explanation is suicide, or a reprehensible tendency on the part of the animal towards practical joking, you are left to decide for yourself. Then, with many rough miles between you and your rest, you abandon the chase.

But I speak from personal experience merely.

All day long we had tramped through the pitiless rain, stopping only for an hour at noon to eat some dried venison and smoke a pipe beneath the shelter of an overhanging cliff. Soon afterwards Michael knocked over a ryper (a bird that will hardly take the trouble to hop out of your way) with his gun-barrel, which incident cheered us a little; and, later on, our flagging spirits were still further revived by the discovery of apparently very recent deer-tracks. These we followed, forgetful, in our eagerness, of the lengthening distance back to the hut, of the fading daylight, of the gathering mist. The track led us higher and higher, farther and farther into the mountains, until on the shores of a desolate rock-bound vand it abruptly ended, and we stood staring at one another, and the snow began to fall.

Unless in the next half-hour we could chance upon a sæter, this meant passing the night upon the mountain. Michael and I looked at the guide; but though, with characteristic Norwegian sturdiness, he put a bold face upon it, we could see that in that deepening darkness he knew no more than we did. Wasting no time on words, we made straight for the nearest point of descent, knowing that any human habitation must be far below us.

Down we scrambled, heedless of torn clothes and bleeding hands, the darkness pressing closer round us. Then suddenly it became black — black as pitch — and we could only hear each other. Another step might mean death. We stretched out our hands, and felt each other. Why we spoke in whispers, I do not know, but we seemed afraid of our own voices. We agreed there was nothing for it but to stop where we were till morning, clinging to the short grass; so we lay there side by side, for what may have been five minutes or may have been an hour. Then, attempting to turn, I lost my grip and rolled. I made convulsive efforts to clutch the ground, but the incline was too steep. How far I fell I could not say, but at last something stopped me. I felt it cautiously with my foot: it did not yield, so I twisted myself round and touched it with my hand. It seemed planted firmly in the earth. I passed my arm along to the right, then to the left. I shouted with joy. It was a fence.

Rising and groping about me, I found an opening, and passed through, and crept forward with palms outstretched until I touched the logs of a hut; then, feeling my way round, discovered the door, and knocked. There came no response, so I knocked louder; then pushed, and the heavy woodwork yielded, groaning. But the darkness within was even darker than the darkness without. The others had contrived to crawl down and join me. Michael struck a wax vesta and held it up, and slowly the room came out of the darkness and stood round us.

Then something rather startling happened. Giving one swift glance about him, our guide uttered a cry, and rushed out into the night. We followed to the door, and called after him, but only a voice came to us out of the blackness, and the only words that we could catch, shrieked back in terror, were: Sætervronen! Sætervronen! (The woman of the sæter).

Some foolish superstition about the place, I suppose, said Michael. In these mountain solitudes men breed ghosts for company. Let us make a fire. Perhaps, when he sees the light, his desire for food and shelter may get the better of his fears.

We felt about in the small enclosure round the house, and gathered juniper and birch-twigs, and kindled a fire upon the open stove built in the corner of the room. Fortunately, we had some dried reindeer and bread in our bag, and on that and the ryper and the contents of our flasks we supped. Afterwards, to while away the time, we made an inspection of the strange eyrie we had lighted on.

It was an old log-built sæter. Some of these mountain farmsteads are as old as the stone ruins of other countries. Carvings of strange beasts and demons were upon its blackened rafters, and on the lintel, in runic letters, ran this legend: Hund builded me in the days of Haarfager. The house consisted of two large apartments. Originally, no doubt, these had been separate dwellings standing beside one another, but they were now connected by a long, low gallery. Most of the scanty furniture was almost as ancient as the walls themselves, but many articles of a comparatively recent date had been added. All was now, however, rotting and falling into decay.

The place appeared to have been deserted suddenly by its last occupants. Household utensils lay as they were left, rust and dirt encrusted on them. An open book, limp and mildewed, lay face downwards on the table, while many others were scattered about both rooms, together with much paper, scored with faded ink. The curtains hung in shreds about the windows; a womans cloak, of an antiquated fashion, drooped from a nail behind the door. In an oak chest we found a tumbled heap of yellow letters. They were of various dates, extending over a period of four months; and with them, apparently intended to receive them, lay a large envelope, inscribed with an address in London that has since disappeared.

Strong curiosity overcoming faint scruples, we read them by the dull glow of the burning juniper twigs, and, as we lay aside the last of them, there rose from the depths below us a wailing cry, and all night long it rose and died away, and rose again, and died away again; whether born of our brain or of some human thing, God knows.

And these, a little altered and shortened, are the letters: — 

Extract from first letter:

I cannot tell you, my dear Joyce, what a haven of peace this place is to me after the racket and fret of town. I am almost quite recovered already, and am growing stronger every day; and, joy of joys, my brain has come back to me, fresher and more vigorous, I think, for its holiday. In this silence and solitude my thoughts flow freely, and the difficulties of my task are disappearing as if by magic. We are perched upon a tiny plateau halfway up the mountain. On one side the rock rises almost perpendicularly, piercing the sky; while on the other, two thousand feet below us, the torrent hurls itself into the black waters of the fiord. The house consists of two rooms — or, rather, it is two cabins connected by a passage. The larger one we use as a living room, and the other is our sleeping apartment. We have no servant, but do everything for ourselves. I fear sometimes Muriel must find it lonely. The nearest human habitation is eight miles away, across the mountain, and not a soul comes near us. I spend as much time as I can with her, however, during the day, and make up for it by working at night after she has gone to sleep; and when I question her, she only laughs, and answers that she loves to have me all to herself. (Here you will smile cynically, I know, and say, Humph, I wonder will she say the same when they have been married six years instead of six months.) At the rate I am working now I shall have finished my first volume by the spring, and then, my dear fellow, you must try and come over, and we will walk and talk together amid these storm-reared temples of the gods. I have felt a new man since I arrived here. Instead of having to cudgel my brains, as we say, thoughts crowd upon me. This work will make my name.

Part of the third letter, the second being mere talk about the book (a history apparently) that the man was writing:

My dear Joyce, — I have written you two letters — this will make the third — but have been unable to post them. Every day I have been expecting a visit from some farmer or villager, for the Norwegians are kindly people towards strangers — to say nothing of the inducements of trade. A fortnight having passed, however, and the commissariat question having become serious, I yesterday set out before dawn, and made my way down to the valley; and this gives me something to tell you. Nearing the village, I met a peasant woman. To my intense surprise, instead of returning my salutation, she stared at me, as if I were some wild animal, and shrank away from me as far as the width of the road would permit. In the village the same experience awaited me. The children ran from me, the people avoided me. At last a grey-haired old man appeared to take pity on me, and from him I learnt the explanation of the mystery. It seems there is a strange superstition attaching to this house in which we are living. My things were brought up here by the two men who accompanied me from Drontheim, but the natives are afraid to go near the place, and prefer to keep as far as possible from any one connected with it.

The story is that the house was built by one Hund, a maker of runes (one of the old saga writers, no doubt), who lived here with his young wife. All went peacefully until, unfortunately for him, a certain maiden stationed at a neighbouring sæter grew to love him.

Forgive me if I am telling you what you know, but a sæter is the name given to the upland pastures to which, during the summer, are sent the cattle, generally under the charge of one or more of the maids. Here for three months these girls will live in their lonely huts, entirely shut off from the world. Customs change little in this land. Two or three such stations are within climbing distance of this house, at this day, looked after by the farmers daughters, as in the days of Hund, maker of runes.

Every night, by devious mountain paths, the woman would come and tap lightly at Hunds door. Hund had built himself two cabins, one behind the other (these are now, as I think I have explained to you, connected by a passage); the smaller one was the homestead; in the other he carved and wrote, so that while the young wife slept the maker of runes and the sæter woman sat whispering.

One night, however, the wife learnt all things, but said no word. Then, as now, the ravine in front of the enclosure was crossed by a slight bridge of planks, and over this bridge the woman of the sæter passed and repassed each night. On a day when Hund had gone down to fish in the fiord, the wife took an axe, and hacked and hewed at the bridge, yet it still looked firm and solid; and that night, as Hund sat waiting in his workshop, there struck upon his ears a piercing cry, and a crashing of logs and rolling rock, and then again the dull roaring of the torrent far below.

But the woman did not die unavenged; for that winter a man, skating far down the fiord, noticed a curious object embedded in the ice; and when, stooping, he looked closer, he saw two corpses, one gripping the other by the throat, and the bodies were the bodies of Hund and his young wife.

Since then, they say, the woman of the sæter haunts Hunds house, and if she sees a light within she taps upon the door, and no man may keep her out. Many, at different times, have tried to occupy the house, but strange tales are told of them. Men do not live at Hunds sæter, said my old grey-haired friend, concluding his tale,—they die there.

I have persuaded some of the braver of the villagers to bring what provisions and other necessaries we require up to a plateau about a mile from the house and leave them there. That is the most I have been able to do. It comes somewhat as a shock to one to find men and women — fairly educated and intelligent as many of them are — slaves to fears that one would expect a child to laugh at. But there is no reasoning with superstition.

Extract from the same letter, but from a part seemingly written a day or two later:

At home I should have forgotten such a tale an hour after I had heard it, but these mountain fastnesses seem strangely fit to be the last stronghold of the supernatural. The woman haunts me already. At night instead of working, I find myself listening for her tapping at the door; and yesterday an incident occurred that makes me fear for my own common sense. I had gone out for a long walk alone, and the twilight was thickening into darkness as I neared home. Suddenly looking up from my reverie, I saw, standing on a knoll the other side of the ravine, the figure of a woman. She held a cloak about her head, and I could not see her face. I took off my cap, and called out a good-night to her, but she never moved or spoke. Then — God knows why, for my brain was full of other thoughts at the time — a clammy chill crept over me, and my tongue grew dry and parched. I stood rooted to the spot, staring at her across the yawning gorge that divided us; and slowly she moved away, and passed into the gloom, and I continued my way. I have said nothing to Muriel, and shall not. The effect the story has had upon myself warns me not to do so.

From a letter dated eleven days later:

She has come. I have known she would, since that evening I saw her on the mountain; and last night she came, and we have sat and looked into each others eyes. You will say, of course, that I am mad — that I have not recovered from my fever — that I have been working too hard — that I have heard a foolish tale, and that it has filled my overstrung brain with foolish fancies: I have told myself all that. But the thing came, nevertheless — a creature of flesh and blood? a creature of air? a creature of my own imagination? — what matter? it was real to me.

It came last night, as I sat working, alone. Each night I have waited for it, listened for it — longed for it, I know now. I heard the passing of its feet upon the bridge, the tapping of its hand upon the door, three times — tap, tap, tap. I felt my loins grow cold, and a pricking pain about my head; and I gripped my chair with both hands, and waited, and again there came the tapping — tap, tap, tap. I rose and slipped the bolt of the door leading to the other room, and again I waited, and again there came the tapping — tap, tap, tap. Then I opened the heavy outer door, and the wind rushed past me, scattering my papers, and the woman entered in, and I closed the door behind her. She threw her hood back from her head, and unwound a kerchief from about her neck, and laid it on the table. Then she crossed and sat before the fire, and I noticed her bare feet were damp with the night dew.

I stood over against her and gazed at her, and she smiled at me — a strange, wicked smile, but I could have laid my soul at her feet. She never spoke or moved, and neither did I feel the need of spoken words, for I understood the meaning of those upon the Mount when they said, Let us make here tabernacles: it is good for us to be here.

How long a time passed thus I do not know, but suddenly the woman held her hand up, listening, and there came a faint sound from the other room. Then swiftly she drew her hood about her face and passed out, closing the door softly behind her; and I drew back the bolt of the inner door and waited, and hearing nothing more, sat down, and must have fallen asleep in my chair.

I awoke, and instantly there flashed through my mind the thought of the kerchief the woman had left behind her, and I started from my chair to hide it. But the table was already laid for breakfast, and my wife sat with her elbows on the table and her head between her hands, watching me with a look in her eyes that was new to me.

She kissed me, though her lips were cold; and I argued to myself that the whole thing must have been a dream. But later in the day, passing the open door when her back was towards me, I saw her take the kerchief from a locked chest and look at it.

I have told myself it must have been a kerchief of her own, and that all the rest has been my imagination; that, if not, then my strange visitant was no spirit, but a woman; and that, if human thing knows human thing, it was no creature of flesh and blood that sat beside me last night. Besides, what woman would she be? The nearest sæter is a three-hours climb to a strong man, and the paths are dangerous even in daylight: what woman would have found them in the night? What woman would have chilled the air around her, and have made the blood flow cold through all my veins? Yet if she come again I will speak to her. I will stretch out my hand and see whether she be mortal thing or only air.

The fifth letter:

My dear Joyce, — Whether your eyes will ever see these letters is doubtful. From this place I shall never send them. They would read to you as the ravings of a madman. If ever I return to England I may one day show them to you, but when I do it will be when I, with you, can laugh over them. At present I write them merely to hide away, — putting the words down on paper saves my screaming them aloud.

She comes each night now, taking the same seat beside the embers, and fixing upon me those eyes, with the hell-light in them, that burn into my brain; and at rare times she smiles, and all my being passes out of me, and is hers. I make no attempt to work. I sit listening for her footsteps on the creaking bridge, for the rustling of her feet upon the grass, for the tapping of her hand upon the door. No word is uttered between us. Each day I say: When she comes to-night I will speak to her. I will stretch out my hand and touch her. Yet when she enters, all thought and will goes out from me.

Last night, as I stood gazing at her, my soul filled with her wondrous beauty as a lake with moonlight, her lips parted, and she started from her chair; and, turning, I thought I saw a white face pressed against the window, but as I looked it vanished. Then she drew her cloak about her, and passed out. I slid back the bolt I always draw now, and stole into the other room, and, taking down the lantern, held it above the bed. But Muriels eyes were closed as if in sleep.

Extract from the sixth letter:

It is not the night I fear, but the day. I hate the sight of this woman with whom I live, whom I call wife. I shrink from the blow of her cold lips, the curse of her stony eyes. She has seen, she has learnt; I feel it, I know it. Yet she winds her arms around my neck, and calls me sweetheart, and smoothes my hair with her soft, false hands. We speak mocking words of love to one another, but I know her cruel eyes are ever following me. She is plotting her revenge, and I hate her, I hate her, I hate her!

Part of the seventh letter:

This morning I went down to the fiord. I told her I should not be back until the evening. She stood by the door watching me until we were mere specks to one another, and a promontory of the mountain shut me from view. Then, turning aside from the track, I made my way, running and stumbling over the jagged ground, round to the other side of the mountain, and began to climb again. It was slow, weary work. Often I had to go miles out of my road to avoid a ravine, and twice I reached a high point only to have to descend again. But at length I crossed the ridge, and crept down to a spot from where, concealed, I could spy upon my own house. She — my wife — stood by the flimsy bridge. A short hatchet, such as butchers use, was in her hand. She leant against a pine trunk, with her arm behind her, as one stands whose back aches with long stooping in some cramped position; and even at that distance I could see the cruel smile about her lips.

Then I recrossed the ridge, and crawled down again, and, waiting until evening, walked slowly up the path. As I came in view of the house she saw me, and waved her handkerchief to me, and in answer I waved my hat, and shouted curses at her that the wind whirled away into the torrent. She met me with a kiss, and I breathed no hint to her that I had seen. Let her devils work remain undisturbed. Let it prove to me what manner of thing this is that haunts me. If it be a spirit, then the bridge wilt bear it safely; if it be woman — 

But I dismiss the thought. If it be human thing, why does it sit gazing at me, never speaking? why does my tongue refuse to question it? why does all power forsake me in its presence, so that I stand as in a dream? Yet if it be spirit, why do I hear the passing of her feet? and why does the night-rain glisten on her hair?

I force myself back into my chair. It is far into the night, and I am alone, waiting, listening. If it be spirit, she will come to me; and if it be woman, I shall hear her cry above the storm — unless it be a demon mocking me.

I have heard the cry. It rose, piercing and shrill, above the storm, above the riving and rending of the bridge, above the downward crashing of the logs and loosened stones. I hear it as I listen now. It is cleaving its way upward from the depths below. It is wailing through the room as I sit writing.

I have crawled upon my belly to the utmost edge of the still standing pier, until I could feel with my hand the jagged splinters left by the fallen planks, and have looked down. But the chasm was full to the brim with darkness. I shouted, but the wind shook my voice into mocking laughter. I sit here, feebly striking at the madness that is creeping nearer and nearer to me. I tell myself the whole thing is but the fever in my brain. The bridge was rotten. The storm was strong. The cry is but a single one among the many voices of the mountain. Yet still I listen; and it rises, clear and shrill, above the moaning of the pines, above the sobbing of the waters. It beats like blows upon my skull, and I know that she will never come again.

Extract from the last letter:

I shall address an envelope to you, and leave it among these letters. Then, should I never come back, some chance wanderer may one day find and post them to you, and you will know.

My books and writings remain untouched. We sit together of a night — this woman I call wife and I — she holding in her hands some knitted thing that never grows longer by a single stitch, and I with a volume before me that is ever open at the same page. And day and night we watch each other stealthily, moving to and fro about the silent house; and at times, looking round swiftly, I catch the smile upon her lips before she has time to smooth it away.

We speak like strangers about this and that, making talk to hide our thoughts. We make a pretence of busying ourselves about whatever will help us to keep apart from one another.

At night, sitting here between the shadows and the dull glow of the smouldering twigs, I sometimes think I hear the tapping I have learnt to listen for, and I start from my seat, and softly open the door and look out. But only the Night stands there. Then I close-to the latch, and she — the living woman — asks me in her purring voice what sound I heard, hiding a smile as she stoops low over her work; and I answer lightly, and, moving towards her, put my arm about her, feeling her softness and her suppleness, and wondering, supposing I held her close to me with one arm while pressing her from me with the other, how long before I should hear the cracking of her bones.

For here, amid these savage solitudes, I also am grown savage. The old primeval passions of love and hate stir within me, and they are fierce and cruel and strong, beyond what you men of the later ages could understand. The culture of the centuries has fallen from me as a flimsy garment whirled away by the mountain wind; the old savage instincts of the race lie bare. One day I shall twine my fingers about her full white throat, and her eyes will slowly come towards me, and her lips will part, and the red tongue creep out; and backwards, step by step, I shall push her before me, gazing the while upon her bloodless face, and it will be my turn to smile. Backwards through the open door, backwards along the garden path between the juniper bushes, backwards till her heels are overhanging the ravine, and she grips life with nothing but her little toes, I shall force her, step by step, before me. Then I shall lean forward, closer, closer, till I kiss her purpling lips, and down, down, down, past the startled sea-birds, past the white spray of the foss, past the downward peeping pines, down, down, down, we will go together, till we find the thing that lies sleeping beneath the waters of the fiord.

With these words ended the last letter, unsigned. At the first streak of dawn we left the house, and, after much wandering, found our way back to the valley. But of our guide we heard no news. Whether he remained still upon the mountain, or whether by some false step he had perished upon that night, we never learnt.


VARIETY PATTER.
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MY FIRST APPEARANCE at a Music Hall was in the year one thousand eight hundred and s — . Well, I would rather not mention the exact date. I was fourteen at the time. It was during the Christmas holidays, and my aunt had given me five shillings to go and see Phelps — I think it was Phelps — in Coriolanus — I think it was Coriolanus. Anyhow, it was to see a high-class and improving entertainment, I know.

I suggested that I should induce young Skegson, who lived in our road, to go with me. Skegson is a barrister now, and could not tell you the difference between a knave of clubs and a club of knaves. A few years hence he will, if he works hard, be innocent enough for a judge. But at the period of which I speak he was a red-haired boy of worldly tastes, notwithstanding which I loved him as a brother. My dear mother wished to see him before consenting to the arrangement, so as to be able to form her own opinion as to whether he was a fit and proper companion for me; and, accordingly, he was invited to tea. He came, and made a most favourable impression upon both my mother and my aunt. He had a way of talking about the advantages of application to study in early life, and the duties of youth towards those placed in authority over it, that won for him much esteem in grown-up circles. The spirit of the Bar had descended upon Skegson at a very early period of his career.

My aunt, indeed, was so much pleased with him that she gave him two shillings towards his own expenses (sprung half a dollar was how he explained the transaction when we were outside), and commended me to his especial care.

Skegson was very silent during the journey. An idea was evidently maturing in his mind. At the Angel he stopped and said: Look here, Ill tell you what well do. Dont lets go and see that rot. Lets go to a Music Hall.

I gasped for breath. I had heard of Music Halls. A stout lady had denounced them across our dinner table on one occasion — fixing the while a steely eye upon her husband, who sat opposite and seemed uncomfortable — as low, horrid places, where people smoked and drank, and wore short skirts, and had added an opinion that they ought to be put down by the police — whether the skirts or the halls she did not explain. I also recollected that our charwoman, whose son had lately left London for a protracted stay in Devonshire, had, in conversation with my mother, dated his downfall from the day when he first visited one of these places; and likewise that Mrs. Philcoxs nursemaid, upon her confessing that she had spent an evening at one with her young man, had been called a shameless hussy, and summarily dismissed as being no longer a fit associate for the baby.

But the spirit of lawlessness was strong within me in those days, so that I hearkened to the voice of Skegson, the tempter, and he lured my feet from the paths that led to virtue and Sadlers Wells, and we wandered into the broad and crowded ways that branch off from the Angel towards Merry Islington.

Skegson insisted that we should do the thing in style, so we stopped at a shop near the Agricultural Hall and purchased some big cigars. A huge card in the window claimed for these that they were the most satisfactory twopenny smokes in London. I smoked two of them during the evening, and never felt more satisfied — using the word in its true sense, as implying that a person has had enough of a thing, and does not desire any more of it, just then — in all my life. Where we went, and what we saw, my memory is not very clear upon. We sat at a little marble table. I know it was marble because it was so hard, and cool to the head. From out of the smoky mist a ponderous creature of strange, undefined shape floated heavily towards us, and deposited a squat tumbler in front of me containing a pale yellowish liquor, which subsequent investigation has led me to believe must have been Scotch whisky. It seemed to me then the most nauseous stuff I had ever swallowed. It is curious to look back and notice how ones tastes change.

I reached home very late and very sick. That was my first dissipation, and, as a lesson, it has been of more practical use to me than all the good books and sermons in the world could have been. I can remember to this day standing in the middle of the room in my night-shirt, trying to catch my bed as it came round.

Next morning I confessed everything to my mother, and, for several months afterwards, was a reformed character. Indeed, the pendulum of my conscience swung too far the other way, and I grew exaggeratedly remorseful and unhealthily moral.

There was published in those days, for the edification of young people, a singularly pessimistic periodical, entitled The Childrens Band of Hope Review. It was a magazine much in favour among grown-up people, and a bound copy of Vol. IX. had lately been won by my sister as a prize for punctuality (I fancy she must have exhausted all the virtue she ever possessed, in that direction, upon the winning of that prize. At all events, I have noticed no ostentatious display of the quality in her later life.) I had formerly expressed contempt for this book, but now, in my regenerate state, I took a morbid pleasure in poring over its denunciations of sin and sinners. There was one picture in it that appeared peculiarly applicable to myself. It represented a gaudily costumed young man, standing on the topmost of three steep steps, smoking a large cigar. Behind him was a very small church, and below, a bright and not altogether uninviting looking hell. The picture was headed The Three Steps to Ruin, and the three stairs were labelled respectively Smoking, Drinking, Gambling. I had already travelled two-thirds of the road! Was I going all the way, or should I be able to retrace those steps? I used to lie awake at night and think about it till I grew half crazy. Alas! since then I have completed the descent, so where my future will be spent I do not care to think.

Another picture in the book that troubled me was the frontispiece. This was a highly-coloured print, illustrating the broad and narrow ways. The narrow way led upward past a Sunday-school and a lion to a city in the clouds. This city was referred to in the accompanying letterpress as a place of Rest and Peace, but inasmuch as the town was represented in the illustration as surrounded by a perfect mob of angels, each one blowing a trumpet twice his own size, and obviously blowing it for all he was worth, a certain confusion of ideas would seem to have crept into the allegory.

The other path — the broad way — which ended in what at first glance appeared to be a highly successful display of fireworks, started from the door of a tavern, and led past a Music Hall, on the steps of which stood a gentleman smoking a cigar. All the wicked people in this book smoked cigars — all except one young man who had killed his mother and died raving mad. He had gone astray on short pipes.

This made it uncomfortably clear to me which direction I had chosen, and I was greatly alarmed, until, on examining the picture more closely, I noticed, with much satisfaction, that about midway the two paths were connected by a handy little bridge, by the use of which it seemed feasible, starting on the one path and ending up on the other, to combine the practical advantages of both roads. From subsequent observation I have come to the conclusion that a good many people have made a note of that little bridge.

My own belief in the possibility of such convenient compromise must, I fear, have led to an ethical relapse, for there recurs to my mind a somewhat painful scene of a few months later date, in which I am seeking to convince a singularly unresponsive landed proprietor that my presence in his orchard is solely and entirely due to my having unfortunately lost my way.

It was not until I was nearly seventeen that the idea occurred to me to visit a Music Hall again. Then, having regard to my double capacity of Man About Town and journalist (for I had written a letter to The Era, complaining of the way pit doors were made to open, and it had been inserted), I felt I had no longer any right to neglect acquaintanceship with so important a feature in the life of the people. Accordingly, one Saturday night, I wended my way to the Pav.; and there the first person that I ran against was my uncle. He laid a heavy hand upon my shoulder, and asked me, in severe tones, what I was doing there. I felt this to be an awkward question, for it would have been useless trying to make him understand my real motives (ones own relations are never sympathetic), and I was somewhat nonplussed for an answer, until the reflection occurred to me: What was he doing there? This riddle I, in my turn, propounded to him, with the result that we entered into treaty, by the terms of which it was agreed that no future reference should be made to the meeting by either of us — especially not in the presence of my aunt — and the compact was ratified according to the usual custom, my uncle paying the necessary expenses.

In those days, we sat, some four or six of us, round a little table, on which were placed our drinks. Now we have to balance them upon a narrow ledge; and ladies, as they pass, dip the ends of their cloaks into them, and gentlemen stir them up for us with the ferrules of their umbrellas, or else sweep them off into our laps with their coat tails, saying as they do so, Oh, I beg your pardon.

Also, in those days, there were chairmen — affable gentlemen, who would drink anything at anybodys expense, and drink any quantity of it, and never seem to get any fuller. I was introduced to a Music Hall chairman once, and when I said to him, What is your drink? he took up the list of beverages that lay before him, and, opening it, waved his hand lightly across its entire contents, from clarets, past champagnes and spirits, down to liqueurs. Thats my drink, my boy, said he. There was nothing narrow-minded or exclusive about his tastes.

It was the chairmans duty to introduce the artists. Ladies and gentlemen, he would shout, in a voice that united the musical characteristics of a foghorn and a steam saw, Miss Enerietta Montressor, the popular serio-comic, will now happear. These announcements were invariably received with great applause by the chairman himself, and generally with chilling indifference by the rest of the audience.

It was also the privilege of the chairman to maintain order, and reprimand evil-doers. This he usually did very effectively, employing for the purpose language both fit and forcible. One chairman that I remember seemed, however, to be curiously deficient in the necessary qualities for this part of his duty. He was a mild and sleepy little man, and, unfortunately, he had to preside over an exceptionally rowdy audience at a small hall in the South-East district. On the night that I was present, there occurred a great disturbance. Joss Jessop, the Monarch of Mirth, a gentleman evidently high in local request was, for some reason or other, not forthcoming, and in his place the management proposed to offer a female performer on the zithern, one Signorina Ballatino.

The little chairman made the announcement in a nervous, deprecatory tone, as if he were rather ashamed of it himself. Ladies and gentlemen, he began, — the poor are staunch sticklers for etiquette: I overheard a small child explaining to her mother one night in Three Colts Street, Limehouse, that she could not get into the house because there was a lady on the doorstep, drunk,—Signorina Ballatino, the world-renowned—

Here a voice from the gallery requested to know what had become of Old Joss, and was greeted by loud cries of Ear, ear.

The chairman, ignoring the interruption, continued:

 — the world-renowned performer on the zither—

On the whoter? came in tones of plaintive inquiry from the back of the hall.

Hon the zither, retorted the chairman, waxing mildly indignant; he meant zithern, but he called it a zither. A hinstrument well-known to anybody as as ad any learning.

This sally was received with much favour, and a gentleman who claimed to be acquainted with the family history of the interrupter begged the chairman to excuse that ill-bred person on the ground that his mother used to get drunk with the twopence a week and never sent him to school.

Cheered by this breath of popularity, our little president endeavoured to complete his introduction of the Signorina. He again repeated that she was the world-renowned performer on the zithern; and, undeterred by the audible remark of a lady in the pit to the effect that shed never eard on er, added:

She will now, ladies and gentlemen, with your kind permission, give you examples of the—

Blow yer zither! here cried out the gentleman who had started the agitation; we want Joss Jessop.

This was the signal for much cheering and shrill whistling, in the midst of which a wag with a piping voice suggested as a reason for the favourites non-appearance that he had not been paid his last weeks salary.

A temporary lull occurred at this point; and the chairman, seizing the opportunity to complete his oft-impeded speech, suddenly remarked, songs of the Sunny South; and immediately sat down and began hammering upon the table.

Then Signora Ballatino, clothed in the costume of the Sunny South, where clothes are less essential than in these colder climes, skipped airily forward, and was most ungallantly greeted with a storm of groans and hisses. Her beloved instrument was unfeelingly alluded to as a pie-dish, and she was advised to take it back and get the penny on it. The chairman, addressed by his Christian name of Jimmee, was told to lie down and let her sing him to sleep. Every time she attempted to start playing, shouts were raised for Joss.

At length the chairman, overcoming his evident disinclination to take any sort of hand whatever in the game, rose and gently hinted at the desirability of silence. The suggestion not meeting with any support, he proceeded to adopt sterner measures. He addressed himself personally to the ringleader of the rioters, the man who had first championed the cause of the absent Joss. This person was a brawny individual, who, judging from appearances, followed in his business hours the calling of a coalheaver. Yes, sir, said the chairman, pointing a finger towards him, where he sat in the front row of the gallery; you, sir, in the flannel shirt. I can see you. Will you allow this lady to give her entertainment?

No, answered he of the coalheaving profession, in stentorian tones.

Then, sir, said the little chairman, working himself up into a state suggestive of Jove about to launch a thunderbolt—then, sir, all I can say is that you are no gentleman.

This was a little too much, or rather a good deal too little, for the Signora Ballatino. She had hitherto been standing in a meek attitude of pathetic appeal, wearing a fixed smile of ineffable sweetness but she evidently felt that she could go a bit farther than that herself, even if she was a lady. Calling the chairman an old messer, and telling him for Gawds sake to shut up if that was all he could do for his living, she came down to the front, and took the case into her own hands.

She did not waste time on the rest of the audience. She went direct for that coalheaver, and thereupon ensued a slanging match the memory of which sends a trill of admiration through me even to this day. It was a battle worthy of the gods. He was a heaver of coals, quick and ready beyond his kind. During many years sojourn East and South, in the course of many wanderings from Billingsgate to Limehouse Hole, from Petticoat Lane to Whitechapel Road; out of eel-pie shop and penny gaff; out of tavern and street, and court and doss-house, he had gathered together slang words and terms and phrases, and they came back to him now, and he stood up against her manfully.

But as well might the lamb stand up against the eagle, when the shadow of its wings falls across the green pastures, and the wind flies before its dark oncoming. At the end of two minutes he lay gasping, dazed, and speechless.

Then she began.

She announced her intention of wiping down the bloomin all with him, and making it respectable; and, metaphorically speaking, that is what she did. Her tongue hit him between the eyes, and knocked him down and trampled on him. It curled round and round him like a whip, and then it uncurled and wound the other way. It seized him by the scruff of his neck, and tossed him up into the air, and caught him as he descended, and flung him to the ground, and rolled him on it. It played around him like forked lightning, and blinded him. It danced and shrieked about him like a host of whirling fiends, and he tried to remember a prayer, and could not. It touched him lightly on the sole of his foot and the crown of his head, and his hair stood up straight, and his limbs grew stiff. The people sitting near him drew away, not feeling it safe to be near, and left him alone, surrounded by space, and language.

It was the most artistic piece of work of its kind that I have ever heard. Every phrase she flung at him seemed to have been woven on purpose to entangle him and to embrace in its choking folds his people and his gods, to strangle with its threads his every hope, ambition, and belief. Each term she put upon him clung to him like a garment, and fitted him without a crease. The last name that she called him one felt to be, until one heard the next, the one name that he ought to have been christened by.

For five and three-quarter minutes by the clock she spoke, and never for one instant did she pause or falter; and in the whole of that onslaught there was only one weak spot.

That was when she offered to make a better man than he was out of a Guy Fawkes and a lump of coal. You felt that one lump of coal would not have been sufficient.

At the end, she gathered herself together for one supreme effort, and hurled at him an insult so bitter with scorn so sharp with insight into his career and character, so heavy with prophetic curse, that strong men drew and held their breath while it passed over them, and women hid their faces and shivered.

Then she folded her arms, and stood silent; and the house, from floor to ceiling, rose and cheered her until there was no more breath left in its lungs.

In that one night she stepped from oblivion into success. She is now a famous artiste.

But she does not call herself Signora Ballatino, and she does not play upon the zithern. Her name has a homelier sound, and her speciality is the delineation of coster character.


SILHOUETTES.
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I FEAR I must be of a somewhat gruesome turn of mind. My sympathies are always with the melancholy side of life and nature. I love the chill October days, when the brown leaves lie thick and sodden underneath your feet, and a low sound as of stifled sobbing is heard in the damp woods — the evenings in late autumn time, when the white mist creeps across the fields, making it seem as though old Earth, feeling the night air cold to its poor bones, were drawing ghostly bedclothes round its withered limbs. I like the twilight of the long grey street, sad with the wailing cry of the distant muffin man. One thinks of him, as, strangely mitred, he glides by through the gloom, jangling his harsh bell, as the High Priest of the pale spirit of Indigestion, summoning the devout to come forth and worship. I find a sweetness in the aching dreariness of Sabbath afternoons in genteel suburbs — in the evil-laden desolateness of waste places by the river, when the yellow fog is stealing inland across the ooze and mud, and the black tide gurgles softly round worm-eaten piles.

I love the bleak moor, when the thin long line of the winding road lies white on the darkening heath, while overhead some belated bird, vexed with itself for being out so late, scurries across the dusky sky, screaming angrily. I love the lonely, sullen lake, hidden away in mountain solitudes. I suppose it was my childhoods surroundings that instilled in me this affection for sombre hues. One of my earliest recollections is of a dreary marshland by the sea. By day, the water stood there in wide, shallow pools. But when one looked in the evening they were pools of blood that lay there.

It was a wild, dismal stretch of coast. One day, I found myself there all alone — I forget how it came about — and, oh, how small I felt amid the sky and the sea and the sandhills! I ran, and ran, and ran, but I never seemed to move; and then I cried, and screamed, louder and louder, and the circling seagulls screamed back mockingly at me. It was an unken spot, as they say up North.

In the far back days of the building of the world, a long, high ridge of stones had been reared up by the sea, dividing the swampy grassland from the sand. Some of these stones—pebbles, so they called them round about — were as big as a man, and many as big as a fair-sized house; and when the sea was angry — and very prone he was to anger by that lonely shore, and very quick to wrath; often have I known him sink to sleep with a peaceful smile on his rippling waves, to wake in fierce fury before the night was spent — he would snatch up giant handfuls of these pebbles and fling and toss them here and there, till the noise of their rolling and crashing could be heard by the watchers in the village afar off.

Old Nicks playing at marbles to-night, they would say to one another, pausing to listen. And then the women would close tight their doors, and try not to hear the sound.

Far out to sea, by where the muddy mouth of the river yawned wide, there rose ever a thin white line of surf, and underneath those crested waves there dwelt a very fearsome thing, called the Bar. I grew to hate and be afraid of this mysterious Bar, for I heard it spoken of always with bated breath, and I knew that it was very cruel to fisher folk, and hurt them so sometimes that they would cry whole days and nights together with the pain, or would sit with white scared faces, rocking themselves to and fro.

Once when I was playing among the sandhills, there came by a tall, grey woman, bending beneath a load of driftwood. She paused when nearly opposite to me, and, facing seaward, fixed her eyes upon the breaking surf above the Bar. Ah, how I hate the sight of your white teeth! she muttered; then turned and passed on.

Another morning, walking through the village, I heard a low wailing come from one of the cottages, while a little farther on a group of women were gathered in the roadway, talking. Ay, said one of them, I thought the Bar was looking hungry last night.

So, putting one and the other together, I concluded that the Bar must be an ogre, such as a body reads of in books, who lived in a coral castle deep below the rivers mouth, and fed upon the fishermen as he caught them going down to the sea or coming home.

From my bedroom window, on moonlight nights, I could watch the silvery foam, marking the spot beneath where he lay hid; and I would stand on tip-toe, peering out, until at length I would come to fancy I could see his hideous form floating below the waters. Then, as the little white-sailed boats stole by him, tremblingly, I used to tremble too, lest he should suddenly open his grim jaws and gulp them down; and when they had all safely reached the dark, soft sea beyond, I would steal back to the bedside, and pray to God to make the Bar good, so that he would give up eating the poor fishermen.

Another incident connected with that coast lives in my mind. It was the morning after a great storm — great even for that stormy coast — and the passion-worn waters were still heaving with the memory of a fury that was dead. Old Nick had scattered his marbles far and wide, and there were rents and fissures in the pebbly wall such as the oldest fisherman had never known before. Some of the hugest stones lay tossed a hundred yards away, and the waters had dug pits here and there along the ridge so deep that a tall man might stand in some of them, and yet his head not reach the level of the sand.

Round one of these holes a small crowd was pressing eagerly, while one man, standing in the hollow, was lifting the few remaining stones off something that lay there at the bottom. I pushed my way between the straggling legs of a big fisher lad, and peered over with the rest. A ray of sunlight streamed down into the pit, and the thing at the bottom gleamed white. Sprawling there among the black pebbles it looked like a huge spider. One by one the last stones were lifted away, and the thing was left bare, and then the crowd looked at one another and shivered.

Wonder how he got there, said a woman at length; somebody must ha helped him.

Some foreign chap, no doubt, said the man who had lifted off the stones; washed ashore and buried here by the sea.

What, six foot below the water-mark, wi all they stones atop of him? said another.

Thats no foreign chap, cried a grizzled old woman, pressing forward. Whats that thats aside him?

Some one jumped down and took it from the stone where it lay glistening, and handed it up to her, and she clutched it in her skinny hand. It was a gold earring, such as fishermen sometimes wear. But this was a somewhat large one, and of rather unusual shape.

Thats young Abram Parsons, I tell ee, as lies down there, cried the old creature, wildly. I ought to know. I gave him the pair o these forty year ago.

It may be only an idea of mine, born of after brooding upon the scene. I am inclined to think it must be so, for I was only a child at the time, and would hardly have noticed such a thing. But it seems to my remembrance that as the old crone ceased, another woman in the crowd raised her eyes slowly, and fixed them on a withered, ancient man, who leant upon a stick, and that for a moment, unnoticed by the rest, these two stood looking strangely at each other.

From these sea-scented scenes, my memory travels to a weary land where dead ashes lie, and there is blackness — blackness everywhere. Black rivers flow between black banks; black, stunted trees grow in black fields; black withered flowers by black wayside. Black roads lead from blackness past blackness to blackness; and along them trudge black, savage-looking men and women; and by them black, old-looking children play grim, unchildish games.

When the sun shines on this black land, it glitters black and hard; and when the rain falls a black mist rises towards heaven, like the hopeless prayer of a hopeless soul.

By night it is less dreary, for then the sky gleams with a lurid light, and out of the darkness the red flames leap, and high up in the air they gambol and writhe — the demon spawn of that evil land, they seem.

Visitors who came to our house would tell strange tales of this black land, and some of the stories I am inclined to think were true. One man said he saw a young bull-dog fly at a boy and pin him by the throat. The lad jumped about with much sprightliness, and tried to knock the dog away. Whereupon the boys father rushed out of the house, hard by, and caught his son and heir roughly by the shoulder. Keep still, thee young — , cant ee! shouted the man angrily; let un taste blood.

Another time, I heard a lady tell how she had visited a cottage during a strike, to find the baby, together with the other children, almost dying for want of food. Dear, dear me! she cried, taking the wee wizened mite from the mothers arms, but I sent you down a quart of milk, yesterday. Hasnt the child had it?

Theer weer a little coom, thank ee kindly, maam, the father took upon himself to answer; but thee see it weer only just enow for the poops.

We lived in a big lonely house on the edge of a wide common. One night, I remember, just as I was reluctantly preparing to climb into bed, there came a wild ringing at the gate, followed by a hoarse, shrieking cry, and then a frenzied shaking of the iron bars.

Then hurrying footsteps sounded through the house, and the swift opening and closing of doors; and I slipped back hastily into my knickerbockers and ran out. The women folk were gathered on the stairs, while my father stood in the hall, calling to them to be quiet. And still the wild ringing of the bell continued, and, above it, the hoarse, shrieking cry.

My father opened the door and went out, and we could hear him striding down the gravel path, and we clung to one another and waited.

After what seemed an endless time, we heard the heavy gate unbarred, and quickly clanged to, and footsteps returning on the gravel. Then the door opened again, and my father entered, and behind him a crouching figure that felt its way with its hands as it crept along, as a blind man might. The figure stood up when it reached the middle of the hall, and mopped its eyes with a dirty rag that it carried in its hand; after which it held the rag over the umbrella-stand and wrung it out, as washerwomen wring out clothes, and the dark drippings fell into the tray with a dull, heavy splut.

My father whispered something to my mother, and she went out towards the back; and, in a little while, we heard the stamping of hoofs — the angry plunge of a spur-startled horse — the rhythmic throb of the long, straight gallop, dying away into the distance.

My mother returned and spoke some reassuring words to the servants. My father, having made fast the door and extinguished all but one or two of the lights, had gone into a small room on the right of the hall; the crouching figure, still mopping that moisture from its eyes, following him. We could hear them talking there in low tones, my father questioning, the other voice thick and interspersed with short panting grunts.

We on the stairs huddled closer together, and, in the darkness, I felt my mothers arm steal round me and encompass me, so that I was not afraid. Then we waited, while the silence round our frightened whispers thickened and grew heavy till the weight of it seemed to hurt us.

At length, out of its depths, there crept to our ears a faint murmur. It gathered strength like the sound of the oncoming of a wave upon a stony shore, until it broke in a Babel of vehement voices just outside. After a few moments, the hubbub ceased, and there came a furious ringing — then angry shouts demanding admittance.

Some of the women began to cry. My father came out into the hall, closing the room door behind him, and ordered them to be quiet, so sternly that they were stunned into silence. The furious ringing was repeated; and, this time, threats mingled among the hoarse shouts. My mothers arm tightened around me, and I could hear the beating of her heart.

The voices outside the gate sank into a low confused mumbling. Soon they died away altogether, and the silence flowed back.

My father turned up the hall lamp, and stood listening.

Suddenly, from the back of the house, rose the noise of a great crashing, followed by oaths and savage laughter.

My father rushed forward, but was borne back; and, in an instant, the hall was full of grim, ferocious faces. My father, trembling a little (or else it was the shadow cast by the flickering lamp), and with lips tight pressed, stood confronting them; while we women and children, too scared to even cry, shrank back up the stairs.

What followed during the next few moments is, in my memory, only a confused tumult, above which my fathers high, clear tones rise every now and again, entreating, arguing, commanding. I see nothing distinctly until one of the grimmest of the faces thrusts itself before the others, and a voice which, like Aarons rod, swallows up all its fellows, says in deep, determined bass, Coom, weve had enow chatter, master. Thee mun give un up, or thee mun get out o th way an well search th house for oursel.

Then a light flashed into my fathers eyes that kindled something inside me, so that the fear went out of me, and I struggled to free myself from my mothers arm, for the desire stirred me to fling myself down upon the grimy faces below, and beat and stamp upon them with my fists. Springing across the hall, he snatched from the wall where it hung an ancient club, part of a trophy of old armour, and planting his back against the door through which they would have to pass, he shouted, Then be damned to you all, hes in this room! Come and fetch him out.

(I recollect that speech well. I puzzled over it, even at that time, excited though I was. I had always been told that only low, wicked people ever used the word damn, and I tried to reconcile things, and failed.)

The men drew back and muttered among themselves. It was an ugly-looking weapon, studded with iron spikes. My father held it secured to his hand by a chain, and there was an ugly look about him also, now, that gave his face a strange likeness to the dark faces round him.

But my mother grew very white and cold, and underneath her breath she kept crying, Oh, will they never come — will they never come? and a cricket somewhere about the house began to chirp.

Then all at once, without a word, my mother flew down the stairs, and passed like a flash of light through the crowd of dusky figures. How she did it I could never understand, for the two heavy bolts had both been drawn, but the next moment the door stood wide open; and a hum of voices, cheery with the anticipation of a period of perfect bliss, was borne in upon the cool night air.

My mother was always very quick of hearing.

* * * * *

Again, I see a wild crowd of grim faces, and my fathers, very pale, amongst them. But this time the faces are very many, and they come and go like faces in a dream. The ground beneath my feet is wet and sloppy, and a black rain is falling. There are womens faces in the crowd, wild and haggard, and long skinny arms stretch out threateningly towards my father, and shrill, frenzied voices call out curses on him. Boys faces also pass me in the grey light, and on some of them there is an impish grin.

I seem to be in everybodys way; and to get out of it, I crawl into a dark, draughty corner and crouch there among cinders. Around me, great engines fiercely strain and pant like living things fighting beyond their strength. Their gaunt arms whirl madly above me, and the ground rocks with their throbbing. Dark figures flit to and fro, pausing from time to time to wipe the black sweat from their faces.

The pale light fades, and the flame-lit night lies red upon the land. The flitting figures take strange shapes. I hear the hissing of wheels, the furious clanking of iron chains, the hoarse shouting of many voices, the hurrying tread of many feet; and, through all, the wailing and weeping and cursing that never seem to cease. I drop into a restless sleep, and dream that I have broken a chapel window, stone-throwing, and have died and gone to hell.

At length, a cold hand is laid upon my shoulder, and I awake. The wild faces have vanished and all is silent now, and I wonder if the whole thing has been a dream. My father lifts me into the dog-cart, and we drive home through the chill dawn.

My mother opens the door softly as we alight. She does not speak, only looks her question. Its all over, Maggie, answers my father very quietly, as he takes off his coat and lays it across a chair; weve got to begin the world afresh.

My mothers arms steal up about his neck; and I, feeling heavy with a trouble I do not understand, creep off to bed.


THE LEASE OF THE CROSS KEYS.

[image: img169.jpg]

THIS STORY IS about a shop: many stories are. One Sunday evening this Bishop had to preach a sermon at St. Pauls Cathedral. The occasion was a very special and important one, and every God-fearing newspaper in the kingdom sent its own special representative to report the proceedings.

Now, of the three reporters thus commissioned, one was a man of appearance so eminently respectable that no one would have thought of taking him for a journalist. People used to put him down for a County Councillor or an Archdeacon at the very least. As a matter of fact, however, he was a sinful man, with a passion for gin. He lived at Bow, and, on the Sabbath in question, he left his home at five oclock in the afternoon, and started to walk to the scene of his labours. The road from Bow to the City on a wet and chilly Sunday evening is a cheerless one; who can blame him if on his way he stopped once or twice to comfort himself with two of his favourite beverage? On reaching St. Pauls he found he had twenty minutes to spare — just time enough for one final nip. Half way down a narrow court leading out of the Churchyard he found a quiet little hostelry, and, entering the private bar, whispered insinuatingly across the counter:

Two of gin hot, if you please, my dear.

His voice had the self-satisfied meekness of the successful ecclesiastic, his bearing suggested rectitude tempered by desire to avoid observation. The barmaid, impressed by his manner and appearance, drew the attention of the landlord to him. The landlord covertly took stock of so much of him as could be seen between his buttoned-up coat and his drawn-down hat, and wondered how so bland and innocent-looking a gentleman came to know of gin.

A landlords duty, however, is not to wonder, but to serve. The gin was given to the man, and the man drank it. He liked it. It was good gin: he was a connoisseur, and he knew. Indeed, so good did it seem to him that he felt it would be a waste of opportunity not to have another twopenorth. Therefore he had a second go; maybe a third. Then he returned to the Cathedral, and sat himself down with his notebook on his knee and waited.

As the service proceeded there stole over him that spirit of indifference to all earthly surroundings that religion and drink are alone able to bestow. He heard the good Bishops text and wrote it down. Then he heard the Bishops sixthly and lastly, and took that down, and looked at his notebook and wondered in a peaceful way what had become of the firstly to fifthly inclusive. He sat there wondering until the people round him began to get up and move away, whereupon it struck him swiftly and suddenly that be had been asleep, and had thereby escaped the main body of the discourse.

What on earth was he to do? He was representing one of the leading religious papers. A full report of the sermon was wanted that very night. Seizing the robe of a passing wandsman, he tremulously inquired if the Bishop had yet left the Cathedral. The wandsman answered that he had not, but that he was just on the point of doing so.

I must see him before he goes! exclaimed the reporter, excitedly.

You cant, replied the wandsman. The journalist grew frantic.

Tell him, he cried, a penitent sinner desires to speak with him about the sermon he has just delivered. To-morrow it will be too late.

The wandsman was touched; so was the Bishop. He said he would see the poor fellow.

As soon as the door was shut the man, with tears in his eyes, told the Bishop the truth — leaving out the gin. He said that he was a poor man, and not in good health, that he had been up half the night before, and had walked all the way from Bow that evening. He dwelt on the disastrous results to himself and his family should he fail to obtain a report of the sermon. The Bishop felt sorry for the man. Also, he was anxious that his sermon should be reported.

Well, I trust it will be a warning to you against going to sleep in church, he said, with an indulgent smile. Luckily, I have brought my notes with me, and if you will promise to be very careful of them, and to bring them back to me the first thing in the morning, I will lend them to you.

With this, the Bishop opened and handed to the man a neat little black leather bag, inside which lay a neat little roll of manuscript.

Better take the bag to keep it in, added the Bishop. Be sure and let me have them both back early to-morrow.

The reporter, when he examined the contents of the bag under a lamp in the Cathedral vestibule, could hardly believe his good fortune. The careful Bishops notes were so full and clear that for all practical purposes they were equal to a report. His work was already done. He felt so pleased with himself that he determined to treat himself to another two of gin, and, with this intent, made his way across to the little public before-mentioned.

Its really excellent gin you sell here, he said to the barmaid when he had finished; I think, my dear, Ill have just one more.

At eleven the landlord gently but firmly insisted on his leaving, and he went, assisted, as far as the end of the court, by the potboy. After he was gone, the landlord noticed a neat little black bag on the seat where he had been lying. Examining it closely, he discovered a brass plate between the handles, and upon the brass plate were engraved the owners name and title. Opening the bag, the landlord saw a neat little roll of manuscript, and across a corner of the manuscript was written the Bishops name and address.

The landlord blew a long, low whistle, and stood with his round eyes wide open gazing down at the open bag. Then he put on his hat and coat, and taking the bag, went out down the court, chuckling hugely as he walked. He went straight to the house of the Resident Canon and rang the bell.

Tell Mr. — , he said to the servant, that I must see him to-night. I wouldnt disturb him at this late hour if it wasnt something very important.

The landlord was ushered up. Closing the door softly behind him, he coughed deferentially.

Well, Mr. Peters (I will call him Peters), said the Canon, what is it?

Well, sir, said Mr. Peters, slowly and deliberately, its about that there lease o mine. I do hope you gentlemen will see your way to makin it twenty-one year instead o fourteen.

God bless the man! cried the Canon, jumping up indignantly, you dont mean to say youve come to me at eleven oclock on a Sunday night to talk about your lease?

Well, not entirely, sir, answered Peters, unabashed; theres another little thing I wished to speak to you about, and thats this — saying which, he laid the Bishops bag before the Canon and told his story.

The Canon looked at Mr. Peters, and Mr. Peters looked at the Canon.

There must be some mistake, said the Canon.

Theres no mistake, said the landlord. I had my suspicions when I first clapped eyes on him. I seed he wasnt our usual sort, and I seed how he tried to hide his face. If he werent the Bishop, then I dont know a Bishop when I sees one, thats all. Besides, theres his bag, and theres his sermon.

Mr. Peters folded his arms and waited. The Canon pondered. Such things had been known to happen before in Church history. Why not again?

Does any one know of this besides yourself? asked the Canon.

Not a livin soul, replied Mr. Peters, as yet.

I think — I think, Mr. Peters, said the Canon, that we may be able to extend your lease to twenty-one years.

Thank you kindly, sir, said the landlord, and departed. Next morning the Canon waited on the Bishop and laid the bag before him.

Oh, said the Bishop cheerfully, hes sent it back by you, has he?

He has, sir, replied the Canon; and thankful I am that it was to me he brought it. It is right, continued the Canon, that I should inform your lordship that I am aware of the circumstances under which it left your hands.

The Canons eye was severe, and the Bishop laughed uneasily.

I suppose it wasnt quite the thing for me to do, he answered apologetically; but there, alls well that ends well, and the Bishop laughed.

This stung the Canon. Oh, sir, he exclaimed, with a burst of fervour, in Heavens name — for the sake of our Church, let me entreat — let me pray you never to let such a thing occur again.

The Bishop turned upon him angrily.

Why, what a fuss you make about a little thing! he cried; then, seeing the look of agony upon the others face, he paused.

How did you get that bag? he asked.

The landlord of the Cross Keys brought it me, answered the Canon; you left it there last night.

The Bishop gave a gasp, and sat down heavily. When he recovered his breath, he told the Canon the real history of the case; and the Canon is still trying to believe it.
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La-ven-ders blue, did-dle, did-dle!
 La-ven-ders green;
When I am king, did-dle, did-dle!
 You shall be queen.

Call up your men, did-dle, did-dle!
 Set them to work;
Some to the plough, did-dle, did-dle!
 Some to the cart.

Some to make hay, did-dle, did-dle!
 Some to cut corn;
While you and I, did-dle, did-dle!
 Keep ourselves warm.


REGINALD BLAKE, FINANCIER AND CAD
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THE ADVANTAGE OF literature over life is that its characters are clearly defined, and act consistently. Nature, always inartistic, takes pleasure in creating the impossible. Reginald Blake was as typical a specimen of the well-bred cad as one could hope to find between Piccadilly Circus and Hyde Park Corner. Vicious without passion, and possessing brain without mind, existence presented to him no difficulties, while his pleasures brought him no pains. His morality was bounded by the doctor on the one side, and the magistrate on the other. Careful never to outrage the decrees of either, he was at forty-five still healthy, though stout; and had achieved the not too easy task of amassing a fortune while avoiding all risk of Holloway. He and his wife, Edith (née Eppington), were as ill-matched a couple as could be conceived by any dramatist seeking material for a problem play. As they stood before the altar on their wedding morn, they might have been taken as symbolising satyr and saint. More than twenty years his junior, beautiful with the beauty of a Raphaels Madonna, his every touch of her seemed a sacrilege. Yet once in his life Mr. Blake played the part of a great gentleman; Mrs. Blake, on the same occasion, contenting herself with a singularly mean rôle — mean even for a woman in love.

The affair, of course, had been a marriage of convenience. Blake, to do him justice, had made no pretence to anything beyond admiration and regard. Few things grow monotonous sooner than irregularity. He would tickle his jaded palate with respectability, and try for a change the companionship of a good woman. The girls face drew him, as the moonlight holds a man who, bored by the noise, turns from a heated room to press his forehead to the window-pane. Accustomed to bid for what he wanted, he offered his price. The Eppington family was poor and numerous. The girl, bred up to the false notions of duty inculcated by a narrow conventionality, and, feminine like, half in love with martyrdom for its own sake, let her father bargain for a higher price, and then sold herself.

To a drama of this description, a lover is necessary, if the complications are to be of interest to the outside world. Harry Sennett, a pleasant-looking enough young fellow, in spite of his receding chin, was possessed, perhaps, of more good intention than sense. Under the influence of Ediths stronger character he was soon persuaded to acquiesce meekly in the proposed arrangement. Both succeeded in convincing themselves that they were acting nobly. The tone of the farewell interview, arranged for the eve of the wedding, would have been fit and proper to the occasion had Edith been a modern Joan of Arc about to sacrifice her own happiness on the altar of a great cause; as the girl was merely selling herself into ease and luxury, for no higher motive than the desire to enable a certain number of more or less worthy relatives to continue living beyond their legitimate means, the sentiment was perhaps exaggerated. Many tears were shed, and many everlasting good-byes spoken, though, seeing that Ediths new home would be only a few streets off, and that of necessity their social set would continue to be the same, more experienced persons might have counselled hope. Three months after the marriage they found themselves side by side at the same dinner-table; and after a little melodramatic fencing with what they were pleased to regard as fate, they accommodated themselves to the customary positions.

Blake was quite aware that Sennett had been Ediths lover. So had half a dozen other men, some younger, some older than himself. He felt no more embarrassment at meeting them than, standing on the pavement outside the Stock Exchange, he would have experienced greeting his brother jobbers after a settling day that had transferred a fortune from their hands into his. Sennett, in particular, he liked and encouraged. Our whole social system, always a mystery to the philosopher, owes its existence to the fact that few men and women possess sufficient intelligence to be interesting to themselves. Blake liked company, but not much company liked Blake. Young Sennett, however, could always be relied upon to break the tediousness of the domestic dialogue. A common love of sport drew the two men together. Most of us improve upon closer knowledge, and so they came to find good in one another.

That is the man you ought to have married, said Blake one night to his wife, half laughingly, half seriously, as they sat alone, listening to Sennetts departing footsteps echoing upon the deserted pavement. Hes a good fellow — not a mere money-grubbing machine like me.

And a week later Sennett, sitting alone with Edith, suddenly broke out with:

Hes a better man than I am, with all my high-falutin talk, and, upon my soul, he loves you. Shall I go abroad?

If you like, was the answer.

What would you do?

Kill myself, replied the other, with a laugh, or run away with the first man that asked me.

So Sennett stayed on.

Blake himself had made the path easy to them. There was little need for either fear or caution. Indeed, their safest course lay in recklessness, and they took it. To Sennett the house was always open. It was Blake himself who, when unable to accompany his wife, would suggest Sennett as a substitute. Club friends shrugged their shoulders. Was the man completely under his wifes thumb; or, tired of her, was he playing some devils game of his own? To most of his acquaintances the latter explanation seemed the more plausible.

The gossip, in due course, reached the parental home. Mrs. Eppington shook the vials of her wrath over the head of her son-in-law. The father, always a cautious man, felt inclined to blame his child for her want of prudence.

Shell ruin everything, he said. Why the devil cant she be careful?

I believe the man is deliberately plotting to get rid of her, said Mrs. Eppington. I shall tell him plainly what I think.

Youre a fool, Hannah, replied her husband, allowing himself the licence of the domestic hearth. If you are right, you will only precipitate matters; if you are wrong, you will tell him what there is no need for him to know. Leave the matter to me. I can sound him without giving anything away, and meanwhile you talk to Edith.

So matters were arranged, but the interview between mother and daughter hardly improved the position. Mrs. Eppington was conventionally moral; Edith had been thinking for herself, and thinking in a bad atmosphere. Mrs. Eppington, grew angry at the girls callousness.

Have you no sense of shame? she cried.

I had once, was Ediths reply, before I came to live here. Do you know what this house is for me, with its gilded mirrors, its couches, its soft carpets? Do you know what I am, and have been for two years?

The elder woman rose, with a frightened pleading look upon her face, and the other stopped and turned away towards the window.

We all thought it for the best, continued Mrs. Eppington meekly.

The girl spoke wearily without looking round.

Oh! every silly thing that was ever done, was done for the best. I thought it would be for the best, myself. Everything would be so simple if only we were not alive. Dont lets talk any more. All you can say is quite right.

The silence continued for a while, the Dresden-china clock on the mantelpiece ticking louder and louder as if to say, I, Time, am here. Do not make your plans forgetting me, little mortals; I change your thoughts and wills. You are but my puppets.

Then what do you intend to do? demanded Mrs. Eppington at length.

Intend! Oh, the right thing of course. We all intend that. I shall send Harry away with a few well-chosen words of farewell, learn to love my husband and settle down to a life of quiet domestic bliss. Oh, its easy enough to intend!

The girls face wrinkled with a laugh that aged her. In that moment it was a hard, evil face, and with a pang the elder woman thought of that other face, so like, yet so unlike — the sweet pure face of a girl that had given to a sordid home its one touch of nobility. As under the lightnings flash we see the whole arc of the horizon, so Mrs. Eppington looked and saw her childs life. The gilded, over-furnished room vanished. She and a big-eyed, fair-haired child, the only one of her children she had ever understood, were playing wonderful games in the twilight among the shadows of a tiny attic. Now she was the wolf, devouring Edith, who was Red Riding Hood, with kisses. Now Cinderellas prince, now both her wicked sisters. But in the favourite game of all, Mrs. Eppington was a beautiful princess, bewitched by a wicked dragon, so that she seemed to be an old, worn woman. But curly-headed Edith fought the dragon, represented by the three-legged rocking-horse, and slew him with much shouting and the toasting-fork. Then Mrs. Eppington became again a beautiful princess, and went away with Edith back to her own people.

In this twilight hour the misbehaviour of the General, the importunity of the family butcher, and the airs assumed by cousin Jane, who kept two servants, were forgotten.

The games ended. The little curly head would be laid against her breast for five minutes love, while the restless little brain framed the endless question that children are for ever asking in all its thousand forms, What is life, mother? I am very little, and I think, and think, until I grow frightened. Oh, mother, tell me, what is life?

Had she dealt with these questions wisely? Might it not have been better to have treated them more seriously? Could life after all be ruled by maxims learned from copy-books? She had answered as she had been answered in her own far-back days of questioning. Might it not have been better had she thought for herself?

Suddenly Edith was kneeling on the floor beside her.

I will try to be good, mother.

It was the old baby cry, the cry of us all, children that we are, till mother Nature kisses us and bids us go to sleep.

Their arms were round each other now, and so they sat, mother and child once more. And the twilight of the old attic, creeping westward from the east, found them again.

The masculine duet had more result, but was not conducted with the finesse that Mr. Eppington, who prided himself on his diplomacy, had intended. Indeed, so evidently ill at ease was that gentleman, when the moment came for talk, and so palpably were his pointless remarks mere efforts to delay an unpleasant subject, that Blake, always direct bluntly though not ill-naturedly asked him, How much?

Mr. Eppington was disconcerted.

Its not that — at least thats not what I have come about, he answered confusedly.

What have you come about?

Inwardly Mr. Eppington cursed himself for a fool, for the which he was perhaps not altogether without excuse. He had meant to act the part of a clever counsel, acquiring information while giving none; by a blunder, he found himself in the witness-box.

Oh, nothing, nothing, was the feeble response, merely looked in to see how Edith was.

Much the same as at dinner last night, when you were here, answered Blake. Come, out with it.

It seemed the best course now, and Mr. Eppington took the plunge.

Dont you think, he said, unconsciously glancing round the room to be sure they were alone, that young Sennett is a little too much about the house?

Blake stared at him.

Of course, we know it is all right — as nice a young fellow as ever lived — and Edith — and all that. Of course, its absurd, but—

But what?

Well, people will talk.

What do they say?

The other shrugged his shoulders.

Blake rose. He had an ugly look when angry, and his language was apt to be coarse.

Tell them to mind their own business, and leave me and my wife alone. That was the sense of what he said; he expressed himself at greater length, and in stronger language.

But, my dear Blake, urged Mr. Eppington, for your own sake, is it wise? There was a sort of boy and girl attachment between them — nothing of any moment, but all that gives colour to gossip. Forgive me, but I am her father; I do not like to hear my child talked about.

Then dont open your ears to the chatter of a pack of fools, replied his son-in-law roughly. But the next instant a softer expression passed over his face, and he laid his hand on the older mans arm.

Perhaps there are many more, but theres one good woman in the world, he said, and thats your daughter. Come and tell me that the Bank of England is getting shaky on its legs, and Ill listen to you.

But the stronger the faith, the deeper strike the roots of suspicion. Blake said no further word on the subject, and Sennett was as welcome as before. But Edith, looking up suddenly, would sometimes find her husbands eyes fixed on her with a troubled look as of some dumb creature trying to understand; and often he would slip out of the house of an evening by himself, returning home hours afterwards, tired and mud-stained.

He made attempts to show his affection. This was the most fatal thing he could have done. Ill-temper, ill-treatment even, she might have borne. His clumsy caresses, his foolish, halting words of tenderness became a horror to her. She wondered whether to laugh or to strike at his upturned face. His tactless devotion filled her life as with some sickly perfume, stifling her. If only she could be by herself for a little while to think! But he was with her night and day. There were times when, as he would cross the room towards her, he grew monstrous until he towered above her, a formless thing such as children dream of. And she would sit with her lips tight pressed, clutching the chair lest she should start up screaming.

Her only thought was to escape from him. One day she hastily packed a few necessaries in a small hand-bag and crept unperceived from the house. She drove to Charing Cross, but the Continental Express did not leave for an hour, and she had time to think.

Of what use was it? Her slender stock of money would soon be gone; how could she live? He would find her and follow her. It was all so hopeless!

Suddenly a fierce desire of life seized hold of her, the angry answer of her young blood to despair. Why should she die, never having known what it was to live? Why should she prostrate herself before this juggernaut of other peoples respectability? Joy called to her; only her own cowardice stayed her from stretching forth her hand and gathering it. She returned home a different woman, for hope had come to her.

A week later the butler entered the dining room, and handed Blake a letter addressed to him in his wifes handwriting. He took it without a word, as though he had been expecting it. It simply told him that she had left him for ever.

* * * * *

The world is small, and money commands many services. Sennett had gone out for a stroll; Edith was left in the tiny salon of their appartement at Fécamp. It was the third day of their arrival in the town. The door was opened and closed, and Blake stood before her.

She rose frightened, but by a motion he reassured her. There was a quiet dignity about the man that was strange to her.

Why have you followed me? she asked.

I want you to return home.

Home! she cried. You must be mad. Do you not know—

He interrupted her vehemently. I know nothing. I wish to know nothing. Go back to London at once. I have made everything right; no one suspects. I shall not be there; you will never see me again, and you will have an opportunity of undoing your mistake — our mistake.

She listened. Hers was not a great nature, and the desire to obtain happiness without paying the price was strong upon her. As for his good name, what could that matter? he urged. People would only say that he had gone back to the evil from which he had emerged, and few would be surprised. His life would go on much as it had done, and she would only be pitied.

She quite understood his plan; it seemed mean of her to accept his proposal, and she argued feebly against it. But he overcame all her objections. For his own sake, he told her, he would prefer the scandal to be connected with his name rather than with that of his wife. As he unfolded his scheme, she began to feel that in acquiescing she was conferring a favour. It was not the first deception he had arranged for the public, and he appeared to be half in love with his own cleverness. She even found herself laughing at his mimicry of what this acquaintance and that would say. Her spirits rose; the play that might have been a painful drama seemed turning out an amusing farce.

The thing settled, he rose to go, and held out his hand. As she looked up into his face, something about the line of his lips smote upon her.

You will be well rid of me, she said. I have brought you nothing but trouble.

Oh, trouble, he answered. If that were all! A man can bear trouble.

What else? she asked.

His eyes travelled aimlessly about the room. They taught me a lot of things when I was a boy, he said, my mother and others — they meant well — which as I grew older I discovered to be lies; and so I came to think that nothing good was true, and that everything and everybody was evil. And then—

His wandering eyes came round to her and he broke off abruptly. Good-bye, he said, and the next moment he was gone.

She sat wondering for a while what he had meant. Then Sennett returned, and the words went out of her head.

* * * * *

A good deal of sympathy was felt for Mrs. Blake. The man had a charming wife; he might have kept straight; but as his friends added, Blake always was a cad.


AN ITEM OF FASHIONABLE INTELLIGENCE
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SPEAKING PERSONALLY, I do not like the Countess of — . She is not the type of woman I could love. I hesitate the less giving expression to this sentiment by reason of the conviction that the Countess of — would not be unduly depressed even were the fact to reach her ears. I cannot conceive the Countess of—s being troubled by the opinion concerning her of any being, human or divine, other than the Countess of — .

But to be honest, I must admit that for the Earl of — she makes an ideal wife. She rules him as she rules all others, relations and retainers, from the curate to the dowager, but the rod, though firmly held, is wielded with justice and kindly intent. Nor is it possible to imagine the Earl of—s living as contentedly as he does with any partner of a less dominating turn of mind. He is one of those weak-headed, strong-limbed, good-natured, childish men, born to be guided in all matters, from the tying of a neck-cloth to the choice of a political party, by their women folk. Such men are in clover when their proprietor happens to be a good and sensible woman, but are to be pitied when they get into the hands of the selfish or the foolish. As very young men, they too often fall victims to bad-tempered chorus girls or to middle-aged matrons of the class from which Pope judged all womankind. They make capital husbands when well managed; treated badly, they say little, but set to work, after the manner of a dissatisfied cat, to find a kinder mistress, generally succeeding. The Earl of — adored his wife, deeming himself the most fortunate of husbands, and better testimonial than such no wife should hope for. Till the day she snatched him away from all other competitors, and claimed him for her own, he had obeyed his mother with a dutifulness bordering on folly. Were the countess to die to-morrow, he would be unable to tell you his mind on any single subject until his eldest daughter and his still unmarried sister, ladies both of strong character, attracted towards one another by a mutual antagonism, had settled between themselves which was to be mistress of him and of his house.

However, there is little fear (bar accidents) but that my friend the countess will continue to direct the hereditary vote of the Earl of — towards the goal of common sense and public good, guide his social policy with judgment and kindness, and manage his estates with prudence and economy for many years to come. She is a hearty, vigorous lady, of generous proportions, with the blood of sturdy forebears in her veins, and one who takes the same excellent good care of herself that she bestows on all others dependent upon her guidance.

I remember, said the doctor — we were dining with the doctor in homely fashion, and our wives had adjourned to the drawing-room to discuss servants and husbands and other domestic matters with greater freedom, leaving us to the claret and the twilight—I remember when we had the cholera in the village — it must be twenty years ago now — that woman gave up the London season to stay down here and take the whole burden of the trouble upon her own shoulders. I do not feel any call to praise her; she liked the work, and she was in her element, but it was good work for all that. She had no fear. She would carry the children in her arms if time pressed and the little ambulance was not at hand. I have known her sit all night in a room not twelve feet square, between a dying man and his dying wife. But the thing never touched her. Six years ago we had the small-pox, and she went all through that in just the same way. I dont believe she has ever had a days illness in her life. She will be physicking this parish when my bones are rattling in my coffin, and she will be laying down the laws of literature long after your statue has become a familiar ornament of Westminster Abbey. Shes a wonderful woman, but a trifle masterful.

He laughed, but I detected a touch of irritation in his voice. My host looked a man wishful to be masterful himself. I do not think he quite relished the calm way in which this grand dame took possession of all things around her, himself and his work included.

Did you ever hear the story of the marriage? he asked.

No, I replied, whose marriage? The earls?

I should call it the countesss, he answered. It was the gossip of the county when I first came here, but other curious things have happened among us to push it gradually out of memory. Most people, I really believe, have quite forgotten that the Countess of — once served behind a bakers counter.

You dont say so, I exclaimed. The remark, I admit, sounds weak when written down; the most natural remarks always do.

Its a fact, said the doctor, though she does not suggest the shop-girl, does she? But then I have known countesses, descended in a direct line from William the Conqueror, who did, so things balance one another. Mary, Countess of — , was, thirty years ago, Mary Sewell, daughter of a Taunton linen-draper. The business, profitable enough as country businesses go, was inadequate for the needs of the Sewell family, consisting, as I believe it did, of seven boys and eight girls. Mary, the youngest, as soon as her brief schooling was over, had to shift for herself. She seems to have tried her hand at one or two things, finally taking service with a cousin, a baker and confectioner, who was doing well in Oxford Street. She must have been a remarkably attractive girl; shes a handsome woman now. I can picture that soft creamy skin when it was fresh and smooth, and the West of England girls run naturally to dimples and eyes that glisten as though they had been just washed in morning dew. The shop did a good trade in ladies lunches — it was the glass of sherry and sweet biscuit period. I expect they dressed her in some neat-fitting grey or black dress, with short sleeves, showing her plump arms, and that she flitted around the marble-topped tables, smiling, and looking cool and sweet. There the present Earl of — , then young Lord C — , fresh from Oxford, and new to the dangers of London bachelordom, first saw her. He had accompanied some female relatives to the photographers, and, hotels and restaurants being deemed impossible in those days for ladies, had taken them to Sewells to lunch. Mary Sewell waited upon the party; and now as many of that party as are above ground wait upon Mary Sewell.

He showed good sense in marrying her, I said, I admire him for it. The doctors sixty-four Lafitte was excellent. I felt charitably inclined towards all men and women, even towards earls and countesses.

I dont think he had much to do with it, laughed the doctor, beyond being, like Barkis, willing. Its a queer story; some people profess not to believe it, but those who know her ladyship best think it is just the story that must be true, because it is so characteristic of her. And besides, I happen to know that it is true.

I should like to hear it, I said.

I am going to tell it you, said the doctor, lighting a fresh cigar, and pushing the box towards me.

* * * * *

I will leave you to imagine the lads suddenly developed appetite for decantered sherry at sixpence a glass, and the familiar currant bun of our youth. He lunched at Sewells shop, he tead at Sewells, occasionally he dined at Sewells, off cutlets, followed by assorted pastry. Possibly, merely from fear lest the affair should reach his mothers ears, for he was neither worldly-wise nor vicious, he made love to Mary under an assumed name; and to do the girl justice, it must be remembered that she fell in love with and agreed to marry plain Mr. John Robinson, son of a colonial merchant, a gentleman, as she must have seen, and a young man of easy means, but of a position not so very much superior to her own. The first intimation she received that her lover was none other than Lord C — , the future Earl of — , was vouchsafed her during a painful interview with his lordships mother.

I never knew it, madam, asserted Mary, standing by the window of the drawing-room above the shop, upon my word of honour, I never knew it

Perhaps not, answered her ladyship coldly. Would you have refused him if you had?

I cannot tell, was the girls answer; it would have been different from the beginning. He courted me and asked me to be his wife.

We wont go into all that, interrupted the other; I am not here to defend him. I do not say he acted well. The question is, how much will compensate you for your natural disappointment?

Her ladyship prided herself upon her bluntness and practicability. As she spoke she took her cheque-book out of her reticule, and, opening it, dipped her pen into the ink. I am inclined to think that the flutter of that cheque-book was her ladyships mistake. The girl had common sense, and must have seen the difficulties in the way of a marriage between the heir to an earldom and a linen-drapers daughter; and had the old lady been a person of discernment, the interview might have ended more to her satisfaction. She made the error of judging the world by one standard, forgetting there are individualities. Mary Sewell came from a West of England stock that, in the days of Drake and Frobisher, had given more than one able-bodied pirate to the service of the country, and that insult of the cheque-book put the fight into her. Her lips closed with a little snap, and the fear fell from her.

I am sorry I dont see my way to obliging your ladyship, she said.

What do you mean, girl? asked the elder woman.

I dont mean to be disappointed, answered the girl, but she spoke quietly and respectfully. We have pledged our word to one another. If he is a gentleman, as I know he is, he will keep his, and I shall keep mine.

Then her ladyship began to talk reason, as people do when it is too late. She pointed out to the girl the difference of social position, and explained to her the miseries that come from marrying out of ones station. But the girl by this time had got over her surprise, and perhaps had begun to reflect that, in any case, a countess-ship was worth fighting for. The best of women are influenced by such considerations.

* * * * *

I am not a lady, I know, she replied quietly, but my people have always been honest folk, well known, and I shall try to learn. I am not wishing to speak disrespectfully of my betters, but I was in service before I came here, maam, as ladys maid, in a place where I saw much of what is called Society. I think I can be as good a lady as some I know, if not better.

The countess began to grow angry again. And who do you think will receive you? she cried, a girl who has served in a pastry-cooks shop!

Lady L — came from behind the bar, Mary answered, and thats not much better. And the Duchess of C — , I have heard, was a ballet girl, but nobody seems to remember it. I dont think the people whose opinion is worth having will object to me for very long. The girl was beginning rather to enjoy the contest.

You profess to love my son, cried the countess fiercely, and you are going to ruin his life. You will drag him down to your own level.

The girl must have looked rather fine at that moment, I should dearly love to have been present.

There will be no dragging down, my lady, she replied, on either side. I do love your son very dearly. He is one of the kindest and best of gentlemen. But I am not blind, and whatever amount of cleverness there may be between us belongs chiefly to me. I shall make it my duty to fit myself for the position of his wife, and to help him in his work. You need not fear, my lady, I shall be a good wife to him, and he shall never regret it. You might find him a richer wife, a better educated wife, but you will never find him a wife who will be more devoted to him and to his interests.

That practically brought the scene to a close. The countess had sense enough to see that she was only losing ground by argument. She rose and replaced her cheque-book in her bag.

I think, my good girl, you must be mad, she said; if you will not allow me to do anything for you, theres an end to the matter. I did not come here to quarrel with you. My son knows his duty to me and to his family. You must take your own course, and I must take mine.

Very well, my lady, said Mary Sewell, holding the door open for her ladyship to pass out, we shall see who wins.

But however brave a front Mary Sewell may have maintained before the enemy, I expect she felt pretty limp when thinking matters calmly over after her ladyships departure. She knew her lover well enough to guess that he would be as wax in the firm hands of his mother, while she herself would not have a chance of opposing her influence against those seeking to draw him away from her. Once again she read through the few schoolboy letters he had written her, and then looked up at the framed photograph that hung above the mantelpiece of her little bedroom. The face was that of a frank, pleasant-looking young fellow, lightened by eyes somewhat large for a man, but spoiled by a painfully weak mouth. The more Mary Sewell thought, the more sure she felt in her own mind that he loved her, and had meant honestly by her. Did the matter rest with him, she might reckon on being the future Countess of — , but, unfortunately for her, the person to be considered was not Lord C — , but the present Countess of — . From childhood, through boyhood, into manhood it had never once occurred to Lord C — to dispute a single command of his mothers, and his was not the type of brain to readily receive new ideas. If she was to win in the unequal contest it would have to be by art, not by strength. She sat down and wrote a letter which under all the circumstances was a model of diplomacy. She knew that it would be read by the countess, and, writing it, she kept both mother and son in mind. She made no reproaches, and indulged in but little sentiment. It was the letter of a woman who could claim rights, but who asked only for courtesy. It stated her wish to see him alone and obtain from his own lips the assurance that he wished their engagement to cease. Do not fear, Mary Sewell wrote, that I shall be any annoyance to you. My own pride would not let me urge you to marry me against your desire, and I care for you too much to cause you any pain. Assure me with your own lips that you wish our engagement to be at an end, and I shall release you without another word.

The family were in town, and Mary sent her letter by a trusty hand. The countess read it with huge satisfaction, and, re-sealing it, gave it herself into her sons hands. It promised a happy solution of the problem. In imagination, she had all the night been listening to a vulgar breach of promise case. She herself had been submitted to a most annoying cross-examination by a pert barrister. Her sons assumption of the name of Robinson had been misunderstood and severely commented upon by the judge. A sympathetic jury had awarded thumping damages, and for the next six months the family title would be a peg on which music-hall singers and comic journalists would hang their ribald jokes. Lord C — read the letter, flushed, and dutifully handed it back to his mother. She made pretence to read it as for the first time, and counselled him to accord the interview.

I am so glad, she said, that the girl is taking the matter sensibly. We must really do something for her in the future, when everything is settled. Let her ask for me, and then the servants will fancy shes a ladys maid or something of that sort, come after a place, and wont talk.

So that evening Mary Sewell, addressed by the butler as young woman, was ushered into the small drawing-room that connects the library of No. — Grosvenor Square with the other reception rooms. The countess, now all amiability, rose to meet her.

My son will be here in a moment, she explained, he has informed me of the purport of your letter. Believe me, my dear Miss Sewell, no one can regret his thoughtless conduct more than I do. But young men will be young men, and they do not stop to reflect that what may be a joke to them may be taken quite seriously by others.

I dont regard the matter as a joke, my lady, replied Mary somewhat curtly.

Of course not, my dear, added the countess, thats what Im saying. It was very wrong of him altogether. But with your pretty face, you will not, I am sure, have long to wait for a husband; we must see what we can do for you.

The countess certainly lacked tact; it must have handicapped her exceedingly.

Thank you, answered the girl, but I prefer to choose my own.

Fortunately — or the interview might have ended in another quarrel — the cause of all the trouble at this moment entered the room, and the countess, whispering a few final words of instruction to him as she passed out, left them together.

Mary took a chair in the centre of the room, at equal distance from both doors. Lord C — , finding any sort of a seat uncomfortable under the circumstances, preferred to stand with his back to the mantelpiece. Dead silence was maintained for a few seconds, and then Mary, drawing the daintiest of handkerchiefs from her pocket, began to cry. The countess must have been a poor diplomatist, or she might have thought of this; or she may have remembered her own appearance on the rare occasions when she herself, a big, raw-boned girl, had attempted the softening influence of tears, and have attached little importance to the possibility. But when these soft, dimpled women cry, and cry quietly, it is another matter. Their eyes grow brighter, and the tears, few and far between, lie like dewdrops on a rose leaf.

Lord C — was as tender-hearted a lout as ever lived. In a moment he was on his knees with his arm round the girls waist, pouring out such halting words of love and devotion as came to his unready brain, cursing his fate, his earldom, and his mother, and assuring Mary that his only chance of happiness lay in his making her his countess. Had Mary liked to say the word at that moment, he would have caught her to his arms, and defied the whole world — for the time being. But Mary was a very practical young woman, and there are difficulties in the way of handling a lover, who, however ready he may be to do your bidding so long as your eyes are upon him, is liable to be turned from his purpose so soon as another influence is substituted for your own. His lordship suggested an immediate secret marriage. But you cannot run out into the street, knock up a clergyman, and get married on the spot, and Mary knew that the moment she was gone his lordships will would revert to his mothers keeping. Then his lordship suggested flight, but flight requires money, and the countess knew enough to keep his lordships purse in her own hands. Despair seized upon his lordship.

Its no use, he cried, it will end in my marrying her.

Whos she? exclaimed Mary somewhat quickly.

His lordship explained the position. The family estates were heavily encumbered. It was deemed advisable that his lordship should marry Money, and Money, in the person of the only daughter of rich and ambitious parvenus, had offered itself — or, to speak more correctly, had been offered.

Whats she like? asked Mary.

Oh, shes nice enough, was the reply, only I dont care for her and she doesnt care for me. It wont be much fun for either of us, and his lordship laughed dismally.

How do you know she doesnt care for you? asked Mary. A woman may be critical of her lovers shortcomings, but at the very least he is good enough for every other woman.

Well, she happens to care for somebody else, answered his lordship, she told me so herself.

That would account for it.

And is she willing to marry you? inquired Mary.

His lordship shrugged his shoulders.

Oh, well, you know, her people want it, he replied.

In spite of her trouble, the girl could not help a laugh. These young swells seemed to have but small wills of their own. Her ladyship, on the other side of the door, grew nervous. It was the only sound she had been able to hear.

Its deuced awkward, explained his lordship, when youre — well, when you are anybody, you know. You cant do as you like. Things are expected of you, and theres such a lot to be considered.

Mary rose and clasped her pretty dimpled hands, from which she had drawn her gloves, behind his neck.

You do love me, Jack? she said, looking up into his face.

For answer the lad hugged her to him very tightly, and there were tears in his eyes.

Look here, Mary, he cried, if I could only get rid of my position, and settle down with you as a country gentleman, Id do it to-morrow. Damn the title, its going to be the curse of my life.

Perhaps in that moment Mary also wished that the title were at the bottom of the sea, and that her lover were only the plain Mr. John Robinson she had thought him. These big, stupid men are often very loveable in spite of, or because of their weakness. They appeal to the mother side of a womans heart, and that is the biggest side in all good women.

Suddenly however, the door opened. The countess appeared, and sentiment flew out. Lord C — , releasing Mary, sprang back, looking like a guilty school-boy.

I thought I heard Miss Sewell go out, said her ladyship in the icy tones that had never lost their power of making her sons heart freeze within him. I want to see you when you are free.

I shant be long, stammered his lordship. Mary — Miss Sewell is just going.

Mary waited without moving until the countess had left and closed the door behind her. Then she turned to her lover and spoke in quick, low tones.

Give me her address — the girl they want you to marry!

What are you going to do? asked his lordship.

I dont know, answered the girl, but Im going to see her.

She scribbled the name down, and then said, looking the boy squarely in the face:

Tell me frankly, Jack, do you want to marry me, or do you not?

You know I do, Mary, he answered, and his eyes spoke stronger than his words. If I werent a silly ass, there would be none of this trouble. But I dont know how it is; I say to myself Ill do, a thing, but the mater talks and talks and—

I know, interrupted Mary with a smile. Dont argue with her, fall in with all her views, and pretend to agree with her.

If you could only think of some plan, said his lordship, catching at the hope of her words, you are so clever.

I am going to try, answered Mary, and if I fail, you must run off with me, even if you have to do it right before your mothers eyes.

What she meant was, I shall have to run off with you, but she thought it better to put it the other way about.

Mary found her involuntary rival a meek, gentle little lady, as much under the influence of her blustering father as was Lord C — under that of his mother. What took place at the interview one can only surmise; but certain it is that the two girls, each for her own ends, undertook to aid and abet one another.

Much to the surprised delight of their respective parents, there came about a change in the attitude hitherto assumed towards one another by Miss Clementina Hodskiss and Lord C — . All objections to his lordships unwilling attentions were suddenly withdrawn by the lady. Indeed, so swift to come and go are the whims of women, his calls were actually encouraged, especially when, as generally happened, they coincided with the absence from home of Mr. and Mrs. Hodskiss. Quite as remarkable was the new-born desire of Lord C — towards Miss Clementina Hodskiss. Marys name was never mentioned, and the suggestion of immediate marriage was listened to without remonstrance. Wiser folk would have puzzled their brains, but both her ladyship and ex-Contractor Hodskiss were accustomed to find all things yield to their wishes. The countess saw visions of a rehabilitated estate, and Clementinas father dreamed of a peerage, secured by the influence of aristocratic connections. All that the young folks stipulated for (and on that point their firmness was supernatural) was that the marriage should be quiet, almost to the verge of secrecy.

No beastly fuss, his lordship demanded. Let it be somewhere in the country, and no mob! and his mother, thinking she understood his reason, patted his cheek affectionately.

I should like to go down to Aunt Janes and be married quietly from there, explained Miss Hodskiss to her father.

Aunt Jane resided on the outskirts of a small Hampshire village, and sat under a clergyman famous throughout the neighbourhood for having lost the roof to his mouth.

You cant be married by that old fool, thundered her father — Mr. Hodskiss always thundered; he thundered even his prayers.

He christened me, urged Miss Clementina.

And Lord knows what he called you. Nobody can understand a word he says.

Id like him to marry me, reiterated Miss Clementina.

Neither her ladyship nor the contractor liked the idea. The latter in particular had looked forward to a big function, chronicled at length in all the newspapers. But after all, the marriage was the essential thing, and perhaps, having regard to some foolish love passages that had happened between Clementina and a certain penniless naval lieutenant, ostentation might be out of place.

So in due course Clementina departed for Aunt Janes, accompanied only by her maid.

Quite a treasure was Miss Hodskisss new maid.

A clean, wholesome girl, said of her Contractor Hodskiss, who cultivated affability towards the lower orders; knows her place, and talks sense. You keep that girl, Clemmy.

Do you think she knows enough? hazarded the maternal Hodskiss.

Quite sufficient for any decent woman, retorted the contractor. When Clemmy wants painting and stuffing, it will be time enough for her to think about getting one of your Ach Himmels or Mon Dieus.

I like the girl myself immensely, agreed Clementinas mother. You can trust her, and she doesnt give herself airs.

Her praises reached even the countess, suffering severely at the moment from the tyranny of an elderly Fraulein.

I must see this treasure, thought the countess to herself. I am tired of these foreign minxes.

But no matter at what cunning hour her ladyship might call, the treasure always happened for some reason or other to be abroad.

Your girl is always out when I come, laughed the countess. One would fancy there was some reason for it.

It does seem odd, agreed Clementina, with a slight flush.

Miss Hodskiss herself showed rather than spoke her appreciation of the girl. She seemed unable to move or think without her. Not even from the interviews with Lord C — was the maid always absent.

The marriage, it was settled, should be by licence. Mrs. Hodskiss made up her mind at first to run down and see to the preliminaries, but really when the time arrived it hardly seemed necessary to take that trouble. The ordering of the whole affair was so very simple, and the treasure appeared to understand the business most thoroughly, and to be willing to take the whole burden upon her own shoulders. It was not, therefore, until the evening before the wedding that the Hodskiss family arrived in force, filling Aunt Janes small dwelling to its utmost capacity. The swelling figure of the contractor, standing beside the tiny porch, compelled the passer-by to think of the dolls house in which the dwarf resides during fair-time, ringing his own bell out of his own first-floor window. The countess and Lord C — were staying with her ladyships sister, the Hon. Mrs. J — , at G — Hall, some ten miles distant, and were to drive over in the morning. The then Earl of — was in Norway, salmon fishing. Domestic events did not interest him.

Clementina complained of a headache after dinner, and went to bed early. The treasure also was indisposed. She seemed worried and excited.

That girl is as eager about the thing, remarked Mrs. Hodskiss, as though it was her own marriage.

In the morning Clementina was still suffering from her headache, but asserted her ability to go through the ceremony, provided everybody would keep away, and not worry her. The treasure was the only person she felt she could bear to have about her. Half an hour before it was time to start for church her mother looked her up again. She had grown still paler, if possible, during the interval, and also more nervous and irritable. She threatened to go to bed and stop there if she was not left quite alone. She almost turned her mother out of the room, locking the door behind her. Mrs. Hodskiss had never known her daughter to be like this before.

The others went on, leaving her to follow in the last carriage with her father. The contractor, forewarned, spoke little to her. Only once he had occasion to ask her a question, and then she answered in a strained, unnatural voice. She appeared, so far as could be seen under her heavy veil, to be crying.

Well, this is going to be a damned cheerful wedding, said Mr. Hodskiss, and lapsed into sulkiness.

The wedding was not so quiet as had been anticipated. The village had got scent of it, and had spread itself upon the event, while half the house party from G — Hall had insisted on driving over to take part in the proceedings. The little church was better filled than it had been for many a long year past.

The presence of the stylish crowd unnerved the ancient clergyman, long unaccustomed to the sight of a strange face, and the first sound of the ancient clergymans voice unnerved the stylish crowd. What little articulation he possessed entirely disappeared, no one could understand a word he said. He appeared to be uttering sounds of distress. The ancient gentlemans infliction had to be explained in low asides, and it also had to be explained why such an one had been chosen to perform the ceremony.

It was a whim of Clementinas, whispered her mother. Her father and myself were married from here, and he christened her. The dear childs full of sentiment. I think it so nice of her.

Everybody agreed it was charming, but wished it were over. The general effect was weird in the extreme.

Lord C — spoke up fairly well, but the brides responses were singularly indistinct, the usual order of things being thus reversed. The story of the naval lieutenant was remembered, and added to, and some of the more sentimental of the women began to cry in sympathy.

In the vestry things assumed a brighter tone. There was no lack of witnesses to sign the register. The verger pointed out to them the place, and they wrote their names, as people in such cases do, without stopping to read. Then it occurred to some one that the bride had not yet signed. She stood apart, with her veil still down, and appeared to have been forgotten. Encouraged, she came forward meekly, and took the pen from the hand of the verger. The countess came and stood behind her.

Mary, wrote the bride, in a hand that looked as though it ought to have been firm, but which was not.

Dear me, said the countess, I never knew there was a Mary in your name. How differently you write when you write slowly.

The bride did not answer, but followed with Susannah.

Why, what a lot of names you must have, my dear! exclaimed the countess. When are you going to get to the ones we all know?

Ruth, continued the bride without answering.

Breeding is not always proof against strong emotion. The countess snatched the brides veil from her face, and Mary Susannah Ruth Sewell stood before her, flushed and trembling, but looking none the less pretty because of that. At this point the crowd came in useful.

I am sure your ladyship does not wish a scene, said Mary, speaking low. The thing is done.

The thing can be undone, and will be, retorted the countess in the same tone. You, you—

My wife, dont forget that, mother, said Lord C — coming between them, and slipping Marys hand on to his arm. We are both sorry to have had to go about the thing in this roundabout way, but we wanted to avoid a fuss. I think we had better be getting away. Im afraid Mr. Hodskiss is going to be noisy.

* * * * *

The doctor poured himself out a glass of claret, and drank it off. His throat must have been dry.

And what became of Clementina? I asked. Did the naval lieutenant, while the others were at church, dash up in a post-chaise and carry her off?

Thats what ought to have happened, for the whole thing to be in keeping, agreed the doctor. I believe as a matter of fact she did marry him eventually, but not till some years later, after the contractor had died.

And did Mr. Hodskiss make a noise in the vestry? I persisted. The doctor never will finish a story.

I cant say for certain, answered my host, I only saw the gentleman once. That was at a shareholders meeting. I should incline to the opinion that he did.

I suppose the bride and bridegroom slipped out as quietly as possible and drove straight off, I suggested.

That would have been the sensible thing for them to do, agreed the doctor.

But how did she manage about her travelling frock? I continued. She could hardly have gone back to her Aunt Janes and changed her things. The doctor has no mind for minutiæ.

I cannot tell you about all that, he replied. I think I mentioned that Mary was a practical girl. Possibly she had thought of these details.

And did the countess take the matter quietly? I asked.

I like a tidy story, where everybody is put into his or her proper place at the end. Your modern romance leaves half his characters lying about just anyhow.

That also I cannot tell you for certain, answered the doctor, but I give her credit for so much sense. Lord C — was of age, and with Mary at his elbow, quite knew his own mind. I believe they travelled for two or three years. The first time I myself set eyes on the countess (née Mary Sewell) was just after the late earls death. I thought she looked a countess, every inch of her, but then I had not heard the story. I mistook the dowager for the housekeeper.


BLASÉ BILLY
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IT WAS TOWARDS the end of August. He and I appeared to be the only two men left to the Club. He was sitting by an open window, the Times lying on the floor beside him. I drew my chair a little closer and remarked:—Good morning.

He suppressed a yawn, and replied Mornin — dropping the g. The custom was just coming into fashion; he was always correct.

Going to be a very hot day, I am afraid, I continued.

Fraid so, was the response, after which he turned his head away and gently closed his eyes.

I opined that conversation was not to his wish, but this only made me more determined to talk, and to talk to him above all others in London. The desire took hold of me to irritate him — to break down the imperturbable calm within which he moved and had his being; and I gathered myself together, and settled down to the task.

Interesting paper the Times, I observed.

Very, he replied, taking it from the floor and handing it to me. Wont you read it?

I had been careful to throw into my voice an aggressive cheeriness which I had calculated would vex him, but his manner remained that of a man who is simply bored. I argued with him politely concerning the paper; but he insisted, still with the same weary air, that he had done with it. I thanked him effusively. I judged that he hated effusiveness.

They say that to read a Times leader, I persisted, is a lesson in English composition.

So Ive been told, he answered tranquilly. Personally I dont take them.

The Times, I could see, was not going to be of much assistance to me. I lit a cigarette, and remarked that he was not shooting. He admitted the fact. Under the circumstances, it would have taxed him to deny it, but the necessity for confession aroused him.

To myself, he said, a tramp through miles of mud, in company with four gloomy men in black velveteen, a couple of depressed-looking dogs, and a heavy gun, the entire cavalcade being organised for the purpose of killing some twelve-and-sixpence worth of poultry, suggests the disproportionate.

I laughed boisterously, and cried, Good, good — very good!

He was the type of man that shudders inwardly at the sound of laughter. I had the will to slap him on the back, but I thought maybe that would send him away altogether.

I asked him if he hunted. He replied that fourteen hours talk a day about horses, and only about horses tired him, and that in consequence he had abandoned hunting.

You fish? I said.

I was never sufficiently imaginative, he answered.

You travel a good deal, I suggested.

He had apparently made up his mind to abandon himself to his fate, for he turned towards me with a resigned air. An ancient nurse of mine had always described me as the most wearing child she had ever come across. I prefer to speak of myself as persevering.

I should go about more, he said, were I able to see any difference between one place and another.

Tried Central Africa? I inquired.

Once or twice, he answered. It always reminds me of Kew Gardens.

China? I hazarded.

Cross between a willow-pattern plate and a New York slum, was his comment.

The North Pole? I tried, thinking the third time might be lucky.

Never got quite up to it, he returned. Reached Cape Hakluyt once.

How did that impress you? I asked.

It didnt impress me, he replied.

The talk drifted to women and bogus companies, dogs, literature, and such-like matters. I found him well informed upon and bored by all.

They used to be amusing, he said, speaking of the first named, until they began to take themselves seriously. Now they are merely silly.

I was forced into closer companionship with Blasé Billy that autumn, for by chance a month later he and I found ourselves the guests of the same delightful hostess, and I came to liking him better. He was a useful man to have about one. In matters of fashion one could always feel safe following his lead. One knew that his necktie, his collar, his socks, if not the very newest departure, were always correct; and upon social paths, as guide, philosopher, and friend, he was invaluable. He knew every one, together with his or her previous convictions. He was acquainted with every womans past, and shrewdly surmised every mans future. He could point you out the coal-shed where the Countess of Glenleman had gambolled in her days of innocence, and would take you to breakfast at the coffee-shop off the Mile End Road where Sam. Smith, Estd. 1820, own brother to the world-famed society novelist, Smith-Stratford, lived an uncriticised, unparagraphed, unphotographed existence upon the profits of rashers at three-hapence and door-steps at two a penny. He knew at what houses it was inadvisable to introduce soap, and at what tables it would be bad form to denounce political jobbery. He could tell you offhand what trade-mark went with what crest, and remembered the price paid for every baronetcy created during the last twenty-five years.

Regarding himself, he might have made claim with King Charles never to have said a foolish thing, and never to have done a wise one. He despised, or affected to despise, most of his fellow-men, and those of his fellow-men whose opinion was most worth having unaffectedly despised him.

Shortly described, one might have likened him to a Gaiety Johnny with brains. He was capital company after dinner, but in the early morning one avoided him.

So I thought of him until one day he fell in love; or to put it in the words of Teddy Tidmarsh, who brought the news to us, got mashed on Gerty Lovell.

The red-haired one, Teddy explained, to distinguish her from her sister, who had lately adopted the newer golden shade.

Gerty Lovell! exclaimed the captain, why, Ive always been told the Lovell girls hadnt a penny among them.

The old mans stone broke, I know for a certainty, volunteered Teddy, who picked up a mysterious but, in other respects, satisfactory income in an office near Hatton Garden, and who was candour itself concerning the private affairs of everybody but himself.

Oh, some rich pork-packing or diamond-sweating uncle has cropped up in Australia, or America, or one of those places, suggested the captain, and Billys got wind of it in good time. Billy knows his way about.

We agreed that some such explanation was needed, though in all other respects Gerty Lovell was just the girl that Reason (not always consulted on these occasions) might herself have chosen for Blasé Billys mate.

The sunlight was not too kind to her, but at evening parties, where the lighting has been well considered, I have seen her look quite girlish. At her best she was not beautiful, but at her worst there was about her an air of breeding and distinction that always saved her from being passed over, and she dressed to perfection. In character she was the typical society woman: always charming, generally insincere. She went to Kensington for her religion and to Mayfair for her morals; accepted her literature from Mudies and her art from the Grosvenor Gallery; and could and would gabble philanthropy, philosophy, and politics with equal fluency at every five-oclock tea-table she visited. Her ideas could always be guaranteed as the very latest, and her opinion as that of the person to whom she was talking. Asked by a famous novelist one afternoon, at the Pioneer Club, to give him some idea of her, little Mrs. Bund, the painters wife, had remained for a few moments with her pretty lips pursed, and had then said:

She is a woman to whom life could bring nothing more fully satisfying than a dinner invitation from a duchess, and whose nature would be incapable of sustaining deeper suffering than that caused by an ill-fitting costume.

At the time I should have said the epigram was as true as it was cruel, but I suppose we none of us quite know each other.

I congratulated Blasé Billy, or to drop his Club nickname and give him the full benefit of his social label, The Hon. William Cecil Wychwood Stanley Drayton, on the occasion of our next meeting, which happened upon the steps of the Savoy Restaurant, and I thought — unless a quiver of the electric light deceived me — that he blushed.

Charming girl, I said. Youre a lucky dog, Billy.

It was the phrase that custom demands upon such occasions, and it came of its own accord to my tongue without costing me the trouble of composition, but he seized upon it as though it had been a gem of friendly sincerity.

You will like her even more when you know her better, he said. She is so different from the usual woman that one meets. Come and see her to-morrow afternoon, she will be so pleased. Go about four, I will tell her to expect you.

I rang the bell at ten minutes past five. Billy was there. She greeted me with a little tremor of embarrassment, which sat oddly upon her, but which was not altogether unpleasing. She said it was kind of me to come so early. I stayed for about half an hour, but conversation flagged, and some of my cleverest remarks attracted no attention whatever.

When I rose to take my leave, Billy said that he must be off too, and that he would accompany me. Had they been ordinary lovers, I should have been careful to give them an opportunity of making their adieus in secret; but in the case of the Honourable William Drayton and the eldest Miss Lovell I concluded that such tactics were needless, so I waited till he had shaken hands, and went downstairs with him.

But in the hall Billy suddenly ejaculated, By Jove! Half a minute, and ran back up the stairs three at a time. Apparently he found what he had gone for on the landing, for I did not hear the opening of the drawing-room door. Then the Honourable Billy redescended with a sober, nonchalent air.

Left my gloves behind me, he explained, as he took my arm. I am always leaving my gloves about.

I did not mention that I had seen him take them from his hat and slip them into his coat-tail pocket.

We at the Club did not see very much of Billy during the next three months, but the captain, who prided himself upon his playing of the rôle of smoking-room cynic — though he would have been better in the part had he occasionally displayed a little originality — was of opinion that our loss would be more than made up to us after the marriage. Once in the twilight I caught sight of a figure that reminded me of Billys, accompanied by a figure that might have been that of the eldest Miss Lovell; but as the spot was Battersea Park, which is not a fashionable evening promenade, and the two figures were holding each others hands, the whole picture being suggestive of the closing chapter of a London Journal romance, I concluded I had made an error.

But I did see them in the Adelphi stalls one evening, rapt in a sentimental melodrama. I joined them between the acts, and poked fun at the play, as one does at the Adelphi, but Miss Lovell begged me quite earnestly not to spoil her interest, and Billy wanted to enter upon a serious argument as to whether a man was justified in behaving as Will Terriss had just behaved towards the woman he loved. I left them and returned to my own party, to the satisfaction, I am inclined to think, of all concerned.

They married in due course. We were mistaken on one point. She brought Billy nothing. But they both seemed quite content on his not too extravagant fortune. They took a tiny house not far from Victoria Station, and hired a brougham for the season. They did not entertain very much, but they contrived to be seen everywhere it was right and fashionable they should be seen. The Honourable Mrs. Drayton was a much younger and brighter person than had been the eldest Miss Lovell, and as she continued to dress charmingly, her social position rose rapidly. Billy went everywhere with her, and evidently took a keen pride in her success. It was even said that he designed her dresses for her, and I have myself seen him earnestly studying the costumes in Russell and Allens windows.

The captains prophecy remained unfulfilled. Blasé Billy — if the name could still be applied to him — hardly ever visited the Club after his marriage. But I had grown to like him, and, as he had foretold, to like his wife. I found their calm indifference to the burning questions of the day a positive relief from the strenuous atmosphere of literary and artistic circles. In the drawing-room of their little house in Eaton Row, the comparative merits of George Meredith and George R. Sims were not considered worth discussion. Both were regarded as persons who afforded a certain amount of amusement in return for a certain amount of cash. And on any Wednesday afternoon, Henrick Ibsen and Arthur Roberts would have been equally welcome, as adding piquancy to the small gathering. Had I been compelled to pass my life in such a house, this Philistine attitude might have palled upon me; but, under the circumstances, it refreshed me, and I made use of my welcome, which I believe was genuine, to its full extent.

As months went by, they seemed to me to draw closer to one another, though I am given to understand that such is not the rule in fashionable circles. One evening I arrived a little before my time, and was shown up into the drawing-room by the soft-footed butler. They were sitting in the dusk with their arms round one another. It was impossible to withdraw, so I faced the situation and coughed. A pair of middle-class lovers could not have appeared more awkward or surprised.

But the incident established an understanding between us, and I came to be regarded as a friend before whom there was less necessity to act.

Studying them, I came to the conclusion that the ways and manners of love are very same-like throughout the world, as though the foolish boy, unheedful of human advance, kept but one school for minor poet and East End shop-boy, for Girton girl and little milliner; taught but the one lesson to the end-of-the-nineteenth-century Johnny that he taught to bearded Pict and Hun four thousand years ago.

Thus the summer and the winter passed pleasantly for the Honourable Billy, and then, as luck would have it, he fell ill just in the very middle of the London season, when invitations to balls and dinner parties, luncheons and At Homes, were pouring in from every quarter; when the lawns at Hurlingham were at their smoothest, and the paddocks at their smartest.

It was unfortunate, too, that the fashions that season suited the Honourable Mrs. Billy as they had not suited her for years. In the early spring, she and Billy had been hard at work planning costumes calculated to cause a flutter through Mayfair, and the dresses and the bonnets — each one a work of art — were waiting on their stands to do their killing work. But the Honourable Mrs. Billy, for the first time in her life, had lost interest in such things.

Their friends were genuinely sorry, for society was Billys element, and in it he was interesting and amusing. But, as Lady Gower said, there was no earthly need for his wife to constitute herself a prisoner. Her shutting herself off from the world could do him no good and it would look odd.

Accordingly the Honourable Mrs. Drayton, to whom oddness was a crime, and the voice of Lady Gower as the voice of duty, sacrificed her inclinations on the social shrine, laced the new costumes tight across her aching heart, and went down into society.

But the Honourable Mrs. Drayton achieved not the success of former seasons. Her small talk grew so very small, that even Park Lane found it unsatisfying. Her famous laugh rang mechanically. She smiled at the wisdom of dukes, and became sad at the funny stories of millionaires. Society voted her a good wife but bad company, and confined its attentions to cards of inquiry. And for this relief the Honourable Mrs. Drayton was grateful, for Billy waned weaker and weaker. In the world of shadows in which she moved, he was the one real thing. She was of very little practical use, but it comforted her to think that she was helping to nurse him.

But Billy himself it troubled.

I do wish you would go out more, he would say. It makes me feel that Im such a selfish brute, keeping you tied up here in this dismal little house. Besides, he would add, people miss you; they will hate me for keeping you away. For, where his wife was concerned, Billys knowledge of the world availed him little. He really thought society craved for the Honourable Mrs. Drayton, and would not be comforted where she was not.

I would rather stop with you, dear, would be the answer; I dont care to go about by myself. You must get well quickly and take me.

And so the argument continued, until one evening, as she sat by herself, the nurse entered softly, closed the door behind her, and came over to her.

I wish you would go out to-night, maam, said the nurse, just for an hour or two. I think it would please the master; he is worrying himself because he thinks it is his fault that you do not; and just now — the woman hesitated for a moment—just now I want to keep him very quiet.

Is he weaker, nurse?

Well, he is not stronger, maam, and I think — I think we must humour him.

The Honourable Mrs. Drayton rose, and, crossing to the window, stood for a while looking out.

But where am I to go, nurse? she said at length, turning with a smile. Ive no invitations anywhere.

Cant you make believe to have one? said the nurse. It is only seven oclock. Say you are going to a dinner-party; you can come home early then. Go and dress yourself, and come down and say good-bye to him, and then come in again about eleven, as though you had just returned.

You think I must, nurse?

I think it would be better, maam. I wish you would try it.

The Honourable Mrs. Drayton went to the door, then paused.

He has such sharp ears, nurse; he will listen for the opening of the door and the sound of the carriage.

I will see to that, said the nurse. I will tell them to have the carriage here at ten minutes to eight. Then you can drive to the end of the street, slip out, and walk back. I will let you in myself.

And about coming home? asked the other woman.

You must slip out for a few minutes before eleven, and the carriage must be waiting for you at the corner again. Leave all that to me.

In half an hour the Honourable Mrs. Drayton entered the sick-room, radiant in evening dress and jewels. Fortunately the lights were low, or Blasé-Billy might have been doubtful as to the effect his wife was likely to produce. For her face was not the face that one takes to dinner-parties.

Nurse tells me you are going to the Grevilles this evening. I am so glad. Ive been worrying myself about you, moped up here right through the season.

He took her hands in his and held her out at arms length from him.

How handsome you look, dear! he said. How they must have all been cursing me for keeping you shut up here, like a princess in an ogres castle! I shall never dare to face them again.

She laughed, well pleased at his words.

I shall not be late, she said. I shall be so anxious to get back and see how my boy has behaved. If you have not been good I shant go again.

They kissed and parted, and at eleven she returned to the room. She told him what a delightful evening it had been, and bragged a little of her own success.

The nurse told her that he had been more cheerful that evening than for many nights.

So every day the farce was played for him. One day it was to a luncheon that she went, in a costume by Redfern; the next night to a ball, in a frock direct from Paris; again to an At Home, or concert, or dinner-party. Loafers and passers-by would stop to stare at a haggard, red-eyed woman, dressed as for a drawing-room, slipping thief-like in and out of her own door.

I heard them talking of her one afternoon, at a house where I called, and I joined the group to listen.

I always thought her heartless, but I gave her credit for sense, a woman was saying. One doesnt expect a woman to be fond of her husband, but she neednt make a parade of ignoring him when he is dying.

I pleaded absence from town to inquire what was meant, and from all lips I heard the same account. One had noticed her carriage at the door two or three evenings in succession. Another had seen her returning home. A third had seen her coming out, and so on.

I could not fit the fact in with my knowledge of her, so the next evening I called. The door was opened instantly by herself.

I saw you from the window, she said. Come in here; dont speak.

I followed her, and she closed the door behind her. She was dressed in a magnificent costume, her hair sparkling with diamonds, and I looked my questions.

She laughed bitterly.

I am supposed to be at the opera to-night, she explained. Sit down, if you have a few minutes to spare.

I said it was for a talk that I had come; and there, in the dark room, lighted only by the street lamp without, she told me all. And at the end she dropped her head on her bare arms; and I turned away and looked out of the window for a while.

I feel so ridiculous, she said, rising and coming towards me. I sit here all the evening dressed like this. Im afraid I dont act my part very well; but, fortunately, dear Billy never was much of a judge of art, and it is good enough for him. I tell him the most awful lies about what everybody has said to me, and what Ive said to everybody, and how my gowns were admired. What do you think of this one?

For answer I took the privilege of a friend.

Im glad you think well of me, she said. Billy has such a high opinion of you. You will hear some funny tales. Im glad you know.

I had to leave London again, and Billy died before I returned. I heard that she had to be fetched from a ball, and was only just in time to touch his lips before they were cold. But her friends excused her by saying that the end had come very suddenly.

I called on her a little later, and before I left I hinted to her what people were saying, and asked her if I had not better tell them the truth.

I would rather you didnt, she answered. It seems like making public the secret side of ones life.

But, I urged, they will think—

She interrupted me.

Does it matter very much what they think?

Which struck me as a very remarkable sentiment, coming from the Hon. Mrs. Drayton, née the elder Miss Lovell.


THE CHOICE OF CYRIL HARJOHN
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BETWEEN A JUNIOR resident master of twenty-one, and a backward lad of fifteen, there yawns an impassable gulf. Between a struggling journalist of one-and-thirty, and an M.D. of twenty-five, with a brilliant record behind him, and a career of exceptional promise before him, a close friendship is however permissible.

My introduction to Cyril Harjohn was through the Rev. Charles Fauerberg.

Our young friend, said the Rev. Mr. Fauerberg, standing in the most approved tutorial attitude, with his hand upon his pupils shoulder, our young friend has been somewhat neglected, but I see in him possibilities warranting hope — warranting, I may say, very great hope. For the present he will be under my especial care, and you will not therefore concern yourself with his studies. He will sleep with Milling and the others in dormitory number two.

The lad formed a liking for me, and I think, and hope, I rendered his sojourn at Alpha House less irksome than otherwise it might have been. The Reverend Charles method with the backward was on all fours with that adopted for the bringing on of geese; he cooped them up and crammed them. The process is profitable to the trainer, but painful to the goose.

Young Harjohn and myself left Alpha House at the end of the same term; he bound for Brasenose, I for Bloomsbury. He made a point of never coming up to London without calling on me, when we would dine together in one of Sohos many dingy, garlic-scented restaurants, and afterwards, over our bottle of cheap Beaune, discuss the coming of our lives; and when he entered Guys I left John Street, and took chambers close to his in Staple Inn. Those were pleasant days. Childhood is an over-rated period, fuller of sorrow than of joy. I would not take my childhood back, were it a gift, but I would give the rest of my life to live the twenties over again.

To Cyril I was the man of the world, and he looked to me for wisdom, not seeing always, I fear, that he got it; while from him I gathered enthusiasm, and learnt the profit that comes to a man from the keeping of ideals.

Often as we have talked, I have felt as though a visible light came from him, framing his face as with the halo of some pictured saint. Nature had wasted him, putting him into this nineteenth century of ours. Her victories are accomplished. Her army of heroes, the few sung, the many forgotten, is disbanded. The long peace won by their blood and pain is settled on the land. She had fashioned Cyril Harjohn for one of her soldiers. He would have been a martyr, in the days when thought led to the stake, a fighter for the truth, when to speak ones mind meant death. To lead some forlorn hope for Civilisation would have been his true work; Fate had condemned him to sentry duty in a well-ordered barrack.

But there is work to be done in the world, though the labour lies now in the vineyard, not on the battlefield. A small but sufficient fortune purchased for him freedom. To most men an assured income is the grave of ambition; to Cyril it was the foundation of desire. Relieved from the necessity of working to live, he could afford the luxury of living to work. His profession was to him a passion; he regarded it, not with the cold curiosity of the scholar, but with the imaginative devotion of the disciple. To help to push its frontiers forward, to carry its flag farther into the untravelled desert that ever lies beyond the moving boundary of human knowledge, was his dream.

One summer evening, I remember, we were sitting in his rooms, and during a silence there came to us through the open window the moaning of the city, as of a tired child. He rose and stretched his arms out towards the darkening streets, as if he would gather to him all the toiling men and women and comfort them.

Oh, that I could help you! he cried, my brothers and my sisters. Take my life, oh God, and spend it for me among your people.

The speech sounds theatrical, as I read it, written down, but to the young such words are not ridiculous, as to us older men.

In the natural order of events, he fell in love, and with just the woman one would expect him to be attracted by. Elspeth Grant was of the type from which the world, by instinct rather than by convention, has drawn its Madonnas and its saints. To describe a woman in words is impossible. Her beauty was not a possession to be catalogued, but herself. One felt it as one feels the beauty of a summers dawn breaking the shadows of a sleeping city, but one cannot set it down. I often met her, and, when talking to her, I knew myself — I, hack-journalist, frequenter of Fleet Street bars, retailer of smoke-room stories — a great gentleman, incapable of meanness, fit for all noble deeds.

In her presence life became a thing beautiful and gracious; a school for courtesy, and tenderness, and simplicity.

I have wondered since, coming to see a little more clearly into the ways of men, whether it would not have been better had she been less spiritual, had her nature possessed a greater alloy of earth, making it more fit for the uses of this work-a-day world. But at the time, these two friends of mine seemed to me to have been created for one another.

She appealed to all that was highest in Cyrils character, and he worshipped her with an unconcealed adoration that, from any man less high-minded, would have appeared affectation, and which she accepted with the sweet content that Artemis might have accorded to the homage of Endymion.

There was no formal engagement between them. Cyril seemed to shrink from the materialising of his love by any thought of marriage. To him she was an ideal of womanhood rather than a flesh-and-blood woman. His love for her was a religion; it had no taint of earthly passion in its composition.

Had I known the world better I might have anticipated the result; for the red blood ran in my friends veins; and, alas, we dream our poems, not live them. But at the time, the idea of any other woman coming between them would have appeared to me folly. The suggestion that that other woman might be Geraldine Fawley I should have resented as an insult to my intelligence: that is the point of the story I do not understand to this day.

That he should be attracted by her, that he should love to linger near her, watching the dark flush come and go across her face, seeking to call the fire into her dark eyes was another matter, and quite comprehensible; for the girl was wonderfully handsome, with a bold, voluptuous beauty which invited while it dared. But considered in any other light than that of an animal, she repelled. At times when, for her ends, it seemed worth the exertion, she would assume a certain wayward sweetness, but her acting was always clumsy and exaggerated, capable of deceiving no one but a fool.

Cyril, at all events, was not taken in by it. One evening, at a Bohemian gathering, the entrée to which was notoriety rather than character, they had been talking together for some considerable time when, wishing to speak to Cyril, I strolled up to join them. As I came towards them she moved away, her dislike for me being equal to mine for her; a thing which was, perhaps, well for me.

Miss Fawley prefers two as company to three, I observed, looking after her retreating figure.

I am afraid she finds you what we should call an anti-sympathetic element, he replied, laughing.

Do you like her? I asked him, somewhat bluntly.

His eyes rested upon her as she stood in the doorway, talking to a small, black-bearded man who had just been introduced to her. After a few moments she went out upon his arm, and then Cyril turned to me.

I think her, he replied, speaking, as was necessary, very low, the embodiment of all that is evil in womanhood. In old days she would have been a Cleopatra, a Theodora, a Delilah. To-day, lacking opportunity, she is the smart woman grubbing for an opening into society — and old Fawleys daughter. Im tired; let us go home.

His allusion to her parentage was significant. Few people thought of connecting clever, handsome Geraldine Fawley with Rogue Fawley, Jew renegade, ex-gaol bird, and outside broker; who, having expectations from his daughter, took care not to hamper her by ever being seen in her company. But no one who had once met the father could ever forget the relationship while talking to the daughter. The older face, with its cruelty, its cunning, and its greed stood reproduced, feature for feature, line for line. It was as though Nature, for an artistic freak, had set herself the task of fashioning hideousness and beauty from precisely the same materials. Between the leer of the man and the smile of the girl, where lay the difference? It would have puzzled any student of anatomy to point it out. Yet the one sickened, while to gain the other most men would have given much.

Cyrils answer to my question satisfied me for the time. He met the girl often, as was natural. She was a singer of some repute, and our social circle was what is commonly called literary and artistic. To do her justice, however, she made no attempt to fascinate him, nor even to be particularly agreeable to him. Indeed, she seemed to be at pains to show him her natural — in other words, her most objectionable side.

Coming out of the theatre one first night, we met her in the lobby. I was following Cyril at some little distance, but as he stopped to speak to her the movement of the crowd placed me just behind them.

Will you be at Leightons to-morrow? I heard him ask her in a low tone.

Yes, she answered, and I wish you wouldnt come.

Why not?

Because youre a fool, and you bore me.

Under ordinary circumstances I should have taken the speech for badinage — it was the kind of wit the woman would have indulged in. But Cyrils face clouded with anger and vexation. I said nothing. I did not wish him to know that I had overheard. I tried to believe that he was amusing himself, but my own explanation did not satisfy me.

Next evening I went to Leightons by myself. The Grants were in town, and Cyril was dining with them. I found I did not know many people, and cared little for those I did. I was about to escape when Miss Fawleys name was announced. I was close to the door, and she had to stop and speak to me. We exchanged a few commonplaces. She either made love to a man or was rude to him. She generally talked to me without looking at me, nodding and smiling meanwhile to people around. I have met many women equally ill-mannered, and without her excuse. For a moment, however, she turned her eyes to mine.

Wheres your friend, Mr. Harjohn? she asked. I thought you were inseparables.

I looked at her in astonishment.

He is dining out to-night, I replied. I do not think he will come.

She laughed. I think it was the worst part about the woman, her laugh; it suggested so much cruelty.

I think he will, she said.

It angered me into an indiscretion. She was moving away. I stepped in front of her and stopped her.

What makes you think so? I asked, and my voice, I know, betrayed the anxiety I felt as to her reply. She looked me straight in the face. There was one virtue she possessed — the virtue that animals hold above mankind — truthfulness. She knew I disliked her — hate would be, perhaps, a more exact expression, did not the word sound out of date, and she made no pretence of not knowing it and returning the compliment.

Because I am here, she answered. Why dont you save him? Have you no influence over him? Tell the Saint to keep him; I dont want him. You heard what I said to him last night. I shall only marry him for the sake of his position, and the money he can earn if he likes to work and not play the fool. Tell him what I have said; I shant deny it.

She passed on to greet a decrepit old lord with a languishing smile, and I stood staring after her with, I fear, a somewhat stupid expression, until some young fool came up grinning, to ask me whether I had seen a ghost or backed a wrong un.

There was no need to wait; I felt no curiosity. Something told me the woman had spoken the truth. It was mere want of motive that made me linger. I saw him come in, and watched him hanging round her, like a dog, waiting for a kind word, or failing that, a look. I knew she saw me, and I knew it added to her zest that I was there. Not till we were in the street did I speak to him. He started as I touched him. We were neither of us good actors. He must have read much in my face, and I saw that he had read it; and we walked side by side in silence, I thinking what to say, wondering whether I should do good or harm, wishing that we were anywhere but in these silent, life-packed streets, so filled with the unseen. It was not until we had nearly reached the Albert Hall that we broke the silence. Then it was he who spoke:

Do you think I havent told myself all that? he said. Do you think I dont know Im a damned fool, a cad, a liar! What the devils the good of talking about it?

But I cant understand it, I said.

No, he replied, because youre a fool, because you have only seen one side of me. You think me a grand gentleman, because I talk big, and am full of noble sentiment. Why, you idiot, the Devil himself could take you in. He has his fine moods, I suppose, talks like a saint, and says his prayers with the rest of us. Do you remember the first night at old Fauerbergs? You poked your silly head into the dormitory, and saw me kneeling by the bedside, while the other fellows stood by grinning. You closed the door softly — you thought I never saw you. I was not praying, I was trying to pray.

It showed that you had pluck, if it showed nothing else, I answered. Most boys would not have tried, and you kept it up.

Ah, yes, he answered, I promised the Mater I would, and I did. Poor old soul, she was as big a fool as you are. She believed in me. Dont you remember, finding me one Saturday afternoon all alone, stuffing myself with cake and jam?

I laughed at the recollection, though Heaven knows I was in no laughing mood. I had found him with an array of pastry spread out before him, sufficient to make him ill for a week, and I had boxed his ears, and had thrown the whole collection into the road.

The Mater gave me half-a-crown a week for pocket-money, he continued, and I told the fellows I had only a shilling, so that I could gorge myself with the other eighteenpence undisturbed. Pah! I was a little beast even in those days!

It was only a schoolboy trick, I argued, it was natural enough.

Yes, he answered, and this is only a mans trick, and is natural enough; but it is going to ruin my life, to turn me into a beast instead of a man. Good God! do you think I dont know what that woman will do for me? She will drag me down, down, down, to her own level. All my ideas, all my ambition, all my lifes work will be bartered for a smug practice, among paying patients. I shall scheme and plot to make a big income that we may live like a couple of plump animals, that we may dress ourselves gaudily and parade our wealth. Nothing will satisfy her. Such women are leeches; their only cry is give, give, give. So long as I can supply her with money she will tolerate me, and to get it for her I shall sell my heart, and my brain, and my soul. She will load herself with jewels, and go about from house to house, half naked, to leer at every man she comes across: that is life to such women. And I shall trot behind her, the laughing stock of every fool, the contempt of every man.

His vehemence made any words I could say sound weak before they were uttered. What argument could I show stronger than that he had already put before himself? I knew his answer to everything I could urge.

My mistake had been in imagining him different from other men. I began to see that he was like the rest of us: part angel, part devil. But the new point he revealed to me was that the higher the one, the lower the other. It seems as if nature must balance her work; the nearer the leaves to heaven, the deeper the roots striking down into the darkness. I knew that his passion for this woman made no change in his truer love. The one was a spiritual, the other a mere animal passion. The memory of incidents that had puzzled me came back to enlighten me. I remembered how often on nights when I had sat up late, working, I had heard his steps pass my door, heavy and uncertain; how once in a dingy quarter of London, I had met one who had strangely resembled him. I had followed him to speak, but the mans bleared eyes had stared angrily at me, and I had turned away, calling myself a fool for my mistake. But as I looked at the face beside me now, I understood.

And then there rose up before my eyes the face I knew better, the eager noble face that to merely look upon had been good. We had reached a small, evil-smelling street, leading from Leicester Square towards Holborn. I caught him by the shoulders and turned him round with his back against some church railings. I forget what I said. We are strange mixtures. I thought of the shy, backward boy I had coached and bullied at old Fauerbergs, of the laughing handsome lad I had watched grow into manhood. The very restaurant we had most frequented in his old Oxford days — where we had poured out our souls to one another, was in this very street where we were standing. For the moment I felt towards him as perhaps his mother might have felt; I wanted to scold him and to cry with him; to shake him and to put my arms about him. I pleaded with him, and urged him, and called him every name I could put my tongue to. It must have seemed an odd conversation. A passing policeman, making a not unnatural mistake, turned his bulls-eye upon us, and advised us sternly to go home. We laughed, and with that laugh Cyril came back to his own self, and we walked on to Staple Inn more soberly. He promised me to go away by the very first train the next morning, and to travel for some four or five months, and I undertook to make all the necessary explanations for him.

We both felt better for our talk, and when I wished him good-night at his door, it was the real Cyril Harjohn whose hand I gripped — the real Cyril, because the best that is in a man is his real self. If there be any future for man beyond this world, it is the good that is in him that will live. The other side of him is of the earth; it is that he will leave behind him.

He kept his word. In the morning he was gone, and I never saw him again. I had many letters from him, hopeful at first, full of strong resolves. He told me he had written to Elspeth, not telling her everything, for that she would not understand, but so much as would explain; and from her he had had sweet womanly letters in reply. I feared she might have been cold and unsympathetic, for often good women, untouched by temptation themselves, have small tenderness for those who struggle. But her goodness was something more than a mere passive quantity; she loved him the better because he had need of her. I believe she would have saved him from himself, had not fate interfered and taken the matter out of her hands. Women are capable of big sacrifices; I think this woman would have been content to lower herself, if by so doing she could have raised him.

But it was not to be. From India he wrote to me that he was coming home. I had not met the Fawley woman for some time, and she had gone out of my mind until one day, chancing upon a theatrical paper, some weeks old, I read that Miss Fawley had sailed for Calcutta to fulfil an engagement of long standing.

I had his last letter in my pocket. I sat down and worked out the question of date. She would arrive in Calcutta the day before he left. Whether it was chance or intention on her part I never knew; as likely as not the former, for there is a fatalism in this world shaping our ends.

I heard no more from him, I hardly expected to do so, but three months later a mutual acquaintance stopped me on the Club steps.

Have you heard the news, he said, about young Harjohn?

No, I replied. Is he married?

Married, he answered, No, poor devil, hes dead!

Thank God, was on my lips, but fortunately I checked myself. How did it happen? I asked.

At a shooting party, up at some Rajahs place. Must have caught his gun in some brambles, I suppose. The bullet went clean through his head.

Dear me, I said, how very sad! I could think of nothing else to say at the moment.


THE MATERIALISATION OF CHARLES AND MIVANWAY
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THE FAULT THAT most people will find with this story is that it is unconvincing. Its scheme is improbable, its atmosphere artificial. To confess that the thing really happened — not as I am about to set it down, for the pen of the professional writer cannot but adorn and embroider, even to the detriment of his material — is, I am well aware, only an aggravation of my offence, for the facts of life are the impossibilities of fiction. A truer artist would have left this story alone, or at most have kept it for the irritation of his private circle. My lower instinct is to make use of it. A very old man told me the tale. He was landlord of the Cromlech Arms, the only inn of a small, rock-sheltered village on the north-east coast of Cornwall, and had been so for nine and forty years. It is called the Cromlech Hotel now, and is under new management, and during the season some four coach-loads of tourists sit down each day to table dhôte lunch in the low-ceilinged parlour. But I am speaking of years ago, when the place was a mere fishing harbour, undiscovered by the guide books.

The old landlord talked, and I hearkened the while we both sat drinking thin ale from earthenware mugs, late one summers evening, on the bench that runs along the wall just beneath the latticed windows. And during the many pauses, when the old landlord stopped to puff his pipe in silence, and lay in a new stock of breath, there came to us the murmuring voices of the Atlantic; and often, mingled with the pompous roar of the big breakers farther out, we would hear the rippling laugh of some small wave that, maybe, had crept in to listen to the tale the landlord told.

The mistake that Charles Seabohn, Junior partner of the firm of Seabohn & Son, civil engineers of London and Newcastle-upon-Tyne, and Mivanway Evans, youngest daughter of the Rev. Thomas Evans, Pastor of the Presbyterian Church at Bristol, made originally, was marrying too young. Charles Seabohn could hardly have been twenty years of age, and Mivanway could have been little more than seventeen, when they first met upon the cliffs, two miles beyond the Cromlech Arms. Young Charles Seabohn, coming across the village in the course of a walking tour, had decided to spend a day or two exploring the picturesque coast, and Mivanways father had hired that year a neighbouring farmhouse wherein to spend his summer vacation.

Early one morning — for at twenty one is virtuous, and takes exercise before breakfast — as young Charles Seabohn lay upon the cliffs, watching the white waters coming and going upon the black rocks below, he became aware of a form rising from the waves. The figure was too far off for him to see it clearly, but judging from the costume, it was a female figure, and promptly the mind of Charles, poetically inclined, turned to thoughts of Venus — or Aphrodite, as he, being a gentleman of delicate taste would have preferred to term her. He saw the figure disappear behind a head-land, but still waited. In about ten minutes or a quarter of an hour it reappeared, clothed in the garments of the eighteen-sixties, and came towards him. Hidden from sight himself behind a group of rocks, he could watch it at his leisure, ascending the steep path from the beach, and an exceedingly sweet and dainty figure it would have appeared, even to eyes less susceptible than those of twenty. Sea-water — I stand open to correction — is not, I believe, considered anything of a substitute for curling tongs, but to the hair of the youngest Miss Evans it had given an additional and most fascinating wave. Natures red and white had been most cunningly laid on, and the large childish eyes seemed to be searching the world for laughter, with which to feed a pair of delicious, pouting lips. Charless upturned face, petrified into admiration, was just the sort of thing for which they were on the look-out. A startled Oh! came from the slightly parted lips, followed by the merriest of laughs, which in its turn was suddenly stopped by a deep blush. Then the youngest Miss Evans looked offended, as though the whole affair had been Charless fault, which is the way of women. And Charles, feeling himself guilty under that stern gaze of indignation, rose awkwardly and apologised meekly, whether for being on the cliffs at all or for having got up too early, he would have been unable to explain.

The youngest Miss Evans graciously accepted the apology thus tendered with a bow, and passed on, and Charles stood staring after her till the valley gathered her into its spreading arms and hid her from his view.

That was the beginning of all things. I am speaking of the Universe as viewed from the standpoint of Charles and Mivanway.

Six months later they were man and wife, or perhaps it would be more correct to say boy and wifelet. Seabohn senior counselled delay, but was overruled by the impatience of his junior partner. The Reverend Mr. Evans, in common with most theologians, possessed a goodly supply of unmarried daughters, and a limited income. Personally he saw no necessity for postponement of the marriage.

The months honeymoon was spent in the New Forest. That was a mistake to begin with. The New Forest in February is depressing, and they had chosen the loneliest spot they could find. A fortnight in Paris or Rome would have been more helpful. As yet they had nothing to talk about except love, and that they had been talking and writing about steadily all through the winter. On the tenth morning Charles yawned, and Mivanway had a quiet half-hours cry about it in her own room. On the sixteenth evening, Mivanway, feeling irritable, and wondering why (as though fifteen damp, chilly days in the New Forest were not sufficient to make any woman irritable), requested Charles not to disarrange her hair; and Charles, speechless with astonishment, went out into the garden, and swore before all the stars that he would never caress Mivanways hair again as long as he lived.

One supreme folly they had conspired to commit, even before the commencement of the honeymoon. Charles, after the manner of very young lovers, had earnestly requested Mivanway to impose upon him some task. He desired to do something great and noble to show his devotion. Dragons was the thing he had in mind, though he may not have been aware of it. Dragons also, no doubt, flitted through Mivanways brain, but unfortunately for lovers the supply of dragons has lapsed. Mivanway, liking the conceit, however, thought over it, and then decided that Charles must give up smoking. She had discussed the matter with her favourite sister, and that was the only thing the girls could think of. Charless face fell. He suggested some more Herculean labour, some sacrifice more worthy to lay at Mivanways feet. But Mivanway had spoken. She might think of some other task, but the smoking prohibition would, in any case, remain. She dismissed the subject with a pretty hauteur that would have graced Marie Antoinette.

Thus tobacco, the good angel of all men, no longer came each day to teach Charles patience and amiability, and he fell into the ways of short temper and selfishness.

They took up their residence in a suburb of Newcastle, and this was also unfortunate for them, because there the society was scanty and middle-aged; and, in consequence, they had still to depend much upon their own resources. They knew little of life, less of each other, and nothing at all of themselves. Of course they quarrelled, and each quarrel left the wound a little more raw. No kindly, experienced friend was at hand to laugh at them. Mivanway would write down all her sorrows in a bulky diary, which made her feel worse; so that before she had written for ten minutes her pretty, unwise head would drop upon her dimpled arm, and the book — the proper place for which was behind the fire — would become damp with her tears; and Charles, his days work done and the clerks gone, would linger in his dingy office and hatch trifles into troubles.

The end came one evening after dinner, when, in the heat of a silly squabble, Charles boxed Mivanways ears. That was very ungentlemanly conduct, and he was heartily ashamed of himself the moment he had done it, which was right and proper for him to be. The only excuse to be urged on his behalf is that girls sufficiently pretty to have been spoilt from childhood by everyone about them can at times be intensely irritating. Mivanway rushed up to her room, and locked herself in. Charles flew after her to apologise, but only arrived in time to have the door slammed in his face.

It had only been the merest touch. A boys muscles move quicker than his thoughts. But to Mivanway it was a blow. This was what it had come to! This was the end of a mans love!

She spent half the night writing in the precious diary, with the result that in the morning she came down feeling more bitter than she had gone up. Charles had walked the streets of Newcastle all night, and that had not done him any good. He met her with an apology combined with an excuse, which was bad tactics. Mivanway, of course, fastened upon the excuse, and the quarrel recommenced. She mentioned that she hated him; he hinted that she had never loved him, and she retorted that he had never loved her. Had there been anybody by to knock their heads together and suggest breakfast, the thing might have blown over, but the combined effect of a sleepless night and an empty stomach upon each proved disastrous. Their words came poisoned from their brains, and each believed they meant what they said. That afternoon Charles sailed from Hull, on a ship bound for the Cape, and that evening Mivanway arrived at the paternal home in Bristol with two trunks and the curt information that she and Charles had separated for ever. The next morning both thought of a soft speech to say to the other, but the next morning was just twenty-four hours too late.

Eight days afterwards Charless ship was run down in a fog, near the coast of Portugal, and every soul on board was supposed to have perished. Mivanway read his name among the list of lost; the child died within her, and she knew herself for a woman who had loved deeply, and will not love again.

Good luck intervening, however, Charles and one other man were rescued by a small trading vessel, and landed in Algiers. There Charles learnt of his supposed death, and the idea occurred to him to leave the report uncontradicted. For one thing, it solved a problem that had been troubling him. He could trust his father to see to it that his own small fortune, with possibly something added, was handed over to Mivanway, and she would be free if she wished to marry again. He was convinced that she did not care for him, and that she had read of his death with a sense of relief. He would make a new life for himself, and forget her.

He continued his journey to the Cape, and once there he soon gained for himself an excellent position. The colony was young, engineers were welcome, and Charles knew his business. He found the life interesting and exciting. The rough, dangerous up-country work suited him, and the time passed swiftly.

But in thinking he would forget Mivanway, he had not taken into consideration his own character, which at bottom was a very gentlemanly character. Out on the lonely veldt he found himself dreaming of her. The memory of her pretty face and merry laugh came back to him at all hours. Occasionally he would curse her roundly, but that only meant that he was sore because of the thought of her; what he was really cursing was himself and his own folly. Softened by the distance, her quick temper, her very petulance became mere added graces; and if we consider women as human beings and not as angels, it was certainly a fact that he had lost a very sweet and lovable woman. Ah! if she only were by his side now — now that he was a man capable of appreciating her, and not a foolish, selfish boy. This thought would come to him as he sat smoking at the door of his tent, and then he would regret that the stars looking down upon him were not the same stars that were watching her, it would have made him feel nearer to her. For, though young people may not credit it, one grows more sentimental as one grows older; at least, some of us do, and they perhaps not the least wise.

One night he had a vivid dream of her. She came to him and held out her hand, and he took it, and they said good-bye to one another. They were standing on the cliff where he had first met her, and one of them was going upon a long journey, though he was not sure which.

In the towns men laugh at dreams, but away from civilisation we listen more readily to the strange tales that Nature whispers to us. Charles Seabohn recollected this dream when he awoke in the morning.

She is dying, he said, and she has come to wish me good-bye.

He made up his mind to return to England at once; perhaps if he made haste he would be in time to kiss her. But he could not start that day, for work was to be done; and Charles Seabohn, lover though he still was, had grown to be a man, and knew that work must not be neglected even though the heart may be calling. So for a day or two he stayed, and on the third night he dreamed of Mivanway again, and this time she lay within the little chapel at Bristol where, on Sunday mornings, he had often sat with her. He heard her fathers voice reading the burial service over her, and the sister she had loved best was sitting beside him, crying softly. Then Charles knew that there was no need for him to hasten. So he remained to finish his work. That done, he would return to England. He would like again to stand upon the cliffs, above the little Cornish village, where they had first met.

Thus a few months later Charles Seabohn, or Charles Denning, as he called himself, aged and bronzed, not easily recognisable by those who had not known him well, walked into the Cromlech Arms, as six years before he had walked in with his knapsack on his back, and asked for a room, saying he would be stopping in the village for a short while.

In the evening he strolled out and made his way to the cliffs. It was twilight when he reached the place of rocks to which the fancy-loving Cornish folk had given the name of the Witches Cauldron. It was from this spot that he had first watched Mivanway coming to him from the sea.

He took the pipe from his mouth, and leaning against a rock, whose rugged outline seemed fashioned into the face of an old friend, gazed down the narrow pathway now growing indistinct in the dim light. And as he gazed the figure of Mivanway came slowly up the pathway from the sea, and paused before him.

He felt no fear. He had half expected it. Her coming was the complement of his dreams. She looked older and graver than he remembered her, but for that the face was the sweeter.

He wondered if she would speak to him, but she only looked at him with sad eyes; and he stood there in the shadow of the rocks without moving, and she passed on into the twilight.

Had he on his return cared to discuss the subject with his landlord, had he even shown himself a ready listener — for the old man loved to gossip — he might have learnt that a young widow lady named Mrs. Charles Seabohn, accompanied by an unmarried sister, had lately come to reside in the neighbourhood, having, upon the death of a former tenant, taken the lease of a small farmhouse sheltered in the valley a mile beyond the village, and that her favourite evenings walk was to the sea and back by the steep footway leading past the Witches Cauldron.

Had he followed the figure of Mivanway into the valley, he would have known that out of sight of the Witches Cauldron it took to running fast till it reached a welcome door, and fell panting into the arms of another figure that had hastened out to meet it.

My dear, said the elder woman, you are trembling like a leaf. What has happened?

I have seen him, answered Mivanway.

Seen whom?

Charles.

Charles! repeated the other, looking at Mivanway as though she thought her mad.

His spirit, I mean, explained Mivanway, in an awed voice. It was standing in the shadow of the rocks, in the exact spot where we first met. It looked older and more careworn; but, oh! Margaret, so sad and reproachful.

My dear, said her sister, leading her in, you are overwrought. I wish we had never come back to this house.

Oh! I was not frightened, answered Mivanway, I have been expecting it every evening. I am so glad it came. Perhaps it will come again, and I can ask it to forgive me.

So next night Mivanway, though much against her sisters wishes and advice, persisted in her usual walk, and Charles at the same twilight hour started from the inn.

Again Mivanway saw him standing in the shadow of the rocks. Charles had made up his mind that if the thing happened again he would speak, but when the silent figure of Mivanway, clothed in the fading light, stopped and gazed at him, his will failed him.

That it was the spirit of Mivanway standing before him he had not the faintest doubt. One may dismiss other peoples ghosts as the phantasies of a weak brain, but one knows ones own to be realities, and Charles for the last five years had mingled with a people whose dead dwell about them. Once, drawing his courage around him, he made to speak, but as he did so the figure of Mivanway shrank from him, and only a sigh escaped his lips, and hearing that the figure of Mivanway turned and again passed down the path into the valley, leaving Charles gazing after it.

But the third night both arrived at the trysting spot with determination screwed up to the sticking point.

Charles was the first to speak. As the figure of Mivanway came towards him, with its eyes fixed sadly on him, he moved from the shadow of the rocks, and stood before it.

Mivanway! he said.

Charles! replied the figure of Mivanway. Both spoke in an awed whisper suitable to the circumstances, and each stood gazing sorrowfully upon the other.

Are you happy? asked Mivanway.

The question strikes one as somewhat farcical, but it must be remembered that Mivanway was the daughter of a Gospeller of the old school, and had been brought up to beliefs that were not then out of date.

As happy as I deserve to be, was the sad reply, and the answer — the inference was not complimentary to Charless deserts — struck a chill to Mivanways heart.

How could I be happy having lost you? went on the voice of Charles.

Now this speech fell very pleasantly upon Mivanways ears. In the first place it relieved her of her despair regarding Charless future. No doubt his present suffering was keen, but there was hope for him. Secondly, it was a decidedly pretty speech for a ghost, and I am not at all sure that Mivanway was the kind of woman to be averse to a little mild flirtation with the spirit of Charles.

Can you forgive me? asked Mivanway.

Forgive you! replied Charles, in a tone of awed astonishment. Can you forgive me? I was a brute — a fool — I was not worthy to love you.

A most gentlemanly spirit it seemed to be. Mivanway forgot to be afraid of it.

We were both to blame, answered Mivanway. But this time there was less submission in her tones. But I was the most at fault. I was a petulant child. I did not know how deeply I loved you.

You loved me! repeated the voice of Charles, and the voice lingered over the words as though it found them sweet.

Surely you never doubted it, answered the voice of Mivanway. I never ceased to love you. I shall love you always and ever.

The figure of Charles sprang forward as though it would clasp the ghost of Mivanway in its arms, but halted a step or two off.

Bless me before you go, he said, and with uncovered head the figure of Charles knelt to the figure of Mivanway.

Really, ghosts could be exceedingly nice when they liked. Mivanway bent graciously towards her shadowy suppliant, and, as she did so, her eye caught sight of something on the grass beside it, and that something was a well-coloured meerschaum pipe. There was no mistaking it for anything else, even in that treacherous light; it lay glistening where Charles, in falling upon his knees had jerked it from his breast-pocket.

Charles, following Mivanways eyes, saw it also, and the memory of the prohibition against smoking came back to him.

Without stopping to consider the futility of the action — nay, the direct confession implied thereby — he instinctively grabbed at the pipe, and rammed it back into his pocket; and then an avalanche of mingled understanding and bewilderment, fear and joy, swept Mivanways brain before it. She felt she must do one of two things, laugh or scream and go on screaming, and she laughed. Peal after peal of laughter she sent echoing among the rocks, and Charles springing to his feet was just in time to catch her as she fell forward a dead weight into his arms.

Ten minutes later the eldest Miss Evans, hearing heavy footsteps, went to the door. She saw what she took to be the spirit of Charles Seabohn, staggering under the weight of the lifeless body of Mivanway, and the sight not unnaturally alarmed her. Charless suggestion of brandy, however, sounded human, and the urgent need of attending to Mivanway kept her mind from dwelling upon problems tending towards insanity.

Charles carried Mivanway to her room, and laid her upon the bed.

Ill leave her with you, he whispered to the eldest Miss Evans. It will be better for her not to see me until she is quite recovered. She has had a shock.

Charles waited in the dark parlour for what seemed to him an exceedingly long time. But at last the eldest Miss Evans returned.

Shes all right now, were the welcome words he heard.

Ill go and see her, he said.

But shes in bed, exclaimed the scandalised Miss Evans.

And then as Charles only laughed, Oh, ah — yes, I suppose — of course, she added.

And the eldest Miss Evans, left alone, sat down and wrestled with the conviction that she was dreaming.


PORTRAIT OF A LADY
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MY WORK PRESSED upon me, but the louder it challenged me — such is the heart of the timid fighter — the less stomach I felt for the contest. I wrestled with it in my study, only to be driven to my books. I walked out to meet it in the streets, only to seek shelter from it in music-hall or theatre. Thereupon it waxed importunate and over-bearing, till the shadow of it darkened all my doings. The thought of it sat beside me at the table, and spoilt my appetite. The memory of it followed me abroad, and stood between me and my friends, so that all talk died upon my lips, and I moved among men as one ghost-ridden.

Then the throbbing town, with its thousand distracting voices, grew maddening to me. I felt the need of converse with solitude, that master and teacher of all the arts, and I bethought me of the Yorkshire Wolds, where a man may walk all day, meeting no human creature, hearing no voice but the curlews cry; where, lying prone upon the sweet grass, he may feel the pulsation of the earth, travelling at its eleven hundred miles a minute through the ether. So one morning I bundled many things, some needful, more needless, into a bag, hurrying lest somebody or something should happen to stay me, and that night I lay in a small northern town that stands upon the borders of smokedom at the gate of the great moors; and at seven the next morning I took my seat beside a one-eyed carrier behind an ancient piebald mare. The one-eyed carrier cracked his whip, the piebald horse jogged forward. The nineteenth century, with its turmoil, fell away behind us; the distant hills, creeping nearer, swallowed us up, and we became but a moving speck upon the face of the quiet earth.

Late in the afternoon we arrived at a village, the memory of which had been growing in my mind. It lies in the triangle formed by the sloping walls of three great fells, and not even the telegraph wire has reached it yet, to murmur to it whispers of the restless world — or had not at the time of which I write. Nought disturbs it save, once a day, the one-eyed carrier — if he and his piebald mare have not yet laid their ancient bones to rest — who, passing through, leaves a few letters and parcels to be called for by the people of the scattered hill-farms round about. It is the meeting-place of two noisy brooks. Through the sleepy days and the hushed nights, one hears them ever chattering to themselves as children playing alone some game of make-believe. Coming from their far-off homes among the hills, they mingle their waters here, and journey on in company, and then their converse is more serious, as becomes those who have joined hands and are moving onward towards life together. Later they reach sad, weary towns, black beneath a never-lifted pall of smoke, where day and night the clang of iron drowns all human voices, where the children play with ashes, where the men and women have dull, patient faces; and so on, muddy and stained, to the deep sea that ceaselessly calls to them. Here, however, their waters are fresh and clear, and their passing makes the only stir that the valley has ever known. Surely, of all peaceful places, this was the one where a tired worker might find strength.

My one-eyed friend had suggested I should seek lodgings at the house of one Mistress Cholmondley, a widow lady, who resided with her only daughter in the white-washed cottage that is the last house in the village, if you take the road that leads over Coll Fell.

Tha can see th house from here, by reason o its standing so high above tothers, said the carrier, pointing with his whip. Its theer or nowhere, awm thinking, for folks dont often coom seeking lodgings in these parts.

The tiny dwelling, half smothered in June roses, looked idyllic, and after a lunch of bread and cheese at the little inn I made my way to it by the path that passes through the churchyard. I had conjured up the vision of a stout, pleasant, comfort-radiating woman, assisted by some bright, fresh girl, whose rosy cheeks and sunburnt hands would help me banish from my mind all clogging recollections of the town; and hopeful, I pushed back the half-opened door and entered.

The cottage was furnished with a taste that surprised me, but in themselves my hosts disappointed me. My bustling, comely housewife turned out a wizened, blear-eyed dame. All day long she dozed in her big chair, or crouched with shrivelled hands spread out before the fire. My dream of winsome maidenhood vanished before the reality of a weary-looking, sharp-featured woman of between forty and fifty. Perhaps there had been a time when the listless eyes had sparkled with roguish merriment, when the shrivelled, tight-drawn lips had pouted temptingly; but spinsterhood does not sweeten the juices of a woman, and strong country air, though, like old ale, it is good when taken occasionally, dulls the brain if lived upon. A narrow, uninteresting woman I found her, troubled with a shyness that sat ludicrously upon her age, and that yet failed to save her from the landladys customary failing of loquacity concerning better days, together with an irritating, if harmless, affectation of youthfulness.

All other details were, however, most satisfactory; and at the window commanding the road that leads through the valley towards the distant world I settled down to face my work.

But the spirit of industry, once driven forth, returns with coy steps. I wrote for perhaps an hour, and then throwing down my halting pen I looked about the room, seeking distraction. A Chippendale book-case stood against the wall and I strolled over to it. The key was in the lock, and opening its glass doors, I examined the well-filled shelves. They held a curious collection: miscellanies with quaint, glazed bindings; novels and poems; whose authors I had never heard of; old magazines long dead, their very names forgotten; keepsakes and annuals, redolent of an age of vastly pretty sentiments and lavender-coloured silks. On the top shelf, however, was a volume of Keats wedged between a number of the Evangelical Rambler and Youngs Night Thoughts, and standing on tip-toe, I sought to draw it from its place.

The book was jambed so tightly that my efforts brought two or three others tumbling about me, covering me with a cloud of fine dust, and to my feet there fell, with a rattle of glass and metal, a small miniature painting, framed in black wood.

I picked it up, and, taking it to the window, examined it. It was the picture of a young girl, dressed in the fashion of thirty years ago — I mean thirty years ago then. I fear it must be nearer fifty, speaking as from now — when our grandmothers wore corkscrew curls, and low-cut bodices that one wonders how they kept from slipping down. The face was beautiful, not merely with the conventional beauty of tiresome regularity and impossible colouring such as one finds in all miniatures, but with soul behind the soft deep eyes. As I gazed, the sweet lips seemed to laugh at me, and yet there lurked a sadness in the smile, as though the artist, in some rare moment, had seen the coming shadow of life across the sunshine of the face. Even my small knowledge of Art told me that the work was clever, and I wondered why it should have lain so long neglected, when as a mere ornament it was valuable. It must have been placed in the book-case years ago by someone, and forgotten.

I replaced it among its dusty companions, and sat down once more to my work. But between me and the fading light came the face of the miniature, and would not be banished. Wherever I turned it looked out at me from the shadows. I am not naturally fanciful, and the work I was engaged upon — the writing of a farcical comedy — was not of the kind to excite the dreamy side of a mans nature. I grew angry with myself, and made a further effort to fix my mind upon the paper in front of me. But my thoughts refused to return from their wanderings. Once, glancing back over my shoulder, I could have sworn I saw the original of the picture sitting in the big chintz-covered chair in the far corner. It was dressed in a faded lilac frock, trimmed with some old lace, and I could not help noticing the beauty of the folded hands, though in the portrait only the head and shoulders had been drawn.

Next morning I had forgotten the incident, but with the lighting of the lamp the memory of it awoke within me, and my interest grew so strong that again I took the miniature from its hiding-place and looked at it.

And then the knowledge suddenly came to me that I knew the face. Where had I seen her, and when? I had met her and spoken to her. The picture smiled at me, as if rallying me on my forgetfulness. I put it back upon its shelf, and sat racking my brains trying to recollect. We had met somewhere — in the country — a long time ago, and had talked of common-place things. To the vision of her clung the scent of roses and the murmuring voices of haymakers. Why had I never seen her again? Why had she passed so completely out of my mind?

My landlady entered to lay my supper, and I questioned her assuming a careless tone. Reason with or laugh at myself as I would, this shadowy memory was becoming a romance to me. It was as though I were talking of some loved, dead friend, even to speak of whom to commonplace people was a sacrilege. I did not want the woman to question me in return.

Oh, yes, answered my landlady. Ladies had often lodged with her. Sometimes people stayed the whole summer, wandering about the woods and fells, but to her thinking the great hills were lonesome. Some of her lodgers had been young ladies, but she could not remember any of them having impressed her with their beauty. But then it was said women were never a judge of other women. They had come and gone. Few had ever returned, and fresh faces drove out the old.

You have been letting lodgings for a long time? I asked. I suppose it could be fifteen — twenty years ago that strangers to you lived in this room?

Longer than that, she said quietly, dropping for the moment all affectation. We came here from the farm when my father died. He had had losses, and there was but little left. That is twenty-seven years ago now.

I hastened to close the conversation, fearing long-winded recollections of better days. I have heard such so often from one landlady and another. I had not learnt much. Who was the original of the miniature, how it came to be lying forgotten in the dusty book-case were still mysteries; and with a strange perversity I could not have explained to myself I shrank from putting a direct question.

So two days more passed by. My work took gradually a firmer grip upon my mind, and the face of the miniature visited me less often. But in the evening of the third day, which was a Sunday, a curious thing happened.

I was returning from a stroll, and dusk was falling as I reached the cottage. I had been thinking of my farce, and I was laughing to myself at a situation that seemed to me comical, when, passing the window of my room, I saw looking out the sweet fair face that had become so familiar to me. It stood close to the latticed panes, a slim, girlish figure, clad in the old-fashioned lilac-coloured frock in which I had imagined it on the first night of my arrival, the beautiful hands clasped across the breast, as then they had been folded on the lap. Her eyes were gazing down the road that passes through the village and goes south, but they seemed to be dreaming, not seeing, and the sadness in them struck upon one almost as a cry. I was close to the window, but the hedge screened me, and I remained watching, until, after a minute I suppose, though it appeared longer, the figure drew back into the darkness of the room and disappeared.

I entered, but the room was empty. I called, but no one answered. The uncomfortable suggestion took hold of me that I must be growing a little crazy. All that had gone before I could explain to myself as a mere train of thought, but this time it had come to me suddenly, uninvited, while my thoughts had been busy elsewhere. This thing had appeared not to my brain but to my senses. I am not a believer in ghosts, but I am in the hallucinations of a weak mind, and my own explanation was in consequence not very satisfactory to myself.

I tried to dismiss the incident, but it would not leave me, and later that same evening something else occurred that fixed it still clearer in my thoughts. I had taken out two or three books at random with which to amuse myself, and turning over the leaves of one of them, a volume of verses by some obscure poet, I found its sentimental passages much scored and commented upon in pencil as was common fifty years ago — as may be common now, for your Fleet Street cynic has not altered the world and its ways to quite the extent that he imagines.

One poem in particular had evidently appealed greatly to the readers sympathies. It was the old, old story of the gallant who woos and rides away, leaving the maiden to weep. The poetry was poor, and at another time its conventionality would have excited only my ridicule. But, reading it in conjunction with the quaint, naive notes scattered about its margins, I felt no inclination to jeer. These hackneyed stories that we laugh at are deep profundities to the many who find in them some shadow of their own sorrows, and she — for it was a womans handwriting — to whom this book belonged had loved its trite verses, because in them she had read her own heart. This, I told myself, was her story also. A common enough story in life as in literature, but novel to those who live it.

There was no reason for my connecting her with the original of the miniature, except perhaps a subtle relationship between the thin nervous handwriting and the mobile features; yet I felt instinctively they were one and the same, and that I was tracing, link by link, the history of my forgotten friend.

I felt urged to probe further, and next morning while my landlady was clearing away my breakfast things, I fenced round the subject once again.

By the way, I said, while I think of it, if I leave any books or papers here behind me, send them on at once. I have a knack of doing that sort of thing. I suppose, I added, your lodgers often do leave some of their belongings behind them.

It sounded to myself a clumsy ruse. I wondered if she would suspect what was behind it.

Not often, she answered. Never that I can remember, except in the case of one poor lady who died here.

I glanced up quickly.

In this room? I asked.

My landlady seemed troubled at my tone.

Well, not exactly in this very room. We carried her upstairs, but she died immediately. She was dying when she came here. I should not have taken her in had I known. So many people are prejudiced against a house where death has occurred, as if there were anywhere it had not. It was not quite fair to us.

I did not speak for a while, and the rattle of the plates and knives continued undisturbed.

What did she leave here? I asked at length.

Oh, just a few books and photographs, and such-like small things that people bring with them to lodgings, was the reply. Her people promised to send for them, but they never did, and I suppose I forgot them. They were not of any value.

The woman turned as she was leaving the room.

It wont drive you away, sir, I hope, what I have told you, she said. It all happened a long while ago.

Of course not, I answered. It interested me, that was all. And the woman went out, closing the door behind her.

So here was the explanation, if I chose to accept it. I sat long that morning, wondering to myself whether things I had learnt to laugh at could be after all realities. And a day or two afterwards I made a discovery that confirmed all my vague surmises.

Rummaging through this same dusty book-case, I found in one of the ill-fitting drawers, beneath a heap of torn and tumbled books, a diary belonging to the fifties, stuffed with many letters and shapeless flowers, pressed between stained pages; and there — for the writer of stories, tempted by human documents, is weak — in faded ink, brown and withered like the flowers, I read the story I already knew.

Such a very old story it was, and so conventional. He was an artist — was ever story of this type written where the hero was not an artist? They had been children together, loving each other without knowing it till one day it was revealed to them. Here is the entry: — 

May 18th. — I do not know what to say, or how to begin. Chris loves me. I have been praying to God to make me worthy of him, and dancing round the room in my bare feet for fear of waking them below. He kissed my hands and clasped them round his neck, saying they were beautiful as the hands of a goddess, and he knelt and kissed them again. I am holding them before me and kissing them myself. I am glad they are so beautiful. O God, why are you so good to me? Help me to be a true wife to him. Help me that I may never give him an instants pain! Oh, that I had more power of loving, that I might love him better, — and thus foolish thoughts for many pages, but foolish thoughts of the kind that has kept this worn old world, hanging for so many ages in space, from turning sour.

Later, in February, there is another entry that carries on the story: — 

Chris left this morning. He put a little packet into my hands at the last moment, saying it was the most precious thing he possessed, and that when I looked at it I was to think of him who loved it. Of course I guessed what it was, but I did not open it till I was alone in my room. It is the picture of myself that he has been so secret about, but oh, so beautiful. I wonder if I am really as beautiful as this. But I wish he had not made me look so sad. I am kissing the little lips. I love them, because he loved to kiss them. Oh, sweetheart! it will be long before you kiss them again. Of course it was right for him to go, and I am glad he has been able to manage it. He could not study properly in this quiet country place, and now he will be able to go to Paris and Rome and he will be great. Even the stupid people here see how clever he is. But, oh, it will be so long before I see him again, my love! my king!

With each letter that comes from him, similar foolish rhapsodies are written down, but these letters of his, I gather, as I turn the pages, grow after a while colder and fewer, and a chill fear that dare not be penned creeps in among the words.

March 12th. Six weeks and no letter from Chris, and, oh dear! I am so hungry for one, for the last I have almost kissed to pieces. I suppose he will write more often when he gets to London. He is working hard, I know, and it is selfish of me to expect him to write more often, but I would sit up all night for a week rather than miss writing to him. I suppose men are not like that. O God, help me, help me, whatever happens! How foolish I am to-night! He was always careless. I will punish him for it when he comes back, but not very much.

Truly enough a conventional story.

Letters do come from him after that, but apparently they are less and less satisfactory, for the diary grows angry and bitter, and the faded writing is blotted at times with tears. Then towards the end of another year there comes this entry, written in a hand of strange neatness and precision: — 

It is all over now. I am glad it is finished. I have written to him, giving him up. I have told him I have ceased to care for him, and that it is better we should both be free. It is best that way. He would have had to ask me to release him, and that would have given him pain. He was always gentle. Now he will be able to marry her with an easy conscience, and he need never know what I have suffered. She is more fitted for him than I am. I hope he will be happy. I think I have done the right thing.

A few lines follow, left blank, and then the writing is resumed, but in a stronger, more vehement hand.

Why do I lie to myself? I hate her! I would kill her if I could. I hope she will make him wretched, and that he will come to hate her as I do, and that she will die! Why did I let them persuade me to send that lying letter? He will show it to her, and she will see through it and laugh at me. I could have held him to his promise; he could not have got out of it.

What do I care about dignity, and womanliness, and right, and all the rest of the canting words! I want him. I want his kisses and his arms about me. He is mine! He loved me once! I have only given him up because I thought it a fine thing to play the saint. It is only an acted lie. I would rather be evil, and he loved me. Why do I deceive myself? I want him. I care for nothing else at the bottom of my heart — his love, his kisses!

And towards the end. My God, what am I saying? Have I no shame, no strength? O God, help me!

* * * * *

And there the diary closes.

I looked among the letters lying between the pages of the book. Most of them were signed simply Chris. or Christopher. But one gave his name in full, and it was a name I know well as that of a famous man, whose hand I have often shaken. I thought of his hard-featured, handsome wife, and of his great chill place, half house, half exhibition, in Kensington, filled constantly with its smart, chattering set, among whom he seemed always to be the uninvited guest; of his weary face and bitter tongue. And thinking thus there rose up before me the sweet, sad face of the woman of the miniature, and, meeting her eyes as she smiled at me from out of the shadows, I looked at her my wonder.

I took the miniature from its shelf. There would be no harm now in learning her name. So I stood with it in my hand till a little later my landlady entered to lay the cloth.

I tumbled this out of your book-case, I said, in reaching down some books. It is someone I know, someone I have met, but I cannot think where. Do you know who it is?

The woman took it from my hand, and a faint flush crossed her withered face. I had lost it, she answered. I never thought of looking there. Its a portrait of myself, painted years ago, by a friend.

I looked from her to the miniature, as she stood among the shadows, with the lamplight falling on her face, and saw her perhaps for the first time.

How stupid of me, I answered. Yes, I see the likeness now.


THE MAN WHO WOULD MANAGE
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IT HAS BEEN told me by those in a position to know — and I can believe it — that at nineteen months of age he wept because his grandmother would not allow him to feed her with a spoon, and that at three and a half he was fished, in an exhausted condition, out of the water-butt, whither he had climbed for the purpose of teaching a frog to swim.

Two years later he permanently injured his left eye, showing the cat how to carry kittens without hurting them, and about the same period was dangerously stung by a bee while conveying it from a flower where, as it seemed to him, it was only wasting its time, to one more rich in honey-making properties.

His desire was always to help others. He would spend whole mornings explaining to elderly hens how to hatch eggs, and would give up an afternoons black-berrying to sit at home and crack nuts for his pet squirrel. Before he was seven he would argue with his mother upon the management of children, and reprove his father for the way he was bringing him up.

As a child nothing could afford him greater delight than minding other children, or them less. He would take upon himself this harassing duty entirely of his own accord, without hope of reward or gratitude. It was immaterial to him whether the other children were older than himself or younger, stronger or weaker, whenever and wherever he found them he set to work to mind them. Once, during a school treat, piteous cries were heard coming from a distant part of the wood, and upon search being made, he was discovered prone upon the ground, with a cousin of his, a boy twice his own weight, sitting upon him and steadily whacking him. Having rescued him, the teacher said:

Why dont you keep with the little boys? What are you doing along with him?

Please, sir, was the answer, I was minding him.

He would have minded Noah if he had got hold of him.

He was a good-natured lad, and at school he was always willing for the whole class to copy from his slate — indeed he would urge them to do so. He meant it kindly, but inasmuch as his answers were invariably quite wrong — with a distinctive and inimitable wrongness peculiar to himself — the result to his followers was eminently unsatisfactory; and with the shallowness of youth that, ignoring motives, judges solely from results, they would wait for him outside and punch him.

All his energies went to the instruction of others, leaving none for his own purposes. He would take callow youths to his chambers and teach them to box.

Now, try and hit me on the nose, he would say, standing before them in an attitude of defence. Dont be afraid. Hit as hard as ever you can.

And they would do it. And so soon as he had recovered from his surprise, and a little lessened the bleeding, he would explain to them how they had done it all wrong, and how easily he could have stopped the blow if they had only hit him properly.

Twice at golf he lamed himself for over a week, showing a novice how to drive; and at cricket on one occasion I remember seeing his middle stump go down like a ninepin just as he was explaining to the bowler how to get the balls in straight. After which he had a long argument with the umpire as to whether he was in or out.

He has been known, during a stormy Channel passage, to rush excitedly upon the bridge in order to inform the captain that he had just seen a light about two miles away to the left; and if he is on the top of an omnibus he generally sits beside the driver, and points out to him the various obstacles likely to impede their progress.

It was upon an omnibus that my own personal acquaintanceship with him began. I was sitting behind two ladies when the conductor came up to collect fares. One of them handed him a sixpence telling him to take to Piccadilly Circus, which was twopence.

No, said the other lady to her friend, handing the man a shilling, I owe you sixpence, you give me fourpence and Ill pay for the two.

The conductor took the shilling, punched two twopenny tickets, and then stood trying to think it out.

Thats right, said the lady who had spoken last, give my friend fourpence.

The conductor did so.

Now you give that fourpence to me.

The friend handed it to her.

And you, she concluded to the conductor, give me eightpence, then we shall be all right.

The conductor doled out to her the eightpence — the sixpence he had taken from the first lady, with a penny and two halfpennies out of his own bag — distrustfully, and retired, muttering something about his duties not including those of a lightning calculator.

Now, said the elder lady to the younger, I owe you a shilling.

I deemed the incident closed, when suddenly a florid gentleman on the opposite seat called out in stentorian tones: — 

Hi, conductor! youve cheated these ladies out of fourpence.

Oos cheated oo out o fourpence? replied the indignant conductor from the top of the steps, it was a twopenny fare.

Two twopences dont make eightpence, retorted the florid gentleman hotly. How much did you give the fellow, my dear? he asked, addressing the first of the young ladies.

I gave him sixpence, replied the lady, examining her purse. And then I gave you fourpence, you know, she added, addressing her companion.

Thats a dear two penoth, chimed in a common-looking man on the seat behind.

Oh, thats impossible, dear, returned the other, because I owed you sixpence to begin with.

But I did, persisted the first lady.

You gave me a shilling, said the conductor, who had returned, pointing an accusing forefinger at the elder of the ladies.

The elder lady nodded.

And I gave you sixpence and two pennies, didnt I?

The lady admitted it.

An I give er — he pointed towards the younger lady—fourpence, didnt I?

Which I gave you, you know, dear, remarked the younger lady.

Blow me if it aint me as as been cheated out of the fourpence, cried the conductor.

But, said the florid gentleman, the other lady gave you sixpence.

Which I give to er, replied the conductor, again pointing the finger of accusation at the elder lady. You can search my bag if yer like. I aint got a bloomin sixpence on me.

By this time everybody had forgotten what they had done, and contradicted themselves and one another. The florid man took it upon himself to put everybody right, with the result that before Piccadilly Circus was reached three passengers had threatened to report the conductor for unbecoming language. The conductor had called a policeman and had taken the names and addresses of the two ladies, intending to sue them for the fourpence (which they wanted to pay, but which the florid man would not allow them to do); the younger lady had become convinced that the elder lady had meant to cheat her, and the elder lady was in tears.

The florid gentleman and myself continued to Charing Cross Station. At the booking office window it transpired that we were bound for the same suburb, and we journeyed down together. He talked about the fourpence all the way.

At my gate we shook hands, and he was good enough to express delight at the discovery that we were near neighbours. What attracted him to myself I failed to understand, for he had bored me considerably, and I had, to the best of my ability, snubbed him. Subsequently I learned that it was a peculiarity of his to be charmed with anyone who did not openly insult him.

Three days afterwards he burst into my study unannounced — he appeared to regard himself as my bosom friend — and asked me to forgive him for not having called sooner, which I did.

I met the postman as I was coming along, he said, handing me a blue envelope, and he gave me this, for you.

I saw it was an application for the water-rate.

We must make a stand against this, he continued. Thats for water to the 29th September. Youve no right to pay it in June.

I replied to the effect that water-rates had to be paid, and that it seemed to me immaterial whether they were paid in June or September.

Thats not it, he answered, its the principle of the thing. Why should you pay for water you have never had? What right have they to bully you into paying what you dont owe?

He was a fluent talker, and I was ass enough to listen to him. By the end of half an hour he had persuaded me that the question was bound up with the inalienable rights of man, and that if I paid that fourteen and tenpence in June instead of in September, I should be unworthy of the privileges my forefathers had fought and died to bestow upon me.

He told me the company had not a leg to stand upon, and at his instigation I sat down and wrote an insulting letter to the chairman.

The secretary replied that, having regard to the attitude I had taken up, it would be incumbent upon themselves to treat it as a test case, and presumed that my solicitors would accept service on my behalf.

When I showed him this letter he was delighted.

You leave it to me, he said, pocketing the correspondence, and well teach them a lesson.

I left it to him. My only excuse is that at the time I was immersed in the writing of what in those days was termed a comedy-drama. The little sense I possessed must, I suppose, have been absorbed by the play.

The magistrates decision somewhat damped my ardour, but only inflamed his zeal. Magistrates, he said, were muddle-headed old fogies. This was a matter for a judge.

The judge was a kindly old gentleman, and said that bearing in mind the unsatisfactory wording of the sub-clause, he did not think he could allow the company their costs, so that, all told, I got off for something under fifty pounds, inclusive of the original fourteen and tenpence.

Afterwards our friendship waned, but living as we did in the same outlying suburb, I was bound to see a good deal of him; and to hear more.

At parties of all kinds he was particularly prominent, and on such occasions, being in his most good-natured mood, was most to be dreaded. No human being worked harder for the enjoyment of others, or produced more universal wretchedness.

One Christmas afternoon, calling upon a friend, I found some fourteen or fifteen elderly ladies and gentlemen trotting solemnly round a row of chairs in the centre of the drawing-room while Poppleton played the piano. Every now and then Poppleton would suddenly cease, and everyone would drop wearily into the nearest chair, evidently glad of a rest; all but one, who would thereupon creep quietly away, followed by the envying looks of those left behind. I stood by the door watching the weird scene. Presently an escaped player came towards me, and I enquired of him what the ceremony was supposed to signify.

Dont ask me, he answered grumpily. Some of Poppletons damned tomfoolery. Then he added savagely, Weve got to play forfeits after this.

The servant was still waiting a favourable opportunity to announce me. I gave her a shilling not to, and got away unperceived.

After a satisfactory dinner, he would suggest an impromptu dance, and want you to roll up mats, or help him move the piano to the other end of the room.

He knew enough round games to have started a small purgatory of his own. Just as you were in the middle of an interesting discussion, or a delightful tête-à-tête with a pretty woman, he would swoop down upon you with: Come along, were going to play literary consequences, and dragging you to the table, and putting a piece of paper and a pencil before you, would tell you to write a description of your favourite heroine in fiction, and would see that you did it.

He never spared himself. It was always he who would volunteer to escort the old ladies to the station, and who would never leave them until he had seen them safely into the wrong train. He it was who would play wild beasts with the children, and frighten them into fits that would last all night.

So far as intention went, he was the kindest man alive. He never visited poor sick persons without taking with him in his pocket some little delicacy calculated to disagree with them and make them worse. He arranged yachting excursions for bad sailors, entirely at his own expense, and seemed to regard their subsequent agonies as ingratitude.

He loved to manage a wedding. Once he planned matters so that the bride arrived at the altar three-quarters of an hour before the groom, which led to unpleasantness upon a day that should have been filled only with joy, and once he forgot the clergyman. But he was always ready to admit when he made a mistake.

At funerals, also, he was to the fore, pointing out to the grief-stricken relatives how much better it was for all concerned that the corpse was dead, and expressing a pious hope that they would soon join it.

The chiefest delight of his life, however, was to be mixed up in other peoples domestic quarrels. No domestic quarrel for miles round was complete without him. He generally came in as mediator, and finished as leading witness for the appellant.

As a journalist or politician his wonderful grasp of other peoples business would have won for him esteem. The error he made was working it out in practice.


THE MAN WHO LIVED FOR OTHERS
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THE FIRST TIME we met, to speak, he was sitting with his back against a pollard willow, smoking a clay pipe. He smoked it very slowly, but very conscientiously. After each whiff he removed the pipe from his mouth and fanned away the smoke with his cap.

Feeling bad? I asked from behind a tree, at the same time making ready for a run, big boys answers to small boys impertinences being usually of the nature of things best avoided.

To my surprise and relief — for at second glance I perceived I had under-estimated the length of his legs — he appeared to regard the question as a natural and proper one, replying with unaffected candour, Not yet.

My desire became to comfort him — a sentiment I think he understood and was grateful for. Advancing into the open, I sat down over against him, and watched him for a while in silence. Presently he said: — 

Have you ever tried drinking beer?

I admitted I had not.

Oh, it is beastly stuff, he rejoined with an involuntary shudder.

Rendered forgetful of present trouble by bitter recollection of the past, he puffed away at his pipe carelessly and without judgment.

Do you often drink it? I inquired.

Yes, he replied gloomily; all we fellows in the fifth form drink beer and smoke pipes.

A deeper tinge of green spread itself over his face.

He rose suddenly and made towards the hedge. Before he reached it, however, he stopped and addressed me, but without turning round.

If you follow me, young un, or look, Ill punch your head, he said swiftly, and disappeared with a gurgle.

He left at the end of the terms and I did not see him again until we were both young men. Then one day I ran against him in Oxford Street, and he asked me to come and spend a few days with his people in Surrey.

I found him wan-looking and depressed, and every now and then he sighed. During a walk across the common he cheered up considerably, but the moment we got back to the house door he seemed to recollect himself, and began to sigh again. He ate no dinner whatever, merely sipping a glass of wine and crumbling a piece of bread. I was troubled at noticing this, but his relatives — a maiden aunt, who kept house, two elder sisters, and a weak-eyed female cousin who had left her husband behind her in India — were evidently charmed. They glanced at each other, and nodded and smiled. Once in a fit of abstraction he swallowed a bit of crust, and immediately they all looked pained and surprised.

In the drawing-room, under cover of a sentimental song, sung by the female cousin, I questioned his aunt on the subject.

Whats the matter with him? I said. Is he ill?

The old lady chuckled.

Youll be like that one day, she whispered gleefully.

When, I asked, not unnaturally alarmed.

When youre in love, she answered.

Is he in love? I inquired after a pause.

Cant you see he is? she replied somewhat scornfully.

I was a young man, and interested in the question.

Wont he ever eat any dinner till hes got over it? I asked.

She looked round sharply at me, but apparently decided that I was only foolish.

You wait till your time comes, she answered, shaking her curls at me. You wont care much about your dinner — not if you are really in love.

In the night, about half-past eleven, I heard, as I thought, footsteps in the passage, and creeping to the door and opening it I saw the figure of my friend in dressing-gown and slippers, vanishing down the stairs. My idea was that, his brain weakened by trouble, he had developed sleep-walking tendencies. Partly out of curiosity, partly to watch over him, I slipped on a pair of trousers and followed him.

He placed his candle on the kitchen table and made a bee-line for the pantry door, from where he subsequently emerged with two pounds of cold beef on a plate and about a quart of beer in a jug; and I came away, leaving him fumbling for pickles.

I assisted at his wedding, where it seemed to me he endeavoured to display more ecstasy than it was possible for any human being to feel; and fifteen months later, happening to catch sight of an advertisement in the births column of The Times, I called on my way home from the City to congratulate him. He was pacing up and down the passage with his hat on, pausing at intervals to partake of an uninviting-looking meal, consisting of a cold mutton chop and a glass of lemonade, spread out upon a chair. Seeing that the cook and the housemaid were wandering about the house evidently bored for want of something to do, and that the dining-room, where he would have been much more out of the way, was empty and quite in order, I failed at first to understand the reason for his deliberate choice of discomfort. I, however, kept my reflections to myself, and inquired after the mother and child.

Couldnt be better, he replied with a groan. The doctor said hed never had a more satisfactory case in all his experience.

Oh, Im glad to hear that, I answered; I was afraid youd been worrying yourself.

Worried! he exclaimed. My dear boy, I dont know whether Im standing on my head or my heels (he gave one that idea). This is the first morsel of food thats passed my lips for twenty-four hours.

At this moment the nurse appeared at the top of the stairs. He flew towards her, upsetting the lemonade in his excitement.

What is it? he asked hoarsely. Is it all right?

The old lady glanced from him to his cold chop, and smiled approvingly.

Theyre doing splendidly, she answered, patting him on the shoulder in a motherly fashion. Dont you worry.

I cant help it, Mrs. Jobson, he replied, sitting down upon the bottom stair, and leaning his head against the banisters.

Of course you cant, said Mrs. Jobson admiringly; and you wouldnt be much of a man if you could. Then it was borne in upon me why he wore his hat, and dined off cold chops in the passage.

The following summer they rented a picturesque old house in Berkshire, and invited me down from a Saturday to Monday. Their place was near the river, so I slipped a suit of flannels in my bag, and on the Sunday morning I came down in them. He met me in the garden. He was dressed in a frock coat and a white waistcoat; and I noticed that he kept looking at me out of the corner of his eye, and that he seemed to have a trouble on his mind. The first breakfast bell rang, and then he said, You havent got any proper clothes with you, have you?

Proper clothes! I exclaimed, stopping in some alarm. Why, has anything given way?

No, not that, he explained. I mean clothes to go to church in.

Church, I said. Youre surely not going to church a fine day like this? I made sure youd be playing tennis, or going on the river. You always used to.

Yes, he replied, nervously flicking a rose-bush with a twig he had picked up. You see, it isnt ourselves exactly. Maud and I would rather like to, but our cook, shes Scotch, and a little strict in her notions.

And does she insist on your going to church every Sunday morning? I inquired.

Well, he answered, she thinks it strange if we dont, and so we generally do, just in the morning — and evening. And then in the afternoon a few of the village girls drop in, and we have a little singing and that sort of thing. I never like hurting anyones feelings if I can help it.

I did not say what I thought. Instead I said, Ive got that tweed suit I wore yesterday. I can put that on if you like.

He ceased flicking the rose-bush, and knitted his brows. He seemed to be recalling it to his imagination.

No, he said, shaking his head, Im afraid it would shock her. Its my fault, I know, he added, remorsefully. I ought to have told you.

Then an idea came to him.

I suppose, he said, you wouldnt care to pretend you were ill, and stop in bed just for the day?

I explained that my conscience would not permit my being a party to such deception

No, I thought you wouldnt, he replied. I must explain it to her. I think Ill say youve lost your bag. I shouldnt like her to think bad of us.

Later on a fourteenth cousin died, leaving him a large fortune. He purchased an estate in Yorkshire, and became a county family, and then his real troubles began.

From May to the middle of August, save for a little fly fishing, which generally resulted in his getting his feet wet and catching a cold, life was fairly peaceful; but from early autumn to late spring he found the work decidedly trying. He was a stout man, constitutionally nervous of fire-arms, and a six-hours tramp with a heavy gun across ploughed fields, in company with a crowd of careless persons who kept blazing away within an inch of other peoples noses, harassed and exhausted him. He had to get out of bed at four on chilly October mornings to go cub-hunting, and twice a week throughout the winter — except when a blessed frost brought him a brief respite — he had to ride to hounds. That he usually got off with nothing more serious than mere bruises and slight concussions of the spine, he probably owed to the fortunate circumstances of his being little and fat. At stiff timber he shut his eyes and rode hard; and ten yards from a river he would begin to think about bridges.

Yet he never complained.

If you are a country gentleman, he would say, you must behave as a country gentleman, and take the rough with the smooth.

As ill fate would have it a chance speculation doubled his fortune, and it became necessary that he should go into Parliament and start a yacht. Parliament made his head ache, and the yacht made him sick. Notwithstanding, every summer he would fill it with a lot of expensive people who bored him, and sail away for a months misery in the Mediterranean.

During one cruise his guests built up a highly-interesting gambling scandal. He himself was confined to his cabin at the time, and knew nothing about it; but the Opposition papers, getting hold of the story, referred casually to the yacht as a floating hell, and The Police News awarded his portrait the place of honour as the chief criminal of the week.

Later on he got into a cultured set, ruled by a thick-lipped undergraduate. His favourite literature had hitherto been of the Corelli and Tit-Bits order, but now he read Meredith and the yellow book, and tried to understand them; and instead of the Gaiety, he subscribed to the Independent Theatre, and fed his soul, on Dutch Shakespeares. What he liked in art was a pretty girl by a cottage-door with an eligible young man in the background, or a child and a dog doing something funny. They told him these things were wrong and made him buy Impressions that stirred his liver to its deepest depths every time he looked at them — green cows on red hills by pink moonlight, or scarlet-haired corpses with three feet of neck.

He said meekly that such seemed to him unnatural, but they answered that nature had nothing to do with the question; that the artist saw things like that, and that whatever an artist saw — no matter in what condition he may have been when he saw it — that was art.

They took him to Wagner festivals and Burne-Joness private views. They read him all the minor poets. They booked seats for him at all Ibsens plays. They introduced him into all the most soulful circles of artistic society. His days were one long feast of other peoples enjoyments.

One morning I met him coming down the steps of the Arts Club. He looked weary. He was just off to a private view at the New Gallery. In the afternoon he had to attend an amateur performance of The Cenci, given by the Shelley Society. Then followed three literary and artistic At Homes, a dinner with an Indian nabob who couldnt speak a word of English, Tristam and Isolde at Covent Garden Theatre, and a ball at Lord Salisburys to wind up the day.

I laid my hand upon his shoulder.

Come with me to Epping Forest, I said. Theres a four-horse brake starts from Charing Cross at eleven. Its Saturday, and theres bound to be a crowd down there. Ill play you a game of skittles, and we will have a shy at the cocoa-nuts. You used to be rather smart at cocoa-nuts. We can have lunch there and be back at seven, dine at the Troc., spend the evening at the Empire, and sup at the Savoy. What do you say?

He stood hesitating on the steps, a wistful look in his eyes.

His brougham drew up against the curb, and he started as if from a dream.

My dear fellow, he replied, what would people say? And shaking me by the hand, he took his seat, and the footman slammed the door upon him.


A MAN OF HABIT

[image: img169.jpg]

THERE WERE THREE of us in the smoke-room of the Alexandra — a very good friend of mine, myself, and, in the opposite corner, a shy-looking, unobtrusive man, the editor, as we subsequently learned, of a New York Sunday paper.

My friend and I were discussing habits, good and bad.

After the first few months, said my friend, it is no more effort for a man to be a saint than to be a sinner; it becomes a mere matter of habit.

I know, I interrupted, it is every whit as easy to spring out of bed the instant you are called as to say All Right, and turn over for just another five minutes snooze, when you have got into the way of it. It is no more trouble not to swear than to swear, if you make a custom of it. Toast and water is as delicious as champagne, when you have acquired the taste for it. Things are also just as easy the other way about. It is a mere question of making your choice and sticking to it.

He agreed with me.

Now take these cigars of mine, he said, pushing his open case towards me.

Thank you, I replied hurriedly, Im not smoking this passage.

Dont be alarmed, he answered, I meant merely as an argument. Now one of these would make you wretched for a week.

I admitted his premise.

Very well, he continued. Now I, as you know, smoke them all day long, and enjoy them. Why? Because I have got into the habit. Years ago, when I was a young man, I smoked expensive Havanas. I found that I was ruining myself. It was absolutely necessary that I should take a cheaper weed. I was living in Belgium at the time, and a friend showed me these. I dont know what they are — probably cabbage leaves soaked in guano; they tasted to me like that at first — but they were cheap. Buying them by the five hundred, they cost me three a penny. I determined to like them, and started with one a day. It was terrible work, I admit, but as I said to myself, nothing could be worse than the Havanas themselves had been in the beginning. Smoking is an acquired taste, and it must be as easy to learn to like one flavour as another. I persevered and I conquered. Before the year was over I could think of them without loathing, at the end of two I could smoke them without positive discomfort. Now I prefer them to any other brand on the market. Indeed, a good cigar disagrees with me.

I suggested it might have been less painful to have given up smoking altogether.

I did think of it, he replied, but a man who doesnt smoke always seems to me bad company. There is something very sociable about smoke.

He leant back and puffed great clouds into the air, filling the small den with an odour suggestive of bilge water and cemeteries.

Then again, he resumed after a pause, take my claret. No, you dont like it. (I had not spoken, but my face had evidently betrayed me.) Nobody does, at least no one I have ever met. Three years ago, when I was living in Hammersmith, we caught two burglars with it. They broke open the sideboard, and swallowed five bottlefuls between them. A policeman found them afterwards, sitting on a doorstep a hundred yards off, the swag beside them in a carpet bag. They were too ill to offer any resistance, and went to the station like lambs, he promising to send the doctor to them the moment they were safe in the cells. Ever since then I have left out a decanterful upon the table every night.

Well, I like that claret, and it does me good. I come in sometimes dead beat. I drink a couple of glasses, and Im a new man. I took to it in the first instance for the same reason that I took to the cigars — it was cheap. I have it sent over direct from Geneva, and it costs me six shillings a dozen. How they do it I dont know. I dont want to know. As you may remember, its fairly heady and theres body in it.

I knew one man, he continued, who had a regular Mrs. Caudle of a wife. All day long she talked to him, or at him, or of him, and at night he fell asleep to the rising and falling rhythm of what she thought about him. At last she died, and his friends congratulated him, telling him that now he would enjoy peace. But it was the peace of the desert, and the man did not enjoy it. For two-and-twenty years her voice had filled the house, penetrated through the conservatory, and floated in faint shrilly waves of sound round the garden, and out into the road beyond. The silence now pervading everywhere frightened and disturbed him. The place was no longer home to him. He missed the breezy morning insult, the long winter evenings reproaches beside the flickering fire. At night he could not sleep. For hours he would lie tossing restlessly, his ears aching for the accustomed soothing flow of invective.

Ah! he would cry bitterly to himself, it is the old story, we never know the value of a thing until we have lost it.

He grew ill. The doctors dosed him with sleeping draughts in vain. At last they told him bluntly that his life depended upon his finding another wife, able and willing to nag him to sleep.

There were plenty of wives of the type he wanted in the neighbourhood, but the unmarried women were, of necessity, inexperienced, and his health was such that he could not afford the time to train them.

Fortunately, just as despair was about to take possession of him, a man died in the next parish, literally talked to death, the gossip said, by his wife. He obtained an introduction, and called upon her the day after the funeral. She was a cantankerous old woman, and the wooing was a harassing affair, but his heart was in his work, and before six months were gone he had won her for his own.

She proved, however, but a poor substitute. The spirit was willing but the flesh was weak. She had neither that command of language nor of wind that had distinguished her rival. From his favourite seat at the bottom of the garden he could not hear her at all, so he had his chair brought up into the conservatory. It was all right for him there so long as she continued to abuse him; but every now and again, just as he was getting comfortably settled down with his pipe and his newspaper, she would suddenly stop.

He would drop his paper and sit listening, with a troubled, anxious expression.

Are you there, dear? he would call out after a while.

Yes, Im here. Where do you think I am you old fool? she would gasp back in an exhausted voice.

His face would brighten at the sound of her words. Go on, dear, he would answer. Im listening. I like to hear you talk.

But the poor woman was utterly pumped out, and had not so much as a snort left.

Then he would shake his head sadly. No, she hasnt poor dear Susans flow, he would say. Ah! what a woman that was!

At night she would do her best, but it was a lame and halting performance by comparison. After rating him for little over three-quarters of an hour, she would sink back on the pillow, and want to go to sleep. But he would shake her gently by the shoulder.

Yes, dear, he would say, you were speaking about Jane, and the way I kept looking at her during lunch.

Its extraordinary, concluded my friend, lighting a fresh cigar, what creatures of habit we are.

Very, I replied. I knew a man who told tall stories till when he told a true one nobody believed it.

Ah, that was a very sad case, said my friend.

Speaking of habit, said the unobtrusive man in the corner, I can tell you a true story that Ill bet my bottom dollar you wont believe.

Havent got a bottom dollar, but Ill bet you half a sovereign I do, replied my friend, who was of a sporting turn. Who shall be judge?

Ill take your word for it, said the unobtrusive man, and started straight away.

* * * * *

He was a Jefferson man, this man Im going to tell you of, he begun. He was born in the town, and for forty-seven years he never slept a night outside it. He was a most respectable man — a drysalter from nine to four, and a Presbyterian in his leisure moments. He said that a good life merely meant good habits. He rose at seven, had family prayer at seven-thirty, breakfasted at eight, got to his business at nine, had his horse brought round to the office at four, and rode for an hour, reached home at five, had a bath and a cup of tea, played with and read to the children (he was a domesticated man) till half-past six, dressed and dined at seven, went round to the club and played whist till quarter after ten, home again to evening prayer at ten-thirty, and bed at eleven. For five-and-twenty years he lived that life with never a variation. It worked into his system and became mechanical. The church clocks were set by him. He was used by the local astronomers to check the sun.

One day a distant connection of his in London, an East Indian Merchant and an ex-Lord Mayor died, leaving him sole legatee and executor. The business was a complicated one and needed management. He determined to leave his son by his first wife, now a young man of twenty-four, in charge at Jefferson, and to establish himself with his second family in England, and look after the East Indian business.

He set out from Jefferson City on October the fourth, and arrived in London on the seventeenth. He had been ill during the whole of the voyage, and he reached the furnished house he had hired in Bayswater somewhat of a wreck. A couple of days in bed, however, pulled him round, and on the Wednesday evening he announced his intention of going into the City the next day to see to his affairs.

On the Thursday morning he awoke at one oclock. His wife told him she had not disturbed him, thinking the sleep would do him good. He admitted that perhaps it had. Anyhow, he felt very well, and he got up and dressed himself. He said he did not like the idea of beginning his first day by neglecting a religious duty, and his wife agreeing with him, they assembled the servants and the children in the dining-room, and had family prayer at half-past one. After which he breakfasted and set off, reaching the City about three.

His reputation for punctuality had preceded him, and surprise was everywhere expressed at his late arrival. He explained the circumstances, however, and made his appointments for the following day to commence from nine-thirty.

He remained at the office until late, and then went home. For dinner, usually the chief meal of the day, he could manage to eat only a biscuit and some fruit. He attributed his loss of appetite to want of his customary ride. He was strangely unsettled all the evening. He said he supposed he missed his game of whist, and determined to look about him without loss of time for some quiet, respectable club. At eleven he retired with his wife to bed, but could not sleep. He tossed and turned, and turned and tossed, but grew only more and more wakeful and energetic. A little after midnight an overpowering desire seized him to go and wish the children good-night. He slipped on a dressing-gown and stole into the nursery. He did not intend it, but the opening of the door awoke them, and he was glad. He wrapped them up in the quilt, and, sitting on the edge of the bed, told them moral stories till one oclock.

Then he kissed them, bidding them be good and go to sleep; and finding himself painfully hungry, crept downstairs, where in the back kitchen he made a hearty meal off cold game pie and cucumber.

He retired to bed feeling more peaceful, yet still could not sleep, so lay thinking about his business affairs till five, when he dropped off.

At one oclock to the minute he awoke. His wife told him she had made every endeavour to rouse him, but in vain. The man was vexed and irritated. If he had not been a very good man indeed, I believe he would have sworn. The same programme was repeated as on the Thursday, and again he reached the City at three.

This state of things went on for a month. The man fought against himself, but was unable to alter himself. Every morning, or rather every afternoon at one he awoke. Every night at one he crept down into the kitchen and foraged for food. Every morning at five he fell asleep.

He could not understand it, nobody could understand it. The doctor treated him for water on the brain, hypnotic irresponsibility and hereditary lunacy. Meanwhile his business suffered, and his health grew worse. He seemed to be living upside down. His days seemed to have neither beginning nor end, but to be all middle. There was no time for exercise or recreation. When he began to feel cheerful and sociable everybody else was asleep.

One day by chance the explanation came. His eldest daughter was preparing her home studies after dinner.

What time is it now in New York? she asked, looking up from her geography book.

New York, said her father, glancing at his watch, let me see. Its just ten now, and theres a little over four and a half hours difference. Oh, about half-past five in the afternoon.

Then in Jefferson, said the mother, it would be still earlier, wouldnt it?

Yes, replied the girl, examining the map, Jefferson is nearly two degrees further west.

Two degrees, mused the father, and theres forty minutes to a degree. That would make it now, at the present moment in Jefferson—

He leaped to his feet with a cry:

Ive got it! he shouted, I see it.

See what? asked his wife, alarmed.

Why, its four oclock in Jefferson, and just time for my ride. Thats what Im wanting.

There could be no doubt about it. For five-and-twenty years he had lived by clockwork. But it was by Jefferson clockwork, not London clockwork. He had changed his longitude, but not himself. The habits of a quarter of a century were not to be shifted at the bidding of the sun.

He examined the problem in all its bearings, and decided that the only solution was for him to return to the order of his old life. He saw the difficulties in his way, but they were less than those he was at present encountering. He was too formed by habit to adapt himself to circumstances. Circumstances must adapt themselves to him.

He fixed his office hours from three till ten, leaving himself at half-past nine. At ten he mounted his horse and went for a canter in the Row, and on very dark nights he carried a lantern. News of it got abroad, and crowds would assemble to see him ride past.

He dined at one oclock in the morning, and afterwards strolled down to his club. He had tried to discover a quiet, respectable club where the members were willing to play whist till four in the morning, but failing, had been compelled to join a small Soho gambling-hell, where they taught him poker. The place was occasionally raided by the police, but thanks to his respectable appearance, he generally managed to escape.

At half-past four he returned home, and woke up the family for evening prayers. At five he went to bed and slept like a top.

The City chaffed him, and Bayswater shook its head over him, but that he did not mind. The only thing that really troubled him was loss of spiritual communion. At five oclock on Sunday afternoons he felt he wanted chapel, but had to do without it. At seven he ate his simple mid-day meal. At eleven he had tea and muffins, and at midnight he began to crave again for hymns and sermons. At three he had a bread-and-cheese supper, and retired early at four a.m., feeling sad and unsatisfied.

He was essentially a man of habit.

* * * * *

The unobtrusive stranger ceased, and we sat gazing in silence at the ceiling.

At length my friend rose, and taking half-a-sovereign from his pocket, laid it upon the table, and linking his arm in mine went out with me upon the deck.


THE ABSENT-MINDED MAN
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YOU ASK HIM to dine with you on Thursday to meet a few people who are anxious to know him.

Now dont make a muddle of it, you say, recollectful of former mishaps, and come on the Wednesday.

He laughs good-naturedly as he hunts through the room for his diary.

Shant be able to come Wednesday, he says, shall be at the Mansion House, sketching dresses, and on Friday I start for Scotland, so as to be at the opening of the Exhibition on Saturday. Its bound to be all right this time. Where the deuce is that diary! Never mind, Ill make a note of it on this — you can see me do it.

You stand over him while he writes the appointment down on a sheet of foolscap, and watch him pin it up over his desk. Then you come away contented.

I do hope hell turn up, you say to your wife on the Thursday evening, while dressing.

Are you sure you made it clear to him? she replies, suspiciously, and you instinctively feel that whatever happens she is going to blame you for it.

Eight oclock arrives, and with it the other guests. At half-past eight your wife is beckoned mysteriously out of the room, where the parlour-maid informs her that the cook has expressed a determination, in case of further delay, to wash her hands, figuratively speaking, of the whole affair.

Your wife, returning, suggests that if the dinner is to be eaten at all it had better be begun. She evidently considers that in pretending to expect him you have been merely playing a part, and that it would have been manlier and more straightforward for you to have admitted at the beginning that you had forgotten to invite him.

During the soup and the fish you recount anecdotes of his unpunctuality. By the time the entrée arrives the empty chair has begun to cast a gloom over the dinner, and with the joint the conversation drifts into talk about dead relatives.

On Friday, at a quarter past eight, he dashes to the door and rings violently. Hearing his voice in the hall, you go to meet him.

Sorry Im late, he sings out cheerily. Fool of a cabman took me to Alfred Place instead of—

Well, what do you want now you are come? you interrupt, feeling anything but genially inclined towards him. He is an old friend, so you can be rude to him.

He laughs, and slaps you on the shoulder.

Why, my dinner, my dear boy, Im starving.

Oh, you grunt in reply. Well, you go and get it somewhere else, then. Youre not going to have it here.

What the devil do you mean? he says. You asked me to dinner.

I did nothing of the kind, you tell him. I asked you to dinner on Thursday, not on Friday.

He stares at you incredulously.

How did I get Friday fixed in my mind? inquiringly.

Because yours is the sort of mind that would get Friday firmly fixed into it, when Thursday was the day, you explain. I thought you had to be off to Edinburgh to-night, you add.

Great Scott! he cries, so I have.

And without another word he dashes out, and you hear him rushing down the road, shouting for the cab he has just dismissed.

As you return to your study you reflect that he will have to travel all the way to Scotland in evening dress, and will have to send out the hotel porter in the morning to buy him a suit of ready-made clothes, and are glad.

Matters work out still more awkwardly when it is he who is the host. I remember being with him on his house-boat one day. It was a little after twelve, and we were sitting on the edge of the boat, dangling our feet in the river — the spot was a lonely one, half-way between Wallingford and Days Lock. Suddenly round the bend appeared two skiffs, each one containing six elaborately-dressed persons. As soon as they caught sight of us they began waving handkerchiefs and parasols.

Hullo! I said, heres some people hailing you.

Oh, they all do that about here, he answered, without looking up. Some beanfeast from Abingdon, I expect.

The boats draw nearer. When about two hundred yards off an elderly gentleman raised himself up in the prow of the leading one and shouted to us.

McQuae heard his voice, and gave a start that all but pitched him into the water.

Good God! he cried, Id forgotten all about it.

About what? I asked.

Why, its the Palmers and the Grahams and the Hendersons. Ive asked them all over to lunch, and theres not a blessed thing on board but two mutton chops and a pound of potatoes, and Ive given the boy a holiday.

Another day I was lunching with him at the Junior Hogarth, when a man named Hallyard, a mutual friend, strolled across to us.

What are you fellows going to do this afternoon? he asked, seating himself the opposite side of the table.

Im going to stop here and write letters, I answered.

Come with me if you want something to do, said McQuae. Im going to drive Leena down to Richmond. (Leena was the young lady he recollected being engaged to. It transpired afterwards that he was engaged to three girls at the time. The other two he had forgotten all about.) Its a roomy seat at the back.

Oh, all right, said Hallyard, and they went away together in a hansom.

An hour and a half later Hallyard walked into the smoking-room looking depressed and worn, and flung himself into a chair.

I thought you were going to Richmond with McQuae, I said.

So did I, he answered.

Had an accident? I asked.

Yes.

He was decidedly curt in his replies.

Cart upset? I continued.

No, only me.

His grammar and his nerves seemed thoroughly shaken.

I waited for an explanation, and after a while he gave it.

We got to Putney, he said, with just an occasional run into a tram-car, and were going up the hill, when suddenly he turned a corner. You know his style at a corner — over the curb, across the road, and into the opposite lamp-post. Of course, as a rule one is prepared for it, but I never reckoned on his turning up there, and the first thing I recollect is finding myself sitting in the middle of the street with a dozen fools grinning at me.

It takes a man a few minutes in such a case to think where he is and what has happened, and when I got up they were some distance away. I ran after them for a quarter of a mile, shouting at the top of my voice, and accompanied by a mob of boys, all yelling like hell on a Bank Holiday. But one might as well have tried to hail the dead, so I took the bus back.

They might have guessed what had happened, he added, by the shifting of the cart, if theyd had any sense. Im not a light-weight.

He complained of soreness, and said he would go home. I suggested a cab, but he replied that he would rather walk.

I met McQuae in the evening at the St. Jamess Theatre. It was a first night, and he was taking sketches for The Graphic. The moment he saw me he made his way across to me.

The very man I wanted to see, he said. Did I take Hallyard with me in the cart to Richmond this afternoon?

You did, I replied.

So Leena says, he answered, greatly bewildered, but Ill swear he wasnt there when we got to the Queens Hotel.

Its all right, I said, you dropped him at Putney.

Dropped him at Putney! he repeated. Ive no recollection of doing so.

He has, I answered. You ask him about it. Hes full of it.

Everybody said he never would get married; that it was absurd to suppose he ever would remember the day, the church, and the girl, all in one morning; that if he did get as far as the altar he would forget what he had come for, and would give the bride away to his own best man. Hallyard had an idea that he was already married, but that the fact had slipped his memory. I myself felt sure that if he did marry he would forget all about it the next day.

But everybody was wrong. By some miraculous means the ceremony got itself accomplished, so that if Hallyards idea be correct (as to which there is every possibility), there will be trouble. As for my own fears, I dismissed them the moment I saw the lady. She was a charming, cheerful little woman, but did not look the type that would let him forget all about it.

I had not seen him since his marriage, which had happened in the spring. Working my way back from Scotland by easy stages, I stopped for a few days at Scarboro. After table dhôte I put on my mackintosh, and went out for a walk. It was raining hard, but after a month in Scotland one does not notice English weather, and I wanted some air. Struggling along the dark beach with my head against the wind, I stumbled over a crouching figure, seeking to shelter itself a little from the storm under the lee of the Spa wall.

I expected it to swear at me, but it seemed too broken-spirited to mind anything.

I beg your pardon, I said. I did not see you.

At the sound of my voice it started to its feet.

Is that you, old man? it cried.

McQuae! I exclaimed.

By Jove! he said, I was never so glad to see a man in all my life before.

And he nearly shook my hand off.

But what in thunder! I said, are you doing here? Why, youre drenched to the skin.

He was dressed in flannels and a tennis-coat.

Yes, he answered. I never thought it would rain. It was a lovely morning.

I began to fear he had overworked himself into a brain fever.

Why dont you go home? I asked.

I cant, he replied. I dont know where I live. Ive forgotten the address.

For heavens sake, he said, take me somewhere, and give me something to eat. Im literally starving.

Havent you any money? I asked him, as we turned towards the hotel.

Not a sou, he answered. We got in here from York, the wife and I, about eleven. We left our things at the station, and started to hunt for apartments. As soon as we were fixed, I changed my clothes and came out for a walk, telling Maud I should be back at one to lunch. Like a fool, I never took the address, and never noticed the way I was going.

Its an awful business, he continued. I dont see how Im ever going to find her. I hoped she might stroll down to the Spa in the evening, and Ive been hanging about the gates ever since six. I hadnt the threepence to go in.

But have you no notion of the sort of street or the kind of house it was? I enquired.

Not a ghost, he replied. I left it all to Maud, and didnt trouble.

Have you tried any of the lodging-houses? I asked.

Tried! he exclaimed bitterly. Ive been knocking at doors, and asking if Mrs. McQuae lives there steadily all the afternoon, and they slam the door in my face, mostly without answering. I told a policeman — I thought perhaps he might suggest something — but the idiot only burst out laughing, and that made me so mad that I gave him a black eye, and had to cut. I expect theyre on the lookout for me now.

I went into a restaurant, he continued gloomily, and tried to get them to trust me for a steak. But the proprietress said shed heard that tale before, and ordered me out before all the other customers. I think Id have drowned myself if you hadnt turned up.

After a change of clothes and some supper, he discussed the case more calmly, but it was really a serious affair. They had shut up their flat, and his wifes relatives were travelling abroad. There was no one to whom he could send a letter to be forwarded; there was no one with whom she would be likely to communicate. Their chance of meeting again in this world appeared remote.

Nor did it seem to me — fond as he was of his wife, and anxious as he undoubtedly was to recover her — that he looked forward to the actual meeting, should it ever arrive, with any too pleasurable anticipation.

She will think it strange, he murmured reflectively, sitting on the edge of the bed, and thoughtfully pulling off his socks. She is sure to think it strange.

The following day, which was Wednesday, we went to a solicitor, and laid the case before him, and he instituted inquiries among all the lodging-house keepers in Scarborough, with the result that on Thursday afternoon McQuae was restored (after the manner of an Adelphi hero in the last act) to his home and wife.

I asked him next time I met him what she had said.

Oh, much what I expected, he replied.

But he never told me what he had expected.


A CHARMING WOMAN
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NOT THE MR. — , really?

In her deep brown eyes there lurked pleased surprise, struggling with wonder. She looked from myself to the friend who introduced us with a bewitching smile of incredulity, tempered by hope.

He assured her, adding laughingly, The only genuine and original, and left us.

Ive always thought of you as a staid, middle-aged man, she said, with a delicious little laugh, then added in low soft tones, Im so very pleased to meet you, really.

The words were conventional, but her voice crept round one like a warm caress.

Come and talk to me, she said, seating herself upon a small settee, and making room for me.

I sat down awkwardly beside her, my head buzzing just a little, as with one glass too many of champagne. I was in my literary childhood. One small book and a few essays and criticisms, scattered through various obscure periodicals had been as yet my only contributions to current literature. The sudden discovery that I was the Mr. Anybody, and that charming women thought of me, and were delighted to meet me, was a brain-disturbing thought.

And it was really you who wrote that clever book? she continued, and all those brilliant things, in the magazines and journals. Oh, it must be delightful to be clever.

She gave breath to a little sigh of vain regret that went to my heart. To console her I commenced a laboured compliment, but she stopped me with her fan. On after reflection I was glad she had — it would have been one of those things better expressed otherwise.

I know what you are going to say, she laughed, but dont. Besides, from you I should not know quite how to take it. You can be so satirical.

I tried to look as though I could be, but in her case would not.

She let her ungloved hand rest for an instant upon mine. Had she left it there for two, I should have gone down on my knees before her, or have stood on my head at her feet — have made a fool of myself in some way or another before the whole room full. She timed it to a nicety.

I dont want you to pay me compliments, she said, I want us to be friends. Of course, in years, Im old enough to be your mother. (By the register I should say she might have been thirty-two, but looked twenty-six. I was twenty-three, and I fear foolish for my age.) But you know the world, and youre so different to the other people one meets. Society is so hollow and artificial; dont you find it so? You dont know how I long sometimes to get away from it, to know someone to whom I could show my real self, who would understand me. Youll come and see me sometimes — Im always at home on Wednesdays — and let me talk to you, wont you, and you must tell me all your clever thoughts.

It occurred to me that, maybe, she would like to hear a few of them there and then, but before I had got well started a hollow Society man came up and suggested supper, and she was compelled to leave me. As she disappeared, however, in the throng, she looked back over her shoulder with a glance half pathetic, half comic, that I understood. It said, Pity me, Ive got to be bored by this vapid, shallow creature, and I did.

I sought her through all the rooms before I went. I wished to assure her of my sympathy and support. I learned, however, from the butler that she had left early, in company with the hollow Society man.

A fortnight later I ran against a young literary friend in Regent Street, and we lunched together at the Monico.

I met such a charming woman last night, he said, a Mrs. Clifton Courtenay, a delightful woman.

Oh, do you know her? I exclaimed. Oh, were very old friends. Shes always wanting me to go and see her. I really must.

Oh, I didnt know you knew her, he answered. Somehow, the fact of my knowing her seemed to lessen her importance in his eyes. But soon he recovered his enthusiasm for her.

A wonderfully clever woman, he continued. Im afraid I disappointed her a little though. He said this, however, with a laugh that contradicted his words. She would not believe I was the Mr. Smith. She imagined from my book that I was quite an old man.

I could see nothing in my friends book myself to suggest that the author was, of necessity, anything over eighteen. The mistake appeared to me to display want of acumen, but it had evidently pleased him greatly.

I felt quite sorry for her, he went on, chained to that bloodless, artificial society in which she lives. You cant tell, she said to me, how I long to meet someone to whom I could show my real self — who would understand me. Im going to see her on Wednesday.

I went with him. My conversation with her was not as confidential as I had anticipated, owing to there being some eighty other people present in a room intended for the accommodation of eight; but after surging round for an hour in hot and aimless misery — as very young men at such gatherings do, knowing as a rule only the man who has brought them, and being unable to find him — I contrived to get a few words with her.

She greeted me with a smile, in the light of which I at once forgot my past discomfort, and let her fingers rest, with delicious pressure, for a moment upon mine.

How good of you to keep your promise, she said. These people have been tiring me so. Sit here, and tell me all you have been doing.

She listened for about ten seconds, and then interrupted me with — 

And that clever friend of yours that you came with. I met him at dear Lady Lennons last week. Has he written anything?

I explained to her that he had.

Tell me about it? she said. I get so little time for reading, and then I only care to read the books that help me, and she gave me a grateful look more eloquent than words.

I described the work to her, and wishing to do my friend justice I even recited a few of the passages upon which, as I knew, he especially prided himself.

One sentence in particular seemed to lay hold of her. A good womans arms round a mans neck is a lifebelt thrown out to him from heaven.

How beautiful! she murmured. Say it again.

I said it again, and she repeated it after me.

Then a noisy old lady swooped down upon her, and I drifted away into a corner, where I tried to look as if I were enjoying myself, and failed.

Later on, feeling it time to go, I sought my friend, and found him talking to her in a corner. I approached and waited. They were discussing the latest east-end murder. A drunken woman had been killed by her husband, a hard-working artizan, who had been maddened by the ruin of his home.

Ah, she was saying, what power a woman has to drag a man down or lift him up. I never read a case in which a woman is concerned without thinking of those beautiful lines of yours: A good womans arms round a mans neck is a lifebelt thrown out to him from heaven.

* * * * *

Opinions differed concerning her religion and politics. Said the Low Church parson: An earnest Christian woman, sir, of that unostentatious type that has always been the bulwark of our Church. I am proud to know that woman, and I am proud to think that poor words of mine have been the humble instrument to wean that true womans heart from the frivolities of fashion, and to fix her thoughts upon higher things. A good Churchwoman, sir, a good Churchwoman, in the best sense of the word.

Said the pale aristocratic-looking young Abbé to the Comtesse, the light of old-world enthusiasm shining from his deep-set eyes: I have great hopes for our dear friend. She finds it hard to sever the ties of time and love. We are all weak, but her heart turns towards our mother Church as a child, though suckled among strangers, yearns after many years for the bosom that has borne it. We have spoken, and I, even I, may be the voice in the wilderness leading the lost sheep back to the fold.

Said Sir Harry Bennett, the great Theosophist lecturer, writing to a friend: A singularly gifted woman, and a woman evidently thirsting for the truth. A woman capable of willing her own life. A woman not afraid of thought and reason, a lover of wisdom. I have talked much with her at one time or another, and I have found her grasp my meaning with a quickness of perception quite unusual in my experience; and the arguments I have let fall, I am convinced, have borne excellent fruit. I look forward to her becoming, at no very distant date, a valued member of our little band. Indeed, without betraying confidence, I may almost say I regard her conversion as an accomplished fact.

Colonel Maxim always spoke of her as a fair pillar of the State.

With the enemy in our midst, said the florid old soldier, it behoves every true man — aye, and every true woman — to rally to the defence of the country; and all honour, say I, to noble ladies such as Mrs. Clifton Courtenay, who, laying aside their natural shrinking from publicity, come forward in such a crisis as the present to combat the forces of disorder and disloyalty now rampant in the land.

But, some listener would suggest, I gathered from young Jocelyn that Mrs. Clifton Courtenay held somewhat advanced views on social and political questions.

Jocelyn, the Colonel would reply with scorn; pah! There may have been a short space of time during which the fellows long hair and windy rhetoric impressed her. But I flatter myself Ive put my spoke in Mr. Jocelyns wheel. Why, damme, sir, shes consented to stand for Grand Dame of the Bermondsey Branch of the Primrose League next year. Whats Jocelyn to say to that, the scoundrel!

What Jocelyn said was: — 

I know the woman is weak. But I do not blame her; I pity her. When the time comes, as soon it will, when woman is no longer a puppet, dancing to the threads held by some brainless man — when a woman is not threatened with social ostracism for daring to follow her own conscience instead of that of her nearest male relative — then will be the time to judge her. It is not for me to betray the confidence reposed in me by a suffering woman, but you can tell that interesting old fossil, Colonel Maxim, that he and the other old women of the Bermondsey Branch of the Primrose League may elect Mrs. Clifton Courtenay for their President, and make the most of it; they have only got the outside of the woman. Her heart is beating time to the tramp of an onward-marching people; her souls eyes are straining for the glory of a coming dawn.

But they all agreed she was a charming woman.


WHIBLEYS SPIRIT
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I NEVER MET it myself, but I knew Whibley very well indeed, so that I came to hear a goodish deal about it.

It appeared to be devoted to Whibley, and Whibley was extremely fond of it. Personally I am not interested in spirits, and no spirit has ever interested itself in me. But I have friends whom they patronise, and my mind is quite open on the subject. Of Whibleys Spirit I wish to speak with every possible respect. It was, I am willing to admit, as hard-working and conscientious a spirit as any one could wish to live with. The only thing I have to say against it is that it had no sense.

It came with a carved cabinet that Whibley had purchased in Wardour Street for old oak, but which, as a matter of fact, was chestnut wood, manufactured in Germany, and at first was harmless enough, saying nothing but Yes! or No! and that only when spoken to.

Whibley would amuse himself of an evening asking it questions, being careful to choose tolerably simple themes, such as, Are you there? (to which the Spirit would sometimes answer Yes! and sometimes No!) Can you hear me? Are you happy? — and so on. The Spirit made the cabinet crack — three times for Yes and twice for No. Now and then it would reply both Yes! and No! to the same question, which Whibley attributed to over-scrupulousness. When nobody asked it anything it would talk to itself, repeating Yes! No! No! Yes! over and over again in an aimless, lonesome sort of a way that made you feel sorry for it.

After a while Whibley bought a table, and encouraged it to launch out into more active conversation. To please Whibley, I assisted at some of the earlier séances, but during my presence it invariably maintained a reticence bordering on positive dulness. I gathered from Whibley that it disliked me, thinking that I was unsympathetic. The complaint was unjust; I was not unsympathetic, at least not at the commencement. I came to hear it talk, and I wanted to hear it talk; I would have listened to it by the hour. What tired me was its slowness in starting, and its foolishness when it had started, in using long words that it did not know how to spell. I remember on one occasion, Whibley, Jobstock (Whibleys partner), and myself, sitting for two hours, trying to understand what the thing meant by H-e-s-t-u-r-n-e-m-y-s-f-e-a-r. It used no stops whatever. It never so much as hinted where one sentence ended and another began. It never even told us when it came to a proper name. Its idea of an evenings conversation was to plump down a hundred or so vowels and consonants in front of you and leave you to make whatever sense out of them you could.

We fancied at first it was talking about somebody named Hester (it had spelt Hester with a u before we allowed a margin for spelling), and we tried to work the sentence out on that basis, Hester enemies fear, we thought it might be. Whibley had a niece named Hester, and we decided the warning had reference to her. But whether she was our enemy, and we were to fear her, or whether we had to fear her enemies (and, if so, who were they?), or whether it was our enemies who were to be frightened by Hester, or her enemies, or enemies generally, still remained doubtful. We asked the table if it meant the first suggestion, and it said No. We asked what it did mean, and it said Yes.

This answer annoyed me, but Whibley explained that the Spirit was angry with us for our stupidity (which seemed quaint). He informed us that it always said first No, and then Yes, when it was angry, and as it was his Spirit, and we were in his house, we kept our feelings to ourselves and started afresh.

This time we abandoned the Hestur theory altogether. Jobstock suggested Haste for the first word, and, thought the Spirit might have gone on phonetically.

Haste! you are here, Miss Sfear! was what he made of it.

Whibley asked him sarcastically if hed kindly explain what that meant.

I think Jobstock was getting irritable. We had been sitting cramped up round a wretched little one-legged table all the evening, and this was almost the first bit of gossip we had got out of it. To further excuse him, it should also be explained that the gas had been put out by Whibley, and that the fire had gone out of its own accord. He replied that it was hard labour enough to find out what the thing said without having to make sense of it.

It cant spell, he added, and its got a nasty, sulky temper. If it was my spirit Id hire another spirit to kick it.

Whibley was one of the mildest little men I ever knew, but chaff or abuse of his Spirit roused the devil in him, and I feared we were going to have a scene. Fortunately, I was able to get his mind back to the consideration of Hesturnemysfear before anything worse happened than a few muttered remarks about the laughter of fools, and want of reverence for sacred subjects being the sign of a shallow mind.

We tried Hes stern, and His turn, and the fear of Hesturnemy, and tried to think who Hesturnemy might be. Three times we went over the whole thing again from the beginning, which meant six hundred and six tiltings of the table, and then suddenly the explanation struck me—Eastern Hemisphere.

Whibley had asked it for any information it might possess concerning his wifes uncle, from whom he had not heard for months, and that apparently was its idea of an address.

The fame of Whibleys Spirit became noised abroad, with the result that Whibley was able to command the willing service of more congenial assistants, and Jobstock and myself were dismissed. But we bore no malice.

Under these more favourable conditions the Spirit plucked up wonderfully, and talked everybodys head off. It could never have been a cheerful companion, however, for its conversation was chiefly confined to warnings and prognostications of evil. About once a fortnight Whibley would drop round on me, in a friendly way, to tell me that I was to beware of a man who lived in a street beginning with a C, or to inform me that if I would go to a town on the coast where there were three churches I should meet someone who would do me an irreparable injury, and, that I did not rush off then and there in search of that town he regarded as flying in the face of Providence.

In its passion for poking its ghostly nose into other peoples affairs it reminded me of my earthly friend Poppleton. Nothing pleased it better than being appealed to for aid and advice, and Whibley, who was a perfect slave to it, would hunt half over the parish for people in trouble and bring them to it.

It would direct ladies, eager for divorce court evidence, to go to the third house from the corner of the fifth street, past such and such a church or public-house (it never would give a plain, straightforward address), and ring the bottom bell but one twice. They would thank it effusively, and next morning would start to find the fifth street past the church, and would ring the bottom bell but one of the third house from the corner twice, and a man in his shirt sleeves would come to the door and ask them what they wanted.

They could not tell what they wanted, they did not know themselves, and the man would use bad language, and slam the door in their faces.

Then they would think that perhaps the Spirit meant the fifth street the other way, or the third house from the opposite corner, and would try again, with still more unpleasant results.

One July I met Whibley, mooning disconsolately along Princes Street, Edinburgh.

Hullo! I exclaimed, what are you doing here? I thought you were busy over that School Board case.

Yes, he answered, I ought really to be in London, but the truth is Im rather expecting something to happen down here.

Oh! I said, and whats that?

Well, he replied hesitatingly, as though he would rather not talk about it, I dont exactly know yet.

Youve come from London to Edinburgh, and dont know what youve come for! I cried.

Well, you see, he said, still more reluctantly, as it seemed to me, it was Marias idea; she wished—

Maria! I interrupted, looking perhaps a little sternly at him, whos Maria? (His wifes name I knew was Emily Georgina Anne.)

Oh! I forgot, he explained; she never would tell her name before you, would she? Its the Spirit, you know.

Oh! that, I said, its she that has sent you here. Didnt she tell you what for?

No, he answered, thats what worries me. All she would say was, Go to Edinburgh — something will happen.

And how long are you going to remain here? I inquired.

I dont know, he replied. Ive been here a week already, and Jobstock writes quite angrily. I wouldnt have come if Maria hadnt been so urgent. She repeated it three evenings running.

I hardly knew what to do. The little man was so dreadfully in earnest about the business that one could not argue much with him.

You are sure, I said, after thinking a while, that this Maria is a good Spirit? There are all sorts going about, Im told. Youre sure this isnt the spirit of some deceased lunatic, playing the fool with you?

Ive thought of that, he admitted. Of course that might be so. If nothing happens soon I shall almost begin to suspect it.

Well, I should certainly make some inquiries into its character before I trusted it any further, I answered, and left him.

About a month later I ran against him outside the Law Courts.

It was all right about Maria; something did happen in Edinburgh while I was there. That very morning I met you one of my oldest clients died quite suddenly at his house at Queensferry, only a few miles outside the city.

Im glad of that, I answered, I mean, of course, for Marias sake. It was lucky you went then.

Well, not altogether, he replied, at least, not in a worldly sense. He left his affairs in a very complicated state, and his eldest son went straight up to London to consult me about them, and, not finding me there, and time being important, went to Kebble. I was rather disappointed when I got back and heard about it.

Umph! I said; shes not a smart spirit, anyway.

No, he answered, perhaps not. But, you see, something did really happen.

After that his affection for Maria increased tenfold, while her attachment to himself became a burden to his friends. She grew too big for her table, and, dispensing with all mechanical intermediaries, talked to him direct. She followed him everywhere. Marys lamb couldnt have been a bigger nuisance. She would even go with him into the bedroom, and carry on long conversations with him in the middle of the night. His wife objected; she said it seemed hardly decent, but there was no keeping her out.

She turned up with him at picnics and Christmas parties. Nobody heard her speak to him, but it seemed necessary for him to reply to her aloud, and to see him suddenly get up from his chair and slip away to talk earnestly to nothing in a corner disturbed the festivities.

I should really be glad, he once confessed to me, to get a little time to myself. She means kindly, but it is a strain. And then the others dont like it. It makes them nervous. I can see it does.

One evening she caused quite a scene at the club. Whibley had been playing whist, with the Major for a partner. At the end of the game the Major, leaning across the table toward him, asked, in a tone of deadly calm, May I inquire, sir, whether there was any earthly reason (he emphasised earthly) for your following my lead of spades with your only trump?

I — I — am very sorry, Major, replied Whibley apologetically. I — I — somehow felt I — I ought to play that queen.

Entirely your own inspiration, or suggested? persisted the Major, who had, of course, heard of Maria.

Whibley admitted the play had been suggested to him. The Major rose from the table.

Then, sir, said he, with concentrated indignation, I decline to continue this game. A human fool I can tolerate for a partner, but if I am to be hampered by a damned spirit—

Youve no right to say that, cried Whibley hotly.

I apologise, returned the Major coldly; we will say a blessed spirit. I decline to play whist with spirits of any kind; and I advise you, sir, if you intend giving many exhibitions with the lady, first to teach her the rudiments of the game.

Saying which the Major put on his hat and left the club, and I made Whibley drink a stiff glass of brandy and water, and sent him and Maria home in a cab.

Whibley got rid of Maria at last. It cost him in round figures about eight thousand pounds, but his family said it was worth it.

A Spanish Count hired a furnished house a few doors from Whibleys, and one evening he was introduced to Whibley, and came home and had a chat with him. Whibley told him about Maria, and the Count quite fell in love with her. He said that if only he had had such a spirit to help and advise him, it might have altered his whole life.

He was the first man who had ever said a kind word about the spirit, and Whibley loved him for it. The Count seemed as though he could never see enough of Whibley after that evening, and the three of them — Whibley, the Count, and Maria — would sit up half the night talking together.

The precise particulars I never heard. Whibley was always very reticent on the matter. Whether Maria really did exist, and the Count deliberately set to work to bamboozle her (she was fool enough for anything), or whether she was a mere hallucination of Whibleys, and the man tricked Whibley by hypnotic suggestions (as I believe it is called), I am not prepared to say. The only thing certain is that Maria convinced Whibley that the Count had discovered a secret gold mine in Peru. She said she knew all about it, and counselled Whibley to beg the Count to let him put a few thousands into the working of it. Maria, it appeared, had known the Count from his boyhood, and could answer for it that he was the most honourable man in all South America. Possibly enough he was.

The Count was astonished to find that Whibley knew all about his mine. Eight thousand pounds was needed to start the workings, but he had not mentioned it to any one, as he wanted to keep the whole thing to himself, and thought he could save the money on his estates in Portugal. However, to oblige Maria, he would let Whibley supply the money. Whibley supplied it — in cash, and no one has ever seen the Count since.

That broke up Whibleys faith in Maria, and a sensible doctor, getting hold of him threatened to prescribe a lunatic asylum for him if ever he found him carrying on with any spirits again. That completed the cure.


THE MAN WHO WENT WRONG
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I FIRST MET Jack Burridge nearly ten years ago on a certain North-country race-course.

The saddling bell had just rung for the chief event of the day. I was sauntering along with my hands in my pockets, more interested in the crowd than in the race, when a sporting friend, crossing on his way to the paddock, seized me by the arm and whispered hoarsely in my ear: — 

Put your shirt on Mrs. Waller.

Put my -? I began.

Put your shirt on Mrs. Waller, he repeated still more impressively, and disappeared in the throng.

I stared after him in blank amazement. Why should I put my shirt on Mrs. Waller? Even if it would fit a lady. And how about myself?

I was passing the grand stand, and, glancing up, I saw Mrs. Waller, twelve to one, chalked on a bookmakers board. Then it dawned upon me that Mrs. Waller was a horse, and, thinking further upon the matter, I evolved the idea that my friends advice, expressed in more becoming language, was Back Mrs. Waller for as much as you can possibly afford.

Thank you, I said to myself, I have backed cast-iron certainties before. Next time I bet upon a horse I shall make the selection by shutting my eyes and putting a pin through the card.

But the seed had taken root. My friends words surged in my brain. The birds passing overhead twittered, Put your shirt on Mrs. Waller.

I reasoned with myself. I reminded myself of my few former ventures. But the craving to put, if not my shirt, at all events half a sovereign on Mrs. Waller only grew the stronger the more strongly I battled against it. I felt that if Mrs. Waller won and I had nothing on her, I should reproach myself to my dying day.

I was on the other side of the course. There was no time to get back to the enclosure. The horses were already forming for the start. A few yards off, under a white umbrella, an outside bookmaker was shouting his final prices in stentorian tones. He was a big, genial-looking man, with an honest red face.

What price Mrs. Waller? I asked him.

Fourteen to one, he answered, and good luck to you.

I handed him half a sovereign, and he wrote me out a ticket. I crammed it into my waistcoat pocket, and hurried off to see the race. To my intense astonishment Mrs. Waller won. The novel sensation of having backed the winner so excited me that I forgot all about my money, and it was not until a good hour afterwards that I recollected my bet.

Then I started off to search for the man under the white umbrella. I went to where I thought I had left him, but no white umbrella could I find.

Consoling myself with the reflection that my loss served me right for having been fool enough to trust an outside bookie, I turned on my heel and began to make my way back to my seat. Suddenly a voice hailed me: — 

Here you are, sir. Its Jack Burridge you want. Over here, sir.

I looked round, and there was Jack Burridge at my elbow.

I saw you looking about, sir, he said, but I could not make you hear. You was looking the wrong side of the tent.

It was pleasant to find that his honest face had not belied him.

It is very good of you, I said; I had given up all hopes of seeing you. Or, I added with a smile, my seven pounds.

Seven pun ten, he corrected me; youre forgetting your own thin un.

He handed me the money and went back to his stand.

On my way into the town I came across him again. A small crowd was collected, thoughtfully watching a tramp knocking about a miserable-looking woman.

Jack, pushing to the front, took in the scene and took off his coat in the same instant.

Now then, my fine old English gentleman, he sang out, come and have a try at me for a change.

The tramp was a burly ruffian, and I have seen better boxers than Jack. He got himself a black eye, and a nasty cut over the lip, before he hardly knew where he was. But in spite of that — and a good deal more — he stuck to his man and finished him.

At the end, as he helped his adversary up, I heard him say to the fellow in a kindly whisper: — 

Youre too good a sort, you know, to whollop a woman. Why, you very near give me a licking. You must have forgot yourself, matey.

The fellow interested me. I waited and walked on with him. He told me about his home in London, at Mile End — about his old father and mother, his little brothers and sisters — and what he was saving up to do for them. Kindliness oozed from every pore in his skin.

Many that we met knew him, and all, when they saw his round, red face, smiled unconsciously. At the corner of the High Street a pale-faced little drudge of a girl passed us, saying as she slipped by Good-evening, Mr. Burridge.

He made a dart and caught her by the shoulder.

And how is father? he asked.

Oh, if you please, Mr. Burridge, he is out again. All the mills is closed, answered the child.

And mother?

She dont get no better, sir.

And whos keeping you all?

Oh, if you please, sir, Jimmys earning something now, replied the mite.

He took a couple of sovereigns from his waistcoat pocket, and closed the childs hand upon them.

Thats all right, my lass, thats all right, he said, stopping her stammering thanks. You write to me if things dont get better. You know where to find Jack Burridge.

Strolling about the streets in the evening, I happened to pass the inn where he was staying. The parlour window was open, and out into the misty night his deep, cheery voice, trolling forth an old-fashioned drinking song, came rolling like a wind, cleansing the corners of ones heart with its breezy humanness. He was sitting at the head of the table surrounded by a crowd of jovial cronies. I lingered for a while watching the scene. It made the world appear a less sombre dwelling-place than I had sometimes pictured it.

I determined, on my return to London, to look him up, and accordingly one evening started to find the little by-street off the Mile End Road in which he lived. As I turned the corner he drove up in his dog-cart; it was a smart turn-out. On the seat beside him sat a neat, withered little old woman, whom he introduced to me as his mother.

I tell im its a fine gell as e oughter ave up ere aside im, said the old lady, preparing to dismount, an old woman like me takes all the paint off the show.

Get along with yer, he replied laughingly, jumping down and handing the reins to the lad who had been waiting, you could give some of the young uns points yet, mother. I allus promised the old lady as she should ride behind her own oss one day, he continued, turning to me, didnt I, mother?

Ay, ay, replied the old soul, as she hobbled nimbly up the steps, yere a good son, Jack, yere a good son.

He led the way into the parlour. As he entered every face lightened up with pleasure, a harmony of joyous welcome greeted him. The old hard world had been shut out with the slam of the front door. I seemed to have wandered into Dickensland. The red-faced man with the small twinkling eyes and the lungs of leather loomed before me, a large, fat household fairy. From his capacious pockets came forth tobacco for the old father; a huge bunch of hot-house grapes for a neighbours sickly child, who was stopping with them; a book of Hentys — beloved of boys — for a noisy youngster who called him uncle; a bottle of port wine for a wan, elderly woman with a swollen face — his widowed sister-in-law, as I subsequently learned; sweets enough for the baby (whose baby I dont know) to make it sick for a week; and a roll of music for his youngest sister.

Were a-going to make a lady of her, he said, drawing the childs shy face against his gaudy waistcoat, and running his coarse hand through her pretty curls; and she shall marry a jockey when she grows up.

After supper he brewed some excellent whisky punch, and insisted upon the old lady joining us, which she eventually did with much coughing and protestation; but I noticed that she finished the tumblerful. For the children he concocted a marvellous mixture, which he called an eye-composer, the chief ingredients being hot lemonade, ginger wine, sugar, oranges, and raspberry vinegar. It had the desired effect.

I stayed till late, listening to his inexhaustible fund of stories. Over most of them he laughed with us himself — a great gusty laugh that made the cheap glass ornaments upon the mantelpiece to tremble; but now and then a recollection came to him that spread a sudden gravity across his jovial face, bringing a curious quaver into his deep voice.

Their tongues a little loosened by the punch, the old folks would have sung his praises to the verge of tediousness had he not almost sternly interrupted them.

Shut up, mother, he cried at last, quite gruffly, what I does I does to please myself. I likes to see people comfortable about me. If they wasnt, its me as would be more upset than them.

I did not see him again for nearly two years. Then one October evening, strolling about the East End, I met him coming out of a little Chapel in the Burdett Road. He was so changed that I should not have known him had not I overheard a woman as she passed him say, Good-evening, Mr. Burridge.

A pair of bushy side-whiskers had given to his red face an aggressively respectable appearance. He was dressed in an ill-fitting suit of black, and carried an umbrella in one hand and a book in the other.

In some mysterious way he managed to look both thinner and shorter than my recollection of him. Altogether, he suggested to me the idea that he himself — the real man — had by some means or other been extracted, leaving only his shrunken husk behind. The genial juices of humanity had been squeezed out of him.

Not Jack Burridge! I exclaimed, confronting him in astonishment.

His little eyes wandered shiftily up and down the street. No, sir, he replied (his tones had lost their windy boisterousness — a hard, metallic voice spoke to me), not the one as you used to know, praise be the Lord.

And have you given up the old business? I asked.

Yes, sir, he replied, thats all over; Ive been a vile sinner in my time, God forgive me for it. But, thank Heaven, I have repented in time.

Come and have a drink, I said, slipping my arm through his, and tell me all about it.

He disengaged himself from me, firmly but gently. You mean well, sir, he said, but I have given up the drink.

Evidently he would have been rid of me, but a literary man, scenting material for his stockpot, is not easily shaken off. I asked after the old folks, and if they were still stopping with him.

Yes, he said, for the present. Of course, a man cant be expected to keep people for ever; so many mouths to fill is hard work these times, and everybody sponges on a man just because hes good-natured.

And how are you getting on? I asked.

Tolerably well, thank you, sir. The Lord provides for His servants, he replied with a smug smile. I have got a little shop now in the Commercial Road.

Whereabouts? I persisted. I would like to call and see you.

He gave me the address reluctantly, and said he would esteem it a great pleasure if I would honour him by a visit, which was a palpable lie.

The following afternoon I went. I found the place to be a pawnbrokers shop, and from all appearances he must have been doing a very brisk business. He was out himself attending a temperance committee, but his old father was behind the counter, and asked me inside. Though it was a chilly day there was no fire in the parlour, and the two old folks sat one each side of the empty hearth, silent and sad. They seemed little more pleased to see me than their son, but after a while Mrs. Burridges natural garrulity asserted itself, and we fell into chat.

I asked what had become of his sister-in-law, the lady with the swollen face.

I couldnt rightly tell you, sir, answered the old lady, she aint livin with us now. You see, sir, she continued, Johns got different notions to what e used to ave. E dont cotten much to them as aint found grace, and poor Jane never did ave much religion!

And the little one? I inquired. The one with the curls?

What, Bessie, sir? said the old lady. Oh, shes out at service, sir; John dont think it good for young folks to be idle.

Your son seems to have changed a good deal, Mrs. Burridge, I remarked.

Ay, sir, she assented, you may well say that. It nearly broke my art at fust; everythin so different to what it ad been. Not as Id stand in the boys light. If our being a bit uncomfortable like in this world is a-going to do im any good in the next me and father aint the ones to begrudge it, are we, old man?

The old man concurred grumpily.

Was it a sudden conversion? I asked. How did it come about?

It was a young woman as started im off, explained the old lady. She come round to our place one day a-collectin for somethin or other, and Jack, in is free-anded way, e give er a five-pun note. Next week she come agen for somethin else, and stopped and talked to im about is soul in the passage. She told im as e was a-goin straight to ell, and that e oughter give up the bookmakin and settle down to a respecble, God-fearin business. At fust e only laughed, but she lammed in tracts at im full of the most awful language; and one day she fetched im round to one of them revivalist chaps, as fair settled im.

E aint never been his old self since then. E give up the bettin and bought this ere, though whats the difference blessed if I can see. It makes my eart ache, it do, to ear my Jack a-beatin down the poor people — and it aint like im. It went agen is grain at fust, I could see; but they told him as ow it was folkss own fault that they was poor, and as ow it was the will of God, because they was a drinkin, improvident lot.

Then they made im sign the pledge. Ed allus been used to is glass, Jack ad, and I think as knockin it off ave soured im a bit — seems as if all the sperit ad gone out of im — and of course me and father ave ad to give up our little drop too. Then they told im as e must give up smokin- that was another way of goin straight to ell — and that aint made im any the more cheerful like, and father misses is little bit — dont ye, father?

Ay, answered the old fellow savagely; cant say I thinks much of these ere folks as is going to heaven; blowed if I dont think theyll be a chirpier lot in tother place.

An angry discussion in the shop interrupted us. Jack had returned, and was threatening an excited woman with the police. It seemed she had miscalculated the date, and had come a day too late with her interest.

Having got rid of her, he came into the parlour with the watch in his hand.

Its providential she was late, he said, looking at it; its worth ten times what I lent on it.

He packed his father back into the shop, and his mother down into the kitchen to get his tea, and for a while we sat together talking.

I found his conversation a strange mixture of self-laudation, showing through a flimsy veil of self-disparagement, and of satisfaction at the conviction that he was saved, combined with equally evident satisfaction that most other people werent — somewhat trying, however; and, remembering an appointment, rose to go.

He made no effort to stay me, but I could see that he was bursting to tell me something. At last, taking a religious paper from his pocket, and pointing to a column, he blurted out:

You dont take any interest in the Lords vineyard, I suppose, sir?

I glanced at the part of the paper indicated. It announced a new mission to the Chinese, and heading the subscription list stood the name, Mr. John Burridge, one hundred guineas.

You subscribe largely, Mr. Burridge, I said, handing him back the paper.

He rubbed his big hands together. The Lord will repay a hundredfold, he answered.

In which case its just as well to have a note of the advance down in black and white, eh? I added.

His little eyes looked sharply at me; but he made no reply, and, shaking hands, I left him.


THE HOBBY RIDER
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BUMP. BUMP. BUMP-BUMP. Bump.

I sat up in bed and listened intently. It seemed to me as if someone with a muffled hammer were trying to knock bricks out of the wall.

Burglars, I said to myself (one assumes, as a matter of course, that everything happening in this world after 1 a.m. is due to burglars), and I reflected what a curiously literal, but at the same time slow and cumbersome, method of housebreaking they had adopted.

The bumping continued irregularly, yet uninterruptedly.

My bed was by the window. I reached out my hand and drew aside a corner of the curtain. The sunlight streamed into the room. I looked at my watch: it was ten minutes past five.

A most unbusinesslike hour for burglars, I thought. Why, it will be breakfast-time before they get in.

Suddenly there came a crash, and some substance striking against the blind fell upon the floor. I sprang out of bed and threw open the window.

A red-haired young gentleman, scantily clad in a sweater and a pair of flannel trousers, stood on the lawn below me.

Good morning, he said cheerily. Do you mind throwing me back my ball?

What ball? I said.

My tennis ball, he answered. It must be somewhere in the room; it went clean through the window.

I found the ball and threw it back to him,

* * * Quick tidied and spell-checked to here — page 155 * * *

What are you doing? I asked. Playing tennis?

No, he said. I am just practising against the side of the house. It improves your game wonderfully.

It dont improve my nights rest, I answered somewhat surlily I fear. I came down here for peace and quiet. Cant you do it in the daytime?

Daytime! he laughed. Why it has been daytime for the last two hours. Never mind, Ill go round the other side.

He disappeared round the corner, and set to work at the back, where he woke up the dog. I heard another window smash, followed by a sound as of somebody getting up violently in a distant part of the house, and shortly afterwards I must have fallen asleep again.

I had come to spend a few weeks at a boarding establishment in Deal. He was the only other young man in the house, and I was naturally thrown a good deal upon his society. He was a pleasant, genial young fellow, but he would have been better company had he been a little less enthusiastic as regards tennis.

He played tennis ten hours a day on the average. He got up romantic parties to play it by moonlight (when half his time was generally taken up in separating his opponents), and godless parties to play it on Sundays. On wet days I have seen him practising services by himself in a mackintosh and goloshes.

He had been spending the winter with his people at Tangiers, and I asked him how he liked the place.

Oh, a beast of a hole! he replied. There is not a court anywhere in the town. We tried playing on the roof, but the mater thought it dangerous.

Switzerland he had been delighted with. He counselled me next time I went to stay at Zermatt.

There is a capital court at Zermatt, he said. You might almost fancy yourself at Wimbledon.

A mutual acquaintance whom I subsequently met told me that at the top of the Jungfrau he had said to him, his eyes fixed the while upon a small snow plateau enclosed by precipices a few hundred feet below them — 

By Jove! That wouldnt make half a bad little tennis court — that flat bit down there. Have to be careful you didnt run back too far.

When he was not playing tennis, or practising tennis, or reading about tennis, he was talking about tennis. Renshaw was the prominent figure in the tennis world at that time, and he mentioned Renshaw until there grew up within my soul a dark desire to kill Renshaw in a quiet, unostentatious way, and bury him.

One drenching afternoon he talked tennis to me for three hours on end, referring to Renshaw, so far as I kept count, four thousand nine hundred and thirteen times. After tea he drew his chair to the window beside me, and commenced — 

Have you ever noticed how Renshaw—

I said — 

Suppose someone took a gun — someone who could aim very straight — and went out and shot Renshaw till he was quite dead, would you tennis players drop him and talk about somebody else?

Oh, but who would shoot Renshaw? he said indignantly.

Never mind, I said, supposing someone did?

Well, then, there would be his brother, he replied.

I had forgotten that.

Well, we wont argue about how many of them there are, I said. Suppose someone killed the lot, should we hear less of Renshaw?

Never, he replied emphatically. Renshaw will always be a name wherever tennis is spoken of.

I dread to think what the result might have been had his answer been other than it was.

The next year he dropped tennis completely and became an ardent amateur photographer, whereupon all his friends implored him to return to tennis, and sought to interest him in talk about services and returns and volleys, and in anecdotes concerning Renshaw. But he would not heed them.

Whatever he saw, wherever he went, he took. He took his friends, and made them his enemies. He took babies, and brought despair to fond mothers hearts. He took young wives, and cast a shadow on the home. Once there was a young man who loved not wisely, so his friends thought, but the more they talked against her the more he clung to her. Then a happy idea occurred to the father. He got Begglely to photograph her in seven different positions.

When her lover saw the first, he said — 

What an awful looking thing! Who did it?

When Begglely showed him the second, he said — 

But, my dear fellow, its not a bit like her. Youve made her look an ugly old woman.

At the third he said — 

Whatever have you done to her feet? They cant be that size, you know. It isnt in nature!

At the fourth he exclaimed — 

But, heavens, man! Look at the shape youve made her. Where on earth did you get the idea from?

At the first glimpse of the fifth he staggered.

Great Scott! he cried with a shudder, what a ghastly expression youve got into it! It isnt human!

Begglely was growing offended, but the father, who was standing by, came to his defence.

Its nothing to do with Begglely, exclaimed the old gentleman suavely. It cant be his fault. What is a photographer? Simply an instrument in the hands of science. He arranges his apparatus, and whatever is in front of it comes into it.

No, continued the old gentleman, laying a constrained hand upon Begglely, who was about to resume the exhibition, dont — dont show him the other two.

I was sorry for the poor girl, for I believe she really cared for the youngster; and as for her looks, they were quite up to the average. But some evil sprite seemed to have got into Begglelys camera. It seized upon defects with the unerring instinct of a born critic, and dilated upon them to the obscuration of all virtues. A man with a pimple became a pimple with a man as background. People with strongly marked features became merely adjuncts to their own noses. One man in the neighbourhood had, undetected, worn a wig for fourteen years. Begglelys camera discovered the fraud in an instant, and so completely exposed it that the mans friends wondered afterwards how the fact ever could have escaped them. The thing seemed to take a pleasure in showing humanity at its very worst. Babies usually came out with an expression of low cunning. Most young girls had to take their choice of appearing either as simpering idiots or embryo vixens. To mild old ladies it generally gave a look of aggressive cynicism. Our vicar, as excellent an old gentleman as ever breathed, Begglely presented to us as a beetle-browed savage of a peculiarly low type of intellect; while upon the leading solicitor of the town he bestowed an expression of such thinly-veiled hypocrisy that few who saw the photograph cared ever again to trust him with their affairs.

As regards myself I should, perhaps, make no comment, I am possibly a prejudiced party. All I will say, therefore, is that if I in any way resemble Begglelys photograph of me, then the critics are fully justified in everything they have at any time, anywhere, said of me — and more. Nor, I maintain — though I make no pretence of possessing the figure of Apollo — is one of my legs twice the length of the other, and neither does it curve upwards. This I can prove. Begglely allowed that an accident had occurred to the negative during the process of development, but this explanation does not appear on the picture, and I cannot help feeling that an injustice has been done me.

His perspective seemed to be governed by no law either human or divine. I have seen a photograph of his uncle and a windmill, judging from which I defy any unprejudiced person to say which is the bigger, the uncle or the mill.

On one occasion he created quite a scandal in the parish by exhibiting a well-known and eminently respectable maiden lady nursing a young man on her knee. The gentlemans face was indistinct, and he was dressed in a costume which, upon a man of his size — one would have estimated him as rising 6 ft. 4 in. — appeared absurdly juvenile. He had one arm round her neck, and she was holding his other hand and smirking.

I, knowing something of Begglelys machine, willingly accepted the ladys explanation, which was to the effect that the male in question was her nephew, aged eleven; but the uncharitable ridiculed this statement, and appearances were certainly against her.

It was in the early days of the photographic craze, and an inexperienced world was rather pleased with the idea of being taken on the cheap. The consequence was that nearly everyone for three miles round sat or stood or leant or laid to Begglely at one time or another, with the result that a less conceited parish than ours it would have been difficult to discover. No one who had once looked upon a photograph of himself taken by Begglely ever again felt any pride in his personal appearance. The picture was invariably a revelation to him.

Later, some evil-disposed person invented Kodaks, and Begglely went everywhere slung on to a thing that looked like an overgrown missionary box, and that bore a legend to the effect that if Begglely would pull the button, a shameless Company would do the rest. Life became a misery to Begglelys friends. Nobody dared to do anything for fear of being taken in the act. He took an instantaneous photograph of his own father swearing at the gardener, and snapped his youngest sister and her lover at the exact moment of farewell at the garden gate. Nothing was sacred to him. He Kodaked his aunts funeral from behind, and showed the chief mourner but one whispering a funny story into the ear of the third cousin as they stood behind their hats beside the grave.

Public indignation was at its highest when a new comer to the neighbourhood, a young fellow named Haynoth, suggested the getting together of a party for a summers tour in Turkey. Everybody took up the idea with enthusiasm, and recommended Begglely as the party. We had great hopes from that tour. Our idea was that Begglely would pull his button outside a harem or behind a sultana, and that a Bashi Bazouk or a Janissary would do the rest for us.

We were, however, partly doomed to disappointment — I say, partly, because, although Begglely returned alive, he came back entirely cured of his photographic craze. He said that every English-speaking man, woman, or child whom he met abroad had its camera with it, and that after a time the sight of a black cloth or the click of a button began to madden him.

He told us that on the summit of Mount Tutra, in the Carpathians, the English and American amateur photographers waiting to take the grand panorama were formed by the Hungarian police in queue, two abreast, each with his or her camera under his or her arm, and that a man had to stand sometimes as long as three and a half hours before his turn came round. He also told us that the beggars in Constantinople went about with placards hung round their necks, stating their charges for being photographed. One of these price lists he brought back with him as a sample.

It ran: — 

One snap shot, back or front .. ... ... 2 frcs.
 ,, with expression ... ... 3 ,,
 ,, surprised in quaint attitude . 4 ,,
 ,, while saying prayers ... ... 5 ,,
 ,, while fighting ... ... 10 ,,

He said that in some instances where a man had an exceptionally villainous cast of countenance, or was exceptionally deformed, as much as twenty francs were demanded and readily obtained.

He abandoned photography and took to golf. He showed people how, by digging a hole here and putting a brickbat or two there, they could convert a tennis-lawn into a miniature golf link, — and did it for them. He persuaded elderly ladies and gentlemen that it was the mildest exercise going, and would drag them for miles over wet gorse and heather, and bring them home dead beat, coughing, and full of evil thoughts.

The last time I saw him was in Switzerland, a few months ago. He appeared indifferent to the subject of golf, but talked much about whist. We met by chance at Grindelwald, and agreed to climb the Faulhorn together next morning. Half-way up we rested, and I strolled on a little way by myself to gain a view. Returning, I found him with a Cavendish in his hand and a pack of cards spread out before him on the grass, solving a problem.


THE MAN WHO DID NOT BELIEVE IN LUCK
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HE GOT IN at Ipswich with seven different weekly papers under his arm. I noticed that each one insured its reader against death or injury by railway accident. He arranged his luggage upon the rack above him, took off his hat and laid it on the seat beside him, mopped his bald head with a red silk handkerchief, and then set to work steadily to write his name and address upon each of the seven papers. I sat opposite to him and read Punch. I always take the old humour when travelling; I find it soothing to the nerves.

Passing over the points at Manningtree the train gave a lurch, and a horse-shoe he had carefully placed in the rack above him slipped through the netting, falling with a musical ring upon his head.

He appeared neither surprised nor angry. Having staunched the wound with his handkerchief, he stooped and picked the horse-shoe up, glanced at it with, as I thought, an expression of reproach, and dropped it gently out of the window.

Did it hurt you? I asked.

It was a foolish question. I told myself so the moment I had uttered it. The thing must have weighed three pounds at the least; it was an exceptionally large and heavy shoe. The bump on his head was swelling visibly before my eyes. Anyone but an idiot must have seen that he was hurt. I expected an irritable reply. I should have given one myself had I been in his place. Instead, however, he seemed to regard the inquiry as a natural and kindly expression of sympathy.

It did, a little, he replied.

What were you doing with it? I asked. It was an odd sort of thing for a man to be travelling with.

It was lying in the roadway just outside the station, he explained; I picked it up for luck.

He refolded his handkerchief so as to bring a cooler surface in contact with the swelling, while I murmured something genial about the inscrutability of Providence.

Yes, he said, Ive had a deal of luck in my time, but its never turned out well.

I was born on a Wednesday, he continued, which, as I daresay you know, is the luckiest day a man can be born on. My mother was a widow, and none of my relatives would do anything for me. They said it would be like taking coals to Newcastle, helping a boy born on a Wednesday; and my uncle, when he died, left every penny of his money to my brother Sam, as a slight compensation to him for having been born on a Friday. All I ever got was advice upon the duties and responsibilities of wealth, when it arrived, and entreaties that I would not neglect those with claims upon me when I came to be a rich man.

He paused while folding up his various insurance papers and placing them in the inside breast-pocket of his coat.

Then there are black cats, he went on; theyre said to be lucky. Why, there never was a blacker cat than the one that followed me into my rooms in Bolsover Street the very first night I took them.

Didnt it bring you luck? I enquired, finding that he had stopped.

A far-away look came into his eyes.

Well, of course it all depends, he answered dreamily. Maybe wed never have suited one another; you can always look at it that way. Still, Id like to have tried.

He sat staring out of the window, and for a while I did not care to intrude upon his evidently painful memories.

What happened then? I asked, however, at last.

He roused himself from his reverie.

Oh, he said. Nothing extraordinary. She had to leave London for a time, and gave me her pet canary to take charge of while she was away.

But it wasnt your fault, I urged.

No, perhaps not, he agreed; but it created a coldness which others were not slow to take advantage of.

I offered her the cat, too, he added, but more to himself than to me.

We sat and smoked in silence. I felt that the consolations of a stranger would sound weak.

Piebald horses are lucky, too, he observed, knocking the ashes from his pipe against the window sash. I had one of them once.

What did it do to you? I enquired.

Lost me the best crib I ever had in my life, was the simple rejoinder. The governor stood it a good deal longer than I had any right to expect; but you cant keep a man who is always drunk. It gives a firm a bad name.

It would, I agreed.

You see, he went on, I never had the head for it. To some men it would not have so much mattered, but the very first glass was enough to upset me. Id never been used to it.

But why did you take it? I persisted. The horse didnt make you drink, did he?

Well, it was this way, he explained, continuing to rub gently the lump which was now about the size of an egg. The animal had belonged to a gentleman who travelled in the wine and spirit line, and who had been accustomed to visit in the way of business almost every public-house he came to. The result was you couldnt get that little horse past a public-house — at least I couldnt. He sighted them a quarter of a mile off, and made straight for the door. I struggled with him at first, but it was five to ten minutes work getting him away, and folks used to gather round and bet on us. I think, maybe, Id have stuck to it, however, if it hadnt been for a temperance chap who stopped one day and lectured the crowd about it from the opposite side of the street. He called me Pilgrim, and said the little horse was Pollion, or some such name, and kept on shouting out that I was to fight him for a heavenly crown. After that they called us Polly and the Pilgrim, fighting for the crown. It riled me, that did, and at the very next house at which he pulled up I got down and said Id come for two of Scotch. That was the beginning. It took me years to break myself of the habit.

But there, he continued, it has always been the same. I hadnt been a fortnight in my first situation before my employer gave me a goose weighing eighteen pounds as a Christmas present.

Well, that couldnt have done you any harm, I remarked. That was lucky enough.

So the other clerks said at the time, he replied. The old gentleman had never been known to give anything away before in his life. Hes taken a fancy to you, they said; you are a lucky beggar!

He sighed heavily. I felt there was a story attached.

What did you do with it? I asked.

That was the trouble, he returned. I didnt know what to do with it. It was ten oclock on Christmas Eve, just as I was leaving, that he gave it to me. Tiddling Brothers have sent me a goose, Biggles, he said to me as I helped him on with his great-coat. Very kind of em, but I dont want it myself; you can have it!

Of course I thanked him, and was very grateful. He wished me a merry Christmas and went out. I tied the thing up in brown paper, and took it under my arm. It was a fine bird, but heavy.

Under all the circumstances, and it being Christmas time, I thought I would treat myself to a glass of beer. I went into a quiet little house at the corner of the Lane and laid the goose on the counter.

Thats a big un, said the landlord; youll get a good cut off him to-morrow.

His words set me thinking, and for the first time it struck me that I didnt want the bird — that it was of no use to me at all. I was going down to spend the holidays with my young ladys people in Kent.

Was this the canary young lady? I interrupted.

No, he replied. This was before that one. It was this goose Im telling you of that upset this one. Well, her folks were big farmers; it would have been absurd taking a goose down to them, and I knew no one in London to give it to, so when the landlord came round again I asked him if he would care to buy it. I told him he could have it cheap,

I dont want it myself, he answered. Ive got three in the house already. Perhaps one of these gentlemen would like to make an offer.

He turned to a couple of chaps who were sitting drinking gin. They didnt look to me worth the price of a chicken between them. The seediest said hed like to look at it, however, and I undid the parcel. He mauled the thing pretty considerably, and cross-examined me as to how I come by it, ending by upsetting half a tumbler of gin and water over it. Then he offered me half a crown for it. It made me so angry that I took the brown paper and the string in one hand and the goose in the other, and walked straight out without saying a word.

I carried it in this way for some distance, because I was excited and didnt care how I carried it; but as I cooled, I began to reflect how ridiculous I must look. One or two small boys evidently noticed the same thing. I stopped under a lamp-post and tried to tie it up again. I had a bag and an umbrella with me at the same time, and the first thing I did was to drop the goose into the gutter, which is just what I might have expected to do, attempting to handle four separate articles and three yards of string with one pair of hands. I picked up about a quart of mud with that goose, and got the greater part of it over my hands and clothes and a fair quantity over the brown paper; and then it began to rain.

I bundled everything up into my arm and made for the nearest pub, where I thought I would ask for a piece more string and make a neat job of it.

The bar was crowded. I pushed my way to the counter and flung the goose down in front of me. The men nearest stopped talking to look at it; and a young fellow standing next to me said — 

Well, youve killed it. I daresay I did seem a bit excited.

I had intended making another effort to sell it here, but they were clearly not the right sort. I had a pint of ale — for I was feeling somewhat tired and hot — scraped as much of the mud off the bird as I could, made a fresh parcel of it, and came out.

Crossing the road a happy idea occurred to me. I thought I would raffle it. At once I set to work to find a house where there might seem to be a likely lot. It cost me three or four whiskies — for I felt I didnt want any more beer, which is a thing that easily upsets me — but at length I found just the crowd I wanted — a quiet domestic-looking set in a homely little place off the Goswell Road.

I explained my views to the landlord. He said he had no objection; he supposed I would stand drinks round afterwards. I said I should be delighted to do so, and showed him the bird.

It looks a bit poorly, he said. He was a Devonshire man.

Oh, thats nothing, I explained. I happened to drop it. That will all wash off.

It smells a bit queer, too, he said.

Thats mud, I answered; you know what London mud is. And a gentleman spilled some gin over it. Nobody will notice that when its cooked.

Well, he replied. I dont think Ill take a hand myself, but if any other gent likes to, thats his affair.

Nobody seemed enthusiastic. I started it at sixpence, and took a ticket myself. The potman had a free chance for superintending the arrangements, and he succeeded in inducing five other men, much against their will, to join us. I won it myself, and paid out three and twopence for drinks. A solemn-looking individual who had been snoring in a corner suddenly woke up as I was going out, and offered me sevenpence hapenny for it — why sevenpence hapenny I have never been able to understand. He would have taken it away, I should never have seen it again, and my whole life might have been different. But Fate has always been against me. I replied, with perhaps unnecessary hauteur, that I wasnt a Christmas dinner fund for the destitute, and walked out.

It was getting late, and I had a long walk home to my lodgings. I was beginning to wish I had never seen the bird. I estimated its weight by this time to be thirty-six pounds.

The idea occurred to me to sell it to a poulterer. I looked for a shop, I found one in Myddleton Street. There wasnt a customer near it, but by the way the man was shouting you might have thought that he was doing all the trade of Clerkenwell. I took the goose out of the parcel and laid it on the shelf before him.

Whats this? he asked.

Its a goose, I said. You can have it cheap.

He just seized the thing by the neck and flung it at me. I dodged, and it caught the side of my head. You can have no idea, if youve never been hit on the head with a goose, how if hurts. I picked it up and hit him back with it, and a policeman came up with the usual, Now then, whats all this about?

I explained the facts. The poulterer stepped to the edge of the curb and apostrophised the universe generally.

Look at that shop, he said. Its twenty minutes to twelve, and theres seven dozen geese hanging there that Im willing to give away, and this fool asks me if I want to buy another.

I perceived then that my notion had been a foolish one, and I followed the policemans advice, and went away quietly, taking the bird with me.

Then said I to myself, I will give it away. I will select some poor deserving person, and make him a present of the damned thing. I passed a good many people, but no one looked deserving enough. It may have been the time or it may have been the neighbourhood, but those I met seemed to me to be unworthy of the bird. I offered it to a man in Judd Street, who I thought appeared hungry. He turned out to be a drunken ruffian. I could not make him understand what I meant, and he followed me down the road abusing me at the top of his voice, until, turning a corner without knowing it, he plunged down Tavistock Place, shouting after the wrong man. In the Euston Road I stopped a half-starved child and pressed it upon her. She answered Not me! and ran away. I heard her calling shrilly after me, Who stole the goose?

I dropped it in a dark part of Seymour Street. A man picked it up and brought it after me. I was unequal to any more explanations or arguments. I gave him twopence and plodded on with it once more. The pubs were just closing, and I went into one for a final drink. As a matter of fact I had had enough already, being, as I am, unaccustomed to anything more than an occasional class of beer. But I felt depressed, and I thought it might cheer me. I think I had gin, which is a thing I loathe.

I meant to fling it over into Oakley Square, but a policeman had his eye on me, and followed me twice round the railings. In Golding Road I sought to throw it down an area, but was frustrated in like manner. The whole night police of London seemed to have nothing else to do but prevent my getting rid of that goose.

They appeared so anxious about it that I fancied they might like to have it. I went up to one in Camden Street. I called him Bobby, and asked him if he wanted a goose.

Ill tell you what I dont want, he replied severely, and that is none of your sauce.

He was very insulting, and I naturally answered him back. What actually passed I forget, but it ended in his announcing his intention of taking me in charge.

I slipped out of his hands and bolted down King Street. He blew his whistle and started after me. A man sprang out from a doorway in College Street and tried to stop me. I tied him up with a butt in the stomach, and cut through the Crescent, doubling back into the Camden Road by Batt Street.

At the Canal Bridge I looked behind me, and could see no one. I dropped the goose over the parapet, and it fell with a splash into the water.

Heaving a sigh of relief, I turned and crossed into Randolph Street, and there a constable collared me. I was arguing with him when the first fool came up breathless. They told me I had better explain the matter to the Inspector, and I thought so too.

The Inspector asked me why I had run away when the other constable wanted to take me in charge. I replied that it was because I did not desire to spend my Christmas holidays in the lock-up, which he evidently regarded as a singularly weak argument. He asked me what I had thrown into the canal. I told him a goose. He asked me why I had thrown a goose into the canal. I told him because I was sick and tired of the animal.

At this stage a sergeant came in to say that they had succeeded in recovering the parcel. They opened it on the Inspectors table. It contained a dead baby.

I pointed out to them that it wasnt my parcel, and that it wasnt my baby, but they hardly took the trouble to disguise the fact that they did not believe me.

The Inspector said it was too grave a case for bail, which, seeing that I did not know a soul in London, was somewhat immaterial. I got them to send a telegram to my young lady to say that I was unavoidably detained in town, and passed as quiet and uneventful a Christmas Day and Boxing Day as I ever wish to spend.

In the end the evidence against me was held to be insufficient to justify a conviction, and I got off on the minor charge of drunk and disorderly. But I lost my situation and I lost my young lady, and I dont care if I never see a goose again.

We were nearing Liverpool Street. He collected his luggage, and taking up his hat made an attempt to put it on his head. But in consequence of the swelling caused by the horseshoe it would not go anywhere near him, and he laid it sadly back upon the seat.

No, he said quietly, I cant say that I believe very much in luck.


DICK DUNKERMANS CAT
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RICHARD DUNKERMAN AND I had been old school-fellows, if a gentleman belonging to the Upper Sixth, and arriving each morning in a topper and a pair of gloves, and a discredit to the Lower Fourth, in a Scotch cap, can by any manner of means be classed together. And though in those early days a certain amount of coldness existed between us, originating in a poem, composed and sung on occasions by myself in commemoration of an alleged painful incident connected with a certain breaking-up day, and which, if I remember rightly ran: — 

Dicky, Dicky, Dunk,
Always in a funk,
Drank a glass of sherry wine,
And went home roaring drunk,

and kept alive by his brutal criticism of the same, expressed with the bony part of the knee, yet in after life we came to know and like each other better. I drifted into journalism, while he for years had been an unsuccessful barrister and dramatist; but one spring, to the astonishment of us all, he brought out the play of the season, a somewhat impossible little comedy, but full of homely sentiment and belief in human nature. It was about a couple of months after its production that he first introduced me to Pyramids, Esquire.

I was in love at the time. Her name was, I think, Naomi, and I wanted to talk to somebody about her. Dick had a reputation for taking an intelligent interest in other mens love affairs. He would let a lover rave by the hour to him, taking brief notes the while in a bulky red-covered volume labelled Commonplace Book. Of course everybody knew that he was using them merely as raw material for his dramas, but we did not mind that so long as he would only listen. I put on my hat and went round to his chambers.

We talked about indifferent matters for a quarter of an hour or so, and then I launched forth upon my theme. I had exhausted her beauty and goodness, and was well into my own feelings — the madness of my ever imagining I had loved before, the utter impossibility of my ever caring for any other woman, and my desire to die breathing her name — before he made a move. I thought he had risen to reach down, as usual, the Commonplace Book, and so waited, but instead he went to the door and opened it, and in glided one of the largest and most beautiful black tom-cats I have ever seen. It sprang on Dicks knee with a soft cur-roo, and sat there upright, watching me, and I went on with my tale.

After a few minutes Dick interrupted me with: — 

I thought you said her name was Naomi?

So it is, I replied. Why?

Oh, nothing, he answered, only just now you referred to her as Enid.

This was remarkable, as I had not seen Enid for years, and had quite forgotten her. Somehow it took the glitter out of the conversation. A dozen sentences later Dick stopped me again with: — 

Whos Julia?

I began to get irritated. Julia, I remembered, had been cashier in a city restaurant, and had, when I was little more than a boy, almost inveigled me into an engagement. I found myself getting hot at the recollection of the spooney rhapsodies I had hoarsely poured into her powder-streaked ear while holding her flabby hand across the counter.

Did I really say Julia? I answered somewhat sharply, or are you joking?

You certainly alluded to her as Julia, he replied mildly. But never mind, you go on as you like, I shall know whom you mean.

But the flame was dead within me. I tried to rekindle it, but every time I glanced up and met the green eyes of the black Tom it flickered out again. I recalled the thrill that had penetrated my whole being when Naomis hand had accidently touched mine in the conservatory, and wondered whether she had done it on purpose. I thought how good and sweet she was to that irritatingly silly old frump her mother, and wondered if it really were her mother, or only hired. I pictured her crown of gold-brown hair as I had last seen it with the sunlight kissing its wanton waves, and felt I would like to be quite sure that it were all her own.

Once I clutched the flying skirts of my enthusiasm with sufficient firmness to remark that in my own private opinion a good woman was more precious than rubies; adding immediately afterwards — the words escaping me unconsciously before I was aware even of the thought—pity its so difficult to tell em.

Then I gave it up, and sat trying to remember what I had said to her the evening before, and hoping I had not committed myself.

Dicks voice roused me from my unpleasant reverie.

No, he said, I thought you would not be able to. None of them can.

None of them can what? I asked. Somehow I was feeling angry with Dick and with Dicks cat, and with myself and most other things.

Why talk love or any other kind of sentiment before old Pyramids here? he replied, stroking the cats soft head as it rose and arched its back.

Whats the confounded cat got to do with it? I snapped.

Thats just what I cant tell you, he answered, but its very remarkable. Old Leman dropped in here the other evening and began in his usual style about Ibsen and the destiny of the human race, and the Socialistic idea and all the rest of it — you know his way. Pyramids sat on the edge of the table there and looked at him, just as he sat looking at you a few minutes ago, and in less than a quarter of an hour Leman had come to the conclusion that society would do better without ideals and that the destiny of the human race was in all probability the dust heap. He pushed his long hair back from his eyes and looked, for the first time in his life, quite sane. We talk about ourselves, he said, as though we were the end of creation. I get tired listening to myself sometimes. Pah! he continued, for all we know the human race may die out utterly and another insect take our place, as possibly we pushed out and took the place of a former race of beings. I wonder if the ant tribe may not be the future inheritors of the earth. They understand combination, and already have an extra sense that we lack. If in the courses of evolution they grow bigger in brain and body, they may become powerful rivals, who knows? Curious to hear old Leman talking like that, wasnt it?

What made you call him Pyramids? I asked of Dick.

I dont know, he answered, I suppose because he looked so old. The name came to me.

I leaned across and looked into the great green eyes, and the creature, never winking, never blinking, looked back into mine, until the feeling came to me that I was being drawn down into the very wells of time. It seemed as though the panorama of the ages must have passed in review before those expressionless orbs — all the loves and hopes and desires of mankind; all the everlasting truths that have been found false; all the eternal faiths discovered to save, until it was discovered they damned. The strange black creature grew and grew till it seemed to fill the room, and Dick and I to be but shadows floating in the air.

I forced from myself a laugh, that only in part, however, broke the spell, and inquired of Dick how he had acquired possession of it.

It came to me, he answered, one night six months ago. I was down on my luck at the time. Two of my plays, on which I had built great hopes, had failed, one on top of the other — you remember them — and it appeared absurd to think that any manager would ever look at anything of mine again. Old Walcott had just told me that he did not consider it right of me under all the circumstances to hold Lizzie any longer to her engagement, and that I ought to go away and give her a chance of forgetting me, and I had agreed with him. I was alone in the world, and heavily in debt. Altogether things seemed about as hopeless as they could be, and I dont mind confessing to you now that I had made up my mind to blow out my brains that very evening. I had loaded my revolver, and it lay before me on the desk. My hand was toying with it when I heard a faint scratching at the door. I paid no attention at first, but it grew more persistent, and at length, to stop the faint noise which excited me more than I could account for, I rose and opened the door and it walked in.

It perched itself upon the corner of my desk beside the loaded pistol, and sat there bolt upright looking at me; and I, pushing back my chair, sat looking at it. And there came a letter telling me that a man of whose name I had never heard had been killed by a cow in Melbourne, and that under his will a legacy of three thousand pounds fell into the estate of a distant relative of my own who had died peacefully and utterly insolvent eighteen months previously, leaving me his sole heir and representative, and I put the revolver back into the drawer.

Do you think Pyramids would come and stop with me for a week? I asked, reaching over to stroke the cat as it lay softly purring on Dicks knee.

Maybe he will some day, replied Dick in a low voice, but before the answer came — I know not why — I had regretted the jesting words.

I came to talk to him as though he were a human creature, continued Dick, and to discuss things with him. My last play I regard as a collaboration; indeed, it is far more his than mine.

I should have thought Dick mad had not the cat been sitting there before me with its eyes looking into mine. As it was, I only grew more interested in his tale.

It was rather a cynical play as I first wrote it, he went on, a truthful picture of a certain corner of society as I saw and knew it. From an artistic point of view I felt it was good; from the box-office standard it was doubtful. I drew it from my desk on the third evening after Pyramids advent, and read it through. He sat on the arm of the chair and looked over the pages as I turned them.

It was the best thing I had ever written. Insight into life ran through every line, I found myself reading it again with delight. Suddenly a voice beside me said: — 

Very clever, my boy, very clever indeed. If you would just turn it topsy-turvy, change all those bitter, truthful speeches into noble sentiments; make your Under-Secretary for Foreign Affairs (who never has been a popular character) die in the last act instead of the Yorkshireman, and let your bad woman be reformed by her love for the hero and go off somewhere by herself and be good to the poor in a black frock, the piece might be worth putting on the stage.

I turned indignantly to see who was speaking. The opinions sounded like those of a theatrical manager. No one was in the room but I and the cat. No doubt I had been talking to myself, but the voice was strange to me.

Be reformed by her love for the hero! I retorted, contemptuously, for I was unable to grasp the idea that I was arguing only with myself, why its his mad passion for her that ruins his life.

And will ruin the play with the great B.P., returned the other voice. The British dramatic hero has no passion, but a pure and respectful admiration for an honest, hearty English girl — pronounced gey-url. You dont know the canons of your art.

And besides, I persisted, unheeding the interruption, women born and bred and soaked for thirty years in an atmosphere of sin dont reform.

Well, this ones got to, thats all, was the sneering reply, let her hear an organ.

But as an artist -, I protested.

You will be always unsuccessful, was the rejoinder. My dear fellow, you and your plays, artistic or in artistic, will be forgotten in a very few years hence. You give the world what it wants, and the world will give you what you want. Please, if you wish to live.

So, with Pyramids beside me day by day, I re-wrote the play, and whenever I felt a thing to be utterly impossible and false I put it down with a grin. And every character I made to talk clap-trap sentiment while Pyramids purred, and I took care that everyone of my puppets did that which was right in the eyes of the lady with the lorgnettes in the second row of the dress circle; and old Hewson says the play will run five hundred nights.

But what is worst, concluded Dick, is that I am not ashamed of myself, and that I seem content.

What do you think the animal is? I asked with a laugh, an evil spirit? For it had passed into the next room and so out through the open window, and its strangely still green eyes no longer drawing mine towards them, I felt my common sense returning to me.

You have not lived with it for six months, answered Dick quietly, and felt its eyes for ever on you as I have. And I am not the only one. You know Canon Whycherly, the great preacher?

My knowledge of modern church history is not extensive, I replied. I know him by name, of course. What about him?

He was a curate in the East End, continued Dick, and for ten years he laboured, poor and unknown, leading one of those noble, heroic lives that here and there men do yet live, even in this age. Now he is the prophet of the fashionable up-to-date Christianity of South Kensington, drives to his pulpit behind a pair of thorough-bred Arabs, and his waistcoat is taking to itself the curved line of prosperity. He was in here the other morning on behalf of Princess — . They are giving a performance of one of my plays in aid of the Destitute Vicars Fund.

And did Pyramids discourage him? I asked, with perhaps the suggestion of a sneer.

No, answered Dick, so far as I could judge, it approved the scheme. The point of the matter is that the moment Whycherly came into the room the cat walked over to him and rubbed itself affectionately against his legs. He stood and stroked it.

Oh, so its come to you, has it? he said, with a curious smile.

There was no need for any further explanation between us. I understood what lay behind those few words.

I lost sight of Dick for some time, though I heard a good deal of him, for he was rapidly climbing into the position of the most successful dramatist of the day, and Pyramids I had forgotten all about, until one afternoon calling on an artist friend who had lately emerged from the shadows of starving struggle into the sunshine of popularity, I saw a pair of green eyes that seemed familiar to me gleaming at me from a dark corner of the studio.

Why, surely, I exclaimed, crossing over to examine the animal more closely, why, yes, youve got Dick Dunkermans cat.

He raised his face from the easel and glanced across at me.

Yes, he said, we cant live on ideals, and I, remembering, hastened to change the conversation.

Since then I have met Pyramids in the rooms of many friends of mine. They give him different names, but I am sure it is the same cat, I know those green eyes. He always brings them luck, but they are never quite the same men again afterwards.

Sometimes I sit wondering if I hear his scratching at the door.


THE MINOR POETS STORY
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IT DOESNT SUIT you at all, I answered.

Youre very disagreeable, said she, I shant ever ask your advice again.

Nobody, I hastened to add, would look well in it. You, of course, look less awful in it than any other woman would, but its not your style.

He means, exclaimed the Minor Poet, that the thing itself not being pre-eminently beautiful, it does not suit, is not in agreement with you. The contrast between you and anything approaching the ugly or the commonplace, is too glaring to be aught else than displeasing.

He didnt say it, replied the Woman of the World; and besides it isnt ugly. Its the very latest fashion.

Why is it, asked the Philosopher, that women are such slaves to fashion? They think clothes, they talk clothes, they read clothes, yet they have never understood clothes. The purpose of dress, after the primary object of warmth has been secured, is to adorn, to beautify the particular wearer. Yet not one woman in a thousand stops to consider what colours will go best with her complexion, what cut will best hide the defects or display the advantages of her figure. If it be the fashion, she must wear it. And so we have pale-faced girls looking ghastly in shades suitable to dairy-maids, and dots waddling about in costumes fit and proper to six-footers. It is as if crows insisted on wearing cockatoos feathers on their heads, and rabbits ran about with peacocks tails fastened behind them.

And are not you men every bit as foolish? retorted the Girton Girl. Sack coats come into fashion, and dumpy little men trot up and down in them, looking like butter-tubs on legs. You go about in July melting under frock-coats and chimney-pot hats, and because it is the stylish thing to do, you all play tennis in still shirts and stand-up collars, which is idiotic. If fashion decreed that you should play cricket in a pair of top-boots and a divers helmet, you would play cricket in a pair of top-boots and a divers helmet, and dub every sensible fellow who didnt a cad. Its worse in you than in us; men are supposed to think for themselves, and to be capable of it, the womanly woman isnt.

Big women and little men look well in nothing, said the Woman of the World. Poor Emily was five foot ten and a half, and never looked an inch under seven foot, whatever she wore. Empires came into fashion, and the poor child looked like the giants baby in a pantomime. We thought the Greek might help her, but it only suggested a Crystal Palace statue tied up in a sheet, and tied up badly; and when puff-sleeves and shoulder-capes were in and Teddy stood up behind her at a water-party and sang Under the spreading chestnut-tree, she took it as a personal insult and boxed his ears. Few men liked to be seen with her, and Im sure George proposed to her partly with the idea of saving himself the expense of a step-ladder, she reaches down his boots for him from the top shelf.

I, said the Minor Poet, take up the position of not wanting to waste my brain upon the subject. Tell me what to wear, and I will wear it, and there is an end of the matter. If Society says, Wear blue shirts and white collars, I wear blue shirts and white collars. If she says, The time has now come when hats should be broad-brimmed, I take unto myself a broad-brimmed hat. The question does not interest me sufficiently for me to argue it. It is your fop who refuses to follow fashion. He wishes to attract attention to himself by being peculiar. A novelist whose books pass unnoticed, gains distinction by designing his own necktie; and many an artist, following the line of least resistance, learns to let his hair grow instead of learning to paint.

The fact is, remarked the Philosopher, we are the mere creatures of fashion. Fashion dictates to us our religion, our morality, our affections, our thoughts. In one age successful cattle-lifting is a virtue, a few hundred years later company-promoting takes its place as a respectable and legitimate business. In England and America Christianity is fashionable, in Turkey, Mohammedanism, and the crimes of Clapham are chaste in Martaban. In Japan a woman dresses down to the knees, but would be considered immodest if she displayed bare arms. In Europe it is legs that no pure-minded woman is supposed to possess. In China we worship our mother-in-law and despise our wife; in England we treat our wife with respect, and regard our mother-in-law as the bulwark of comic journalism. The stone age, the iron age, the age of faith, the age of infidelism, the philosophic age, what are they but the passing fashions of the world? It is fashion, fashion, fashion wherever we turn. Fashion waits beside our cradle to lead us by the hand through life. Now literature is sentimental, now hopefully humorous, now psychological, now new-womanly. Yesterdays pictures are the laughing-stock of the up-to-date artist of to-day, and to-days art will be sneered at to-morrow. Now it is fashionable to be democratic, to pretend that no virtue or wisdom can exist outside corduroy, and to abuse the middle classes. One season we go slumming, and the next we are all socialists. We think we are thinking; we are simply dressing ourselves up in words we do not understand for the gods to laugh at us.

Dont be pessimistic, retorted the Minor Poet, pessimism is going out. You call such changes fashions, I call them the footprints of progress. Each phase of thought is an advance upon the former, bringing the footsteps of the many nearer to the landmarks left by the mighty climbers of the past upon the mountain paths of truth. The crowd that was satisfied with The Derby Day now appreciates Millet. The public that were content to wag their heads to The Bohemian Girl have made Wagner popular.

And the play lovers, who stood for hours to listen to Shakespeare, interrupted the Philosopher, now crowd to music-halls.

The track sometimes descends for a little way, but it will wind upwards again, returned the Poet. The music-hall itself is improving; I consider it the duty of every intellectual man to visit such places. The mere influence of his presence helps to elevate the tone of the performance. I often go myself!

I was looking, said the Woman of the World, at some old illustrated papers of thirty years ago, showing the men dressed in those very absurd trousers, so extremely roomy about the waist, and so extremely tight about the ankles. I recollect poor papa in them; I always used to long to fill them out by pouring in sawdust at the top.

You mean the peg-top period, I said. I remember them distinctly myself, but it cannot be more than three-and-twenty years ago at the outside.

That is very nice of you, replied the Woman of the World, and shows more tact than I should have given you credit for. It could, as you say, have been only twenty-three years ago. I know I was a very little girl at the time. I think there must be some subtle connection between clothes and thought. I cannot imagine men in those trousers and Dundreary whiskers talking as you fellows are talking now, any more than I could conceive of a woman in a crinoline and a poke bonnet smoking a cigarette. I think it must be so, because dear mother used to be the most easy-going woman in the world in her ordinary clothes, and would let papa smoke all over the house. But about once every three weeks she would put on a hideous old-fashioned black silk dress, that looked as if Queen Elizabeth must have slept in it during one of those seasons when she used to go about sleeping anywhere, and then we all had to sit up. Look out, mas got her black silk dress on, came to be a regular formula. We could always make papa take us out for a walk or a drive by whispering it to him.

I can never bear to look at those pictures of by-gone fashions, said the Old Maid, I see the by-gone people in them, and it makes me feel as though the faces that we love are only passing fashions with the rest. We wear them for a little while upon our hearts, and think so much of them, and then there comes a time when we lay them by, and forget them, and newer faces take their place, and we are satisfied. It seems so sad.

I wrote a story some years ago, remarked the Minor Poet, about a young Swiss guide, who was betrothed to a laughing little French peasant girl.

Named Suzette, interrupted the Girton Girl. I know her. Go on.

Named Jeanne, corrected the Poet, the majority of laughing French girls, in fiction, are named Suzette, I am well aware. But this girls mothers family was English. She was christened Jeanne after an aunt Jane, who lived in Birmingham, and from whom she had expectations.

I beg your pardon, apologised the Girton Girl, I was not aware of that fact. What happened to her?

One morning, a few days before the date fixed for the wedding, said the Minor Poet, she started off to pay a visit to a relative living in the village, the other side of the mountain. It was a dangerous track, climbing half-way up the mountain before it descended again, and skirting more than one treacherous slope, but the girl was mountain born and bred, sure-footed as a goat, and no one dreamed of harm.

She went over, of course, said the Philosopher, those sure-footed girls always do.

What happened, replied the Minor Poet, was never known. The girl was never seen again.

And what became of her lover? asked the Girton Girl. Was he, when next years snow melted, and the young men of the village went forth to gather Edelweiss, wherewith to deck their sweethearts, found by them dead, beside her, at the bottom of the crevasse?

No, said the Poet; you do not know this story, you had better let me tell it. Her lover returned the morning before the wedding day, to be met with the news. He gave way to no sign of grief, he repelled all consolation. Taking his rope and axe he went up into the mountain by himself. All through the winter he haunted the track by which she must have travelled, indifferent to the danger that he ran, impervious apparently to cold, or hunger, or fatigue, undeterred by storm, or mist, or avalanche. At the beginning of the spring he returned to the village, purchased building utensils, and day after day carried them back with him up into the mountain. He hired no labour, he rejected the proffered assistance of his brother guides. Choosing an almost inaccessible spot, at the edge of the great glacier, far from all paths, he built himself a hut, with his own hands; and there for eighteen years he lived alone.

In the season he earned good fees, being known far and wide as one of the bravest and hardiest of all the guides, but few of his clients liked him, for he was a silent, gloomy man, speaking little, and with never a laugh or jest on the journey. Each fall, having provisioned himself, he would retire to his solitary hut, and bar the door, and no human soul would set eyes on him again until the snows melted.

One year, however, as the spring days wore on, and he did not appear among the guides, as was his wont, the elder men, who remembered his story and pitied him, grew uneasy; and, after much deliberation, it was determined that a party of them should force their way up to his eyrie. They cut their path across the ice where no foot among them had trodden before, and finding at length the lonely snow-encompassed hut, knocked loudly with their axe-staves on the door; but only the whirling echoes from the glaciers thousand walls replied, so the foremost put his strong shoulder to the worn timber and the door flew open with a crash.

They found him dead, as they had more than half expected, lying stiff and frozen on the rough couch at the farther end of the hut; and, beside him, looking down upon him with a placid face, as a mother might watch beside her sleeping child, stood Jeanne. She wore the flowers pinned to her dress that she had gathered when their eyes had last seen her. The girls face that had laughed back to their good-bye in the village, nineteen years ago.

A strange steely light clung round her, half illuminating, half obscuring her, and the men drew back in fear, thinking they saw a vision, till one, bolder than the rest, stretched out his hand and touched the ice that formed her coffin.

For eighteen years the man had lived there with this face that he had loved. A faint flush still lingered on the fair cheeks, the laughing lips were still red. Only at one spot, above her temple, the wavy hair lay matted underneath a clot of blood.

The Minor Poet ceased.

What a very unpleasant way of preserving ones love! said the Girton Girl.

When did the story appear? I asked. I dont remember reading it.

I never published it, explained the Minor Poet. Within the same week two friends of mine, one of whom had just returned from Norway and the other from Switzerland, confided to me their intention of writing stories about girls who had fallen into glaciers, and who had been found by their friends long afterwards, looking as good as new; and a few days later I chanced upon a book, the heroine of which had been dug out of a glacier alive three hundred years after she had fallen in. There seemed to be a run on ice maidens, and I decided not to add to their number.

It is curious, said the Philosopher, how there seems to be a fashion even in thought. An idea has often occurred to me that has seemed to me quite new, and taking up a newspaper I have found that some man in Russia or San Francisco has just been saying the very same thing in almost the very same words. We say a thing is in the air; it is more true than we are aware of. Thought does not grow in us. It is a thing apart, we simply gather it. All truths, all discoveries, all inventions, they have not come to us from any one man. The time grows ripe for them, and from this corner of the earth and from that, hands, guided by some instinct, grope for and grasp them. Buddha and Christ seize hold of the morality needful to civilisation, and promulgate it, unknown to one another, the one on the shores of the Ganges, the other by the Jordan. A dozen forgotten explorers, feeling America, prepared the way for Columbus to discover it. A deluge of blood is required to sweep away old follies, and Rousseau and Voltaire, and a myriad others are set to work to fashion the storm clouds. The steam-engine, the spinning loom is in the air. A thousand brains are busy with them, a few go further than the rest. It is idle to talk of human thought; there is no such thing. Our minds are fed as our bodies with the food God has provided for us. Thought hangs by the wayside, and we pick it and cook it, and eat it, and cry out what clever thinkers we are!

I cannot agree with you, replied the Minor Poet, if we were simply automata, as your argument would suggest, what was the purpose of creating us?

The intelligent portion of mankind has been asking itself that question for many ages, returned the Philosopher.

I hate people who always think as I do, said the Girton Girl; there was a girl in our corridor who never would disagree with me. Every opinion I expressed turned out to be her opinion also. It always irritated me.

That might have been weak-mindedness, said the Old Maid, which sounded ambiguous.

It is not so unpleasant as having a person always disagreeing with you, said the Woman of the World. My cousin Susan never would agree with any one. If I came down in red she would say, Why dont you try green, dear? every one says you look so well in green; and when I wore green she would say, Why have you given up red dear? I thought you rather fancied yourself in red. When I told her of my engagement to Tom, she burst into tears and said she couldnt help it. She had always felt that George and I were intended for one another; and when Tom never wrote for two whole months, and behaved disgracefully in — in other ways, and I told her I was engaged to George, she reminded me of every word I had ever said about my affection for Tom, and of how I had ridiculed poor George. Papa used to say, If any man ever tells Susan that he loves her, she will argue him out of it, and will never accept him until he has jilted her, and will refuse to marry him every time he asks her to fix the day.

Is she married? asked the Philosopher.

Oh, yes, answered the Woman of the World, and is devoted to her children. She lets them do everything they dont want to.


THE DEGENERATION OF THOMAS HENRY
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THE MOST RESPECTABLE cat I have ever known was Thomas Henry. His original name was Thomas, but it seemed absurd to call him that. The family at Hawarden would as soon think of addressing Mr. Gladstone as Bill. He came to us from the Reform Club, viâ the butcher, and the moment I saw him I felt that of all the clubs in London that was the club he must have come from. Its atmosphere of solid dignity and petrified conservatism seemed to cling to him. Why he left the club I am unable, at this distance of time, to remember positively, but I am inclined to think that it came about owing to a difference with the new chef, an overbearing personage who wanted all the fire to himself. The butcher, hearing of the quarrel, and knowing us as a catless family, suggested a way out of the impasse that was welcomed both by cat and cook. The parting between them, I believe, was purely formal, and Thomas arrived prejudiced in our favour.

My wife, the moment she saw him, suggested Henry as a more suitable name. It struck me that the combination of the two would be still more appropriate, and accordingly, in the privacy of the domestic circle, Thomas Henry he was called. When speaking of him to friends, we generally alluded to him as Thomas Henry, Esquire.

He approved of us in his quiet, undemonstrative way. He chose my own particular easy chair for himself, and stuck to it. An ordinary cat I should have shot out, but Thomas Henry was not the cat one chivvies. Had I made it clear to him that I objected to his presence in my chair, I feel convinced he would have regarded me much as I should expect to be regarded by Queen Victoria, were that gracious Lady to call upon me in a friendly way, and were I to inform her that I was busy, and request her to look in again some other afternoon. He would have risen, and have walked away, but he never would have spoken to me again so long as we lived under the same roof.

We had a lady staying with us at the time — she still resides with us, but she is now older, and possessed of more judgment — who was no respecter of cats. Her argument was that seeing the tail stuck up, and came conveniently to ones hand, that was the natural appendage by which to raise a cat. She also laboured under the error that the way to feed a cat was to ram things into its head, and that its pleasure was to be taken out for a ride in a dolls perambulator. I dreaded the first meeting of Thomas Henry with this lady. I feared lest she should give him a false impression of us as a family, and that we should suffer in his eyes.

But I might have saved myself all anxiety. There was a something about Thomas Henry that checked forwardness and damped familiarity. His attitude towards her was friendly but firm. Hesitatingly, and with a new-born respect for cats, she put out her hand timidly towards its tail. He gently put it on the other side, and looked at her. It was not an angry look nor an offended look. It was the expression with which Solomon might have received the advances of the Queen of Sheba. It expressed condescension, combined with distance.

He was really a most gentlemanly cat. A friend of mine, who believes in the doctrine of the transmigration of souls, was convinced that he was Lord Chesterfield. He never clamoured for food, as other cats do. He would sit beside me at meals, and wait till he was served. He would eat only the knuckle-end of a leg of mutton, and would never look at over-done beef. A visitor of ours once offered him a piece of gristle; he said nothing, but quietly left the room, and we did not see him again until our friend had departed.

But every one has his price, and Thomas Henrys price was roast duck. Thomas Henrys attitude in the presence of roast duck came to me as a psychological revelation. It showed me at once the lower and more animal side of his nature. In the presence of roast duck Thomas Henry became simply and merely a cat, swayed by all the savage instincts of his race. His dignity fell from him as a cloak. He clawed for roast duck, he grovelled for it. I believe he would have sold himself to the devil for roast duck.

We accordingly avoided that particular dish: it was painful to see a cats character so completely demoralised. Besides, his manners, when roast duck was on the table, afforded a bad example to the children.

He was a shining light among all the eats of our neighbourhood. One might have set ones watch by his movements. After dinner he invariably took half an hours constitutional in the square; at ten oclock each night, precisely, he returned to the area door, and at eleven oclock he was asleep in my easy chair. He made no friends among the other cats. He took no pleasure in fighting, and I doubt his ever having loved, even in youth; his was too cold and self-contained a nature, female society he regarded with utter indifference.

So he lived with us a blameless existence during the whole winter. In the summer we took him down with us into the country. We thought the change of air would do him good; he was getting decidedly stout. Alas, poor Thomas Henry! the country was his ruin. What brought about the change I cannot say: maybe the air was too bracing. He slid down the moral incline with frightful rapidity. The first night he stopped out till eleven, the second night he never came home at all, the third night he came home at six oclock in the morning, minus half the fur on the top of his head. Of course, there was a lady in the case, indeed, judging by the riot that went on all night, I am inclined to think there must have been a dozen. He was certainly a fine cat, and they took to calling for him in the day time. Then gentleman cats who had been wronged took to calling also, and demanding explanations, which Thomas Henry, to do him justice, was always ready to accord.

The village boys used to loiter round all day to watch the fights, and angry housewives would be constantly charging into our kitchen to fling dead cats upon the table, and appeal to Heaven and myself for justice. Our kitchen became a veritable cats morgue, and I had to purchase a new kitchen table. The cook said it would make her work simpler if she could keep a table entirely to herself. She said it quite confused her, having so many dead cats lying round among her joints and vegetables: she was afraid of making a mistake. Accordingly, the old table was placed under the window, and devoted to the cats; and, after that, she would never allow anyone to bring a cat, however dead, to her table.

What do you want me to do with it, I heard her asking an excited lady on one occasion; cook it?

Its my cat, said the lady; thats what that is.

Well, Im not making cat pie to-day, answered our cook. You take it to its proper table. This is my table.

At first, Justice was generally satisfied with half a crown, but as time went on cats rose. I had hitherto regarded cats as a cheap commodity, and I became surprised at the value attached to them. I began to think seriously of breeding cats as an industry. At the prices current in that village, I could have made an income of thousands.

Look what your beast has done, said one irate female, to whom I had been called out in the middle of dinner.

I looked. Thomas Henry appeared to have done a mangy, emaciated animal, that must have been far happier dead than alive. Had the poor creature been mine I should have thanked him; but some people never know when they are well off.

I wouldnt ha taken a five-pun note for that cat, said the lady.

Its a matter of opinion, I replied, but personally I think you would have been unwise to refuse it. Taking the animal as it stands, I dont feel inclined to give you more than a shilling for it. If you think you can do better by taking it elsewhere, you do so.

He was more like a Christian than a cat, said the lady.

Im not taking dead Christians, I answered firmly, and even if I were I wouldnt give more than a shilling for a specimen like that. You can consider him as a Christian, or you can consider him as a cat; but hes not worth more than a shilling in either case.

We settled eventually for eighteenpence.

The number of cats that Thomas Henry contrived to dispose of also surprised me. Quite a massacre of cats seemed to be in progress.

One evening, going into the kitchen, for I made it a practice now to visit the kitchen each evening, to inspect the daily consignment of dead cats, I found, among others, a curiously marked tortoiseshell cat, lying on the table.

That cats worth half a sovereign, said the owner, who was standing by, drinking beer.

I took up the animal, and examined it.

Your cat killed him yesterday, continued the man. Its a burning shame.

My cat has killed him three times, I replied. He was killed on Saturday as Mrs. Hedgers cat; on Monday he was killed for Mrs. Myers. I was not quite positive on Monday; but I had my suspicions, and I made notes. Now I recognise him. You take my advice, and bury him before he breeds a fever. I dont care how many lives a cat has got; I only pay for one.

We gave Thomas Henry every chance to reform; but he only went from bad to worse, and added poaching and chicken-stalking to his other crimes, and I grew tired of paying for his vices.

I consulted the gardener, and the gardener said he had known cats taken that way before.

Do you know of any cure for it? I asked.

Well, sir, replied the gardener, I have heard as how a dose of brickbat and pond is a good thing in a general way.

Well try him with a dose just before bed time, I answered. The gardener administered it, and we had no further trouble with him.

Poor Thomas Henry! It shows to one how a reputation for respectability may lie in the mere absence of temptation. Born and bred in the atmosphere of the Reform Club, what gentleman could go wrong? I was sorry for Thomas Henry, and I have never believed in the moral influence of the country since.


THE CITY OF THE SEA
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THEY SAY, THE chroniclers who have written the history of that low-lying, wind-swept coast, that years ago the foam fringe of the ocean lay further to the east; so that where now the North Sea creeps among the treacherous sand-reefs, it was once dry land. In those days, between the Abbey and the sea, there stood a town of seven towers and four rich churches, surrounded by a wall of twelve stones thickness, making it, as men reckoned then, a place of strength and much import; and the monks, glancing their eyes downward from the Abbey garden on the hill, saw beneath their feet its narrow streets, gay with the ever passing of rich merchandise, saw its many wharves and water-ways, ever noisy with the babel of strange tongues, saw its many painted masts, wagging their grave heads above the dormer roofs and quaintly-carved oak gables.

Thus the town prospered till there came a night when it did evil in the sight of God and man. Those were troublous times to Saxon dwellers by the sea, for the Danish water-rats swarmed round each river mouth, scenting treasure from afar; and by none was the white flash of their sharp, strong teeth more often seen than by the men of Eastern Anglia, and by none in Eastern Anglia more often than by the watchers on the walls of the town of seven towers that once stood upon the dry land, but which now lies twenty fathom deep below the waters. Many a bloody fight raged now without and now within its wall of twelve stones thickness. Many a groan of dying man, many a shriek of murdered woman, many a wail of mangled child, knocked at the Abbey door upon its way to Heaven, calling the trembling-monks from their beds, to pray for the souls that were passing by.

But at length peace came to the long-troubled land: Dane and Saxon agreeing to dwell in friendship side by side, East Anglia being wide, and there being room for both. And all men rejoiced greatly, for all were weary of a strife in which little had been gained on either side beyond hard blows, and their thoughts were of the ingle-nook. So the long-bearded Danes, their thirsty axes harmless on their backs, passed to and fro in straggling bands, seeking where undisturbed and undisturbing they might build their homes; and thus it came about that Haafager and his company, as the sun was going down, drew near to the town of seven towers, that in those days stood on dry land between the Abbey and the sea.

And the men of the town, seeing the Danes, opened wide their gates saying: — 

We have fought, but now there is peace. Enter, and make merry with us, and to-morrow go your way.

But Haafager made answer: — 

I am an old man, I pray you do not take my words amiss. There is peace between us, as you say, and we thank you for your courtesy, but the stains are still fresh upon our swords. Let us camp here without your walls, and a little later, when the grass has grown upon the fields where we have striven, and our young men have had time to forget, we will make merry together, as men should who dwell side by side in the same land.

But the men of the town still urged Haafager, calling his people neighbours; and the Abbot, who had hastened down, fearing there might be strife, added his words to theirs, saying: — 

Pass in, my children. Let there indeed be peace between you, that the blessing of God may be upon the land, and upon both Dane and Saxon; for the Abbot saw that the townsmen were well disposed towards the Danes, and knew that men, when they have feasted and drunk together, think kinder of one another.

Then answered Haafager, who knew the Abbot for a holy man: — 

Hold up your staff, my father, that the shadow of the cross your people worship may fall upon our path, so we will pass into the town and there shall be peace between us, for though your gods are not our gods, faith between man and man is of all altars.

And the Abbot held his staff aloft between Haafagers people and the sun, it being fashioned in the form of a cross, and under its shadow the Danes passed by into the town of seven towers, there being of them, with the women and the children, nearly two thousand souls, and the gates were made fast behind them.

So they who had fought face to face, feasted side by side, pledging one another in the wine cup, as was the custom; and Haafagers men, knowing themselves amongst friends, cast aside their arms, and when the feast was done, being weary, they lay down to sleep.

Then an evil voice arose in the town, and said: Who are these that have come among us to share our land? Are not the stones of our streets red with the blood of wife and child that they have slain? Do men let the wolf go free when they have trapped him with meat? Let us fall upon them now that they are heavy with food and wine, so that not one of them shall escape. Thus no further harm shall come to us from them nor from their children.

And the voice of evil prevailed, and the men of the town of seven towers fell upon the Danes with whom they had broken meat, even to the women and the little children; and the blood of the people of Haafager cried with a loud voice at the Abbey door, through the long night it cried, saying: — 

I trusted in your spoken word. I broke meat with you. I put my faith in you and in your God. I passed beneath the shadow of your cross to enter your doors. Let your God make answer!

Nor was there silence till the dawn.

Then the Abbot rose from where he knelt and called to God, saying: — 

Thou hast heard, O God. Make answer.

And there came a great sound from the sea as though a tongue had been given to the deep, so that the monks fell upon their knees in fear; but the Abbot answered: — 

It is the voice of God speaking through the waters. He hath made answer.

And that winter a mighty storm arose, the like of which no man had known before; for the sea was piled upon the dry land until the highest tower of the town of seven towers was not more high; and the waters moved forward over the dry land. And the men of the town of seven towers fled from the oncoming of the waters, but the waters overtook them so that not one of them escaped. And the town of the seven towers and of the four churches, and of the many streets and quays, was buried underneath the waters, and the feet of the waters still moved till they came to the hill whereon the Abbey stood. Then the Abbot prayed to God that the waters might be stayed, and God heard, and the sea came no farther.

And that this tale is true, and not a fable made by the weavers of words, he who doubts may know from the fisher-folk, who to-day ply their calling amongst the reefs and sandbanks of that lonely coast. For there are those among them who, peering from the bows of their small craft, have seen far down beneath their keels a city of strange streets and many quays. But as to this, I, who repeat these things to you, cannot speak of my own knowledge, for this city of the sea is only visible when a rare wind, blowing from the north, sweeps the shadows from the waves; and though on many a sunny day I have drifted where its seven towers should once have stood, yet for me that wind has never blown, pushing back the curtains of the sea, and, therefore, I have strained my eyes in vain.

But this I do know, that the rumbling stones of that ancient Abbey, between which and the foam fringe of the ocean the town of seven towers once lay, now stand upon a wave-washed cliff, and that he who looks forth from its shattered mullions to-day sees only the marshland and the wrinkled waters, hears only the plaint of the circling gulls and the weary crying of the sea.

And that Gods anger is not everlasting, and that the evil that there is in men shall be blotted out, he who doubts may also learn from the wisdom of the simple fisher-folk, who dwell about the borders of the marsh-land; for they will tell him that on stormy nights there speaks a deep voice from the sea, calling the dead monks to rise from their forgotten graves, and chant a mass for the souls of the men of the town of seven towers. Clothed in long glittering white, they move with slowly pacing feet around the Abbeys grass-grown aisles, and the music of their prayers is heard above the screaming of the storm. And to this I also can bear witness, for I have seen the passing of their shrouded forms behind the blackness of the shattered shafts; I have heard their sweet, sad singing above the wailing of the wind.

Thus for many ages have the dead monks prayed that the men of the town of seven towers may be forgiven. Thus, for many ages yet shall they so pray, till the day come when of their once fair Abbey not a single stone shall stand upon its fellow; and in that day it shall be known that the anger of God against the men of the town of seven towers has passed away; and in that day the feet of the waters shall move back, and the town of seven towers shall stand again upon the dry land.

There be some, I know, who say that this is but a legend; who will tell you that the shadowy shapes that you may see with your own eyes on stormy nights, waving their gleaming arms behind the ruined buttresses are but of phosphorescent foam, tossed by the raging waves above the cliffs; and that the sweet, sad harmony cleaving the trouble of the night is but the æolian music of the wind.

But such are of the blind, who see only with their eyes. For myself I see the white-robed monks, and hear the chanting of their mass for the souls of the sinful men of the town of seven towers. For it has been said that when an evil deed is done, a prayer is born to follow it through time into eternity, and plead for it. Thus is the whole world clasped around with folded hands both of the dead and of the living, as with a shield, lest the shafts of Gods anger should consume it.

Therefore, I know that the good monks of this nameless Abbey are still praying that the sin of those they love may be forgiven.

God grant good men may say a mass for us.


DRIFTWOOD
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MR. TRAVERS.

MRS. TRAVERS.

MARION [their daughter].

DAN [a gentleman of no position].

* * * * *

SCENE: A room opening upon a garden. The shadows creep from their corners, driving before them the fading twilight.

MRS. TRAVERS sits in a wickerwork easy chair. MR. TRAVERS, smoking a cigar, sits the other side of the room. MARION stands by the open French window, looking out.

MR. TRAVERS. Nice little place Harrys got down here.

MRS. TRAVERS. Yes; I should keep this on if I were you, Marion. Youll find it very handy. One can entertain so cheaply up the river; one is not expected to make much of a show. [She turns to her husband.] Your poor cousin Emily used to work off quite half her list that way — relations and Americans, and those sort of people, you know — at that little place of theirs at Goring. You remember it — a poky hole I always thought it, but it had a lot of green stuff over the door — looked very pretty from the other side of the river. She always used to have cold meat and pickles for lunch — called it a picnic. People said it was so homely and simple.

MR. TRAVERS. They didnt stop long, I remember.

MRS. TRAVERS. And there was a special champagne she always kept for the river — only twenty-five shillings a dozen, I think she told me she paid for it, and very good it was too, for the price. That old Indian major — what was his name? — said it suited him better than anything else he had ever tried. He always used to drink a tumblerful before breakfast; such a funny thing to do. Ive often wondered where she got it.

MR. TRAVERS. So did most people who tasted it. Marion wants to forget those lessons, not learn them. She is going to marry a rich man who will be able to entertain his guests decently.

MRS. TRAVERS. Oh, well, James, I dont know. None of us can afford to live up to the income we want people to think weve got. One must economise somewhere. A pretty figure we should cut in the county if I didnt know how to make fivepence look like a shilling. And, besides, there are certain people that one has to be civil to, that, at the same time, one doesnt want to introduce into ones regular circle. If you take my advice, Marion, you wont encourage those sisters of Harrys more than you can help. Theyre dear sweet girls, and you can be very nice to them; but dont have them too much about. Their manners are terribly old-fashioned, and theyve no notion how to dress, and those sort of people let down the tone of a house.

MARION. Im not likely to have many dear sweet girls on my visiting list. [With a laugh.] There will hardly be enough in common to make the company desired, on either side.

MRS. TRAVERS. Well, I only want you to be careful, my dear. So much depends on how you begin, and with prudence theres really no reason why you shouldnt do very well. I suppose theres no doubt about Harrys income. He wont object to a few inquiries?

MARION. I think you may trust me to see to that, mamma. It would be a bad bargain for me, if even the cash were not certain.

MR. TRAVERS [jumping up]. Oh, I do wish you women wouldnt discuss the matter in that horribly business-like way. One would think the girl was selling herself.

MRS. TRAVERS. Oh, dont be foolish, James. One must look at the practical side of these things. Marriage is a matter of sentiment to a man — very proper that it should be. A woman has to remember that shes fixing her position for life.

MARION. You see, papa dear, its her one venture. If she doesnt sell herself to advantage then, she doesnt get another opportunity — very easily.

MR. TRAVERS. Umph! When I was a young man, girls talked more about love and less about income.

MARION. Perhaps they had not our educational advantages.

[DAN enters from the garden. He is a man of a little over forty, his linen somewhat frayed about the edges.]

MRS. TRAVERS. Ah! We were just wondering where all you people had got to.

DAN. Weve been out sailing. Ive been sent up to fetch you. Its delightful on the river. The moon is just rising.

MRS. TRAVERS. But its so cold.

MR. TRAVERS. Oh, never mind the cold. Its many a long year since you and I looked at the moon together. It will do us good.

MRS. TRAVERS. Ah, dear. Boys will be boys. Give me my wrap then.

[DAN places it about her. They move towards the window, where they stand talking. MARION has slipped out and returns with her fathers cap. He takes her face between his hands and looks at her.]

MR. TRAVERS. Do you really care for Harry, Marion?

MARION. As much as one can care for a man with five thousand a year. Perhaps he will make it ten one day — then I shall care for him twice as much. [Laughs.]

MR. TRAVERS. And are you content with this marriage?

MARION. Quite.

[He shakes his head gravely at her.]

MRS. TRAVERS. Arent you coming, Marion?

MARION. No. Im feeling tired.

[MR. and MRS. TRAVERS go out.]

DAN. Are you going to leave Harry alone with two pairs of lovers?

MARION [with a laugh]. Yes — let him see how ridiculous they look. I hate the night — it follows you and asks questions. Shut it out. Come and talk to me. Amuse me.

DAN. What shall I talk to you about?

MARION. Oh, tell me all the news. What is the world doing? Who has run away with whose wife? Who has been swindling whom? Which philanthropist has been robbing the poor? What saint has been discovered sinning? What is the latest scandal? Who has been found out? and what is it they have been doing? and what is everybody saying about it?

DAN. Would it amuse you?

MARION [she sits by the piano, softly touching the keys, idly recalling many memories]. What should it do? Make me weep? Should not one be glad to know ones friends better?

DAN. I wish you wouldnt be clever. Everyone one meets is clever nowadays. It came in when the sun-flower went out. I preferred the sun-flower; it was more amusing.

MARION. And stupid people, I suppose, will come in when the clever people go out. I prefer the clever. They have better manners. Youre exceedingly disagreeable. [She leaves the piano, and, throwing herself upon the couch, takes up a book.]

DAN. I know I am. The night has been with me also. It follows one and asks questions.

MARION. What questions has it been asking you?

DAN. Many — and so many of them have no answer. Why am I a useless, drifting log upon the worlds tide? Why have all the young men passed me? Why am I, at thirty-nine, let us say, with brain, with power, with strength — nobody thinks I am worth anything, but I am — I know it. I might have been an able editor, devoting every morning from ten till three to arranging the affairs of the Universe, or a popular politician, trying to understand what I was talking about, and to believe it. And what am I? A newspaper reporter, at three-hapence a line — I beg their pardon, its occasionally twopence.

MARION. Does it matter?

DAN. Does it matter! Does it matter whether a Union Jack or a Tricolor floats over the turrets of Badajoz? yet we pour our blood into its ditches to decide the argument. Does it matter whether one star more or less is marked upon our charts? yet we grow blind peering into their depths. Does it matter that one keel should slip through the grip of the Polar ice? yet nearer, nearer to it, we pile our whitening bones. And its worth playing, the game of life. And theres a meaning in it. Its worth playing, if only that it strengthens the muscles of our souls. Id like to have taken a hand in it.

MARION. Why didnt you?

DAN. No partner. Dull playing by oneself. No object.

MARION [after a silence]. What was she like?

DAN. So like you that there are times when I almost wish I had never met you. You set me thinking about myself, and that is a subject I find it pleasanter to forget.

MARION. And this woman that was like me — she could have made a mans life?

DAN. Ay!

MARION. Wont you tell me about her? Had she many faults?

DAN. Enough to love her by.

MARION. But she must have been good.

DAN. Good enough to be a woman.

MARION. That might mean so much or so little.

DAN. It should mean much to my thinking. There are few women.

MARION. Few! I thought the economists held that there were too many of us.

DAN. Not enough — not enough to go round. That is why a true woman has many lovers.

[There is a silence between them. Then MARION rises, but their eyes do not meet.]

MARION. How serious we have grown!

DAN. They say a dialogue between a man and woman always does.

MARION [she moves away, then, hesitating, half returns]. May I ask you a question?

DAN. That is an easy favour to grant.

MARION. If — if at any time you felt regard again for a woman, would you, for her sake, if she wished it, seek to gain, even now, that position in the world which is your right — which would make her proud of your friendship — would make her feel that even her life had not been altogether without purpose?

DAN. Too late! The old hack can only look over the hedge, and watch the field race by. The old ambition stirs within me at times — especially after a glass of good wine — and Harrys wine — God bless him — is excellent — but to-morrow morning — [with a shrug of his shoulders he finishes his meaning].

MARION. Then she could do nothing?

DAN. Nothing for his fortunes — much for himself. My dear young lady, never waste pity on a man in love — nor upon a child crying for the moon. The moon is a good thing to cry for.

MARION. I am glad I am like her. I am glad that I have met you.

[She gives him her hand, and for a moment he holds it. Then she goes out.]

[A flower has fallen from her breast, whether by chance or meaning, he knows not. He picks it up and kisses it; stands twirling it, undecided for a second, then lets it fall again upon the floor.]
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THIS IS THE story, among others, of Henry the waiter — or, as he now prefers to call himself, Henri — told to me in the long dining-room of the Riffel Alp Hotel, where I once stayed for a melancholy week between seasons, sharing the echoing emptiness of the place with two maiden ladies, who talked all day to one another in frightened whispers. Henrys construction I have discarded for its amateurishness; his method being generally to commence a story at the end, and then, working backwards to the beginning, wind up with the middle. But in all other respects I have endeavoured to retain his method, which was individual; and this, I think, is the story as he would have told it to me himself, had he told it in this order:

My first place — well to be honest, it was a coffee shop in the Mile End Road — Im not ashamed of it. We all have our beginnings. Young Kipper, as we called him — he had no name of his own, not that he knew of anyhow, and that seemed to fit him down to the ground — had fixed his pitch just outside, between our door and the music hall at the corner; and sometimes, when I might happen to have a bit on, Id get a paper from him, and pay him for it, when the governor was not about, with a mug of coffee, and odds and ends that the other customers had left on their plates — an arrangement that suited both of us. He was just about as sharp as they make boys, even in the Mile End Road, which is saying a good deal; and now and then, spying around among the right sort, and keeping his ears open, he would put me up to a good thing, and I would tip him a bob or a tanner as the case might be. He was the sort that gets on — you know.

One day in he walks, for all the world as if the show belonged to him, with a young imp of a girl on his arm, and down they sits at one of the tables.

Garsong, he calls out, whats the menoo to-day?

The menoo to-day, I says, is that you get outside fore I clip you over the ear, and that you take that back and put it where you found it; meaning o course, the kid.

She was a pretty little thing, even then, in spite of the dirt, with those eyes like saucers, and red hair. It used to be called carrots in those days. Now all the swells have taken it up — or as near as they can get to it — and its auburn.

Enery, he replied to me, without so much as turning a hair, Im afraid youre forgetting your position. When Im on the kerb shouting Speshul! and you comes to me with yer apenny in yer and, youre master an Im man. When I comes into your shop to order refreshments, and to pay for em, Im boss. Savey? You can bring me a rasher and two eggs, and see that theyre this seasons. The lidy will have a full-sized haddick and a cocoa.

Well, there was justice in what he said. He always did have sense, and I took his order. You dont often see anybody put it away like that girl did. I took it she hadnt had a square meal for many a long day. She polished off a ninepenny haddick, skin and all, and after that she had two penny rashers, with six slices of bread and butter—doorsteps, as we used to call them — and two half pints of cocoa, which is a meal in itself the way we used to make it. Kipper must have had a bit of luck that day. He couldnt have urged her on more had it been a free feed.

Ave an egg, he suggested, the moment the rashers had disappeared. One of these eggs will just about finish yer.

I dont really think as I can, says she, after considering like.

Well, you know your own strength, he answers. Perhaps youre best without it. Speshully if yer not used to igh living.

I was glad to see them finish, cause I was beginning to get a bit nervous about the coin, but he paid up right enough, and giv me a hapenny for myself.

That was the first time I ever waited upon those two, but it wasnt to be the last by many a long chalk, as youll see. He often used to bring her in after that. Who she was and what she was he didnt know, and she didnt know, so there was a pair of them. Shed run away from an old woman down Limehouse way, who used to beat her. That was all she could tell him. He got her a lodging with an old woman, who had an attic in the same house where he slept — when it would run to that — taught her to yell Speshul! and found a corner for her. There aint room for boys and girls in the Mile-End Road. Theyre either kids down there or theyre grown-ups. Kipper and Carrots — as we named her — looked upon themselves as sweethearts, though he couldnt have been more than fifteen, and she barely twelve; and that he was regular gone on her anyone could see with half an eye. Not that he was soft about it — that wasnt his style. He kept her in order, and she had just to mind, which I guess was a good thing for her, and when she wanted it hed use his hand on her, and make no bones about it. Thats the way among that class. They up and give the old woman a friendly clump, just as you or me would swear at the missus, or fling a boot-jack at her. They dont mean anything more.

I left the coffee shop later on for a place in the city, and saw nothing more of them for five years. When I did it was at a restaurant in Oxford Street — one of those amatoor shows run by a lot of women, who know nothing about the business, and spend the whole day gossiping and flirting—love-shops, I call em. There was a yellow-haired lady manageress who never heard you when you spoke to her, cause she was always trying to hear what some seedy old fool would be whispering to her across the counter. Then there were waitresses, and their notion of waiting was to spend an hour talking to a twopenny cup of coffee, and to look haughty and insulted whenever anybody as really wanted something ventured to ask for it. A frizzle-haired cashier used to make love all day out of her pigeon-hole with the two box-office boys from the Oxford Music Hall, who took it turn and turn about. Sometimes shed leave off to take a customers money, and sometimes she wouldnt. Ive been to some rummy places in my time; and a waiter aint the blind owl as hes supposed to be. But never in my life have I seen so much love-making, not all at once, as used to go on in that place. It was a dismal, gloomy sort of hole, and spoony couples seemed to scent it out by instinct, and would spend hours there over a pot of tea and assorted pastry. Idyllic, some folks would have thought it: I used to get the fair dismals watching it. There was one girl — a weird-looking creature, with red eyes and long thin hands, that gave you the creeps to look at. Shed come in regular with her young man, a pale-faced nervous sort of chap, at three oclock every afternoon. Theirs was the funniest love-making I ever saw. Shed pinch him under the table, and run pins into him, and hed sit with his eyes glued on her as if shed been a steaming dish of steak and onions and he a starving beggar the other side of the window. A strange story that was — as I came to learn it later on. Ill tell you that, one day.

Id been engaged for the heavy work, but as the heaviest order I ever heard given there was for a cold ham and chicken, which I had to slip out for to the nearest cook-shop, I must have been chiefly useful from an ornamental point of view.

Id been there about a fortnight, and was feeling pretty sick of it, when in walked young Kipper. I didnt know him at first, hed changed so. He was swinging a silver-mounted crutch stick, which was the kind that was fashionable just then, and was dressed in a showy check suit and a white hat. But the thing that struck me most was his gloves. I suppose I hadnt improved quite so much myself, for he knew me in a moment, and held out his hand.

What, Enery! he says, youve moved on, then!

Yes, I says, shaking hands with him, and I could move on again from this shop without feeling sad. But youve got on a bit? I says.

So-so, he says, Im a journalist.

Oh, I says, what sort? for Id seen a good many of that lot during six months Id spent at a house in Fleet Street, and their get-up hadnt sumptuousness about it, so to speak. Kippers rig-out must have totted up to a tidy little sum. He had a diamond pin in his tie that must have cost somebody fifty quid, if not him.

Well, he answers, I dont wind out the confidential advice to old Beaky, and that sort of thing. I do the tips, yer know. Capn Kit, thats my name.

What, the Captain Kit? I says. O course Id heard of him.

Beold! he says.

Oh, its easy enough, he goes on. Some of ems bound to come out right, and when one does, you take it from me, our paper mentions the fact. And when it is a wrong un — well, a man cant always be shouting about himself, can e?

He ordered a cup of coffee. He said he was waiting for someone, and we got to chatting about old times.

Hows Carrots? I asked.

Miss Caroline Trevelyan, he answered, is doing well.

Oh, I says, youve found out her famly name, then?

Weve found out one or two things about that lidy, he replies. Dyer remember er dancing?

I have seen her flinging her petticoats about outside the shop, when the copper wasnt by, if thats what you mean, I says.

Thats what I mean, he answers. Thats all the rage now, skirt-dancing they calls it. Shes a-coming out at the Oxford to-morrow. Its er Im waiting for. Shes a-coming on, I tell you she is, he says.

Shouldnt wonder, says I; that was her disposition.

And theres another thing weve found out about er, he says. He leant over the table, and whispered it, as if he was afraid that anybody else might hear: shes got a voice.

Yes, I says, some women have.

Ah, he says, but er voice is the sort of voice yer want to listen to.

Oh, I says, thats its speciality, is it?

Thats it, sonny, he replies.

She came in a little later. Id a known her anywhere for her eyes, and her red hair, in spite of her being that clean you might have eaten your dinner out of her hand. And as for her clothes! Well, Ive mixed a good deal with the toffs in my time, and Ive seen duchesses dressed more showily and maybe more expensively, but her clothes seemed to be just a framework to show her up. She was a beauty, you can take it from me; and its not to be wondered that the La-De-Das were round her when they did see her, like flies round an open jam tart.

Before three months were up she was the rage of London — leastways of the music-hall part of it — with her portrait in all the shop windows, and interviews with her in half the newspapers. It seems she was the daughter of an officer who had died in India when she was a baby, and the niece of a bishop somewhere in Australia. He was dead too. There didnt seem to be any of her ancestry as wasnt dead, but they had all been swells. She had been educated privately, she had, by a relative; and had early displayed an aptitude for dancing, though her friends at first had much opposed her going upon the stage. There was a lot more of it — you know the sort of thing. Of course, she was a connection of one of our best known judges — they all are — and she merely acted in order to support a grandmother, or an invalid sister, I forget which. A wonderful talent for swallowing, these newspaper chaps has, some of em!

Kipper never touched a penny of her money, but if he had been her agent at twenty-five per cent. he couldnt have worked harder, and he just kept up the hum about her, till if you didnt want to hear anything more about Caroline Trevelyan, your only chance would have been to lie in bed, and never look at a newspaper. It was Caroline Trevelyan at Home, Caroline Trevelyan at Brighton, Caroline Trevelyan and the Shah of Persia, Caroline Trevelyan and the Old Apple-woman. When it wasnt Caroline Trevelyan herself it would be Caroline Trevelyans dog as would be doing something out of the common, getting himself lost or summoned or drowned — it didnt matter much what.

I moved from Oxford Street to the new Horseshoe that year — it had just been rebuilt — and there I saw a good deal of them, for they came in to lunch there or supper pretty regular. Young Kipper — or the Captain as everybody called him — gave out that he was her half-brother.

Iad to be some sort of a relation, you see, he explained to me. Id a been er brother out and out; that would have been simpler, only the family likeness wasnt strong enough. Our styles o beauty aint similar. They certainly wasnt.

Why dont you marry her? I says, and have done with it?

He looked thoughtful at that. I did think of it, he says, and I know, jolly well, that if I ad suggested it fore shed found herself, shed have agreed, but it dont seem quite fair now.

How dye mean fair? I says.

Well, not fair to er, he says. Ive got on all right, in a small way; but she — well, she can just ave er pick of the nobs. Theres one on em as Ive made inquiries about. Ell be a dook, if a kid pegs out as is expected to, and anyhow ell be a markis, and e means the straight thing — no errer. It aint fair for me to stand in er way.

Well, I says, you know your own business, but it seems to me she wouldnt have much way to stand in if it hadnt been for you.

Oh, thats all right, he says. Im fond enough of the gell, but I shant clamour for a tombstone with wiolets, even if she aint ever Mrs. Captn Kit. Business is business; and I aint going to queer er pitch for er.

Ive often wondered what shed a said, if hed up and put the case to her plain, for she was a good sort; but, naturally enough, her head was a bit swelled, and shed read so much rot about herself in the papers that shed got at last to half believe some of it. The thought of her connection with the well-known judge seemed to hamper her at times, and she wasnt quite so chummy with Kipper as used to be the case in the Mile-End Road days, and he wasnt the sort as is slow to see a thing.

One day when he was having lunch by himself, and I was waiting on him, he says, raising his glass to his lips, Well, Enery, heres luck to yer! I wont be seeing you agen for some time.

Oh, I says. Whats up now?

I am, he says, or rather my time is. Im off to Africa.

Oh, I says, and what about—

Thats all right, he interrupts. Ive fixed up that — a treat. Truth, thats why Im going.

I thought at first he meant she was going with him.

No, he says, shes going to be the Duchess of Ridingshire with the kind consent o the kid I spoke about. If not, shell be the Marchioness of Appleford. Es doing the square thing. Theres going to be a quiet marriage to-morrow at the Registry Office, and then Im off.

What need for you to go? I says.

No need, he says; its a fancy o mine. You see, me gone, theres nothing to amper er — nothing to interfere with er settling down as a quiet, respectable toff. With a alf-brother, whos always got to be spry with some fake about is lineage and is ancestral estates, and who drops is hs, complications are sooner or later bound to a-rise. Me out of it — everythings simple. Savey?

Well, thats just how it happened. Of course, there was a big row when the family heard of it, and a smart lawyer was put up to try and undo the thing. No expense was spared, you bet; but it was all no go. Nothing could be found out against her. She just sat tight and said nothing. So the thing had to stand. They went and lived quietly in the country and abroad for a year or two, and then folks forgot a bit, and they came back to London. I often used to see her name in print, and then the papers always said as how she was charming and graceful and beautiful, so I suppose the family had made up its mind to get used to her.

One evening in she comes to the Savoy. My wife put me up to getting that job, and a good job it is, mind you, when you know your way about. Id never have had the cheek to try for it, if it hadnt been for the missis. Shes a clever one — she is. I did a good days work when I married her.

You shave off that moustache of yours — it aint an ornament, she says to me, and chance it. Dont get attempting the lingo. Keep to the broken English, and put in a shrug or two. You can manage that all right.

I followed her tip. Of course the manager saw through me, but I got in a Oui, monsieur now and again, and they, being short handed at the time, could not afford to be strict, I suppose. Anyhow I got took on, and there I stopped for the whole season, and that was the making of me.

Well, as I was saying, in she comes to the supper rooms, and toffy enough she looked in her diamonds and furs, and as for haughtiness there wasnt a born Marchioness she couldnt have given points to. She comes straight up to my table and sits down. Her husband was with her, but he didnt seem to have much to say, except to repeat her orders. Of course I looked as if Id never set eyes on her before in all my life, though all the time she was a-pecking at the mayonnaise and a-sipping at the Giessler, I was thinking of the coffee-shop and of the ninepenny haddick and the pint of cocoa.

Go and fetch my cloak, she says to him after a while. I am cold.

And up he gets and goes out.

She never moved her head, and spoke as though she was merely giving me some order, and I stands behind her chair, respectful like, and answers according to the same tip,

Ever hear from Kipper? she says to me.

I have had one or two letters from him, your ladyship, I answers.

Oh, stow that, she says. I am sick of your ladyship. Talk English; I dont hear much of it. Hows he getting on?

Seems to be doing himself well, I says. Hes started an hotel, and is regular raking it in, he tells me.

Wish I was behind the bar with him! says she.

Why, dont it work then? I asks.

Its just like a funeral with the corpse left out, says she. Serves me jolly well right for being a fool!

The Marquis, he comes back with her cloak at that moment, and I says: Certainement, madame, and gets clear.

I often used to see her there, and when a chance occurred she would talk to me. It seemed to be a relief to her to use her own tongue, but it made me nervous at times for fear someone would hear her.

Then one day I got a letter from Kipper to say he was over for a holiday and was stopping at Morleys, and asking me to look him up.

He had not changed much except to get a bit fatter and more prosperous-looking. Of course, we talked about her ladyship, and I told him what she said.

Rum things, women, he says; never know their own minds.

Oh, they know them all right when they get there, I says. How could she tell what being a Marchioness was like till shed tried it?

Pity, he says, musing like. I reckoned it the very thing shed tumble to. I only come over to get a sight of er, and to satisfy myself as she was getting along all right. Seems Id better a stopped away.

You aint ever thought of marrying yourself? I asks.

Yes, I have, he says. Its slow for a man over thirty with no wife and kids to bustle him, you take it from me, and I aint the talent for the Don Juan fake.

Youre like me, I says, a days work, and then a pipe by your own fireside with your slippers on. Thats my swarry. Youll find someone as will suit you before long.

No I shant, says he. Ive come across a few as might, if it adnt been for er. Its like the toffs as come out our way. Theyve been brought up on ris de veau à la financier, and sich like, and it just spoils em for the bacon and greens.

I give her the office the next time I see her, and they met accidental like in Kensington Gardens early one morning. What they said to one another I dont know, for he sailed that same evening, and, it being the end of the season, I didnt see her ladyship again for a long while.

When I did it was at the Hôtel Bristol in Paris, and she was in widows weeds, the Marquis having died eight months before. He never dropped into that dukedom, the kid turning out healthier than was expected, and hanging on; so she was still only a Marchioness, and her fortune, though tidy, was nothing very big — not as that class reckons. By luck I was told off to wait on her, she having asked for someone as could speak English. She seemed glad to see me and to talk to me.

Well, I says, I suppose youll be bossing that bar in Capetown now before long?

Talk sense, she answers. How can the Marchioness of Appleford marry a hotel keeper?

Why not, I says, if she fancies him? Whats the good of being a Marchioness if you cant do what you like?

Thats just it, she snaps out; you cant. It would not be doing the straight thing by the family. No, she says, Ive spent their money, and Im spending it now. They dont love me, but they shant say as I have disgraced them. Theyve got their feelings same as Ive got mine.

Why not chuck the money? I says. Theyll be glad enough to get it back, they being a poor lot, as I heard her say.

How can I? she says. Its a life interest. As long as I live Ive got to have it, and as long as I live Ive got to remain the Marchioness of Appleford.

She finishes her soup, and pushes the plate away from her. As long as I live, she says, talking to herself.

By Jove! she says, starting up why not?

Why not what? I says.

Nothing, she answers. Get me an African telegraph form, and be quick about it!

I fetched it for her, and she wrote it and gave it to the porter then and there; and, that done, she sat down and finished her dinner.

She was a bit short with me after that; so I judged it best to keep my own place.

In the morning she got an answer that seemed to excite her, and that afternoon she left; and the next I heard of her was a paragraph in the newspaper, headed—Death of the Marchioness of Appleford. Sad accident. It seemed she had gone for a row on one of the Italian lakes with no one but a boatman. A squall had come on, and the boat had capsized. The boatman had swum ashore, but he had been unable to save his passenger, and her body had never been recovered. The paper reminded its readers that she had formerly been the celebrated tragic actress, Caroline Trevelyan, daughter of the well-known Indian judge of that name.

It gave me the blues for a day or two — that bit of news. I had known her from a baby as you might say, and had taken an interest in her. You can call it silly, but hotels and restaurants seemed to me less interesting now there was no chance of ever seeing her come into one again.

I went from Paris to one of the smaller hotels in Venice. The missis thought Id do well to pick up a bit of Italian, and perhaps she fancied Venice for herself. Thats one of the advantages of our profession. You can go about. It was a second-rate sort of place, and one evening, just before lighting-up time, I had the salle-à-manger all to myself, and had just taken up a paper when I hears the door open, and I turns round.

I saw her coming down the room. There was no mistaking her. She wasnt that sort.

I sat with my eyes coming out of my head till she was close to me, and then I says:

Carrots! I says, in a whisper like. That was the name that come to me.

Carrots it is, she says, and down she sits just opposite to me, and then she laughs.

I could not speak, I could not move, I was that took aback, and the more frightened I looked the more she laughed till Kipper comes into the room. There was nothing ghostly about him. I never see a man look more as if he had backed the winner.

Why, its Enery, he says; and he gives me a slap on the back, as knocks the life into me again.

I heard you was dead, I says, still staring at her. I read it in the paper—death of the Marchioness of Appleford.

Thats all right, she says. The Marchioness of Appleford is as dead as a door-nail, and a good job too. Mrs. Captain Kits my name, née Carrots.

You said as ow Id find someone to suit me fore long, says Kipper to me, and, by Jove! you were right; I ave. I was waiting till I found something equal to her ladyship, and Id ave ad to wait a long time, Im thinking, if I adnt come across this one ere; and he tucks her up under his arm just as I remember his doing that day he first brought her into the coffee-shop, and Lord, what a long time ago that was!

* * * * *

That is the story, among others, told me by Henry, the waiter. I have, at his request, substituted artificial names for real ones. For Henry tells me that at Capetown Captain Kits First-class Family and Commercial Hotel still runs, and that the landlady is still a beautiful woman with fine eyes and red hair, who might almost be taken for a duchess — until she opens her mouth, when her accent is found to be still slightly reminiscent of the Mile-End Road.


THE USES AND ABUSES OF JOSEPH.
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IT IS JUST the same with what you may call the human joints, observed Henry. He was in one of his philosophic moods that evening. It all depends upon the cooking. I never see a youngster hanging up in the refrigerator, as one may put it, but I says to myself: Now I wonder what the cook is going to make of you! Will you be minced and devilled and fricasseed till you are all sauce and no meat? Will you be hammered tender and grilled over a slow fire till you are a blessing to mankind? Or will you be spoilt in the boiling, and come out a stringy rag, an immediate curse, and a permanent injury to those who have got to swallow you?

There was a youngster I knew in my old coffee-shop days, continued Henry, that in the end came to be eaten by cannibals. At least, so the newspapers said. Speaking for myself, I never believed the report: he wasnt that sort. If anybody was eaten, it was more likely the cannibal. But that is neither here nor there. What I am thinking of is what happened before he and the cannibals ever got nigh to one another. He was fourteen when I first set eyes on him — Mile End fourteen, that is; which is the same, I take it, as City eighteen and West End five-and-twenty — and he was smart for his age into the bargain: a trifle too smart as a matter of fact. He always came into the shop at the same time — half-past two; he always sat in the seat next the window; and three days out of six, he would order the same dinner: a fourpenny beef-steak pudding — we called it beef-steak, and, for all practical purposes, it was beef-steak — a penny plate of potatoes, and a penny slice of roly-poly pudding—chest expander was the name our customers gave it — to follow. That showed sense, I always thought, that dinner alone; a more satisfying menu, at the price, I defy any human being to work out. He always had a book with him, and he generally read during his meal; which is not a bad plan if you dont want to think too much about what you are eating. There was a seedy chap, I remember, used to dine at a cheap restaurant where I once served, just off the Euston Road. He would stick a book up in front of him — Eppy something or other — and read the whole time. Our four-course shilling table dhôte with Eppy, he would say, was a banquet fit for a prince; without Eppy he was of opinion that a policeman wouldnt touch it. But he was one of those men that report things for the newspapers, and was given to exaggeration.

A coffee-shop becomes a bit of a desert towards three oclock; and, after a while, young Tidelman, for that was his name, got to putting down his book and chatting to me. His father was dead; which, judging from what he told me about the old man, must have been a bit of luck for everybody; and his mother, it turned out, had come from my own village in Suffolk; and that constituted a sort of bond between us, seeing I had known all her people pretty intimately. He was earning good money at a dairy, where his work was scouring milk-cans; and his Christian name — which was the only thing Christian about him, and that, somehow or another, didnt seem to fit him — was Joseph.

One afternoon he came into the shop looking as if he had lost a shilling and found sixpence, as the saying is; and instead of drinking water as usual, sent the girl out for a pint of ale. The moment it came he drank off half of it at a gulp, and then sat staring out of the window.

Whats up? I says. Got the shove?

Yes, he answers; but, as it happens, its a shove up. Ive been taken off the yard and put on the walk, with a rise of two bob a week. Then he took another pull at the beer and looked more savage than ever.

Well, I says, that aint the sort of thing to be humpy about.

Yes it is, he snaps back; it means that if I dont take precious good care Ill drift into being a blooming milkman, spending my life yelling Milk ahoi! and spooning smutty-faced servant-gals across area railings.

Oh! I says, and what may you prefer to spoon — duchesses?

Yes, he answers sulky-like; duchesses are right enough — some of em.

So are servant-gals, I says, some of em. Your hats feeling a bit small for you this morning, aint it?

Hats all right, says he; its the world as Im complaining of — beastly place; theres nothing to do in it.

Oh! I says; some of us find theres a bit too much. Id been up since five that morning myself; and his own work, which was scouring milk-cans for twelve hours a day, didnt strike me as suggesting a life of leisured ease.

I dont mean that, he says. I mean things worth doing.

Well, what do you want to do, I says, that this world aint big enough for?

It aint the size of it, he says; its the dulness of it. Things used to be different in the old days.

How do you know? I says.

You can read about it, he answers.

Oh, I says, and what do they know about it — these gents that sit down and write about it for their living! You show me a book cracking up the old times, writ by a chap as lived in em, and Ill believe you. Till then Ill stick to my opinion that the old days were much the same as these days, and maybe a trifle worse.

From a Sunday School point of view, perhaps yes, says he; but theres no gainsaying—

No what? I says.

No gainsaying, repeats he; its a common word in literatoor.

Maybe, says I, but this happens to be The Blue Posts Coffee House, established in the year 1863. We will use modern English here, if you dont mind. One had to take him down like that at times. He was the sort of boy as would talk poetry to you if you werent firm with him.

Well then, theres no denying the fact, says he, if you prefer it that way, that in the old days there was more opportunity for adventure.

What about Australia? says I.

Australia! retorts he; what would I do there? Be a shepherd, like you see in the picture, wear ribbons, and play the flute?

Theres not much of that sort of shepherding over there, says I, unless Ive been deceived; but if Australia aint sufficiently uncivilised for you, what about Africa?

Whats the good of Africa? replies he; you dont read advertisements in the Clerkenwell News: Young men wanted as explorers. Id drift into a barbers shop at Cape Town more likely than anything else.

What about the gold diggings? I suggests. I like to see a youngster with the spirit of adventure in him. It shows grit as a rule.

Played out, says he. You are employed by a company, wages ten dollars a week, and a pension for your old age. Everythings played out, he continues. Men aint wanted nowadays. Theres only room for clerks, and intelligent artisans, and shopboys.

Go for a soldier, says I; theres excitement for you.

That would have been all right, says he, in the days when there was real fighting.

Theres a good bit of it going about nowadays, I says. We are generally at it, on and off, between shouting about the blessings of peace.

Not the sort of fighting I mean, replies he; I want to do something myself, not be one of a row.

Well, I says, I give you up. Youve dropped into the wrong world it seems to me. We dont seem able to cater for you here.

Ive come a bit too late, he answers; thats the mistake Ive made. Two hundred years ago there were lots of things a fellow might have done.

Yes, I know whats in your mind, I says: pirates.

Yes, pirates would be all right, says he; they got plenty of sea-air and exercise, and didnt need to join a blooming funeral club.

Youve got ideas above your station, I says. You work hard, and one day youll have a milk-shop of your own, and be walking out with a pretty housemaid on your arm, feeling as if you were the Prince of Wales himself.

Stow it! he says; it makes me shiver for fear it might come true. Im not cut out for a respectable cove, and I wont be one neither, if I can help it!

What do you mean to be, then? I says; weve all got to be something, until were stiff uns.

Well, he says, quite cool-like, I think I shall be a burglar.

I dropped into the seat opposite and stared at him. If any other lad had said it I should have known it was only foolishness, but he was just the sort to mean it.

Its the only calling I can think of, says he, that has got any element of excitement left in it.

You call seven years at Portland excitement, do you? says I, thinking of the argument most likely to tell upon him.

Whats the difference, answers he, between Portland and the ordinary labouring mans life, except that at Portland you never need fear being out of work? He was a rare one to argue. Besides, says he, its only the fools as gets copped. Look at that diamond robbery in Bond Street, two years ago. Fifty thousand pounds worth of jewels stolen, and never a clue to this day! Look at the Dublin Bank robbery, says he, his eyes all alight, and his face flushed like a girls. Three thousand pounds in golden sovereigns walked away with in broad daylight, and never so much as the flick of a coat-tail seen. Those are the sort of men Im thinking of, not the bricklayer out of work, who smashes a window and gets ten years for breaking open a cheesemongers till with nine and fourpence hapenny in it.

Yes, says I, and are you forgetting the chap who was nabbed at Birmingham only last week? He wasnt exactly an amatoor. How long do think hell get?

A man like that deserves what he gets, answers he; couldnt hit a police-man at six yards.

You bloodthirsty young scoundrel, I says; do you mean you wouldnt stick at murder?

Its all in the game, says he, not in the least put out. I take my risks, he takes his. Its no more murder than soldiering is.

Its taking a human creatures life, I says.

Well, he says, what of it? Theres plenty more where he comes from.

I tried reasoning with him from time to time, but he wasnt a sort of boy to be moved from a purpose. His mother was the only argument that had any weight with him. I believe so long as she had lived he would have kept straight; that was the only soft spot in him. But unfortunately she died a couple of years later, and then I lost sight of Joe altogether. I made enquiries, but no one could tell me anything. He had just disappeared, thats all.

One afternoon, four years later, I was sitting in the coffee-room of a City restaurant where I was working, reading the account of a clever robbery committed the day before. The thief, described as a well-dressed young man of gentlemanly appearance, wearing a short black beard and moustache, had walked into a branch of the London and Westminster Bank during the dinner-hour, when only the manager and one clerk were there. He had gone straight through to the managers room at the back of the bank, taken the key from the inside of the door, and before the man could get round his desk had locked him in. The clerk, with a knife to his throat, had then been persuaded to empty all the loose cash in the bank, amounting in gold and notes to nearly five hundred pounds, into a bag which the thief had thoughtfully brought with him. After which, both of them — for the thief seems to have been of a sociable disposition — got into a cab which was waiting outside, and drove away. They drove straight to the City: the clerk, with a knife pricking the back of his neck all the time, finding it, no doubt, a tiresome ride. In the middle of Threadneedle Street, the gentlemanly young man suddenly stopped the cab and got out, leaving the clerk to pay the cabman.

Somehow or other, the story brought back Joseph to my mind. I seemed to see him as that well-dressed gentlemanly young man; and, raising my eyes from the paper, there he stood before me. He had scarcely changed at all since I last saw him, except that he had grown better looking, and seemed more cheerful. He nodded to me as though we had parted the day before, and ordered a chop and a small hock. I spread a fresh serviette for him, and asked him if he cared to see the paper.

Anything interesting in it, Henry? says he.

Rather a daring robbery committed on the Westminster Bank yesterday, I answers.

Oh, ah! I did see something about that, says he.

The thief was described as a well-dressed young man of gentlemanly appearance, wearing a black beard and moustache, says I.

He laughs pleasantly.

That will make it awkward for nice young men with black beards and moustaches, says he.

Yes, I says. Fortunately for you and me, were clean shaved.

I felt as certain he was the man as though Id seen him do it.

He gives me a sharp glance, but I was busy with the cruets, and he had to make what he chose out of it.

Yes, he replies, as you say, it was a daring robbery. But the man seems to have got away all right.

I could see he was dying to talk to somebody about it.

Hes all right to-day, says I; but the police aint the fools theyre reckoned. Ive noticed they generally get there in the end.

Theres some very intelligent men among them, says he: no question of it. I shouldnt be surprised if they had a clue!

No, I says, no more should I; though no doubt hes telling himself there never was such a clever thief.

Well, we shall see, says he.

Thats about it, says I.

We talked a bit about old acquaintances and other things, and then, having finished, he handed me a sovereign and rose to go.

Wait a minute, I says, your bill comes to three-and-eight. Say fourpence for the waiter; that leaves sixteen shillings change, which Ill ask you to put in your pocket.

As you will, he says, laughing, though I could see he didnt like it.

And one other thing, says I. Weve been sort of pals, and its not my business to talk unless Im spoken to. But Im a married man, I says, and I dont consider you the sort worth getting into trouble for. If I never see you, I know nothing about you. Understand?

He took my tip, and I didnt see him again at that restaurant. I kept my eye on the paper, but the Westminster Bank thief was never discovered, and success, no doubt, gave him confidence. Anyhow, I read of two or three burglaries that winter which I unhesitatingly put down to Mr. Joseph — I suppose theres style in housebreaking, as in other things — and early the next spring an exciting bit of business occurred, which I knew to be his work by the description of the man.

He had broken into a big country house during the servants supper-hour, and had stuffed his pockets with jewels. One of the guests, a young officer, coming upstairs, interrupted him just as he had finished. Joseph threatened the man with his revolver; but this time it was not a nervous young clerk he had to deal with. The man sprang at him, and a desperate struggle followed, with the result that in the end the officer was left with a bullet in his leg, while Joseph jumped clean through the window, and fell thirty feet. Cut and bleeding, if not broken, he would never have got away but that, fortunately for him, a tradesmans cart happened to be standing at the servants entrance. Joe was in it, and off like a flash of greased lightning. How he managed to escape, with all the country in an uproar, I cant tell you; but he did it. The horse and cart, when found sixteen miles off, were neither worth much.

That, it seems, sobered him down for a bit, and nobody heard any more of him till nine months later, when he walked into the Monico, where I was then working, and held out his hand to me as bold as brass.

Its all right, says he, its the hand of an honest man.

Its come into your possession very recently then, says I.

He was dressed in a black frock-coat and wore whiskers. If I hadnt known him, I should have put him down for a parson out of work.

He laughs. Ill tell you all about it, he says.

Not here, I answers, because Im too busy; but if you like to meet me this evening, and youre talking straight—

Straight as a bullet, says he. Come and have a bit of dinner with me at the Craven; its quiet there, and we can talk. Ive been looking for you for the last week.

Well, I met him; and he told me. It was the old story: a gal was at the bottom of it. He had broken into a small house at Hampstead. He was on the floor, packing up the silver, when the door opens, and he sees a gal standing there. She held a candle in one hand and a revolver in the other.

Put your hands up above your head, says she.

I looked at the revolver, said Joe, telling me; it was about eighteen inches off my nose; and then I looked at the gal. Theres lots of em will threaten to blow your brains out for you, but youve only got to look at em to know they wont.

They are thinking of the coroners inquest, and wondering how the judge will sum up. She met my eyes, and I held up my hands. If I hadnt I wouldnt have been here.

Now you go in front, says she to Joe, and he went. She laid her candle down in the hall and unbolted the front door.

What are you going to do? says Joe, call the police? Because if so, my dear, Ill take my chance of that revolver being loaded and of your pulling the trigger in time. It will be a more dignified ending.

No, says she, I had a brother that got seven years for forgery. I dont want to think of another face like his when he came out. Im going to see you outside my masters house, and thats all I care about.

She went down the garden-path with him, and opened the gate.

You turn round, says she, before you reach the bottom of the lane and I give the alarm. And Joe went straight, and didnt look behind him.

Well, it was a rum beginning to a courtship, but the end was rummer. The girl was willing to marry him if he would turn honest. Joe wanted to turn honest, but didnt know how.

Its no use fixing me down, my dear, to any quiet, respectable calling, says Joe to the gal, because, even if the police would let me alone, I wouldnt be able to stop there. Id break out, sooner or later, try as I might.

The girl went to her master, who seems to have been an odd sort of a cove, and told him the whole story. The old gent said hed see Joe, and Joe called on him.

Whats your religion? says the old gent to Joe.

Im not particular, sir; Ill leave it to you, says Joe.

Good! says the old gent. Youre no fanatic. What are your principles?

At first Joe didnt think hed got any, but, the old gent leading, he found to his surprise as he had.

I believe, says Joe, in doing a job thoroughly.

What your hand finds to do, you believe in doing with all your might, eh? says the old gent.

Thats it, sir, says Joe. Thats what Ive always tried to do.

Anything else? asks the old gent.

Yes; stick to your pals, said Joe.

Through thick and thin, suggests the old gent.

To the blooming end, agrees Joe.

Thats right, says the old gent. Faithful unto death. And you really want to turn over a new leaf — to put your wits and your energy and your courage to good use instead of bad?

Thats the idea, says Joe.

The old gent murmurs something to himself about a stone which the builders wouldnt have at any price; and then he turns and puts it straight:

If you undertake the work, says he, youll go through with it without faltering — youll devote your life to it?

If I undertake the job, Ill do that, says Joe. What may it be?

To go to Africa, says the old gent, as a missionary.

Joe sits down and stares at the old gent, and the old gent looks him back.

Its a dangerous station, says the old gent. Two of our people have lost their lives there. It wants a man there — a man who will do something besides preach, who will save these poor people we have gathered together there from being scattered and lost, who will be their champion, their protector, their friend.

In the end, Joe took on the job, and went out with his wife. A better missionary that Society never had and never wanted. I read one of his early reports home; and if the others were anything like it his life must have been exciting enough, even for him. His station was a small island of civilisation, as one may say, in the middle of a sea of savages. Before he had been there a month the place had been attacked twice. On the first occasion Joes flock had crowded into the Mission House, and commenced to pray, that having been the plan of defence adopted by his predecessor. Joe cut the prayer short, and preached to them from the text, Heaven helps them as helps themselves; after which he proceeded to deal out axes and old rifles. In his report he mentioned that he had taken a hand himself, merely as an example to the flock; I bet he had never enjoyed an evening more in all his life. The second fight began, as usual, round the Mission, but seems to have ended two miles off. In less than six months he had rebuilt the school-house, organised a police force, converted all that was left of one tribe, and started a tin church. He added (but I dont think they read that part of his report aloud) that law and order was going to be respected, and life and property secure in his district so long as he had a bullet left.

Later on the Society sent him still further inland, to open up a fresh station; and there it was that, according to the newspapers, the cannibals got hold of him and ate him. As I said, personally I dont believe it. One of these days hell turn up, sound and whole; he is that sort.


THE SURPRISE OF MR. MILBERRY.
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ITS NOT THE sort of thing to tell em, remarked Henry, as, with his napkin over his arm, he leant against one of the pillars of the verandah, and sipped the glass of Burgundy I had poured out for him; and they wouldnt believe it if you did tell em, not one of em. But its the truth, for all that. Without the clothes they couldnt do it.

Who wouldnt believe what? I asked. He had a curious habit, had Henry, of commenting aloud upon his own unspoken thoughts, thereby bestowing upon his conversation much of the quality of the double acrostic. We had been discussing the question whether sardines served their purpose better as a hors dœuvre or as a savoury; and I found myself wondering for the moment why sardines, above all other fish, should be of an unbelieving nature; while endeavouring to picture to myself the costume best adapted to display the somewhat difficult figure of a sardine. Henry put down his glass, and came to my rescue with the necessary explanation.

Why, women — that they can tell one baby from another, without its clothes. Ive got a sister, a monthly nurse, and she will tell you for a fact, if you care to ask her, that up to three months of age there isnt really any difference between em. You can tell a girl from a boy and a Christian child from a black heathen, perhaps; but to fancy you can put your finger on an unclothed infant and say: Thats a Smith, or thats a Jones, as the case may be — why, its sheer nonsense. Take the things off em, and shake them up in a blanket, and Ill bet you what you like that which is which youd never be able to tell again so long as you lived.

I agreed with Henry, so far as my own personal powers of discrimination might be concerned, but I suggested that to Mrs. Jones or Mrs. Smith there would surely occur some means of identification.

So theyd tell you themselves, no doubt, replied Henry; and of course, I am not thinking of cases where the child might have a mole or a squint, as might come in useful. But take em in general, kids are as much alike as sardines of the same age would be. Anyhow, I knew a case where a fool of a young nurse mixed up two children at an hotel, and to this day neither of those women is sure that shes got her own.

Do you mean, I said, there was no possible means of distinguishing?

There wasnt a flea-bite to go by, answered Henry. They had the same bumps, the same pimples, the same scratches; they were the same age to within three days; they weighed the same to an ounce; and they measured the same to an inch. One father was tall and fair, and the other was short and dark. The tall, fair man had a dark, short wife; and the short, dark man had married a tall, fair woman. For a week they changed those kids to and fro a dozen times a day, and cried and quarrelled over them. Each woman felt sure she was the mother of the one that was crowing at the moment, and when it yelled she was positive it was no child of hers. They thought they would trust to the instinct of the children. Neither child, so long as it wasnt hungry, appeared to care a curse for anybody; and when it was hungry it always wanted the mother that the other kid had got. They decided, in the end, to leave it to time. Its three years ago now, and possibly enough some likeness to the parents will develop that will settle the question. All I say is, up to three months old you cant tell em, I dont care who says you can.

He paused, and appeared to be absorbed in contemplation of the distant Matterhorn, then clad in its rosy robe of evening. There was a vein of poetry in Henry, not uncommon among cooks and waiters. The perpetual atmosphere of hot food I am inclined to think favourable to the growth of the softer emotions. One of the most sentimental men I ever knew kept a ham-and-beef shop just off the Farringdon Road. In the early morning he could be shrewd and business-like, but when hovering with a knife and fork above the mingled steam of bubbling sausages and hissing peas-pudding, any whimpering tramp with any impossible tale of woe could impose upon him easily.

But the rummiest go I ever recollect in connection with a baby, continued Henry after a while, his gaze still fixed upon the distant snow-crowned peaks, happened to me at Warwick in the Jubilee year. Ill never forget that.

Is it a proper story, I asked, a story fit for me to hear?

On consideration, Henry saw no harm in it, and told it to me accordingly.

* * * * *

He came by the bus that meets the 4.52. Hed a handbag and a sort of hamper: it looked to me like a linen-basket. He wouldnt let the Boots touch the hamper, but carried it up into his bedroom himself. He carried it in front of him by the handles, and grazed his knuckles at every second step. He slipped going round the bend of the stairs, and knocked his head a rattling good thump against the balustrade; but he never let go that hamper — only swore and plunged on. I could see he was nervous and excited, but one gets used to nervous and excited people in hotels. Whether a mans running away from a thing, or running after a thing, he stops at a hotel on his way; and so long as he looks as if he could pay his bill one doesnt trouble much about him. But this man interested me: he was so uncommonly young and innocent-looking. Besides, it was a dull hole of a place after the sort of jobs Id been used to; and when youve been doing nothing for three months but waiting on commercial gents as are having an exceptionally bad season, and spoony couples with guide-books, you get a bit depressed, and welcome any incident, however slight, that promises to be out of the common.

I followed him up into his room, and asked him if I could do anything for him. He flopped the hamper on the bed with a sigh of relief, took off his hat, wiped his head with his handkerchief, and then turned to answer me.

Are you a married man? says he.

It was an odd question to put to a waiter, but coming from a gent there was nothing to be alarmed about.

Well, not exactly, I says — I was only engaged at that time, and that not to my wife, if you understand what I mean—but I know a good deal about it, I says, and if its a matter of advice—

It isnt that, he answers, interrupting me; but I dont want you to laugh at me. I thought if you were a married man you would be able to understand the thing better. Have you got an intelligent woman in the house?

Weve got women, I says. As to their intelligence, thats a matter of opinion; theyre the average sort of women. Shall I call the chambermaid?

Ah, do, he says. Wait a minute, he says; well open it first.

He began to fumble with the cord, then he suddenly lets go and begins to chuckle to himself.

No, he says, you open it. Open it carefully; it will surprise you.

I dont take much stock in surprises myself. My experience is that theyre mostly unpleasant.

Whats in it? I says.

Youll see if you open it, he says: it wont hurt you. And off he goes again, chuckling to himself.

Well, I says to myself, I hope youre a harmless specimen. Then an idea struck me, and I stopped with the knot in my fingers.

It aint a corpse, I says, is it?

He turned as white as the sheet on the bed, and clutched the mantlepiece. Good God! dont suggest such a thing, he says; I never thought of that. Open it quickly.

Id rather you came and opened it yourself, sir, I says. I was beginning not to half like the business.

I cant, he says, after that suggestion of yours — youve put me all in a tremble. Open it quick, man; tell me its all right.

Well, my own curiosity helped me. I cut the cord, threw open the lid, and looked in. He kept his eyes turned away, as if he were frightened to look for himself.

Is it all right? he says. Is it alive?

Its about as alive, I says, as anybodyll ever want it to be, I should say.

Is it breathing all right? he says.

If you cant hear it breathing, I says, Im afraid youre deaf.

You might have heard its breathing outside in the street. He listened, and even he was satisfied.

Thank Heaven! he says, and down he plumped in the easy-chair by the fireplace. You know, I never thought of that, he goes on. Hes been shut up in that basket for over an hour, and if by any chance hed managed to get his head entangled in the clothes — Ill never do such a fools trick again!

Youre fond of it? I says.

He looked round at me. Fond of it, he repeats. Why, Im his father. And then he begins to laugh again.

Oh! I says. Then I presume I have the pleasure of addressing Mr. Coster King?

Coster King? he answers in surprise. My names Milberry.

I says: The father of this child, according to the label inside the cover, is Coster King out of Starlight, his mother being Jenny Deans out of Darby the Devil.

He looks at me in a nervous fashion, and puts the chair between us. It was evidently his turn to think as how I was mad. Satisfying himself, I suppose, that at all events I wasnt dangerous, he crept closer till he could get a look inside the basket. I never heard a man give such an unearthly yell in all my life. He stood on one side of the bed and I on the other. The dog, awakened by the noise, sat up and grinned, first at one of us and then at the other. I took it to be a bull-pup of about nine months old, and a fine specimen for its age.

My child! he shrieks, with his eyes starting out of his head, That thing isnt my child. Whats happened? Am I going mad?

Youre on that way, I says, and so he was. Calm yourself, I says; what did you expect to see?

My child, he shrieks again; my only child — my baby!

Do you mean a real child? I says, a human child? Some folks have such a silly way of talking about their dogs — you never can tell.

Of course I do, he says; the prettiest child you ever saw in all your life, just thirteen weeks old on Sunday. He cut his first tooth yesterday.

The sight of the dogs face seemed to madden him. He flung himself upon the basket, and would, I believe, have strangled the poor beast if I hadnt interposed between them.

Taint the dogs fault, I says; I daresay hes as sick about the whole business as you are. Hes lost, too. Somebodys been having a lark with you. Theyve took your baby out and put this in — that is, if there ever was a baby there.

What do you mean? he says.

Well, sir, I says, if youll excuse me, gentlemen in their sober senses dont take their babies about in dog-baskets. Where do you come from?

From Banbury, he says; Im well known in Banbury.

I can quite believe it, I says; youre the sort of young man that would be known anywhere.

Im Mr. Milberry, he says, the grocer, in the High Street.

Then what are you doing here with this dog? I says.

Dont irritate me, he answers. I tell you I dont know myself. My wifes stopping here at Warwick, nursing her mother, and in every letter shes written home for the last fortnight shes said, Oh, how I do long to see Eric! If only I could see Eric for a moment!

A very motherly sentiment, I says, which does her credit.

So this afternoon, continues he, it being early-closing day, I thought Id bring the child here, so that she might see it, and see that it was all right. She cant leave her mother for more than about an hour, and I cant go up to the house, because the old lady doesnt like me, and I excite her. I wish to wait here, and Milly — thats my wife — was to come to me when she could get away. I meant this to be a surprise to her.

And I guess, I says, it will be the biggest one you have ever given her.

Dont try to be funny about it, he says; Im not altogether myself, and I may do you an injury.

He was right. It wasnt a subject for joking, though it had its humorous side.

But why, I says, put it in a dog-basket?

It isnt a dog-basket, he answers irritably; its a picnic hamper. At the last moment I found I hadnt got the face to carry the child in my arms: I thought of what the street-boys would call out after me. Hes a rare one to sleep, and I thought if I made him comfortable in that he couldnt hurt, just for so short a journey. I took it in the carriage with me, and carried it on my knees; I havent let it out of my hands a blessed moment. Its witchcraft, thats what it is. I shall believe in the devil after this.

Dont be ridiculous, I says, theres some explanation; it only wants finding. You are sure this is the identical hamper you packed the child in?

He was calmer now. He leant over and examined it carefully. It looks like it, he says; but I cant swear to it.

You tell me, I says, you never let it go out of your hands. Now think.

No, he says, its been on my knees all the time.

But thats nonsense, I says; unless you packed the dog yourself in mistake for your baby. Now think it over quietly. Im not your wife, Im only trying to help you. I shant say anything even if you did take your eyes off the thing for a minute.

He thought again, and a light broke over his face. By Jove! he says, youre right. I did put it down for a moment on the platform at Banbury while I bought a Tit-Bits.

There you are, I says; now youre talking sense. And wait a minute; isnt to-morrow the first day of the Birmingham Dog Show?

I believe youre right, he says.

Now were getting warm, I says. By a coincidence this dog was being taken to Birmingham, packed in a hamper exactly similar to the one you put your baby in. Youve got this mans bull-pup, hes got your baby; and I wouldnt like to say off-hand at this moment which of yous feeling the madder. As likely as not, he thinks youve done it on purpose.

He leant his head against the bed-post and groaned. Milly may be here at any moment, says he, and Ill have to tell her the babys been sent by mistake to a Dog Show! I daresnt do it, he says, I daresnt do it.

Go on to Birmingham, I says, and try and find it. You can catch the quarter to six and be back here before eight.

Come with me, he says; youre a good man, come with me. I aint fit to go by myself.

He was right; hed have got run over outside the door, the state he was in then.

Well, I says, if the guvnor dont object—

Oh! he wont, he cant, cries the young fellow, wringing his hands. Tell him its a matter of a lifes happiness. Tell him—

Ill tell him its a matter of half sovereign extra on to the bill, I says. Thatll more likely do the trick.

And so it did, with the result that in another twenty minutes me and young Milberry and the bull-pup in its hamper were in a third-class carriage on our way to Birmingham. Then the difficulties of the chase began to occur to me. Suppose by luck I was right; suppose the pup was booked for the Birmingham Dog Show; and suppose by a bit more luck a gent with a hamper answering description had been noticed getting out of the 5.13 train; then where were we? We might have to interview every cabman in the town. As likely as not, by the time we did find the kid, it wouldnt be worth the trouble of unpacking. Still, it wasnt my cue to blab my thoughts. The father, poor fellow, was feeling, I take it, just about as bad as he wanted to feel. My business was to put hope into him; so when he asked me for about the twentieth time if I thought as he would ever see his child alive again, I snapped him up shortish.

Dont you fret yourself about that, I says. Youll see a good deal of that child before youve done with it. Babies aint the sort of things as gets lost easily. Its only on the stage that folks ever have any particular use for other peoples children. Ive known some bad characters in my time, but Id have trusted the worst of em with a wagon-load of other peoples kids. Dont you flatter yourself youre going to lose it! Whoevers got it, you take it from me, his idea is to do the honest thing, and never rest till hes succeeded in returning it to the rightful owner.

Well, my talking like that cheered him, and when we reached Birmingham he was easier. We tackled the station-master, and he tackled all the porters who could have been about the platform when the 5.13 came in. All of em agreed that no gent got out of that train carrying a hamper. The station-master was a family man himself, and when we explained the case to him he sympathised and telegraphed to Banbury. The booking-clerk at Banbury remembered only three gents booking by that particular train. One had been Mr. Jessop, the corn-chandler; the second was a stranger, who had booked to Wolverhampton; and the third had been young Milberry himself. The business began to look hopeless, when one of Smiths newsboys, who was hanging around, struck in:

I see an old lady, says he, hovering about outside the station, and a-hailing cabs, and she had a hamper with her as was as like that one there as two peas.

I thought young Milberry would have fallen upon the boys neck and kissed him. With the boy to help us, we started among the cabmen. Old ladies with dog-baskets aint so difficult to trace. She had gone to a small second-rate hotel in the Aston Road. I heard all particulars from the chambermaid, and the old girl seems to have had as bad a time in her way as my gent had in his. They couldnt get the hamper into the cab, it had to go on the top. The old lady was very worried, as it was raining at the time, and she made the cabman cover it with his apron. Getting it off the cab they dropped the whole thing in the road; that woke the child up, and it began to cry.

Good Lord, Maam! what is it? asks the chambermaid, a baby?

Yes, my dear, its my baby, answers the old lady, who seems to have been a cheerful sort of old soul — leastways, she was cheerful up to then. Poor dear, I hope they havent hurt him.

The old lady had ordered a room with a fire in it. The Boots took the hamper up, and laid it on the hearthrug. The old lady said she and the chambermaid would see to it, and turned him out. By this time, according to the girls account, it was roaring like a steam-siren.

Pretty dear! says the old lady, fumbling with the cord, dont cry; mothers opening it as fast as she can. Then she turns to the chambermaid—If you open my bag, says she, you will find a bottle of milk and some dog-biscuits.

Dog-biscuits! says the chambermaid.

Yes, says the old lady, laughing, my baby loves dog-biscuits.

The girl opened the bag, and there, sure enough, was a bottle of milk and half a dozen Spratts biscuits. She had her back to the old lady, when she heard a sort of a groan and a thud as made her turn round. The old lady was lying stretched dead on the hearthrug — so the chambermaid thought. The kid was sitting up in the hamper yelling the roof off. In her excitement, not knowing what she was doing, she handed it a biscuit, which it snatched at greedily and began sucking.

Then she set to work to slap the old lady back to life again. In about a minute the poor old soul opened her eyes and looked round. The baby was quiet now, gnawing the dog-biscuit. The old lady looked at the child, then turned and hid her face against the chambermaids bosom.

What is it? she says, speaking in an awed voice. The thing in the hamper?

Its a baby, Maam, says the maid.

Youre sure it aint a dog? says the old lady. Look again.

The girl began to feel nervous, and to wish that she wasnt alone with the old lady.

I aint likely to mistake a dog for a baby, Maam, says the girl. Its a child — a human infant.

The old lady began to cry softly. Its a judgment on me, she says. I used to talk to that dog as if it had been a Christian, and now this thing has happened as a punishment.

Whats happened? says the chambermaid, who was naturally enough growing more and more curious.

I dont know, says the old lady, sitting up on the floor. If this isnt a dream, and if I aint mad, I started from my home at Farthinghoe, two hours ago, with a one-year-old bulldog packed in that hamper. You saw me open it; you see whats inside it now.

But bulldogs, says the chambermaid, aint changed into babies by magic.

I dont know how its done, says the old lady, and I dont see that it matters. I know I started with a bulldog, and somehow or other its got turned into that.

Somebodys put it there, says the chambermaid; somebody as wanted to get rid of a child. Theyve took your dog out and put that in its place.

They must have been precious smart, says the old lady; the hamper hasnt been out of my sight for more than five minutes, when I went into the refreshment-room at Banbury for a cup of tea.

Thats when they did it, says the chambermaid, and a clever trick it was.

The old lady suddenly grasped her position, and jumped up from the floor. And a nice thing for me, she says. An unmarried woman in a scandal-mongering village! This is awful!

Its a fine-looking child, says the chambermaid.

Would you like it? says the old lady.

The chambermaid said she wouldnt. The old lady sat down and tried to think, and the more she thought the worse she felt. The chambermaid was positive that if we hadnt come when we did the poor creature would have gone mad. When the Boots appeared at the door to say there was a gent and a bulldog downstairs enquiring after a baby, she flung her arms round the mans neck and hugged him.

We just caught the train to Warwick, and by luck got back to the hotel ten minutes before the mother turned up. Young Milberry carried the child in his arms all the way. He said I could have the hamper for myself, and gave me half-a-sovereign extra on the understanding that I kept my mouth shut, which I did.

I dont think he ever told the childs mother what had happened — leastways, if he wasnt a fool right through, he didnt.


THE PROBATION OF JAMES WRENCH.
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THERE ARE TWO sorts of men as gets hen-pecked, remarked Henry — I forgot how the subject had originated, but we had been discussing the merits of Henry VIII., considered as a father and a husband,—the sort as likes it and the sort as dont, and I wouldnt be too cocksure that the sort as does isnt on the whole in the majority.

You see, continued Henry argumentatively, it gives, as it were, a kind of interest to life which nowadays, with everything going smoothly, and no chance of a row anywhere except in your own house, is apt to become a bit monotonous. There was a chap I got to know pretty well one winter when I was working in Dresden at the Europäischer Hof: a quiet, meek little man he was, a journeyman butcher by trade; and his wife was a dressmaker, a Schneiderin, as they call them over there, and ran a fairly big business in the Praguer Strasse. Ive always been told that German husbands are the worst going, treating their wives like slaves, or, at the best, as mere upper servants. But my experience is that human nature dont alter so much according to distance from London as we fancy it does, and that husbands have their troubles same as wives all the world over. Anyhow, Ive come across a German husband or two as didnt carry about with him any sign of the slave driver such as you might notice, at all events not in his own house; and I know for a fact that Meister Anton, which was the name of the chap Im telling you about, couldnt have been much worse off, not even if hed been an Englishman born and bred. There were no children to occupy her mind, so she just devoted herself to him and the work-girls, and made things hum, as they say in America, for all of them. As for the girls, they got away at six in the evening, and not many of them stopped more than the first month. But the old man, not being able to give notice, had to put up with an average of eighteen hours a day of it. And even when, as was sometimes the case, he managed to get away for an hour or two in the evening for a quiet talk with a few of us over a glass of beer, he could never be quite happy, thinking of what was accumulating for him at home. Of course everybody as knew him knew of his troubles — for a scolding wife aint the sort of thing as can be hid under a bushel, — and was sorry for him, he being as amiable and good-tempered a fellow as ever lived, and most of us spent our time with him advising him for his good. Some of the more ardent would give him recipes for managing her, but they, being generally speaking bachelors, their suggestions lacked practicability, as you might say. One man bored his life out persuading him to try a bucket of cold water. He was one of those cold-water enthusiasts, this fellow; took it himself for everything, and always went to a hydropathic establishment for his holidays. Rumour had it that Meister Anton really did try this experiment on one unfortunate occasion — worried into it, I suppose, by the other chaps persistency. Anyhow, we didnt see him again for a week, he being confined to his bed with a chill on the liver. And the next suggestion made to him he rejected quite huffily, explaining that he had no intention of putting any fresh ideas into his wifes head.

She wasnt a bad woman, mind you — merely given to fits of temper. At times she could be quite pleasant: but when she wasnt life with her must have been exciting. He had stood it for about seven years; and then one day, without a word of warning to anyone, he went away and left her. As she was quite able to keep herself, this seemed to be the best arrangement possible, and everybody wondered why he had never thought of it before, I did not see him again for nine months, until I ran against him by pure chance on the Köln platform, where I was waiting for a train to Paris. He told me they had made up all their differences by correspondence, and that he was then on his way back to her. He seemed quite cheerful and expectant.

Do you think shes really reformed? I says. Do you think nine months is long enough to have taught her a lesson? I didnt want to damp him, but personally I have never known but one case of a woman being cured of nagging, and that being brought about by a fall from a third-story window, resulting in what the doctors called permanent paralysis of the vocal organs, can hardly be taken as a precedent.

No, he answers, nor nine years. But its been long enough to teach me a lesson.

You know me, he goes on. I aint a quarrelsome sort of chap. If nobody says a word to me, I never says a word to anybody; and its been like that ever since I left her, day in and day out, all just the same. Up in the morning, do your bit of work, drink your glass of beer, and to bed in the evening; nothing to excite you, nothing to rouse you. Why, its a mere animal existence.

He was a rum sort of chap, always thought things out from his own point of view as it were.

Yes, a curious case, I remarked to Henry; not the sort of story to put about, however. It might give women the idea that nagging is attractive, and encourage them to try it upon husbands who do not care for that kind of excitement.

Not much fear of that, replied Henry. The nagging woman is born, as they say, not made; and shell nag like the roses bloom, not because she wants to, but because she cant help it. And a woman to whom it dont come natural will never be any real good at it, try as she may. And as for the men, why well just go on selecting wives according to the old rule, so that you never know what youve got till its too late for you to do anything but make the best or the worst of it, according as your fancy takes you.

There was a fellow, continued Henry, as used to work with me a good many years ago now at a small hotel in the City. He was a waiter, like myself — not a bad sort of chap, though a bit of a toff in his off-hours. Hed been engaged for some two or three years to one of the chambermaids. A pretty, gentle-looking little thing she was, with big childish eyes, and a voice like the pouring out of water. They are strange things, women; one can never tell what they are made of from the taste of them. And while I was there, it having been a good season for both of them, they thought theyd risk it and get married. They did the sensible thing, he coming back to his work after the weeks holiday, and she to hers; the only difference being that they took a couple of rooms of their own in Middleton Row, from where in summer-time you can catch the glimpse of a green tree or two, and slept out.

The first few months they were as happy as a couple in a play, she thinking almost as much of him as he thought of himself, which must have been a comfort to both of them, and he as proud of her as if he made her himself. And then some fifteenth cousin or so of his, a man he had never heard of before, died in New Zealand and left him a fortune.

That was the beginning of his troubles, and hers too. I dont say it was enough to buy a peerage, but to a man accustomed to dream of half-crown tips it seemed an enormous fortune. Anyhow, it was sufficient to turn his head and give him ideas above his station. His first move, of course, was to chuck his berth and set fire to his dress suit, which, being tolerably greasy, burned well. Had he stopped there nobody could have blamed him. Ive often thought myself that I would willingly give ten years of my life, provided anybody wanted them, which I dont see how they should, to put my own behind the fire. But he didnt. He took a house in a mews, with the front door in a street off Grosvenor Square, furnished it like a second-class German restaurant, dressed himself like a bookmaker, and fancied that with the help of a few shady City chaps and a broken-down swell or two he had gathered round him, he was fairly on the road to Park Lane and the House of Lords.

And the only thing that struck him as being at all in his way was his wife. In her cap and apron, or her Sunday print she had always looked as dainty and fetching a little piece of goods as a man could wish to be seen out with. Dressed according to the advice of his new-found friends, of course she looked like nothing else so much as a barn-yard chicken in turkey-cocks feathers. He was shocked to find that her size in gloves was seven-and-a-quarter, and in boots something over four, and that sort of thing naturally irritates a woman more even than finding fault with her immortal soul. I guess for about a year he made her life pretty well a burden for her, trying to bring her up to the standard of the Saturday-to-Monday-at-Brighton set with which he had surrounded himself, or which, to speak more correctly, had got round him. Shed a precious sight more gumption than he had ever possessed, and if he had listened to her instead of insisting upon her listening to him it would have been better for him. But there are some men who think that if you have a taste for champagne and the ballet that proves you are intended by nature for a nob, and he was one of them; and any common-sense suggestion of hers only convinced him of her natural unfitness for an exalted station.

He grumbled at her accent, which, seeing that his own was acquired in Lime-house and finished off in the Minories, was just the sort of thing a fool would do. And he insisted on her reading all the society novels as they came out — you know the sort I mean, — where everybody snaps everybody elses head off, and all the proverbs are upside down; people leave them about the hotels when theyve done with them, and one gets into the habit of dipping into them when ones nothing better to do. His hope was that she might, with pains, get to talk like these books. That was his ideal.

She did her best, but of course the more she got away from herself the more absurd she became; and the rubbish and worse that he had about him would ridicule her more or less openly. And he, instead of kicking them out into the mews — which could have been done easily without Grosvenor Square knowing anything about it, and thereby having its high-class feelings hurt — he would blame her when they had all gone, just as if it was her fault that she was the daughter of a respectable bootmaker in the Mile End Road instead of something more likely than not turned out of the third row of the ballet because it couldnt dance, and didnt want to learn.

He played a bit in the City, and won at first, and that swelled his head worse than ever. It also brought him a good deal of sympathy from an Italian Countess, the sort you find at Homburg, and that generally speaking is a widow. Her chief sorrow was for society — that in him was losing an ornament. She explained to him how an accomplished and experienced woman could help a man to gain admittance into the tiptop circles, which, according to her, were just thirsting for him. As a waiter, he had his share of brains, and its a business that requires more insight than perhaps youd fancy, if you dont want to waste your time on a rabbit-skin coat and a paste ring, and give the burnt sole to the real gent. But in the hands of this swell mob he was, of course, just the young man from the country; and the end of it was that he played the game down pretty low.

She — not the Countess, I shouldnt like you to have that idea, but his wife — came to be pretty friendly with my missus later on, and thats how I got to know the details. He comes to her one day looking pretty sheepish-like, as one can well believe, and maybe hed been drinking a bit to give himself courage.

We aint been getting along too well together of late, have we, Susan? says he.

We aint seen much of one another, she answers; but I agree with you, we dont seem to enjoy it much when we do.

It aint your fault, says he.

Im glad you think that, she answers; it shows me you aint quite as foolish as I was beginning to think you.

Of course, I didnt know when I married you, he goes on, as I was going to come into this money.

No, nor I either, says she, or you bet it wouldnt have happened.

It seems to have been a bit of a mistake, says he, as things have turned out.

It would have been a mistake, and more than a bit of a one in any case, answers she.

Im glad you agree with me, says he; therell be no need to quarrel.

Ive always tried to agree with you, says she. Weve never quarrelled yet, and that ought to be sufficient proof to you that we never shall.

Its a mistake that can be rectified, says he, if you are sensible, and that without any harm to anyone.

Oh! says she, it must be a new sort of mistake, that kind.

Were not fitted for one another, says he.

Out with it, says she. Dont you be afraid of my feelings; they are well under control, as I think I can fairly say by this time.

With a man in your own station of life, says he, youd be happier.

Theres many a man I might have been happier with, replies she. That aint the thing to be discussed, seeing as Ive got you.

You might get rid of me, says he.

You mean you might get rid of me, she answers.

It comes to the same thing, he says.

No, it dont, she replies, nor anything like it. I shouldnt have got rid of you for my pleasure, and Im not going to do it for yours. You can live like a decent man, and Ill go on putting up with you; or you can live like a fool, and I shant stand in your way. But you cant do both, and Im not going to help you try.

Well, he argued with her, and he tried the coaxing dodge, and he tried the bullying dodge, but it didnt work, neither of it.

Ive done my duty by you, says she, so far as Ive been able, and that Ill go on doing or not, just as you please; but I dont do more.

We cant go on living like this, says he, and it isnt fair to ask me to. Youre hammering my prospects.

I dont want to do that, says she. You take your proper position in society, whatever that may be, and Ill take mine. Ill be glad enough to get back to it, you may rest assured.

What do you mean? says he.

Its simple enough, she answers. I was earning my living before I married you, and I can earn it again. You go your way, I go mine.

It didnt satisfy him; but there was nothing else to be done, and there was no moving her now in any other direction whatever, even had he wanted to. He offered her anything in the way of money — he wasnt a mean chap, — but she wouldnt touch a penny. She had kept her old clothes — Im not sure that some idea of needing them hadnt always been in her head, — applied for a place under her former manager, who was then bossing a hotel in Kensington, and got it. And there was an end of high life so far as she was concerned.

As for him, he went the usual way. It always seems to me as if men and women were just like water; sooner or later they get back to the level from which they started — that is, of course, generally speaking. Here and there a drop clings where it climbs; but, taking them on the whole, pumping-up is a slow business. Lord! I have seen them, many of them, jolly clever theyve thought themselves, with their diamond rings and big cigars. Wait a bit, Ive always said to myself, therell come a day when youll walk in and be glad enough of your chop and potatoes again with your half-pint of bitter. And nine cases out of ten Ive been right. James Wrench followed the course of the majority, only a little more so: tried to do others a precious sight sharper than himself, and got done; tried a dozen times to scramble up again, each time coming down heavier than before, till there wasnt another spring left in him, and his only ambition victuals. Then, of course, he thought of his wife — its a wonderful domesticator, ill luck — and wondered what she was doing.

Fortunately for him, shed been doing well. Her father died and left her a bit, just a couple of hundred or so, and with this and her own savings she started with a small inn in a growing town, and had sold out again three years later at four times what she had paid for it. She had done even better than that for herself. She had developed a talent for cooking — that was a settled income in itself, — and at this time was running a small hotel in Brighton, and making it pay to a tune that would have made the shareholders of some of its bigger rivals a bit envious could they have known.

He came to me, having found out, I dont know how — necessity smartens the wits, I suppose, — that my missis still kept up a sort of friendship with her, and begged me to try and arrange a meeting between them, which I did, though I told him frankly that from what I knew his welcome wouldnt be much more enthusiastic than what hed any right to expect. But he was always of a sanguine disposition; and borrowing his fare and an old greatcoat of mine, he started off, evidently thinking that all his troubles were over.

But they werent exactly. The Married Womens Property Act had altered things a bit, and Master James found himself greeted without any suggestion of tenderness by a business-like woman of thirty-six or thereabouts, and told to wait in the room behind the bar till she could find time to talk to him.

She kept him waiting there for three-quarters of an hour, just sufficient time to take the side out of him; and then she walks in and closes the door behind her.

Id say you hadnt changed hardly a day, Susan, says he, if it wasnt that youd grown handsomer than ever.

I guess hed been turning that over in his mind during the three-quarters of an hour. It was his fancy that he knew a bit about women.

My names Mrs. Wrench, says she; and if you take your hat off and stand up while Im talking to you it will be more what Im accustomed to.

Well, that staggered him a bit; but there didnt seem anything else to be done, so he just made as if he thought it funny, though I doubt if at the time he saw the full humour of it.

And now, what do you want? says she, seating herself in front of her desk, and leaving him standing, first on one leg and then on the other, twiddling his hat in his hands.

Ive been a bad husband to you, Susan, begins he.

I could have told you that, she answers. What I asked you was what you wanted.

I want for us to let bygones be bygones, says he.

Thats quite my own idea, says she, and if you dont allude to the past, I shant.

Youre an angel, Susan, says he.

Ive told you once, answers she, that my names Mrs. Wrench. Im Susan to my friends, not to every broken-down tramp looking for a job.

Aint I your husband? says he, trying a bit of dignity.

She got up and took a glance through the glass-door to see that nobody was there to overhear her.

For the first and last time, says she, let you and me understand one another. Ive been eleven years without a husband, and Ive got used to it. I dont feel now as I want one of any kind, and if I did it wouldnt be your sort. Eleven years ago I wasnt good enough for you, and now youre not good enough for me.

I want to reform, says he.

I want to see you do it, says she.

Give me a chance, says he.

Im going to, says she; but its going to be my experiment this time, not yours. Eleven years ago I didnt give you satisfaction, so you turned me out of doors.

You went, Susan, says he; you know it was your own idea.

Dont you remind me too much of the circumstances, replies she, turning on him with a look in her eyes that was probably new to him, I went because there wasnt room for two of us; you know that. The other kind suited you better. Now Im going to see whether you suit me, and she sits herself again in her landladys chair.

In what way? says he.

In the way of earning your living, says she, and starting on the road to becoming a decent member of society.

He stood for a while cogitating.

Dont you think, says he at last, as I could manage this hotel for you?

Thanks, says she; Im doing that myself.

What about looking to the financial side of things, says he, and keeping the accounts? Its hardly your work.

Nor yours either, answers she drily, judging by the way youve been keeping your own.

You wouldnt like me to be head-waiter, I suppose? says he. It would be a bit of a come-down.

Youre thinking of the hotel, I suppose, says she. Perhaps you are right. My customers are mostly an old-fashioned class; its probable enough they might not like you. You had better suggest something else.

I could hardly be an under-waiter, says he.

Perhaps not, says she; your manners strike me as a bit too familiar for that.

Then he thought hed try sarcasm.

Perhaps youd fancy my being the boots, says he.

Thats more reasonable, says she. You couldnt do much harm there, and I could keep an eye on you.

You really mean that? says he, starting to put on his dignity.

But she cut him short by ringing the bell.

If you think you can do better for yourself, she says, theres an end of it. By a curious coincidence the place is just now vacant. Ill keep it open for you till to-morrow night; you can turn it over in your mind. And one of the page boys coming in she just says Good-morning, and the interview was at an end.

Well, he turned it over, and he took the job. He thought shed relent after the first week or two, but she didnt. He just kept that place for over fifteen months, and learnt the business. In the house he was James the boots, and she Mrs. Wrench the landlady, and she saw to it that he didnt forget it. He had his wages and he made his tips, and the food was plentiful; but I take it he worked harder during that time than hed ever worked before in his life, and found that a landlady is just twice as difficult to please as the strictest landlord it can be a mans misfortune to get under, and that Mrs. Wrench was no exception to the rule.

At the end of the fifteen months she sends for him into the office. He didnt want telling by this time; he just stood with his hat in his hand and waited respectful like.

James, says she, after she had finished what she was doing, I find I shall want another waiter for the coffee-room this season. Would you care to try the place?

Thank you, Mrs. Wrench, he answers; its more what Ive been used to, and I think Ill be able to give satisfaction.

Theres no wages attached, as I suppose you know, continues she; but the second floor goes with it, and if you know your business you ought to make from twenty-five to thirty shillings a week.

Thank you, Mrs. Wrench; thatll suit me very well, replies he; and it was settled.

He did better as a waiter; hed got it in his blood, as you might say; and so after a time he worked up to be head-waiter. Now and then, of course, it came about that he found himself waiting on the very folks that hed been chums with in his classy days, and that must have been a bit rough on him. But hed taken in a good deal of sense since then; and when one of the old sort, all rings and shirt-front, dining there one Sunday evening, started chaffing him, Jimmy just shut him up with a quiet: Yes, I guess we were both a bit out of our place in those days. The difference between us now is that I have got back to mine, which cost him his tip, but must nave been a satisfaction to him.

Altogether he worked in that hotel for some three and a half years, and then Mrs. Wrench sends for him again into the office.

Sit down, James, says she.

Thank you, Mrs. Wrench, says James, and sat.

Im thinking of giving up this hotel, James, says she, and taking another near Dover, a quiet place with just such a clientele as I shall like. Do you care to come with me?

Thank you, says he, but Im thinking, Mrs. Wrench, of making a change myself.

Oh, says she, Im sorry to hear that, James. I thought wed been getting on very well together.

Ive tried to do my best, Mrs. Wrench, says he, and I hope as Ive given satisfaction.

Ive nothing to complain of, James, says she.

I thank you for saying it, says he, and I thank you for the opportunity you gave me when I wanted it. Its been the making of me.

She didnt answer for about a minute. Then says she: Youve been meeting some of your old friends, James, Im afraid, and theyve been persuading you to go back into the City.

No, Mrs. Wrench, says he; no more City for me, and no more neighbourhood of Grosvenor Square, unless it be in the way of business; and that couldnt be, of course, for a good long while to come.

What do you mean by business? asks she.

The hotel business, replies he. I believe I know the bearings by now. Ive saved a bit, thanks to you, Mrs. Wrench, and a bits come in from the wreck that I never hoped for.

Enough to start you? asks she.

Not quite enough for that, answers he. My idea is a small partnership.

How much is it altogether? says she, if its not an impertinent question.

Not at all, answers he. It tots up to £900 about.

She turns back to her desk and goes on with her writing.

Dover wouldnt suit you, I suppose? says she without looking round.

Dovers all right, says he, if the business is a good one.

It can be worked up into one of the best things going, says she, and Im getting it dirt cheap. You can have a third share for a thousand pounds, thats just what its costing, and owe me the other hundred.

And what position do I take? says he.

If you come in on those terms, says she, then, of course, its a partnership.

He rose and came over to her. Life isnt all business, Susan, says he.

Ive found it so mostly, says she.

Fourteen years ago, says he, I made the mistake; now youre making it.

What mistake am I making? says she.

That mans the only thing as cant learn a lesson, says he.

Oh, says she, and whats the lesson that youve learnt?

That I never get on without you, Susan, says he.

Well, says she, you suggested a partnership, and I agreed to it. What more do you want?

I want to know the name of the firm, says he.

Mr. and Mrs. Wrench, says she, turning round to him and holding out her hand. How will that suit you?

Thatll do me all right, answers he. And Ill try and give satisfaction, adds he.

I believe you, says she.

And in that way they made a fresh start, as it were.


THE WOOING OF TOM SLEIGHTS WIFE.
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ITS COMPETITION, REPLIED Henry, that makes the world go round. You never want a thing particularly until you see another fellow trying to get it; then it strikes you all of a sudden that youve a better right to it than he has. Take barmaids: whats the attraction about em? In looks theyre no better than the average girl in the street; while as for their temper, well thats a bit above the average — leastways, so far as my experience goes. Yet the thinnest of em has her dozen, making sheeps-eyes at her across the counter. Ive known girls that on the level couldnt have got a policeman to look at em. Put em behind a row of tumblers and a shillings-worth of stale pastry, and nothing outside a Lincoln and Bennett is good enough for em. Its the competition thats the making of em.

Now, Ill tell you a story, continued Henry, that bears upon the subject. Its a pretty story, if you look at it from one point of view; though my wife maintains — and shes a bit of a judge, mind you — that its not yet finished, she arguing that theres a difference between marrying and being married. You can have a fancy for the one, without caring much about the other. What I tell her is that a boy isnt a man, and a man isnt a boy. Besides, its five years ago now, and nothing has happened since: though of course one can never say.

I would like to hear the story, I ventured to suggest; Ill be able to judge better afterwards.

Its not a long one, replied Henry, though as a matter of fact it began seventeen years ago in Portsmouth, New Hampshire. He was a wild young fellow, and always had been.

Who was? I interrupted.

Tom Sleight, answered Henry, the chap Im telling you about. He belonged to a good family, his father being a Magistrate for Monmouthshire; but there had been no doing anything with young Tom from the very first. At fifteen he ran away from school at Clifton, and with everything belonging to him tied up in a pocket-handkerchief made his way to Bristol Docks. There he shipped as boy on board an American schooner, the Capn not pressing for any particulars, being short-handed, and the boy himself not volunteering much. Whether his folks made much of an effort to get him back, or whether they didnt, I cant tell you. Maybe, they thought a little roughing it would knock some sense into him. Anyhow, the fact remains that for the next seven or eight years, until the sudden death of his father made him a country gentleman, a more or less jolly sailor-man he continued to be. And it was during that period — to be exact, three years after he ran away and four years before he returned — that, as I have said, at Portsmouth, New Hampshire, he married, after ten days courtship, Mary Godselle, only daughter of Jean Godselle, saloon keeper of that town.

That makes him just eighteen, I remarked; somewhat young for a bridegroom.

But a good deal older than the bride, was Henrys comment, she being at the time a few months over fourteen.

Was it legal? I enquired.

Quite legal, answered Henry. In New Hampshire, it would seem, they encourage early marriages. Cant begin a good thing too soon, is, I suppose, their motto.

How did the marriage turn out? was my next question. The married life of a lady and gentleman, the united ages of whom amounted to thirty-two, promised interesting developments.

Practically speaking, replied Henry, it wasnt a marriage at all. It had been a secret affair from the beginning, as perhaps you can imagine. The old man had other ideas for his daughter, and wasnt the sort of father to be played with. They separated at the church door, intending to meet again in the evening. Two hours later Master Tom Sleight got knocked on the head in a street brawl. If a row was to be had anywhere within walking distance he was the sort of fellow to be in it. When he came to his senses he found himself lying in his bunk, and the Susan Pride — if that was the name of the ship; I think it was — ten miles out to sea. The Captain declined to put the vessel about to please either a loving seaman or a loving seamans wife; and to come to the point, the next time Mr. Tom Sleight saw Mrs. Tom Sleight was seven years later at the American bar of the Grand Central in Paris; and then he didnt know her.

But what had she been doing all the time? I queried. Do you mean to tell me that she, a married woman, had been content to let her husband disappear without making any attempt to trace him?

I was making it short, retorted Henry, in an injured tone, for your benefit; if you want to have the whole of it, of course you can. He wasnt a scamp; he was just a scatterbrain — that was the worst you could say against him. He tried to communicate with her, but never got an answer. Then he wrote to the father, and told him frankly the whole story. The letter came back six months later, marked—Gone away; left no address. You see, what had happened was this: the old man died suddenly a month or two after the marriage, without ever having heard a word about it. The girl hadnt a relative or friend in the town, all her folks being French Canadians. Shed got her pride, and shed got a sense of humour not common in a woman. I was with her at the Grand Central for over a year, and came to know her pretty well. She didnt choose to advertise the fact that her husband had run away from her, as she thought, an hour after he had married her. She knew he was a gentleman with rich relatives somewhere in England; and as the months went by without bringing word or sign of him, she concluded hed thought the matter over and was ashamed of her. You must remember she was merely a child at the time, and hardly understood her position. Maybe later on she would have seen the necessity of doing something. But Chance, as it were, saved her the trouble; for she had not been serving in the Café more than a month when, early one afternoon, in walked her Lord and Master. Mamsell Marie, as of course we called her over there, was at that moment busy talking to two customers, while smiling at a third; and our hero, he gave a start the moment he set eyes on her.

You told me that when he saw her there he didnt know her, I reminded Henry.

Quite right, sir, replied Henry, so I did; but he knew a pretty girl when he saw one anywhere at any time — he was that sort, and a prettier, saucier looking young personage than Marie, in spite of her misfortunes, as I suppose youd call em, you wouldnt have found had you searched Paris from the Place de la Bastille to the Arc de Triomphe.

Did she, I asked, know him, or was the forgetfulness mutual?

She recognised him, returned Henry, before he entered the Café, owing to catching sight of his face through the glass door while he was trying to find the handle. Women on some points have better memories than men. Added to which, when you come to think of it, the game was a bit one-sided. Except that his moustache, maybe, was a little more imposing, and that he wore the clothes of a gentleman in place of those of an able-bodied seaman before the mast, he was to all intents and purposes the same as when they parted six years ago outside the church door; while she had changed from a child in a short muslin frock and a flapper, as I believe they call it, tied up in blue ribbon, to a self-possessed young woman in a frock that might have come out of a Bond Street show window, and a Japanese coiffure, that being then the fashion.

She finished with her French customers, not hurrying herself in the least — that wasnt her way; and then strolling over to her husband, asked him in French what she could have the pleasure of doing for him. His education on board the Susan Pride and others had, I take it, gone back rather than forward. He couldnt understand her, so she translated it for him into broken English, with an accent. He asked her how she knew he was English. She told him it was because Englishmen had such pretty moustaches, and came back with his order, which was rum punch. She kept him waiting about a quarter of an hour before she returned with it. He filled up the time looking into the glass behind him when he thought nobody was observing him.

One American drink, as they used to concoct it in that bar, was generally enough for most of our customers, but he, before he left, contrived to put away three; also contriving, during the same short space of time, to inform Mamsel Marie that Paris, since he had looked into her eyes, had become the only town worth living in, so far as he was concerned, throughout the whole universe. He had his failings, had Master Tom Sleight, but shyness wasnt one of them. She gave him a smile when he left that would have brought a less impressionable young man than he back again to that Café; but for the rest of the day I noticed Mamsel Marie frowned to herself a good deal, and was quite unusually cynical in her view of things in general.

Next afternoon he found his way to us again, and much the same sort of thing went on, only a little more of it. A sailor-man, so I am told, makes love with his hour of departure always before his mind, and so gets into the habit of not wasting time. He gave her short lessons in English, for which she appeared to be grateful, and she at his request taught him the French for You are just charming! I love you! with which, so he explained, it was his intention, on his return to England, to surprise his mother. He turned up again after dinner, and the next day before lunch, when after that I looked up and missed him at his usual table, the feeling would come to me that business was going down. Marie always appeared delighted to see him, and pouted when he left; but what puzzled me at the time was, that though she fooled him to the top of his bent, she flirted every bit as much, if not more, with her other customers — leastways with the nicer ones among them. There was one young Frenchman in particular — a good-looking chap, a Monsieur Flammard, son of the painter. Up till then hed been making love pretty steadily to Miss Marie, as, indeed, had most of em, without ever getting much forrarder; for hitherto a chat about the weather, and a smile that might have meant she was in love with you or might have meant she was laughing at you — no man could ever tell which, — was all the most persistent had got out of her. Now, however, and evidently to his own surprise, young Monsieur Flammard found himself in clover. Provided his English rival happened to be present and not too far removed, he could have as much flirtation as he wanted, which, you may take it, worked out at a very tolerable amount. Master Tom could sit and scowl, and for the matter of that did; but as Marie would explain to him, always with the sweetest of smiles, her business was to be nice to all her customers, and to this, of course, he had nothing to reply: that he couldnt understand a word of what she and Flammard talked and laughed about didnt seem to make him any the happier.

Well, this sort of thing went on for perhaps a fortnight, and then one morning over our déjeuné, when she and I had the Café entirely to ourselves, I took the opportunity of talking to Mamsel Marie like a father.

She heard me out without a murmur, which showed her sense; for liking the girl sincerely, I didnt mince matters with her, but spoke plainly for her good. The result was, she told me her story much as I have told it to you.

Its a funny tale, says I when shed finished, though maybe you yourself dont see the humour of it.

Yes, I do, was her answer. But theres a serious side to it also, says she, and that interests me more.

Youre sure youre not making a mistake? I suggested.

Hes been in my thoughts too much for me to forget him, she replied. Besides, hes told me his name and all about himself.

Not quite all, says I.

No, and thats why I feel hard toward him, answers she.

Now you listen to me, says I. This is a very pretty comedy, and the way youve played it does you credit up till now. Dont you run it on too long, and turn it into a problem play.

How dye mean? says she.

A mans a man, says I; anyhow hes one. He fell in love with you six years ago when you were only a child, and now youre a woman hes fallen in love with you again. If that dont convince you of his constancy, nothing will. You stop there. Dont you try to find out any more.

I mean to find out one thing, answers she: whether hes a man — or a cad.

Thats a severe remark, says I, to make about your own husband.

What am I to think? says she. He fooled me into loving him when, as you say, I was only a child. Do you think I havent suffered all these years? Its the girl that cries her eyes out for her lover; we learn to take em for what theyre worth later on.

But hes in love with you still, I says. I knew what was in her mind, but I wanted to lead her away from it if I could.

Thats a lie, says she, and you know it. She wasnt choosing her words; she was feeling, if you understand. Hes in love with a pretty waitress that he met for the first time a fortnight ago.

Thats because she reminds him of you, I replied, or because you remind him of her, whichever you prefer. It shows youre the sort of woman hell always be falling in love with.

She laughed at that, but the next moment she was serious again. A mans got to fall out of love before he falls into it again, she replied. I want a man thatll stop there. Besides, she goes on, a woman isnt always young and pretty: weve got to remember that. We want something else in a husband besides eyes.

You seem to know a lot about it, says I.

Ive thought a lot about it, says she.

What sort of husband do you want? says I.

I want a man of honour, says she.

That was sense. One dont often find a girl her age talking it, but her life had made her older than she looked. All I could find to say was that he appeared to be an honest chap, and maybe was one.

Maybe, says she; thats what I mean to find out. And if youll do me a kindness, she adds, you wont mind calling me Marie Luthier for the future, instead of Godselle. It was my mothers name, and Ive a fancy for it.

Well, there I left her to work out the thing for herself, having come to the conclusion she was capable of doing it; and so for another couple of weeks I merely watched. There was no doubt about his being in love with her. He had entered that Café at the beginning of the month with as good an opinion of himself as a man can conveniently carry without tumbling down and falling over it. Before the month was out he would sit with his head between his hands, evidently wondering why he had been born. Ive seen the game played before, and Ive seen it played since. A waiter has plenty of opportunities if he only makes use of them; for if it comes to a matter of figures, I suppose theres more love-making done in a month under the electric light of the restaurant than the moon sees in a year — leastways, so far as concerns what we call the civilised world. Ive seen men fooled, from boys without hair on their faces, to old men without much on their heads. Ive seen it done in a way that was pretty to watch, and Ive seen it done in a manner that has made me feel that given a wig and a petticoat I could do it better myself. But never have I seen it neater played than Marie played it on that young man of hers. One day she would greet him for all the world like a tired child that at last has found its mother, and the next day respond to him in a style calculated to give you the idea of a small-sized empress in misfortune compelled to tolerate the familiarities of an anarchist. One moment she would throw him a pout that said as clearly as words: What a fool you are not to put your arms round me and kiss me; and five minutes later chill him with a laugh that as good as told him he must be blind not to see that she was merely playing with him. What happened outside the Café — for now and then she would let him meet her of a morning in the Tuileries and walk down to the Café with her, and once or twice had allowed him to see her part of the way home — I cannot tell you: I only know that before strangers it was her instinct to be reserved. I take it that on such occasions his experiences were interesting; but whether they left him elated or depressed I doubt if he could have told you himself.

But all the time Marie herself was just going from bad to worse. She had come to the Café a light-hearted, sweet-tempered girl; now, when she wasnt engaged in her play-acting — for thats all it was, I could see plainly enough — she would go about her work silent and miserable-looking, or if she spoke at all it would be to say something bitter. Then one morning after a holiday she had asked for, and which I had given her without any questions, she came to business more like her old self than I had seen her since the afternoon Master Tom Sleight had appeared upon the scene. All that day she went about smiling to herself; and young Flammard, presuming a bit too far maybe upon past favours, found himself sharply snubbed: it was a bit rough on him, the whole thing.

Its come to a head, says I to myself; he has explained everything, and has managed to satisfy her. Hes a cleverer chap than I took him for.

He didnt turn up at the Café that day, however, at all, and she never said a word until closing time, when she asked me to walk part of the way home with her.

Well, I says, so soon as we had reached a quieter street, is the comedy over?

No, says she, so far as Im concerned its commenced. To tell you the truth, its been a bit too serious up to now to please me. Im only just beginning to enjoy myself, and she laughed, quite her old light-hearted laugh.

You seem to be a bit more cheerful, I says.

Im feeling it, says she; hes not as bad as I thought. We went to Versailles yesterday.

Pretty place, Versailles, says I; paths a bit complicated if you dont know your way among em.

They do wind, says she.

And there he told you that he loved you, and explained everything?

Youre quite right, says she, thats just what happened. And then he kissed me for the first and last time, and now hes on his way to America.

On his way to America? says I, stopping still in the middle of the street.

To find his wife, she says. Hes pretty well ashamed of himself for not having tried to do it before. I gave him one or two hints how to set about it — hes not over smart — and Ive got an idea he will discover her. She dropped her joking manner, and gave my arm a little squeeze. Shed have flirted with her own grandfather — thats my opinion of her.

He was really nice, she continues. I had to keep lecturing myself, or Id have been sorry for him. He told me it was his love for me that had shown him what a wretch he had been. He said he knew I didnt care for him two straws — and there I didnt contradict him — and that he respected me all the more for it. I cant explain to you how he worked it out, but what he meant was that I was so good myself that no one but a thoroughly good fellow could possibly have any chance with me, and that any other sort of fellow ought to be ashamed of himself for daring even to be in love with me, and that he couldnt rest until he had proved to himself that he was worthy to have loved me, and then he wasnt going to love me any more.

Its a bit complicated, says I. I suppose you understood it?

It was perfectly plain, says she, somewhat shortly, and, as I told him, made me really like him for the first time.

It didnt occur to him to ask you why you had been flirting like a volcano with a chap you didnt like, says I.

He didnt refer to it as flirtation, says she. He regarded it as kindness to a lonely man in a strange land.

I think youll be all right, says I. Theres all the makings of a good husband in him — seems to be simple-minded enough, anyhow.

He has a very lovable personality when you once know him, says she. All sailors are apt to be thoughtless.

I should try and break him of it later on, says I.

Besides, she was a bit of a fool herself, going away and leaving no address, adds she; and having reached her turning, we said good-night to one another.

About a month passed after that without anything happening. For the first week Marie was as merry as a kitten, but as the days went by, and no sign came, she grew restless and excited. Then one morning she came into the Café twice as important as she had gone out the night before, and I could see by her face that her little venture was panning out successfully. She waited till we had the Café to ourselves, which usually happened about mid-day, and then she took a letter out of her pocket and showed it me. It was a nice respectful letter containing sentiments that would have done honour to a churchwarden. Thanks to Maries suggestions, for which he could never be sufficiently grateful, and which proved her to be as wise as she was good and beautiful, he had traced Mrs. Sleight, née Mary Godselle, to Quebec. From Quebec, on the death of her uncle, she had left to take a situation as waitress in a New York hotel, and he was now on his way there to continue his search. The result he would, with Miss Maries permission, write and inform her. If he obtained happiness he would owe it all to her. She it was who had shown him his duty; there was a good deal of it, but thats what it meant.

A week later came another letter, dated from New York this time. Mary could not be discovered anywhere; her situation she had left just two years ago, but for what or for where nobody seemed to know. What was to be done?

Mamsel Marie sat down and wrote him by return of post, and wrote him somewhat sharply — in broken English. It seemed to her he must be strangely lacking in intelligence. Mary, as he knew, spoke French as well as she did English. Such girls — especially such waitresses — he might know, were sought after on the Continent. Very possibly there were agencies in New York whose business it was to offer good Continental engagements to such young ladies. Even she herself had heard of one such — Brathwaite, in West Twenty-third Street, or maybe Twenty-fourth. She signed her new name, Marie Luthier, and added a P.S. to the effect that a right-feeling husband who couldnt find his wife would have written in a tone less suggestive of resignation.

That helped him considerably, that suggestion of Maries about the agent Brathwaite. A fortnight later came a third letter. Wonderful to relate, his wife was actually in Paris, of all places in the world! She had taken a situation in the Hotel du Louvre. Master Tom expected to be in Paris almost as soon as his letter.

I think Ill go round to the Louvre if you can spare me for quarter of an hour, said Marie, and see the manager.

Two days after, at one oclock precisely, Mr. Tom Sleight walked into the Café. He didnt look cheerful and he didnt look sad. He had been to the Louvre; Mary Godselle had left there about a year ago; but he had obtained her address in Paris, and had received a letter from her that very morning. He showed it to Marie. It was short, and not well written. She would meet him in the Tuileries that evening at seven, by the Diana and the Nymph; he would know her by her wearing the onyx brooch he had given her the day before their wedding. She mentioned it was onyx, in case he had forgotten. He only stopped a few minutes, and both he and Marie spoke gravely and in low tones. He left a small case in her hands at parting; he said he hoped she would wear it in remembrance of one in whose thoughts she would always remain enshrined. I cant tell you what he meant; I only tell you what he said. He also gave me a very handsome walking-stick with a gold handle — what for, I dont know; I take it he felt like that.

Marie asked to leave that evening at half-past six. I never saw her looking prettier. She called me into the office before she went. She wanted my advice. She had in one hand a beautiful opal brooch set in diamonds — it was what he had given her that morning — and in her other hand the one of onyx.

Shall I wear them both? asked she, or only the one? She was half laughing, half crying, already.

I thought for a bit. I should wear the onyx to-night, I said, by itself.
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THE NEIGHBOURHOOD OF Bloomsbury Square towards four oclock of a November afternoon is not so crowded as to secure to the stranger, of appearance anything out of the common, immunity from observation. Tibbs boy, screaming at the top of his voice that she was his honey, stopped suddenly, stepped backwards on to the toes of a voluble young lady wheeling a perambulator, and remained deaf, apparently, to the somewhat personal remarks of the voluble young lady. Not until he had reached the next corner — and then more as a soliloquy than as information to the street — did Tibbs boy recover sufficient interest in his own affairs to remark that he was her bee. The voluble young lady herself, following some half-a-dozen yards behind, forgot her wrongs in contemplation of the strangers back. There was this that was peculiar about the strangers back: that instead of being flat it presented a decided curve. It aint a ump, and it dont look like kervitcher of the spine, observed the voluble young lady to herself. Blimy if I dont believe es taking ome is washing up his back.

The constable at the corner, trying to seem busy doing nothing, noticed the strangers approach with gathering interest. Thats an odd sort of a walk of yours, young man, thought the constable. You take care you dont fall down and tumble over yourself.

Thought he was a young man, murmured the constable, the stranger having passed him. He had a young face right enough.

The daylight was fading. The stranger, finding it impossible to read the name of the street upon the corner house, turned back.

Why, tis a young man, the constable told himself; a mere boy.

I beg your pardon, said the stranger; but would you mind telling me my way to Bloomsbury Square.

This is Bloomsbury Square, explained the constable; leastways round the corner is. What number might you be wanting?

The stranger took from the ticket pocket of his tightly buttoned overcoat a piece of paper, unfolded it and read it out: Mrs. Pennycherry. Number Forty-eight.

Round to the left, instructed him the constable; fourth house. Been recommended there?

By — by a friend, replied the stranger. Thank you very much.

Ah, muttered the constable to himself; guess you wont be calling him that by the end of the week, young—

Funny, added the constable, gazing after the retreating figure of the stranger. Seen plenty of the other sex as looked young behind and old in front. This cove looks young in front and old behind. Guess hell look old all round if he stops long at mother Pennycherrys: stingy old cat.

Constables whose beat included Bloomsbury Square had their reasons for not liking Mrs. Pennycherry. Indeed it might have been difficult to discover any human being with reasons for liking that sharp-featured lady. Maybe the keeping of second-rate boarding houses in the neighbourhood of Bloomsbury does not tend to develop the virtues of generosity and amiability.

Meanwhile the stranger, proceeding upon his way, had rung the bell of Number Forty-eight. Mrs. Pennycherry, peeping from the area and catching a glimpse, above the railings, of a handsome if somewhat effeminate masculine face, hastened to readjust her widows cap before the looking-glass while directing Mary Jane to show the stranger, should he prove a problematical boarder, into the dining-room, and to light the gas.

And dont stop gossiping, and dont you take it upon yourself to answer questions. Say Ill be up in a minute, were Mrs. Pennycherrys further instructions, and mind you hide your hands as much as you can.

* * *

What are you grinning at? demanded Mrs. Pennycherry, a couple of minutes later, of the dingy Mary Jane.

Wasnt grinning, explained the meek Mary Jane, was only smiling to myself.

What at?

Dunno, admitted Mary Jane. But still she went on smiling.

Whats he like then? demanded Mrs. Pennycherry.

E aint the usual sort, was Mary Janes opinion.

Thank God for that, ejaculated Mrs. Pennycherry piously.

Says es been recommended, by a friend.

By whom?

By a friend. E didnt say no name. Mrs. Pennycherry pondered. Hes not the funny sort, is he?

Not that sort at all. Mary Jane was sure of it.

Mrs. Pennycherry ascended the stairs still pondering. As she entered the room the stranger rose and bowed. Nothing could have been simpler than the strangers bow, yet there came with it to Mrs. Pennycherry a rush of old sensations long forgotten. For one brief moment Mrs. Pennycherry saw herself an amiable well-bred lady, widow of a solicitor: a visitor had called to see her. It was but a momentary fancy. The next instant Reality reasserted itself. Mrs. Pennycherry, a lodging-house keeper, existing precariously upon a daily round of petty meannesses, was prepared for contest with a possible new boarder, who fortunately looked an inexperienced young gentleman.

Someone has recommended me to you, began Mrs. Pennycherry; may I ask who?

But the stranger waved the question aside as immaterial.

You might not remember — him, he smiled. He thought that I should do well to pass the few months I am given — that I have to be in London, here. You can take me in?

Mrs. Pennycherry thought that she would be able to take the stranger in.

A room to sleep in, explained the stranger,  — any room will do — with food and drink sufficient for a man, is all that I require.

For breakfast, began Mrs. Pennycherry, I always give—

What is right and proper, I am convinced, interrupted the stranger. Pray do not trouble to go into detail, Mrs. Pennycherry. With whatever it is I shall be content.

Mrs. Pennycherry, puzzled, shot a quick glance at the stranger, but his face, though the gentle eyes were smiling, was frank and serious.

At all events you will see the room, suggested Mrs. Pennycherry, before we discuss terms.

Certainly, agreed the stranger. I am a little tired and shall be glad to rest there.

Mrs. Pennycherry led the way upward; on the landing of the third floor, paused a moment undecided, then opened the door of the back bedroom.

It is very comfortable, commented the stranger.

For this room, stated Mrs. Pennycherry, together with full board, consisting of—

Of everything needful. It goes without saying, again interrupted the stranger with his quiet grave smile.

I have generally asked, continued Mrs. Pennycherry, four pounds a week. To you— Mrs. Pennycherrys voice, unknown to her, took to itself the note of aggressive generosity—seeing you have been recommended here, say three pounds ten.

Dear lady, said the stranger, that is kind of you. As you have divined, I am not a rich man. If it be not imposing upon you I accept your reduction with gratitude.

Again Mrs. Pennycherry, familiar with the satirical method, shot a suspicious glance upon the stranger, but not a line was there, upon that smooth fair face, to which a sneer could for a moment have clung. Clearly he was as simple as he looked.

Gas, of course, extra.

Of course, agreed the Stranger.

Coals—

We shall not quarrel, for a third time the stranger interrupted. You have been very considerate to me as it is. I feel, Mrs. Pennycherry, I can leave myself entirely in your hands.

The stranger appeared anxious to be alone. Mrs. Pennycherry, having put a match to the strangers fire, turned to depart. And at this point it was that Mrs. Pennycherry, the holder hitherto of an unbroken record for sanity, behaved in a manner she herself, five minutes earlier in her career, would have deemed impossible — that no living soul who had ever known her would have believed, even had Mrs. Pennycherry gone down upon her knees and sworn it to them.

Did I say three pound ten? demanded Mrs. Pennycherry of the stranger, her hand upon the door. She spoke crossly. She was feeling cross, with the stranger, with herself — particularly with herself.

You were kind enough to reduce it to that amount, replied the stranger; but if upon reflection you find yourself unable—

I was making a mistake, said Mrs. Pennycherry, it should have been two pound ten.

I cannot — I will not accept such sacrifice, exclaimed the stranger; the three pound ten I can well afford.

Two pound ten are my terms, snapped Mrs. Pennycherry. If you are bent on paying more, you can go elsewhere. Youll find plenty to oblige you.

Her vehemence must have impressed the stranger. We will not contend further, he smiled. I was merely afraid that in the goodness of your heart—

Oh, it isnt as good as all that, growled Mrs. Pennycherry.

I am not so sure, returned the stranger. I am somewhat suspicious of you. But wilful woman must, I suppose, have her way.

The stranger held out his hand, and to Mrs. Pennycherry, at that moment, it seemed the most natural thing in the world to take it as if it had been the hand of an old friend and to end the interview with a pleasant laugh — though laughing was an exercise not often indulged in by Mrs. Pennycherry.

Mary Jane was standing by the window, her hands folded in front of her, when Mrs. Pennycherry re-entered the kitchen. By standing close to the window one caught a glimpse of the trees in Bloomsbury Square and through their bare branches of the sky beyond.

Theres nothing much to do for the next half hour, till Cook comes back. Ill see to the door if youd like a run out? suggested Mrs. Pennycherry.

It would be nice, agreed the girl so soon as she had recovered power of speech; its just the time of day I like.

Dont be longer than the half hour, added Mrs. Pennycherry.

Forty-eight Bloomsbury Square, assembled after dinner in the drawing-room, discussed the stranger with that freedom and frankness characteristic of Forty-eight Bloomsbury Square, towards the absent.

Not what I call a smart young man, was the opinion of Augustus Longcord, who was something in the City.

Thpeaking for mythelf, commented his partner Isidore, havnth any uthe for the thmart young man. Too many of him, ath it ith.

Must be pretty smart if hes one too many for you, laughed his partner.

There was this to be said for the repartee of Forty-eight Bloomsbury Square: it was simple of construction and easy of comprehension.

Well it made me feel good just looking at him, declared Miss Kite, the highly coloured. It was his clothes, I suppose — made me think of Noah and the ark — all that sort of thing.

It would be clothes that would make you think — if anything, drawled the languid Miss Devine. She was a tall, handsome girl, engaged at the moment in futile efforts to recline with elegance and comfort combined upon a horsehair sofa. Miss Kite, by reason of having secured the only easy-chair, was unpopular that evening; so that Miss Devines remark received from the rest of the company more approbation than perhaps it merited.

Is that intended to be clever, dear, or only rude? Miss Kite requested to be informed.

Both, claimed Miss Devine.

Myself? I must confess, shouted the tall young ladys father, commonly called the Colonel, I found him a fool.

I noticed you seemed to be getting on very well together, purred his wife, a plump, smiling little lady.

Possibly we were, retorted the Colonel. Fate has accustomed me to the society of fools.

Isnt it a pity to start quarrelling immediately after dinner, you two, suggested their thoughtful daughter from the sofa, youll have nothing left to amuse you for the rest of the evening.

He didnt strike me as a conversationalist, said the lady who was cousin to a baronet; but he did pass the vegetables before he helped himself. A little thing like that shows breeding.

Or that he didnt know you and thought maybe youd leave him half a spoonful, laughed Augustus the wit.

What I cant make out about him— shouted the Colonel.

The stranger entered the room.

The Colonel, securing the evening paper, retired into a corner. The highly coloured Kite, reaching down from the mantelpiece a paper fan, held it coyly before her face. Miss Devine sat upright on the horse-hair sofa, and rearranged her skirts.

Know anything? demanded Augustus of the stranger, breaking the somewhat remarkable silence.

The stranger evidently did not understand. It was necessary for Augustus, the witty, to advance further into that odd silence.

Whats going to pull off the Lincoln handicap? Tell me, and Ill go out straight and put my shirt upon it.

I think you would act unwisely, smiled the stranger; I am not an authority upon the subject.

Not! Why they told me you were Captain Spy of the Sporting Life — in disguise.

It would have been difficult for a joke to fall more flat. Nobody laughed, though why Mr. Augustus Longcord could not understand, and maybe none of his audience could have told him, for at Forty-eight Bloomsbury Square Mr. Augustus Longcord passed as a humorist. The stranger himself appeared unaware that he was being made fun of.

You have been misinformed, assured him the stranger.

I beg your pardon, said Mr. Augustus Longcord.

It is nothing, replied the stranger in his sweet low voice, and passed on.

Well what about this theatre, demanded Mr. Longcord of his friend and partner; do you want to go or dont you? Mr. Longcord was feeling irritable.

Goth the ticketh — may ath well, thought Isidore.

Damn stupid piece, Im told.

Motht of them thupid, more or leth. Pity to wathte the ticketh, argued Isidore, and the pair went out.

Are you staying long in London? asked Miss Kite, raising her practised eyes towards the stranger.

Not long, answered the stranger. At least I do not know. It depends.

An unusual quiet had invaded the drawing-room of Forty-eight Bloomsbury Square, generally noisy with strident voices about this hour. The Colonel remained engrossed in his paper. Mrs. Devine sat with her plump white hands folded on her lap, whether asleep or not it was impossible to say. The lady who was cousin to a baronet had shifted her chair beneath the gasolier, her eyes bent on her everlasting crochet work. The languid Miss Devine had crossed to the piano, where she sat fingering softly the tuneless keys, her back to the cold barely-furnished room.

Sit down! commanded saucily Miss Kite, indicating with her fan the vacant seat beside her. Tell me about yourself. You interest me. Miss Kite adopted a pretty authoritative air towards all youthful-looking members of the opposite sex. It harmonised with the peach complexion and the golden hair, and fitted her about as well.

I am glad of that, answered the stranger, taking the chair suggested. I so wish to interest you.

Youre a very bold boy. Miss Kite lowered her fan, for the purpose of glancing archly over the edge of it, and for the first time encountered the eyes of the stranger looking into hers. And then it was that Miss Kite experienced precisely the same curious sensation that an hour or so ago had troubled Mrs. Pennycherry when the stranger had first bowed to her. It seemed to Miss Kite that she was no longer the Miss Kite that, had she risen and looked into it, the fly-blown mirror over the marble mantelpiece would, she knew, have presented to her view; but quite another Miss Kite — a cheerful, bright-eyed lady verging on middle age, yet still good-looking in spite of her faded complexion and somewhat thin brown locks. Miss Kite felt a pang of jealousy shoot through her; this middle-aged Miss Kite seemed, on the whole, a more attractive lady. There was a wholesomeness, a broadmindedness about her that instinctively drew one towards her. Not hampered, as Miss Kite herself was, by the necessity of appearing to be somewhere between eighteen and twenty-two, this other Miss Kite could talk sensibly, even brilliantly: one felt it. A thoroughly nice woman this other Miss Kite; the real Miss Kite, though envious, was bound to admit it. Miss Kite wished to goodness she had never seen the woman. The glimpse of her had rendered Miss Kite dissatisfied with herself.

I am not a boy, explained the stranger; and I had no intention of being bold.

I know, replied Miss Kite. It was a silly remark. Whatever induced me to make it, I cant think. Getting foolish in my old age, I suppose.

The stranger laughed. Surely you are not old.

Im thirty-nine, snapped out Miss Kite. You dont call it young?

I think it a beautiful age, insisted the stranger; young enough not to have lost the joy of youth, old enough to have learnt sympathy.

Oh, I daresay, returned Miss Kite, any age youd think beautiful. Im going to bed. Miss Kite rose. The paper fan had somehow got itself broken. She threw the fragments into the fire.

It is early yet, pleaded the stranger, I was looking forward to a talk with you.

Well, youll be able to look forward to it, retorted Miss Kite. Good-night.

The truth was, Miss Kite was impatient to have a look at herself in the glass, in her own room with the door shut. The vision of that other Miss Kite — the clean-looking lady of the pale face and the brown hair had been so vivid, Miss Kite wondered whether temporary forgetfulness might not have fallen upon her while dressing for dinner that evening.

The stranger, left to his own devices, strolled towards the loo table, seeking something to read.

You seem to have frightened away Miss Kite, remarked the lady who was cousin to a baronet.

It seems so, admitted the stranger.

My cousin, Sir William Bosster, observed the crocheting lady, who married old Lord Eghams niece — you never met the Eghams?

Hitherto, replied the stranger, I have not had that pleasure.

A charming family. Cannot understand — my cousin Sir William, I mean, cannot understand my remaining here. My dear Emily — he says the same thing every time he sees me: My dear Emily, how can you exist among the sort of people one meets with in a boarding-house. But they amuse me.

A sense of humour, agreed the stranger, was always of advantage.

Our family on my mothers side, continued Sir Williams cousin in her placid monotone, was connected with the Tatton-Joneses, who when King George the Fourth— Sir Williams cousin, needing another reel of cotton, glanced up, and met the strangers gaze.

Im sure I dont know why Im telling you all this, said Sir Williams cousin in an irritable tone. It cant possibly interest you.

Everything connected with you interests me, gravely the stranger assured her.

It is very kind of you to say so, sighed Sir Williams cousin, but without conviction; I am afraid sometimes I bore people.

The polite stranger refrained from contradiction.

You see, continued the poor lady, I really am of good family.

Dear lady, said the stranger, your gentle face, your gentle voice, your gentle bearing, all proclaim it.

She looked without flinching into the strangers eyes, and gradually a smile banished the reigning dulness of her features.

How foolish of me. She spoke rather to herself than to the stranger. Why, of course, people — people whose opinion is worth troubling about — judge of you by what you are, not by what you go about saying you are.

The stranger remained silent.

I am the widow of a provincial doctor, with an income of just two hundred and thirty pounds per annum, she argued. The sensible thing for me to do is to make the best of it, and to worry myself about these high and mighty relations of mine as little as they have ever worried themselves about me.

The stranger appeared unable to think of anything worth saying.

I have other connections, remembered Sir Williams cousin; those of my poor husband, to whom instead of being the poor relation I could be the fairy god-mama. They are my people — or would be, added Sir Williams cousin tartly, if I wasnt a vulgar snob.

She flushed the instant she had said the words and, rising, commenced preparations for a hurried departure.

Now it seems I am driving you away, sighed the stranger.

Having been called a vulgar snob, retorted the lady with some heat, I think it about time I went.

The words were your own, the stranger reminded her.

Whatever I may have thought, remarked the indignant dame, no lady — least of all in the presence of a total stranger — would have called herself— The poor dame paused, bewildered. There is something very curious the matter with me this evening, that I cannot understand, she explained, I seem quite unable to avoid insulting myself.

Still surrounded by bewilderment, she wished the stranger good-night, hoping that when next they met she would be more herself. The stranger, hoping so also, opened the door and closed it again behind her.

Tell me, laughed Miss Devine, who by sheer force of talent was contriving to wring harmony from the reluctant piano, how did you manage to do it? I should like to know.

How did I do what? inquired the stranger.

Contrive to get rid so quickly of those two old frumps?

How well you play! observed the stranger. I knew you had genius for music the moment I saw you.

How could you tell?

It is written so clearly in your face.

The girl laughed, well pleased. You seem to have lost no time in studying my face.

It is a beautiful and interesting face, observed the stranger.

She swung round sharply on the stool and their eyes met.

You can read faces?

Yes.

Tell me, what else do you read in mine?

Frankness, courage—

Ah, yes, all the virtues. Perhaps. We will take them for granted. It was odd how serious the girl had suddenly become. Tell me the reverse side.

I see no reverse side, replied the stranger. I see but a fair girl, bursting into noble womanhood.

And nothing else? You read no trace of greed, of vanity, of sordidness, of— An angry laugh escaped her lips. And you are a reader of faces!

A reader of faces. The stranger smiled. Do you know what is written upon yours at this very moment? A love of truth that is almost fierce, scorn of lies, scorn of hypocrisy, the desire for all things pure, contempt of all things that are contemptible — especially of such things as are contemptible in woman. Tell me, do I not read aright?

I wonder, thought the girl, is that why those two others both hurried from the room? Does everyone feel ashamed of the littleness that is in them when looked at by those clear, believing eyes of yours?

The idea occurred to her: Papa seemed to have a good deal to say to you during dinner. Tell me, what were you talking about?

The military looking gentleman upon my left? We talked about your mother principally.

I am sorry, returned the girl, wishful now she had not asked the question. I was hoping he might have chosen another topic for the first evening!

He did try one or two, admitted the stranger; but I have been about the world so little, I was glad when he talked to me about himself. I feel we shall be friends. He spoke so nicely, too, about Mrs. Devine.

Indeed, commented the girl.

He told me he had been married for twenty years and had never regretted it but once!

Her black eyes flashed upon him, but meeting his, the suspicion died from them. She turned aside to hide her smile.

So he regretted it — once.

Only once, explained the stranger, in a passing irritable mood. It was so frank of him to admit it. He told me — I think he has taken a liking to me. Indeed he hinted as much. He said he did not often get an opportunity of talking to a man like myself — he told me that he and your mother, when they travel together, are always mistaken for a honeymoon couple. Some of the experiences he related to me were really quite amusing. The stranger laughed at recollection of them—that even here, in this place, they are generally referred to as Darby and Joan.

Yes, said the girl, that is true. Mr. Longcord gave them that name, the second evening after our arrival. It was considered clever — but rather obvious I thought myself.

Nothing — so it seems to me, said the stranger, is more beautiful than the love that has weathered the storms of life. The sweet, tender blossom that flowers in the heart of the young — in hearts such as yours — that, too, is beautiful. The love of the young for the young, that is the beginning of life. But the love of the old for the old, that is the beginning of — of things longer.

You seem to find all things beautiful, the girl grumbled.

But are not all things beautiful? demanded the stranger.

The Colonel had finished his paper. You two are engaged in a very absorbing conversation, observed the Colonel, approaching them.

We were discussing Darbies and Joans, explained his daughter. How beautiful is the love that has weathered the storms of life!

Ah! smiled the Colonel, that is hardly fair. My friend has been repeating to cynical youth the confessions of an amorous husbands affection for his middle-aged and somewhat— The Colonel in playful mood laid his hand upon the strangers shoulder, an action that necessitated his looking straight into the strangers eyes. The Colonel drew himself up stiffly and turned scarlet.

Somebody was calling the Colonel a cad. Not only that, but was explaining quite clearly, so that the Colonel could see it for himself, why he was a cad.

That you and your wife lead a cat and dog existence is a disgrace to both of you. At least you might have the decency to try and hide it from the world — not make a jest of your shame to every passing stranger. You are a cad, sir, a cad!

Who was daring to say these things? Not the stranger, his lips had not moved. Besides, it was not his voice. Indeed it sounded much more like the voice of the Colonel himself. The Colonel looked from the stranger to his daughter, from his daughter back to the stranger. Clearly they had not heard the voice — a mere hallucination. The Colonel breathed again.

Yet the impression remaining was not to be shaken off. Undoubtedly it was bad taste to have joked to the stranger upon such a subject. No gentleman would have done so.

But then no gentleman would have permitted such a jest to be possible. No gentleman would be forever wrangling with his wife — certainly never in public. However irritating the woman, a gentleman would have exercised self-control.

Mrs. Devine had risen, was coming slowly across the room. Fear laid hold of the Colonel. She was going to address some aggravating remark to him — he could see it in her eye — which would irritate him into savage retort.

Even this prize idiot of a stranger would understand why boarding-house wits had dubbed them Darby and Joan, would grasp the fact that the gallant Colonel had thought it amusing, in conversation with a table acquaintance, to hold his own wife up to ridicule.

My dear, cried the Colonel, hurrying to speak first, does not this room strike you as cold? Let me fetch you a shawl.

It was useless: the Colonel felt it. It had been too long the custom of both of them to preface with politeness their deadliest insults to each other. She came on, thinking of a suitable reply: suitable from her point of view, that is. In another moment the truth would be out. A wild, fantastic possibility flashed through the Colonels brain: If to him, why not to her?

Letitia, cried the Colonel, and the tone of his voice surprised her into silence, I want you to look closely at our friend. Does he not remind you of someone?

Mrs. Devine, so urged, looked at the stranger long and hard. Yes, she murmured, turning to her husband, he does, who is it?

I cannot fix it, replied the Colonel; I thought that maybe you would remember.

It will come to me, mused Mrs. Devine. It is someone — years ago, when I was a girl — in Devonshire. Thank you, if it isnt troubling you, Harry. I left it in the dining-room.

It was, as Mr. Augustus Longcord explained to his partner Isidore, the colossal foolishness of the stranger that was the cause of all the trouble. Give me a man, who can take care of himself — or thinks he can, declared Augustus Longcord, and I am prepared to give a good account of myself. But when a helpless baby refuses even to look at what you call your figures, tells you that your mere word is sufficient for him, and hands you over his cheque-book to fill up for yourself — well, it isnt playing the game.

Auguthuth, was the curt comment of his partner, youre a fool.

All right, my boy, you try, suggested Augustus.

Jutht what I mean to do, asserted his partner.

Well, demanded Augustus one evening later, meeting Isidore ascending the stairs after a long talk with the stranger in the dining-room with the door shut.

Oh, dont arth me, retorted Isidore, thilly ath, thath what he ith.

What did he say?

What did he thay! talked about the Jewth: what a grand rathe they were — how people mithjudged them: all that thort of rot.

Thaid thome of the motht honorable men he had ever met had been Jewth. Thought I wath one of em!

Well, did you get anything out of him?

Get anything out of him. Of courthe not. Couldnt very well thell the whole rathe, ath it were, for a couple of hundred poundth, after that. Didnt theem worth it.

There were many things Forty-eight Bloomsbury Square came gradually to the conclusion were not worth the doing: — Snatching at the gravy; pouncing out of ones turn upon the vegetables and helping oneself to more than ones fair share; manoeuvering for the easy-chair; sitting on the evening paper while pretending not to have seen it — all such-like tiresome bits of business. For the little one made out of it, really it was not worth the bother. Grumbling everlastingly at ones food; grumbling everlastingly at most things; abusing Pennycherry behind her back; abusing, for a change, ones fellow-boarders; squabbling with ones fellow-boarders about nothing in particular; sneering at ones fellow-boarders; talking scandal of ones fellow-boarders; making senseless jokes about ones fellow-boarders; talking big about oneself, nobody believing one — all such-like vulgarities. Other boarding-houses might indulge in them: Forty-eight Bloomsbury Square had its dignity to consider.

The truth is, Forty-eight Bloomsbury Square was coming to a very good opinion of itself: for the which not Bloomsbury Square so much as the stranger must be blamed. The stranger had arrived at Forty-eight Bloomsbury Square with the preconceived idea — where obtained from Heaven knows — that its seemingly commonplace, mean-minded, coarse-fibred occupants were in reality ladies and gentlemen of the first water; and time and observation had apparently only strengthened this absurd idea. The natural result was, Forty-eight Bloomsbury Square was coming round to the strangers opinion of itself.

Mrs. Pennycherry, the stranger would persist in regarding as a lady born and bred, compelled by circumstances over which she had no control to fill an arduous but honorable position of middle-class society — a sort of foster-mother, to whom were due the thanks and gratitude of her promiscuous family; and this view of herself Mrs. Pennycherry now clung to with obstinate conviction. There were disadvantages attaching, but these Mrs. Pennycherry appeared prepared to suffer cheerfully. A lady born and bred cannot charge other ladies and gentlemen for coals and candles they have never burnt; a foster-mother cannot palm off upon her children New Zealand mutton for Southdown. A mere lodging-house-keeper can play these tricks, and pocket the profits. But a lady feels she cannot: Mrs. Pennycherry felt she no longer could.

To the stranger Miss Kite was a witty and delightful conversationalist of most attractive personality. Miss Kite had one failing: it was lack of vanity. She was unaware of her own delicate and refined beauty. If Miss Kite could only see herself with his, the strangers eyes, the modesty that rendered her distrustful of her natural charms would fall from her. The stranger was so sure of it Miss Kite determined to put it to the test. One evening, an hour before dinner, there entered the drawing-room, when the stranger only was there and before the gas was lighted, a pleasant, good-looking lady, somewhat pale, with neatly-arranged brown hair, who demanded of the stranger if he knew her. All her body was trembling, and her voice seemed inclined to run away from her and become a sob. But when the stranger, looking straight into her eyes, told her that from the likeness he thought she must be Miss Kites younger sister, but much prettier, it became a laugh instead: and that evening the golden-haired Miss Kite disappeared never to show her high-coloured face again; and what perhaps, more than all else, might have impressed some former habitue of Forty-eight Bloomsbury Square with awe, it was that no one in the house made even a passing inquiry concerning her.

Sir Williams cousin the stranger thought an acquisition to any boarding-house. A lady of high-class family! There was nothing outward or visible perhaps to tell you that she was of high-class family. She herself, naturally, would not mention the fact, yet somehow you felt it. Unconsciously she set a high-class tone, diffused an atmosphere of gentle manners. Not that the stranger had said this in so many words; Sir Williams cousin gathered that he thought it, and felt herself in agreement with him.

For Mr. Longcord and his partner, as representatives of the best type of business men, the stranger had a great respect. With what unfortunate results to themselves has been noted. The curious thing is that the Firm appeared content with the price they had paid for the strangers good opinion — had even, it was rumoured, acquired a taste for honest mens respect — that in the long run was likely to cost them dear. But we all have our pet extravagance.

The Colonel and Mrs. Devine both suffered a good deal at first from the necessity imposed upon them of learning, somewhat late in life, new tricks. In the privacy of their own apartment they condoled with one another.

Tomfool nonsense, grumbled the Colonel, you and I starting billing and cooing at our age!

What I object to, said Mrs. Devine, is the feeling that somehow I am being made to do it.

The idea that a man and his wife cannot have their little joke together for fear of what some impertinent jackanapes may think of them! its damn ridiculous, the Colonel exploded.

Even when he isnt there, said Mrs. Devine, I seem to see him looking at me with those vexing eyes of his. Really the man quite haunts me.

I have met him somewhere, mused the Colonel, Ill swear Ive met him somewhere. I wish to goodness he would go.

A hundred things a day the Colonel wanted to say to Mrs. Devine, a hundred things a day Mrs. Devine would have liked to observe to the Colonel. But by the time the opportunity occurred — when nobody else was by to hear — all interest in saying them was gone.

Women will be women, was the sentiment with which the Colonel consoled himself. A man must bear with them — must never forget that he is a gentleman.

Oh, well, I suppose theyre all alike, laughed Mrs. Devine to herself, having arrived at that stage of despair when one seeks refuge in cheerfulness. Whats the use of putting oneself out — it does no good, and only upsets one. There is a certain satisfaction in feeling you are bearing with heroic resignation the irritating follies of others. Colonel and Mrs. Devine came to enjoy the luxury of much self-approbation.

But the person seriously annoyed by the strangers bigoted belief in the innate goodness of everyone he came across was the languid, handsome Miss Devine. The stranger would have it that Miss Devine was a noble-souled, high-minded young woman, something midway between a Flora Macdonald and a Joan of Arc. Miss Devine, on the contrary, knew herself to be a sleek, luxury-loving animal, quite willing to sell herself to the bidder who could offer her the finest clothes, the richest foods, the most sumptuous surroundings. Such a bidder was to hand in the person of a retired bookmaker, a somewhat greasy old gentleman, but exceedingly rich and undoubtedly fond of her.

Miss Devine, having made up her mind that the thing had got to be done, was anxious that it should be done quickly. And here it was that the strangers ridiculous opinion of her not only irritated but inconvenienced her. Under the very eyes of a person — however foolish — convinced that you are possessed of all the highest attributes of your sex, it is difficult to behave as though actuated by only the basest motives. A dozen times had Miss Devine determined to end the matter by formal acceptance of her elderly admirers large and flabby hand, and a dozen times — the vision intervening of the strangers grave, believing eyes — had Miss Devine refused decided answer. The stranger would one day depart. Indeed, he had told her himself, he was but a passing traveller. When he was gone it would be easier. So she thought at the time.

One afternoon the stranger entered the room where she was standing by the window, looking out upon the bare branches of the trees in Bloomsbury Square. She remembered afterwards, it was just such another foggy afternoon as the afternoon of the strangers arrival three months before. No one else was in the room. The stranger closed the door, and came towards her with that curious, quick-leaping step of his. His long coat was tightly buttoned, and in his hands he carried his old felt hat and the massive knotted stick that was almost a staff.

I have come to say good-bye, explained the stranger. I am going.

I shall not see you again? asked the girl.

I cannot say, replied the stranger. But you will think of me?

Yes, she answered with a smile, I can promise that.

And I shall always remember you, promised the stranger, and I wish you every joy — the joy of love, the joy of a happy marriage.

The girl winced. Love and marriage are not always the same thing, she said.

Not always, agreed the stranger, but in your case they will be one.

She looked at him.

Do you think I have not noticed? smiled the stranger, a gallant, handsome lad, and clever. You love him and he loves you. I could not have gone away without knowing it was well with you.

Her gaze wandered towards the fading light.

Ah, yes, I love him, she answered petulantly. Your eyes can see clearly enough, when they want to. But one does not live on love, in our world. I will tell you the man I am going to marry if you care to know. She would not meet his eyes. She kept her gaze still fixed upon the dingy trees, the mist beyond, and spoke rapidly and vehemently: The man who can give me all my souls desire — money and the things that money can buy. You think me a woman, Im only a pig. He is moist, and breathes like a porpoise; with cunning in place of a brain, and the rest of him mere stomach. But he is good enough for me.

She hoped this would shock the stranger and that now, perhaps, he would go. It irritated her to hear him only laugh.

No, he said, you will not marry him.

Who will stop me? she cried angrily.

Your Better Self.

His voice had a strange ring of authority, compelling her to turn and look upon his face. Yes, it was true, the fancy that from the very first had haunted her. She had met him, talked to him — in silent country roads, in crowded city streets, where was it? And always in talking with him her spirit had been lifted up: she had been — what he had always thought her.

There are those, continued the stranger (and for the first time she saw that he was of a noble presence, that his gentle, child-like eyes could also command), whose Better Self lies slain by their own hand and troubles them no more. But yours, my child, you have let grow too strong; it will ever be your master. You must obey. Flee from it and it will follow you; you cannot escape it. Insult it and it will chastise you with burning shame, with stinging self-reproach from day to day. The sternness faded from the beautiful face, the tenderness crept back. He laid his hand upon the young girls shoulder. You will marry your lover, he smiled. With him you will walk the way of sunlight and of shadow.

And the girl, looking up into the strong, calm face, knew that it would be so, that the power of resisting her Better Self had passed away from her for ever.

Now, said the stranger, come to the door with me. Leave-takings are but wasted sadness. Let me pass out quietly. Close the door softly behind me.

She thought that perhaps he would turn his face again, but she saw no more of him than the odd roundness of his back under the tightly buttoned coat, before he faded into the gathering fog.

Then softly she closed the door.


THE PHILOSOPHERS JOKE
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MYSELF, I DO not believe this story. Six persons are persuaded of its truth; and the hope of these six is to convince themselves it was an hallucination. Their difficulty is there are six of them. Each one alone perceives clearly that it never could have been. Unfortunately, they are close friends, and cannot get away from one another; and when they meet and look into each others eyes the thing takes shape again.

The one who told it to me, and who immediately wished he had not, was Armitage. He told it to me one night when he and I were the only occupants of the Club smoking-room. His telling me — as he explained afterwards — was an impulse of the moment. Sense of the thing had been pressing upon him all that day with unusual persistence; and the idea had occurred to him, on my entering the room, that the flippant scepticism with which an essentially commonplace mind like my own — he used the words in no offensive sense — would be sure to regard the affair might help to direct his own attention to its more absurd aspect. I am inclined to think it did. He thanked me for dismissing his entire narrative as the delusion of a disordered brain, and begged me not to mention the matter to another living soul. I promised; and I may as well here observe that I do not call this mentioning the matter. Armitage is not the mans real name; it does not even begin with an A. You might read this story and dine next to him the same evening: you would know nothing.

Also, of course, I did not consider myself debarred from speaking about it, discreetly, to Mrs. Armitage, a charming woman. She burst into tears at the first mention of the thing. It took me all I knew to tranquillize her. She said that when she did not think about the thing she could be happy. She and Armitage never spoke of it to one another; and left to themselves her opinion was that eventually they might put remembrance behind them. She wished they were not quite so friendly with the Everetts. Mr. and Mrs. Everett had both dreamt precisely the same dream; that is, assuming it was a dream. Mr. Everett was not the sort of person that a clergyman ought, perhaps, to know; but as Armitage would always argue: for a teacher of Christianity to withdraw his friendship from a man because that man was somewhat of a sinner would be inconsistent. Rather should he remain his friend and seek to influence him. They dined with the Everetts regularly on Tuesdays, and sitting opposite the Everetts, it seemed impossible to accept as a fact that all four of them at the same time and in the same manner had fallen victims to the same illusion. I think I succeeded in leaving her more hopeful. She acknowledged that the story, looked at from the point of common sense, did sound ridiculous; and threatened me that if I ever breathed a word of it to anyone, she never would speak to me again. She is a charming woman, as I have already mentioned.

By a curious coincidence I happened at the time to be one of Everetts directors on a Company he had just promoted for taking over and developing the Red Sea Coasting trade. I lunched with him the following Sunday. He is an interesting talker, and curiosity to discover how so shrewd a man would account for his connection with so insane — so impossible a fancy, prompted me to hint my knowledge of the story. The manner both of him and of his wife changed suddenly. They wanted to know who it was had told me. I refused the information, because it was evident they would have been angry with him. Everetts theory was that one of them had dreamt it — probably Camelford — and by hypnotic suggestion had conveyed to the rest of them the impression that they had dreamt it also. He added that but for one slight incident he should have ridiculed from the very beginning the argument that it could have been anything else than a dream. But what that incident was he would not tell me. His object, as he explained, was not to dwell upon the business, but to try and forget it. Speaking as a friend, he advised me, likewise, not to cackle about the matter any more than I could help, lest trouble should arise with regard to my directors fees. His way of putting things is occasionally blunt.

It was at the Everetts, later on, that I met Mrs. Camelford, one of the handsomest women I have ever set eyes upon. It was foolish of me, but my memory for names is weak. I forgot that Mr. and Mrs. Camelford were the other two concerned, and mentioned the story as a curious tale I had read years ago in an old Miscellany. I had reckoned on it to lead me into a discussion with her on platonic friendship. She jumped up from her chair and gave me a look. I remembered then, and could have bitten out my tongue. It took me a long while to make my peace, but she came round in the end, consenting to attribute my blunder to mere stupidity. She was quite convinced herself, she told me, that the thing was pure imagination. It was only when in company with the others that any doubt as to this crossed her mind. Her own idea was that, if everybody would agree never to mention the matter again, it would end in their forgetting it. She supposed it was her husband who had been my informant: he was just that sort of ass. She did not say it unkindly. She said when she was first married, ten years ago, few people had a more irritating effect upon her than had Camelford; but that since she had seen more of other men she had come to respect him. I like to hear a woman speak well of her husband. It is a departure which, in my opinion, should be more encouraged than it is. I assured her Camelford was not the culprit; and on the understanding that I might come to see her — not too often — on her Thursdays, I agreed with her that the best thing I could do would be to dismiss the subject from my mind and occupy myself instead with questions that concerned myself.

I had never talked much with Camelford before that time, though I had often seen him at the Club. He is a strange man, of whom many stories are told. He writes journalism for a living, and poetry, which he publishes at his own expense, apparently for recreation. It occurred to me that his theory would at all events be interesting; but at first he would not talk at all, pretending to ignore the whole affair, as idle nonsense. I had almost despaired of drawing him out, when one evening, of his own accord, he asked me if I thought Mrs. Armitage, with whom he knew I was on terms of friendship, still attached importance to the thing. On my expressing the opinion that Mrs. Armitage was the most troubled of the group, he was irritated; and urged me to leave the rest of them alone and devote whatever sense I might possess to persuading her in particular that the entire thing was and could be nothing but pure myth. He confessed frankly that to him it was still a mystery. He could easily regard it as chimera, but for one slight incident. He would not for a long while say what that was, but there is such a thing as perseverance, and in the end I dragged it out of him. This is what he told me.

We happened by chance to find ourselves alone in the conservatory, that night of the ball — we six. Most of the crowd had already left. The last extra was being played: the music came to us faintly. Stooping to pick up Jessicas fan, which she had let fall to the ground, something shining on the tesselated pavement underneath a group of palms suddenly caught my eye. We had not said a word to one another; indeed, it was the first evening we had any of us met one another — that is, unless the thing was not a dream. I picked it up. The others gathered round me, and when we looked into one anothers eyes we understood: it was a broken wine-cup, a curious goblet of Bavarian glass. It was the goblet out of which we had all dreamt that we had drunk.

I have put the story together as it seems to me it must have happened. The incidents, at all events, are facts. Things have since occurred to those concerned affording me hope that they will never read it. I should not have troubled to tell it at all, but that it has a moral.



Six persons sat round the great oak table in the wainscoted Speise Saal of that cosy hostelry, the Kneiper Hof at Konigsberg. It was late into the night. Under ordinary circumstances they would have been in bed, but having arrived by the last train from Dantzic, and having supped on German fare, it had seemed to them discreeter to remain awhile in talk. The house was strangely silent. The rotund landlord, leaving their candles ranged upon the sideboard, had wished them Gute Nacht an hour before. The spirit of the ancient house enfolded them within its wings.

Here in this very chamber, if rumour is to be believed, Emmanuel Kant himself had sat discoursing many a time and oft. The walls, behind which for more than forty years the little peak-faced man had thought and worked, rose silvered by the moonlight just across the narrow way; the three high windows of the Speise Saal give out upon the old Cathedral tower beneath which now he rests. Philosophy, curious concerning human phenomena, eager for experience, unhampered by the limitation Convention would impose upon all speculation, was in the smoky air.

Not into future events, remarked the Rev. Nathaniel Armitage, it is better they should be hidden from us. But into the future of ourselves — our temperament, our character — I think we ought to be allowed to see. At twenty we are one individual; at forty, another person entirely, with other views, with other interests, a different outlook upon life, attracted by quite other attributes, repelled by the very qualities that once attracted us. It is extremely awkward, for all of us.

I am glad to hear somebody else say that, observed Mrs. Everett, in her gentle, sympathetic voice. I have thought it all myself so often. Sometimes I have blamed myself, yet how can one help it: the things that appeared of importance to us, they become indifferent; new voices call to us; the idols we once worshipped, we see their feet of clay.

If under the head of idols you include me, laughed the jovial Mr. Everett, dont hesitate to say so. He was a large red-faced gentleman, with small twinkling eyes, and a mouth both strong and sensuous. I didnt make my feet myself. I never asked anybody to take me for a stained-glass saint. It is not I who have changed.

I know, dear, it is I, his thin wife answered with a meek smile. I was beautiful, there was no doubt about it, when you married me.

You were, my dear, agreed her husband: As a girl few could hold a candle to you.

It was the only thing about me that you valued, my beauty, continued his wife; and it went so quickly. I feel sometimes as if I had swindled you.

But there is a beauty of the mind, of the soul, remarked the Rev. Nathaniel Armitage, that to some men is more attractive than mere physical perfection.

The soft eyes of the faded lady shone for a moment with the light of pleasure. I am afraid Dick is not of that number, she sighed.

Well, as I said just now about my feet, answered her husband genially, I didnt make myself. I always have been a slave to beauty and always shall be. There would be no sense in pretending among chums that you havent lost your looks, old girl. He laid his fine hand with kindly intent upon her bony shoulder. But there is no call for you to fret yourself as if you had done it on purpose. No one but a lover imagines a woman growing more beautiful as she grows older.

Some women would seem to, answered his wife.

Involuntarily she glanced to where Mrs. Camelford sat with elbows resting on the table; and involuntarily also the small twinkling eyes of her husband followed in the same direction. There is a type that reaches its prime in middle age. Mrs. Camelford, nee Jessica Dearwood, at twenty had been an uncanny-looking creature, the only thing about her appealing to general masculine taste having been her magnificent eyes, and even these had frightened more than they had allured. At forty, Mrs. Camelford might have posed for the entire Juno.

Yes, hes a cunning old joker is Time, murmured Mr. Everett, almost inaudibly.

What ought to have happened, said Mrs. Armitage, while with deft fingers rolling herself a cigarette, was for you and Nellie to have married.

Mrs. Everetts pale face flushed scarlet.

My dear, exclaimed the shocked Nathaniel Armitage, flushing likewise.

Oh, why may one not sometimes speak the truth? answered his wife petulantly. You and I are utterly unsuited to one another — everybody sees it. At nineteen it seemed to me beautiful, holy, the idea of being a clergymans wife, fighting by his side against evil. Besides, you have changed since then. You were human, my dear Nat, in those days, and the best dancer I had ever met. It was your dancing was your chief attraction for me as likely as not, if I had only known myself. At nineteen how can one know oneself?

We loved each other, the Rev. Armitage reminded her.

I know we did, passionately — then; but we dont now. She laughed a little bitterly. Poor Nat! I am only another trial added to your long list. Your beliefs, your ideals are meaningless to me — mere narrow-minded dogmas, stifling thought. Nellie was the wife Nature had intended for you, so soon as she had lost her beauty and with it all her worldly ideas. Fate was maturing her for you, if only we had known. As for me, I ought to have been the wife of an artist, of a poet. Unconsciously a glance from her ever restless eyes flashed across the table to where Horatio Camelford sat, puffing clouds of smoke into the air from a huge black meerschaum pipe. Bohemia is my country. Its poverty, its struggle would have been a joy to me. Breathing its free air, life would have been worth living.

Horatio Camelford leant back with eyes fixed on the oaken ceiling. It is a mistake, said Horatio Camelford, for the artist ever to marry.

The handsome Mrs. Camelford laughed good-naturedly. The artist, remarked Mrs. Camelford, from what I have seen of him would never know the inside of his shirt from the outside if his wife was not there to take it out of the drawer and put it over his head.

His wearing it inside out would not make much difference to the world, argued her husband. The sacrifice of his art to the necessity of keeping his wife and family does.

Well, you at all events do not appear to have sacrificed much, my boy, came the breezy voice of Dick Everett. Why, all the world is ringing with your name.

When I am forty-one, with all the best years of my life behind me, answered the Poet. Speaking as a man, I have nothing to regret. No one could have had a better wife; my children are charming. I have lived the peaceful existence of the successful citizen. Had I been true to my trust I should have gone out into the wilderness, the only possible home of the teacher, the prophet. The artist is the bridegroom of Art. Marriage for him is an immorality. Had I my time again I should remain a bachelor.

Time brings its revenges, you see, laughed Mrs. Camelford. At twenty that fellow threatened to commit suicide if I would not marry him, and cordially disliking him I consented. Now twenty years later, when I am just getting used to him, he calmly turns round and says he would have been better without me.

I heard something about it at the time, said Mrs. Armitage. You were very much in love with somebody else, were you not?

Is not the conversation assuming a rather dangerous direction? laughed Mrs. Camelford.

I was thinking the same thing, agreed Mrs. Everett. One would imagine some strange influence had seized upon us, forcing us to speak our thoughts aloud.

I am afraid I was the original culprit, admitted the Reverend Nathaniel. This room is becoming quite oppressive. Had we not better go to bed?

The ancient lamp suspended from its smoke-grimed beam uttered a faint, gurgling sob, and spluttered out. The shadow of the old Cathedral tower crept in and stretched across the room, now illuminated only by occasional beams from the cloud-curtained moon. At the other end of the table sat a peak-faced little gentleman, clean-shaven, in full-bottomed wig.

Forgive me, said the little gentleman. He spoke in English, with a strong accent. But it seems to me here is a case where two parties might be of service to one another.

The six fellow-travellers round the table looked at one another, but none spoke. The idea that came to each of them, as they explained to one another later, was that without remembering it they had taken their candles and had gone to bed. This was surely a dream.

It would greatly assist me, continued the little peak-faced gentleman, in experiments I am conducting into the phenomena of human tendencies, if you would allow me to put your lives back twenty years.

Still no one of the six replied. It seemed to them that the little old gentleman must have been sitting there among them all the time, unnoticed by them.

Judging from your talk this evening, continued the peak-faced little gentleman, you should welcome my offer. You appear to me to be one and all of exceptional intelligence. You perceive the mistakes that you have made: you understand the causes. The future veiled, you could not help yourselves. What I propose to do is to put you back twenty years. You will be boys and girls again, but with this difference: that the knowledge of the future, so far as it relates to yourselves, will remain with you.

Come, urged the old gentleman, the thing is quite simple of accomplishment. As — as a certain philosopher has clearly proved: the universe is only the result of our own perceptions. By what may appear to you to be magic — by what in reality will be simply a chemical operation — I remove from your memory the events of the last twenty years, with the exception of what immediately concerns your own personalities. You will retain all knowledge of the changes, physical and mental, that will be in store for you; all else will pass from your perception.

The little old gentleman took a small phial from his waistcoat pocket, and, filling one of the massive wine-glasses from a decanter, measured into it some half-a-dozen drops. Then he placed the glass in the centre of the table.

Youth is a good time to go back to, said the peak-faced little gentleman, with a smile. Twenty years ago, it was the night of the Hunt Ball. You remember it?

It was Everett who drank first. He drank it with his little twinkling eyes fixed hungrily on the proud handsome face of Mrs. Camelford; and then handed the glass to his wife. It was she perhaps who drank from it most eagerly. Her life with Everett, from the day when she had risen from a bed of sickness stripped of all her beauty, had been one bitter wrong. She drank with the wild hope that the thing might possibly be not a dream; and thrilled to the touch of the man she loved, as reaching across the table he took the glass from her hand. Mrs. Armitage was the fourth to drink. She took the cup from her husband, drank with a quiet smile, and passed it on to Camelford. And Camelford drank, looking at nobody, and replaced the glass upon the table.

Come, said the little old gentleman to Mrs. Camelford, you are the only one left. The whole thing will be incomplete without you.

I have no wish to drink, said Mrs. Camelford, and her eyes sought those of her husband, but he would not look at her.

Come, again urged the Figure. And then Camelford looked at her and laughed drily.

You had better drink, he said. Its only a dream.

If you wish it, she answered. And it was from his hands she took the glass.



It is from the narrative as Armitage told it to me that night in the Club smoking-room that I am taking most of my material. It seemed to him that all things began slowly to rise upward, leaving him stationary, but with a great pain as though the inside of him were being torn away — the same sensation greatly exaggerated, so he likened it, as descending in a lift. But around him all the time was silence and darkness unrelieved. After a period that might have been minutes, that might have been years, a faint light crept towards him. It grew stronger, and into the air which now fanned his cheek there stole the sound of far-off music. The light and the music both increased, and one by one his senses came back to him. He was seated on a low cushioned bench beneath a group of palms. A young girl was sitting beside him, but her face was turned away from him.

I did not catch your name, he was saying. Would you mind telling it to me?

She turned her face towards him. It was the most spiritually beautiful face he had ever seen. I am in the same predicament, she laughed. You had better write yours on my programme, and I will write mine on yours.

So they wrote upon each others programme and exchanged again. The name she had written was Alice Blatchley.

He had never seen her before, that he could remember. Yet at the back of his mind there dwelt the haunting knowledge of her. Somewhere long ago they had met, talked together. Slowly, as one recalls a dream, it came back to him. In some other life, vague, shadowy, he had married this woman. For the first few years they had loved each other; then the gulf had opened between them, widened. Stern, strong voices had called to him to lay aside his selfish dreams, his boyish ambitions, to take upon his shoulders the yoke of a great duty. When more than ever he had demanded sympathy and help, this woman had fallen away from him. His ideals but irritated her. Only at the cost of daily bitterness had he been able to resist her endeavours to draw him from his path. A face — that of a woman with soft eyes, full of helpfulness, shone through the mist of his dream — the face of a woman who would one day come to him out of the Future with outstretched hands that he would yearn to clasp.

Shall we not dance? said the voice beside him. I really wont sit out a waltz.

They hurried into the ball-room. With his arm about her form, her wondrous eyes shyly, at rare moments, seeking his, then vanishing again behind their drooping lashes, the brain, the mind, the very soul of the young man passed out of his own keeping. She complimented him in her bewitching manner, a delightful blending of condescension and timidity.

You dance extremely well, she told him. You may ask me for another, later on.

The words flashed out from that dim haunting future. Your dancing was your chief attraction for me, as likely as not, had I but known?

All that evening and for many months to come the Present and the Future fought within him. And the experience of Nathaniel Armitage, divinity student, was the experience likewise of Alice Blatchley, who had fallen in love with him at first sight, having found him the divinest dancer she had ever whirled with to the sensuous music of the waltz; of Horatio Camelford, journalist and minor poet, whose journalism earned him a bare income, but at whose minor poetry critics smiled; of Jessica Dearwood, with her glorious eyes, and muddy complexion, and her wild hopeless passion for the big, handsome, ruddy-bearded Dick Everett, who, knowing it, only laughed at her in his kindly, lordly way, telling her with frank brutalness that the woman who was not beautiful had missed her vocation in life; of that scheming, conquering young gentleman himself, who at twenty-five had already made his mark in the City, shrewd, clever, cool-headed as a fox, except where a pretty face and shapely hand or ankle were concerned; of Nellie Fanshawe, then in the pride of her ravishing beauty, who loved none but herself, whose clay-made gods were jewels, and fine dresses and rich feasts, the envy of other women and the courtship of all mankind.

That evening of the ball each clung to the hope that this memory of the future was but a dream. They had been introduced to one another; had heard each others names for the first time with a start of recognition; had avoided one anothers eyes; had hastened to plunge into meaningless talk; till that moment when young Camelford, stooping to pick up Jessicas fan, had found that broken fragment of the Rhenish wine-glass. Then it was that conviction refused to be shaken off, that knowledge of the future had to be sadly accepted.

What they had not foreseen was that knowledge of the future in no way affected their emotions of the present. Nathaniel Armitage grew day by day more hopelessly in love with bewitching Alice Blatchley. The thought of her marrying anyone else — the long-haired, priggish Camelford in particular — sent the blood boiling through his veins; added to which sweet Alice, with her arms about his neck, would confess to him that life without him would be a misery hardly to be endured, that the thought of him as the husband of another woman — of Nellie Fanshawe in particular — was madness to her. It was right perhaps, knowing what they did, that they should say good-bye to one another. She would bring sorrow into his life. Better far that he should put her away from him, that she should die of a broken heart, as she felt sure she would. How could he, a fond lover, inflict this suffering upon her? He ought of course to marry Nellie Fanshawe, but he could not bear the girl. Would it not be the height of absurdity to marry a girl he strongly disliked because twenty years hence she might be more suitable to him than the woman he now loved and who loved him?

Nor could Nellie Fanshawe bring herself to discuss without laughter the suggestion of marrying on a hundred-and-fifty a year a curate that she positively hated. There would come a time when wealth would be indifferent to her, when her exalted spirit would ask but for the satisfaction of self-sacrifice. But that time had not arrived. The emotions it would bring with it she could not in her present state even imagine. Her whole present being craved for the things of this world, the things that were within her grasp. To ask her to forego them now because later on she would not care for them! it was like telling a schoolboy to avoid the tuck-shop because, when a man, the thought of stick-jaw would be nauseous to him. If her capacity for enjoyment was to be short-lived, all the more reason for grasping joy quickly.

Alice Blatchley, when her lover was not by, gave herself many a headache trying to think the thing out logically. Was it not foolish of her to rush into this marriage with dear Nat? At forty she would wish she had married somebody else. But most women at forty — she judged from conversation round about her — wished they had married somebody else. If every girl at twenty listened to herself at forty there would be no more marriage. At forty she would be a different person altogether. That other elderly person did not interest her. To ask a young girl to spoil her life purely in the interests of this middle-aged party — it did not seem right. Besides, whom else was she to marry? Camelford would not have her; he did not want her then; he was not going to want her at forty. For practical purposes Camelford was out of the question. She might marry somebody else altogether — and fare worse. She might remain a spinster: she hated the mere name of spinster. The inky-fingered woman journalist that, if all went well, she might become: it was not her idea. Was she acting selfishly? Ought she, in his own interests, to refuse to marry dear Nat? Nellie — the little cat — who would suit him at forty, would not have him. If he was going to marry anyone but Nellie he might as well marry her, Alice. A bachelor clergyman! it sounded almost improper. Nor was dear Nat the type. If she threw him over it would be into the arms of some designing minx. What was she to do?

Camelford at forty, under the influence of favourable criticism, would have persuaded himself he was a heaven-sent prophet, his whole life to be beautifully spent in the saving of mankind. At twenty he felt he wanted to live. Weird-looking Jessica, with her magnificent eyes veiling mysteries, was of more importance to him than the rest of the species combined. Knowledge of the future in his ease only spurred desire. The muddy complexion would grow pink and white, the thin limbs round and shapely; the now scornful eyes would one day light with love at his coming. It was what he had once hoped: it was what he now knew. At forty the artist is stronger than the man; at twenty the man is stronger than the artist.

An uncanny creature, so most folks would have described Jessica Dearwood. Few would have imagined her developing into the good-natured, easy-going Mrs. Camelford of middle age. The animal, so strong within her at twenty, at thirty had burnt itself out. At eighteen, madly, blindly in love with red-bearded, deep-voiced Dick Everett she would, had he whistled to her, have flung herself gratefully at his feet, and this in spite of the knowledge forewarning her of the miserable life he would certainly lead her, at all events until her slowly developing beauty should give her the whip hand of him — by which time she would have come to despise him. Fortunately, as she told herself, there was no fear of his doing so, the future notwithstanding. Nellie Fanshawes beauty held him as with chains of steel, and Nellie had no intention of allowing her rich prize to escape her. Her own lover, it was true, irritated her more than any man she had ever met, but at least he would afford her refuge from the bread of charity. Jessica Dearwood, an orphan, had been brought up by a distant relative. She had not been the child to win affection. Of silent, brooding nature, every thoughtless incivility had been to her an insult, a wrong. Acceptance of young Camelford seemed her only escape from a life that had become to her a martyrdom. At forty-one he would wish he had remained a bachelor; but at thirty-eight that would not trouble her. She would know herself he was much better off as he was. Meanwhile, she would have come to like him, to respect him. He would be famous, she would be proud of him. Crying into her pillow — she could not help it — for love of handsome Dick, it was still a comfort to reflect that Nellie Fanshawe, as it were, was watching over her, protecting her from herself.

Dick, as he muttered to himself a dozen times a day, ought to marry Jessica. At thirty-eight she would be his ideal. He looked at her as she was at eighteen, and shuddered. Nellie at thirty would be plain and uninteresting. But when did consideration of the future ever cry halt to passion: when did a lover ever pause thinking of the morrow? If her beauty was to quickly pass, was not that one reason the more urging him to possess it while it lasted?

Nellie Fanshawe at forty would be a saint. The prospect did not please her: she hated saints. She would love the tiresome, solemn Nathaniel: of what use was that to her now? He did not desire her; he was in love with Alice, and Alice was in love with him. What would be the sense — even if they all agreed — in the three of them making themselves miserable for all their youth that they might be contented in their old age? Let age fend for itself and leave youth to its own instincts. Let elderly saints suffer — it was their metier — and youth drink the cup of life. It was a pity Dick was the only catch available, but he was young and handsome. Other girls had to put up with sixty and the gout.

Another point, a very serious point, had been overlooked. All that had arrived to them in that dim future of the past had happened to them as the results of their making the marriages they had made. To what fate other roads would lead their knowledge could not tell them. Nellie Fanshawe had become at forty a lovely character. Might not the hard life she had led with her husband — a life calling for continual sacrifice, for daily self-control — have helped towards this end? As the wife of a poor curate of high moral principles, would the same result have been secured? The fever that had robbed her of her beauty and turned her thoughts inward had been the result of sitting out on the balcony of the Paris Opera House with an Italian Count on the occasion of a fancy dress ball. As the wife of an East End clergyman the chances are she would have escaped that fever and its purifying effects. Was there not danger in the position: a supremely beautiful young woman, worldly-minded, hungry for pleasure, condemned to a life of poverty with a man she did not care for? The influence of Alice upon Nathaniel Armitage, during those first years when his character was forming, had been all for good. Could he be sure that, married to Nellie, he might not have deteriorated?

Were Alice Blatchley to marry an artist could she be sure that at forty she would still be in sympathy with artistic ideals? Even as a child had not her desire ever been in the opposite direction to that favoured by her nurse? Did not the reading of Conservative journals invariably incline her towards Radicalism, and the steady stream of Radical talk round her husbands table invariably set her seeking arguments in favour of the feudal system? Might it not have been her husbands growing Puritanism that had driven her to crave for Bohemianism? Suppose that towards middle age, the wife of a wild artist, she suddenly took religion, as the saying is. Her last state would be worse than the first.

Camelford was of delicate physique. As an absent-minded bachelor with no one to give him his meals, no one to see that his things were aired, could he have lived till forty? Could he be sure that home life had not given more to his art than it had taken from it?

Jessica Dearwood, of a nervous, passionate nature, married to a bad husband, might at forty have posed for one of the Furies. Not until her life had become restful had her good looks shown themselves. Hers was the type of beauty that for its development demands tranquillity.

Dick Everett had no delusions concerning himself. That, had he married Jessica, he could for ten years have remained the faithful husband of a singularly plain wife he knew to be impossible. But Jessica would have been no patient Griselda. The extreme probability was that having married her at twenty for the sake of her beauty at thirty, at twenty-nine at latest she would have divorced him.

Everett was a man of practical ideas. It was he who took the matter in hand. The refreshment contractor admitted that curious goblets of German glass occasionally crept into their stock. One of the waiters, on the understanding that in no case should he be called upon to pay for them, admitted having broken more than one wine-glass on that particular evening: thought it not unlikely he might have attempted to hide the fragments under a convenient palm. The whole thing evidently was a dream. So youth decided at the time, and the three marriages took place within three months of one another.

It was some ten years later that Armitage told me the story that night in the Club smoking-room. Mrs. Everett had just recovered from a severe attack of rheumatic fever, contracted the spring before in Paris. Mrs. Camelford, whom previously I had not met, certainly seemed to me one of the handsomest women I have ever seen. Mrs. Armitage — I knew her when she was Alice Blatchley — I found more charming as a woman than she had been as a girl. What she could have seen in Armitage I never could understand. Camelford made his mark some ten years later: poor fellow, he did not live long to enjoy his fame. Dick Everett has still another six years to work off; but he is well behaved, and there is talk of a petition.

It is a curious story altogether, I admit. As I said at the beginning, I do not myself believe it.


THE SOUL OF NICHOLAS SNYDERS, OR THE MISER OF ZANDAM
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ONCE UPON A time in Zandam, which is by the Zuider Zee, there lived a wicked man named Nicholas Snyders. He was mean and hard and cruel, and loved but one thing in the world, and that was gold. And even that not for its own sake. He loved the power gold gave him — the power to tyrannize and to oppress, the power to cause suffering at his will. They said he had no soul, but there they were wrong. All men own — or, to speak more correctly, are owned by — a soul; and the soul of Nicholas Snyders was an evil soul. He lived in the old windmill which still is standing on the quay, with only little Christina to wait upon him and keep house for him. Christina was an orphan whose parents had died in debt. Nicholas, to Christinas everlasting gratitude, had cleared their memory — it cost but a few hundred florins — in consideration that Christina should work for him without wages. Christina formed his entire household, and only one willing visitor ever darkened his door, the widow Toelast. Dame Toelast was rich and almost as great a miser as Nicholas himself. Why should not we two marry? Nicholas had once croaked to the widow Toelast. Together we should be masters of all Zandam. Dame Toelast had answered with a cackling laugh; but Nicholas was never in haste.

One afternoon Nicholas Snyders sat alone at his desk in the centre of the great semi-circular room that took up half the ground floor of the windmill, and that served him for an office, and there came a knocking at the outer door.

Come in! cried Nicholas Snyders. He spoke in a tone quite kind for Nicholas Snyders. He felt so sure it was Jan knocking at the door — Jan Van der Voort, the young sailor, now master of his own ship, come to demand of him the hand of little Christina. In anticipation, Nicholas Snyders tasted the joy of dashing Jans hopes to the ground; of hearing him plead, then rave; of watching the growing pallor that would overspread Jans handsome face as Nicholas would, point by point, explain to him the consequences of defiance — how, firstly, Jans old mother should be turned out of her home, his old father put into prison for debt; how, secondly, Jan himself should be pursued without remorse, his ship be bought over his head before he could complete the purchase. The interview would afford to Nicholas Snyders sport after his own soul. Since Jans return the day before, he had been looking forward to it. Therefore, feeling sure it was Jan, he cried Come in! quite cheerily.

But it was not Jan. It was somebody Nicholas Snyders had never set eyes on before. And neither, after that one visit, did Nicholas Snyders ever set eyes upon him again. The light was fading, and Nicholas Snyders was not the man to light candles before they were needed, so that he was never able to describe with any precision the strangers appearance. Nicholas thought he seemed an old man, but alert in all his movements; while his eyes — the one thing about him Nicholas saw with any clearness — were curiously bright and piercing.

Who are you? asked Nicholas Snyders, taking no pains to disguise his disappointment.

I am a pedlar, answered the stranger. His voice was clear and not unmusical, with just the suspicion of roguishness behind.

Not wanting anything, answered Nicholas Snyders drily. Shut the door and be careful of the step.

But instead the stranger took a chair and drew it nearer, and, himself in shadow, looked straight into Nicholas Snyders face and laughed.

Are you quite sure, Nicholas Snyders? Are you quite sure there is nothing you require?

Nothing, growled Nicholas Snyders—except the sight of your back. The stranger bent forward, and with his long, lean hand touched Nicholas Snyders playfully upon the knee. Wouldnt you like a soul, Nicholas Snyders? he asked.

Think of it, continued the strange pedlar, before Nicholas could recover power of speech. For forty years you have drunk the joy of being mean and cruel. Are you not tired of the taste, Nicholas Snyders? Wouldnt you like a change? Think of it, Nicholas Snyders — the joy of being loved, of hearing yourself blessed, instead of cursed! Wouldnt it be good fun, Nicholas Snyders — just by way of a change? If you dont like it, you can return and be yourself again.

What Nicholas Snyders, recalling all things afterwards, could never understand was why he sat there, listening in patience to the strangers talk; for, at the time, it seemed to him the jesting of a wandering fool. But something about the stranger had impressed him.

I have it with me, continued the odd pedlar; and as for price— The stranger made a gesture indicating dismissal of all sordid details. I look for my reward in watching the result of the experiment. I am something of a philosopher. I take an interest in these matters. See. The stranger dived between his legs and produced from his pack a silver flask of cunning workmanship and laid it on the table.

Its flavour is not unpleasant, explained the stranger. A little bitter; but one does not drink it by the goblet: a wineglassful, such as one would of old Tokay, while the mind of both is fixed on the same thought: May my soul pass into him, may his pass into me! The operation is quite simple: the secret lies within the drug. The stranger patted the quaint flask as though it had been some little dog.

You will say: Who will exchange souls with Nicholas Snyders? The stranger appeared to have come prepared with an answer to all questions. My friend, you are rich; you need not fear. It is the possession men value the least of all they have. Choose your soul and drive your bargain. I leave that to you with one word of counsel only: you will find the young readier than the old — the young, to whom the world promises all things for gold. Choose you a fine, fair, fresh, young soul, Nicholas Snyders; and choose it quickly. Your hair is somewhat grey, my friend. Taste, before you die, the joy of living.

The strange pedlar laughed and, rising, closed his pack. Nicholas Snyders neither moved nor spoke, until with the soft clanging of the massive door his senses returned to him. Then, seizing the flask the stranger had left behind him, he sprang from his chair, meaning to fling it after him into the street. But the flashing of the firelight on its burnished surface stayed his hand.

After all, the case is of value, Nicholas chuckled, and put the flask aside and, lighting the two tall candles, buried himself again in his green-bound ledger. Yet still from time to time Nicholas Snyders eye would wander to where the silver flask remained half hidden among dusty papers. And later there came again a knocking at the door, and this time it really was young Jan who entered.

Jan held out his great hand across the littered desk.

We parted in anger, Nicholas Snyders. It was my fault. You were in the right. I ask you to forgive me. I was poor. It was selfish of me to wish the little maid to share with me my poverty. But now I am no longer poor.

Sit down, responded Nicholas in kindly tone. I have heard of it. So now you are master and the owner of your ship — your very own.

My very own after one more voyage, laughed Jan. I have Burgomaster Allarts promise.

A promise is not a performance, hinted Nicholas. Burgomaster Allart is not a rich man; a higher bid might tempt him. Another might step in between you and become the owner.

Jan only laughed. Why, that would be the work of an enemy, which, God be praised, I do not think that I possess.

Lucky lad! commented Nicholas; so few of us are without enemies. And your parents, Jan, will they live with you?

We wished it, answered Jan, both Christina and I. But the mother is feeble. The old mill has grown into her life.

I can understand, agreed Nicholas. The old vine torn from the old wall withers. And your father, Jan; people will gossip. The mill is paying?

Jan shook his head. It never will again; and the debts haunt him. But all that, as I tell him, is a thing of the past. His creditors have agreed to look to me and wait.

All of them? queried Nicholas.

All of them I could discover, laughed Jan.

Nicholas Snyders pushed back his chair and looked at Jan with a smile upon his wrinkled face. And so you and Christina have arranged it all?

With your consent, sir, answered Jan.

You will wait for that? asked Nicholas.

We should like to have it, sir. Jan smiled, but the tone of his voice fell agreeably on Nicholas Snyders ear. Nicholas Snyders loved best beating the dog that, growled and showed its teeth.

Better not wait for that, said Nicholas Snyders. You might have to wait long.

Jan rose, an angry flush upon his face. So nothing changes you, Nicholas Snyders. Have it your own way, then.

You will marry her in spite of me?

In spite of you and of your friends the fiends, and of your master the Devil! flung out Jan. For Jan had a soul that was generous and brave and tender and excessively short-tempered. Even the best of souls have their failings.

I am sorry, said old Nicholas.

I am glad to hear it, answered Jan.

I am sorry for your mother, explained Nicholas. The poor dame, I fear, will be homeless in her old age. The mortgage shall be foreclosed, Jan, on your wedding-day. I am sorry for your father, Jan. His creditors, Jan — you have overlooked just one. I am sorry for him, Jan. Prison has always been his dread. I am sorry even for you, my young friend. You will have to begin life over again. Burgomaster Allart is in the hollow of my hand. I have but to say the word, your ship is mine. I wish you joy of your bride, my young friend. You must love her very dearly — you will be paying a high price for her.

It was Nicholas Snyders grin that maddened Jan. He sought for something that, thrown straight at the wicked mouth, should silence it, and by chance his hand lighted on the pedlars silver flask. In the same instance Nicholas Snyders hand had closed upon it also. The grin had died away.

Sit down, commanded Nicholas Snyders. Let us talk further. And there was that in his voice that compelled the younger mans obedience.

You wonder, Jan, why I seek always anger and hatred. I wonder at times myself. Why do generous thoughts never come to me, as to other men! Listen, Jan; I am in a whimsical mood. Such things cannot be, but it is a whim of mine to think it might have been. Sell me your soul, Jan, sell me your soul, that I, too, may taste this love and gladness that I hear about. For a little while, Jan, only for a little while, and I will give you all you desire.

The old man seized his pen and wrote.

See, Jan, the ship is yours beyond mishap; the mill goes free; your father may hold up his head again. And all I ask, Jan, is that you drink to me, willing the while that your soul may go from you and become the soul of old Nicholas Snyders — for a little while, Jan, only for a little while.

With feverish hands the old man had drawn the stopper from the pedlars flagon, had poured the wine into twin glasses. Jans inclination was to laugh, but the old mans eagerness was almost frenzy. Surely he was mad; but that would not make less binding the paper he had signed. A true man does not jest with his soul, but the face of Christina was shining down on Jan from out the gloom.

You will mean it? whispered Nicholas Snyders.

May my soul pass from me and enter into Nicholas Snyders! answered Jan, replacing his empty glass upon the table. And the two stood looking for a moment into one anothers eyes.

And the high candles on the littered desk flickered and went out, as though a breath had blown them, first one and then the other.

I must be getting home, came the voice of Jan from the darkness. Why did you blow out the candles?

We can light them again from the fire, answered Nicholas. He did not add that he had meant to ask that same question of Jan. He thrust them among the glowing logs, first one and then the other; and the shadows crept back into their corners.

You will not stop and see Christina? asked Nicholas.

Not to-night, answered Jan.

The paper that I signed, Nicholas reminded him—you have it?

I had forgotten it, Jan answered.

The old man took it from the desk and handed it to him. Jan thrust it into his pocket and went out. Nicholas bolted the door behind him and returned to his desk; sat long there, his elbow resting on the open ledger.

Nicholas pushed the ledger aside and laughed. What foolery! As if such things could be! The fellow must have bewitched me.

Nicholas crossed to the fire and warmed his hands before the blaze. Still, I am glad he is going to marry the little lass. A good lad, a good lad.

Nicholas must have fallen asleep before the fire. When he opened his eyes, it was to meet the grey dawn. He felt cold, stiff, hungry, and decidedly cross. Why had not Christina woke him up and given him his supper. Did she think he had intended to pass the night on a wooden chair? The girl was an idiot. He would go upstairs and tell her through the door just what he thought of her.

His way upstairs led through the kitchen. To his astonishment, there sat Christina, asleep before the burnt-out grate.

Upon my word, muttered Nicholas to himself, people in this house dont seem to know what beds are for!

But it was not Christina, so Nicholas told himself. Christina had the look of a frightened rabbit: it had always irritated him. This girl, even in her sleep, wore an impertinent expression — a delightfully impertinent expression. Besides, this girl was pretty — marvellously pretty. Indeed, so pretty a girl Nicholas had never seen in all his life before. Why had the girls, when Nicholas was young, been so entirely different! A sudden bitterness seized Nicholas: it was as though he had just learnt that long ago, without knowing it, he had been robbed.

The child must be cold. Nicholas fetched his fur-lined cloak and wrapped it about her.

There was something else he ought to do. The idea came to him while drawing the cloak around her shoulders, very gently, not to disturb her — something he wanted to do, if only he could think what it was. The girls lips were parted. She appeared to be speaking to him, asking him to do this thing — or telling him not to do it. Nicholas could not be sure which. Half a dozen times he turned away, and half a dozen times stole back to where she sat sleeping with that delightfully impertinent expression on her face, her lips parted. But what she wanted, or what it was he wanted, Nicholas could not think.

Perhaps Christina would know. Perhaps Christina would know who she was and how she got there. Nicholas climbed the stairs, swearing at them for creaking.

Christinas door was open. No one was in the room; the bed had not been slept upon. Nicholas descended the creaking stairs.

The girl was still asleep. Could it be Christina herself? Nicholas examined the delicious features one by one. Never before, so far as he could recollect, had he seen the girl; yet around her neck — Nicholas had not noticed it before — lay Christinas locket, rising and falling as she breathed. Nicholas knew it well; the one thing belonging to her mother Christina had insisted on keeping. The one thing about which she had ever defied him. She would never have parted with that locket. It must be Christina herself. But what had happened to her? Or to himself. Remembrance rushed in upon him. The odd pedlar! The scene with Jan! But surely all that had been a dream? Yet there upon the littered desk still stood the pedlars silver flask, together with the twin stained glasses.

Nicholas tried to think, but his brain was in a whirl. A ray of sunshine streaming through the window fell across the dusty room. Nicholas had never seen the sun, that he could recollect. Involuntarily he stretched his hands towards it, felt a pang of grief when it vanished, leaving only the grey light. He drew the rusty bolts, flung open the great door. A strange world lay before him, a new world of lights and shadows, that wooed him with their beauty — a world of low, soft voices that called to him. There came to him again that bitter sense of having been robbed.

I could have been so happy all these years, murmured old Nicholas to himself. It is just the little town I could have loved — so quaint, so quiet, so homelike. I might have had friends, old cronies, children of my own maybe—

A vision of the sleeping Christina flashed before his eyes. She had come to him a child, feeling only gratitude towards him. Had he had eyes with which to see her, all things might have been different.

Was it too late? He is not so old — not so very old. New life is in his veins. She still loves Jan, but that was the Jan of yesterday. In the future, Jans every word and deed will be prompted by the evil soul that was once the soul of Nicholas Snyders — that Nicholas Snyders remembers well. Can any woman love that, let the case be as handsome as you will?

Ought he, as an honest man, to keep the soul he had won from Jan by what might be called a trick? Yes, it had been a fair bargain, and Jan had taken his price. Besides, it was not as if Jan had fashioned his own soul; these things are chance. Why should one man be given gold, and another be given parched peas? He has as much right to Jans soul as Jan ever had. He is wiser, he can do more good with it. It was Jans soul that loved Christina; let Jans soul win her if it can. And Jans soul, listening to the argument, could not think of a word to offer in opposition.

Christina was still asleep when Nicholas re-entered the kitchen. He lighted the fire and cooked the breakfast and then aroused her gently. There was no doubt it was Christina. The moment her eyes rested on old Nicholas, there came back to her the frightened rabbit look that had always irritated him. It irritated him now, but the irritation was against himself.

You were sleeping so soundly when I came in last night— Christina commenced.

And you were afraid to wake me, Nicholas interrupted her. You thought the old curmudgeon would be cross. Listen, Christina. You paid off yesterday the last debt your father owed. It was to an old sailor — I had not been able to find him before. Not a cent more do you owe, and there remains to you, out of your wages, a hundred florins. It is yours whenever you like to ask me for it.

Christina could not understand, neither then nor during the days that followed; nor did Nicholas enlighten her. For the soul of Jan had entered into a very wise old man, who knew that the best way to live down the past is to live boldly the present. All that Christina could be sure of was that the old Nicholas Snyders had mysteriously vanished, that in his place remained a new Nicholas, who looked at her with kindly eyes — frank and honest, compelling confidence. Though Nicholas never said so, it came to Christina that she herself, her sweet example, her ennobling influence it was that had wrought this wondrous change. And to Christina the explanation seemed not impossible — seemed even pleasing.

The sight of his littered desk was hateful to him. Starting early in the morning, Nicholas would disappear for the entire day, returning in the evening tired but cheerful, bringing with him flowers that Christina laughed at, telling him they were weeds. But what mattered names? To Nicholas they were beautiful. In Zandam the children ran from him, the dogs barked after him. So Nicholas, escaping through byways, would wander far into the country. Children in the villages around came to know a kind old fellow who loved to linger, his hands resting on his staff, watching their play, listening to their laughter; whose ample pockets were storehouses of good things. Their elders, passing by, would whisper to one another how like he was in features to wicked old Nick, the miser of Zandam, and would wonder where he came from. Nor was it only the faces of the children that taught his lips to smile. It troubled him at first to find the world so full of marvellously pretty girls — of pretty women also, all more or less lovable. It bewildered him. Until he found that, notwithstanding, Christina remained always in his thoughts the prettiest, the most lovable of them all. Then every pretty face rejoiced him: it reminded him of Christina.

On his return the second day, Christina had met him with sadness in her eyes. Farmer Beerstraater, an old friend of her fathers, had called to see Nicholas; not finding Nicholas, had talked a little with Christina. A hardhearted creditor was turning him out of his farm. Christina pretended not to know that the creditor was Nicholas himself, but marvelled that such wicked men could be. Nicholas said nothing, but the next day Farmer Beerstraater had called again, all smiles, blessings, and great wonder.

But what can have come to him? repeated Farmer Beerstraater over and over.

Christina had smiled and answered that perhaps the good God had touched his heart; but thought to herself that perhaps it had been the good influence of another. The tale flew. Christina found herself besieged on every hand, and, finding her intercessions invariably successful, grew day by day more pleased with herself, and by consequence more pleased with Nicholas Snyders. For Nicholas was a cunning old gentleman. Jans soul in him took delight in undoing the evil the soul of Nicholas had wrought. But the brain of Nicholas Snyders that remained to him whispered: Let the little maid think it is all her doing.

The news reached the ears of Dame Toelast. The same evening saw her seated in the inglenook opposite Nicholas Snyders, who smoked and seemed bored.

You are making a fool of yourself, Nicholas Snyders, the Dame told him. Everybody is laughing at you.

I had rather they laughed than cursed me, growled Nicholas.

Have you forgotten all that has passed between us? demanded the Dame.

Wish I could, sighed Nicholas.

At your age— commenced the Dame.

I am feeling younger than I ever felt in all my life, Nicholas interrupted her.

You dont look it, commented the Dame.

What do looks matter? snapped Nicholas. It is the soul of a man that is the real man.

They count for something, as the world goes, explained the Dame. Why, if I liked to follow your example and make a fool of myself, there are young men, fine young men, handsome young men—

Dont let me stand in your way, interposed Nicholas quickly. As you say, I am old and I have a devil of a temper. There must be many better men than I am, men more worthy of you.

I dont say there are not, returned the Dame: but nobody more suitable. Girls for boys, and old women for old men. I havent lost my wits, Nicholas Snyders, if you have. When you are yourself again—

Nicholas Snyders sprang to his feet. I am myself, he cried, and intend to remain myself! Who dares say I am not myself?

I do, retorted the Dame with exasperating coolness. Nicholas Snyders is not himself when at the bidding of a pretty-faced doll he flings his money out of the window with both hands. He is a creature bewitched, and I am sorry for him. Shell fool you for the sake of her friends till you havent a cent left, and then shell laugh at you. When you are yourself, Nicholas Snyders, you will be crazy with yourself — remember that. And Dame Toelast marched out and slammed the door behind her.

Girls for boys, and old women for old men. The phrase kept ringing in his ears. Hitherto his new-found happiness had filled his life, leaving no room for thought. But the old Dames words had sown the seed of reflection.

Was Christina fooling him? The thought was impossible. Never once had she pleaded for herself, never once for Jan. The evil thought was the creature of Dame Toelasts evil mind. Christina loved him. Her face brightened at his coming. The fear of him had gone out of her; a pretty tyranny had replaced it. But was it the love that he sought? Jans soul in old Nicks body was young and ardent. It desired Christina not as a daughter, but as a wife. Could it win her in spite of old Nicks body? The soul of Jan was an impatient soul. Better to know than to doubt.

Do not light the candles; let us talk a little by the light of the fire only, said Nicholas. And Christina, smiling, drew her chair towards the blaze. But Nicholas sat in the shadow.

You grow more beautiful every day, Christina, said Nicholas-sweeter and more womanly. He will be a happy man who calls you wife.

The smile passed from Christinas face. I shall never marry, she answered. Never is a long word, little one.

A true woman does not marry the man she does not love.

But may she not marry the man she does? smiled Nicholas.

Sometimes she may not, Christina explained.

And when is that?

Christinas face was turned away. When he has ceased to love her.

The soul in old Nicks body leapt with joy. He is not worthy of you, Christina. His new fortune has changed him. Is it not so? He thinks only of money. It is as though the soul of a miser had entered into him. He would marry even Dame Toelast for the sake of her gold-bags and her broad lands and her many mills, if only she would have him. Cannot you forget him?

I shall never forget him. I shall never love another man. I try to hide it; and often I am content to find there is so much in the world that I can do. But my heart is breaking. She rose and, kneeling beside him, clasped her hands around him. I am glad you have let me tell you, she said. But for you I could not have borne it. You are so good to me.

For answer he stroked with his withered hand the golden hair that fell disordered about his withered knees. She raised her eyes to him; they were filled with tears, but smiling.

I cannot understand, she said. I think sometimes that you and he must have changed souls. He is hard and mean and cruel, as you used to be. She laughed, and the arms around him tightened for a moment. And now you are kind and tender and great, as once he was. It is as if the good God had taken away my lover from me to give to me a father.

Listen to me, Christina, he said. It is the soul that is the man, not the body. Could you not love me for my new soul?

But I do love you, answered Christina, smiling through her tears.

Could you as a husband? The firelight fell upon her face. Nicholas, holding it between his withered hands, looked into it long and hard; and reading what he read there, laid it back against his breast and soothed it with his withered hand.

I was jesting, little one, he said. Girls for boys, and old women for old men. And so, in spite of all, you still love Jan?

I love him, answered Christina. I cannot help it.

And if he would, you would marry him, let his soul be what it may?

I love him, answered Christina. I cannot help it.

Old Nicholas sat alone before the dying fire. Is it the soul or the body that is the real man? The answer was not so simple as he had thought it.

Christina loved Jan — so Nicholas mumbled to the dying fire—when he had the soul of Jan. She loves him still, though he has the soul of Nicholas Snyders. When I asked her if she could love me, it was terror I read in her eyes, though Jans soul is now in me; she divined it. It must be the body that is the real Jan, the real Nicholas. If the soul of Christina entered into the body of Dame Toelast, should I turn from Christina, from her golden hair, her fathomless eyes, her asking lips, to desire the shrivelled carcass of Dame Toelast? No; I should still shudder at the thought of her. Yet when I had the soul of Nicholas Snyders, I did not loathe her, while Christina was naught to me. It must be with the soul that we love, else Jan would still love Christina and I should be Miser Nick. Yet here am I loving Christina, using Nicholas Snyders brain and gold to thwart Nicholas Snyders every scheme, doing everything that I know will make him mad when he comes back into his own body; while Jan cares no longer for Christina, would marry Dame Toelast for her broad lands, her many mills. Clearly it is the soul that is the real man. Then ought I not to be glad, thinking I am going back into my own body, knowing that I shall wed Christina? But I am not glad; I am very miserable. I shall not go with Jans soul, I feel it; my own soul will come back to me. I shall be again the hard, cruel, mean old man I was before, only now I shall be poor and helpless. The folks will laugh at me, and I shall curse them, powerless to do them evil. Even Dame Toelast will not want me when she learns all. And yet I must do this thing. So long as Jans soul is in me, I love Christina better than myself. I must do this for her sake. I love her — I cannot help it.

Old Nicholas rose, took from the place, where a month before he had hidden it, the silver flask of cunning workmanship.

Just two more glassfuls left, mused Nicholas, as he gently shook the flask against his ear. He laid it on the desk before him, then opened once again the old green ledger, for there still remained work to be done.

He woke Christina early. Take these letters, Christina, he commanded. When you have delivered them all, but not before, go to Jan; tell him I am waiting here to see him on a matter of business. He kissed her and seemed loth to let her go.

I shall only be a little while, smiled Christina.

All partings take but a little while, he answered.

Old Nicholas had foreseen the trouble he would have. Jan was content, had no desire to be again a sentimental young fool, eager to saddle himself with a penniless wife. Jan had other dreams.

Drink, man, drink! cried Nicholas impatiently, before I am tempted to change my mind. Christina, provided you marry her, is the richest bride in Zandam. There is the deed; read it; and read quickly.

Then Jan consented, and the two men drank. And there passed a breath between them as before; and Jan with his hands covered his eyes a moment.

It was a pity, perhaps, that he did so, for in that moment Nicholas snatched at the deed that lay beside Jan on the desk. The next instant it was blazing in the fire.

Not so poor as you thought! came the croaking voice of Nicholas. Not so poor as you thought! I can build again, I can build again! And the creature, laughing hideously, danced with its withered arms spread out before the blaze, lest Jan should seek to rescue Christinas burning dowry before it was destroyed.

Jan did not tell Christina. In spite of all Jan could say, she would go back. Nicholas Snyders drove her from the door with curses. She could not understand. The only thing clear was that Jan had come back to her.

Twas a strange madness that seized upon me, Jan explained. Let the good sea breezes bring us health.

So from the deck of Jans ship they watched old Zandam till it vanished into air.

Christina cried a little at the thought of never seeing it again; but Jan comforted her and later new faces hid the old.

And old Nicholas married Dame Toelast, but, happily, lived to do evil only for a few years longer.

Long after, Jan told Christina the whole story, but it sounded very improbable, and Christina — though, of course, she did not say so — did not quite believe it, but thought Jan was trying to explain away that strange month of his life during which he had wooed Dame Toelast. Yet it certainly was strange that Nicholas, for the same short month, had been so different from his usual self.

Perhaps, thought Christina, if I had not told him I loved Jan, he would not have gone back to his old ways. Poor old gentleman! No doubt it was despair.


MRS. KORNER SINS HER MERCIES
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I DO MEAN it, declared Mrs. Korner, I like a man to be a man.

But you would not like Christopher — I mean Mr. Korner — to be that sort of man, suggested her bosom friend.

I dont mean that I should like it if he did it often. But I should like to feel that he was able to be that sort of man. — Have you told your master that breakfast is ready? demanded Mrs. Korner of the domestic staff, entering at the moment with three boiled eggs and a teapot.

Yus, Ive told im, replied the staff indignantly.

The domestic staff at Acacia Villa, Ravenscourt Park, lived in a state of indignation. It could be heard of mornings and evenings saying its prayers indignantly.

What did he say?

Said e11 be down the moment es dressed.

Nobody wants him to come before, commented Mrs. Korner. Answered me that he was putting on his collar when I called up to him five minutes ago.

Answer yer the same thing now, if yer called up to im agen, I spect, was the opinion of the staff. Was on is ands and knees when I looked in, scooping round under the bed for is collar stud.

Mrs. Korner paused with the teapot in her hand. Was he talking?

Talkin? Nobody there to talk to; I adnt got no time to stop and chatter.

I mean to himself, explained Mrs. Korner. He — he wasnt swearing? There was a note of eagerness, almost of hope, in Mrs. Korners voice.

Swearin! E! Why, e dont know any.

Thank you, said Mrs. Korner. That will do, Harriet; you may go.

Mrs Korner put down the teapot with a bang. The very girl, said Mrs. Korner bitterly, the very girl despises him.

Perhaps, suggested Miss Greene, he had been swearing and had finished.

But Mrs. Korner was not to be comforted. Finished! Any other man would have been swearing all the time.

Perhaps, suggested the kindly bosom friend, ever the one to plead the cause of the transgressor, perhaps he was swearing, and she did not hear him. You see, if he had his head well underneath the bed—

The door opened.

Sorry I am late, said Mr. Korner, bursting cheerfully into the room. It was a point with Mr. Korner always to be cheerful in the morning. Greet the day with a smile and it will leave you with a blessing, was the motto Mrs. Korner, this day a married woman of six months and three weeks standing had heard her husband murmur before getting out of bed on precisely two hundred and two occasions. The Motto entered largely into the scheme of Mr. Korners life. Written in fine copperplate upon cards all of the same size, a choice selection counselled him each morning from the rim of his shaving-glass.

Did you find it? asked Mrs. Korner.

It is most extraordinary, replied Mr. Korner, as he seated himself at the breakfast-table. I saw it go under the bed with my own eyes. Perhaps—

Dont ask me to look for it, interrupted Mrs. Korner. Crawling about on their hands and knees, knocking their heads against iron bedsteads, would be enough to make some people swear. The emphasis was on the some.

It is not bad training for the character, hinted Mr. Korner, occasionally to force oneself to perform patiently tasks calculated—

If you get tied up in one of those long sentences of yours, you will never get out in time to eat your breakfast, was the fear of Mrs. Korner.

I should be sorry for anything to happen to it, remarked Mr. Korner, its intrinsic value may perhaps—

I will look for it after breakfast, volunteered the amiable Miss Greene. I am good at finding things.

I can well believe it, the gallant Mr. Korner assured her, as with the handle of his spoon he peeled his egg. From such bright eyes as yours, few—

Youve only got ten minutes, his wife reminded him. Do get on with your breakfast.

I should like, said Mr. Korner, to finish a speech occasionally.

You never would, asserted Mrs. Korner.

I should like to try, sighed Mr. Korner, one of these days—

How did you sleep, dear? I forgot to ask you, questioned Mrs. Korner of the bosom friend.

I am always restless in a strange bed the first night, explained Miss Greene. I daresay, too, I was a little excited.

I could have wished, said Mr. Korner, it had been a better example of the delightful art of the dramatist. When one goes but seldom to the theatre—

One wants to enjoy oneself interrupted Mrs. Korner.

I really do not think, said the bosom friend, that I have ever laughed so much in all my life.

It was amusing. I laughed myself, admitted Mr. Korner. At the same time I cannot help thinking that to treat drunkenness as a theme—

He wasnt drunk, argued Mrs. Korner, he was just jovial.

My dear! Mr. Korner Corrected her, he simply couldnt stand.

He was much more amusing than some people who can, retorted Mrs. Korner.

It is possible, my dear Aimee, her husband pointed out to her, for a man to be amusing without being drunk; also for a man to be drunk without—

Oh, a man is all the better, declared Mrs. Korner, for letting himself go occasionally.

My dear—

You, Christopher, would be all the better for letting yourself go — occasionally.

I wish, said Mr. Korner, as he passed his empty cup, you would not say things you do not mean. Anyone hearing you—

If theres one thing makes me more angry than another, said Mrs. Korner, it is being told I say things that I do not mean.

Why say them then? suggested Mr. Korner.

I dont. I do — I mean I do mean them, explained Mrs. Korner.

You can hardly mean, my dear, persisted her husband, that you really think I should be all the better for getting drunk — even occasionally.

I didnt say drunk; I said going it.

But I do go it in moderation, pleaded Mr. Korner, Moderation in all things, that is my motto.

I know it, returned Mrs. Korner.

A little of everything and nothing— this time Mr. Korner interrupted himself. I fear, said Mr. Korner, rising, we must postpone the further discussion of this interesting topic. If you would not mind stepping out with me into the passage, dear, there are one or two little matters connected with the house—

Host and hostess squeezed past the visitor and closed the door behind them. The visitor continued eating.

I do mean it, repeated Mrs. Korner, for the third time, reseating herself a minute later at the table. I would give anything — anything, reiterated the lady recklessly, to see Christopher more like the ordinary sort of man.

But he has always been the sort — the sort of man he is, her bosom friend reminded her.

Oh, during the engagement, of course, one expects a man to be perfect. I didnt think he was going to keep it up.

He seems to me, said Miss Greene, a dear, good fellow. You are one of those people who never know when they are well off.

I know he is a good fellow, agreed Mrs. Korner, and I am very fond of him. It is just because I am fond of him that I hate feeling ashamed of him. I want him to be a manly man, to do the things that other men do.

Do all the ordinary sort of men swear and get occasionally drunk?

Of course they do, asserted Mrs. Korner, in a tone of authority. One does not want a man to be a milksop.

Have you ever seen a drunken man? inquired the bosom friend, who was nibbling sugar.

Heaps, replied Mrs. Korner, who was sucking marmalade off her fingers.

By which Mrs. Korner meant that some half a dozen times in her life she had visited the play, choosing by preference the lighter form of British drama. The first time she witnessed the real thing, which happened just precisely a month later, long after the conversation here recorded had been forgotten by the parties most concerned, no one could have been more utterly astonished than was Mrs. Korner.

How it came about Mr. Korner was never able to fully satisfy himself. Mr. Korner was not the type that serves the purpose of the temperance lecturer. His first glass he had drunk more years ago than he could recollect, and since had tasted the varied contents of many others. But never before had Mr. Korner exceeded, nor been tempted to exceed, the limits of his favourite virtue, moderation.

We had one bottle of claret between us, Mr. Korner would often recall to his mind, of which he drank the greater part. And then he brought out the little green flask. He said it was made from pears — that in Peru they kept it specially for Childrens parties. Of course, that may have been his joke; but in any case I cannot see how just one glass — I wonder could I have taken more than one glass while he was talking. It was a point that worried Mr. Korner.

The he who had talked, possibly, to such bad effect was a distant cousin of Mr. Korners, one Bill Damon, chief mate of the steamship La Fortuna. Until their chance meeting that afternoon in Leadenhall Street, they had not seen each other since they were boys together. The Fortuna was leaving St. Katherines Docks early the next morning bound for South America, and it might be years before they met again. As Mr. Damon pointed out, Fate, by thus throwing them into each others arms, clearly intended they should have a cosy dinner together that very evening in the captains cabin of the Fortuna.

Mr. Korner, returning to the office, despatched to Ravenscourt Park an express letter, announcing the strange news that he might not be home that evening much before ten, and at half-past six, for the first time since his marriage, directed his steps away from home and Mrs. Korner.

The two friends talked of many things. And later on they spoke of sweethearts and of wives. Mate Damons experiences had apparently been wide and varied. They talked — or, rather, the mate talked, and Mr. Korner listened — of the olive-tinted beauties of the Spanish Main, of the dark-eyed passionate creoles, of the blond Junos of the Californian valleys. The mate had theories concerning the care and management of women: theories that, if the mates word could be relied upon, had stood the test of studied application. A new world opened out to Mr. Korner; a world where lovely women worshipped with doglike devotion men who, though loving them in return, knew how to be their masters. Mr. Korner, warmed gradually from cold disapproval to bubbling appreciation, sat entranced. Time alone set a limit to the recital of the mates adventures. At eleven oclock the cook reminded them that the captain and the pilot might be aboard at any moment. Mr. Korner, surprised at the lateness of the hour, took a long and tender farewell of his cousin, and found St. Katherines Docks one of the most bewildering places out of which he had ever tried to escape. Under a lamp-post in the Minories, it suddenly occurred to Mr. Korner that he was an unappreciated man. Mrs. Korner never said and did the sort of things by means of which the beauties of the Southern Main endeavoured feebly to express their consuming passion for gentlemen superior in no way — as far as he could see — to Mr. Korner himself. Thinking over the sort of things Mrs. Korner did say and did do, tears sprung into Mr. Korners eyes. Noticing that a policeman was eyeing him with curiosity, he dashed them aside and hurried on. Pacing the platform of the Mansion House Station, where it is always draughty, the thought of his wrongs returned to him with renewed force. Why was there no trace of doglike devotion about Mrs. Korner? The fault — so he bitterly told himself — the fault was his. A woman loves her master; it is her instinct, mused Mr. Korner to himself. Damme, thought Mr. Korner, I dont believe that half her time she knows I am her master.

Go away, said Mr. Korner to a youth of pasty appearance who, with open mouth, had stopped immediately in front of him.

Im fond o listening, explained the pasty youth.

Whos talking? demanded Mr. Korner.

You are, replied the pasty youth.

It is a long journey from the city to Ravenscourt Park, but the task of planning out the future life of Mrs. Korner and himself kept Mr. Korner wide awake and interested. When he got out of the train the thing chiefly troubling him was the three-quarters of a mile of muddy road stretching between him and his determination to make things clear to Mrs. Korner then and there.

The sight of Acacia Villa, suggesting that everybody was in bed and asleep, served to further irritate him. A dog-like wife would have been sitting up to see if there was anything he wanted. Mr. Korner, acting on the advice of his own brass plate, not only knocked but also rang. As the door did not immediately fly open, he continued to knock and ring. The window of the best bedroom on the first floor opened.

Is that you? said the voice of Mrs. Korner. There was, as it happened, a distinct suggestion of passion in Mrs. Korners voice, but not of the passion Mr. Korner was wishful to inspire. It made him a little more angry than he was before.

Dont you talk to me with your head out of the window as if this were a gallanty show. You come down and open the door, commanded Mr. Korner.

Havent you got your latchkey? demanded Mrs. Korner.

For answer Mr. Korner attacked the door again. The window closed. The next moment but six or seven, the door was opened with such suddenness that Mr. Korner, still gripping the knocker, was borne inward in a flying attitude. Mrs. Korner had descended the stairs ready with a few remarks. She had not anticipated that Mr. Korner, usually slow of speech, could be even readier.

Wheres my supper? indignantly demanded Mr. Korner, still supported by the knocker.

Mrs. Korner, too astonished for words, simply stared.

Wheres my supper? repeated Mr. Korner, by this time worked up into genuine astonishment that it was not ready for him. Whats everybody mean, going off to bed, when the masterororous hasnt had his supper?

Is anything the matter, dear? was heard the voice of Miss Greene, speaking from the neighbourhood of the first landing.

Come in, Christopher, pleaded Mrs. Korner, please come in, and let me shut the door.

Mrs. Korner was the type of young lady fond of domineering with a not un-graceful hauteur over those accustomed to yield readily to her; it is a type that is easily frightened.

I wan grilled kinneys-on-toast, explained Mr. Korner, exchanging the knocker for the hat-stand, and wishing the next moment that he had not. Don lets avareytalk about it. Unnerstan? I dowan any talk about it.

What on earth am I to do? whispered the terrified Mrs. Korner to her bosom friend, there isnt a kidney in the house.

I should poach him a couple of eggs, suggested the helpful bosom friend; put plenty of Cayenne pepper on them. Very likely he wont remember.

Mr. Korner allowed himself to be persuaded into the dining-room, which was also the breakfast parlour and the library. The two ladies, joined by the hastily clad staff, whose chronic indignation seemed to have vanished in face of the first excuse for it that Acacia Villa had afforded her, made haste to light the kitchen fire.

I should never have believed it, whispered the white-faced Mrs. Korner, never.

Makes yer know theres a man about the ouse, dont it? chirped the delighted staff. Mrs. Korner, for answer, boxed the girls ears; it relieved her feelings to a slight extent.

The staff retained its equanimity, but the operations of Mrs. Korner and her bosom friend were retarded rather than assisted by the voice of Mr. Korner, heard every quarter of a minute, roaring out fresh directions.

I dare not go in alone, said Mrs. Korner, when all things were in order on the tray. So the bosom friend followed her, and the staff brought up the rear.

Whats this? frowned Mr. Korner. I told you chops.

Im so sorry, dear, faltered Mrs. Korner, but there werent any in the house.

In a perfectly organizedouse, such as for the future I meanterave, continued Mr. Korner, helping himself to beer, there should always be chopanteak. Unnerstanme? chopanteak!

Ill try and remember, dear, said Mrs. Korner.

Pearsterme, said Mr. Korner, between mouthfuls, youre norrer sort of housekeeper I want.

Ill try to be, dear, pleaded Mrs. Korner.

Wheres your books? Mr. Korner suddenly demanded.

My books? repeated Mrs. Korner, in astonishment.

Mr. Korner struck the corner of the table with his fist, which made most things in the room, including Mrs. Korner, jump.

Dont you defy me, my girl, said Mr. Korner. You know whatermean, your housekeepin books.

They happened to be in the drawer of the chiffonier. Mrs. Korner produced them, and passed them to her husband with a trembling hand. Mr. Korner, opening one by hazard, bent over it with knitted brows.

Pearsterme, my girl, you cant add, said Mr. Korner.

I — I was always considered rather good at arithmetic, as a girl, stammered Mrs. Korner.

What you mayabeen as a girl, and what — twenner-seven and nine? fiercely questioned Mr. Korner.

Thirty-eight — seven, commenced to blunder the terrified Mrs. Korner.

Know your nine tables or dont you? thundered Mr. Korner.

I used to, sobbed Mrs. Korner.

Say it, commanded Mr. Korner.

Nine times one are nine, sobbed the poor little woman, nine times two—

Goron, said Mr. Korner sternly.

She went on steadily, in a low monotone, broken by stifled sobs. The dreary rhythm of the repetition may possibly have assisted. As she mentioned fearfully that nine times eleven were ninety-nine, Miss Greene pointed stealthily toward the table. Mrs. Korner, glancing up fearfully, saw that the eyes of her lord and master were closed; heard the rising snore that issued from his head, resting between the empty beer-jug and the cruet stand.

He will be all right, counselled Miss Greene. You go to bed and lock yourself in. Harriet and I will see to his breakfast in the morning. It will be just as well for you to be out of the way.

And Mrs. Korner, only too thankful for some one to tell her what to do, obeyed in all things.

Toward seven oclock the sunlight streaming into the room caused Mr. Korner first to blink, then yawn, then open half an eye.

Greet the day with a smile, murmured Mr. Korner, sleepily, and it will—

Mr. Korner sat up suddenly and looked about him. This was not bed. The fragments of a jug and glass lay scattered round his feet. To the tablecloth an overturned cruet-stand mingled with egg gave colour. A tingling sensation about his head called for investigation. Mr. Korner was forced to the conclusion that somebody had been trying to make a salad of him — somebody with an exceptionally heavy hand for mustard. A sound directed Mr. Korners attention to the door.

The face of Miss Greene, portentously grave, was peeping through the jar.

Mr. Korner rose. Miss Greene entered stealthily, and, closing the door, stood with her back against it.

I suppose you know what — what youve done? suggested Miss Greene.

She spoke in a sepulchral tone; it chilled poor Mr. Korner to the bone.

It is beginning to come back to me, but not — not very clearly, admitted Mr. Korner.

You came home drunk — very drunk, Miss Greene informed him, at two oclock in the morning. The noise you made must have awakened half the street.

A groan escaped from his parched lips.

You insisted upon Aimee cooking you a hot supper.

I insisted! Mr. Korner glanced down upon the table. And — and she did it!

You were very violent, explained Miss Greene; we were terrified at you, all three of us. Regarding the pathetic object in front of her, Miss Greene found it difficult to recollect that a few hours before she really had been frightened of it. Sense of duty alone restrained her present inclination to laugh.

While you sat there, eating your supper, continued Miss Greene remorselessly, you made her bring you her books.

Mr. Korner had passed the stage when anything could astonish him.

You lectured her about her housekeeping. There was a twinkle in the eye of Mrs. Korners bosom friend. But lightning could have flashed before Mr. Korners eyes without his noticing it just then.

You told her that she could not add, and you made her say her tables.

I made her— Mr. Korner spoke in the emotionless tones of one merely desiring information. I made Aimee say her tables?

Her nine times, nodded Miss Greene.

Mr. Korner sat down upon his chair and stared with stony eyes into the future.

Whats to be done? said Mr. Korner, shell never forgive me; I know her. You are not chaffing me? he cried with a momentary gleam of hope. I really did it?

You sat in that very chair where you are sitting now and ate poached eggs, while she stood opposite to you and said her nine times table. At the end of it, seeing you had gone to sleep yourself, I persuaded her to go to bed. It was three oclock, and we thought you would not mind. Miss Greene drew up a chair, and, with her elbows on the table, looked across at Mr. Korner. Decidedly there was a twinkle in the eyes of Mrs. Korners bosom friend.

Youll never do it again, suggested Miss Greene.

Do you think it possible, cried Mr. Korner, that she may forgive me?

No, I dont, replied Miss Greene. At which Mr. Korners face fell back to zero. I think the best way out will be for you to forgive her.

The idea did not even amuse him. Miss Greene glanced round to satisfy herself that the door was still closed, and listened a moment to assure herself of the silence.

Dont you remember, Miss Greene took the extra precaution to whisper it, the talk we had at breakfast-time the first morning of my visit, when Aimee said you would be all the better for going it occasionally?

Yes, slowly it came back to Mr. Korner. But she only said going it, Mr. Korner recollected to his dismay.

Well, youve been going it, persisted Miss Greene. Besides, she did not mean going it. She meant the real thing, only she did not like to say the word. We talked about it after you had gone. She said she would give anything to see you more like the ordinary man. And that is her idea of the ordinary man.

Mr. Korners sluggishness of comprehension irritated Miss Greene. She leaned across the table and shook him. Dont you understand? You have done it on purpose to teach her a lesson. It is she who has got to ask you to forgive her.

You think — ?

I think, if you manage it properly, it will be the best days work you have ever done. Get out of the house before she wakes. I shall say nothing to her. Indeed, I shall not have the time; I must catch the ten oclock from Paddington. When you come home this evening, you talk first; thats what youve got to do. And Mr. Korner, in his excitement, kissed the bosom friend before he knew what he had done.

Mrs. Korner sat waiting for her husband that evening in the drawing-room. She was dressed as for a journey, and about the corners of her mouth were lines familiar to Christopher, the sight of which sent his heart into his boots. Fortunately, he recovered himself in time to greet her with a smile. It was not the smile he had been rehearsing half the day, but that it was a smile of any sort astonished the words away from Mrs. Korners lips, and gave him the inestimable advantage of first speech.

Well, said Mr. Korner cheerily, and how did you like it?

For the moment Mrs. Korner feared her husbands new complaint had already reached the chronic stage, but his still smiling face reassured her — to that extent at all events.

When would you like me to go it again? Oh, come, continued Mr. Korner in response to his wifes bewilderment, you surely have not forgotten the talk we had at breakfast-time — the first morning of Mildreds visit. You hinted how much more attractive I should be for occasionally letting myself go!

Mr. Korner, watching intently, perceived that upon Mrs. Korner recollection was slowly forcing itself.

I was unable to oblige you before, explained Mr. Korner, having to keep my head clear for business, and not knowing what the effect upon one might be. Yesterday I did my best, and I hope you are pleased with me. Though, if you could see your way to being content — just for the present and until I get more used to it — with a similar performance not oftener than once a fortnight, say, I should be grateful, added Mr. Korner.

You mean— said Mrs. Korner, rising.

I mean, my dear, said Mr. Korner, that almost from the day of our marriage you have made it clear that you regard me as a milksop. You have got your notion of men from silly books and sillier plays, and your trouble is that I am not like them. Well, Ive shown you that, if you insist upon it, I can be like them.

But you werent, argued Mrs. Korner, not a bit like them.

I did my best, repeated Mr. Korner; we are not all made alike. That was my drunk.

I didnt say drunk.

But you meant it, interrupted Mr. Korner. We were talking about drunken men. The man in the play was drunk. You thought him amusing.

He was amusing, persisted Mrs. Korner, now in tears. I meant that sort of drunk.

His wife, Mr. Korner reminded her, didnt find him amusing. In the third act she was threatening to return home to her mother, which, if I may judge from finding you here with all your clothes on, is also the idea that has occurred to you.

But you — you were so awful, whimpered Mrs. Korner.

What did I do? questioned Mr. Korner.

You came hammering at the door—

Yes, yes, I remember that. I wanted my supper, and you poached me a couple of eggs. What happened after that?

The recollection of that crowning indignity lent to her voice the true note of tragedy.

You made me say my tables — my nine times!

Mr. Korner looked at Mrs. Korner, and Mrs. Korner looked at Mr. Korner, and for a while there was silence.

Were you — were you really a little bit on, faltered Mrs. Korner, or only pretending?

Really, confessed Mr. Korner. For the first time in my life. If you are content, for the last time also.

I am sorry, said Mrs. Korner, I have been very silly. Please forgive me.


THE COST OF KINDNESS
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KINDNESS, ARGUED LITTLE Mrs. Pennycoop, costs nothing.

And, speaking generally, my dear, is valued precisely at cost price, retorted Mr. Pennycoop, who, as an auctioneer of twenty years experience, had enjoyed much opportunity of testing the attitude of the public towards sentiment.

I dont care what you say, George, persisted his wife; he may be a disagreeable, cantankerous old brute — I dont say he isnt. All the same, the man is going away, and we may never see him again.

If I thought there was any fear of our doing so, observed Mr. Pennycoop, Id turn my back on the Church of England to-morrow and become a Methodist.

Dont talk like that, George, his wife admonished him, reprovingly; the Lord might be listening to you.

If the Lord had to listen to old Cracklethorpe Hed sympathize with me, was the opinion of Mr. Pennycoop.

The Lord sends us our trials, and they are meant for our good, explained his wife. They are meant to teach us patience.

You are not churchwarden, retorted her husband; you can get away from him. You hear him when he is in the pulpit, where, to a certain extent, he is bound to keep his temper.

You forget the rummage sale, George, Mrs. Pennycoop reminded him; to say nothing of the church decorations.

The rummage sale, Mr. Pennycoop pointed out to her, occurs only once a year, and at that time your own temper, I have noticed—

I always try to remember I am a Christian, interrupted little Mrs. Pennycoop. I do not pretend to be a saint, but whatever I say I am always sorry for it afterwards — you know I am, George.

Its what I am saying, explained her husband. A vicar who has contrived in three years to make every member of his congregation hate the very sight of a church — well, theres something wrong about it somewhere.

Mrs. Pennycoop, gentlest of little women, laid her plump and still pretty hands upon her husbands shoulders. Dont think, dear, I havent sympathized with you. You have borne it nobly. I have marvelled sometimes that you have been able to control yourself as you have done, most times; the things that he has said to you.

Mr. Pennycoop had slid unconsciously into an attitude suggestive of petrified virtue, lately discovered.

Ones own poor self, observed Mr. Pennycoop, in accents of proud humility—insults that are merely personal one can put up with. Though even there, added the senior churchwarden, with momentary descent towards the plane of human nature, nobody cares to have it hinted publicly across the vestry table that one has chosen to collect from the left side for the express purpose of artfully passing over ones own family.

The children have always had their three-penny-bits ready waiting in their hands, explained Mrs. Pennycoop, indignantly.

Its the sort of thing he says merely for the sake of making a disturbance, continued the senior churchwarden. Its the things he does I draw the line at.

The things he has done, you mean, dear, laughed the little woman, with the accent on the has. It is all over now, and we are going to be rid of him. I expect, dear, if we only knew, we should find it was his liver. You know, George, I remarked to you the first day that he came how pasty he looked and what a singularly unpleasant mouth he had. People cant help these things, you know, dear. One should look upon them in the light of afflictions and be sorry for them.

I could forgive him doing what he does if he didnt seem to enjoy it, said the senior churchwarden. But, as you say, dear, he is going, and all I hope and pray is that we never see his like again.

And youll come with me to call upon him, George, urged kind little Mrs. Pennycoop. After all, he has been our vicar for three years, and he must be feeling it, poor man — whatever he may pretend — going away like this, knowing that everybody is glad to see the back of him.

Well, I shant say anything I dont really feel, stipulated Mr. Pennycoop.

That will be all right, dear, laughed his wife, so long as you dont say what you do feel. And well both of us keep our temper, further suggested the little woman, whatever happens. Remember, it will be for the last time.

Little Mrs. Pennycoops intention was kind and Christianlike. The Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe would be quitting Wychwood-on-the-Heath the following Monday, never to set foot — so the Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe himself and every single member of his congregation hoped sincerely — in the neighbourhood again. Hitherto no pains had been taken on either side to disguise the mutual joy with which the parting was looked forward to. The Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe, M.A., might possibly have been of service to his Church in, say, some East-end parish of unsavoury reputation, some mission station far advanced amid the hordes of heathendom. There his inborn instinct of antagonism to everybody and everything surrounding him, his unconquerable disregard for other peoples views and feelings, his inspired conviction that everybody but himself was bound to be always wrong about everything, combined with determination to act and speak fearlessly in such belief, might have found their uses. In picturesque little Wychwood-on-the-Heath, among the Kentish hills, retreat beloved of the retired tradesman, the spinster of moderate means, the reformed Bohemian developing latent instincts towards respectability, these qualities made only for scandal and disunion.

For the past two years the Rev. Cracklethorpes parishioners, assisted by such other of the inhabitants of Wychwood-on-the-Heath as had happened to come into personal contact with the reverend gentleman, had sought to impress upon him, by hints and innuendoes difficult to misunderstand, their cordial and daily-increasing dislike of him, both as a parson and a man. Matters had come to a head by the determination officially announced to him that, failing other alternatives, a deputation of his leading parishioners would wait upon his bishop. This it was that had brought it home to the Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe that, as the spiritual guide and comforter of Wychwood-on-the Heath, he had proved a failure. The Rev. Augustus had sought and secured the care of other souls. The following Sunday morning he had arranged to preach his farewell sermon, and the occasion promised to be a success from every point of view. Churchgoers who had not visited St. Judes for months had promised themselves the luxury of feeling they were listening to the Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe for the last time. The Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe had prepared a sermon that for plain speaking and directness was likely to leave an impression. The parishioners of St. Judes, Wychwood-on-the-Heath, had their failings, as we all have. The Rev. Augustus flattered himself that he had not missed out a single one, and was looking forward with pleasurable anticipation to the sensation that his remarks, from his firstly to his sixthly and lastly, were likely to create.

What marred the entire business was the impulsiveness of little Mrs. Pennycoop. The Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe, informed in his study on the Wednesday afternoon that Mr. and Mrs. Pennycoop had called, entered the drawing-room a quarter of an hour later, cold and severe; and, without offering to shake hands, requested to be informed as shortly as possible for what purpose he had been disturbed. Mrs. Pennycoop had had her speech ready to her tongue. It was just what it should have been, and no more.

It referred casually, without insisting on the point, to the duty incumbent upon all of us to remember on occasion we were Christians; that our privilege it was to forgive and forget; that, generally speaking, there are faults on both sides; that partings should never take place in anger; in short, that little Mrs. Pennycoop and George, her husband, as he was waiting to say for himself, were sorry for everything and anything they may have said or done in the past to hurt the feelings of the Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe, and would like to shake hands with him and wish him every happiness for the future. The chilling attitude of the Rev. Augustus scattered that carefully-rehearsed speech to the winds. It left Mrs. Pennycoop nothing but to retire in choking silence, or to fling herself upon the inspiration of the moment and make up something new. She choose the latter alternative.

At first the words came halting. Her husband, man-like, had deserted her in her hour of utmost need and was fumbling with the door-knob. The steely stare with which the Rev. Cracklethorpe regarded her, instead of chilling her, acted upon her as a spur. It put her on her mettle. He should listen to her. She would make him understand her kindly feeling towards him if she had to take him by the shoulders and shake it into him. At the end of five minutes the Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe, without knowing it, was looking pleased. At the end of another five Mrs. Pennycoop stopped, not for want of words, but for want of breath. The Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe replied in a voice that, to his own surprise, was trembling with emotion. Mrs. Pennycoop had made his task harder for him. He had thought to leave Wychwood-on-the-Heath without a regret. The knowledge he now possessed, that at all events one member of his congregation understood him, as Mrs. Pennycoop had proved to him she understood him, sympathized with him — the knowledge that at least one heart, and that heart Mrs. Pennycoops, had warmed to him, would transform what he had looked forward to as a blessed relief into a lasting grief.

Mr. Pennycoop, carried away by his wifes eloquence, added a few halting words of his own. It appeared from Mr. Pennycoops remarks that he had always regarded the Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe as the vicar of his dreams, but misunderstandings in some unaccountable way will arise. The Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe, it appeared, had always secretly respected Mr. Pennycoop. If at any time his spoken words might have conveyed the contrary impression, that must have arisen from the poverty of our language, which does not lend itself to subtle meanings.

Then following the suggestion of tea, Miss Cracklethorpe, sister to the Rev. Augustus — a lady whose likeness to her brother in all respects was startling, the only difference between them being that while he was clean-shaven she wore a slight moustache — was called down to grace the board. The visit was ended by Mrs. Pennycoops remembrance that it was Wilhelminas night for a hot bath.

I said more than I intended to, admitted Mrs. Pennycoop to George, her husband, on the way home; but he irritated me.

Rumour of the Pennycoops visit flew through the parish. Other ladies felt it their duty to show to Mrs. Pennycoop that she was not the only Christian in Wychwood-on-the-Heath. Mrs. Pennycoop, it was feared, might be getting a swelled head over this matter. The Rev. Augustus, with pardonable pride, repeated some of the things that Mrs. Pennycoop had said to him. Mrs. Pennycoop was not to imagine herself the only person in Wychwood-on-the-Heath capable of generosity that cost nothing. Other ladies could say graceful nothings — could say them even better. Husbands dressed in their best clothes and carefully rehearsed were brought in to grace the almost endless procession of disconsolate parishioners hammering at the door of St. Judes parsonage. Between Thursday morning and Saturday night the Rev. Augustus, much to his own astonishment, had been forced to the conclusion that five-sixths of his parishioners had loved him from the first without hitherto having had opportunity of expressing their real feelings.

The eventful Sunday arrived. The Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe had been kept so busy listening to regrets at his departure, assurances of an esteem hitherto disguised from him, explanations of seeming discourtesies that had been intended as tokens of affectionate regard, that no time had been left to him to think of other matters. Not till he entered the vestry at five minutes to eleven did recollection of his farewell sermon come to him. It haunted him throughout the service. To deliver it after the revelations of the last three days would be impossible. It was the sermon that Moses might have preached to Pharaoh the Sunday prior to the exodus. To crush with it this congregation of broken-hearted adorers sorrowing for his departure would be inhuman. The Rev. Augustus tried to think of passages that might be selected, altered. There were none. From beginning to end it contained not a single sentence capable of being made to sound pleasant by any ingenuity whatsoever.

The Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe climbed slowly up the pulpit steps without an idea in his head of what he was going to say. The sunlight fell upon the upturned faces of a crowd that filled every corner of the church. So happy, so buoyant a congregation the eyes of the Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe had never till that day looked down upon. The feeling came to him that he did not want to leave them. That they did not wish him to go, could he doubt? Only by regarding them as a collection of the most shameless hypocrites ever gathered together under one roof. The Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe dismissed the passing suspicion as a suggestion of the Evil One, folded the neatly-written manuscript that lay before him on the desk, and put it aside. He had no need of a farewell sermon. The arrangements made could easily be altered. The Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe spoke from his pulpit for the first time an impromptu.

The Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe wished to acknowledge himself in the wrong. Foolishly founding his judgment upon the evidence of a few men, whose names there would be no need to mention, members of the congregation who, he hoped, would one day be sorry for the misunderstandings they had caused, brethren whom it was his duty to forgive, he had assumed the parishioners of St. Judes, Wychwood-on-the-Heath, to have taken a personal dislike to him. He wished to publicly apologize for the injustice he had unwittingly done to their heads and to their hearts. He now had it from their own lips that a libel had been put upon them. So far from their wishing his departure, it was self-evident that his going would inflict upon them a great sorrow. With the knowledge he now possessed of the respect — one might almost say the veneration — with which the majority of that congregation regarded him — knowledge, he admitted, acquired somewhat late — it was clear to him he could still be of help to them in their spiritual need. To leave a flock so devoted would stamp him as an unworthy shepherd. The ceaseless stream of regrets at his departure that had been poured into his ear during the last four days he had decided at the last moment to pay heed to. He would remain with them — on one condition.

There quivered across the sea of humanity below him a movement that might have suggested to a more observant watcher the convulsive clutchings of some drowning man at some chance straw. But the Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe was thinking of himself.

The parish was large and he was no longer a young man. Let them provide him with a conscientious and energetic curate. He had such a one in his minds eye, a near relation of his own, who, for a small stipend that was hardly worth mentioning, would, he knew it for a fact, accept the post. The pulpit was not the place in which to discuss these matters, but in the vestry afterwards he would be pleased to meet such members of the congregation as might choose to stay.

The question agitating the majority of the congregation during the singing of the hymn was the time it would take them to get outside the church. There still remained a faint hope that the Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe, not obtaining his curate, might consider it due to his own dignity to shake from his feet the dust of a parish generous in sentiment, but obstinately close-fisted when it came to putting its hands into its pockets.

But for the parishioners of St. Judes that Sunday was a day of misfortune. Before there could be any thought of moving, the Rev. Augustus raised his surpliced arm and begged leave to acquaint them with the contents of a short note that had just been handed up to him. It would send them all home, he felt sure, with joy and thankfulness in their hearts. An example of Christian benevolence was among them that did honour to the Church.

Here a retired wholesale clothier from the East-end of London — a short, tubby gentleman who had recently taken the Manor House — was observed to turn scarlet.

A gentleman hitherto unknown to them had signalled his advent among them by an act of munificence that should prove a shining example to all rich men. Mr. Horatio Copper — the reverend gentleman found some difficulty, apparently, in deciphering the name.

Cooper-Smith, sir, with an hyphen, came in a thin whisper, the voice of the still scarlet-faced clothier.

Mr. Horatio Cooper-Smith, taking — the Rev. Augustus felt confident — a not unworthy means of grappling to himself thus early the hearts of his fellow-townsmen, had expressed his desire to pay for the expense of a curate entirely out of his own pocket. Under these circumstances, there would be no further talk of a farewell between the Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe and his parishioners. It would be the hope of the Rev. Augustus Cracklethorpe to live and die the pastor of St. Judes.

A more solemn-looking, sober congregation than the congregation that emerged that Sunday morning from St. Judes in Wychwood-on-the-Heath had never, perhaps, passed out of a church door.

Hell have more time upon his hands, said Mr. Biles, retired wholesale ironmonger and junior churchwarden, to Mrs. Biles, turning the corner of Acacia Avenue—hell have more time to make himself a curse and a stumbling-block.

And if this near relation of his is anything like him—

Which you may depend upon it is the Case, or hed never have thought of him, was the opinion of Mr. Biles.

I shall give that Mrs. Pennycoop, said Mrs. Biles, a piece of my mind when I meet her.

But of what use was that?


THE LOVE OF ULRICH NEBENDAHL
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PERHAPS OF ALL, it troubled most the Herr Pfarrer. Was he not the father of the village? And as such did it not fall to him to see his children marry well and suitably? marry in any case. It was the duty of every worthy citizen to keep alive throughout the ages the sacred hearth fire, to rear up sturdy lads and honest lassies that would serve God, and the Fatherland. A true son of Saxon soil was the Herr Pastor Winckelmann — kindly, simple, sentimental.

Why, at your age, Ulrich — at your age, repeated the Herr Pastor, setting down his beer and wiping with the back of his hand his large uneven lips, I was the father of a family — two boys and a girl. You never saw her, Ulrich; so sweet, so good. We called her Maria. The Herr Pfarrer sighed and hid his broad red face behind the raised cover of his pewter pot.

They must be good fun in a house, the little ones, commented Ulrich, gazing upward with his dreamy eyes at the wreath of smoke ascending from his long-stemmed pipe. The little ones, always my heart goes out to them.

Take to yourself a wife, urged the Herr Pfarrer. It is your duty. The good God has given to you ample means. It is not right that you should lead this lonely life. Bachelors make old maids; things of no use.

That is so, Ulrich agreed. I have often said the same unto myself. It would be pleasant to feel one was not working merely for oneself.

Elsa, now, went on the Herr Pfarrer, she is a good child, pious and economical. The price of such is above rubies.

Ulrichs face lightened with a pleasant smile. Aye, Elsa is a good girl, he answered. Her little hands — have you ever noticed them, Herr Pastor — so soft and dimpled.

The Pfarrer pushed aside his empty pot and leaned his elbows on the table.

I think — I do not think — she would say no. Her mother, I have reason to believe — Let me sound them — discreetly. The old pastors red face glowed redder, yet with pleasurable anticipation; he was a born matchmaker.

But Ulrich the wheelwright shuffled in his chair uneasily.

A little longer, he pleaded. Let me think it over. A man should not marry without first being sure he loves. Things might happen. It would not be fair to the maiden.

The Herr Pfarrer stretched his hand across the table and laid it upon Ulrichs arm.

It is Hedwig; twice you walked home with her last week.

It is a lonesome way for a timid maiden; and there is the stream to cross, explained the wheelwright.

For a moment the Herr Pastors face had clouded, but now it cleared again.

Well, well, why not? Elsa would have been better in some respects, but Hedwig — ah, yes, she, too, is a good girl a little wild perhaps — it will wear off. Have you spoken with her?

Not yet.

But you will?

Again there fell that troubled look into those dreamy eyes. This time it was Ulrich who, laying aside his pipe, rested his great arms upon the wooden table.

Now, how does a man know when he is in love? asked Ulrich of the Pastor who, having been married twice, should surely be experienced upon the point. How should he be sure that it is this woman and no other to whom his heart has gone out?

A commonplace-looking man was the Herr Pastor, short and fat and bald. But there had been other days, and these had left to him a voice that still was young; and the evening twilight screening the seared face, Ulrich heard but the pastors voice, which was the voice of a boy.

She will be dearer to you than yourself. Thinking of her, all else will be as nothing. For her you would lay down your life.

They sat in silence for a while; for the fat little Herr Pfarrer was dreaming of the past; and long, lanky Ulrich Nebendahl, the wheelwright, of the future.

That evening, as chance would have it, Ulrich returning to his homestead — a rambling mill beside the river, where he dwelt alone with ancient Anna — met Elsa of the dimpled hands upon the bridge that spans the murmuring Muhlde, and talked a while with her, and said good-night.

How sweet it had been to watch her ox-like eyes shyly seeking his, to press her dimpled hand and feel his own great strength. Surely he loved her better than he did himself. There could be no doubt of it. He pictured her in trouble, in danger from the savage soldiery that came and went like evil shadows through these pleasant Saxon valleys, leaving death and misery behind them: burnt homesteads; wild-eyed women, hiding their faces from the light. Would he not for her sake give his life?

So it was made clear to him that little Elsa was his love.

Until next morning, when, raising his eyes from the whirling saw, there stood before him Margot, laughing. Margot, mischief-loving, wayward, that would ever be to him the baby he had played with, nursed, and comforted. Margot weary! Had he not a thousand times carried her sleeping in his arms. Margot in danger! At the mere thought his face flushed an angry scarlet.

All that afternoon Ulrich communed with himself, tried to understand himself, and could not. For Elsa and Margot and Hedwig were not the only ones by a long way. What girl in the village did he not love, if it came to that: Liesel, who worked so hard and lived so poorly, bullied by her cross-grained granddam. Susanna, plain and a little crotchety, who had never had a sweetheart to coax the thin lips into smiles. The little ones — for so they seemed to long, lanky Ulrich, with their pleasant ways — Ulrich smiled as he thought of them — how should a man love one more than another?

The Herr Pfarrer shook his head and sighed.

That is not love. Gott in Himmel! think what it would lead to? The good God never would have arranged things so. You love one; she is the only woman in the world for you.

But you, yourself, Herr Pastor, you have twice been married, suggested the puzzled wheelwright.

But one at a time, Ulrich — one at a time. That is a very different thing.

Why should it not come to him, alone among men? Surely it was a beautiful thing, this love; a thing worthy of a man, without which a man was but a useless devourer of food, cumbering the earth.

So Ulrich pondered, pausing from his work one drowsy summers afternoon, listening to the low song of the waters. How well he knew the winding Muhldes merry voice. He had worked beside it, played beside it all his life. Often he would sit and talk to it as to an old friend, reading answers in its changing tones.

Trudchen, seeing him idle, pushed her cold nose into his hand. Trudchen just now was feeling clever and important. Was she not the mother of the five most wonderful puppies in all Saxony? They swarmed about his legs, pressing him with their little foolish heads. Ulrich stooped and picked up one in each big hand. But this causing jealousy and heartburning, laughing, he lay down upon a log. Then the whole five stormed over him, biting his hair, trampling with their clumsy paws upon his face; till suddenly they raced off in a body to attack a floating feather. Ulrich sat up and watched them, the little rogues, the little foolish, helpless things, that called for so much care. A mother thrush twittered above his head. Ulrich rose and creeping on tiptoe, peeped into the nest. But the mother bird, casting one glance towards him, went on with her work. Whoever was afraid of Ulrich the wheelwright! The tiny murmuring insects buzzed to and fro about his feet. An old man, passing to his evening rest, gave him good-day. A zephyr whispered something to the leaves, at which they laughed, then passed upon his way. Here and there a shadow crept out from its hiding-place.

If only I could marry the whole village! laughed Ulrich to himself.

But that, of course, is nonsense!

The spring that followed let loose the dogs of war again upon the blood-stained land, for now all Germany, taught late by common suffering forgetfulness of local rivalries, was rushing together in a mighty wave that would sweep French feet for ever from their hold on German soil. Ulrich, for whom the love of woman seemed not, would at least be the lover of his country. He, too, would march among those brave stern hearts that, stealing like a thousand rivulets from every German valley, were flowing north and west to join the Prussian eagles.

But even love of country seemed denied to Ulrich of the dreamy eyes. His wheelwrights business had called him to a town far off. He had been walking all the day. Towards evening, passing the outskirts of a wood, a feeble cry for help, sounding from the shadows, fell upon his ear. Ulrich paused, and again from the sombre wood crept that weary cry of pain. Ulrich ran and came at last to where, among the wild flowers and the grass, lay prone five human figures. Two of them were of the German Landwehr, the other three Frenchmen in the hated uniform of Napoleons famous scouts. It had been some unimportant affair of outposts, one of those common incidents of warfare that are never recorded — never remembered save here and there by some sad face unnoticed in the crowd. Four of the men were dead; one, a Frenchman was still alive, though bleeding copiously from a deep wound in the chest that with a handful of dank grass he was trying to staunch.

Ulrich raised him in his arms. The man spoke no German, and Ulrich knew but his mother tongue; but when the man, turning towards the neighbouring village with a look of terror in his half-glazed eyes, pleaded with his hands, Ulrich understood, and lifting him gently carried him further into the wood.

He found a small deserted shelter that had been made by charcoal-burners, and there on a bed of grass and leaves Ulrich laid him; and there for a week all but a day Ulrich tended him and nursed him back to life, coming and going stealthily like a thief in the darkness. Then Ulrich, who had thought his one desire in life to be to kill all Frenchmen, put food and drink into the Frenchmans knapsack and guided him half through the night and took his hand; and so they parted.

Ulrich did not return to Alt Waldnitz, that lies hidden in the forest beside the murmuring Muhlde. They would think he had gone to the war; he would let them think so. He was too great a coward to go back to them and tell them that he no longer wanted to fight; that the sound of the drum brought to him only the thought of trampled grass where dead men lay with curses in their eyes.

So, with head bowed down in shame, to and fro about the moaning land, Ulrich of the dreamy eyes came and went, guiding his solitary footsteps by the sounds of sorrow, driving away the things of evil where they crawled among the wounded, making his way swiftly to the side of pain, heedless of the uniform.

Thus one day he found himself by chance near again to forest-girdled Waldnitz. He would push his way across the hills, wander through its quiet ways in the moonlight while the good folks all lay sleeping. His foot-steps quickened as he drew nearer. Where the trees broke he would be able to look down upon it, see every roof he knew so well — the church, the mill, the winding Muhlde — the green, worn grey with dancing feet, where, when the hateful war was over, would be heard again the Saxon folk-songs.

Another was there, where the forest halts on the brow of the hill — a figure kneeling on the ground with his face towards the village. Ulrich stole closer. It was the Herr Pfarrer, praying volubly but inaudibly. He scrambled to his feet as Ulrich touched him, and his first astonishment over, poured forth his tale of woe.

There had been trouble since Ulrichs departure. A French corps of observation had been camped upon the hill, and twice within the month had a French soldier been found murdered in the woods. Heavy had been the penalties exacted from the village, and terrible had been the Colonels threats of vengeance. Now, for a third time, a soldier stabbed in the back had been borne into camp by his raging comrades, and this very afternoon the Colonel had sworn that if the murderer were not handed over to him within an hour from dawn, when the camp was to break up, he would before marching burn the village to the ground. The Herr Pfarrer was on his way back from the camp where he had been to plead for mercy, but it had been in vain.

Such are foul deeds! said Ulrich.

The people are mad with hatred of the French, answered the Herr Pastor. It may be one, it may be a dozen who have taken vengeance into their own hands. May God forgive them.

They will not come forward — not to save the village?

Can you expect it of them! There is no hope for us; the village will burn as a hundred others have burned.

Aye, that was true; Ulrich had seen their blackened ruins; the old sitting with white faces among the wreckage of their homes, the little children wailing round their knees, the tiny broods burned in their nests. He had picked their corpses from beneath the charred trunks of the dead elms.

The Herr Pfarrer had gone forward on his melancholy mission to prepare the people for their doom.

Ulrich stood alone, looking down upon Alt Waldnitz bathed in moonlight. And there came to him the words of the old pastor: She will be dearer to you than yourself. For her you would lay down your life. And Ulrich knew that his love was the village of Alt Waldnitz, where dwelt his people, the old and wrinkled, the laughing little ones, where dwelt the helpless dumb things with their deep pathetic eyes, where the bees hummed drowsily, and the thousand tiny creatures of the day.

They hanged him high upon a withered elm, with his face towards Alt Waldnitz, that all the village, old and young, might see; and then to the beat of drum and scream of fife they marched away; and forest-hidden Waldnitz gathered up once more its many threads of quiet life and wove them into homely pattern.

They talked and argued many a time, and some there were who praised and some who blamed. But the Herr Pfarrer could not understand.

Until years later a dying man unburdened his soul so that the truth became known.

Then they raised Ulrichs coffin reverently, and the young men carried it into the village and laid it in the churchyard that it might always be among them. They reared above him what in their eyes was a grand monument, and carved upon it:

Greater love hath no man than this.


The Angel and the Author and Others (1904)

[image: img146.png]

CONTENTS

CHAPTER I

CHAPTER II

CHAPTER III

CHAPTER IV

CHAPTER V

CHAPTER VI

CHAPTER VII

CHAPTER VIII

CHAPTER IX

CHAPTER X

CHAPTER XI

CHAPTER XII

CHAPTER XIII

CHAPTER XIV

CHAPTER XV

CHAPTER XVI

CHAPTER XVII

CHAPTER XVIII

CHAPTER XIX

CHAPTER XX




THE ANGEL AND THE AUTHOR AND OTHERS

CHAPTER I
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I HAD A vexing dream one night, not long ago: it was about a fortnight after Christmas. I dreamt I flew out of the window in my nightshirt. I went up and up. I was glad that I was going up. They have been noticing me, I thought to myself. If anything, I have been a bit too good. A little less virtue and I might have lived longer. But one cannot have everything. The world grew smaller and smaller. The last I saw of London was the long line of electric lamps bordering the Embankment; later nothing remained but a faint luminosity buried beneath darkness. It was at this point of my journey that I heard behind me the slow, throbbing sound of wings.

I turned my head. It was the Recording Angel. He had a weary look; I judged him to be tired.

Yes, he acknowledged, it is a trying period for me, your Christmas time.

I am sure it must be, I returned; the wonder to me is how you get through it all. You see at Christmas time, I went on, all we men and women become generous, quite suddenly. It is really a delightful sensation.

You are to be envied, he agreed.

It is the first Christmas number that starts me off, I told him; those beautiful pictures — the sweet child looking so pretty in her furs, giving Bovril with her own dear little hands to the shivering street arab; the good old red-faced squire shovelling out plum pudding to the crowd of grateful villagers. It makes me yearn to borrow a collecting box and go round doing good myself.

And it is not only me — I should say I, I continued; I dont want you to run away with the idea that I am the only good man in the world. Thats what I like about Christmas, it makes everybody good. The lovely sentiments we go about repeating! the noble deeds we do! from a little before Christmas up to, say, the end of January! why noting them down must be a comfort to you.

Yes, he admitted, noble deeds are always a great joy to me.

They are to all of us, I said; I love to think of all the good deeds I myself have done. I have often thought of keeping a diary — jotting them down each day. It would be so nice for ones children.

He agreed there was an idea in this.

That book of yours, I said, I suppose, now, it contains all the good actions that we men and women have been doing during the last six weeks? It was a bulky looking volume.

Yes, he answered, they were all recorded in the book.

The Author tells of his Good Deeds.

It was more for the sake of talking of his than anything else that I kept up with him. I did not really doubt his care and conscientiousness, but it is always pleasant to chat about ones self. My five shillings subscription to the Daily Telegraphs Sixpenny Fund for the Unemployed — got that down all right? I asked him.

Yes, he replied, it was entered.

As a matter of fact, now I come to think of it, I added, it was ten shillings altogether. They spelt my name wrong the first time.

Both subscriptions had been entered, he told me.

Then I have been to four charity dinners, I reminded him; I forget what the particular charity was about. I know I suffered the next morning. Champagne never does agree with me. But, then, if you dont order it people think you cant afford it. Not that I dont like it. Its my liver, if you understand. If I take more—

He interrupted me with the assurance that my attendance had been noted.

Last week I sent a dozen photographs of myself, signed, to a charity bazaar.

He said he remembered my doing so.

Then let me see, I continued, I have been to two ordinary balls. I dont care much about dancing, but a few of us generally play a little bridge; and to one fancy dress affair. I went as Sir Walter Raleigh. Some men cannot afford to show their leg. What I say is, if a man can, why not? It isnt often that one gets the opportunity of really looking ones best.

He told me all three balls had been duly entered: and commented upon.

And, of course, you remember my performance of Talbot Champneys in Our Boys the week before last, in aid of the Fund for Poor Curates, I went on. I dont know whether you saw the notice in the Morning Post, but—

He again interrupted me to remark that what the Morning Post man said would be entered, one way or the other, to the critic of the Morning Post, and had nothing to do with me. Of course not, I agreed; and between ourselves, I dont think the charity got very much. Expenses, when you come to add refreshments and one thing and another, mount up. But I fancy they rather liked my Talbot Champneys.

He replied that he had been present at the performance, and had made his own report.

I also reminded him of the four balcony seats I had taken for the monster show at His Majestys in aid of the Fund for the Destitute British in Johannesburg. Not all the celebrated actors and actresses announced on the posters had appeared, but all had sent letters full of kindly wishes; and the others — all the celebrities one had never heard of — had turned up to a man. Still, on the whole, the show was well worth the money. There was nothing to grumble at.

There were other noble deeds of mine. I could not remember them at the time in their entirety. I seemed to have done a good many. But I did remember the rummage sale to which I sent all my old clothes, including a coat that had got mixed up with them by accident, and that I believe I could have worn again.

And also the raffle I had joined for a motor-car.

The Angel said I really need not be alarmed, that everything had been noted, together with other matters I, may be, had forgotten.

The Angel appears to have made a slight Mistake.

I felt a certain curiosity. We had been getting on very well together — so it had seemed to me. I asked him if he would mind my seeing the book. He said there could be no objection. He opened it at the page devoted to myself, and I flew a little higher, and looked down over his shoulder. I can hardly believe it, even now — that I could have dreamt anything so foolish:

He had got it all down wrong!

Instead of to the credit side of my account he had put the whole bag of tricks to my debit. He had mixed them up with my sins — with my acts of hypocrisy, vanity, self-indulgence. Under the head of Charity he had but one item to my credit for the past six months: my giving up my seat inside a tramcar, late one wet night, to a dismal-looking old woman, who had not had even the politeness to say thank you, she seemed just half asleep. According to this idiot, all the time and money I had spent responding to these charitable appeals had been wasted.

I was not angry with him, at first. I was willing to regard what he had done as merely a clerical error.

You have got the items down all right, I said (I spoke quite friendly), but you have made a slight mistake — we all do now and again; you have put them down on the wrong side of the book. I only hope this sort of thing doesnt occur often.

What irritated me as much as anything was the grave, passionless face the Angel turned upon me.

There is no mistake, he answered.

No mistake! I cried. Why, you blundering—

He closed the book with a weary sigh.

I felt so mad with him, I went to snatch it out of his hand. He did not do anything that I was aware of, but at once I began falling. The faint luminosity beneath me grew, and then the lights of London seemed shooting up to meet me. I was coming down on the clock tower at Westminster. I gave myself a convulsive twist, hoping to escape it, and fell into the river.

And then I awoke.

But it stays with me: the weary sadness of the Angels face. I cannot shake remembrance from me. Would I have done better, had I taken the money I had spent upon these fooleries, gone down with it among the poor myself, asking nothing in return. Is this fraction of our superfluity, flung without further thought or care into the collection box, likely to satisfy the Impracticable Idealist, who actually suggested — one shrugs ones shoulders when one thinks of it — that one should sell all one had and give to the poor?

The Author is troubled concerning his Investments.

Or is our charity but a salve to conscience — an insurance, at decidedly moderate premium, in case, after all, there should happen to be another world? Is Charity lending to the Lord something we can so easily do without?

I remember a lady tidying up her house, clearing it of rubbish. She called it Giving to the Fresh Air Fund. Into the heap of lumber one of her daughters flung a pair of crutches that for years had been knocking about the house. The lady picked them out again.

We wont give those away, she said, they might come in useful again. One never knows.

Another lady, I remember coming downstairs one evening dressed for a fancy ball. I forget the title of the charity, but I remember that every lady who sold more than ten tickets received an autograph letter of thanks from the Duchess who was the president. The tickets were twelve and sixpence each and included light refreshments and a very substantial supper. One presumes the odd sixpence reached the poor — or at least the noisier portion of them.

A little décolletée, isnt it, my dear? suggested a lady friend, as the charitable dancer entered the drawing-room.

Perhaps it is — a little, she admitted, but we all of us ought to do all we can for the Cause. Dont you think so, dear?

Really, seeing the amount we give in charity, the wonder is there are any poor left. It is a comfort that there are. What should we do without them? Our fur-clad little girls! our jolly, red-faced squires! we should never know how good they were, but for the poor? Without the poor how could we be virtuous? We should have to go about giving to each other. And friends expect such expensive presents, while a shilling here and there among the poor brings to us all the sensations of a good Samaritan. Providence has been very thoughtful in providing us with poor.

Dear Lady Bountiful! does it not ever occur to you to thank God for the poor? The clean, grateful poor, who bob their heads and curtsey and assure you that heaven is going to repay you a thousandfold. One does hope you will not be disappointed.

An East-End curate once told me, with a twinkle in his eye, of a smart lady who called upon him in her carriage, and insisted on his going round with her to show her where the poor hid themselves. They went down many streets, and the lady distributed her parcels. Then they came to one of the worst, a very narrow street. The coachman gave it one glance.

Sorry, my lady, said the coachman, but the carriage wont go down.

The lady sighed.

I am afraid we shall have to leave it, she said.

So the gallant greys dashed past.

Where the real poor creep I fear there is no room for Lady Bountifuls fine coach. The ways are very narrow — wide enough only for little Sister Pity, stealing softly.

I put it to my friend, the curate:

But if all this charity is, as you say, so useless; if it touches but the fringe; if it makes the evil worse, what would you do?

And questions a Man of Thought.

I would substitute Justice, he answered; there would be no need for Charity.

But it is so delightful to give, I answered.

Yes, he agreed. It is better to give than to receive. I was thinking of the receiver. And my ideal is a long way off. We shall have to work towards it slowly.


CHAPTER II

Philosophy and the Dæmon.
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PHILOSOPHY, IT HAS been said, is the art of bearing other peoples troubles. The truest philosopher I ever heard of was a woman. She was brought into the London Hospital suffering from a poisoned leg. The house surgeon made a hurried examination. He was a man of blunt speech.

It will have to come off, he told her.

What, not all of it?

The whole of it, I am sorry to say, growled the house surgeon.

Nothing else for it?

No other chance for you whatever, explained the house surgeon.

Ah, well, thank Gawd its not my ead, observed the lady.

The poor have a great advantage over us better-off folk. Providence provides them with many opportunities for the practice of philosophy. I was present at a high tea given last winter by charitable folk to a party of char-women. After the tables were cleared we sought to amuse them. One young lady, who was proud of herself as a palmist, set out to study their lines. At sight of the first toil-worn hand she took hold of her sympathetic face grew sad.

There is a great trouble coming to you, she informed the ancient dame.

The placid-featured dame looked up and smiled:

What, only one, my dear?

Yes, only one, asserted the kind fortune-teller, much pleased, after that all goes smoothly.

Ah, murmured the old dame, quite cheerfully, we was all of us a short-lived family.

Our skins harden to the blows of Fate. I was lunching one Wednesday with a friend in the country. His son and heir, aged twelve, entered and took his seat at the table.

Well, said his father, and how did we get on at school to-day?

Oh, all right, answered the youngster, settling himself down to his dinner with evident appetite.

Nobody caned? demanded his father, with — as I noticed — a sly twinkle in his eye.

No, replied young hopeful, after reflection; no, I dont think so, adding as an afterthought, as he tucked into beef and potatoes, cepting, o course, me.

When the Dæmon will not work.

It is a simple science, philosophy. The idea is that it never matters what happens to you provided you dont mind it. The weak point in the argument is that nine times out of ten you cant help minding it.

No misfortune can harm me, says Marcus Aurelius, without the consent of the dæmon within me.

The trouble is our dæmon cannot always be relied upon. So often he does not seem up to his work.

Youve been a naughty boy, and Im going to whip you, said nurse to a four-year-old criminal.

You tant, retorted the young ruffian, gripping with both hands the chair that he was occupying, Ise sittin on it.

His dæmon was, no doubt, resolved that misfortune, as personified by nurse, should not hurt him. The misfortune, alas! proved stronger than the dæmon, and misfortune, he found did hurt him.

The toothache cannot hurt us so long as the dæmon within us (that is to say, our will power) holds on to the chair and says it cant. But, sooner or later, the dæmon lets go, and then we howl. One sees the idea: in theory it is excellent. One makes believe. Your bank has suddenly stopped payment. You say to yourself.

This does not really matter.

Your butcher and your baker say it does, and insist on making a row in the passage.

You fill yourself up with gooseberry wine. You tell yourself it is seasoned champagne. Your liver next morning says it is not.

The dæmon within us means well, but forgets it is not the only thing there. A man I knew was an enthusiast on vegetarianism. He argued that if the poor would adopt a vegetarian diet the problem of existence would be simpler for them, and maybe he was right. So one day he assembled some twenty poor lads for the purpose of introducing to them a vegetarian lunch. He begged them to believe that lentil beans were steaks, that cauliflowers were chops. As a third course he placed before them a mixture of carrots and savoury herbs, and urged them to imagine they were eating saveloys.

Now, you all like saveloys, he said, addressing them, and the palate is but the creature of the imagination. Say to yourselves, I am eating saveloys, and for all practical purposes these things will be saveloys.

Some of the lads professed to have done it, but one disappointed-looking youth confessed to failure.

But how can you be sure it was not a saveloy? the host persisted.

Because, explained the boy, I havent got the stomach-ache.

It appeared that saveloys, although a dish of which he was fond, invariably and immediately disagreed with him. If only we were all dæmon and nothing else philosophy would be easier. Unfortunately, there is more of us.

Another argument much approved by philosophy is that nothing matters, because a hundred years hence, say, at the outside, we shall be dead. What we really want is a philosophy that will enable us to get along while we are still alive. I am not worrying about my centenary; I am worrying about next quarter-day. I feel that if other people would only go away, and leave me — income-tax collectors, critics, men who come round about the gas, all those sort of people — I could be a philosopher myself. I am willing enough to make believe that nothing matters, but they are not. They say it is going to be cut off, and talk about judgment summonses. I tell them it wont trouble any of us a hundred years hence. They answer they are not talking of a hundred years hence, but of this thing that was due last April twelvemonth. They wont listen to my dæmon. He does not interest them. Nor, to be candid, does it comfort myself very much, this philosophical reflection that a hundred years later on Ill be sure to be dead — that is, with ordinary luck. What bucks me up much more is the hope that they will be dead. Besides, in a hundred years things may have improved. I may not want to be dead. If I were sure of being dead next morning, before their threat of cutting off that water or that gas could by any possibility be carried out, before that judgment summons they are bragging about could be made returnable, I might — I dont say I should — be amused, thinking how I was going to dish them. The wife of a very wicked man visited him one evening in prison, and found him enjoying a supper of toasted cheese.

How foolish of you, Edward, argued the fond lady, to be eating toasted cheese for supper. You know it always affects your liver. All day long to-morrow you will be complaining.

No, I shant, interrupted Edward; not so foolish as you think me. They are going to hang me to-morrow — early.

There is a passage in Marcus Aurelius that used to puzzle me until I hit upon the solution. A foot-note says the meaning is obscure. Myself, I had gathered this before I read the foot-note. What it is all about I defy any human being to explain. It might mean anything; it might mean nothing. The majority of students incline to the latter theory, though a minority maintain there is a meaning, if only it could be discovered. My own conviction is that once in his life Marcus Aurelius had a real good time. He came home feeling pleased with himself without knowing quite why.

I will write it down, he said to himself, now, while it is fresh in my mind.

It seemed to him the most wonderful thing that anybody had ever said. Maybe he shed a tear or two, thinking of all the good he was doing, and later on went suddenly to sleep. In the morning he had forgotten all about it, and by accident it got mixed up with the rest of the book. That is the only explanation that seems to me possible, and it comforts me.

We are none of us philosophers all the time.

Philosophy is the science of suffering the inevitable, which most of us contrive to accomplish without the aid of philosophy. Marcus Aurelius was an Emperor of Rome, and Diogenes was a bachelor living rent free. I want the philosophy of the bank clerk married on thirty shillings a week, of the farm labourer bringing up a family of eight on a precarious wage of twelve shillings. The troubles of Marcus Aurelius were chiefly those of other people.

Taxes will have to go up, I am afraid, no doubt he often sighed. But, after all, what are taxes? A thing in conformity with the nature of man — a little thing that Zeus approves of, one feels sure. The dæmon within me says taxes dont really matter.

Maybe the paterfamilias of the period, who did the paying, worried about new sandals for the children, his wife insisting she hadnt a frock fit to be seen in at the amphitheatre; that, if there was one thing in the world she fancied, it was seeing a Christian eaten by a lion, but now she supposed the children would have to go without her, found that philosophy came to his aid less readily.

Bother these barbarians, Marcus Aurelius may have been tempted, in an unphilosophical moment, to exclaim; I do wish they would not burn these poor peoples houses over their heads, toss the babies about on spears, and carry off the older children into slavery. Why dont they behave themselves?

But philosophy in Marcus Aurelius would eventually triumph over passing fretfulness.

But how foolish of me to be angry with them, he would argue with himself. One is not vexed with the fig-tree for yielding figs, with the cucumber for being bitter! One must expect barbarians to behave barbariously.

Marcus Aurelius would proceed to slaughter the barbarians, and then forgive them. We can most of us forgive our brother his transgressions, having once got even with him. In a tiny Swiss village, behind the angle of the school-house wall, I came across a maiden crying bitterly, her head resting on her arm. I asked her what had happened. Between her sobs she explained that a school companion, a little lad about her own age, having snatched her hat from her head, was at that moment playing football with it the other side of the wall. I attempted to console her with philosophy. I pointed out to her that boys would be boys — that to expect from them at that age reverence for feminine headgear was to seek what was not conformable with the nature of boy. But she appeared to have no philosophy in her. She said he was a horrid boy, and that she hated him. It transpired it was a hat she rather fancied herself in. He peeped round the corner while we were talking, the hat in his hand. He held it out to her, but she took no notice of him. I gathered the incident was closed, and went my way, but turned a few steps further on, curious to witness the end. Step by step he approached nearer, looking a little ashamed of himself; but still she wept, her face hidden in her arm.

He was not expecting it: to all seeming she stood there the personification of the grief that is not to be comforted, oblivious to all surroundings. Incautiously he took another step. In an instant she had landed him over the head with a long narrow wooden box containing, one supposes, pencils and pens. He must have been a hard-headed youngster, the sound of the compact echoed through the valley. I met her again on my way back.

Hat much damaged? I inquired.

Oh, no, she answered, smiling; besides, it was only an old hat. Ive got a better one for Sundays.

I often feel philosophical myself; generally over a good cigar after a satisfactory dinner. At such times I open my Marcus Aurelius, my pocket Epicurus, my translation of Platos Republic. At such times I agree with them. Man troubles himself too much about the unessential. Let us cultivate serenity. Nothing can happen to us that we have not been constituted by Nature to sustain. That foolish farm labourer, on his precarious wage of twelve shillings a week: let him dwell rather on the mercies he enjoys. Is he not spared all anxiety concerning safe investment of capital yielding four per cent.? Is not the sunrise and the sunset for him also? Many of us never see the sunrise. So many of our so-termed poorer brethen are privileged rarely to miss that early morning festival. Let the dæmon within them rejoice. Why should he fret when the children cry for bread? Is it not in the nature of things that the children of the poor should cry for bread? The gods in their wisdom have arranged it thus. Let the dæmon within him reflect upon the advantage to the community of cheap labour. Let the farm labourer contemplate the universal good.


CHAPTER III

Literature and the Middle Classes.
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I AM SORRY to be compelled to cast a slur upon the Literary profession, but observation shows me that it still contains within its ranks writers born and bred in, and moving amidst — if, without offence, one may put it bluntly — a purely middle-class environment: men and women to whom Park Lane will never be anything than the shortest route between Notting Hill and the Strand; to whom Debretts Peerage — gilt-edged and bound in red, a tasteful-looking volume — ever has been and ever will remain a drawing-room ornament and not a social necessity. Now what is to become of these writers — of us, if for the moment I may be allowed to speak as representative of this rapidly-diminishing yet nevertheless still numerous section of the world of Art and Letters? Formerly, provided we were masters of style, possessed imagination and insight, understood human nature, had sympathy with and knowledge of life, and could express ourselves with humour and distinction, our pathway was, comparatively speaking, free from obstacle. We drew from the middle-class life around us, passed it through our own middle-class individuality, and presented it to a public composed of middle-class readers.

But the middle-class public, for purposes of Art, has practically disappeared. The social strata from which George Eliot and Dickens drew their characters no longer interests the great B. P. Hetty Sorrell, Little Emly, would be pronounced provincial; a Deronda or a Wilfer Family ignored as suburban.

I confess that personally the terms provincial and suburban, as epithets of reproach, have always puzzled me. I never met anyone more severe on what she termed the suburban note in literature than a thin lady who lived in a semi-detached villa in a by-street of Hammersmith. Is Art merely a question of geography, and if so what is the exact limit? Is it the four-mile cab radius from Charing Cross? Is the cheesemonger of Tottenham Court Road of necessity a man of taste, and the Oxford professor of necessity a Philistine? I want to understand this thing. I once hazarded the direct question to a critical friend:

You say a book is suburban, I put it to him, and there is an end to the matter. But what do you mean by suburban?

Well, he replied, I mean it is the sort of book likely to appeal to the class that inhabits the suburbs. He lived himself in Chancery Lane.

May a man of intelligence live, say, in Surbiton?

But there is Jones, the editor of The Evening Gentleman, I argued; he lives at Surbiton. It is just twelve miles from Waterloo. He comes up every morning by the eight-fifteen and returns again by the five-ten. Would you say that a book is bound to be bad because it appeals to Jones? Then again, take Tomlinson: he lives, as you are well aware, at Forest Gate which is Epping way, and entertains you on Kakemonos whenever you call upon him. You know what I mean, of course. I think Kakemono is right. They are long things; they look like coloured hieroglyphics printed on brown paper. He gets behind them and holds them up above his head on the end of a stick so that you can see the whole of them at once; and he tells you the name of the Japanese artist who painted them in the year 1500 B.C., and what it is all about. He shows them to you by the hour and forgets to give you dinner. There isnt an easy chair in the house. To put it vulgarly, what is wrong with Tomlinson from a high art point of view?

Theres a man I know who lives in Birmingham: you must have heard of him. He is the great collector of Eighteenth Century caricatures, the Rowlandson and Gilray school of things. I dont call them artistic myself; they make me ill to look at them; but people who understand Art rave about them. Why cant a man be artistic who has got a cottage in the country?

You dont understand me, retorted my critical friend, a little irritably, as I thought.

I admit it, I returned. It is what I am trying to do.

Of course artistic people live in the suburbs, he admitted. But they are not of the suburbs.

Though they may dwell in Wimbledon or Hornsey, I suggested, they sing with the Scotch bard: My heart is in the South-West postal district. My heart is not here.

You can put it that way if you like, he growled.

I will, if you have no objection, I agreed. It makes life easier for those of us with limited incomes.

The modern novel takes care, however, to avoid all doubt upon the subject. Its personages, one and all, reside within the half-mile square lying between Bond Street and the Park — a neighbourhood that would appear to be somewhat densely populated. True, a year or two ago there appeared a fairly successful novel the heroine of which resided in Onslow Gardens. An eminent critic observed of it that: It fell short only by a little way of being a serious contribution to English literature. Consultation with the keeper of the cabmans shelter at Hyde Park Corner suggested to me that the little way the critic had in mind measures exactly eleven hundred yards. When the nobility and gentry of the modern novel do leave London they do not go into the provinces: to do that would be vulgar. They make straight for Barchester Towers, or what the Duke calls his little place up north — localities, one presumes, suspended somewhere in mid-air.

In every social circle exist great souls with yearnings towards higher things. Even among the labouring classes one meets with naturally refined natures, gentlemanly persons to whom the loom and the plough will always appear low, whose natural desire is towards the dignities and graces of the servants hall. So in Grub Street we can always reckon upon the superior writer whose temperament will prompt him to make respectful study of his betters. A reasonable supply of high-class novels might always have been depended upon; the trouble is that the public now demands that all stories must be of the upper ten thousand. Auld Robin Grey must be Sir Robert Grey, South African millionaire; and Jamie, the youngest son of the old Earl, otherwise a cultured public can take no interest in the ballad. A modern nursery rhymester to succeed would have to write of Little Lord Jack and Lady Jill ascending one of the many beautiful eminences belonging to the ancestral estates of their parents, bearing between them, on a silver rod, an exquisitely painted Sèvres vase filled with ottar of roses.

I take up my fourpenny-halfpenny magazine. The heroine is a youthful Duchess; her husband gambles with thousand-pound notes, with the result that they are reduced to living on the first floor of the Carlton Hotel. The villain is a Russian Prince. The Baronet of a simpler age has been unable, poor fellow, to keep pace with the times. What self-respecting heroine would abandon her husband and children for sin and a paltry five thousand a year? To the heroine of the past — to the clergymans daughter or the lady artist — he was dangerous. The modern heroine misbehaves herself with nothing below Cabinet rank.

I turn to something less pretentious, a weekly periodical that my wife tells me is the best authority she has come across on blouses. I find in it what once upon a time would have been called a farce. It is now a drawing-room comedietta. All rights reserved. The dramatis personæ consist of the Earl of Danbury, the Marquis of Rottenborough (with a past), and an American heiress — a character that nowadays takes with lovers of the simple the place formerly occupied by Rose, the millers daughter.

I sometimes wonder, is it such teaching as that of Carlyle and Tennyson that is responsible for this present tendency of literature? Carlyle impressed upon us that the only history worth consideration was the life of great men and women, and Tennyson that we needs must love the highest. So literature, striving ever upward, ignores plain Romola for the Lady Ponsonby de Tompkins; the provincialisms of a Charlotte Brontë for what a certain critic, born before his time, would have called the doins of the hupper succles.

The British Drama has advanced by even greater bounds. It takes place now exclusively within castle walls, and — what Messrs. Lumley & Co.s circular would describe as—desirable town mansions, suitable for gentlemen of means. A living dramatist, who should know, tells us that drama does not occur in the back parlour. Dramatists have, it has been argued, occasionally found it there, but such may have been dramatists with eyes capable of seeing through clothes.

I once wrote a play which I read to a distinguished Manager. He said it was a most interesting play: they always say that. I waited, wondering to what other manager he would recommend me to take it. To my surprise he told me he would like it for himself — but with alterations.

The whole thing wants lifting up, was his opinion. Your hero is a barrister: my public take no interest in plain barristers. Make him the Solicitor General.

But hes got to be amusing, I argued. A Solicitor General is never amusing.

My Manager pondered for a moment. Let him be Solicitor General for Ireland, he suggested.

I made a note of it.

Your heroine, he continued, is the daughter of a seaside lodging-house keeper. My public do not recognize seaside lodgings. Why not the daughter of an hotel proprietor? Even that will be risky, but we might venture it. An inspiration came to him. Or better still, let the old man be the Managing Director of an hotel Trust: that would account for her clothes.

Unfortunately I put the thing aside for a few months, and when I was ready again the public taste had still further advanced. The doors of the British Drama were closed for the time being on all but members of the aristocracy, and I did not see my comic old man as a Marquis, which was the lowest title that just then one dared to offer to a low comedian.

Now how are we middle-class novelists and dramatists to continue to live? I am aware of the obvious retort, but to us it absolutely is necessary. We know only parlours: we call them drawing-rooms. At the bottom of our middle-class hearts we regard them fondly: the folding-doors thrown back, they make rather a fine apartment. The only drama that we know takes place in such rooms: the hero sitting in the gentlemans easy chair, of green repp: the heroine in the ladys ditto, without arms — the chair, I mean. The scornful glances, the bitter words of our middle-class world are hurled across these three-legged loo-tables, the wedding-cake ornament under its glass case playing the part of white ghost.

In these days, when Imperial cement is at a premium, who would dare suggest that the emotions of a parlour can by any possibility be the same as those exhibited in a salon furnished in the style of Louis Quatorze; that the tears of Bayswater can possibly be compared for saltness with the lachrymal fluid distilled from South Audley Street glands; that the laughter of Clapham can be as catching as the cultured cackle of Curzon Street? But we, whose best clothes are exhibited only in parlours, what are we to do? How can we lay bare the souls of Duchesses, explain the heart-throbs of peers of the realm? Some of my friends who, being Conservative, attend Primrose tourneys (or is it Courts of love? I speak as an outsider. Something mediæval, I know it is) do, it is true, occasionally converse with titled ladies. But the period for conversation is always limited owing to the impatience of the man behind; and I doubt if the interview is ever of much practical use to them, as conveying knowledge of the workings of the aristocratic mind. Those of us who are not Primrose Knights miss even this poor glimpse into the world above us. We know nothing, simply nothing, concerning the deeper feelings of the upper ten. Personally, I once received a letter from an Earl, but that was in connection with a dairy company of which his lordship was chairman, and spoke only of his lordships views concerning milk and the advantages of the cash system. Of what I really wished to know — his lordships passions, yearnings and general attitude to life — the circular said nothing.

Year by year I find myself more and more in a minority. One by one my literary friends enter into this charmed aristocratic circle; after which one hears no more from them regarding the middle-classes. At once they set to work to describe the mental sufferings of Grooms of the Bed-chamber, the hidden emotions of Ladies in their own right, the religious doubts of Marquises. I want to know how they do it—how the devil they get there. They refuse to tell me.

Meanwhile, I see nothing before me but the workhouse. Year by year the public grows more impatient of literature dealing merely with the middle-classes. I know nothing about any other class. What am I to do?

Commonplace people — friends of mine without conscience, counsel me in flippant phrase to have a shot at it.

I expect, old fellow, you know just as much about it as these other Johnnies do. (I am not defending their conversation either as regards style or matter: I am merely quoting.) And even if you dont, what does it matter? The average reader knows less. How is he to find you out?

But, as I explain to them, it is the law of literature never to write except about what you really know. I want to mix with the aristocracy, study them, understand them; so that I may earn my living in the only way a literary man nowadays can earn his living, namely, by writing about the upper circles.

I want to know how to get there.


CHAPTER IV

Man and his Master.
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THERE IS ONE thing that the Anglo-Saxon does better than the French, or Turk, or Rooshian, to which add the German or the Belgian. When the Anglo-Saxon appoints an official, he appoints a servant: when the others put a man in uniform, they add to their long list of masters. If among your acquaintances you can discover an American, or Englishman, unfamiliar with the continental official, it is worth your while to accompany him, the first time he goes out to post a letter, say. He advances towards the post-office a breezy, self-confident gentleman, borne up by pride of race. While mounting the steps he talks airily of just getting this letter off his mind, and then picking up Jobson and going on to Durands for lunch.

He talks as if he had the whole day before him. At the top of the steps he attempts to push open the door. It will not move. He looks about him, and discovers that is the door of egress, not of ingress. It does not seem to him worth while redescending the twenty steps and climbing another twenty. So far as he is concerned he is willing to pull the door, instead of pushing it. But a stern official bars his way, and haughtily indicates the proper entrance. Oh, bother, he says, and down he trots again, and up the other flight.

I shall not be a minute, he remarks over his shoulder. You can wait for me outside.

But if you know your way about, you follow him in. There are seats within, and you have a newspaper in your pocket: the time will pass more pleasantly. Inside he looks round, bewildered. The German post-office, generally speaking, is about the size of the Bank of England. Some twenty different windows confront your troubled friend, each one bearing its own particular legend. Starting with number one, he sets to work to spell them out. It appears to him that the posting of letters is not a thing that the German post-office desires to encourage. Would he not like a dog licence instead? is what one window suggests to him. Oh, never mind that letter of yours; come and talk about bicycles, pleads another. At last he thinks he has found the right hole: the word Registration he distinctly recognizes. He taps at the glass.

Nobody takes any notice of him. The foreign official is a man whose life is saddened by a public always wanting something. You read it in his face wherever you go. The man who sells you tickets for the theatre! He is eating sandwiches when you knock at his window. He turns to his companion:

Good Lord! you can see him say, heres another of em. If there has been one man worrying me this morning there have been a hundred. Always the same story: all of em want to come and see the play. You listen now; bet you anything hes going to bother me for tickets. Really, it gets on my nerves sometimes.

At the railway station it is just the same.

Another man who wants to go to Antwerp! Dont seem to care for rest, these people: flying here, flying there, whats the sense of it? It is this absurd craze on the part of the public for letter-writing that is spoiling the temper of the continental post-office official. He does his best to discourage it.

Look at them, he says to his assistant — the thoughtful German Government is careful to provide every official with another official for company, lest by sheer force of ennui he might be reduced to taking interest in his work—twenty of em, all in a row! Some of em been there for the last quarter of an hour.

Let em wait another quarter of an hour, advises the assistant; perhaps theyll go away.

My dear fellow, he answers, do you think I havent tried that? Theres simply no getting rid of em. And its always the same cry: Stamps! stamps! stamps! Pon my word, I think they live on stamps, some of em.

Well let em have their stamps? suggests the assistant, with a burst of inspiration; perhaps it will get rid of em.

Why the Man in Uniform has, generally, sad Eyes.

Whats the use? wearily replies the older man. There will only come a fresh crowd when those are gone.

Oh, well, argues the other, that will be a change, anyhow. Im tired of looking at this lot.

I put it to a German post-office clerk once — a man I had been boring for months. I said:

You think I write these letters — these short stories, these three-act plays — on purpose to annoy you. Do let me try to get the idea out of your head. Personally, I hate work — hate it as much as you do. This is a pleasant little town of yours: given a free choice, I could spend the whole day mooning round it, never putting pen to paper. But what am I to do? I have a wife and children. You know what it is yourself: they clamour for food, boots — all sorts of things. I have to prepare these little packets for sale and bring them to you to send off. You see, you are here. If you were not here — if there were no post-office in this town, maybe Id have to train pigeons, or cork the thing up in a bottle, fling it into the river, and trust to luck and the Gulf Stream. But, you being here, and calling yourself a post-office — well, its a temptation to a fellow.

I think it did good. Anyhow, after that he used to grin when I opened the door, instead of greeting me as formerly with a face the picture of despair. But to return to our inexperienced friend.

At last the wicket is suddenly opened. A peremptory official demands of him name and address. Not expecting the question, he is a little doubtful of his address, and has to correct himself once or twice. The official eyes him suspiciously.

Name of mother? continues the official.

Name of what?

Mother! repeats the official. Had a mother of some sort, I suppose.

He is a man who loved his mother sincerely while she lived, but she has been dead these twenty years, and, for the life of him he cannot recollect her name. He thinks it was Margaret Henrietta, but is not at all sure. Besides, what on earth has his mother got to do with this registered letter that he wants to send to his partner in New York?

When did it die? asks the official.

When did what die? Mother?

No, no, the child.

What child? The indignation of the official is almost picturesque.

All I want to do, explains your friend, is to register a letter.

A what?

This letter, I want—

The window is slammed in his face. When, ten minutes later he does reach the right wicket — the bureau for the registration of letters, and not the bureau for the registration of infantile deaths — it is pointed out to him that the letter either is sealed or that it is not sealed.

I have never been able yet to solve this problem. If your letter is sealed, it then appears that it ought not to have been sealed.

If, on the other hand, you have omitted to seal it, that is your fault. In any case, the letter cannot go as it is. The continental official brings up the public on the principle of the nurse who sent the eldest girl to see what Tommy was doing and tell him he mustnt. Your friend, having wasted half an hour and mislaid his temper for the day, decides to leave this thing over and talk to the hotel porter about it. Next to the Burgomeister, the hotel porter is the most influential man in the continental town: maybe because he can swear in seven different languages. But even he is not omnipotent.

The Travellers one Friend.

Three of us, on the point of starting for a walking tour through the Tyrol, once sent on our luggage by post from Constance to Innsbruck. Our idea was that, reaching Innsbruck in the height of the season, after a weeks tramp on two flannel shirts and a change of socks, we should be glad to get into fresh clothes before showing ourselves in civilized society. Our bags were waiting for us in the post-office: we could see them through the grating. But some informality — I have never been able to understand what it was — had occurred at Constance. The suspicion of the Swiss postal authorities had been aroused, and special instructions had been sent that the bags were to be delivered up only to their rightful owners.

It sounds sensible enough. Nobody wants his bag delivered up to anyone else. But it had not been explained to the authorities at Innsbruck how they were to know the proper owners. Three wretched-looking creatures crawled into the post-office and said they wanted those three bags—those bags, there in the corner — which happened to be nice, clean, respectable-looking bags, the sort of bags that anyone might want. One of them produced a bit of paper, it is true, which he said had been given to him as a receipt by the post-office people at Constance. But in the lonely passes of the Tyrol one man, set upon by three, might easily be robbed of his papers, and his body thrown over a precipice. The chief clerk shook his head. He would like us to return accompanied by someone who could identify us. The hotel porter occurred to us, as a matter of course. Keeping to the back streets, we returned to the hotel and fished him out of his box.

I am Mr. J., I said: this is my friend Mr. B. and this is Mr. S.

The porter bowed and said he was delighted.

I want you to come with us to the post-office, I explained, and identify us.

The hotel porter is always a practical man: his calling robs him of all sympathy with the hide-bound formality of his compatriots. He put on his cap and accompanied us back to the office. He did his best: no one could say he did not. He told them who we were: they asked him how he knew. For reply he asked them how they thought he knew his mother: he just knew us: it was second nature with him. He implied that the question was a silly one, and suggested that, as his time was valuable, they should hand us over the three bags and have done with their nonsense.

They asked him how long he had known us. He threw up his hands with an eloquent gesture: memory refused to travel back such distance. It appeared there was never a time when he had not known us. We had been boys together.

Did he know anybody else who knew us? The question appeared to him almost insulting. Everybody in Innsbruck knew us, honoured us, respected us — everybody, that is, except a few post-office officials, people quite out of society.

Would he kindly bring along, say; one undoubtedly respectable citizen who could vouch for our identity? The request caused him to forget us and our troubles. The argument became a personal quarrel between the porter and the clerk. If he, the porter, was not a respectable citizen of Innsbruck, where was such an one to be found?

The disadvantage of being an unknown Person.

Both gentlemen became excited, and the discussion passed beyond my understanding. But I gathered dimly from what the clerk said, that ill-natured remarks relative to the porters grandfather and a missing cow had never yet been satisfactorily replied to: and, from observations made by the porter, that stories were in circulation about the clerks aunt and a sergeant of artillery that should suggest to a discreet nephew of the lady the inadvisability of talking about other peoples grandfathers.

Our sympathies were naturally with the porter: he was our man, but he did not seem to be advancing our cause much. We left them quarrelling, and persuaded the head waiter that evening to turn out the gas at our end of the table dhôte.

The next morning we returned to the post-office by ourselves. The clerk proved a reasonable man when treated in a friendly spirit. He was a bit of a climber himself. He admitted the possibility of our being the rightful owners. His instructions were only not to deliver up the bags, and he himself suggested a way out of the difficulty. We might come each day and dress in the post-office, behind the screen. It was an awkward arrangement, even although the clerk allowed us the use of the back door. And occasionally, in spite of the utmost care, bits of us would show outside the screen. But for a couple of days, until the British Consul returned from Salzburg, the post-office had to be our dressing room. The continental official, I am inclined to think, errs on the side of prudence.


CHAPTER V

If only we had not lost our Tails!
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A FRIEND OF mine thinks it a pity that we have lost our tails. He argues it would be so helpful if, like the dog, we possessed a tail that wagged when we were pleased, that stuck out straight when we were feeling mad.

Now, do come and see us again soon, says our hostess; dont wait to be asked. Drop in whenever you are passing.

We take her at her word. The servant who answers our knocking says she will see. There is a scuffling of feet, a murmur of hushed voices, a swift opening and closing of doors. We are shown into the drawing-room, the maid, breathless from her search, one supposes, having discovered that her mistress is at home. We stand upon the hearthrug, clinging to our hat and stick as to things friendly and sympathetic: the suggestion forcing itself upon us is that of a visit to the dentist.

Our hostess enters wreathed in smiles. Is she really pleased to see us, or is she saying to herself, Drat the man! Why must he choose the very morning I had intended to fix up the clean curtains?

But she has to pretend to be delighted, and ask us to stay to lunch. It would save us hours of anxiety could we look beyond her smiling face to her tail peeping out saucily from a placket-hole. Is it wagging, or is it standing out rigid at right angles from her skirt?

But I fear by this time we should have taught our tails polite behaviour. We should have schooled them to wag enthusiastically the while we were growling savagely to ourselves. Man put on insincerity to hide his mind when he made himself a garment of fig-leaves to hide his body.

One sometimes wonders whether he has gained so very much. A small acquaintance of mine is being brought up on strange principles. Whether his parents are mad or not is a matter of opinion. Their ideas are certainly peculiar. They encourage him rather than otherwise to tell the truth on all occasions. I am watching the experiment with interest. If you ask him what he thinks of you, he tells you. Some people dont ask him a second time. They say:

What a very rude little boy you are!

But you insisted upon it, he explains; I told you Id rather not say.

It does not comfort them in the least. Yet the result is, he is already an influence. People who have braved the ordeal, and emerged successfully, go about with swelled head.

And little Boys would always tell the Truth!

Politeness would seem to have been invented for the comfort of the undeserving. We let fall our rain of compliments upon the unjust and the just without distinction. Every hostess has provided us with the most charming evening of our life. Every guest has conferred a like blessing upon us by accepting our invitation. I remember a dear good lady in a small south German town organizing for one winters day a sleighing party to the woods. A sleighing party differs from a picnic. The people who want each other cannot go off together and lose themselves, leaving the bores to find only each other. You are in close company from early morn till late at night. We were to drive twenty miles, six in a sledge, dine together in a lonely Wirtschaft, dance and sing songs, and afterwards drive home by moonlight. Success depends on every member of the company fitting into his place and assisting in the general harmony. Our chieftainess was fixing the final arrangements the evening before in the drawing-room of the pension. One place was still to spare.

Tompkins!

Two voices uttered the name simultaneously; three others immediately took up the refrain. Tompkins was our man — the cheeriest, merriest companion imaginable. Tompkins alone could be trusted to make the affair a success. Tompkins, who had only arrived that afternoon, was pointed out to our chieftainess. We could hear his good-tempered laugh from where we sat, grouped together at the other end of the room. Our chieftainess rose, and made for him direct.

Alas! she was a short-sighted lady — we had not thought of that. She returned in triumph, followed by a dismal-looking man I had met the year before in the Black Forest, and had hoped never to meet again. I drew her aside.

Whatever you do, I said, dont ask— (I forget his name. One of these days Ill forget him altogether, and be happier. I will call him Johnson.) He would turn the whole thing into a funeral before we were half-way there. I climbed a mountain with him once. He makes you forget all your other troubles; that is the only thing he is good for.

But who is Johnson? she demanded. Why, thats Johnson, I explained—the thing youve brought over. Why on earth didnt you leave it alone? Wheres your womans instinct?

Great heavens! she cried, I thought it was Tompkins. Ive invited him, and hes accepted.

She was a stickler for politeness, and would not hear of his being told that he had been mistaken for an agreeable man, but that the error, most fortunately, had been discovered in time. He started a row with the driver of the sledge, and devoted the journey outwards to an argument on the fiscal question. He told the proprietor of the hotel what he thought of German cooking, and insisted on having the windows open. One of our party — a German student — sang, Deutschland, Deutschland über alles, — which led to a heated discussion on the proper place of sentiment in literature, and a general denunciation by Johnson of Teutonic characteristics in general. We did not dance. Johnson said that, of course, he spoke only for himself, but the sight of middle-aged ladies and gentlemen catching hold of each other round the middle and jigging about like children was to him rather a saddening spectacle, but to the young such gambolling was natural. Let the young ones indulge themselves. Only four of our party could claim to be under thirty with any hope of success. They were kind enough not to impress the fact upon us. Johnson enlivened the journey back by a searching analysis of enjoyment: Of what did it really consist?

Yet, on wishing him Good-night, our chieftainess thanked him for his company in precisely the same terms she would have applied to Tompkins, who, by unflagging good humour and tact, would have made the day worth remembering to us all for all time.

And everyone obtained his just Deserts!

We pay dearly for our want of sincerity. We are denied the payment of praise: it has ceased to have any value. People shake me warmly by the hand and tell me that they like my books. It only bores me. Not that I am superior to compliment — nobody is — but because I cannot be sure that they mean it. They would say just the same had they never read a line I had written. If I visit a house and find a book of mine open face downwards on the window-seat, it sends no thrill of pride through my suspicious mind. As likely as not, I tell myself, the following is the conversation that has taken place between my host and hostess the day before my arrival:

Dont forget that man J — is coming down to-morrow.

To-morrow! I wish you would tell me of these things a little earlier.

I did tell you — told you last week. Your memory gets worse every day.

You certainly never told me, or I should have remembered it. Is he anybody important?

Oh, no; writes books.

What sort of books? — I mean, is he quite respectable?

Of course, or I should not have invited him. These sort of people go everywhere nowadays. By the by, have we got any of his books about the house?

I dont think so. Ill look and see. If you had let me know in time I could have ordered one from Mudies.

Well, Ive got to go to town; Ill make sure of it, and buy one.

Seems a pity to waste money. Wont you be going anywhere near Mudies?

Looks more appreciative to have bought a copy. It will do for a birthday present for someone.

On the other hand, the conversation may have been very different. My hostess may have said:

Oh, I am glad hes coming. I have been longing to meet him for years.

She may have bought my book on the day of publication, and be reading it through for the second time. She may, by pure accident, have left it on her favourite seat beneath the window. The knowledge that insincerity is our universal garment has reduced all compliment to meaningless formula. A lady one evening at a party drew me aside. The chief guest — a famous writer — had just arrived.

Tell me, she said, I have so little time for reading, what has he done?

I was on the point of replying when an inveterate wag, who had overheard her, interposed between us.

The Cloister and the Hearth, he told her, and Adam Bede.

He happened to know the lady well. She has a good heart, but was ever muddle-headed. She thanked that wag with a smile, and I heard her later in the evening boring most evidently that literary lion with elongated praise of the Cloister and the Hearth and Adam Bede. They were among the few books she had ever read, and talking about them came easily to her. She told me afterwards that she had found that literary lion a charming man, but — 

Well, she laughed, he has got a good opinion of himself. He told me he considered both books among the finest in the English language.

It is as well always to make a note of the authors name. Some people never do — more particularly playgoers. A well-known dramatic author told me he once took a couple of colonial friends to a play of his own. It was after a little dinner at Kettners; they suggested the theatre, and he thought he would give them a treat. He did not mention to them that he was the author, and they never looked at the programme. Their faces as the play proceeded lengthened; it did not seem to be their school of comedy. At the end of the first act they sprang to their feet.

Lets chuck this rot, suggested one.

Lets go to the Empire, suggested the other. The well-known dramatist followed them out. He thinks the fault must have been with the dinner.

A young friend of mine — a man of good family — contracted a mésalliance: that is, he married the daughter of a Canadian farmer, a frank, amiable girl, bewitchingly pretty, with more character in her little finger than some girls possess in their whole body. I met him one day, some three months after his return to London.

And only people would do Parlour Tricks who do them well!

Well, I asked him, how is it shaping?

She is the dearest girl in the world, he answered. She has only got one fault; she believes what people say.

She will get over that, I suggested.

I hope she does, he replied; its awkward at present.

I can see it leading her into difficulty, I agreed.

She is not accomplished, he continued. He seemed to wish to talk about it to a sympathetic listener. She never pretended to be accomplished. I did not marry her for her accomplishments. But now she is beginning to think she must have been accomplished all the time, without knowing it. She plays the piano like a schoolgirl on a parents visiting-day. She told them she did not play — not worth listening to — at least, she began by telling them so. They insisted that she did, that they had heard about her playing, and were thirsting to enjoy it. She is good nature itself. She would stand on her head if she thought it would give real joy to anyone. She took it they really wanted to hear her, and so let em have it. They tell her that her touch is something quite out of the common — which is the truth, if only she could understand it — why did she never think of taking up music as a profession? By this time she is wondering herself that she never did. They are not satisfied with hearing her once. They ask for more, and they get it. The other evening I had to keep quiet on my chair while she thumped through four pieces one after the other, including the Beethoven Sonata. We knew it was the Beethoven Sonata. She told us before she started it was going to be the Beethoven Sonata, otherwise, for all any of us could have guessed, it might have been the Battle of Prague. We all sat round with wooden faces, staring at our boots. Afterwards those of them that couldnt get near enough to her to make a fool of her crowded round me. Wanted to know why I had never told them I had discovered a musical prodigy. Ill lose my temper one day and pull somebodys nose, I feel I shall. Shes got a recitation; whether intended to be serious or comic I had never been able to make up my mind. The way she gives it confers upon it all the disadvantages of both. It is chiefly concerned with an angel and a child. But a dog comes into it about the middle, and from that point onward it is impossible to tell who is talking — sometimes you think it is the angel, and then it sounds more like the dog. The child is the easiest to follow: it talks all the time through its nose. If I have heard that recitation once I have heard it fifty times; and now she is busy learning an encore.

And all the World had Sense!

What hurts me most, he went on, is having to watch her making herself ridiculous. Yet what am I to do? If I explain things to her she will be miserable and ashamed of herself; added to which her frankness — perhaps her greatest charm — will be murdered. The trouble runs through everything. She wont take my advice about her frocks. She laughs, and repeats to me — well, the lies that other women tell a girl who is spoiling herself by dressing absurdly; especially when she is a pretty girl and they are anxious she should go on spoiling herself. She bought a hat last week, one day when I was not with her. It only wants the candles to look like a Christmas tree. They insist on her taking it off so they may examine it more closely, with the idea of having one built like it for themselves; and she sits by delighted, and explains to them the secret of the thing. We get to parties half an hour before the opening time; she is afraid of being a minute late. They have told her that the party cant begin without her — isnt worth calling a party till shes there. We are always the last to go. The other people dont matter, but if she goes they will feel the whole thing has been a failure. She is dead for want of sleep, and they are sick and tired of us; but if I look at my watch they talk as if their hearts were breaking, and she thinks me a brute for wanting to leave friends so passionately attached to us.

Why do we all play this silly game; what is the sense of it? he wanted to know.

I could not tell him.


CHAPTER VI

Fire and the Foreigner.
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THEY ARE ODD folk, these foreigners. There are moments of despair when I almost give them up — feel I dont care what becomes of them — feel as if I could let them muddle on in their own way — wash my hands of them, so to speak, and attend exclusively to my own business: we all have our days of feebleness. They will sit outside a café on a freezing night, with an east wind blowing, and play dominoes. They will stand outside a tramcar, rushing through the icy air at fifteen miles an hour, and refuse to go inside, even to oblige a lady. Yet in railway carriages, in which you could grill a bloater by the simple process of laying it underneath the seat, they will insist on the window being closed, light cigars to keep their noses warm, and sit with the collars of their fur coats buttoned up around their necks.

In their houses they keep the double windows hermetically sealed for three or four months at a time: and the hot air quivering about the stoves scorches your face if you venture nearer to it than a yard. Travel can broaden the mind. It can also suggest to the Britisher that in some respects his countrymen are nothing near so silly as they are supposed to be. There was a time when I used to sit with my legs stretched out before the English coal fire and listen with respectful attention while people who I thought knew all about it explained to me how wicked and how wasteful were our methods.

All the heat from that fire, they told me, was going up the chimney. I did not like to answer them that notwithstanding I felt warm and cosy. I feared it might be merely British stupidity that kept me warm and cosy, not the fire at all. How could it be the fire? The heat from the fire was going up the chimney. It was the glow of ignorance that was making my toes tingle. Besides, if by sitting close in front of the fire and looking hard at it, I did contrive, by hypnotic suggestion, maybe, to fancy myself warm, what should I feel like at the other end of the room?

It seemed like begging the question to reply that I had no particular use for the other end of the room, that generally speaking there was room enough about the fire for all the people I really cared for, that sitting altogether round the fire seemed quite as sensible as sulking by ones self in a corner the other end of the room, that the fire made a cheerful and convenient focus for family and friends. They pointed out to me how a stove, blocking up the centre of the room, with a dingy looking fluepipe wandering round the ceiling, would enable us to sit ranged round the walls, like patients in a hospital waiting-room, and use up coke and potato-peelings.

Since then I have had practical experience of the scientific stove. I want the old-fashioned, unsanitary, wasteful, illogical, open fireplace. I want the heat to go up the chimney, instead of stopping in the room and giving me a headache, and making everything go round. When I come in out of the snow I want to see a fire — something that says to me with a cheerful crackle, Hallo, old man, cold outside, isnt it? Come and sit down. Come quite close and warm your hands. Thats right, put your foot under him and persuade him to move a yard or two. Thats all hes been doing for the last hour, lying there roasting himself, lazy little devil. Hell get softening of the spine, thats what will happen to him. Put your toes on the fender. The tea will be here in a minute.

My British Stupidity.

I want something that I can toast my back against, while standing with coat tails tucked up and my hands in my pockets, explaining things to people. I dont want a comfortless, staring, white thing, in a corner of the room, behind the sofa — a thing that looks and smells like a family tomb. It may be hygienic, and it may be hot, but it does not seem to do me any good. It has its advantages: it contains a cupboard into which you can put things to dry. You can also forget them, and leave them there. Then people complain of a smell of burning, and hope the house is not on fire, and you ease their mind by explaining to them that it is probably only your boots. Complicated internal arrangements are worked by a key. If you put on too much fuel, and do not work this key properly, the thing explodes. And if you do not put on any coal at all and the fire goes out suddenly, then likewise it explodes. That is the only way it knows of calling attention to itself. On the Continent you know when the fire wants seeing to merely by listening:

Sounded like the dining-room, that last explosion, somebody remarks.

I think not, observes another, I distinctly felt the shock behind me — my bedroom, I expect.

Bits of ceiling begin to fall, and you notice that the mirror over the sideboard is slowly coming towards you.

Why it must be this stove, you say; curious how difficult it is to locate sound.

You snatch up the children and hurry out of the room. After a while, when things have settled down, you venture to look in again. Maybe it was only a mild explosion. A ten-pound note and a couple of plumbers in the house for a week will put things right again. They tell me they are economical, these German stoves, but you have got to understand them. I think I have learnt the trick of them at last: and I dont suppose, all told, it has cost me more than fifty pounds. And now I am trying to teach the rest of the family. What I complain about the family is that they do not seem anxious to learn.

You do it, they say, pressing the coal scoop into my hand: it makes us nervous.

It is a pretty, patriarchal idea: I stand between the trusting, admiring family and these explosive stoves that are the terror of their lives. They gather round me in a group and watch me, the capable, all-knowing Head who fears no foreign stove. But there are days when I get tired of going round making up fires.

Nor is it sufficient to understand only one particular stove. The practical foreigner prides himself upon having various stoves, adapted to various work. Hitherto I have been speaking only of the stove supposed to be best suited to reception rooms and bedrooms. The hall is provided with another sort of stove altogether: an iron stove this, that turns up its nose at coke and potato-peelings. If you give it anything else but the best coal it explodes. It is like living surrounded by peppery old colonels, trying to pass a peaceful winter among these passionate stoves. There is a stove in the kitchen to be used only for roasting: this one will not look at anything else but wood. Give it a bit of coal, meaning to be kind, and before you are out of the room it has exploded.

Then there is a trick stove specially popular in Belgium. It has a little door at the top and another little door at the bottom, and looks like a pepper-caster. Whether it is happy or not depends upon those two little doors. There are times when it feels it wants the bottom door shut and the top door open, or vice versâ, or both open at the same time, or both shut — it is a fussy little stove.

Ordinary intelligence does not help you much with this stove. You want to be bred in the country. It is a question of instinct: you have to have Belgian blood in your veins to get on comfortably with it. On the whole, it is a mild little stove, this Belgian pet. It does not often explode: it only gets angry, and throws its cover into the air, and flings hot coals about the room. It lives, generally speaking, inside an iron cupboard with two doors. When you want it, you open these doors, and pull it out into the room. It works on a swivel. And when you dont want it you try to push it back again, and then the whole thing tumbles over, and the girl throws her hands up to Heaven and says, Mon Dieu! and screams for the cook and the femme journée, and they all three say Mon Dieu! and fall upon it with buckets of water. By the time everything has been extinguished you have made up your mind to substitute for it just the ordinary explosive stove to which you are accustomed.

I am considered Cold and Mad.

In your own house you can, of course, open the windows, and thus defeat the foreign stove. The rest of the street thinks you mad, but then the Englishman is considered by all foreigners to be always mad. It is his privilege to be mad. The street thinks no worse of you than it did before, and you can breathe in comfort. But in the railway carriage they dont allow you to be mad. In Europe, unless you are prepared to draw at sight upon the other passengers, throw the conductor out of the window, and take the train in by yourself, it is useless arguing the question of fresh air. The rule abroad is that if any one man objects to the window being open, the window remains closed. He does not quarrel with you: he rings the bell, and points out to the conductor that the temperature of the carriage has sunk to little more than ninety degrees, Fahrenheit. He thinks a window must be open.

The conductor is generally an old soldier: he understands being shot, he understands being thrown out of window, but not the laws of sanitation. If, as I have explained, you shoot him, or throw him out on the permanent way, that convinces him. He leaves you to discuss the matter with the second conductor, who, by your action, has now, of course, become the first conductor. As there are generally half a dozen of these conductors scattered about the train, the process of educating them becomes monotonous. You generally end by submitting to the law.

Unless you happen to be an American woman. Never did my heart go out more gladly to America as a nation than one spring day travelling from Berne to Vevey. We had been sitting for an hour in an atmosphere that would have rendered a Dante disinclined to notice things. Dante, after ten minutes in that atmosphere, would have lost all interest in the show. He would not have asked questions. He would have whispered to Virgil:

Get me out of this, old man, theres a good fellow!

Sometimes I wish I were an American Woman.

The carriage was crowded, chiefly with Germans. Every window was closed, every ventilator shut. The hot air quivered round our feet. Seventeen men and four women were smoking, two children were sucking peppermints, and an old married couple were eating their lunch, consisting chiefly of garlic. At a junction, the door was thrown open. The foreigner opens the door a little way, glides in, and closes it behind him. This was not a foreigner, but an American lady, en voyage, accompanied by five other American ladies. They marched in carrying packages. They could not find six seats together, so they scattered up and down the carriage. The first thing that each woman did, the moment she could get her hands free, was to dash for the nearest window and haul it down.

Astonishes me, said the first woman, that somebody is not dead in this carriage.

Their idea, I think, was that through asphyxiation we had become comatose, and, but for their entrance, would have died unconscious.

It is a current of air that is wanted, said another of the ladies.

So they opened the door at the front of the carriage and four of them stood outside on the platform, chatting pleasantly and admiring the scenery, while two of them opened the door at the other end, and took photographs of the Lake of Geneva. The carriage rose and cursed them in six languages. Bells were rung: conductors came flying in. It was all of no use. Those American ladies were cheerful but firm. They argued with volubility: they argued standing in the open doorway. The conductors, familiar, no doubt, with the American lady and her ways, shrugged their shoulders and retired. The other passengers undid their bags and bundles, and wrapped themselves up in shawls and Jaeger nightshirts.

I met the ladies afterwards in Lausanne. They told me they had been condemned to a fine of forty francs apiece. They also explained to me that they had not the slightest intention of paying it.


CHAPTER VII

Too much Postcard.
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THE POSTCARD CRAZE is dying out in Germany — the land of its birth — I am told. In Germany they do things thoroughly, or not at all. The German when he took to sending postcards abandoned almost every other pursuit in life. The German tourist never knew where he had been until on reaching home again he asked some friend or relation to allow him to look over the postcards he had sent. Then it was he began to enjoy his trip.

What a charming old town! the German tourist would exclaim. I wish I could have found time while I was there to have gone outside the hotel and have had a look round. Still, it is pleasant to think one has been there.

I suppose you did not have much time? his friend would suggest.

We did not get there till the evening, the tourist would explain. We were busy till dark buying postcards, and then in the morning there was the writing and addressing to be done, and when that was over, and we had had our breakfast, it was time to leave again.

He would take up another card showing the panorama from a mountain top.

Sublime! colossal! he would cry enraptured. If I had known it was anything like that, Id have stopped another day and had a look at it.

It was always worth seeing, the arrival of a party of German tourists in a Schwartzwald village. Leaping from the coach they would surge round the solitary gendarme.

Where is the postcard shop? Tell us — we have only two hours — where do we get postcards?

The gendarme, scenting Trinkgeld, would head them at the double-quick: stout old gentlemen unaccustomed to the double-quick, stouter Frauen gathering up their skirts with utter disregard to all propriety, slim Fräulein clinging to their beloved would run after him. Nervous pedestrians would fly for safety into doorways, careless loiterers would be swept into the gutter.

In the narrow doorway of the postcard shop trouble would begin. The cries of suffocated women and trampled children, the curses of strong men, would rend the air. The German is a peaceful, law-abiding citizen, but in the hunt for postcards he was a beast. A woman would pounce on a tray of cards, commence selecting, suddenly the tray would be snatched from her. She would burst into tears, and hit the person nearest to her with her umbrella. The cunning and the strong would secure the best cards. The weak and courteous be left with pictures of post offices and railway stations. Torn and dishevelled, the crowd would rush back to the hotel, sweep crockery from the table, and — sucking stumpy pencils — write feverishly. A hurried meal would follow. Then the horses would be put to again, the German tourists would climb back to their places and be driven away, asking of the coachman what the name of the place they had just left might happen to be.

The Postcard as a Family Curse.

One presumes that even to the patient German the thing grew tiresome. In the Fliegende Blätter two young clerks were represented discussing the question of summer holidays.

Where are you going? asks A of B.

Nowhere, answers B.

Cant you afford it? asks the sympathetic A.

Only been able to save up enough for the postcards, answers B, gloomily; no money left for the trip.

Men and women carried bulky volumes containing the names and addresses of the people to whom they had promised to send cards. Everywhere, through winding forest glade, by silver sea, on mountain pathway, one met with prematurely aged looking tourists muttering as they walked:

Did I send Aunt Gretchen a postcard from that last village that we stopped at, or did I address two to Cousin Lisa?

Then, again, maybe, the picture postcard led to disappointment. Uninteresting towns clamoured, as ill-favoured spinsters in a photographic studio, to be made beautiful.

I want, says the lady, a photograph my friends will really like. Some of these second-rate photographers make one look quite plain. I dont want you to flatter me, if you understand, I merely want something nice.

The obliging photographer does his best. The nose is carefully toned down, the wart becomes a dimple, her own husband doesnt know her. The postcard artist has ended by imagining everything as it might have been.

If it were not for the houses, says the postcard artist to himself, this might have been a picturesque old High street of mediæval aspect.

So he draws a picture of the High street as it might have been. The lover of quaint architecture travels out of his way to see it, and when he finds it and contrasts it with the picture postcard he gets mad. I bought a postcard myself once representing the market place of a certain French town. It seemed to me, looking at the postcard, that I hadnt really seen France — not yet. I travelled nearly a hundred miles to see that market place. I was careful to arrive on market day and to get there at the right time. I reached the market square and looked at it. Then I asked a gendarme where it was.

He said it was there — that I was in it.

I said, I dont mean this one, I want the other one, the picturesque one.

He said it was the only market square they had. I took the postcard from my pocket.

Where are all the girls? I asked him.

What girls? he demanded.

The Artists Dream.

Why, these girls; I showed him the postcard, there ought to have been about a hundred of them. There was not a plain one among the lot. Many of them I should have called beautiful. They were selling flowers and fruit, all kinds of fruit — cherries, strawberries, rosy-cheeked apples, luscious grapes — all freshly picked and sparkling with dew. The gendarme said he had never seen any girls — not in this particular square. Referring casually to the blood of saints and martyrs, he said he would like to see a few girls in that town worth looking at. In the square itself sat six motherly old souls round a lamp-post. One of them had a moustache, and was smoking a pipe, but in other respects, I have no doubt, was all a woman should be. Two of them were selling fish. That is they would have sold fish, no doubt, had anyone been there to buy fish. The gaily clad thousands of eager purchasers pictured in the postcard were represented by two workmen in blue blouses talking at a corner, mostly with their fingers; a small boy walking backwards, with the idea apparently of not missing anything behind him, and a yellow dog that sat on the kerb, and had given up all hope — judging from his expression — of anything ever happening again. With the gendarme and myself, these four were the only living creatures in the square. The rest of the market consisted of eggs and a few emaciated fowls hanging from a sort of broom handle.

And wheres the cathedral? I asked the gendarme. It was a Gothic structure in the postcard of evident antiquity. He said there had once been a cathedral. It was now a brewery; he pointed it out to me. He said he thought some portion of the original south wall had been retained. He thought the manager of the brewery might be willing to show it to me.

And the fountain? I demanded, and all these doves!

He said there had been talk of a fountain. He believed the design had already been prepared.

I took the next train back. I do not now travel much out of my way to see the original of the picture postcard. Maybe others have had like experience and the picture postcard as a guide to the Continent has lost its value.

The dealer has fallen back upon the eternal feminine. The postcard collector is confined to girls. Through the kindness of correspondents I possess myself some fifty to a hundred girls, or perhaps it would be more correct to say one girl in fifty to a hundred different hats. I have her in big hats, I have her in small hats, I have her in no hat at all. I have her smiling, and I have her looking as if she had lost her last sixpence. I have her overdressed, I have her decidedly underdressed, but she is much the same girl. Very young men cannot have too many of her, but myself I am getting tired of her. I suppose it is the result of growing old.

Why not the Eternal Male for a change?

Girls of my acquaintance are also beginning to grumble at her. I often think it hard on girls that the artist so neglects the eternal male. Why should there not be portraits of young men in different hats; young men in big hats, young men in little hats, young men smiling archly, young men looking noble. Girls dont want to decorate their rooms with pictures of other girls, they want rows of young men beaming down upon them.

But possibly I am sinning my mercies. A father hears what young men dont. The girl in real life is feeling it keenly: the impossible standard set for her by the popular artist.

Real skirts dont hang like that, she grumbles, its not in the nature of skirts. You cant have feet that size. It isnt our fault, they are not made. Look at those waists! There would be no room to put anything?

Nature, in fashioning woman, has not yet crept up to the artistic ideal. The young man studies the picture on the postcard; on the coloured almanack given away at Christmas by the local grocer; on the advertisement of Jones soap, and thinks with discontent of Polly Perkins, who in a natural way is as pretty a girl as can be looked for in this imperfect world. Thus it is that woman has had to take to shorthand and typewriting. Modern woman is being ruined by the artist.

How Women are ruined by Art.

Mr. Anstey tells a story of a young barber who fell in love with his own wax model. All day he dreamed of the impossible. She — the young lady of wax-like complexion, with her everlasting expression of dignity combined with amiability. No girl of his acquaintance could compete with her. If I remember rightly he died a bachelor, still dreaming of wax-like perfection. Perhaps it is as well we men are not handicapped to the same extent. If every hoarding, if every picture shop window, if every illustrated journal teemed with illustrations of the ideal young man in perfect fitting trousers that never bagged at the knees! Maybe it would result in our cooking our own breakfasts and making our own beds to the end of our lives.

The novelist and playwright, as it is, have made things difficult enough for us. In books and plays the young man makes love with a flow of language, a wealth of imagery, that must have taken him years to acquire. What does the novel-reading girl think, I wonder, when the real young man proposes to her! He has not called her anything in particular. Possibly he has got as far as suggesting she is a duck or a daisy, or hinting shyly that she is his bee or his honeysuckle: in his excitement he is not quite sure which. In the novel she has been reading the hero has likened the heroine to half the vegetable kingdom. Elementary astronomy has been exhausted in his attempt to describe to her the impression her appearance leaves on him. Bond Street has been sacked in his endeavour to get it clearly home to her what different parts of her are like — her eyes, her teeth, her heart, her hair, her ears. Delicacy alone prevents his extending the catalogue. A Fiji Island lover might possibly go further. We have not yet had the Fiji Island novel. By the time he is through with it she must have a somewhat confused notion of herself — a vague conviction that she is a sort of condensed South Kensington Museum.

Difficulty of living up to the Poster.

Poor Angelina must feel dissatisfied with the Edwin of real life. I am not sure that art and fiction have not made life more difficult for us than even it was intended to be. The view from the mountain top is less extensive than represented by the picture postcard. The play, I fear me, does not always come up to the poster. Polly Perkins is pretty enough as girls go; but oh for the young lady of the grocers almanack! Poor dear John is very nice and loves us — so he tells us, in his stupid, halting way; but how can we respond when we remember how the man loved in the play! The artist has fashioned his dream of delight, and the workaday world by comparison seems tame to us.


CHAPTER VIII

The Lady and the Problem.
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SHE IS A good woman, the Heroine of the Problem Play, but accidents will happen, and other people were to blame.

Perhaps that is really the Problem: who was responsible for the heroines past? Was it her father? She does not say so — not in so many words. That is not her way. It is not for her, the silently-suffering victim of complicated antecedent incidents, to purchase justice for herself by pointing the finger of accusation against him who, whatever his faults may be, was once, at all events, her father. That one fact in his favour she can never forget. Indeed she would not if she could. That one asset, for whatever it may be worth by the time the Day of Judgment arrives, he shall retain. It shall not be taken from him. After all he was my father. She admits it, with the accent on the was. That he is so no longer, he has only himself to blame. His subsequent behaviour has apparently rendered it necessary for her to sever the relationship.

I love you, she has probably said to him, paraphrasing Othellos speech to Cassio; it is my duty, and — as by this time you must be aware — it is my keen if occasionally somewhat involved, sense of duty that is the cause of almost all our troubles in this play. You will always remain the object of what I cannot help feeling is misplaced affection on my part, mingled with contempt. But never more be relative of mine.

Certain it is that but for her father she would never have had a past. Failing anyone else on whom to lay the blame for whatever the lady may have done, we can generally fall back upon the father. He becomes our sheet-anchor, so to speak. There are plays in which at first sight it would almost appear there was nobody to blame — nobody, except the heroine herself. It all seems to happen just because she is no better than she ought to be: clearly, the fathers fault! for ever having had a daughter no better than she ought to be. As the Heroine of a certain Problem Play once put it neatly and succinctly to the old man himself: It is you parents that make us children what we are. She had him there. He had not a word to answer for himself, but went off centre, leaving his hat behind him.

Sometimes, however, the father is merely a Scientist — which in Stageland is another term for helpless imbecile. In Stageland, if a gentleman has not got to have much brain and you do not know what else to make of him, you let him be a scientist — and then, of course, he is only to blame in a minor degree. If he had not been a scientist — thinking more of his silly old stars or beetles than of his intricate daughter, he might have done something. The heroine does not say precisely what: perhaps have taken her up stairs now and again, while she was still young and susceptible of improvement, and have spanked some sense into her.

The Stage Hero who, for once, had Justice done to him.

I remember witnessing long ago, in a country barn, a highly moral play. It was a Problem Play, now I come to think of it. At least, that is, it would have been a Problem Play but that the party with the past happened in this case to be merely a male thing. Stage life presents no problems to the man. The hero of the Problem Play has not got to wonder what to do; he has got to wonder only what the heroine will do next. The hero — he was not exactly the hero; he would have been the hero had he not been hanged in the last act. But for that he was rather a nice young man, full of sentiment and not ashamed of it. From the scaffold he pleaded for leave to embrace his mother just once more before he died. It was a pretty idea. The hangman himself was touched. The necessary leave was granted him. He descended the steps and flung his arms round the sobbing old lady, and — bit off her nose. After that he told her why he had bitten off her nose. It appeared that when he was a boy, he had returned home one evening with a rabbit in his pocket. Instead of putting him across her knee, and working into him the eighth commandment, she had said nothing; but that it seemed to be a fairly useful sort of rabbit, and had sent him out into the garden to pick onions. If she had done her duty by him then, he would not have been now in his present most unsatisfactory position, and she would still have had her nose. The fathers and mothers in the audience applauded, but the children, scenting addition to precedent, looked glum.

Maybe it is something of this kind the heroine is hinting at. Perhaps the Problem has nothing to do with the heroine herself, but with the heroines parents: what is the best way of bringing up a daughter who shows the slightest sign of developing a tendency towards a Past? Can it be done by kindness? And, if not, how much?

Occasionally the parents attempt to solve the Problem, so far as they are concerned, by dying young — shortly after the heroines birth. No doubt they argue to themselves this is their only chance of avoiding future blame. But they do not get out of it so easily.

Ah, if I had only had a mother — or even a father! cries the heroine: one feels how mean it was of them to slip away as they did.

The fact remains, however, that they are dead. One despises them for dying, but beyond that it is difficult to hold them personally responsible for the heroines subsequent misdeeds. The argument takes to itself new shape. Is it Fate that is to blame? The lady herself would seem to favour this suggestion. It has always been her fate, she explains, to bring suffering and misery upon those she loves. At first, according to her own account, she rebelled against this cruel Fate — possibly instigated thereto by the people unfortunate enough to be loved by her. But of late she has come to accept this strange destiny of hers with touching resignation. It grieves her, when she thinks of it, that she is unable to imbue those she loves with her own patient spirit. They seem to be a fretful little band.

Considered as a scapegoat, Fate, as compared with the father, has this advantage: it is always about: it cannot slip away and die before the real trouble begins: it cannot even plead a scientific head; it is there all the time. With care one can blame it for most everything. The vexing thing about it is, that it does not mind being blamed. One cannot make Fate feel small and mean. It affords no relief to our harrowed feelings to cry out indignantly to Fate: look here, what you have done. Look at this sweet and well-proportioned lady, compelled to travel first-class, accompanied by an amount of luggage that must be a perpetual nightmare to her maid, from one fashionable European resort to another; forced to exist on a well-secured income of, apparently, five thousand a year, most of which has to go in clothes; beloved by only the best people in the play; talked about by everybody incessantly to the exclusion of everybody else — all the neighbours interested in her and in nobody else much; all the women envying her; all the men tumbling over one another after her — looks, in spite of all her worries, not a day older than twenty-three; and has discovered a dressmaker never yet known to have been an hour behind her promise! And all your fault, yours, Fate. Will nothing move you to shame?

She has a way of mislaying her Husband.

It brings no satisfaction with it, speaking out ones mind to Fate. We want to see him before us, the thing of flesh and blood that has brought all this upon her. Was it that early husband — or rather the gentleman she thought was her husband. As a matter of fact, he was a husband. Only he did not happen to be hers. That naturally confused her. Then who is my husband? she seems to have said to herself; I had a husband: I remember it distinctly.

Difficult to know them apart from one another, says the lady with the past, the way they dress them all alike nowadays. I suppose it does not really matter. They are much the same as one another when you get them home. Doesnt do to be too fussy.

She is a careless woman. She is always mislaying that early husband. And she has an unfortunate knack of finding him at the wrong moment. Perhaps that is the Problem: What is a lady to do with a husband for whom she has no further use? If she gives him away he is sure to come back, like the clever dog that is sent in a hamper to the other end of the kingdom, and three days afterwards is found gasping on the doorstep. If she leaves him in the middle of South Africa, with most of the heavy baggage and all the debts, she may reckon it a certainty that on her return from her next honeymoon he will be the first to greet her.

Her surprise at meeting him again is a little unreasonable. She seems to be under the impression that because she has forgotten him, he is for all practical purposes dead.

Why I forgot all about him, she seems to be arguing to herself, seven years ago at least. According to the laws of Nature there ought to be nothing left of him but just his bones.

She is indignant at finding he is still alive, and lets him know it — tells him he is a beast for turning up at his sisters party, and pleads to him for one last favour: that he will go away where neither she nor anybody else of any importance will ever see him or hear of him again. Thats all she asks of him. If he make a point of it she will — though her costume is ill adapted to the exercise — go down upon her knees to ask it of him.

He brutally retorts that he doesnt know where to get. The lady travels round a good deal and seems to be in most places. She accepts week-end invitations to the houses of his nearest relatives. She has married his first cousin, and is now getting up a bazaar with the help of his present wife. How he is to avoid her he does not quite see.

Perhaps, by the by, that is really the Problem: where is the early husband to disappear to? Even if every time he saw her coming he were to duck under the table, somebody would be sure to notice it and make remarks. Ought he to take himself out one dark night, tie a brick round his neck, and throw himself into a pond?

What is a Lady to do with a Husband when she has finished with him?

But men are so selfish. The idea does not even occur to him; and the lady herself is too generous to do more than just hint at it.

Maybe it is Society that is to blame. There comes a luminous moment when it is suddenly revealed to the Heroine of the Problem Play that it is Society that is at the bottom of this thing. She has felt all along there was something the matter. Why has she never thought of it before? Here all these years has she been going about blaming her poor old father; her mother for dying too soon; the remarkable circumstances attending her girlhood; that dear old stupid husband she thought was hers; and all the while the really culpable party has been existing unsuspected under her very nose. She clears away the furniture a bit, and tells Society exactly what she thinks of it — she is always good at that, telling people what she thinks of them. Other peoples failings do not escape her, not for long. If Society would only step out for a moment, and look at itself with her eyes, something might be done. If Society, now that the thing has been pointed out to it, has still any lingering desire to live, let it look at her. This, that she is, Society has made her! Let Society have a walk round her, and then go home and reflect.

Could she — herself — have been to blame?

It lifts a load from us, fixing the blame on Society. There were periods in the play when we hardly knew what to think. The scientific father, the dead mother, the early husband! it was difficult to grasp the fact that they alone were to blame. One felt there was something to be said for even them. Ugly thoughts would cross our mind that perhaps the Heroine herself was not altogether irreproachable — that possibly there would have been less Problem, if, thinking a little less about her clothes, yearning a little less to do nothing all day long and be perfectly happy, she had pulled herself together, told herself that the world was not built exclusively for her, and settled down to the existence of an ordinary decent woman.

Looking at the thing all round, that is perhaps the best solution of the Problem: it is Society that is to blame. We had better keep to that.


CHAPTER IX

Civilization and the Unemployed.
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WHERE CIVILIZATION FAILS is in not providing men and women with sufficient work. In the Stone Age man was, one imagines, kept busy. When he was not looking for his dinner, or eating his dinner, or sleeping off the effects of his dinner, he was hard at work with a club, clearing the neighbourhood of what one doubts not he would have described as aliens. The healthy Palæolithic man would have had a contempt for Cobden rivalling that of Mr. Chamberlain himself. He did not take the incursion of the foreigner lying down. One pictures him in the minds eye: unscientific, perhaps, but active to a degree difficult to conceive in these degenerate days. Now up a tree hurling cocoa-nuts, the next moment on the ground flinging roots and rocks. Both having tolerably hard heads, the argument would of necessity be long and heated. Phrases that have since come to be meaningless had, in those days, a real significance.

When a Palæolithic politician claimed to have crushed his critic, he meant that he had succeeded in dropping a tree or a ton of earth upon him. When it was said that one bright and intelligent member of that early sociology had annihilated his opponent, that opponents friends and relations took no further interest in him. It meant that he was actually annihilated. Bits of him might be found, but the most of him would be hopelessly scattered. When the adherents of any particular Cave Dweller remarked that their man was wiping the floor with his rival, it did not mean that he was talking himself red in the face to a bored audience of sixteen friends and a reporter. It meant that he was dragging that rival by the legs round the enclosure and making the place damp and untidy with him.

Early instances of Dumping.

Maybe the Cave Dweller, finding nuts in his own neighbourhood growing scarce, would emigrate himself: for even in that age the politician was not always logical. Thus rôles became reversed. The defender of his country became the alien, dumping himself where he was not wanted. The charm of those early political arguments lay in their simplicity. A child could have followed every point. There could never have been a moments doubt, even among his own followers, as to what a Palæolithic statesman really meant to convey. At the close of the contest the party who considered it had won the moral victory would be cleared away, or buried neatly on the spot, according to taste: and the discussion, until the arrival of the next generation, was voted closed.

All this must have been harassing, but it did serve to pass away the time. Civilization has brought into being a section of the community with little else to do but to amuse itself. For youth to play is natural; the young barbarian plays, the kitten plays, the colt gambols, the lamb skips. But man is the only animal that gambols and jumps and skips after it has reached maturity. Were we to meet an elderly bearded goat, springing about in the air and behaving, generally speaking, like a kid, we should say it had gone mad. Yet we throng in our thousands to watch elderly ladies and gentlemen jumping about after a ball, twisting themselves into strange shapes, rushing, racing, falling over one another; and present them with silver-backed hair-brushes and gold-handled umbrellas as a reward to them for doing so.

Imagine some scientific inhabitant of one of the larger fixed stars examining us through a magnifying-glass as we examine ants. Our amusements would puzzle him. The ball of all sorts and sizes, from the marble to the pushball, would lead to endless scientific argument.

What is it? Why are these men and women always knocking it about, seizing it wherever and whenever they find it and worrying it?

The observer from that fixed star would argue that the Ball must be some malignant creature of fiendish power, the great enemy of the human race. Watching our cricket-fields, our tennis-courts, our golf links, he would conclude that a certain section of mankind had been told off to do battle with the Ball on behalf of mankind in general.

As a rule, so he would report, it is a superior class of insect to which this special duty has been assigned. They are a friskier, gaudier species than their fellows.

Cricket, as viewed from the fixed Stars.

For this one purpose they appear to be kept and fed. They do no other work, so far as I have been able to ascertain. Carefully selected and trained, their mission is to go about the world looking for Balls. Whenever they find a Ball they set to work to kill it. But the vitality of these Balls is extraordinary. There is a medium-sized, reddish species that, on an average, takes three days to kill. When one of these is discovered, specially trained champions are summoned from every corner of the country. They arrive in hot haste, eager for the battle, which takes place in the presence of the entire neighbourhood. The number of champions for some reason or another is limited to twenty-two. Each one seizing in turn a large piece of wood, rushes at the Ball as it flies along the ground, or through the air, and strikes at it with all his force. When, exhausted, he can strike no longer, he throws down his weapon and retires into a tent, where he is restored to strength by copious draughts of a drug the nature of which I have been unable to discover. Meanwhile, another has picked up the fallen weapon, and the contest is continued without a moments interruption. The Ball makes frantic efforts to escape from its tormentors, but every time it is captured and flung back. So far as can be observed, it makes no attempt at retaliation, its only object being to get away; though, occasionally — whether by design or accident — it succeeds in inflicting injury upon one or other of its executioners, or more often upon one of the spectators, striking him either on the head or about the region of the waist, which, judging by results, would appear, from the Balls point of view, to be the better selection. These small reddish Balls are quickened into life evidently by the heat of the sun; in the cold season they disappear, and their place is taken by a much larger Ball. This Ball the champions kill by striking it with their feet and with their heads. But sometimes they will attempt to suffocate it by falling on it, some dozen of them at a time.

Another of these seemingly harmless enemies of the human race is a small white Ball of great cunning and resource. It frequents sandy districts by the sea coast and open spaces near the large towns. It is pursued with extraordinary animosity by a florid-faced insect of fierce aspect and rotundity of figure. The weapon he employs is a long stick loaded with metal. With one blow he will send the creature through the air sometimes to a distance of nearly a quarter of a mile; yet so vigorous is the constitution of these Balls that it will fall to earth apparently but little damaged. It is followed by the rotund man accompanied by a smaller insect carrying spare clubs. Though hampered by the prominent whiteness of its skin, the extreme smallness of this Ball often enables it to defy re-discovery, and at such times the fury of the little round man is terrible to contemplate. He dances round the spot where the ball has disappeared, making frenzied passes at the surrounding vegetation with his club, uttering the while the most savage and bloodcurdling growls. Occasionally striking at the small creature in fury, he will miss it altogether, and, having struck merely the air, will sit down heavily upon the ground, or, striking the solid earth, will shatter his own club. Then a curious thing takes place: all the other insects standing round place their right hand before their mouth, and, turning away their faces, shake their bodies to and fro, emitting a strange crackling sound. Whether this is to be regarded as a mere expression of their grief that the blow of their comrade should have miscarried, or whether one may assume it to be a ceremonious appeal to their gods for better luck next time, I have not as yet made up my mind. The striker, meanwhile, raises both arms, the hands tightly clenched, towards the heavens, and utters what is probably a prayer, prepared expressly for the occasion.

The Heir of all Ages. His Inheritance.

In similar manner he, the Celestial Observer, proceeds to describe our billiard matches, our tennis tournaments, our croquet parties. Maybe it never occurs to him that a large section of our race surrounded by Eternity, would devote its entire span of life to sheer killing of time. A middle-aged friend of mine, a cultured gentleman, a M.A. of Cambridge, assured me the other day that, notwithstanding all his experiences of life, the thing that still gave him the greatest satisfaction was the accomplishment of a successful drive to leg. Rather a quaint commentary on our civilization, is it not? The singers have sung, and the builders have builded. The artists have fashioned their dreams of delight. The martyrs for thought and freedom have died their death; knowledge has sprung from the bones of ignorance; civilization for ten thousand years has battled with brutality to this result — that a specimen gentleman of the Twentieth Century, the heir of all the ages, finds his greatest joy in life the striking of a ball with a chunk of wood!

Human energy, human suffering, has been wasted. Such crown of happiness for a man might surely have been obtained earlier and at less cost. Was it intended? Are we on the right track? The childs play is wiser. The battered doll is a princess. Within the sand castle dwells an ogre. It is with imagination that he plays. His games have some relation to life. It is the man only who is content with this everlasting knocking about of a ball. The majority of mankind is doomed to labour so constant, so exhausting, that no opportunity is given it to cultivate its brain. Civilization has arranged that a small privileged minority shall alone enjoy that leisure necessary to the development of thought. And what is the answer of this leisured class? It is:

We will do nothing for the world that feeds us, clothes us, keeps us in luxury. We will spend our whole existence knocking balls about, watching other people knocking balls about, arguing with one another as to the best means of knocking balls about.

Is it Playing the Game?

Is it — to use their own jargon—playing the game?

And the queer thing is this over-worked world, that stints itself to keep them in idleness, approves of the answer. The flannelled fool, The muddied oaf, is the pet of the people; their hero, their ideal.

But maybe all this is mere jealousy. Myself, I have never been clever at knocking balls about.


CHAPTER X

Patience and the Waiter.
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THE SLOWEST WAITER I know is the British railway refreshment-room waiter.

His very breathing — regular, harmonious, penetrating, instinct as it is with all the better attributes of a well-preserved grandfathers clock — conveys suggestion of dignity and peace. He is a huge, impressive person. There emanates from him an atmosphere of Lotusland. The otherwise unattractive refreshment-room becomes an oasis of repose amid the turmoil of a fretful world. All things conspire to aid him: the ancient joints, ranged side by side like corpses in a morgue, each one decently hidden under its white muslin shroud, whispering of death and decay; the dish of dead flies, thoughtfully placed in the centre of the table; the framed advertisements extolling the virtues of heavy beers and stouts, of weird champagnes, emanating from haunted-looking châteaux, situate — if one may judge from the illustration — in the midst of desert lands; the sleep-inviting buzz of the bluebottles.

The spirit of the place steals over you. On entering, with a quarter of an hour to spare, your idea was a cutlet and a glass of claret. In the face of the refreshment-room waiter, the notion appears frivolous, not to say un-English. You order cold beef and pickles, with a pint of bitter in a tankard. To win the British waiters approval, you must always order beer in a tankard. The British waiter, in his ideals, is mediæval. There is a Shakespearean touch about a tankard. A soapy potato will, of course, be added. Afterwards a ton of cheese and a basin of rabbits food floating in water (the British salad) will be placed before you. You will work steadily through the whole, anticipating the somnolence that will subsequently fall upon you with a certain amount of satisfaction. It will serve to dispel the last lingering regret at the reflection that you will miss your appointment, and suffer thereby serious inconvenience if not positive loss. These things are of the world — the noisy, tiresome world you have left without.

To the English traveller, the foreign waiter in the earlier stages of his career is a burden and a trial. When he is complete — when he really can talk English I rejoice in him. When I object to him is when his English is worse than my French or German, and when he will, for his own educational purposes, insist, nevertheless, that the conversation shall be entirely in English. I would he came to me some other time. I would so much rather make it after dinner or, say, the next morning. I hate giving lessons during meal times.

Besides, to a man with feeble digestion, this sort of thing can lead to trouble. One waiter I met at an hotel in Dijon knew very little English — about as much as a poll parrot. The moment I entered the salle-à-manger he started to his feet.

Ah! You English! he cried.

Well, what about us? I answered. It was during the period of the Boer War. I took it he was about to denounce the English nation generally. I was looking for something to throw at him.

You English — you Englishman, yes, he repeated.

And then I understood he had merely intended a question. I owned up that I was, and accused him in turn of being a Frenchman. He admitted it. Introductions, as it were, thus over, I thought I would order dinner. I ordered it in French. I am not bragging of my French, I never wanted to learn French. Even as a boy, it was more the idea of others than of myself. I learnt as little as possible. But I have learnt enough to live in places where they cant, or wont, speak anything else. Left to myself, I could have enjoyed a very satisfactory dinner. I was tired with a long days journey, and hungry. They cook well at this hotel. I had been looking forward to my dinner for hours and hours. I had sat down in my imagination to a consommé bisque, sôle au gratin, a poulet sauté, and an omelette au fromage.

Waiterkind in the making.

It is wrong to let ones mind dwell upon carnal delights; I see that now. At the time I was mad about it. The fool would not even listen to me. He had got it into his garlic-sodden brain that all Englishmen live on beef, and nothing but beef. He swept aside all my suggestions as though they had been the prattlings of a foolish child.

You haf nice biftek. Not at all done. Yes?

No, I dont, I answered. I dont want what the cook of a French provincial hotel calls a biftek. I want something to eat. I want— Apparently, he understood neither English nor French.

Yes, yes, he interrupted cheerfully, with pottitoes.

With what? I asked. I thought for the moment he was suggesting potted pigs feet in the nearest English he could get to it.

Pottito, he repeated; boil pottito. Yes? And pell hell.

I felt like telling him to go there; I suppose he meant pale ale. It took me about five minutes to get that beefsteak out of his head. By the time I had done it, I did not care what I had for dinner. I took pôt-du-jour and veal. He added, on his own initiative, a thing that looked like a poultice. I did not try the taste of it. He explained it was plum poodeen. I fancy he had made it himself.

This fellow is typical; you meet him everywhere abroad. He translates your bill into English for you, calls ten centimes a penny, calculates twelve francs to the pound, and presses a handful of sous affectionately upon you as change for a napoleon.

The cheating waiter is common to all countries, though in Italy and Belgium he flourishes, perhaps, more than elsewhere. But the British waiter, when detected, becomes surly — does not take it nicely. The foreign waiter is amiable about it — bears no malice. He is grieved, maybe, at your language, but that is because he is thinking of you — the possible effect of it upon your future. To try and stop you, he offers you another four sous. The story is told of a Frenchman who, not knowing the legal fare, adopted the plan of doling out pennies to a London cabman one at a time, continuing until the man looked satisfied. Myself, I doubt the story. From what I know of the London cabman, I can see him leaning down still, with out-stretched hand, the horse between the shafts long since dead, the cab chockfull of coppers, and yet no expression of satiety upon his face.

But the story would appear to have crossed the Channel, and to have commended itself to the foreign waiter — especially to the railway refreshment-room waiter. He doles out sous to the traveller, one at a time, with the air of a man who is giving away the savings of a lifetime. If, after five minutes or so, you still appear discontented he goes away quite suddenly. You think he has gone to open another chest of half-pence, but when a quarter of an hour has passed and he does not reappear, you inquire about him amongst the other waiters.

A gloom at once falls upon them. You have spoken of the very thing that has been troubling them. He used to be a waiter here once — one might almost say until quite recently. As to what has become of him — ah! there you have them. If in the course of their chequered career they ever come across him, they will mention to him that you are waiting for him. Meanwhile a stentorian-voiced official is shouting that your train is on the point of leaving. You console yourself with the reflection that it might have been more. It always might have been more; sometimes it is.

His Little Mistakes.

A waiter at the Gare du Nord, in Brussels, on one occasion pressed upon me a five-franc piece, a small Turkish coin the value of which was unknown to me, and remains so to this day, a distinctly bad two francs, and from a quarter of a pound to six ounces of centimes, as change for a twenty-franc note, after deducting the price of a cup of coffee. He put it down with the air of one subscribing to a charity. We looked at one another. I suppose I must have conveyed to him the impression of being discontented. He drew a purse from his pocket. The action suggested that, for the purpose of satisfying my inordinate demands, he would be compelled to draw upon his private resources; but it did not move me. Abstracting reluctantly a fifty-centime piece, he added it to the heap upon the table.

I suggested his taking a seat, as at this rate it seemed likely we should be doing business together for some time. I think he gathered I was not a fool. Hitherto he had been judging, I suppose, purely from appearances. But he was not in the least offended.

Ah! he cried, with a cheery laugh, Monsieur comprend! He swept the whole nonsense back into his bag and gave me the right change. I slipped my arm through his and insisted upon the pleasure of his society, until I had examined each and every coin. He went away chuckling, and told another waiter all about it. They both of them bowed to me as I went out, and wished me a pleasant journey. I left them still chuckling. A British waiter would have been sulky all the afternoon.

The waiter who insists upon mistaking you for the heir of all the Rothschilds used to cost me dear when I was younger. I find the best plan is to take him in hand at the beginning and disillusion him; sweep aside his talk of 84 Perrier Jouet, followed by a 79 Château Lafite, and ask him, as man to man, if he can conscientiously recommend the Saint Julien at two-and-six. After that he settles down to his work and talks sense.

The fatherly waiter is sometimes a comfort. You feel that he knows best. Your instinct is to address him as Uncle. But you remember yourself in time. When you are dining a lady, however, and wish to appear important, he is apt to be in the way. It seems, somehow, to be his dinner. You have a sense almost of being de trop.

The greatest insult you can offer a waiter is to mistake him for your waiter. You think he is your waiter — there is the bald head, the black side-whiskers, the Roman nose. But your waiter had blue eyes, this man soft hazel. You had forgotten to notice the eyes. You bar his progress and ask him for the red pepper. The haughty contempt with which he regards you is painful to bear. It is as if you had insulted a lady. He appears to be saying the same thing:

I think you have made a mistake. You are possibly confusing me with somebody else; I have not the honour of your acquaintance.

How to insult him.

I do not wish it to be understood that I am in the habit of insulting ladies, but occasionally I have made an innocent mistake, and have met with some such response. The wrong waiter conveys to me precisely the same feeling of humiliation.

I will send your waiter to you, he answers. His tone implies that there are waiters and waiters; some may not mind what class of person they serve: others, though poor, have their self-respect. It is clear to you now why your waiter is keeping away from you; the man is ashamed of being your waiter. He is watching, probably, for an opportunity to approach you when nobody is looking. The other waiter finds him for you. He was hiding behind a screen.

Table forty-two wants you, the other tells him. The tone of voice adds:

If you like to encourage this class of customer that is your business; but dont ask me to have anything to do with him.

Even the waiter has his feelings.


CHAPTER XI

The everlasting Newness of Woman.
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AN ORIENTAL VISITOR was returning from our shores to his native land.

Well, asked the youthful diplomatist who had been told off to show him round, as on the deck of the steamer they shook hands, what do you now think of England?

Too much woman, answered the grave Orientalist, and descended to his cabin.

The young diplomatist returned to the shore thoughtful, and later in the day a few of us discussed the matter in a far-off, dimly-lighted corner of the club smoking-room.

Has the pendulum swung too far the other way? Could there be truth in our Oriental friends terse commentary? The eternal feminine! The Western world has been handed over to her. The stranger from Mars or Jupiter would describe us as a hive of women, the sober-clad male being retained apparently on condition of its doing all the hard work and making itself generally useful. Formerly it was the man who wore the fine clothes who went to the shows. To-day it is the woman gorgeously clad for whom the shows are organized. The man dressed in a serviceable and unostentatious, not to say depressing, suit of black accompanies her for the purpose of carrying her cloak and calling her carriage. Among the working classes life, of necessity, remains primitive; the law of the cave is still, with slight modification, the law of the slum. But in upper and middle-class circles the man is now the womans servant.

I remember being present while a mother of my acquaintance was instilling into the mind of her little son the advantages of being born a man. A little girl cousin was about to spend a week with him. It was impressed upon him that if she showed a liking for any of his toys, he was at once to give them up to her.

But why, mamma? he demanded, evidently surprised.

Because, my dear, you are a little man.

Should she break them, he was not to smack her head or kick her — as his instinct might prompt him to do. He was just to say:

Oh, it is of no consequence at all, and to look as if he meant it.

Doctor says she is not to be bothered.

She was always to choose the game — to have the biggest apple. There was much more of a similar nature. It was all because he was a little man and she was a little woman. At the end he looked up, puzzled:

But dont she do anything, cos shes a little girl?

It was explained to him that she didnt. By right of being born a little girl she was exempt from all duty.

Woman nowadays is not taking any duty. She objects to housekeeping; she calls it domestic slavery, and feels she was intended for higher things. What higher things she does not condescend to explain. One or two wives of my acquaintance have persuaded their husbands that these higher things are all-important. The home has been given up. In company with other strivers after higher things, they live now in dismal barracks differing but little from a glorified Bloomsbury lodging-house. But they call them Mansions or Courts, and seem proud of the address. They are not bothered with servants — with housekeeping. The idea of the modern woman is that she is not to be bothered with anything. I remember the words with which one of these ladies announced her departure from her bothering home.

Oh, well, Im tired of trouble, she confided to another lady, so Ive made up my mind not to have any more of it.

Artemus Ward tells us of a man who had been in prison for twenty years. Suddenly a bright idea occurred to him; he opened the window and got out. Here have we poor, foolish mortals been imprisoned in this troublesome world for Lord knows how many millions of years. We have got so used to trouble we thought there was no help for it. We have told ourselves that Man is born to trouble as the sparks fly upwards. We imagined the only thing to be done was to bear it philosophically. Why did not this bright young creature come along before — show us the way out. All we had to do was to give up the bothering home and the bothering servants, and go into a Mansion or a Court.

It seems that you leave trouble outside — in charge of the hall-porter, one supposes. He ties it up for you as the Commissionaire of the Army and Navy Stores ties up your dog. If you want it again, you ask for it as you come out. Small wonder that the Court and Mansion are growing in popularity every day.

That Higher Life.

They have nothing to do now all day long, these soaring wives of whom I am speaking. They would scorn to sew on a shirt-button even. Are there not other women — of an inferior breed — specially fashioned by Providence for the doing of such slavish tasks? They have no more bothers of any kind. They are free to lead the higher life. What I am waiting for is a glimpse of the higher life. One of them, it is true, has taken up the violin. Another of them is devoting her emancipation to poker work. A third is learning skirt-dancing. Are these the higher things for which women are claiming freedom from all duty? And, if so, is there not danger that the closing of our homes may lead to the crowding up of the world with too much higher things?

May there not, by the time all bothers have been removed from womans path, be too many amateur violinists in the world, too many skirt-dancers, too much poker work? If not, what are they? these higher things, for which so many women are demanding twenty-four hours a day leisure. I want to know.

One lady of my acquaintance is a Poor Law Guardian and secretary to a labour bureau. But then she runs a house with two servants, four children, and a husband, and appears to be so used to bothers that she would feel herself lost without them. You can do this kind of work apparently even when you are bothered with a home. It is the skirt-dancing and the poker work that cannot brook rivalry. The modern woman has begun to find children a nuisance; they interfere with her development. The mere man, who has written his poems, painted his pictures, composed his melodies, fashioned his philosophies, in the midst of lifes troubles and bothers, grows nervous thinking what this new woman must be whose mind is so tremendous that the whole world must be shut up, so to speak, sent to do its business out of her sight and hearing, lest her attention should be distracted.

An optimistic friend of mine tells me not to worry myself; tells me that it is going to come out all right in the end. Woman just now, he contends, is passing through her college period. The school life of strict surveillance is for ever done with. She is now the young Freshwoman. The bothering lessons are over, the bothering schoolmaster she has said good-bye to. She has her latchkey and is on her own. There are still some bothering rules about being in at twelve oclock, and so many attendances each term at chapel. She is indignant. This interferes with her idea that life is to be one long orgie of self-indulgence, of pleasure. The college period will pass — is passing. Woman will go out into the world, take her place there, discover that bothers were not left behind in the old schoolhouse, will learn that life has duties, responsibilities, will take up her burden side by side with man, will accomplish her destiny.

Is there anything left for her to learn?

Meanwhile, however, she is having a good time — some people think too good a time. She wants the best of both. She demands the joys of independence together with freedom from all work — slavery she calls it. The servants are not to be allowed to bother her, the children are not to be allowed to bother her, her husband is not to be allowed to bother her. She is to be free to lead the higher life. My dear lady, we all want to lead the higher life. I dont want to write these articles. I want somebody else to bother about my rates and taxes, my childrens boots, while I sit in an easy-chair and dream about the wonderful books I am going to write, if only a stupid public would let me. Tommy Smith of Brixton feels that he was intended for higher things. He does not want to be wasting his time in an office from nine to six adding up figures. His proper place in life is that of Prime Minister or Field Marshal: he feels it. Do you think the man has no yearning for higher things? Do you think we like the office, the shop, the factory? We ought to be writing poetry, painting pictures, the whole world admiring us. You seem to imagine your man goes off every morning to a sort of City picnic, has eight hours fun — which he calls work — and then comes home to annoy you with chatter about dinner.

It is the old fable reversed; man said woman had nothing to do all day but to enjoy herself. Making a potato pie! What sort of work was that? Making a potato pie was a lark; anybody could make a potato pie.

So the woman said, Try it, and took the mans spade and went out into the field, and left him at home to make that pie.

The man discovered that potato pies took a bit more making than he had reckoned — found that running the house and looking after the children was not quite the merry pastime he had argued. Man was a fool.

Now it is the woman who talks without thinking. How did she like hoeing the potato patch? Hard work, was it not, my dear lady? Made your back ache? It came on to rain and you got wet.

I dont see that it very much matters which of you hoes the potato patch, which of you makes the potato pie. Maybe the hoeing of the patch demands more muscle — is more suited to the man. Maybe the making of the pie may be more in your department. But, as I have said, I cannot see that this matter is of importance. The patch has to be hoed, the pie to be cooked; the one cannot do the both. Settle it between you, and, having settled it, agree to do each your own work free from this everlasting nagging.

I know, personally, three ladies who have exchanged the womans work for the mans. One was deserted by her husband, and left with two young children. She hired a capable woman to look after the house, and joined a ladies orchestra as pianist at two pounds a week. She now earns four, and works twelve hours a day. The husband of the second fell ill. She set him to write letters and run errands, which was light work that he could do, and started a dressmakers business. The third was left a widow without means. She sent her three children to boarding-school, and opened a tea-room. I dont know how they talked before, but I know that they do not talk now as though earning the income was a sort of round game.

When they have tried it the other way round.

On the Continent they have gone deliberately to work, one would imagine, to reverse matters. Abroad woman is always where man ought to be, and man where most ladies would prefer to meet with women. The ladies garde-robe is superintended by a superannuated sergeant of artillery. When I want to curl my moustache, say, I have to make application to a superb golden-haired creature, who stands by and watches me with an interested smile. I would be much happier waited on by the superannuated sergeant, and my wife tells me she could very well spare him. But it is the law of the land. I remember the first time I travelled with my daughter on the Continent. In the morning I was awakened by a piercing scream from her room. I struggled into my pyjamas, and rushed to her assistance. I could not see her. I could see nothing but a muscular-looking man in a blue blouse with a can of hot water in one hand and a pair of boots in the other. He appeared to be equally bewildered with myself at the sight of the empty bed. From a cupboard in the corner came a wail of distress:

Oh, do send that horrid man away. Whats he doing in my room?

I explained to her afterwards that the chambermaid abroad is always an active and willing young man. The foreign girl fills in her time bricklaying and grooming down the horses. It is a young and charming lady who serves you when you enter the tobacconists. She doesnt understand tobacco, is unsympathetic; with Mr. Frederic Harrison, regards smoking as a degrading and unclean habit; cannot see, herself, any difference between shag and Mayblossom, seeing that they are both the same price; thinks you fussy. The corset shop is run by a most presentable young man in a Vandyck beard. The wife runs the restaurant; the man does the cooking, and yet the woman has not reached freedom from bother.

A brutal suggestion.

It sounds brutal, but perhaps woman was not intended to live free from all bothers. Perhaps even the higher life — the skirt-dancing and the poker work — has its bothers. Perhaps woman was intended to take her share of the worlds work — of the worlds bothers.


CHAPTER XII

Why I hate Heroes.
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WHEN I WAS younger, reading the popular novel used to make me sad. I find it vexes others also. I was talking to a bright young girl upon the subject not so very long ago.

I just hate the girl in the novel, she confessed. She makes me feel real bad. If I dont think of her I feel pleased with myself, and good; but when I read about her — well, Im crazy. I would not mind her being smart, sometimes. We can all of us say the right thing, now and then. This girl says them straight away, all the time. She dont have to dig for them even; they come crowding out of her. There never happens a time when she stands there feeling like a fool and knowing that she looks it. As for her hair: pon my word, there are days when I believe it is a wig. Id like to get behind her and give it just one pull. It curls of its own accord. She dont seem to have any trouble with it. Look at this mop of mine. Ive been working at it for three-quarters of an hour this morning; and now I would not laugh, not if you were to tell me the funniest thing, youd ever heard, for fear it would come down again. As for her clothes, they make me tired. She dont possess a frock that does not fit her to perfection; she doesnt have to think about them. You would imagine she went into the garden and picked them off a tree. She just slips it on and comes down, and then — my stars! All the other women in the room may just as well go to bed and get a good nights rest for all the chance theyve got. It isnt that shes beautiful. From what they tell you about her, you might fancy her a freak. Looks dont appear to matter to her; she gets there anyhow. I tell you she just makes me boil.

Allowing for the difference between the masculine and feminine outlook, this is precisely how I used to feel when reading of the hero. He was not always good; sometimes he hit the villain harder than he had intended, and then he was sorry — when it was too late, blamed himself severely, and subscribed towards the wreath. Like the rest of us, he made mistakes; occasionally married the wrong girl. But how well he did everything! — does still for the matter of that, I believe. Take it that he condescends to play cricket! He never scores less than a hundred — does not know how to score less than a hundred, wonders how it could be done, supposing, for example, you had an appointment and wanted to catch an early train. I used to play cricket myself, but I could always stop at ten or twenty. There have been times when I have stopped at even less.

It is the same with everything he puts his hand to. Either he does not care for boating at all, or, as a matter of course, he pulls stroke in the University Boat-race; and then takes the train on to Henley and wins the Diamond Sculls so easily that it hardly seems worth while for the other fellow to have started. Were I living in Novel-land, and had I entered for the Diamond Sculls, I should put it to my opponent before the word was given to us to go.

One minute! I should have called out to him. Are you the hero of this novel, or, like myself, only one of the minor characters? Because, if you are the hero you go on; dont you wait for me. I shall just pull as far as the boathouse and get myself a cup of tea.

Because it always seems to be his Day.

There is no sense of happy medium about the hero of the popular novel. He cannot get astride a horse without its going off and winning a steeplechase against the favourite. The crowd in Novel-land appears to have no power of observation. It worries itself about the odds, discusses records, reads the nonsense published by the sporting papers. Were I to find myself on a racecourse in Novel-land I should not trouble about the unessential; I should go up to the bookie who looked as if he had the most money, and should say to him:

Dont shout so loud; you are making yourself hoarse. Just listen to me. Whos the hero of this novel? Oh, thats he, is it? The heavy-looking man on the little brown horse that keeps coughing and is suffering apparently from bone spavin? Well, what are the odds against his winning by ten lengths? A thousand to one! Very well! Have you got a bag? — Good. Heres twenty-seven pounds in gold and eighteen shillings in silver. Coat and waistcoat, say another ten shillings. Shirt and trousers — its all right, Ive got my pyjamas on underneath — say seven and six. Boots — we wont quarrel — make it five bob. Thats twenty-nine pounds and sixpence, isnt it? In addition heres a mortgage on the family estate, which Ive had made out in blank, an I O U for fourteen pounds which has been owing to me now for some time, and this bundle of securities which, strictly speaking, belong to my Aunt Jane. You keep that little lot till after the race, and we will call it in round figures, five hundred pounds.

That single afternoon would thus bring me in five hundred thousand pounds — provided the bookie did not blow his brains out.

Backers in Novel-land do not seem to me to know their way about. If the hero of the popular novel swims at all, it is not like an ordinary human being that he does it. You never meet him in a swimming-bath; he never pays ninepence, like the rest of us, for a machine. He goes out at uncanny hours, generally accompanied by a lady friend, with whom the while swimming he talks poetry and cracks jokes. Some of us, when we try to talk in the sea, fill ourselves up with salt water. This chap lies on his back and carols, and the wild waves, seeing him, go round the other way. At billiards he can give the average sharper forty in a hundred. He does not really want to play; he does it to teach these bad men a lesson. He has not handled a cue for years. He picked up the game when a young man in Australia, and it seems to have lingered with him.

He does not have to get up early and worry dumb-bells in his nightshirt; he just lies on a sofa in an elegant attitude and muscle comes to him. If his horse declines to jump a hedge, he slips down off the animals back and throws the poor thing over; it saves argument. If he gets cross and puts his shoulder to the massive oaken door, we know there is going to be work next morning for the carpenter. Maybe he is a party belonging to the Middle Ages. Then when he reluctantly challenges the crack fencer of Europe to a duel, our instinct is to call out and warn his opponent.

You silly fool, one feels one wants to say; why, it is the hero of the novel! You take a friends advice while you are still alive, and get out of it anyway — anyhow. Apologize — hire a horse and cart, do something. Youre not going to fight a duel, youre going to commit suicide.

If the hero is a modern young man, and has not got a father, or has only something not worth calling a father, then he comes across a library — anybodys library does for him. He passes Sir Walter Scott and the Arabian Nights, and makes a bee-line for Plato; it seems to be an instinct with him. By help of a dictionary he worries it out in the original Greek. This gives him a passion for Greek.

When he has romped through the Greek classics he plays about among the Latins. He spends most of his spare time in that library, and forgets to go to tea.

Because he always gets there, without any trouble.

That is the sort of boy he is. How I used to hate him! If he has a proper sort of father, then he goes to college. He does no work: there is no need for him to work: everything seems to come to him. That was another grievance of mine against him. I always had to work a good deal, and very little came of it. He fools around doing things that other men would be sent down for; but in his case the professors love him for it all the more. He is the sort of man who cant do wrong. A fortnight before the examination he ties a wet towel round his head. That is all we hear about it. It seems to be the towel that does it. Maybe, if the towel is not quite up to its work, he will help things on by drinking gallons of strong tea. The tea and the towel combined are irresistible: the result is always the senior wranglership.

I used to believe in that wet towel and that strong tea. Lord! the things I used to believe when I was young. They would make an Encyclopædia of Useless Knowledge. I wonder if the author of the popular novel has ever tried working with a wet towel round his or her head: I have. It is difficult enough to move a yard, balancing a dry towel. A heathen Turk may have it in his blood to do so: the ordinary Christian has not got the trick of it. To carry about a wet towel twisted round ones head needs a trained acrobat. Every few minutes the wretched thing works loose. In darkness and in misery, you struggle to get your head out of a clammy towel that clings to you almost with passion. Brain power is wasted in inventing names for that towel — names expressive of your feelings with regard to it. Further time is taken up before the glass, fixing the thing afresh.

You return to your books in the wrong temper, the water trickles down your nose, runs in rivulets down your back. Until you have finally flung the towel out of the window and rubbed yourself dry, work is impossible. The strong tea always gave me indigestion, and made me sleepy. Until I had got over the effects of the tea, attempts at study were useless.

Because hes so damned clever.

But the thing that still irritates me most against the hero of the popular novel is the ease with which he learns a modern foreign language. Were he a German waiter, a Swiss barber, or a Polish photographer, I would not envy him; these people do not have to learn a language. My idea is that they boil down a dictionary, and take two table-spoonsful each night before going to bed. By the time the bottle is finished they have the language well into their system. But he is not. He is just an ordinary Anglo-Saxon, and I dont believe in him. I walk about for years with dictionaries in my pocket. Weird-looking ladies and gentlemen gesticulate and rave at me for months. I hide myself in lonely places, repeating idioms to myself out loud, in the hope that by this means they will come readily to me if ever I want them, which I never do. And, after all this, I dont seem to know very much. This irritating ass, who has never left his native suburb, suddenly makes up his mind to travel on the Continent. I find him in the next chapter engaged in complicated psychological argument with French or German savants. It appears — the author had forgotten to mention it before — that one summer a French, or German, or Italian refugee, as the case may happen to be, came to live in the heros street: thus it is that the hero is able to talk fluently in the native language of that unhappy refugee.

I remember a melodrama visiting a country town where I was staying. The heroine and child were sleeping peacefully in the customary attic. For some reason not quite clear to me, the villain had set fire to the house. He had been complaining through the three preceding acts of the heroines coldness; maybe it was with some idea of warming her. Escape by way of the staircase was impossible. Each time the poor girl opened the door a flame came in and nearly burned her hair off. It seemed to have been waiting for her.

Thank God! said the lady, hastily wrapping the child in a sheet, that I was brought up a wire walker.

Without a moments hesitation she opened the attic window and took the nearest telegraph wire to the opposite side of the street.

In the same way, apparently, the hero of the popular novel, finding himself stranded in a foreign land, suddenly recollects that once upon a time he met a refugee, and at once begins to talk. I have met refugees myself. The only thing they have ever taught me is not to leave my brandy flask about.

And, finally, because I dont believe hes true.

I dont believe in these heroes and heroines that cannot keep quiet in a foreign language they have taught themselves in an old-world library. My fixed idea is that they muddle along like the rest of us, surprised that so few people understand them, begging everyone they meet not to talk so quickly. These brilliant conversations with foreign philosophers! These passionate interviews with foreign countesses! They fancy they have had them.

I crossed once with an English lady from Boulogne to Folkestone. At Folkestone a little French girl — anxious about her train — asked us a simple question. My companion replied to it with an ease that astonished herself. The little French girl vanished; my companion sighed.

Its so odd, said my companion, but I seem to know quite a lot of French the moment I get back to England.


CHAPTER XIII

How to be Healthy and Unhappy.
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THEY DO SAY, remarked Mrs. Wilkins, as she took the cover off the dish and gave a finishing polish to my plate with the cleanest corner of her apron, that addicks, leastways in May, aint, strictly speaking, the safest of food. But then, if you listen to all they say, it seems to me, wed have to give up victuals altogether.

The haddock, Mrs. Wilkins, I replied, is a savoury and nourishing dish, the poor mans steak I believe it is commonly called. When I was younger, Mrs. Wilkins, they were cheaper. For twopence one could secure a small specimen, for fourpence one of generous proportions. In the halcyon days of youth, when ones lexicon contained not the word failure (it has crept into later editions, Mrs. Wilkins, the word it was found was occasionally needful), the haddock was of much comfort and support to me, a very present help in time of trouble. In those days a kind friend, without intending it, nearly brought about my death by slow starvation. I had left my umbrella in an omnibus, and the season was rainy. The kind rich friend gave me a new umbrella; it was a rich mans umbrella; we made an ill-assorted pair. Its handle was of ivory, imposing in appearance, ornamented with a golden snake.

The unsympathetic Umbrella.

Following my own judgment I should have pawned that umbrella, purchased one more suited to my state in life, and blued the difference. But I was fearful of offending my one respectable acquaintance, and for weeks struggled on, hampered by this plutocratic appendage. The humble haddock was denied to me. Tied to this imposing umbrella, how could I haggle with fishmongers for haddocks. At first sight of me — or, rather, of my umbrella — they flew to icy cellars, brought up for my inspection soles at eighteenpence a pound, recommended me prime parts of salmon, which my landlady would have fried in a pan reeking with the mixed remains of pork chops, rashers of bacon and cheese. It was closed to me, the humble coffee shop, where for threepence I could have strengthened my soul with half a pint of cocoa and four doorsteps — satisfactory slices of bread smeared with a yellow grease that before the days of County Council inspectors they called butter. You know of them, Mrs. Wilkins? At sight of such nowadays I should turn up my jaded nose. But those were the days of my youth, Mrs. Wilkins. The scent of a thousand hopes was in my nostrils: so they smelt good to me. The fourpenny beefsteak pie, satisfying to the verge of repletion; the succulent saveloy, were not for the owner of the ivory-handled umbrella. On Mondays and Tuesdays, perhaps, I could enjoy life at the rate of five hundred a year — clean serviette a penny extra, and twopence to the waiter, whose income must have been at least four times my own. But from Wednesday to Saturday I had to wander in the wilderness of back streets and silent squares dinnerless, where there were not even to be found locusts and wild honey.

It was, as I have said, a rainy season, and an umbrella of some sort was a necessity. Fortunately — or I might not be sitting here, Mrs. Wilkins, talking to you now — my one respectable acquaintance was called away to foreign lands, and that umbrella I promptly put up the spout. You understand me?

Mrs. Wilkins admitted she did, but was of opinion that twenty-five per cent., to say nothing of the halfpenny for the ticket every time, was a wicked imposition.

It did not trouble me, Mrs. Wilkins, I replied, in this particular instance. It was my determination never to see that umbrella again. The young man behind the counter seemed suspicious, and asked where I got it from. I told him that a friend had given it to me.

Did he know that he had given it to you? demanded the young man.

Upon which I gave him a piece of my mind concerning the character of those who think evil of others, and he gave me five and six, and said he should know me again; and I purchased an umbrella suited to my rank and station, and as fine a haddock as I have ever tasted with the balance, which was sevenpence, for I was feeling hungry.

The haddock is an excellent fish, Mrs. Wilkins, I said, and if, as you observe, we listened to all that was said wed be hungrier at forty, with a balance to our credit at the bank, than ever we were at twenty, with no effects beyond a sound digestion.

A Martyr to Health.

There was a gent in Middle Temple Lane, said Mrs. Wilkins, as I used to do for. Its my belief as e killed imself worrying twenty-four hours a day over what e called is ygiene. Leastways es dead and buried now, which must be a comfort to imself, feeling as at last es out of danger. All is time e spent taking care of imself — didnt seem to ave a leisure moment in which to live. For alf an hour every morning ed lie on is back on the floor, which is a draughty place, I always old, at the best of times, with nothing on but is pyjamas, waving is arms and legs about, and twisting imself into shapes unnatural to a Christian. Then e found out that everything ed been doing on is back was just all wrong, so e turned over and did tricks on is stomach — begging your pardon for using the word — that youd ave thought more fit and proper to a worm than to a man. Then all that was discovered to be a mistake. There dont seem nothing certain in these matters. Thats the awkward part of it, so it seems to me. E got imself a machine, by means of which ed ang imself up to the wall, and behave for all the world like a beetle with a pin stuck through im, poor thing. It used to give me the shudders to catch sight of im through the alf-open door. For that was part of the game: you ad to ave a current of air through the room, the result of which was that for six months out of the year ed be coughing and blowing is nose from morning to night. It was the new treatment, so ed explain to me. You got yourself accustomed to draughts so that they didnt urt you, and if you died in the process that only proved that you never ought to ave been born.

Then there came in this new Japanese business, and ed ire a little smiling eathen to chuck im about is room for alf an hour every morning after breakfast. It got on my nerves after a while earing im being bumped on the floor every minute, or flung with is ead into the fire-place. But e always said it was doing im good. Ed argue that it freshened up is liver. It was is liver that e seemed to live for — didnt appear to ave any other interest in life. It was the same with is food. One year it would be nothing but meat, and next door to raw at that. One of them medical papers ad suddenly discovered that we were intended to be a sort of wild beast. The wonder to me is that e didnt go out unting chickens with a club, and bring em ome and eat em on the mat without any further fuss. For drink it would be boiling water that burnt my fingers merely andling the glass. Then some other crank came out with the information that every other crank was wrong — which, taken by itself, sounds natural enough — that meat was fatal to the uman system. Upon that e becomes all at once a raging, tearing vegetarian, and trouble enough I ad learning twenty different ways of cooking beans, which didnt make, so far as I could ever see, the slightest difference — beans they were, and beans they tasted like, whether you called them ragoût à la maison, or cutlets à la Pompadour. But it seemed to please im.

He was never pig-headed.

Then vegetarianism turned out to be the mistake of our lives. It seemed we made an error giving up monkeys food. That was our natural victuals; nuts with occasional bananas. As I used to tell im, if that was so, then for all we ad got out of it we might just as well have stopped up a tree — saved rent and shoe leather. But e was one of that sort that dont seem able to elp believing everything they read in print. If one of those papers ad told im to live on the shells and throw away the nuts, ed have made a conscientious endeavour to do so, contending that is failure to digest them was merely the result of vicious training — didnt seem to ave any likes or dislikes of is own. You might ave thought e was just a bit of public property made to be experimented upon.

One of the daily papers interviewed an old gent, as said e was a undred, and I will say from is picture as anyow e looked it. E said it was all the result of never aving swallowed anything ot, upon which my gentleman for a week lives on cold porridge, if youll believe me; although myself Id rather ave died at fifty and got it over. Then another paper dug up from somewhere a sort of animated corpse that said was a undred and two, and attributed the unfortunate fact to is always aving ad is food as ot as e could swallow it. A bit of sense did begin to dawn upon im then, but too late in the day, I take it. Ed played about with imself too long. E died at thirty-two, looking to all appearance sixty, and you cant say as ow it was the result of not taking advice.

Only just in time.

On this subject of health we are much too ready to follow advice, I agreed. A cousin of mine, Mrs. Wilkins, had a wife who suffered occasionally from headache. No medicine relieved her of them — not altogether. And one day by chance she met a friend who said: Come straight with me to Dr. Blank, who happened to be a specialist famous for having invented a new disease that nobody until the year before had ever heard of. She accompanied her friend to Dr. Blank, and in less than ten minutes he had persuaded her that she had got this new disease, and got it badly; and that her only chance was to let him cut her open and have it out. She was a tolerably healthy woman, with the exception of these occasional headaches, but from what that specialist said it was doubtful whether she would get home alive, unless she let him operate on her then and there, and her friend, who appeared delighted, urged her not to commit suicide, as it were, by missing her turn.

The result was she consented, and afterwards went home in a four-wheeled cab, and put herself to bed. Her husband, when he returned in the evening and was told, was furious. He said it was all humbug, and by this time she was ready to agree with him. He put on his hat, and started to give that specialist a bit of his mind. The specialist was out, and he had to bottle up his rage until the morning. By then, his wife now really ill for the first time in her life, his indignation had reached boiling point. He was at that specialists door at half-past nine oclock. At half-past eleven he came back, also in a four-wheeled cab, and day and night nurses for both of them were wired for. He also, it appeared, had arrived at that specialists door only just in time.

Theres this appendy — whatever they call it, commented Mrs. Wilkins, why a dozen years ago one poor creature out of ten thousand may possibly ave ad something wrong with is innards. To-day you aint ardly considered respectable unless youve got it, or ave ad it. I ave no patience with their talk. To listen to some of them youd think as Nature adnt made a man — not yet: would never understand the principle of the thing till some of these young chaps ad shown er ow to do it.

How to avoid Everything.

They have now discovered, Mrs. Wilkins, I said, the germ of old age. They are going to inoculate us for it in early youth, with the result that the only chance of ever getting rid of our friends will be to give them a motor-car. And maybe it will not do to trust to that for long. They will discover that some mens tendency towards getting themselves into trouble is due to some sort of a germ. The man of the future, Mrs. Wilkins, will be inoculated against all chance of gas explosions, storms at sea, bad oysters, and thin ice. Science may eventually discover the germ prompting to ill-assorted marriages, proneness to invest in the wrong stock, uncontrollable desire to recite poetry at evening parties. Religion, politics, education — all these things are so much wasted energy. To live happy and good for ever and ever, all we have to do is to hunt out these various germs and wring their necks for them — or whatever the proper treatment may be. Heaven, I gather from medical science, is merely a place that is free from germs.

We talk a lot about it, thought Mrs. Wilkins, but it does not seem to me that we are very much better off than before we took to worrying ourselves for twenty-four ours a day about ow we are going to live. Lord! to read the advertisements in the papers you would think as ow flesh and blood was never intended to ave any natural ills. Do you ever ave a pain in your back? because, if so, theres a picture of a kind gent whos willing for one and sixpence halfpenny to take it quite away from you — make you look forward to scrubbing floors, and standing over the wash-tub six ours at a stretch like to a beanfeast. Do you ever feel as though you dont want to get out of bed in the morning? thats all to be cured by a bottle of their stuff — or two at the outside. Four children to keep, and a sick usband on your ands used to get me over it when I was younger. I used to fancy it was just because I was tired.

The one Cure-All.

Theres some of them seem to think, continued Mrs. Wilkins, that if you dont get all you want out of this world, and aint so appy as youve persuaded yourself you ought to be, that its all because you aint taking the right medicine. Appears to me theres only one doctor as can do for you, all the others talk as though they could, and e only comes to each of us once, and then e makes no charge.


CHAPTER XIV

Europe and the bright American Girl.
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HOW DOES SHE do it?

That is what the European girl wants to know. The American girl! She comes over here, and, as a British matron, reduced to slang by force of indignation, once exclaimed to me: Youd think the whole blessed show belonged to her. The European girl is hampered by her relatives. She has to account for her father: to explain away, if possible, her grandfather. The American girl sweeps them aside:

Dont you worry about them, she says to the Lord Chamberlain. Its awfully good of you, but dont you fuss yourself. Im looking after my old people. Thats my department. What I want you to do is just to listen to what I am saying and then hustle around. I can fill up your time all right by myself.

Her father may be a soap-boiler, her grandmother may have gone out charing.

Thats all right, she says to her Ambassador: Theyre not coming. You just take my card and tell the King that when hes got a few minutes to spare Ill be pleased to see him.

And the extraordinary thing is that, a day or two afterwards, the invitation arrives.

A modern writer has said that Im Murrican is the Civis Romanus sum of the present-day womans world. The late King of Saxony, did, I believe, on one occasion make a feeble protest at being asked to receive the daughter of a retail bootmaker. The young lady, nonplussed for the moment, telegraphed to her father in Detroit. The answer came back next morning: Cant call it selling — practically giving them away. See Advertisement. The lady was presented as the daughter of an eminent philanthropist.

It is due to her to admit that, taking her as a class, the American girl is a distinct gain to European Society. Her influence is against convention and in favour of simplicity. One of her greatest charms, in the eyes of the European man, is that she listens to him. I cannot say whether it does her any good. Maybe she does not remember it all, but while you are talking she does give you her attention. The English woman does not always. She greets you pleasantly enough:

Ive so often wanted to meet you, she says, must you really go?

It strikes you as sudden: you had no intention of going for hours. But the hint is too plain to be ignored. You are preparing to agree that you really must when, looking round, you gather that the last remark was not addressed to you, but to another gentleman who is shaking hands with her:

Now, perhaps we shall be able to talk for five minutes, she says. Ive so often wanted to say that I shall never forgive you. You have been simply horrid.

Again you are confused, until you jump to the conclusion that the latter portion of the speech is probably intended for quite another party with whom, at the moment, her back towards you, she is engaged in a whispered conversation. When he is gone she turns again to you. But the varied expressions that pass across her face while you are discussing with her the disadvantages of Protection, bewilder you. When, explaining your own difficulty in arriving at a conclusion, you remark that Great Britain is an island, she roguishly shakes her head. It is not that she has forgotten her geography, it is that she is conducting a conversation by signs with a lady at the other end of the room. When you observe that the working classes must be fed, she smiles archly while murmuring:

Oh, do you really think so?

You are about to say something strong on the subject of dumping. Apparently she has disappeared. You find that she is reaching round behind you to tap a new arrival with her fan.

She has the Art of Listening.

Now, the American girl looks at you, and just listens to you with her eyes fixed on you all the time. You gather that, as far as she is concerned, the rest of the company are passing shadows. She wants to hear what you have to say about Bi-metallism: her trouble is lest she may miss a word of it. From a talk with an American girl one comes away with the conviction that one is a brilliant conversationalist, who can hold a charming woman spell-bound. This may not be good for one: but while it lasts, the sensation is pleasant.

Even the American girl cannot, on all occasions, sweep from her path the cobwebs of old-world etiquette. Two American ladies told me a sad tale of things that had happened to them not long ago in Dresden. An officer of rank and standing invited them to breakfast with him on the ice. Dames and nobles of the plus haut ton would be there. It is a social function that occurs every Sunday morning in Dresden during the skating season. The great lake in the Grosser Garten is covered with all sorts and conditions of people. Prince and commoner circle and recircle round one another. But they do not mix. The girls were pleased. They secured the services of an elderly lady, the widow of an analytical chemist: unfortunately, she could not skate. They wrapped her up and put her in a sledge. While they were in the garde robe putting on their skates, a German gentleman came up and bowed to them.

He was a nice young man of prepossessing appearance and amiable manners. They could not call to mind his name, but remembered having met him, somewhere, and on more than one occasion. The American girl is always sociable: they bowed and smiled, and said it was a fine day. He replied with volubility, and helped them down on to the ice. He was really most attentive. They saw their friend, the officer of noble family, and, with the assistance of the German gentleman, skated towards him. He glided past them. They thought that maybe he did not know enough to stop, so they turned and skated after him. They chased him three times round the pond and then, feeling tired, eased up and took counsel together.

Im sure he must have seen us, said the younger girl. What does he mean by it?

Well, I have not come down here to play forfeits, said the other, added to which I want my breakfast. You wait here a minute, Ill go and have it out with him.

He was standing only a dozen yards away. Alone, though not a good performer on the ice, she contrived to cover half the distance dividing them. The officer, perceiving her, came to her assistance and greeted her with effusion.

The Republican Idea in practice.

Oh, said the lady, who was feeling indignant, I thought maybe you had left your glasses at home.

I am sorry, said the officer, but it is impossible.

Whats impossible? demanded the lady.

That I can be seen speaking to you, declared the officer, while you are in company with that — that person.

What person? She thought maybe he was alluding to the lady in the sledge. The chaperon was not showy, but, what is better, she was good. And, anyhow, it was the best the girls had been able to do. So far as they were concerned, they had no use for a chaperon. The idea had been a thoughtful concession to European prejudice.

The person in knickerbockers, explained the officer.

Oh, that, exclaimed the lady, relieved: he just came up and made himself agreeable while we were putting on our skates. We have met him somewhere, but I cant exactly fix him for the moment.

You have met him possibly at Wiesmans, in the Pragerstrasse: he is one of the attendants there, said the officer.

The American girl is Republican in her ideas, but she draws the line at hairdressers. In theory it is absurd: the hairdresser is a man and a brother: but we are none of us logical all the way. It made her mad, the thought that she had been seen by all Dresden Society skating with a hairdresser.

Well, she said, I do call that impudence. Why, they wouldnt do that even in Chicago.

And she returned to where the hairdresser was illustrating to her friend the Dutch roll, determined to explain to him, as politely as possible, that although the free and enlightened Westerner has abolished social distinctions, he has not yet abolished them to that extent.

Had he been a commonplace German hairdresser he would have understood English, and all might have been easy. But to the classy German hairdresser, English is not so necessary, and the American ladies had reached, as regards their German, only the improving stage. In her excitement she confused the subjunctive and the imperative, and told him that he might go. He had no wish to go; he assured them — so they gathered — that his intention was to devote the morning to their service. He must have been a stupid man, but it is a type occasionally encountered. Two pretty women had greeted his advances with apparent delight. They were Americans, and the American girl was notoriously unconventional. He knew himself to be a good-looking young fellow. It did not occur to him that in expressing willingness to dispense with his attendance they could be in earnest.

There was nothing for it, so it seemed to the girls, but to request the assistance of the officer, who continued to skate round and round them at a distance of about ten yards. So again the elder young lady, seizing her opportunity, made appeal.

What the Soldier dared not do.

I cannot, persisted the officer, who, having been looking forward to a morning with two of the prettiest girls in Dresden, was also feeling mad. I dare not be seen speaking to a hairdresser. You must get rid of him.

But we cant, said the girl. We do not know enough German, and he cant, or he wont, understand us. For goodness sake come and help us. Well be spending the whole morning with him if you dont.

The German officer said he was desolate. Steps would be taken — later in the week — the result of which would probably be to render that young hairdresser prematurely bald. But, meanwhile, beyond skating round and round them, for which they did not even feel they wanted to thank him, the German officer could do nothing for them. They tried being rude to the hairdresser: he mistook it for American chic. They tried joining hands and running away from him, but they were not good skaters, and he thought they were trying to show him the cake walk. They both fell down and hurt themselves, and it is difficult to be angry with a man, even a hairdresser, when he is doing his best to pick you up and comfort you.

The chaperon was worse than useless. She was very old. She had been promised her breakfast, but saw no signs of it. She could not speak German; and remembered somewhat late in the day that two young ladies had no business to accept breakfast at the hands of German officers: and, if they did, at least they might see that they got it. She appeared to be willing to talk about decadence of modern manners to almost any extent, but the subject of the hairdresser, and how to get rid of him, only bored her.

Their first stroke of luck occurred when the hairdresser, showing them the dropped three, fell down and temporarily stunned himself. It was not kind of them, but they were desperate. They flew for the bank just anyhow, and, scrambling over the grass, gained the restaurant. The officer, overtaking them at the door, led them to the table that had been reserved for them, then hastened back to hunt for the chaperon. The girls thought their trouble was over. Had they glanced behind them their joy would have been shorter-lived than even was the case. The hairdresser had recovered consciousness in time to see them waddling over the grass. He thought they were running to fetch him brandy. When the officer returned with the chaperon he found the hairdresser sitting opposite to them, explaining that he really was not hurt, and suggesting that, as they were there, perhaps they would like something to eat and drink.

The girls made one last frantic appeal to the man of buckram and pipeclay, but the etiquette of the Saxon Army was inexorable. It transpired that he might kill the hairdresser, but nothing else: he must not speak to him — not even explain to the poor devil why it was that he was being killed.

Her path of Usefulness.

It did not seem quite worth it. They had some sandwiches and coffee at the hairdressers expense, and went home in a cab: while the chaperon had breakfast with the officer of noble family.

The American girl has succeeded in freeing European social intercourse from many of its hide-bound conventions. There is still much work for her to do. But I have faith in her.


CHAPTER XV

Music and the Savage.
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I NEVER VISIT a music-hall without reflecting concerning the great future there must be before the human race.

How young we are, how very young! And think of all we have done! Man is still a mere boy. He has only just within the last half-century been put into trousers. Two thousand years ago he wore long clothes — the Grecian robe, the Roman toga. Then followed the Little Lord Fauntleroy period, when he went about dressed in a velvet suit with lace collar and cuffs, and had his hair curled for him. The late lamented Queen Victoria put him into trousers. What a wonderful little man he will be when he is grown up!

A clergyman friend of mine told me of a German Kurhaus to which he was sent for his sins and his health. It was a resort, for some reason, specially patronized by the more elderly section of the higher English middle class. Bishops were there, suffering from fatty degeneration of the heart caused by too close application to study; ancient spinsters of good family subject to spasms; gouty retired generals. Can anybody tell me how many men in the British Army go to a general? Somebody once assured me it was five thousand, but that is absurd, on the face of it. The British Army, in that case, would have to be counted by millions. There are a goodish few American colonels still knocking about. The American colonel is still to be met with here and there by the curious traveller, but compared with the retired British general he is an extinct species. In Cheltenham and Brighton and other favoured towns there are streets of nothing but retired British generals — squares of retired British generals — whole crescents of British generals. Abroad there are pensions with a special scale of charges for British generals. In Switzerland there has even been talk of reserving railway compartments For British Generals Only. In Germany, when you do not say distinctly and emphatically on being introduced that you are not a British general, you are assumed, as a matter of course, to be a British general. During the Boer War, when I was residing in a small garrison town on the Rhine, German military men would draw me aside and ask of me my own private personal views as to the conduct of the campaign. I would give them my views freely, explain to them how I would finish the whole thing in a week.

But how in the face of the enemys tactics— one of them would begin.

Bother the enemys tactics, I would reply. Who cares for tactics?

But surely a British general— they would persist. Whos a British general? I would retort, I am talking to you merely as a plain commonsense man, with a head on my shoulders.

They would apologize for their mistake. But this is leading me away from that German Kurhaus.

Recreation for the Higher clergy.

My clergyman friend found life there dull. The generals and the spinsters left to themselves might have played cards, but they thought of the poor bishops who would have had to look on envious. The bishops and the spinsters might have sung ballads, but the British general after dinner does not care for ballads, and had mentioned it. The bishops and the generals might have told each other stories, but could not before the ladies. My clergyman friend stood the awful solemnity of three evenings, then cautiously felt his way towards revelry. He started with an intellectual game called Quotations. You write down quotations on a piece of paper, and the players have to add the authors name. It roped in four old ladies, and the youngest bishop. One or two generals tried a round, but not being familiar with quotations voted the game slow.

The next night my friend tried Consequences. Saucy Miss A. met the gay General B. in — most unlikely places. He said. Really it was fortunate that General B. remained too engrossed in the day before yesterdays Standard to overhear, or Miss A. could never have again faced him. And she replied. The suppressed giggles excited the curiosity of the non-players. Most of the bishops and half the generals asked to be allowed to join. The giggles grew into roars. Those standing out found that they could not read their papers in comfort.

From Consequences the descent was easy. The tables and chairs were pushed against the walls, the bishops and the spinsters and the generals would sit in a ring upon the floor playing hunt the slipper. Musical chairs made the two hours between bed and dinner the time of the day they all looked forward to: the steady trot with every nerve alert, the ear listening for the sudden stoppage of the music, the eye seeking with artfulness the likeliest chair, the volcanic silence, the mad scramble.

The generals felt themselves fighting their battles over again, the spinsters blushed and preened themselves, the bishops took interest in proving that even the Church could be prompt of decision and swift of movement. Before the week was out they were playing Puss-in-the-corner; ladies feeling young again were archly beckoning to stout deans, to whom were returning all the sensations of a curate. The swiftness with which the gouty generals found they could still hobble surprised even themselves.

Why are we so young?

But it is in the music-hall, as I have said, that I am most impressed with the youthfulness of man. How delighted we are when the long man in the little boys hat, having asked his short brother a riddle, and before he can find time to answer it, hits him over the stomach with an umbrella! How we clap our hands and shout with glee! It isnt really his stomach: it is a bolster tied round his waist — we know that; but seeing the long man whack at that bolster with an umbrella gives us almost as much joy as if the bolster were not there.

I laugh at the knockabout brothers, I confess, so long as they are on the stage; but they do not convince me. Reflecting on the performance afterwards, my dramatic sense revolts against the plot. I cannot accept the theory of their being brothers. The difference in size alone is a strain upon my imagination. It is not probable that of two children of the same parents one should measure six foot six, and the other five foot four. Even allowing for a freak of nature, and accepting the fact that they might be brothers, I do not believe they would remain so inseparable. The short brother would have succeeded before now in losing the long brother. Those continual bangings over the head and stomach would have weakened whatever affection the short brother might originally have felt towards his long relation. At least, he would insist upon the umbrella being left at home.

I will go for a walk with you, he might say, I will stand stock still with you in Trafalgar Square in the midst of the traffic while you ask me silly riddles, but not if you persist in bringing with you that absurd umbrella. You are too handy with it. Put it back in the rack before we start, or go out by yourself.

Besides, my sense of justice is outraged. Why should the short brother be banged and thumped without reason? The Greek dramatist would have explained to us that the shorter brother had committed a crime against the gods. Aristophanes would have made the longer brother the instrument of the Furies. The riddles he asked would have had bearing upon the shorter brothers sin. In this way the spectator would have enjoyed amusement combined with the satisfactory sense that Nemesis is ever present in human affairs. I present the idea, for what it may be worth, to the concoctors of knockabout turns.

Where Brotherly (and Sisterly) Love reigns supreme.

The family tie is always strong on the music-hall stage. The acrobatic troupe is always a Family: Pa, Ma, eight brothers and sisters, and the baby. A more affectionate family one rarely sees. Pa and Ma are a trifle stout, but still active. Baby, dear little fellow, is full of humour. Ladies do not care to go on the music-hall stage unless they can take their sister with them. I have seen a performance given by eleven sisters, all the same size and apparently all the same age. She must have been a wonderful woman — the mother. They all had golden hair, and all wore precisely similar frocks — a charming but décolletée arrangement — in claret-coloured velvet over blue silk stockings. So far as I could gather, they all had the same young man. No doubt he found it difficult amongst them to make up his mind.

Arrange it among yourselves, he no doubt had said, it is quite immaterial to me. You are so much alike, it is impossible that a fellow loving one should not love the lot of you. So long as I marry into the family I really dont care.

When a performer appears alone on the music-hall stage it is easy to understand why. His or her domestic life has been a failure. I listened one evening to six songs in succession. The first two were sung by a gentleman. He entered with his clothes hanging upon him in shreds. He explained that he had just come from an argument with his wife. He showed us the brick with which she had hit him, and the bump at the back of his head that had resulted. The funny mans marriage is never a success. But really this seems to be his own fault. She was such a lovely girl, he tells us, with a face — well, youd hardly call it a face, it was more like a gas explosion. Then she had those wonderful sort of eyes that you can see two ways at once with, one of them looks down the street, while the other one is watching round the corner. Can see you coming any way. And her mouth!

It appears that if she stands anywhere near the curb and smiles, careless people mistake her for a pillar-box, and drop letters into her.

And such a voice! We are told it is a perfect imitation of a motor-car. When she laughs people spring into doorways to escape being run over.

If he will marry that sort of woman, what can he expect? The man is asking for it.

The lady who followed him also told us a sad story of misplaced trust. She also was comic — so the programme assured us. The humorist appears to have no luck. She had lent her lover money to buy the ring, and the licence, and to furnish the flat. He did buy the ring, and he furnished the flat, but it was for another lady. The audience roared. I have heard it so often asked, What is humour? From observation, I should describe it as other peoples troubles.

A male performer followed her. He came on dressed in a night-shirt, carrying a baby. His wife, it seemed, had gone out for the evening with the lodger. That was his joke. It was the most successful song of the whole six.

The one sure Joke.

A philosopher has put it on record that he always felt sad when he reflected on the sorrows of humanity. But when he reflected on its amusements he felt sadder still.

Why was it so funny that the baby had the lodgers nose? We laughed for a full minute by the clock.

Why do I love to see a flabby-faced man go behind curtains, and, emerging in a wig and a false beard, say that he is now Bismarck or Mr. Chamberlain? I have felt resentment against the Lightning Impersonator ever since the days of Queen Victorias Diamond Jubilee. During that summer every Lightning Impersonator ended his show by shouting, while the band played the National Anthem, Queen Victoria! He was not a bit like Queen Victoria. He did not even, to my thinking, look a lady; but at once I had to stand up in my place and sing God save the Queen. It was a time of enthusiastic loyalty; if you did not spring up quickly some patriotic old fool from the back would reach across and hit you over the head with the first thing he could lay his hands upon.

Other music-hall performers caught at the idea. By ending up with God save the Queen any performer, however poor, could retire in a whirlwind of applause. Niggers, having bored us with tiresome songs about coons and honeys and Swanee Rivers, would, as a last resource, strike up God save the Queen on the banjo. The whole house would have to rise and cheer. Elderly Sisters Trippet, having failed to arouse our enthusiasm by allowing us a brief glimpse of an ankle, would put aside all frivolity, and tell us of a hero lover named George, who had fought somebody somewhere for his Queen and country. He fell! — bang from the big drum and blue limelight. In a recumbent position he appears to have immediately started singing God save the Queen.

How Anarchists are made.

Sleepy members of the audience would be hastily awakened by their friends. We would stagger to our feet. The Sisters Trippet, with eyes fixed on the chandelier, would lead us: to the best of our ability we would sing God save the Queen.

There have been evenings when I have sung God save the Queen six times. Another season of it, and I should have become a Republican.

The singer of patriotic songs is generally a stout and puffy man. The perspiration pours from his face as the result of the violent gesticulations with which he tells us how he stormed the fort. He must have reached it very hot.

There were ten to one agin us, boys. We feel that this was a miscalculation on the enemys part. Ten to one agin such wildly gesticulating Britishers was inviting defeat.

It seems to have been a terrible battle notwithstanding. He shows us with a real sword how it was done. Nothing could have lived within a dozen yards of that sword. The conductor of the orchestra looks nervous. Our fear is lest he will end by cutting off his own head. His recollections are carrying him away. Then follows Victory!

The gas men and the programme sellers cheer wildly. We conclude with the inevitable God save the King.


CHAPTER XVI

The Ghost and the Blind Children.
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GHOSTS ARE IN the air. It is difficult at this moment to avoid talking of ghosts. The first question you are asked on being introduced this season is:

Do you believe in ghosts?

I would be so glad to believe in ghosts. This world is much too small for me. Up to a century or two ago the intellectual young man found it sufficient for his purposes. It still contained the unknown — the possible — within its boundaries. New continents were still to be discovered: we dreamt of giants, Liliputians, desert-fenced Utopias. We set our sail, and Wonderland lay ever just beyond our horizon. To-day the world is small, the light railway runs through the desert, the coasting steamer calls at the Islands of the Blessed, the last mystery has been unveiled, the fairies are dead, the talking birds are silent. Our baffled curiosity turns for relief outwards. We call upon the dead to rescue us from our monotony. The first authentic ghost will be welcomed as the saviour of humanity.

But he must be a living ghost — a ghost we can respect, a ghost we can listen to. The poor spiritless addle-headed ghost that has hitherto haunted our blue chambers is of no use to us. I remember a thoughtful man once remarking during argument that if he believed in ghosts — the silly, childish spooks about which we had been telling anecdotes — death would possess for him an added fear: the idea that his next dwelling-place would be among such a pack of dismal idiots would sadden his departing hours. What was he to talk to them about? Apparently their only interest lay in recalling their earthly troubles. The ghost of the lady unhappily married who had been poisoned, or had her throat cut, who every night for the last five hundred years had visited the chamber where it happened for no other purpose than to scream about it! what a tiresome person she would be to meet! All her conversation during the long days would be around her earthly wrongs. The other ghosts, in all probability, would have heard about that husband of hers, what he said, and what he did, till they were sick of the subject. A newcomer would be seized upon with avidity.

A lady of repute writes to a magazine that she once occupied for a season a wainscotted room in an old manor house. On several occasions she awoke in the night: each time to witness the same ghostly performance. Four gentlemen sat round a table playing cards. Suddenly one of them sprang to his feet and plunged a dagger into the back of his partner. The lady does not say so: one presumes it was his partner. I have, myself, when playing bridge, seen an expression on my partners face that said quite plainly:

I would like to murder you.

I have not the memory for bridge. I forget who it was that, last trick but seven, played the two of clubs. I thought it was he, my partner. I thought it meant that I was to take an early opportunity of forcing trumps. I dont know why I thought so, I try to explain why I thought so. It sounds a silly argument even to myself; I feel I have not got it quite right. Added to which it was not my partner who played the two of clubs, it was Dummy. If I had only remembered this, and had concluded from it — as I ought to have done — that my partner had the ace of diamonds — as otherwise why did he pass my knave? — we might have saved the odd trick. I have not the head for bridge. It is only an ordinary head — mine. I have no business to play bridge.

Why not, occasionally, a cheerful Ghost.

But to return to our ghosts. These four gentlemen must now and again, during their earthly existence, have sat down to a merry game of cards. There must have been evenings when nobody was stabbed. Why choose an unpleasant occasion to harp exclusively upon it? Why do ghosts never give a cheerful show? The lady who was poisoned! there must have been other evenings in her life. Why does she not show us The first meeting: when he gave her the violets and said they were like her eyes? He wasnt always poisoning her. There must have been a period before he ever thought of poisoning her. Cannot these ghosts do something occasionally in what is termed the lighter vein? If they haunt a forest glade, it is to perform a duel to the death, or an assassination. Why cannot they, for a change, give us an old-time picnic, or The hawking party, which, in Elizabethan costume, should make a pretty picture? Ghostland would appear to be obsessed by the spirit of the Scandinavian drama: murders, suicides, ruined fortunes, and broken hearts are the only material made use of. Why is not a dead humorist allowed now and then to write the sketch? There must be plenty of dead comic lovers; why are they never allowed to give a performance?

Where are the dead Humorists?

A cheerful person contemplates death with alarm. What is he to do in this land of ghosts? there is no place for him. Imagine the commonplace liver of a humdrum existence being received into ghostland. He enters nervous, shy, feeling again the new boy at school. The old ghosts gather round him.

How do you come here — murdered?

No, at least, I dont think so.

Suicide?

No — cant remember the name of it now. Began with a chill on the liver, I think.

The ghosts are disappointed. But a happy suggestion is made. Perhaps he was the murderer; that would be even better. Let him think carefully; can he recollect ever having committed a murder? He racks his brains in vain, not a single murder comes to his recollection. He never forged a will. Doesnt even know where anything is hid. Of what use will he be in ghostland? One pictures him passing the centuries among a moody crowd of uninteresting mediocrities, brooding perpetually over their wasted lives. Only the ghosts of ladies and gentlemen mixed up in crime have any show in ghostland.

The Spirit does not shine as a Conversationalist.

I feel an equal dissatisfaction with the spirits who are supposed to return to us and communicate with us through the medium of three-legged tables. I do not deny the possibility that spirits exist. I am even willing to allow them their three-legged tables. It must be confessed it is a clumsy method. One cannot help regretting that during all the ages they have not evolved a more dignified system. One feels that the three-legged table must hamper them. One can imagine an impatient spirit getting tired of spelling out a lengthy story on a three-legged table. But, as I have said, I am willing to assume that, for some spiritual reason unfathomable to my mere human intelligence, that three-legged table is essential. I am willing also to accept the human medium. She is generally an unprepossessing lady running somewhat to bulk. If a gentleman, he so often has dirty finger-nails, and smells of stale beer. I think myself it would be so much simpler if the spirit would talk to me direct; we could get on quicker. But there is that about the medium, I am told, which appeals to a spirit. Well, it is his affair, not mine, and I waive the argument. My real stumbling-block is the spirit himself — the sort of conversation that, when he does talk, he indulges in. I cannot help feeling that his conversation is not worth the paraphernalia. I can talk better than that myself.

The late Professor Huxley, who took some trouble over this matter, attended some half-dozen séances, and then determined to attend no more.

I have, he said, for my sins to submit occasionally to the society of live bores. I refuse to go out of my way to spend an evening in the dark with dead bores.

The spiritualists themselves admit that their table-rapping spooks are precious dull dogs; it would be difficult, in face of the communications recorded, for them to deny it. They explain to us that they have not yet achieved communication with the higher spiritual Intelligences. The more intelligent spirits — for some reason that the spiritualists themselves are unable to explain — do not want to talk to them, appear to have something else to do. At present — so I am told, and can believe — it is only the spirits of lower intelligence that care to turn up on these evenings. The spiritualists argue that, by continuing, the higher-class spirits will later on be induced to come in. I fail to follow the argument. It seems to me that we are frightening them away. Anyhow, myself I shall wait awhile.

When the spirit comes along that can talk sense, that can tell me something I dont know, I shall be glad to meet him. The class of spirit that we are getting just at present does not appeal to me. The thought of him — the reflection that I shall die and spend the rest of eternity in his company — does not comfort me.

She is now a Believer.

A lady of my acquaintance tells me it is marvellous how much these spirits seem to know. On her very first visit, the spirit, through the voice of the medium — an elderly gentleman residing obscurely in Clerkenwell — informed her without a moments hesitation that she possessed a relative with the Christian name of George. (I am not making this up — it is real.) This gave her at first the idea that spiritualism was a fraud. She had no relative named George — at least, so she thought. But a morning or two later her husband received a letter from Australia. By Jove! he exclaimed, as he glanced at the last page, I had forgotten all about the poor old beggar.

Whom is it from? she asked.

Oh, nobody you know — havent seen him myself for twenty years — a third or fourth cousin of mine — George—

She never heard the surname, she was too excited. The spirit had been right from the beginning; she had a relative named George. Her faith in spiritualism is now as a rock.

There are thousands of folk who believe in Old Moores Almanac. My difficulty would be not to believe in the old gentleman. I see that for the month of January last he foretold us that the Government would meet with determined and persistent opposition. He warned us that there would be much sickness about, and that rheumatism would discover its old victims. How does he know these things? Is it that the stars really do communicate with him, or does he feel it in his bones, as the saying is up North?

During February, he mentioned, the weather would be unsettled. He concluded:

The word Taxation will have a terrible significance for both Government and people this month.

Really, it is quite uncanny. In March:

Theatres will do badly during the month.

There seems to be no keeping anything from Old Moore. In April much dissatisfaction will be expressed among Post Office employees. That sounds probable, on the face of it. In any event, I will answer for our local postman.

In May a wealthy magnate is going to die. In June there is going to be a fire. In July Old Moore has reason to fear there will be trouble.

I do hope he may be wrong, and yet somehow I feel a conviction that he wont be. Anyhow, one is glad it has been put off till July.

In August one in high authority will be in danger of demise. In September zeal on the part of persons mentioned will outstrip discretion. In October Old Moore is afraid again. He cannot avoid a haunting suspicion that Certain people will be victimized by extensive fraudulent proceedings.

In November the public Press will have its columns full of important news. The weather will be adverse, and a death will occur in high circles. This makes the second in one year. I am glad I do not belong to the higher circles.

How does he do it?

In December Old Moore again foresees trouble, just when I was hoping it was all over. Frauds will come to light, and death will find its victims.

And all this information is given to us for a penny.

The palmist examines our hand. You will go a journey, he tells us. It is marvellous! How could he have known that only the night before we had been discussing the advisability of taking the children to Margate for the holidays?

There is trouble in store for you, he tells us, regretfully, but you will get over it. We feel that the future has no secret hidden from him.

We have presentiments that people we love, who are climbing mountains, who are fond of ballooning, are in danger.

The sister of a friend of mine who went out to the South African War as a volunteer had three presentiments of his death. He came home safe and sound, but admitted that on three distinct occasions he had been in imminent danger. It seemed to the dear lady a proof of everything she had ever read.

Another friend of mine was waked in the middle of the night by his wife, who insisted that he should dress himself and walk three miles across a moor because she had had a dream that something terrible was happening to a bosom friend of hers. The bosom friend and her husband were rather indignant at being waked at two oclock in the morning, but their indignation was mild compared with that of the dreamer on learning that nothing was the matter. From that day forward a coldness sprang up between the two families.

I would give much to believe in ghosts. The interest of life would be multiplied by its own square power could we communicate with the myriad dead watching us from their mountain summits. Mr. Zangwill, in a poem that should live, draws for us a pathetic picture of blind children playing in a garden, laughing, romping. All their lives they have lived in darkness; they are content. But, the wonder of it, could their eyes by some miracle be opened!

Blind Children playing in a World of Darkness.

May not we be but blind children, suggests the poet, living in a world of darkness — laughing, weeping, loving, dying — knowing nothing of the wonder round us?

The ghosts about us, with their god-like faces, it might be good to look at them.

But these poor, pale-faced spooks, these dull-witted, table-thumping spirits: it would be sad to think that of such was the kingdom of the Dead.


CHAPTER XVII

Parents and their Teachers.
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MY HEART HAS been much torn of late, reading of the wrongs of Children. It has lately been discovered that Children are being hampered and harassed in their career by certain brutal and ignorant persons called, for want of a better name, parents. The parent is a selfish wretch who, out of pure devilment, and without consulting the Child itself upon the subject, lures innocent Children into the world, apparently for the purpose merely of annoying them. The parent does not understand the Child when he has got it; he does not understand anything, not much. The only person who understands the Child is the young gentleman fresh from College and the elderly maiden lady, who, between them, produce most of the literature that explains to us the Child.

The parent does not even know how to dress the Child. The parent will persist in dressing the Child in a long and trailing garment that prevents the Child from kicking. The young gentleman fresh from College grows almost poetical in his contempt. It appears that the one thing essential for the health of a young child is that it should have perfect freedom to kick. Later on the parent dresses the Child in short clothes, and leaves bits of its leg bare. The elderly maiden Understander of Children, quoting medical opinion, denounces us as criminals for leaving any portion of that precious leg uncovered. It appears that the partially uncovered leg of childhood is responsible for most of the disease that flesh is heir to.

Then we put it into boots. We crush its delicately fashioned feet into hideous leather instruments of torture. That is the sort of phrase that is hurled at us! The picture conjured up is that of some fiend in human shape, calling itself a father, seizing some helpless cherub by the hair, and, while drowning its pathetic wails for mercy beneath roars of demon laughter, proceeding to bind about its tender bones some ancient curiosity dug from the dungeons of the Inquisition.

If the young gentleman fresh from College or the maiden lady Understander could be, if only for a month or two, a father! If only he or she could guess how gladly the father of limited income would reply,

My dear, you are wrong in saying that the children must have boots. That is an exploded theory. The children must not have boots. I refuse to be a party to crushing their delicately fashioned feet into hideous leather instruments of torture. The young gentleman fresh from College and the elderly maiden Understander have decided that the children must not have boots. Do not let me hear again that out-of-date word — boots.

If there were only one young gentleman fresh from College, one maiden lady Understander teaching us our duty, life would be simpler. But there are so many young gentlemen from College, so many maiden lady Understanders, on the job — if I may be permitted a vulgarism; and as yet they are not all agreed. It is distracting for the parent anxious to do right. We put the little dears into sandals, and then at once other young gentlemen from College, other maiden lady Understanders, point to us as would-be murderers. Long clothes are fatal, short clothes are deadly, boots are instruments of torture, to allow children to go about with bare feet shows that we regard them as Incumbrances, and, with low cunning, are seeking to be rid of them.

Their first attempt.

I knew a pair of parents. I am convinced, in spite of all that can be said to the contrary, they were fond of their Child; it was their first. They were anxious to do the right thing. They read with avidity all books and articles written on the subject of Children. They read that a Child should always sleep lying on its back, and took it in turns to sit awake o nights to make sure that the Child was always right side up.

But another magazine told them that Children allowed to sleep lying on their backs grew up to be idiots. They were sad they had not read of this before, and started the Child on its right side. The Child, on the contrary, appeared to have a predilection for the left, the result being that neither the parents nor the baby itself for the next three weeks got any sleep worth speaking of.

Later on, by good fortune, they came across a treatise that said a Child should always be allowed to choose its own position while sleeping, and their friends persuaded them to stop at that — told them they would never strike a better article if they searched the whole British Museum Library. It troubled them to find that Child sometimes sleeping curled up with its toe in its mouth, and sometimes flat on its stomach with its head underneath the pillow. But its health and temper were decidedly improved.

The Parent can do no right.

There is nothing the parent can do right. You would think that now and then he might, if only by mere accident, blunder into sense. But, no, there seems to be a law against it. He brings home woolly rabbits and indiarubber elephants, and expects the Child to be contented forsooth with suchlike aids to its education. As a matter of fact, the Child is content: it bangs its own head with the woolly rabbit and does itself no harm; it tries to swallow the indiarubber elephant; it does not succeed, but continues to hope. With that woolly rabbit and that indiarubber elephant it would be as happy as the day is long if only the young gentleman from Cambridge would leave it alone, and not put new ideas into its head. But the gentleman from Cambridge and the maiden lady Understander are convinced that the future of the race depends upon leaving the Child untrammelled to select its own amusements. A friend of mine, during his wifes absence once on a visit to her mother, tried the experiment.

The Child selected a frying-pan. How it got the frying-pan remains to this day a mystery. The cook said frying-pans dont walk upstairs. The nurse said she should be sorry to call anyone a liar, but that there was commonsense in everything. The scullery-maid said that if everybody did their own work other people would not be driven beyond the limits of human endurance; and the housekeeper said that she was sick and tired of life. My friend said it did not matter. The Child clung to the frying-pan with passion. The book my friend was reading said that was how the human mind was formed: the Childs instinct prompted it to seize upon objects tending to develop its brain faculty. What the parent had got to do was to stand aside and watch events.

The Child proceeded to black everything about the nursery with the bottom of the frying-pan. It then set to work to lick the frying-pan clean. The nurse, a woman of narrow ideas, had a presentiment that later on it would be ill. My friend explained to her the error the world had hitherto committed: it had imagined that the parent knew a thing or two that the Child didnt. In future the Children were to do their bringing up themselves. In the house of the future the parents would be allotted the attics where they would be out of the way. They might occasionally be allowed down to dinner, say, on Sundays.

The Child, having exhausted all the nourishment the frying-pan contained, sought to develop its brain faculty by thumping itself over the head with the flat of the thing. With the selfishness of the average parent — thinking chiefly of what the Coroner might say, and indifferent to the future of humanity, my friend insisted upon changing the game.

His foolish talk.

The parent does not even know how to talk to his own Child. The Child is yearning to acquire a correct and dignified mode of expression. The parent says: Did ums. Did naughty table hurt ickle tootsie pootsies? Baby say: Oo naughty table. Me no love oo.

The Child despairs of ever learning English. What should we think ourselves were we to join a French class, and were the Instructor to commence talking to us French of this description? What the Child, according to the gentleman from Cambridge, says to itself is,

Oh for one hours intelligent conversation with a human being who can talk the language.

Will not the young gentleman from Cambridge descend to detail? Will he not give us a specimen dialogue?

A celebrated lady writer, who has made herself the mouthpiece of feminine indignation against male stupidity, took up the cudgels a little while ago on behalf of Mrs. Caudle. She admitted Mrs. Caudle appeared to be a somewhat foolish lady. But what had Caudle ever done to improve Mrs. Caudles mind? Had he ever sought, with intelligent illuminating conversation, to direct her thoughts towards other topics than lent umbrellas and red-headed minxes?

It is my complaint against so many of our teachers. They scold us for what we do, but so rarely tell us what we ought to do. Tell me how to talk to my baby, and I am willing to try. It is not as if I took a personal pride in the phrase: Did ums. I did not even invent it. I found it, so to speak, when I got here, and my experience is that it soothes the Child. When he is howling, and I say Did ums with sympathetic intonation, he stops crying. Possibly enough it is astonishment at the ineptitude of the remark that silences him. Maybe it is that minor troubles are lost sight of face to face with the reflection that this is the sort of father with which fate has provided him. But may not even this be useful to him? He has got to meet with stupid people in the world. Let him begin by contemplating me. It will make things easier for him later on. I put forward the idea in the hope of comforting the young gentleman from Cambridge.

We injure the health of the Child by enforcing on it silence. We have a stupid formula that children should be seen and not heard. We deny it exercise to its lungs. We discourage its natural and laudable curiosity by telling it not to worry us — not to ask so many questions.

Wont somebody lend the young gentleman from Cambridge a small and healthy child just for a week or so, and let the bargain be that he lives with it all the time? The young gentleman from Cambridge thinks, when we call up the stairs to say that if we hear another sound from the nursery during the next two hours we will come up and do things to that Child the mere thought of which should appal it, that is silencing the Child. It does not occur to him that two minutes later that Child is yelling again at the top of its voice, having forgotten all we ever said.

The Child of Fiction.

I know the sort of Child the weeper over Childrens wrongs has in his mind. It has deep, soulful, yearning eyes. It moves about the house softly, shedding an atmosphere of patient resignation. It says: Yes, dear papa. No, dear mamma. It has but one ambition — to be good and useful. It has beautiful thoughts about the stars. You dont know whether it is in the house or isnt: you find it with its little face pressed close against the window-pane watching the golden sunset. Nobody understands it. It blesses the old people and dies. One of these days the young gentleman from Cambridge will, one hopes, have a Baby of his own — a real Child: and serve him darn-well right.

At present he is labouring under a wrong conception of the article. He says we over-educate it. We clog its wonderful brain with a mass of uninteresting facts and foolish formulas that we call knowledge. He does not know that all this time the Child is alive and kicking. He is under the delusion that the Child is taking all this lying down. We tell the Child it has got to be quiet, or else we will wring its neck. The gentleman from Cambridge pictures the Child as from that moment a silent spirit moving voiceless towards the grave.

We catch the Child in the morning, and clean it up, and put a little satchel on its back, and pack it off to school; and the maiden lady Understander pictures that Child wasting the all too brief period of youth crowding itself up with knowledge.

My dear Madam, you take it from me that your tears are being wasted. You wipe your eyes and cheer up. The dear Child is not going to be overworked: he is seeing to that.

As a matter of the fact, the Child of the present day is having, if anything, too good a time. I shall be considered a brute for saying this, but I am thinking of its future, and my opinion is that we are giving it swelled head. The argument just now in the air is that the parent exists merely for the Children. The parent doesnt count. It is as if a gardener were to say,

Bother the flowers, let them rot. The sooner they are out of the way the better. The seed is the only thing that interests me.

You cant produce respectable seed but from carefully cultivated flowers. The philosopher, clamouring for improved Children, will later grasp the fact that the parent is of importance. Then he will change his tactics, and address the Children, and we shall have our time. He will impress on them how necessary it is for their own sakes that they should be careful of us. We shall have books written about misunderstood fathers who were worried into early graves.

The misunderstood Father.

Fresh Air Funds will be started for sending parents away to the seaside on visits to kind bachelors living in detached houses, miles away from Children. Books will be specially written for us picturing a world where school fees are never demanded and babies never howl o nights. Societies for the Prevention of Cruelty to Parents will arise. Little girls who get their hair entangled and mislay all their clothes just before they are starting for the party — little boys who kick holes in their best shoes will be spanked at the public expense.


CHAPTER XVIII

Marriage and the Joke of it.
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MARRIAGES ARE MADE in heaven—but solely, it has been added by a cynical writer, for export. There is nothing more remarkable in human sociology than our attitude towards the institution of marriage. So it came home to me the other evening as I sat on a cane chair in the ill-lighted schoolroom of a small country town. The occasion was a Penny Reading. We had listened to the usual overture from Zampa, played by the lady professor and the eldest daughter of the brewer; to Phil Bloods Leap, recited by the curate; to the violin solo by the pretty widow about whom gossip is whispered — one hopes it is not true. Then a pale-faced gentleman, with a drooping black moustache, walked on to the platform. It was the local tenor. He sang to us a song of love. Misunderstandings had arisen; bitter words, regretted as soon as uttered, had pierced the all too sensitive spirit. Parting had followed. The broken-hearted one had died believing his affection unrequited. But the angels had since told him; he knew she loved him now — the accent on the now.

I glanced around me. We were the usual crowd of mixed humanity — tinkers, tailors, soldiers, sailors, with our cousins, and our sisters, and our wives. So many of our eyes were wet with tears. Miss Butcher could hardly repress her sobs. Young Mr. Tinker, his face hidden behind his programme, pretended to be blowing his nose. Mrs. Apothecarys large bosom heaved with heartfelt sighs. The retired Colonel sniffed audibly. Sadness rested on our souls. It might have been so different but for those foolish, hasty words! There need have been no funeral. Instead, the church might have been decked with bridal flowers. How sweet she would have looked beneath her orange wreath! How proudly, gladly, he might have responded I will, take her for his wedded wife, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death did them part. And thereto he might have plighted his troth.

In the silence which reigned after the applause had subsided the beautiful words of the Marriage Service seemed to be stealing through the room: that they might ever remain in perfect love and peace together. Thy wife shall be as the fruitful vine. Thy children like the olive branches round about thy table. Lo! thus shall a man be blessed. So shall men love their wives as their own bodies, and be not bitter against them, giving honour unto them as unto the weaker vessel. Let the wife see that she reverence her husband, wearing the ornament of a meek and quiet spirit.

Love and the Satyr.

All the stories sung by the sweet singers of all time were echoing in our ears — stories of true love that would not run smoothly until the last chapter; of gallant lovers strong and brave against fate; of tender sweethearts, waiting, trusting, till loves golden crown was won; so they married and lived happy ever after.

Then stepped briskly on the platform a stout, bald-headed man. We greeted him with enthusiasm — it was the local low comedian. The piano tinkled saucily. The self-confident man winked and opened wide his mouth. It was a funny song; how we roared with laughter! The last line of each verse was the same:

And thats what its like when youre married.

Before it was duckie, and darling, and dear. Now its Take your cold feet away, Brute! cant you hear?

Once they walked hand in hand: Me loves ickle oo. Now he strides on ahead (imitation with aid of umbrella much appreciated; the bald-headed man, in his enthusiasm and owing to the smallness of the platform, sweeping the lady accompanist off her stool), bawling: Come along, do.

The bald-headed man interspersed side-splitting patter. The husband comes home late; the wife is waiting for him at the top of the stairs with a broom. He kisses the servant-girl. She retaliates by discovering a cousin in the Guards.

The comic man retired to an enthusiastic demand for an encore. I looked around me at the laughing faces. Miss Butcher had been compelled to stuff her handkerchief into her mouth. Mr. Tinker was wiping his eyes; he was not ashamed this time, they were tears of merriment. Mrs. Apothecarys motherly bosom was shaking like a jelly. The Colonel was grinning from ear to ear.

Later on, as I noticed in the programme, the schoolmistress, an unmarried lady, was down to sing Darby and Joan. She has a sympathetic voice. Her Darby and Joan is always popular. The comic man would also again appear in the second part, and would oblige with (by request) His Mother-in-Law.

So the quaint comedy continues: To-night we will enjoy Romeo and Juliet, for to-morrow we have seats booked for The Pink Domino.

What the Gipsy did not mention.

Wont the pretty lady let the poor old gipsy tell her fortune? Blushes, giggles, protestations. Gallant gentleman friend insists. A dark man is in love with pretty lady. Gipsy sees a marriage not so very far ahead. Pretty lady says What nonsense! but looks serious. Pretty ladys pretty friends must, of course, be teasing. Gallant gentleman friend, by curious coincidence, happens to be dark. Gipsy grins and passes on.

Is that all the gipsy knows of pretty ladys future? The rheumy, cunning eyes! They were bonny and black many years ago, when the parchment skin was smooth and fair. They have seen so many a passing show — do they see in pretty ladys hand nothing further?

What would the wicked old eyes foresee did it pay them to speak: — Pretty lady crying tears into a pillow. Pretty lady growing ugly, spite and anger spoiling pretty features. Dark young man no longer loving. Dark young man hurling bitter words at pretty lady — hurling, maybe, things more heavy. Dark young man and pretty lady listening approvingly to comic singer, having both discovered: Thats what its like when youre married.

My friend H. G. Wells wrote a book, The Island of Dr. Moreau. I read it in MS. one winter evening in a lonely country house upon the hills, wind screaming to wind in the dark without. The story has haunted me ever since. I hear the winds shrill laughter. The doctor had taken the beasts of the forest, apes, tigers, strange creatures from the deep, had fashioned them with hideous cruelty into the shapes of men, had given them souls, had taught to them the law. In all things else were they human, but their original instincts their creators skill had failed to eliminate. All their lives were one long torture. The Law said, We are men and women; this we shall do, this we shall not do. But the ape and tiger still cried aloud within them.

Civilization lays her laws upon us; they are the laws of gods — of the men that one day, perhaps, shall come. But the primeval creature of the cave still cries within us.

A few rules for Married Happiness.

The wonder is that not being gods — being mere men and women — marriage works out as well as it does. We take two creatures with the instincts of the ape still stirring within them; two creatures fashioned on the law of selfishness; two self-centred creatures of opposite appetites, of desires opposed to one another, of differing moods and fancies; two creatures not yet taught the lesson of self-control, of self-renunciation, and bind them together for life in an union so close that one cannot snore onights without disturbing the others rest; that one cannot, without risk to happiness, have a single taste unshared by the other; that neither, without danger of upsetting the whole applecart, so to speak, can have an opinion with which the other does not heartedly agree.

Could two angels exist together on such terms without ever quarrelling? I doubt it. To make marriage the ideal we love to picture it in romance, the elimination of human nature is the first essential. Supreme unselfishness, perfect patience, changeless amiability, we should have to start with, and continue with, until the end.

The real Darby and Joan.

I do not believe in the Darby and Joan of the song. They belong to song-land. To accept them I need a piano, a sympathetic contralto voice, a firelight effect, and that sentimental mood in myself, the foundation of which is a good dinner well digested. But there are Darbys and Joans of real flesh and blood to be met with — God bless them, and send more for our example — wholesome living men and women, brave, struggling, souls with common-sense. Ah, yes! they have quarrelled; had their dark house of bitterness, of hate, when he wished to heaven he had never met her, and told her so. How could he have guessed those sweet lips could utter such cruel words; those tender eyes, he loved to kiss, flash with scorn and anger?

And she, had she known what lay behind; those days when he knelt before her, swore that his only dream was to save her from all pain. Passion lies dead; it is a flame that burns out quickly. The most beautiful face in the world grows indifferent to us when we have sat opposite it every morning at breakfast, every evening at supper, for a brief year or two. Passion is the seed. Love grows from it, a tender sapling, beautiful to look upon, but wondrous frail, easily broken, easily trampled on during those first years of wedded life. Only by much nursing, by long caring-for, watered with tears, shall it grow into a sturdy tree, defiant of the winds, neath which Darby and Joan shall sit sheltered in old age.

They had commonsense, brave hearts. Darby had expected too much. Darby had not made allowance for human nature which he ought to have done, seeing how much he had of it himself. Joan knows he did not mean it. Joan has a nasty temper; she admits it. Joan will try, Darby will try. They kiss again with tears. It is a workaday world; Darby and Joan will take it as it is, will do their best. A little kindness, a little clasping of the hands before night comes.

Many ways of Love.

Youth deems it heresy, but I sometimes wonder if our English speaking way is quite the best. I discussed the subject once with an old French lady. The English reader forms his idea of French life from the French novel; it leads to mistaken notions. There are French Darbys, French Joans, many thousands of them.

Believe me, said my old French friend, your English way is wrong; our way is not perfect, but it is the better, I am sure. You leave it entirely to the young people. What do they know of life, of themselves, even. He falls in love with a pretty face. She — he danced so well! he was so agreeable that day of the picnic! If marriage were only for a month or so; could be ended without harm when the passion was burnt out. Ah, yes! then perhaps you would be right. I loved at eighteen, madly — nearly broke my heart. I meet him occasionally now. My dear — her hair was silvery white, and I was only thirty-five; she always called me my dear; it is pleasant at thirty-five to be talked to as a child. He was a perfect brute, handsome he had been, yes, but all that was changed. He was as stupid as an ox. I never see his poor frightened-looking wife without shuddering thinking of what I have escaped. They told me all that, but I looked only at his face, and did not believe them. They forced me into marriage with the kindest man that ever lived. I did not love him then, but I loved him for thirty years; was it not better?

But, my dear friend, I answered; that poor, frightened-looking wife of your first love! Her marriage also was, I take it, the result of parental choosing. The love marriage, I admit, as often as not turns out sadly. The children choose ill. Parents also choose ill. I fear there is no sure receipt for the happy marriage.

You are arguing from bad examples, answered my silver-haired friend; it is the system that I am defending. A young girl is no judge of character. She is easily deceived, is wishful to be deceived. As I have said, she does not even know herself. She imagines the mood of the moment will remain with her. Only those who have watched over her with loving insight from her infancy know her real temperament.

The young man is blinded by his passion. Nature knows nothing of marriage, of companionship. She has only one aim. That accomplished, she is indifferent to the future of those she has joined together. I would have parents think only of their childrens happiness, giving to worldly considerations their true value, but nothing beyond, choosing for their children with loving care, with sense of their great responsibility.

Which is it?

I fear our young people would not be contented with our choosing, I suggested.

Are they so contented with their own, the honeymoon over? she responded with a smile.

We agreed it was a difficult problem viewed from any point.

But I still think it would be better were we to heap less ridicule upon the institution. Matrimony cannot be holy and ridiculous at the same time. We have been familiar with it long enough to make up our minds in which light to regard it.


CHAPTER XIX

Man and his Tailor.
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WHATS WRONG WITH the Made-up Tie? I gather from the fashionable novelist that no man can wear a made-up tie and be a gentleman. He may be a worthy man, clever, well-to-do, eligible from every other point of view; but She, the refined heroine, can never get over the fact that he wears a made-up tie. It causes a shudder down her high-bred spine whenever she thinks of it. There is nothing else to be said against him. There is nothing worse about him than this — he wears a made-up tie. It is all sufficient. No true woman could ever care for him, no really classy society ever open its doors to him.

I am worried about this thing because, to confess the horrid truth, I wear a made-up tie myself. On foggy afternoons I steal out of the house disguised. They ask me where I am going in a hat that comes down over my ears, and why I am wearing blue spectacles and a false beard, but I will not tell them. I creep along the wall till I find a common hosiers shop, and then, in an assumed voice, I tell the man what it is I want. They come to fourpence halfpenny each; by taking the half-dozen I get them for a trifle less. They are put on in a moment, and, to my vulgar eye, look neat and tasteful.

Of course, I know I am not a gentleman. I have given up hopes of ever being one. Years ago, when life presented possibilities, I thought that with pains and intelligence I might become one. I never succeeded. It all depends on being able to tie a bow. Round the bed-post, or the neck of the water-jug, I could tie the wretched thing to perfection. If only the bed-post or the water-jug could have taken my place and gone to the party instead of me, life would have been simpler. The bed-post and the water-jug, in its neat white bow, looked like a gentleman — the fashionable novelists idea of a gentleman. Upon myself the result was otherwise, suggesting always a feeble attempt at suicide by strangulation. I could never understand how it was done. There were moments when it flashed across me that the secret lay in being able to turn ones self inside out, coming up with ones arms and legs the other way round. Standing on ones head might have surmounted the difficulty; but the higher gymnastics Nature has denied to me. The Boneless Wonder or the Man Serpent could, I felt, be a gentleman so easily. To one to whom has been given only the common ordinary joints gentlemanliness is apparently an impossible ideal.

It is not only the tie. I never read the fashionable novel without misgiving. Some hopeless bounder is being described:

If you want to know what he is like, says the Peer of the Realm, throwing himself back in his deep easy-chair, and puffing lazily at his cigar of delicate aroma, he is the sort of man that wears three studs in his shirt.

The difficulty of being a Gentleman.

Merciful heavens! I myself wear three studs in my shirt. I also am a hopeless bounder, and I never knew it. It comes upon me like a thunderbolt. I thought three studs were fashionable. The idiot at the shop told me three studs were all the rage, and I ordered two dozen. I cant afford to throw them away. Till these two dozen shirts are worn out, I shall have to remain a hopeless bounder.

Why have we not a Minister of the Fine Arts? Why does not a paternal Government fix notices at the street corners, telling the would-be gentleman how many studs he ought to wear, what style of necktie now distinguishes the noble-minded man from the base-hearted? They are prompt enough with their police regulations, their vaccination orders — the higher things of life they neglect.

I select at random another masterpiece of English literature.

My dear, says Lady Montresor, with her light aristocratic laugh, you surely cannot seriously think of marrying a man who wears socks with yellow spots?

Lady Emmelina sighs.

He is very nice, she murmurs, but I suppose you are right. I suppose that sort of man does get on your nerves after a time.

My dear child, says Lady Montresor, he is impossible.

In a cold sweat I rush upstairs into my bedroom.

I thought so: I am always wrong. All my best socks have yellow spots. I rather fancied them. They were expensive, too, now I come to think of it.

What am I to do? If I sacrifice them and get red spots, then red spots, for all I know, may be wrong. I have no instinct. The fashionable novelist never helps one. He tells us what is wrong, but he does not tell us what is right. It is creative criticism that I feel the need of. Why does not the Lady Montresor go on? Tell me what sort of socks the ideal lover ought to wear. There are so many varieties of socks. What is a would-be-gentleman to do? Would it be of any use writing to the fashionable novelist: — 

How we might, all of us, be Gentlemen.

Dear Mr. Fashionable Novelist (or should it be Miss?), — Before going to my tailor, I venture to write to you on a subject of some importance. I am fairly well educated, of good family and address, and, so my friends tell me, of passable appearance. I yearn to become a gentleman. If it is not troubling you too much, would you mind telling me how to set about the business? What socks and ties ought I to wear? Do I wear a flower in my button-hole, or is that a sign of a coarse mind? How many buttons on a morning coat show a beautiful nature? Does a stand-up collar with a tennis shirt prove that you are of noble descent, or, on the contrary, stamp you as a parvenu? If answering these questions imposes too great a tax on your time, perhaps you would not mind telling me how you yourself know these things. Who is your authority, and when is he at home? I should apologize for writing to you but that I feel you will sympathize with my appeal. It seems a pity there should be so many vulgar, ill-bred people in the world when a little knowledge on these trivial points would enable us all to become gentlemen. Thanking you in anticipation, I remain . . .

Would he or she tell us? Or would the fashionable novelist reply as I once overheard a harassed mother retort upon one of her inquiring children. Most of the afternoon she had been rushing out into the garden, where games were in progress, to tell the children what they must not do:—Tommy, you know you must not do that. Havent you got any sense at all? Johnny, you wicked boy, how dare you do that; how many more times do you want me to tell you? Jane, if you do that again you will go straight to bed, my girl! and so on.

At length the door was opened from without, and a little face peeped in: Mother!

Now, what is it? cant I ever get a moments peace?

Mother, please would you mind telling us something we might do?

The lady almost fell back on the floor in her astonishment. The idea had never occurred to her.

What may you do! Dont ask me. I am tired enough of telling you what not to do.

Things a Gentleman should never do.

I remember when a young man, wishful to conform to the rules of good society, I bought a book of etiquette for gentlemen. Its fault was just this. It told me through many pages what not to do. Beyond that it seemed to have no idea. I made a list of things it said a gentleman should never do: it was a lengthy list.

Determined to do the job completely while I was about it, I bought other books of etiquette and added on their list of Nevers. What one book left out another supplied. There did not seem much left for a gentleman to do.

I concluded by the time I had come to the end of my books, that to be a true gentleman my safest course would be to stop in bed for the rest of my life. By this means only could I hope to avoid every possible faux pas, every solecism. I should have lived and died a gentleman. I could have had it engraved upon my tombstone:

He never in his life committed a single act unbecoming to a gentleman.

To be a gentleman is not so easy, perhaps, as a fashionable novelist imagines. One is forced to the conclusion that it is not a question entirely for the outfitter. My attention was attracted once by a notice in the window of a West-End emporium, Gentlemen supplied.

It is to such like Universal Providers that the fashionable novelist goes for his gentleman. The gentleman is supplied to him complete in every detail. If the reader be not satisfied, that is the readers fault. He is one of those tiresome, discontented customers who does not know a good article when he has got it.

I was told the other day of the writer of a musical farce (or is it comedy?) who was most desirous that his leading character should be a perfect gentleman. During the dress rehearsal, the actor representing the part had to open his cigarette case and request another perfect gentleman to help himself. The actor drew forth his case. It caught the critical eye of the author.

Good heavens! he cried, what do you call that?

A cigarette case, answered the actor.

But, my dear boy, exclaimed the author, surely it is silver?

I know, admitted the actor, it does perhaps suggest that I am living beyond my means, but the truth is I picked it up cheap.

The author turned to the manager.

This wont do, he explained, a real gentleman always carries a gold cigarette case. He must be a gentleman, or theres no point in the plot.

Dont let us endanger any point the plot may happen to possess, for goodness sake, agreed the manager, let him by all means have a gold cigarette case.

How one may know the perfect Gentleman.

So, regardless of expense, a gold cigarette case was obtained and put down to expenses. And yet on the first night of that musical play, when that leading personage smashed a tray over a waiters head, and, after a row with the police, came home drunk to his wife, even that gold cigarette case failed to convince one that the man was a gentleman beyond all doubt.

The old writers appear to have been singularly unaware of the importance attaching to these socks, and ties, and cigarette-cases. They told us merely what the man felt and thought. What reliance can we place upon them? How could they possibly have known what sort of man he was underneath his clothes? Tweed or broadcloth is not transparent. Even could they have got rid of his clothes there would have remained his flesh and bones. It was pure guess-work. They did not observe.

The modern writer goes to work scientifically. He tells us that the creature wore a made-up tie. From that we know he was not a gentleman; it follows as the night the day. The fashionable novelist notices the young mans socks. It reveals to us whether the marriage would have been successful or a failure. It is necessary to convince us that the hero is a perfect gentleman: the author gives him a gold cigarette case.

A well-known dramatist has left it on record that comedy cannot exist nowadays, for the simple reason that gentlemen have given up taking snuff and wearing swords. How can one have comedy in company with frock-coats — without its Las and its Odds Bobs.

The sword may have been helpful. I have been told that at levées City men, unaccustomed to the thing, have, with its help, provided comedy for the rest of the company.

But I take it this is not the comedy our dramatist had in mind.

Why not an Exhibition of Gentlemen?

It seems a pity that comedy should disappear from among us. If it depend entirely on swords and snuff-boxes, would it not be worth the while of the Society of Authors to keep a few gentlemen specially trained? Maybe some sympathetic theatrical manager would lend us costumes of the eighteenth century. We might provide them with swords and snuff-boxes. They might meet, say, once a week, in a Queen Anne drawing-room, especially prepared by Gillow, and go through their tricks. Authors seeking high-class comedy might be admitted to a gallery.

Perhaps this explains why old-fashioned readers complain that we do not give them human nature. How can we? Ladies and gentlemen nowadays dont wear the proper clothes. Evidently it all depends upon the clothes.


CHAPTER XX

Woman and her behaviour.
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SHOULD WOMEN SMOKE?

The question, in four-inch letters, exhibited on a placard outside a small newsvendors shop, caught recently my eye. The wanderer through London streets is familiar with such-like appeals to his decision: Should short men marry tall wives? Ought we to cut our hair? Should second cousins kiss? Lifes problems appear to be endless.

Personally, I am not worrying myself whether women should smoke or not. It seems to me a question for the individual woman to decide for herself. I like women who smoke; I can see no objection to their smoking. Smoking soothes the nerves. Womens nerves occasionally want soothing. The tiresome idiot who argues that smoking is unwomanly denounces the drinking of tea as unmanly. He is a wooden-headed person who derives all his ideas from cheap fiction. The manly man of cheap fiction smokes a pipe and drinks whisky. That is how we know he is a man. The womanly woman — well, I always feel I could make a better woman myself out of an old clothes shop and a hair-dressers block.

But, as I have said, the question does not impress me as one demanding my particular attention. I also like the woman who does not smoke. I have met in my time some very charming women who do not smoke. It may be a sign of degeneracy, but I am prepared to abdicate my position of womans god, leaving her free to lead her own life.

Womans God.

Candidly, the responsibility of feeling myself answerable for all a woman does or does not do would weigh upon me. There are men who are willing to take this burden upon themselves, and a large number of women are still anxious that they should continue to bear it. I spoke quite seriously to a young lady not long ago on the subject of tight lacing; undoubtedly she was injuring her health. She admitted it herself.

I know all you can say, she wailed; I daresay a lot of it is true. Those awful pictures where one sees — well, all the things one does not want to think about. If they are correct, it must be bad, squeezing it all up together.

Then why continue to do so? I argued.

Oh, its easy enough to talk, she explained; a few old fogies like you — I had been speaking very plainly to her, and she was cross with me—may pretend you dont like small waists, but the average man does.

Poor girl! She was quite prepared to injure herself for life, to damage her childrens future, to be uncomfortable for fifteen hours a day, all to oblige the average man.

It is a compliment to our sex. What man would suffer injury and torture to please the average woman? This frenzied desire of woman to conform to our ideals is touching. A few daring spirits of late years have exhibited a tendency to seek for other gods — for ideals of their own. We call them the unsexed women. The womanly women lift up their hands in horror of such blasphemy.

When I was a boy no womanly woman rode a bicycle — tricycles were permitted. On three wheels you could still be womanly, but on two you were a creature! The womanly woman, seeing her approach, would draw down the parlour blind with a jerk, lest the children looking out might catch a glimpse of her, and their young souls be smirched for all eternity.

No womanly woman rode inside a hansom or outside a bus. I remember the day my own dear mother climbed outside a bus for the first time in her life. She was excited, and cried a little; but nobody — heaven be praised! — saw us — that is, nobody of importance. And afterwards she confessed the air was pleasant.

Be not the first by whom the new is tried, Nor yet the last to lay the old aside, is a safe rule for those who would always retain the good opinion of that all-powerful, but somewhat unintelligent, incubus, the average person, but the pioneer, the guide, is necessary. That is, if the world is to move forward.

The freedom-loving girl of to-day, who can enjoy a walk by herself without losing her reputation, who can ride down the street on her bike without being hooted at, who can play a mixed double at tennis without being compelled by public opinion to marry her partner, who can, in short, lead a human creatures life, and not that of a lap-dog led about at the end of a string, might pause to think what she owes to the unsexed creatures who fought her battle for her fifty years ago.

Those unsexed Creatures.

Can the working woman of to-day, who may earn her own living, if she will, without loss of the elementary rights of womanhood, think of the bachelor girl of a short generation ago without admiration of her pluck? There were ladies in those day too unwomanly to remain helpless burdens on overworked fathers and mothers, too unsexed to marry the first man that came along for the sake of their bread and butter. They fought their way into journalism, into the office, into the shop. The reformer is not always the pleasantest man to invite to a tea-party. Maybe these women who went forward with the flag were not the most charming of their sex. The Dora Copperfield type will for some time remain the young mans ideal, the model the young girl puts before herself. Myself, I think Dora Copperfield charming, but a world of Dora Copperfields!

The working woman is a new development in sociology. She has many lessons to learn, but one has hopes of her. It is said that she is unfitting herself to be a wife and mother. If the ideal helpmeet for a man be an animated Dresden china shepherdess — something that looks pretty on the table, something to be shown round to ones friends, something that can be locked up safely in a cupboard, that asks no questions, and, therefore, need be told no lies — then a woman who has learnt something of the world, who has formed ideas of her own, will not be the ideal wife.

References given — and required.

Maybe the average man will not be her ideal husband. Each Michaelmas at a little town in the Thames Valley with which I am acquainted there is held a hiring fair. A farmer one year laid his hand on a lively-looking lad, and asked him if he wanted a job. It was what the boy was looking for.

Got a character? asked the farmer. The boy replied that he had for the last two years been working for Mr. Muggs, the ironmonger — felt sure that Mr. Muggs would give him a good character.

Well, go and ask Mr. Muggs to come across and speak to me, I will wait here, directed the would-be employer. Five minutes went by — ten minutes. No Mr. Muggs appeared. Later in the afternoon the farmer met the boy again.

Mr. Muggs never came near me with that character of yours, said the farmer.

No, sir, answered the boy, I didnt ask him to.

Why not? inquired the farmer.

Well, I told him who it was that wanted it — the boy hesitated.

Well? demanded the farmer, impatiently.

Well, then, he told me yours, explained the boy.

Maybe the working woman, looking for a husband, and not merely a livelihood, may end by formulating standards of her own. She may end by demanding the manly man and moving about the world, knowing something of life, may arrive at the conclusion that something more is needed than the smoking of pipes and the drinking of whiskies and sodas. We must be prepared for this. The sheltered woman who learnt her life from fairy stories is a dream of the past. Woman has escaped from her shelter — she is on the loose. For the future we men have got to accept the emancipated woman as an accomplished fact.

The ideal World.

Many of us are worried about her. What is going to become of the home? I admit there is a more ideal existence where the working woman would find no place; it is in a world that exists only on the comic opera stage. There every picturesque village contains an equal number of ladies and gentlemen nearly all the same height and weight, to all appearance of the same age. Each Jack has his Jill, and does not want anybody elses. There are no complications: one presumes they draw lots and fall in love the moment they unscrew the paper. They dance for awhile on grass which is never damp, and then into the conveniently situated ivy-covered church they troop in pairs and are wedded off hand by a white-haired clergyman, who is a married man himself.

Ah, if the world were but a comic opera stage, there would be no need for working women! As a matter of fact, so far as one can judge from the front of the house, there are no working men either.

But outside the opera house in the muddy street Jack goes home to his third floor back, or his chambers in the Albany, according to his caste, and wonders when the time will come when he will be able to support a wife. And Jill climbs on a penny bus, or steps into the family brougham, and dreams with regret of a lost garden, where there was just one man and just one woman, and clothes grew on a fig tree.

With the progress of civilization — utterly opposed as it is to all Natures intentions — the number of working women will increase. With some friends the other day I was discussing motor-cars, and one gentleman with sorrow in his voice — he is the type of Conservative who would have regretted the passing away of the glacial period — opined that motor-cars had come to stay.

You mean, said another, they have come to go. The working woman, however much we may regret it, has come to go, and she is going it. We shall have to accept her and see what can be done with her. One thing is certain, we shall not solve the problem of the twentieth century by regretting the simple sociology of the Stone Age.

A Lovers View.

Speaking as a lover, I welcome the openings that are being given to women to earn their own livelihood. I can conceive of no more degrading profession for a woman — no profession more calculated to unfit her for being that wife and mother we talk so much about than the profession that up to a few years ago was the only one open to her — the profession of husband-hunting.

As a man, I object to being regarded as womans last refuge, her one and only alternative to the workhouse. I cannot myself see why the woman who has faced the difficulties of existence, learnt the lesson of life, should not make as good a wife and mother as the ignorant girl taken direct, one might almost say, from the nursery, and, without the slightest preparation, put in a position of responsibility that to a thinking person must be almost appalling.

It has been said that the difference between men and women is this: That the man goes about the world making it ready for the children, that the woman stops at home making the children ready for the world. Will not she do it much better for knowing something of the world, for knowing something of the temptations, the difficulties, her own children will have to face, for having learnt by her own experience to sympathize with the struggles, the sordid heart-breaking cares that man has daily to contend with?

Civilization is ever undergoing transformation, but human nature remains. The bachelor girl, in her bed-sitting room, in her studio, in her flat, will still see in the shadows the vision of the home, will still hear in the silence the sound of childrens voices, will still dream of the lovers kiss that is to open up new life to her. She is not quite so unsexed as you may think, my dear womanly madame. A male friend of mine was telling me of a catastrophe that once occurred at a station in the East Indies.

No time to think of Husbands.

A fire broke out at night, and everybody was in terror lest it should reach the magazine. The women and children were being hurried to the ships, and two ladies were hastening past my friend. One of them paused, and, clasping her hands, demanded of him if he knew what had become of her husband. Her companion was indignant.

For goodness sake, dont dawdle, Maria, she cried; this is no time to think of husbands.

There is no reason to fear that the working woman will ever cease to think of husbands. Maybe, as I have said, she will demand a better article than the mere husband-hunter has been able to stand out for. Maybe she herself will have something more to give; maybe she will bring to him broader sympathies, higher ideals. The woman who has herself been down among the people, who has faced life in the open, will know that the home is but one cell of the vast hive.

We shall, perhaps, hear less of the woman who has her own home and children to think of — really takes no interest in these matters — these matters of right and wrong, these matters that spell the happiness or misery of millions.

The Wife of the Future.

Maybe the bridegroom of the future will not say, I have married a wife, and therefore I cannot come, but I have married a wife; we will both come.
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THE DOCTOR NEVER did believe this story, but claims for it that, to a great extent, it has altered his whole outlook on life.

Of course, what actually happened — what took place under my own nose, continued the Doctor, I do not dispute. And then there is the case of Mrs. Marigold. That was unfortunate, I admit, and still is, especially for Marigold. But, standing by itself, it proves nothing. These fluffy, giggling women — as often as not it is a mere shell that they shed with their first youth — one never knows what is underneath. With regard to the others, the whole thing rests upon a simple scientific basis. The idea was in the air, as we say — a passing brain-wave. And when it had worked itself out there was an end of it. As for all this Jack-and-the-Beanstalk tomfoolery—

There came from the darkening uplands the sound of a lost soul. It rose and fell and died away.

Blowing stones, explained the Doctor, stopping to refill his pipe. One finds them in these parts. Hollowed out during the glacial period. Always just about twilight that one hears it. Rush of air caused by sudden sinking of the temperature. Thats how all these sort of ideas get started.

The Doctor, having lit his pipe, resumed his stride.

I dont say, continued the Doctor, that it would have happened without her coming. Undoubtedly it was she who supplied the necessary psychic conditions. There was that about her — a sort of atmosphere. That quaint archaic French of hers — King Arthur and the round table and Merlin; it seemed to recreate it all. An artful minx, that is the only explanation. But while she was looking at you, out of that curious aloofness of hers—

The Doctor left the sentence uncompleted.

As for old Littlecherry, the Doctor began again quite suddenly, thats his speciality — folklore, occultism, all that flummery. If you knocked at his door with the original Sleeping Beauty on your arm hed only fuss round her with cushions and hope that shed had a good night. Found a seed once — chipped it out of an old fossil, and grew it in a pot in his study. About the most dilapidated weed you ever saw. Talked about it as if he had re-discovered the Elixir of Life. Even if he didnt say anything in actually so many words, there was the way he went about. That of itself was enough to have started the whole thing, to say nothing of that loony old Irish housekeeper of his, with her head stuffed full of elves and banshees and the Lord knows what.

Again the Doctor lapsed into silence. One by one the lights of the village peeped upward out of the depths. A long, low line of light, creeping like some luminous dragon across the horizon, showed the track of the Great Western express moving stealthily towards Swindon.

It was altogether out of the common, continued the Doctor, quite out of the common, the whole thing. But if you are going to accept old Littlecherrys explanation of it—

The Doctor struck his foot against a long grey stone, half hidden in the grass, and only just saved himself from falling.

Remains of some old cromlech, explained the Doctor. Somewhere about here, if we were to dig down, we should find a withered bundle of bones crouching over the dust of a prehistoric luncheon-basket. Interesting neighbourhood!

The descent was rough. The Doctor did not talk again until we had reached the outskirts of the village.

I wonder whats become of them? mused the Doctor. A rum go, the whole thing. I should like to have got to the bottom of it.

We had reached the Doctors gate. The Doctor pushed it open and passed in. He seemed to have forgotten me.

A taking little minx, I heard him muttering to himself as he fumbled with the door. And no doubt meant well. But as for that cock-and-bull story—



I pieced it together from the utterly divergent versions furnished me by the Professor and the Doctor, assisted, so far as later incidents are concerned, by knowledge common to the village.



I. THE STORY.

It commenced, so I calculate, about the year 2000 B.C., or, to be more precise — for figures are not the strong point of the old chroniclers — when King Heremon ruled over Ireland and Harbundia was Queen of the White Ladies of Brittany, the fairy Malvina being her favourite attendant. It is with Malvina that this story is chiefly concerned. Various quite pleasant happenings are recorded to her credit. The White Ladies belonged to the good people, and, on the whole, lived up to their reputation. But in Malvina, side by side with much that is commendable, there appears to have existed a most reprehensible spirit of mischief, displaying itself in pranks that, excusable, or at all events understandable, in, say, a pixy or a pigwidgeon, strike one as altogether unworthy of a well-principled White Lady, posing as the friend and benefactress of mankind. For merely refusing to dance with her — at midnight, by the shores of a mountain lake; neither the time nor the place calculated to appeal to an elderly gentleman, suffering possibly from rheumatism — she on one occasion transformed an eminently respectable proprietor of tin mines into a nightingale, necessitating a change of habits that to a business man must have been singularly irritating. On another occasion a quite important queen, having had the misfortune to quarrel with Malvina over some absurd point of etiquette in connection with a lizard, seems, on waking the next morning, to have found herself changed into what one judges, from the somewhat vague description afforded by the ancient chroniclers, to have been a sort of vegetable marrow.

Such changes, according to the Professor, who is prepared to maintain that evidence of an historical nature exists sufficient to prove that the White Ladies formed at one time an actual living community, must be taken in an allegorical sense. Just as modern lunatics believe themselves to be china vases or poll-parrots, and think and behave as such, so it must have been easy, the Professor argues, for beings of superior intelligence to have exerted hypnotic influence upon the superstitious savages by whom they were surrounded, and who, intellectually considered, could have been little more than children.

Take Nebuchadnezzar. I am still quoting the Professor. Nowadays we should put him into a strait-waistcoat. Had he lived in Northern Europe instead of Southern Asia, legend would have told us how some Kobold or Stromkarl had turned him into a composite amalgamation of a serpent, a cat and a kangaroo. Be that as it may, this passion for change — in other people — seems to have grown upon Malvina until she must have become little short of a public nuisance, and eventually it landed her in trouble.

The incident is unique in the annals of the White Ladies, and the chroniclers dwell upon it with evident satisfaction. It came about through the betrothal of King Heremons only son, Prince Gerbot, to the Princess Berchta of Normandy. Malvina seems to have said nothing, but to have bided her time. The White Ladies of Brittany, it must be remembered, were not fairies pure and simple. Under certain conditions they were capable of becoming women, and this fact, one takes it, must have exerted a disturbing influence upon their relationships with eligible male mortals. Prince Gerbot may not have been altogether blameless. Young men in those sadly unenlightened days may not, in their dealings with ladies, white or otherwise, have always been the soul of discretion and propriety. One would like to think the best of her.

But even the best is indefensible. On the day appointed for the wedding she seems to have surpassed herself. Into what particular shape or form she altered the wretched Prince Gerbot; or into what shape or form she persuaded him that he had been altered, it really, so far as the moral responsibility of Malvina is concerned, seems to be immaterial; the chronicle does not state: evidently something too indelicate for a self-respecting chronicler to even hint at. As, judging from other passages in the book, squeamishness does not seem to have been the authors literary failing, the sensitive reader can feel only grateful for the omission. It would have been altogether too harrowing.

It had, of course, from Malvinas point of view, the desired effect. The Princess Berchta appears to have given one look and then to have fallen fainting into the arms of her attendants. The marriage was postponed indefinitely, and Malvina, one sadly suspects, chortled. Her triumph was short-lived.

Unfortunately for her, King Heremon had always been a patron of the arts and science of his period. Among his friends were to be reckoned magicians, genii, the Nine Korrigans or Fays of Brittany — all sorts of parties capable of exerting influence, and, as events proved, only too willing. Ambassadors waited upon Queen Harbundia; and Harbundia, even had she wished, as on many previous occasions, to stand by her favourite, had no alternative. The fairy Malvina was called upon to return to Prince Gerbot his proper body and all therein contained.

She flatly refused. A self-willed, obstinate fairy, suffering from swelled head. And then there was that personal note. Merely that he should marry the Princess Berchta! She would see King Heremon, and Anniamus, in his silly old wizards robe, and the Fays of Brittany, and all the rest of them — ! A really nice White Lady may not have cared to finish the sentence, even to herself. One imagines the flash of the fairy eye, the stamp of the fairy foot. What could they do to her, any of them, with all their clacking of tongues and their wagging of heads? She, an immortal fairy! She would change Prince Gerbot back at a time of her own choosing. Let them attend to their own tricks and leave her to mind hers. One pictures long walks and talks between the distracted Harbundia and her refractory favourite — appeals to reason, to sentiment: For my sake. Dont you see? After all, dear, and even if he did.

It seems to have ended by Harbundia losing all patience. One thing there was she could do that Malvina seems either not to have known of or not to have anticipated. A solemn meeting of the White Ladies was convened for the night of the midsummer moon. The place of meeting is described by the ancient chroniclers with more than their usual exactitude. It was on the land that the magician Kalyb had, ages ago, raised up above all Brittany to form the grave of King Taramis. The Sea of the Seven Islands lay to the north. One guesses it to be the ridge formed by the Arree Mountains. The Lady of the Fountain appears to have been present, suggesting the deep green pool from which the river DArgent takes its source. Roughly speaking, one would place it halfway between the modern towns of Morlaix and Callac. Pedestrians, even of the present day, speak of the still loneliness of that high plateau, treeless, houseless, with no sign of human hand there but that high, towering monolith round which the shrill winds moan incessantly. There, possibly on some broken fragment of those great grey stones, Queen Harbundia sat in judgment. And the judgment was — and from it there was no appeal — that the fairy Malvina should be cast out from among the community of the White Ladies of Brittany. Over the face of the earth she should wander, alone and unforgiven. Solemnly from the book of the roll-call of the White Ladies the name of Malvina was struck out for ever.

The blow must have fallen upon Malvina as heavily as it was unexpected. Without a word, without one backward look, she seems to have departed. One pictures the white, frozen face, the wide-open, unseeing eyes, the trembling, uncertain steps, the groping hands, the deathlike silence clinging like grave-clothes round about her.

From that night the fairy Malvina disappears from the book of the chroniclers of the White Ladies of Brittany, from legend and from folklore whatsoever. She does not appear again in history till the year A.D. 1914.



II. HOW IT CAME ABOUT.

It was on an evening towards the end of June, 1914, that Flight Commander Raffleton, temporarily attached to the French Squadron then harboured at Brest, received instructions by wireless to return at once to the British Air Service Headquarters at Farnborough, in Hampshire. The night, thanks to a glorious full moon, would afford all the light he required, and young Raffleton determined to set out at once. He appears to have left the flying ground just outside the arsenal at Brest about nine oclock. A little beyond Huelgoat he began to experience trouble with the carburettor. His idea at first was to push on to Lannion, where he would be able to secure expert assistance; but matters only getting worse, and noticing beneath him a convenient stretch of level ground, he decided to descend and attend to it himself. He alighted without difficulty and proceeded to investigate. The job took him, unaided, longer than he had anticipated. It was a warm, close night, with hardly a breath of wind, and when he had finished he was feeling hot and tired. He had drawn on his helmet and was on the point of stepping into his seat, when the beauty of the night suggested to him that it would be pleasant, before starting off again, to stretch his legs and cool himself a little. He lit a cigar and looked round about him.

The plateau on which he had alighted was a table-land standing high above the surrounding country. It stretched around him, treeless, houseless. There was nothing to break the lines of the horizon but a group of gaunt grey stones, the remains, so he told himself, of some ancient menhir, common enough to the lonely desert lands of Brittany. In general the stones lie overthrown and scattered, but this particular specimen had by some strange chance remained undisturbed through all the centuries. Mildly interested, Flight Commander Raffleton strolled leisurely towards it. The moon was at its zenith. How still the quiet night must have been was impressed upon him by the fact that he distinctly heard, and counted, the strokes of a church clock which must have been at least six miles away. He remembers looking at his watch and noting that there was a slight difference between his own and the church time. He made it eight minutes past twelve. With the dying away of the last vibrations of the distant bell the silence and the solitude of the place seemed to return and settle down upon it with increased insistence. While he was working it had not troubled him, but beside the black shadows thrown by those hoary stones it had the effect almost of a presence. It was with a sense of relief that he contemplated returning to his machine and starting up his engine. It would whir and buzz and give back to him a comfortable feeling of life and security. He would walk round the stones just once and then be off. It was wonderful how they had defied old Time. As they had been placed there, quite possibly ten thousand years ago, so they still stood, the altar of that vast, empty sky-roofed temple. And while he was gazing at them, his cigar between his lips, struggling with a strange forgotten impulse that was tugging at his knees, there came from the very heart of the great grey stones the measured rise and fall of a soft, even breathing.

Young Raffleton frankly confesses that his first impulse was to cut and run. Only his soldiers training kept his feet firm on the heather. Of course, the explanation was simple. Some animal had made the place its nest. But then what animal was ever known to sleep so soundly as not to be disturbed by human footsteps? If wounded, and so unable to escape, it would not be breathing with that quiet, soft regularity, contrasting so strangely with the stillness and the silence all round. Possibly an owls nest. Young owlets make that sort of noise — the snorers, so country people call them. Young Raffleton threw away his cigar and went down upon his knees to grope among the shadows, and, doing so, he touched something warm and soft and yielding.

But it wasnt an owl. He must have touched her very lightly, for even then she did not wake. She lay there with her head upon her arm. And now close to her, his eyes growing used to the shadows, he saw her quite plainly, the wonder of the parted lips, the gleam of the white limbs beneath their flimsy covering.

Of course, what he ought to have done was to have risen gently and moved away. Then he could have coughed. And if that did not wake her he might have touched her lightly, say, on the shoulder, and have called to her, first softly, then a little louder, Mademoiselle, or Mon enfant. Even better, he might have stolen away on tiptoe and left her there sleeping.

This idea does not seem to have occurred to him. One makes the excuse for him that he was but three-and-twenty, that, framed in the purple moonlight, she seemed to him the most beautiful creature his eyes had ever seen. And then there was the brooding mystery of it all, that atmosphere of far-off primeval times from which the roots of life still draw their sap. One takes it he forgot that he was Flight Commander Raffleton, officer and gentleman; forgot the proper etiquette applying to the case of ladies found sleeping upon lonely moors without a chaperon. Greater still, the possibility that he never thought of anything at all, but, just impelled by a power beyond himself, bent down and kissed her.

Not a platonic kiss upon the brow, not a brotherly kiss upon the cheek, but a kiss full upon the parted lips, a kiss of worship and amazement, such as that with which Adam in all probability awakened Eve.

Her eyes opened, and, just a little sleepily, she looked at him. There could have been no doubt in her mind as to what had happened. His lips were still pressing hers. But she did not seem in the least surprised, and most certainly not angry. Raising herself to a sitting posture, she smiled and held out her hand that he might help her up. And, alone in that vast temple, star-roofed and moon-illumined, beside that grim grey altar of forgotten rites, hand in hand they stood and looked at one another.

I beg your pardon, said Commander Raffleton. Im afraid I have disturbed you.

He remembered afterwards that in his confusion he had spoken to her in English. But she answered him in French, a quaint, old-fashioned French such as one rarely finds but in the pages of old missals. He would have had some difficulty in translating it literally, but the meaning of it was, adapted to our modern idiom:

Dont mention it. Im so glad youve come.

He gathered she had been expecting him. He was not quite sure whether he ought not to apologise for being apparently a little late. True, he had no recollection of any such appointment. But then at that particular moment Commander Raffleton may be said to have had no consciousness of anything beyond just himself and the wondrous other beside him. Somewhere outside was moonlight and a world; but all that seemed unimportant. It was she who broke the silence.

How did you get here? she asked.

He did not mean to be enigmatical. He was chiefly concerned with still gazing at her.

I flew here, he answered. Her eyes opened wider at that, but with interest, not doubt.

Where are your wings? she asked. She was leaning sideways, trying to get a view of his back.

He laughed. It made her seem more human, that curiosity about his back.

Over there, he answered. She looked, and for the first time saw the great shimmering sails gleaming like silver under the moonlight.

She moved towards it, and he followed, noticing without surprise that the heather seemed to make no sign of yielding to the pressure of her white feet.

She halted a little away from it, and he came and stood beside her. Even to Commander Raffleton himself it looked as if the great wings were quivering, like the outstretched pinions of a bird preening itself before flight.

Is it alive? she asked.

Not till I whisper to it, he answered. He was losing a little of his fear of her. She turned to him.

Shall we go? she asked.

He stared at her. She was quite serious, that was evident. She was to put her hand in his and go away with him. It was all settled. That is why he had come. To her it did not matter where. That was his affair. But where he went she was to go. That was quite clearly the programme in her mind.

To his credit, let it be recorded, he did make an effort. Against all the forces of nature, against his twenty-three years and the red blood pulsing in his veins, against the fumes of the midsummer moonlight encompassing him and the voices of the stars, against the demons of poetry and romance and mystery chanting their witches music in his ears, against the marvel and the glory of her as she stood beside him, clothed in the purple of the night, Flight Commander Raffleton fought the good fight for common sense.

Young persons who, scantily clad, go to sleep on the heather, five miles from the nearest human habitation, are to be avoided by well-brought-up young officers of His Majestys Aerial Service. The incidence of their being uncannily beautiful and alluring should serve as an additional note of warning. The girl had had a row with her mother and wanted to get away. It was this infernal moonlight that was chiefly responsible. No wonder dogs bayed at it. He almost fancied he could hear one now. Nice, respectable, wholesome-minded things, dogs. No damned sentiment about them. What if he had kissed her! One is not bound for life to every woman one kisses. Not the first time she had been kissed, unless all the young men in Brittany were blind or white blooded. All this pretended innocence and simplicity! It was just put on. If not, she must be a lunatic. The proper thing to do was to say good-bye with a laugh and a jest, start up his machine and be off to England — dear old practical, merry England, where he could get breakfast and a bath.

It wasnt a fair fight; one feels it. Poor little prim Common Sense, with her defiant, turned-up nose and her shrill giggle and her innate vulgarity. And against her the stillness of the night, and the music of the ages, and the beating of his heart.

So it all fell down about his feet, a little crumbled dust that a passing breath of wind seemed to scatter, leaving him helpless, spellbound by the magic of her eyes.

Who are you? he asked her.

Malvina, she answered him. I am a fairy.



III. HOW COUSIN CHRISTOPHER BECAME MIXED UP WITH IT.

It did just occur to him that maybe he had not made that descent quite as successfully as he had thought he had; that maybe he had come down on his head; that in consequence he had done with the experiences of Flight Commander Raffleton and was now about to enter on a new and less circumscribed existence. If so, the beginning, to an adventuresome young spirit, seemed promising. It was Malvinas voice that recalled him from this train of musing.

Shall we go? she repeated, and this time the note in her voice suggested command rather than question.

Why not? Whatever had happened to him, at whatever plane of existence he was now arrived, the machine apparently had followed him. Mechanically he started it up. The familiar whir of the engine brought back to him the possibility of his being alive in the ordinary acceptation of the term. It also suggested to him the practical advisability of insisting that Malvina should put on his spare coat. Malvina being five feet three, and the coat having been built for a man of six feet one, the effect under ordinary circumstances would have been comic. What finally convinced Commander Raffleton that Malvina really was a fairy was that, in that coat, with the collar standing up some six inches above her head, she looked more like one than ever.

Neither of them spoke. Somehow it did not seem to be needed. He helped her to climb into her seat and tucked the coat about her feet. She answered by the same smile with which she had first stretched out her hand to him. It was just a smile of endless content, as if all her troubles were now over. Commander Raffleton sincerely hoped they were. A momentary flash of intelligence suggested to him that his were just beginning.

Commander Raffletons subconscious self it must have been that took charge of the machine. He seems, keeping a few miles inland, to have followed the line of the coast to a little south of the Hague lighthouse. Thereabouts he remembers descending for the purpose of replenishing his tank. Not having anticipated a passenger, he had filled up before starting with a spare supply of petrol, an incident that was fortunate. Malvina appears to have been interested in watching what she probably regarded as some novel breed of dragon being nourished from tins extricated from under her feet, but to have accepted this, together with all other details of the flight, as in the natural scheme of things. The monster refreshed, tugged, spurned the ground, and rose again with a roar; and the creeping sea rushed down.

One has the notion that for Flight Commander Raffleton, as for the rest of us, there lies in wait to test the heart of him the ugly and the commonplace. So large a portion of the years will be for him a business of mean hopes and fears, of sordid struggle, of low cares and vulgar fret. But also one has the conviction that there will always remain with him, to make life wonderful, the memory of that night when, godlike, he rode upon the winds of heaven crowned with the glory of the worlds desire. Now and again he turned his head to look at her, and still, as ever, her eyes answered him with that strange deep content that seemed to wrap them both around as with a garment of immortality. One gathers dimly something of what he felt from the look that would unconsciously come into his eyes when speaking of that enchanted journey, from the sudden dumbness with which the commonplace words would die away upon his lips. Well for him that his lesser self kept firm hold upon the wheel or maybe a few broken spars, tossing upon the waves, would have been all that was left to tell of a promising young aviator who, on a summer night of June, had thought he could reach the stars.

Half-way across the dawn came flaming up over the Needles, and later there stole from east to west a long, low line of mist-enshrouded land. One by one headland and cliff, flashing with gold, rose out of the sea, and the white-winged gulls flew out to meet them. Almost he expected them to turn into spirits, circling round Malvina with cries of welcome.

Nearer and nearer they drew, while gradually the mist rose upward as the moonlight grew fainter. And all at once the sweep of the Chesil Bank stood out before them, with Weymouth sheltering behind it.



It may have been the bathing-machines, or the gasometer beyond the railway station, or the flag above the Royal Hotel. The curtains of the night fell suddenly away from him. The workaday world came knocking at the door.

He looked at his watch. It was a little after four. He had wired them at the camp to expect him in the morning. They would be looking out for him. By continuing his course he and Malvina could be there about breakfast-time. He could introduce her to the colonel: Allow me, Colonel Goodyer, the fairy Malvina. It was either that or dropping Malvina somewhere between Weymouth and Farnborough. He decided, without much consideration, that this latter course would be preferable. But where? What was he to do with her? There was Aunt Emily. Hadnt she said something about wanting a French governess for Georgina? True, Malvinas French was a trifle old-fashioned in form, but her accent was charming. And as for salary — There presented itself the thought of Uncle Felix and the three elder boys. Instinctively he felt that Malvina would not be Aunt Emilys idea. His father, had the dear old gentleman been alive, would have been a safe refuge. They had always understood one another, he and his father. But his mother! He was not at all sure. He visualised the scene: the drawing-room at Chester Terrace. His mothers soft, rustling entrance. Her affectionate but well-bred greeting. And then the disconcerting silence with which she would await his explanation of Malvina. The fact that she was a fairy he would probably omit to mention. Faced by his mothers gold-rimmed pince-nez, he did not see himself insisting upon that detail: A young lady I happened to find asleep on a moor in Brittany. And seeing it was a fine night, and there being just room in the machine. And she — I mean I — well, here we are. There would follow such a painful silence, and then the raising of the delicately arched eyebrows: You mean, my dear lad, that you have allowed this — there would be a slight hesitation here—this young person to leave her home, her people, her friends and relations in Brittany, in order to attach herself to you. May I ask in what capacity?

For that was precisely how it would look, and not only to his mother. Suppose by a miracle it really represented the facts. Suppose that, in spite of the overwhelming evidence in her favour — of the night and the moon and the stars, and the feeling that had come to him from the moment he had kissed her — suppose that, in spite of all this, it turned out that she wasnt a fairy. Suppose that suggestion of vulgar Common Sense, that she was just a little minx that had run away from home, had really hit the mark. Suppose inquiries were already on foot. A hundred horse-power aeroplane does not go about unnoticed. Wasnt there a law about this sort of thing — something about decoying and young girls? He hadnt decoyed her. If anything, it was the other way about. But would her consent be a valid defence? How old was she? That would be the question. In reality he supposed about a thousand years or so. Possibly more. Unfortunately, she didnt look it. A coldly suspicious magistrate would probably consider sixteen a much better guess. Quite possibly he was going to get into a devil of a mess over this business. He cast a glance behind him. Malvina responded with her changeless smile of ineffable content. For the first time it caused him a distinct feeling of irritation.

They were almost over Weymouth by this time. He could read plainly the advertisement posters outside the cinema theatre facing the esplanade: Wilkins and the Mermaid. Comic Drama. There was a picture of the lady combing her hair; also of Wilkins, a stoutish gentleman in striped bathing costume.

That mad impulse that had come to him with the first breath of dawn, to shake the dwindling world from his pinions, to plunge upward towards the stars never to return — he wished to Heaven he had yielded to it.

And then suddenly there leapt to him the thought of Cousin Christopher.



Dear old Cousin Christopher, fifty-eight and a bachelor. Why had it not occurred to him before? Out of the sky there appeared to Commander Raffleton the vision of Cousin Christopher as a plump, rubicund angel in a panama hat and a pepper-and-salt tweed suit holding out a lifebelt. Cousin Christopher would take to Malvina as some motherly hen to an orphaned duckling. A fairy discovered asleep beside one of the ancient menhirs of Brittany. His only fear would be that you might want to take her away before he had written a paper about her. He would be down from Oxford at his cottage. Commander Raffleton could not for the moment remember the name of the village. It would come to him. It was northwest of Newbury. You crossed Salisbury Plain and made straight for Magdalen Tower. The Downs reached almost to the orchard gate. There was a level stretch of sward nearly half a mile long. It seemed to Commander Raffleton that Cousin Christopher had been created and carefully preserved by Providence for this particular job.

He was no longer the moonstruck youth of the previous night, on whom phantasy and imagination could play what pranks they chose. That part of him the keen, fresh morning air had driven back into its cell. He was Commander Raffleton, an eager and alert young engineer with all his wits about him. At this point that has to be remembered. Descending on a lonely reach of shore he proceeded to again disturb Malvina for the purpose of extracting tins. He expected his passenger would in broad daylight prove to be a pretty, childish-looking girl, somewhat dishevelled, with, maybe, a tinge of blue about the nose, the natural result of a three-hours flight at fifty miles an hour. It was with a startling return of his original sensations when first she had come to life beneath his kiss that he halted a few feet away and stared at her. The night was gone, and the silence. She stood there facing the sunlight, clad in a Burberry overcoat half a dozen sizes too large for her. Beyond her was a row of bathing-machines, and beyond that again a gasometer. A goods train half a mile away was noisily shunting trucks.

And yet the glamour was about her still; something indescribable but quite palpable — something out of which she looked at you as from another world.

He took her proffered hand, and she leapt out lightly. She was not in the least dishevelled. It seemed as if the air must be her proper element. She looked about her, interested, but not curious. Her first thought was for the machine.

Poor thing! she said. He must be tired.

That faint tremor of fear that had come to him when beneath the menhirs shadow he had watched the opening of her eyes, returned to him. It was not an unpleasant sensation. Rather it added a piquancy to their relationship. But it was distinctly real. She watched the feeding of the monster; and then he came again and stood beside her on the yellow sands.

England! he explained with a wave of his hand. One fancies she had the impression that it belonged to him. Graciously she repeated the name. And somehow, as it fell from her lips, it conjured up to Commander Raffleton a land of wonder and romance.

I have heard of it, she added. I think I shall like it.

He answered that he hoped she would. He was deadly serious about it. He possessed, generally speaking, a sense of humour; but for the moment this must have deserted him. He told her he was going to leave her in the care of a wise and learned man called Cousin Christopher; his description no doubt suggesting to Malvina a friendly magician. He himself would have to go away for a little while, but would return.

It did not seem to matter to Malvina, these minor details. It was evident — the idea in her mind — that he had been appointed to her. Whether as master or servant it was less easy to conjecture: probably a mixture of both, with preference towards the latter.

He mentioned again that he would not be away for longer than he could help. There was no necessity for this repetition. She wasnt doubting it.

Weymouth with its bathing machines and its gasometer faded away. King Rufus was out a-hunting as they passed over the New Forest, and from Salisbury Plain, as they looked down, the pixies waved their hands and laughed. Later, they heard the clang of the anvil, telling them they were in the neighbourhood of Wayland Smiths cave; and so planed down sweetly and without a jar just beyond Cousin Christophers orchard gate.

A shepherds boy was whistling somewhere upon the Downs, and in the valley a ploughman had just harnessed his team; but the village was hidden from them by the sweep of the hills, and no other being was in sight. He helped Malvina out, and leaving her seated on a fallen branch beneath a walnut tree, proceeded cautiously towards the house. He found a little maid in the garden. She had run out of the house on hearing the sound of his propeller and was staring up into the sky, so that she never saw him until he put his hand upon her shoulder, and then was fortunately too frightened to scream. He gave her hasty instructions. She was to knock at the Professors door and tell him that his cousin, Commander Raffleton, was there, and would he come down at once, by himself, into the orchard. Commander Raffleton would rather not come in. Would the Professor come down at once and speak to Commander Raffleton in the orchard.

She went back into the house, repeating it all to herself, a little scared.

Good God! said Cousin Christopher from beneath the bedclothes. He isnt hurt, is he?

The little maid, through the jar of the door, thought not. Anyhow, he didnt look it. But would the Professor kindly come at once? Commander Raffleton was waiting for him — in the orchard.

So Cousin Christopher, in bedroom slippers, without socks, wearing a mustard-coloured dressing-gown and a black skull cap upon his head — the very picture of a friendly magician — trotted hastily downstairs and through the garden, talking to himself about foolhardy boys and knowing it would happen; and was much relieved to meet young Arthur Raffleton coming towards him, evidently sound in wind and limb. And then began to wonder why the devil he had been frightened out of bed at six oclock in the morning if nothing was the matter.

But something clearly was. Before speaking Arthur Raffleton looked carefully about him in a manner suggestive of mystery, if not of crime; and still without a word, taking Cousin Christopher by the arm, led the way to the farther end of the orchard. And there, on a fallen branch beneath the walnut tree, Cousin Christopher saw apparently a khaki coat, with nothing in it, which, as they approached it, rose up.

But it did not rise very high. The back of the coat was towards them. Its collar stood out against the sky line. But there wasnt any head. Standing upright, it turned round, and peeping out of its folds Cousin Christopher saw a childs face. And then looking closer saw that it wasnt a child. And then wasnt quite sure what it was; so that coming to a sudden halt in front of it, Cousin Christopher stared at it with round wide eyes, and then at Flight Commander Raffleton.

It was to Malvina that Flight Commander Raffleton addressed himself.

This, he said, is Professor Littlecherry, my Cousin Christopher, about whom I told you.

It was obvious that Malvina regarded the Professor as a person of importance. Evidently her intention was to curtsy, an operation that, hampered by those trailing yards of clinging khaki, might prove — so it flashed upon the Professor — not only difficult but dangerous.

Allow me, said the Professor.

His idea was to help Malvina out of Commander Raffletons coat, and Malvina was preparing to assist him. Commander Raffleton was only just in time.

I dont think, said Commander Raffleton. If you dont mind I think wed better leave that for Mrs. Muldoon.

The Professor let go the coat. Malvina appeared a shade disappointed. One opines that not unreasonably she may have thought to make a better impression without it. But a smiling acquiescence in all arrangements made for her welfare seems to have been one of her charms.

Perhaps, suggested Commander Raffleton to Malvina while refastening a few of the more important buttons, if you wouldnt mind explaining yourself to my Cousin Christopher just exactly who and what you are — youd do it so much better than I should. (What Commander Raffleton was saying to himself was: If I tell the dear old Johnny, hell think Im pulling his leg. It will sound altogether different the way she will put it.) Youre sure you dont mind?

Malvina hadnt the slightest objection. She accomplished her curtsy — or rather it looked as if the coat were curtsying — quite gracefully, and with a dignity one would not have expected from it.

I am the fairy Malvina, she explained to the Professor. You may have heard of me. I was the favourite of Harbundia, Queen of the White Ladies of Brittany. But that was long ago.

The friendly magician was staring at her with a pair of round eyes that in spite of their amazement looked kindly and understanding. They probably encouraged Malvina to complete the confession of her sad brief history.

It was when King Heremon ruled over Ireland, she continued. I did a very foolish and a wicked thing, and was punished for it by being cast out from the companionship of my fellows. Since then — the coat made the slightest of pathetic gestures—I have wandered alone.

It ought to have sounded so ridiculous to them both; told on English soil in the year One Thousand Nine Hundred and Fourteen to a smart young officer of Engineers and an elderly Oxford Professor. Across the road the doctors odd man was opening garage doors; a noisy milk cart was clattering through the village a little late for the London train; a faint odour of eggs and bacon came wafted through the garden, mingled with the scent of lavender and pinks. For Commander Raffleton, maybe, there was excuse. This story, so far as it has gone, has tried to make that clear. But the Professor! He ought to have exploded in a burst of Homeric laughter, or else to have shaken his head at her and warned her where little girls go to who do this sort of thing.

Instead of which he stared from Commander Raffleton to Malvina, and from Malvina back to Commander Raffleton with eyes so astonishingly round that they might have been drawn with a compass.

God bless my soul! said the Professor. But this is most extraordinary!

Was there a King Heremon of Ireland? asked Commander Raffleton. The Professor was a well-known authority on these matters.

Of course there was a King Heremon of Ireland, answered the Professor quite petulantly — as if the Commander had wanted to know if there had ever been a Julius Caesar or a Napoleon. And so there was a Queen Harbundia. Malvina is always spoken of in connection with her.

What did she do? inquired Commander Raffleton. They both of them seemed to be oblivious of Malvinas presence.

I forget for the moment, confessed the professor. I must look it up. Something, if I remember rightly, in connection with the daughter of King Dancrat. He founded the Norman dynasty. William the Conqueror and all that lot. Good Lord!

Would you mind her staying with you for a time until I can make arrangements, suggested Commander Raffleton. Id be awfully obliged if you would.

What the Professors answer might have been had he been allowed to exercise such stock of wits as he possessed, it is impossible to say. Of course he was interested — excited, if you will. Folklore, legend, tradition; these had been his lifelong hobbies. Apart from anything else, here at least was a kindred spirit. Seemed to know a thing or two. Where had she learned it? Might not there be sources unknown to the Professor?

But to take her in! To establish her in the only spare bedroom. To introduce her — as what? to English village society. To the new people at the Manor House. To the member of Parliament with his innocent young wife who had taken the vicarage for the summer. To Dawson, R.A., and the Calthorpes!

He might, had he thought it worth his while, have found some respectable French family and boarded her out. There was a man he had known for years at Oxford, a cabinetmaker; the wife a most worthy woman. He could have gone over there from time to time, his notebook in his pocket, and have interviewed her.

Left to himself, he might have behaved as a sane and rational citizen; or he might not. There are records favouring the latter possibility. The thing is not certain. But as regards this particular incident in his career he must be held exonerated. The decision was taken out of his hands.

To Malvina, on first landing in England, Commander Raffleton had stated his intention of leaving her temporarily in the care of the wise and learned Christopher. To Malvina, regarding the Commander as a gift from the gods, that had settled the matter. The wise and learned Christopher, of course, knew of this coming. In all probability it was he — under the guidance of the gods — who had arranged the whole sequence of events. There remained only to tender him her gratitude. She did not wait for the Professors reply. The coat a little hindered her but, on the other hand, added perhaps an appealing touch of its own. Taking the wise and learned Christophers hand in both her own, she knelt and kissed it.

And in that quaint archaic French of hers, that long study of the Chronicles of Froissart enabled the Professor to understand:

I thank you, she said, for your noble courtesy and hospitality.



In some mysterious way the whole affair had suddenly become imbued with the dignity of an historical event. The Professor had the sudden impression — and indeed it never altogether left him so long as Malvina remained — that he was a great and powerful personage. A sister potentate; incidentally — though, of course, in high politics such points are immaterial — the most bewilderingly beautiful being he had ever seen; had graciously consented to become his guest. The Professor, with a bow that might have been acquired at the court of King Rene, expressed his sense of the honour done to him. What else could a self-respecting potentate do? The incident was closed.

Flight Commander Raffleton seems to have done nothing in the direction of re-opening it. On the contrary, he appears to have used this precise moment for explaining to the Professor how absolutely necessary it was that he should depart for Farnborough without another moments loss of time. Commander Raffleton added that he would look them both up again the first afternoon he could get away; and was sure that if the Professor would get Malvina to speak slowly, he would soon find her French easy to understand.

It did occur to the Professor to ask Commander Raffleton where he had found Malvina — that is, if he remembered. Also what he was going to do about her — that is, if he happened to know. Commander Raffleton, regretting his great need of haste, explained that he had found Malvina asleep beside a menhir not far from Huelgoat, in Brittany, and was afraid that he had woke her up. For further particulars, would the Professor kindly apply to Malvina? For himself, he would never, he felt sure, be able to thank the professor sufficiently.

In conclusion, and without giving further opportunity for discussion, the Commander seems to have shaken his Cousin Christopher by the hand with much enthusiasm; and then to have turned to Malvina. She did not move, but her eyes were fixed on him. And he came to her slowly. And without a word he kissed her full upon the lips.

That is twice you have kissed me, said Malvina — and a curious little smile played round her mouth. The third time I shall become a woman.



IV. HOW IT WAS KEPT FROM MRS. ARLINGTON.

What surprised the Professor himself, when he came to think of it, was that, left alone with Malvina, and in spite of all the circumstances, he felt neither embarrassment nor perplexity. It was as if, so far as they two were concerned, the whole thing was quite simple — almost humorous. It would be the other people who would have to worry.

The little serving maid was hovering about the garden. She was evidently curious and trying to get a peep. Mrs. Muldoons voice could be heard calling to her from the kitchen. There was this question of clothes.

You havent brought anything with you? asked the Professor. I mean, in the way of a frock of any sort.

Malvina, with a smile, gave a little gesture. It implied that all there was of her and hers stood before him.

We shall have to find you something, said the Professor. Something in which you can go about—

The Professor had intended to say our world, but hesitated, not feeling positive at the moment to which he himself belonged; Malvinas or Mrs. Muldoons. So he made it the world instead. Another gesture conveyed to him that Malvina was entirely in his hands.

What really have you got on? asked the Professor. I mean underneath. Is it anything possible — for a day or two?

Now Commander Raffleton, for some reason of his own not at all clear to Malvina, had forbidden the taking off of the coat. But had said nothing about undoing it. So by way of response Malvina undid it.

Upon which the Professor, to Malvinas surprise, acted precisely as Commander Raffleton had done. That is to say, he hastily re-closed the coat, returning the buttons to their buttonholes.

The fear may have come to Malvina that she was doomed never to be rid of Commander Raffletons coat.

I wonder, mused the Professor, if anyone in the village— The little serving maid flittering among the gooseberry bushes — she was pretending to be gathering goose-berries — caught the Professors eye.

We will consult my chatelaine, Mrs. Muldoon, suggested the Professor. I think we shall be able to manage.

The Professor tendered Malvina his arm. With her other hand she gathered up the skirts of the Commanders coat.

I think, said the Professor with a sudden inspiration as they passed through the garden, I think I shall explain to Mrs. Muldoon that you have just come straight from a fancy-dress ball.

They found Mrs. Muldoon in the kitchen. A less convincing story than that by which the Professor sought to account to Mrs. Muldoon for the how and the why of Malvina it would be impossible to imagine. Mrs. Muldoon out of sheer kindness appears to have cut him short.

Ill not be asking ye any questions, said Mrs. Muldoon, so therell be no need for ye to imperil your immortal soul. If yell just give a thought to your own appearance and leave the colleen to me and Drusilla, well make her maybe a bit dacent.

The reference to his own appearance disconcerted the Professor. He had not anticipated, when hastening into his dressing gown and slippers and not bothering about his socks, that he was on his way to meet the chief lady-in-waiting of Queen Harbundia. Demanding that shaving water should be immediately sent up to him, he appears to have retired into the bathroom.

It was while he was shaving that Mrs. Muldoon, knocking at the door, demanded to speak to him. From her tone the Professor came to the conclusion that the house was on fire. He opened the door, and Mrs. Muldoon, seeing he was respectable, slipped in and closed it behind her.

Where did ye find her? How did she get here? demanded Mrs. Muldoon. Never before had the Professor seen Mrs. Muldoon other than a placid, good-humoured body. She was trembling from head to foot.

I told you, explained the Professor. Young Arthur—

Im not asking ye what ye told me, interrupted Mrs. Muldoon. Im asking ye for the truth, if ye know it.

The Professor put a chair for Mrs. Muldoon, and Mrs. Muldoon dropped down upon it.

Whats the matter? questioned the Professor. Whats happened?

Mrs. Muldoon glanced round her, and her voice was an hysterical whisper.

Its no mortal woman yeve brought into the house, said Mrs. Muldoon. Its a fairy.

Whether up to that moment the Professor had really believed Malvinas story, or whether lurking at the back of his mind there had all along been an innate conviction that the thing was absurd, the Professor himself is now unable to say. To the front of the Professor lay Oxford — political economy, the higher criticism, the rise and progress of rationalism. Behind him, fading away into the dim horizon of humanity, lay an unmapped land where for forty years he had loved to wander; a spirit-haunted land of buried mysteries, lost pathways, leading unto hidden gates of knowledge.

And now upon the trembling balance descended Mrs. Muldoon plump.

How do you know? demanded the Professor.

Shure, dont I know the mark? replied Mrs. Muldoon almost contemptuously. Wasnt my own sisters child stolen away the very day of its birth and in its place—

The little serving maid tapped at the door.

Mademoiselle was finished. What was to be done with her?

Dont ask me, protested Mrs. Muldoon, still in a terrified whisper. I couldnt do it. Not if all the saints were to go down upon their knees and pray to me.

Common-sense argument would not have prevailed with Mrs. Muldoon. The Professor felt that; added to which he had not any handy. He directed, through the door, that Mademoiselle should be shown into the dining-room, and listened till Drusillas footsteps had died away.

Have you ever heard of the White Ladies? whispered the Professor to Mrs. Muldoon.

There was not much in the fairy line, one takes it, that Mrs. Muldoon had not heard of and believed. Was the Professor sure?

The Professor gave Mrs. Muldoon his word of honour as a gentleman. The White Ladies, as Mrs. Muldoon was of course aware, belonged to the good people. Provided nobody offended her there was nothing to fear.

Shure, it wont be meself thatll cross her, said Mrs. Muldoon.

She wont be staying very long, added the Professor. We will just be nice to her.

Shes got a kind face, admitted Mrs. Muldoon, and a pleasant way with her. The good bodys spirits were perceptibly rising. The favour of a White Lady might be worth cultivating.

We must make a friend of her, urged the Professor, seizing his opportunity.

And mind, whispered the Professor as he opened the door for Mrs. Muldoon to slip out, not a word. She doesnt want it known.

One is convinced that Mrs. Muldoon left the bathroom resolved that, so far as she could help it, no breath of suspicion that Malvina was other than what in Drusillas holiday frock she would appear to be should escape into the village. It was quite a pleasant little frock of a summery character, with short sleeves and loose about the neck, and fitted Malvina, in every sense, much better than the most elaborate confection would have done. The boots were not so successful. Malvina solved the problem by leaving them behind her, together with the stockings, whenever she went out. That she knew this was wrong is proved by the fact that invariably she tried to hide them. They would be found in the most unlikely places; hidden behind books in the Professors study, crammed into empty tea canisters in Mrs. Muldoons storeroom. Mrs. Muldoon was not to be persuaded even to abstract them. The canister with its contents would be placed in silence upon the Professors table. Malvina on returning would be confronted by a pair of stern, unsympathetic boots. The corners of the fairy mouth would droop in lines suggestive of penitence and contrition.

Had the Professor been firm she would have yielded. But from the black accusing boots the Professor could not keep his eyes from wandering to the guilty white feet, and at once in his heart becoming counsel for the defence. Must get a pair of sandals next time he went to Oxford. Anyhow, something more dainty than those grim, uncompromising boots.

Besides, it was not often that Malvina ventured beyond the orchard. At least not during the day time — perhaps one ought to say not during that part of the day time when the village was astir. For Malvina appears to have been an early riser. Somewhere about the middle of the night, as any Christian body would have timed it, Mrs. Muldoon — waking and sleeping during this period in a state of high nervous tension — would hear the sound of a softly opened door; peeping from a raised corner of the blind, would catch a glimpse of fluttering garments that seemed to melt into the dawn; would hear coming fainter and fainter from the uplands an unknown song, mingling with the answering voices of the birds.

It was on the uplands between dawn and sunrise that Malvina made the acquaintance of the Arlington twins.



They ought, of course, to have been in bed — all three of them, for the matter of that. The excuse for the twins was their Uncle George. He had been telling them all about the Uffington spectre and Wayland Smiths cave, and had given them Puck as a birthday present. They were always given their birthday presents between them, because otherwise they did not care for them. They had retired to their respective bedrooms at ten oclock and taken it in turns to lie awake. At the first streak of dawn Victoria, who had been watching by her window, woke Victor, as arranged. Victor was for giving it up and going to sleep again, but Victoria reminding him of the oath, they dressed themselves quite simply, and let themselves down by the ivy.

They came across Malvina close to the tail of the White Horse. They knew she was a fairy the moment they saw her. But they were not frightened — at least not very much. It was Victor who spoke first. Taking off his hat and going down on one knee, he wished Malvina good morning and hoped she was quite well. Malvina, who seemed pleased to see them, made answer, and here it was that Victoria took charge of the affair. The Arlington twins until they were nine had shared a French nurse between them; and then Victor, going to school, had gradually forgotten; while Victoria, remaining at home, had continued her conversations with madame.

Oh! said Victoria. Then you must be a French fairy.

Now the Professor had impressed upon Malvina that for reasons needless to be explained — anyhow, he never had explained them — she was not to mention that she was a fairy. But he had not told her to deny it. Indeed how could she? The most that could be expected from her was that she should maintain silence on the point. So in answer to Victoria she explained that her name was Malvina, and that she had flown across from Brittany in company with Sir Arthur, adding that she had often heard of England and had wished to see it.

How do you like it? demanded Victoria.

Malvina confessed herself charmed with it. Nowhere had she ever met so many birds. Malvina raised her hand and they all three stood in silence, listening. The sky was ablaze and the air seemed filled with their music. The twins were sure that there were millions of them. They must have come from miles and miles and miles, to sing to Malvina.

Also the people. They were so good and kind and round. Malvina for the present was staying with — accepting the protection, was how she put it, of the wise and learned Christopher. The habitation could be seen from where they stood, its chimneys peeping from among the trees. The twins exchanged a meaning glance. Had they not all along suspected the Professor! His black skull cap, and his big hooked nose, and the yellow-leaved, worm-eaten books — of magic: all doubts were now removed — that for hours he would sit poring over through owlish gold-rimmed spectacles!

Victors French was coming back to him. He was anxious to know if Malvina had ever met Sir Launcelot—to talk to.

A little cloud gathered upon Malvinas face. Yes, she had known them all: King Uthur and Igraine and Sir Ulfias of the Isles. Talked with them, walked with them in the fair lands of France. (It ought to have been England, but Malvina shook her head. Maybe they had travelled.) It was she who had saved Sir Tristram from the wiles of Morgan le Fay. Though that, of course, explained Malvina, was never known.

The twins were curious why it should have been of course, but did not like to interrupt again. There were others before and after. Most of them the twins had never heard of until they came to Charlemagne, beyond which Malvinas reminiscences appeared to fade.

They had all of them been very courteous to her, and some of them indeed quite charming. But...

One gathers they had never been to Malvina more than mere acquaintances, such as one passes the time with while waiting — and longing.

But you liked Sir Launcelot, urged Victor. He was wishful that Malvina should admire Sir Launcelot, feeling how much there was in common between that early lamented knight and himself. That little affair with Sir Bedivere. It was just how he would have behaved himself.

Ah! yes, admitted Malvina. She had liked him. He was always so — so excellent.

But he was not — none of them were my own people, my own dear companions. The little cloud had settled down again.

It was Bruno who recalled the three of them to the period of contemporary history.

Polley the cowmans first duty in the morning was to let Bruno loose for a run. He arrived panting and breathless, and evidently offended at not having been included in the escapade. He could have given them both away quite easily if he had not been the most forgiving of black-and-tan collies. As it was, he had been worrying himself crazy for the last half-hour, feeling sure they had forgotten the time. Dont you know its nearly six oclock? That in less than half an hour Jane will be knocking at your doors with glasses of hot milk, and will probably drop them and scream when she finds your beds empty and the window wide open. That is what he had intended should be his first words, but on scenting Malvina they went from him entirely. He gave her one look and flopped down flat, wriggling towards her, whining and wagging his tail at the same time. Malvina acknowledged his homage by laughing and patting his head with her foot, and that sent him into the seventh heaven of delight. They all four descended the hill together and parted at the orchard gate. The twins expressed a polite but quite sincere hope that they would have the pleasure of seeing Malvina again; but Malvina, seized maybe with sudden doubts as to whether she had behaved with discretion, appears to have replied evasively. Ten minutes later she was lying asleep, the golden head pillowed on the round white arm; as Mrs. Muldoon on her way down to the kitchen saw for herself. And the twins, fortunate enough to find a side door open, slipped into the house unnoticed and scrambled back into their beds.

It was quarter past nine when Mrs. Arlington came in herself and woke them up. She was short-tempered with them both and had evidently been crying. They had their breakfast in the kitchen.

During lunch hardly a word was spoken. And there was no pudding. Mr. Arlington, a stout, florid gentleman, had no time for pudding. The rest might sit and enjoy it at their leisure, but not so Mr. Arlington. Somebody had to see to things — that is, if they were not to be allowed to go to rack and ruin. If other people could not be relied upon to do their duty, so that everything inside the house and out of it was thrown upon one pair of shoulders, then it followed as a natural consequence that that pair of shoulders could not spare the necessary time to properly finish its meals. This it was that was at the root of the decay of English farming. When farmers wives, to say nothing of sons and daughters old enough one might imagine to be anxious to do something in repayment for the money and care lavished upon them, had all put their shoulders to the wheel, then English farming had prospered. When, on the other hand, other people shirked their fair share of labour and responsibility, leaving to one pair of hands...

It was the eldest Arlington girls quite audible remark that pa could have eaten two helpings of pudding while he had been talking, that caused Mr. Arlington to lose the thread of his discourse. To put it quite bluntly, what Mr. Arlington meant to say was this: He had never wanted to be a farmer — at least not in the beginning. Other men in his position, having acquired competency by years of self-sacrificing labour, would have retired to a well-earned leisure. Having yielded to persuasion and taken on the job, he was going to see it through; and everybody else was going to do their share or there would be trouble.

Mr. Arlington, swallowing the remains of his glass in a single gulp, spoilt a dignified exit by violently hiccoughing, and Mrs. Arlington rang the bell furiously for the parlourmaid to clear away. The pudding passed untouched from before the very eyes of the twins. It was a black-currant pudding with brown sugar.

That night Mrs. Arlington appears to have confided in the twins, partly for her own relief and partly for their moral benefit. If Mrs. Arlington had enjoyed the blessing in disguise of a less indulgent mother, all might have been well. By nature Mrs. Arlington had been endowed with an active and energetic temperament. Miss Cant-sit-still-a-minute, her nurse had always called her. Unfortunately it had been allowed to sink into disuse; was now in all probability beyond hope of recovery. Their father was quite right. When they had lived in Bayswater and the business was in Mincing Lane it did not matter. Now it was different. A farmers wife ought to be up at six; she ought to see that everybody else was up at six; servants looked after, kept up to the mark; children encouraged by their mothers example. Organisation. That was what was wanted. The day mapped out; to every hour its appointed task. Then, instead of the morning being gone before you could turn yourself round, and confusion made worse confounded by your leaving off what you were doing and trying to do six things at once that you couldnt remember whether you had done or whether you hadnt...

Here Mrs. Arlington appears to have dissolved into tears. Generally speaking, she was a placid, smiling, most amiable lady, quite delightful to have about the house provided all you demanded of her were pleasant looks and a sunny disposition. The twins appear to have joined their tears to hers. Tucked in and left to themselves, one imagines the problem being discussed with grave seriousness, much whispered conversation, then slept upon, the morning bringing with it ideas. The result being that the next evening, between high tea and supper, Mrs. Muldoon, answering herself the knock at the door, found twin figures standing hand in hand on the Professors step.

They asked her if the Fairy was in.



V. HOW IT WAS TOLD TO MRS. MARIGOLD.

There was no need of the proverbial feather. Mrs. Muldoon made a grab at the settle but missed it. She caught at a chair, but that gave way. It was the floor that finally stopped her.

Were so sorry, apologised Victor. We thought you knew. We ought to have said Mademoiselle Malvina.

Mrs. Muldoon regained her feet, and without answering walked straight into the study.

They want to know, said Mrs. Muldoon, if the Fairys in. The Professor, with his back to the window, was reading. The light in the room was somewhat faint.

Who wants to know? demanded the Professor.

The twins from the Manor House, explained Mrs. Muldoon.

But what? — but who? began the Professor.

Shall I say not at home? suggested Mrs. Muldoon. Or hadnt you better see them yourself.

Show them in, directed the Professor.

They came in, looking a little scared and still holding one another by the hand. They wished the Professor good evening, and when he rose they backed away from him. The Professor shook hands with them, but they did not let go, so that Victoria gave him her right hand and Victor his left, and then at the Professors invitation they sat themselves down on the extreme edge of the sofa.

I hope we do not disturb you, said Victor. We wanted to see Mademoiselle Malvina.

Why do you want to see Mademoiselle Malvina? inquired the Professor.

It is something very private, said Victor.

We wanted to ask her a great favour, said Victoria.

Im sorry, said the Professor, but she isnt in. At least, I dont think so. (The Professor never was quite sure. She slips in and out making no more noise than a wind-driven rose leaf, was Mrs. Muldoons explanation.) Hadnt you better tell me? Leave me to put it to her.

They looked at one another. It would never do to offend the wise and learned Christopher. Besides, a magician, it is to be assumed, has more ways than one of learning what people are thinking.

It is about mamma, explained Victoria. We wondered if Malvina would mind changing her.

The Professor had been reading up Malvina. It flashed across him that this had always been her speciality: Changing people. How had the Arlington twins discovered it? And why did they want their mother changed? And what did they want her changed into? It was shocking when you come to think of it! The Professor became suddenly so stern, that if the twins could have seen his expression — which, owing to the fading light, they couldnt — they would have been too frightened to answer.

Why do you want your mother changed? demanded the Professor. Even as it was his voice alarmed them.

Its for her own good, faltered Victoria.

Of course we dont mean into anything, explained Victor.

Only her inside, added Victoria.

We thought that Malvina might be able to improve her, completed Victor.

It was still very disgraceful. What were we coming to when children went about clamouring for their mothers to be improved! The atmosphere was charged with indignation. The twins felt it.

She wants to be, persisted Victoria. She wants to be energetic and to get up early in the morning and do things.

You see, added Victor, she was never properly brought up.



The Professor maintains stoutly that his only intention was a joke. It was not even as if anything objectionable had been suggested. The Professor himself had on occasions been made the confidant of both.

Best woman that ever lived, if only one could graft a little energy upon her. No sense of time. Too easy-going. No idea of keeping people up to the mark. So Mr. Arlington, over the nuts and wine.

Its pure laziness. Oh, yes, it is. My friends say Im so restful; but thats the proper explanation of it — born laziness. And yet I try. You have no idea, Professor Littlecherry, how much I try. So Mrs. Arlington, laughingly, while admiring the Professors roses.

Besides, how absurd to believe that Malvina could possibly change anybody! Way back, when the human brain was yet in process of evolution, such things may have been possible. Hypnotic suggestion, mesmeric influence, dormant brain cells quickened into activity by magnetic vibration. All that had been lost. These were the days of George the Fifth, not of King Heremon. What the Professor was really after was: How would Malvina receive the proposal? Of course she would try to get out of it. A dear little thing. But could any sane man, professor of mathematics...

Malvina was standing beside him. No one had remarked her entrance. The eyes of the twins had been glued upon the wise and learned Christopher. The Professor, when he was thinking, never saw anything. Still, it was rather startling.

We should never change what the good God has once fashioned, said Malvina. She spoke very gravely. The childishness seemed to have fallen from her.

You didnt always think so, said the Professor. It nettled the Professor that all idea of this being a good joke had departed with the sound of Malvinas voice. She had that way with her.

She made a little gesture. It conveyed to the Professor that his remark had not been altogether in good taste.

I speak as one who has learned, said Malvina.

I beg your pardon, said the Professor. I ought not to have said that.

Malvina accepted the Professors apology with a bow.

But this is something very different, continued the Professor. Quite another interest had taken hold of the Professor. It was easy enough to summon Dame Commonsense to ones aid when Malvina was not present. Before those strange eyes the good lady had a habit of sneaking away. Suppose — of course the idea was ridiculous, but suppose — something did happen! As a psychological experiment was not one justified? What was the beginning of all science but applied curiosity? Malvina might be able — and willing — to explain how it was done. That is, if anything did happen, which, of course, it wouldnt, and so much the better. This thing had got to be ended.

It would be using a gift not for ones own purposes, but to help others, urged the Professor.

You see, urged Victor, mamma really wants to be changed.

And papa wants it too, urged Victoria.

It seems to me, if I may so express it, added the Professor, that really it would be in the nature of making amends for — well, for — for our youthful follies, concluded the Professor a little nervously.

Malvinas eyes were fixed on the Professor. In the dim light of the low-ceilinged room, those eyes seemed all of her that was visible.

You wish it? said Malvina.

It was not at all fair, as the Professor told himself afterwards, her laying the responsibility on him. If she really was the original Malvina, lady-in-waiting to Queen Harbundia, then she was quite old enough to have decided for herself. From the Professors calculations she must now be about three thousand eight hundred. The Professor himself was not yet sixty; in comparison a mere babe! But Malvinas eyes were compelling.

Well, it cant do any harm, said the Professor. And Malvina seems to have accepted that as her authority.

Let her come to the Cross Stones at sundown, directed Malvina.



The Professor saw the twins to the door. For some reason the Professor could not have explained, they all three walked out on tiptoe. Old Mr. Brent, the postman, was passing, and the twins ran after him and each took a hand. Malvina was still standing where the Professor had left her. It was very absurd, but the Professor felt frightened. He went into the kitchen, where it was light and cheerful, and started Mrs. Muldoon on Home Rule. When he returned to the parlour Malvina was gone.

The twins did not talk that night, and decided next morning not to say a word, but just to ask their mother to come for an evening walk with them. The fear was that she might demand reasons. But, quite oddly, she consented without question. It seemed to the twins that it was Mrs. Arlington herself who took the pathway leading past the cave, and when they reached the Cross Stones she sat down and apparently had forgotten their existence. They stole away without her noticing them, but did not quite know what to do with themselves. They ran for half a mile till they came to the wood; there they remained awhile, careful not to venture within; and then they crept back. They found their mother sitting just as they had left her. They thought she was asleep, but her eyes were wide open. They were tremendously relieved, though what they had feared they never knew. They sat down, one on each side of her, and each took a hand, but in spite of her eyes being open, it was quite a time before she seemed conscious of their return. She rose and slowly looked about her, and as she did so the church clock struck nine. She could not at first believe it was so late. Convinced by looking at her watch — there was just light enough for her to see it — she became all at once more angry than the twins had ever known her, and for the first time in their lives they both experienced the sensation of having their ears boxed. Nine oclock was the proper time for supper and they were half an hour from home, and it was all their fault. It did not take them half an hour. It took them twenty minutes, Mrs. Arlington striding ahead and the twins panting breathless behind her. Mr. Arlington had not yet returned. He came in five minutes afterwards, and Mrs. Arlington told him what she thought of him. It was the shortest supper within the twins recollection. They found themselves in bed ten minutes in advance of the record. They could hear their mothers voice from the kitchen. A jug of milk had been overlooked and had gone sour. She had given Jane a weeks notice before the clock struck ten.

It was from Mr. Arlington that the Professor heard the news. Mr. Arlington could not stop an instant, dinner being at twelve sharp and it wanting but ten minutes to; but seems to have yielded to temptation. The breakfast hour at the Manor Farm was now six a.m., had been so since Thursday; the whole family fully dressed and Mrs. Arlington presiding. If the Professor did not believe it he could come round any morning and see for himself. The Professor appears to have taken Mr. Arlingtons word for it. By six-thirty everybody at their job and Mrs. Arlington at hers, consisting chiefly of seeing to it for the rest of the day that everybody was. Lights out at ten and everybody in bed; most of them only too glad to be there. Quite right; keeps us all up to the mark, was Mr. Arlingtons opinion (this was on Saturday). Just what was wanted. Not perhaps for a permanency; and, of course, there were drawbacks. The strenuous life — seeing to it that everybody else leads the strenuous life; it does not go with unmixed amiability. Particularly in the beginning. New-born zeal: must expect it to outrun discretion. Does not do to discourage it. Modifications to be suggested later. Taken all round, Mr. Arlingtons view was that the thing must be regarded almost as the answer to a prayer. Mr. Arlingtons eyes on their way to higher levels, appear to have been arrested by the church clock. It decided Mr. Arlington to resume his homeward way without further loss of time. At the bend of the lane the Professor, looking back, observed that Mr. Arlington had broken into a trot.



This seems to have been the end of the Professor, regarded as a sane and intelligent member of modern society. He had not been sure at the time, but it was now revealed to him that when he had urged Malvina to test her strength, so to express it, on the unfortunate Mrs. Arlington, it was with the conviction that the result would restore him to his mental equilibrium. That Malvina with a wave of her wand — or whatever the hocus-pocus may have been — would be able to transform the hitherto incorrigibly indolent and easy-going Mrs. Arlington into a sort of feminine Lloyd George, had not really entered into his calculations.

Forgetting his lunch, he must have wandered aimlessly about, not returning home until late in the afternoon. During dinner he appears to have been rather restless and nervous—jumpy, according to the evidence of the little serving maid. Once he sprang out of his chair as if shot when the little serving maid accidentally let fall a table-spoon; and twice he upset the salt. It was at mealtime that, as a rule, the Professor found his attitude towards Malvina most sceptical. A fairy who could put away quite a respectable cut from the joint, followed by two helpings of pie, does take a bit of believing in. To-night the Professor found no difficulty. The White Ladies had never been averse to accepting mortal hospitality. There must always have been a certain adaptability. Malvina, since that fateful night of her banishment, had, one supposes, passed through varied experiences. For present purposes she had assumed the form of a jeune fille of the twentieth century (anno Domini). An appreciation of Mrs. Muldoons excellent cooking, together with a glass of light sound claret, would naturally go with it.

One takes it that he could not for a moment get Mrs. Arlington out of his mind. More than once, stealing a covert glance across the table, it seemed to him that Malvina was regarding him with a mocking smile. Some impish spirit it must have been that had prompted him. For thousands of years Malvina had led — at all events so far as was known — a reformed and blameless existence; had subdued and put behind her that fatal passion of hers for change: in other people. What madness to have revived it! And no Queen Harbundia handy now to keep her in check. The Professor had a distinct sensation, while peeling a pear, that he was being turned into a guinea-pig — a curious feeling of shrinking about the legs. So vivid was the impression, that involuntarily the Professor jumped off his chair and ran to look at himself in the mirror over the sideboard. He was not fully relieved even then. It may have been the mirror. It was very old; one of those things with little gilt balls all round it; and it looked to the Professor as if his nose was growing straight out of his face. Malvina, trusting he had not been taken suddenly ill, asked if there was anything she could do for him. He seems to have earnestly begged her not to think of it.

The Professor had taught Malvina cribbage, and usually of an evening they played a hand or two. But to-night the Professor was not in the mood, and Malvina had contented herself with a book. She was particularly fond of the old chroniclers. The Professor had an entire shelf of them, many in the original French. Making believe to be reading himself, he heard Malvina break into a cheerful laugh, and went and looked over her shoulder. She was reading the history of her own encounter with the proprietor of tin mines, an elderly gentleman disliking late hours, whom she had turned into a nightingale. It occurred to the Professor that prior to the Arlington case the recalling of this incident would have brought to her shame and remorse. Now she seemed to think it funny.

A silly trick, commented the Professor. He spoke quite heatedly. No one has any right to go about changing people. Muddling up things they dont understand. No right whatever.

Malvina looked up. She gave a little sigh.

Not for ones own pleasure or revenge, she made answer. Her tone was filled with meekness. It had a touch of self-reproach. That is very wrong, of course. But changing them for their own good — at least, not changing, improving.

Little hypocrite! muttered the Professor to himself. Shes got back a taste for her old tricks, and Lord knows now where shell stop.

The Professor spent the rest of the evening among his indexes in search of the latest information regarding Queen Harbundia.



Meanwhile the Arlington affair had got about the village. The twins in all probability had been unable to keep their secret. Jane, the dismissed, had looked in to give Mrs. Muldoon her version of Thursday nights scene in the Arlington kitchen, and Mrs. Muldoon, with a sense of things impending, may unconsciously have dropped hints.

The Marigolds met the Arlingtons on Sunday, after morning service, and heard all about it. That is to say, they met Mr. Arlington and the other children; Mrs. Arlington, with the two elder girls, having already attended early communion at seven. Mrs. Marigold was a pretty, fluffy, engaging little woman, ten years younger than her husband. She could not have been altogether a fool, or she would not have known it. Marigold, rising politician, ought, of course, to have married a woman able to help him; but seems to have fallen in love with her a few miles out of Brussels, over a convent wall. Mr. Arlington was not a regular church-goer, but felt on this occasion that he owed it to his Maker. He was still in love with his new wife. But not blindly. Later on a guiding hand might be necessary. But first let the new seed get firmly rooted. Marigolds engagements necessitated his returning to town on Sunday afternoon, and Mrs. Marigold walked part of the way with him to the station. On her way back across the fields she picked up the Arlington twins. Later, she seems to have called in at the cottage and spoken to Mrs. Muldoon about Jane, who, she had heard, was in want of a place. A little before sunset she was seen by the Doctor climbing the path to the Warren. Malvina that evening was missing for dinner. When she returned she seemed pleased with herself.



VI. AND HOW IT WAS FINISHED TOO SOON.

Some days later — it may have been the next week; the exact date appears to have got mislaid — Marigold, M.P., looked in on the Professor. They talked about Tariff Reform, and then Marigold got up and made sure for himself that the door was tight closed.

You know my wife, he said. Weve been married six years, and theres never been a cloud between us except one. Of course, shes not brainy. That is, at least...

The Professor jumped out of his chair.

If you take my advice, he said, youll leave her alone. He spoke with passion and conviction.

Marigold looked up.

Its just what I wish to goodness I had done, he answered. I blame myself entirely.

So long as we see our own mistakes, said the Professor, there is hope for us all. You go straight home, young man, and tell her youve changed your mind. Tell her you dont want her with brains. Tell her you like her best without. You get that into her head before anything else happens.

Ive tried to, said Marigold. She says its too late. That the light has come to her and she cant help it.

It was the Professors turn to stare. He had not heard anything of Sundays transactions. He had been hoping against hope that the Arlington affair would remain a locked secret between himself and the twins, and had done his best to think about everything else.

Shes joined the Fabian Society, continued Marigold gloomily. Theyve put her in the nursery. And the W.S.P.U. If it gets about before the next election Ill have to look out for another constituency — thats all.

How did you hear about her? asked the Professor.

I didnt hear about her, answered Marigold. If I had I mightnt have gone up to town. You think it right, he added, to — to encourage such people?

Whos encouraging her? demanded the professor. If fools didnt go about thinking they could improve every other fool but themselves, this sort of thing wouldnt happen. Arlington had an amiable, sweet-tempered wife, and instead of thanking God and keeping quiet about it, he worries her out of her life because she is not the managing woman. Well, now hes got the managing woman. I met him on Wednesday with a bump on his forehead as big as an egg. Says he fell over the mat. It cant be done. You cant have a person changed just as far as you want them changed and there stop. You let em alone or you change them altogether, and then they dont know themselves what theyre going to turn out. A sensible man in your position would have been only too thankful for a wife who didnt poke her nose into his affairs, and with whom he could get away from his confounded politics. Youve been hinting to her about once a month, I expect, what a tragedy it was that you hadnt married a woman with brains. Well, now shes found her brains and is using them. Why shouldnt she belong to the Fabian Society and the W.S.P.U? Shows independence of character. Best thing for you to do is to join them yourself. Then youll be able to work together.

Im sorry, said Marigold rising. I didnt know you agreed with her.

Who said I agreed with her? snapped the Professor. Im in a very awkward position.

I suppose, said Marigold — he was hesitating with the door in his hand—it wouldnt be of any use my seeing her myself?

I believe, said the Professor, that she is fond of the neighbourhood of the Cross Stones towards sundown. You can choose for yourself, but if I were you I should think twice about it.

I was wondering, said Marigold, whether, if I put it to her as a personal favour, she might not be willing to see Edith again and persuade her that she was only joking?

A light began to break upon the Professor.

What do you think has happened? he asked.

Well, explained Marigold, I take it that your young foreign friend has met my wife and talked politics to her, and that what has happened is the result. She must be a young person of extraordinary ability; but it would be only losing one convert, and I could make it up to her in — in other ways. He spoke with unconscious pathos. It rather touched the Professor.

It might mean, said the Professor—that is, assuming that it can be done at all — Mrs. Marigolds returning to her former self entirely, taking no further interest in politics whatever.

I should be so very grateful, answered Marigold.

The Professor had mislaid his spectacles, but thinks there was a tear in Marigolds eye.

Ill do what I can, said the Professor. Of course, you mustnt count on it. It may be easier to start a woman thinking than to stop her, even for a— The Professor checked himself just in time. Ill talk to her, he said; and Marigold gripped his hand and departed.



It was about time he did. The full extent of Malvinas activities during those few midsummer weeks, till the return of Flight Commander Raffleton, will never perhaps be fully revealed. According to the Doctor, the whole business has been grossly exaggerated. There are those who talk as if half the village had been taken to pieces, altered and improved and sent back home again in a mental state unrecognisable by their own mothers. Certain it is that Dawson, R.A., generally described by everybody except his wife as a lovable little man, and whose only fault was an incurable habit of punning, both in season — if such a period there be — and more often out, suddenly one morning smashed a Dutch interior, fifteen inches by nine, over the astonished head of Mrs. Dawson. It clung round her neck, recalling biblical pictures of the head of John the Baptist, and the frame-work had to be sawn through before she could get it off. As to the story about his having been caught by Mrs. Dawsons aunt kissing the housemaid behind the waterbutt, that, as the Doctor admits, is a bit of bad luck that might have happened to anyone. But whether there was really any evidence connecting him with Dolly Calthorpes unaccountable missing of the last train home, is of course, a more serious matter. Mrs. Dawson, a handsome, high-spirited woman herself, may have found Dawson, as originally fashioned, trying to the nerves; though even then the question arises: Why have married him? But there is a difference, as Mrs. Dawson has pointed out, between a husband who hasnt enough of the natural man in him and a husband who has a deal too much. It is difficult to regulate these matters.

Altogether, and taking an outside estimate, the Doctors opinion is that there may have been half a dozen, who, with Malvinas assistance, succeeded in hypnotising themselves into temporary insanity. When Malvina, a little disappointed, but yielding quite sweetly her own judgment to that of the wise and learned Christopher, consented to restore them, the explanation was that, having spent their burst of ill-acquired energy, they fell back at the first suggestion to their former selves.

Mrs. Arlington does not agree with the Doctor. She had been trying to reform herself for quite a long time and had miserably failed. There was something about them — it might almost be described as an aroma — that prompted her that evening to take the twins into her confidence; a sort of intuition that in some way they could help her. It remained with her all the next day; and when the twins returned in the evening, in company with the postman, she knew instinctively that they had been about her business. It was this same intuitive desire that drew her to the Downs. She is confident she would have taken that walk to the Cross Stones even if the twins had not proposed it. Indeed, according to her own account, she was not aware that the twins had accompanied her. There was something about the stones; a sense as of a presence. She knew when she reached them that she had arrived at the appointed place; and when there appeared to her — coming from where she could not tell — a diminutive figure that seemed in some mysterious way as if it were clothed merely in the fading light, she remembered distinctly that she was neither surprised nor alarmed. The diminutive lady sat down beside her and took Mrs. Arlingtons hands in both her own. She spoke in a strange language, but Mrs. Arlington at the time understood it, though now the meaning of it had passed from her. Mrs. Arlington felt as if her body were being taken away from her. She had a sense of falling, a feeling that she must make some desperate effort to rise again. The strange little lady was helping her, assisting her to make this supreme effort. It was as if ages were passing. She was wrestling with unknown powers. Suddenly she seemed to slip from them. The little lady was holding her up. Clasping each other, they rose and rose and rose. Mrs. Arlington had a firm conviction that she must always be struggling upward, or they would overtake her and drag her down again. When she awoke the little lady had gone, but that feeling remained with her; that passionate acceptance of ceaseless struggle, activity, contention, as now the end and aim of her existence. At first she did not recollect where she was. A strange colourless light was around her, and a strange singing as of myriads of birds. And then the clock struck nine and life came back to her with a rush. But with it still that conviction that she must seize hold of herself and everybody else and get things done. Its immediate expression, as already has been mentioned, was experienced by the twins.

When, after a talk with the Professor, aided and abetted by Mr. Arlington and the eldest Arlington girl, she consented to pay that second visit to the stones, it was with very different sensations that she climbed the grass-grown path. The little lady had met her as before, but the curious deep eyes looked sadly, and Mrs. Arlington had the impression, generally speaking, that she was about to assist at her own funeral. Again the little lady took her by the hands, and again she experienced that terror of falling. But instead of ending with contest and effort she seemed to pass into a sleep, and when she opened her eyes she was again alone. Feeling a little chilly and unreasonably tired, she walked slowly home, and not being hungry, retired supperless to bed. Quite unable to explain why, she seems to have cried herself to sleep.

One supposes that something of a similar nature may have occurred to the others — with the exception of Mrs. Marigold. It was the case of Mrs. Marigold that, as the Doctor grudgingly admits, went far to weaken his hypothesis. Mrs. Marigold, having emerged, was spreading herself, much to her own satisfaction. She had discarded her wedding ring as a relic of barbarism — of the days when women were mere goods and chattels, and had made her first speech at a meeting in favour of marriage reform. Subterfuge, in her case, had to be resorted to. Malvina had tearfully consented, and Marigold, M.P., was to bring Mrs. Marigold to the Cross Stones that same evening and there leave her, explaining to her that Malvina had expressed a wish to see her again—just for a chat.



All might have ended well if only Commander Raffleton had not appeared framed in the parlour door just as Malvina was starting. His Cousin Christopher had written to the Commander. Indeed, after the Arlington affair, quite pressingly, and once or twice had thought he heard the sound of Flight Commander Raffletons propeller, but on each occasion had been disappointed. Affairs of State, Cousin Christopher had explained to Malvina, who, familiar one takes it with the calls upon knights and warriors through all the ages, had approved.

He stood there with his helmet in his hand.

Only arrived this afternoon from France, he explained. Havent a moment to spare.

But he had just time to go straight to Malvina. He laughed as he took her in his arms and kissed her full upon the lips.

When last he had kissed her — it had been in the orchard; the Professor had been witness to it — Malvina had remained quite passive, only that curious little smile about her lips. But now an odd thing happened. A quivering seemed to pass through all her body, so that it swayed and trembled. The Professor feared she was going to fall; and, maybe to save herself, she put up her arms about Commander Raffletons neck, and with a strange low cry — it sounded to the Professor like the cry one sometimes hears at night from some little dying creature of the woods — she clung to him sobbing.



It must have been a while later when the chiming of the clock recalled to the Professor the appointment with Mrs. Marigold.

You will only just have time, he said, gently seeking to release her. Ill promise to keep him till you come back. And as Malvina did not seem to understand, he reminded her.

But still she made no movement, save for a little gesture of the hands as if she were seeking to lay hold of something unseen. And then she dropped her arms and looked from one of them to the other. The Professor did not think of it at the time, but remembered afterwards; that strange aloofness of hers, as if she were looking at you from another world. One no longer felt it.

I am so sorry, she said. It is too late. I am only a woman.

And Mrs. Marigold is still thinking.



THE PROLOGUE.

And here follows the Prologue. It ought, of course, to have been written first, but nobody knew of it until quite the end entirely. It was told to Commander Raffleton by a French comrade, who in days of peace had been a painter, mingling with others of his kind, especially such as found their inspiration in the wide horizons and legend-haunted dells of old-world Brittany. Afterwards the Commander told it to the Professor, and the Professors only stipulation was that it should not be told to the Doctor, at least for a time. For the Doctor would see in it only confirmation for his own narrow sense-bound theories, while to the Professor it confirmed beyond a doubt the absolute truth of this story.



It commenced in the year Eighteen hundred and ninety-eight (anno Domini), on a particularly unpleasant evening in late February—a stormy winters night, one would describe it, were one writing mere romance. It came to the lonely cottage of Madame Lavigne on the edge of the moor that surrounds the sunken village of Aven-a-Christ. Madame Lavigne, who was knitting stockings — for she lived by knitting stockings — heard, as she thought, a passing of feet, and what seemed like a tap at the door. She dismissed the idea, for who would be passing at such an hour, and where there was no road? But a few minutes later the tapping came again, and Madame Lavigne, taking her candle in her hand, went to see who was there. The instant she released the latch a gust of wind blew out the candle, and Madame Lavigne could see no one. She called, but there was no answer. She was about to close the door again when she heard a faint sound. It was not exactly a cry. It was as if someone she could not see, in the tiniest of voices, had said something she could not understand.

Madame Lavigne crossed herself and muttered a prayer, and then she heard it again. It seemed to come from close at her feet, and feeling with her hands — for she thought it might be a stray cat — she found quite a large parcel, It was warm and soft, though, of course, a bit wet, and Madame Lavigne brought it in, and having closed the door and re-lit her candle, laid it on the table. And then she saw it was the tiniest of babies.

It must always be a difficult situation. Madame Lavigne did what most people would have done in the case. She unrolled the wrappings, and taking the little thing on her lap, sat down in front of the dull peat fire and considered. It seemed wonderfully contented, and Madame Lavigne thought the best thing to do would be to undress it and put it to bed, and then go on with her knitting. She would consult Father Jean in the morning and take his advice. She had never seen such fine clothes. She took them off one by one, lovingly feeling their texture, and when she finally removed the last little shift and the little white thing lay exposed, Madame Lavigne sprang up with a cry and all but dropped it into the fire. For she saw by the mark that every Breton peasant knows that it was not a child but a fairy.

Her proper course, as she well knew, was to have opened the door and flung it out into the darkness. Most women of the village would have done so, and spent the rest of the night on their knees. But someone must have chosen with foresight. There came to Madame Lavigne the memory of her good man and her three tall sons, taken from her one by one by the jealous sea, and, come what might of it, she could not do it. The little thing understood, that was clear, for it smiled quite knowingly and stretched out its little hands, touching Madame Lavignes brown withered skin, and stirring forgotten beatings of her heart.

Father Jean — one takes him to have been a tolerant, gently wise old gentleman — could see no harm. That is, if Madame Lavigne could afford the luxury. Maybe it was a good fairy. Would bring her luck. And certain it is that the cackling of Madames hens was heard more often than before, and the weeds seemed fewer in the little patch of garden that Madame Lavigne had rescued from the moor.

Of course, the news spread. One gathers that Madame Lavigne rather gave herself airs. But the neighbours shook their heads, and the child grew up lonely and avoided. Fortunately, the cottage was far from other houses, and there was always the great moor with its deep hiding-places. Father Jean was her sole playmate. He would take her with him on his long tramps through his scattered district, leaving her screened among the furze and bracken near to the solitary farmsteads where he made his visitations.

He had learnt it was useless: all attempt of Mother Church to scold out of this sea and moor-girt flock their pagan superstitions. He would leave it to time. Later, perhaps opportunity might occur to place the child in some convent, where she would learn to forget, and grow into a good Catholic. Meanwhile, one had to take pity on the little lonely creature. Not entirely for her own sake maybe; a dear affectionate little soul strangely wise; so she seemed to Father Jean. Under the shade of trees or sharing warm shelter with the soft-eyed cows, he would teach her from his small stock of knowledge. Every now and then she would startle him with an intuition, a comment strangely unchildlike. It was as if she had known all about it, long ago. Father Jean would steal a swift glance at her from under his shaggy eyebrows and fall into a silence. It was curious also how the wild things of the field and wood seemed unafraid of her. At times, returning to where he had left her hidden, he would pause, wondering to whom she was talking, and then as he drew nearer would hear the stealing away of little feet, the startled flutter of wings. She had elfish ways, of which it seemed impossible to cure her. Often the good man, returning from some late visit of mercy with his lantern and his stout oak cudgel, would pause and listen to a wandering voice. It was never near enough for him to hear the words, and the voice was strange to him, though he knew it could be no one else. Madame Lavigne would shrug her shoulders. How could she help it? It was not for her to cross the child, even supposing bolts and bars likely to be of any use. Father Jean gave it up in despair. Neither was it for him either to be too often forbidding and lecturing. Maybe the cunning tender ways had wove their web about the childless old gentlemans heart, making him also somewhat afraid. Perhaps other distractions! For Madame Lavigne would never allow her to do anything but the lightest of work. He would teach her to read. So quickly she learnt that it seemed to Father Jean she must be making believe not to have known it already. But he had his reward in watching the joy with which she would devour, for preference, the quaint printed volumes of romance and history that he would bring home to her from his rare journeyings to the distant town.



It was when she was about thirteen that the ladies and gentlemen came from Paris. Of course they were not real ladies and gentlemen. Only a little company of artists seeking new fields. They had done the coast and the timbered houses of the narrow streets, and one of them had suggested exploring the solitary, unknown inlands. They came across her seated on an old grey stone reading from an ancient-looking book, and she had risen and curtsied to them. She was never afraid. It was she who excited fear. Often she would look after the children flying from her, feeling a little sad. But, of course, it could not be helped. She was a fairy. She would have done them no harm, but this they could not be expected to understand. It was a delightful change; meeting human beings who neither screamed nor hastily recited their paternosters, but who, instead, returned ones smile. They asked her where she lived, and she showed them. They were staying at Aven-a-Christ; and one of the ladies was brave enough even to kiss her. Laughing and talking they all walked down the hill together. They found Madame Lavigne working in her garden. Madame Lavigne washed her hands of all responsibility. It was for Suzanne to decide. It seemed they wanted to make a picture of her, sitting on the grey stone where they had found her. It was surely only kind to let them; so next morning she was there again waiting for them. They gave her a five-franc piece. Madame Lavigne was doubtful of handling it, but Father Jean vouched for it as being good Republican money; and as the days went by Madame Lavignes black stocking grew heavier and heavier as she hung it again each night in the chimney.

It was the lady who had first kissed her that discovered who she was. They had all of them felt sure from the beginning that she was a fairy, and that Suzanne could not be her real name. They found it in the Heptameron of Friar Bonnet. In which is recorded the numerous adventures of the valiant and puissant King Ryence of Bretagne, which one of them had picked up on the Quai aux Fleurs and brought with him. It told all about the White Ladies, and therein she was described. There could be no mistaking her; the fair body that was like to a willow swayed by the wind. The white feet that could pass, leaving the dew unshaken from the grass. The eyes blue and deep as mountain lakes. The golden locks of which the sun was jealous.

It was all quite clear. She was Malvina, once favourite to Harbundia, Queen of the White Ladies of Brittany. For reasons — further allusion to which politeness forbade — she had been a wanderer, no one knowing what had become of her. And now the whim had taken her to reappear as a little Breton peasant girl, near to the scene of her past glories. They knelt before her, offering her homage, and all the ladies kissed her. The gentlemen of the party thought their turn would follow. But it never did. It was not their own shyness that stood in their way: one must do them that justice. It was as if some youthful queen, exiled and unknown amongst strangers, had been suddenly recognised by a little band of her faithful subjects, passing by chance that way. So that, instead of frolic and laughter, as had been intended, they remained standing with bared heads; and no one liked to be the first to speak.

She put them at their ease — or tried to — with a gracious gesture. But enjoined upon them all her wish for secrecy. And so dismissed they seem to have returned to the village a marvellously sober little party, experiencing all the sensations of honest folk admitted to their first glimpse of high society.

They came again next year — at least a few of them — bringing with them a dress more worthy of Malvinas wearing. It was as near as Paris could achieve to the true and original costume as described by the good Friar Bonnet, the which had been woven in a single night by the wizard spider Karai out of moonlight. Malvina accepted it with gracious thanks, and was evidently pleased to find herself again in fit and proper clothes. It was hidden away for rare occasions where only Malvina knew. But the lady who had first kissed her, and whose speciality was fairies, craving permission, Malvina consented to wear it while sitting for her portrait. The picture one may still see in the Palais des Beaux Arts at Nantes (the Bretonne Room). It represents her standing straight as an arrow, a lone little figure in the centre of a treeless moor. The painting of the robe is said to be very wonderful. Malvina of Brittany is the inscription, the date being Nineteen Hundred and Thirteen.



The next year Malvina was no longer there. Madame Lavigne, folding knotted hands, had muttered her last paternoster. Pere Jean had urged the convent. But for the first time, with him, she had been frankly obstinate. Some fancy seemed to have got into the childs head. Something that she evidently connected with the vast treeless moor rising southward to where the ancient menhir of King Taramis crowned its summit. The good man yielded, as usual. For the present there were Madame Lavignes small savings. Suzannes wants were but few. The rare shopping necessary Father Jean could see to himself. With the coming of winter he would broach the subject again, and then be quite firm. Just these were the summer nights when Suzanne loved to roam; and as for danger! there was not a lad for ten leagues round who would not have run a mile to avoid passing, even in daylight, that cottage standing where the moor dips down to the sealands.

But one surmises that even a fairy may feel lonesome. Especially a banished fairy, hanging as it were between earth and air, knowing mortal maidens kissed and courted, while ones own companions kept away from one in hiding. Maybe the fancy came to her that, after all these years, they might forgive her. Still, it was their meeting place, so legend ran, especially of midsummer nights. Rare it was now for human eye to catch a glimpse of the shimmering robes, but high on the treeless moor to the music of the Lady of the Fountain, one might still hear, were one brave enough to venture, the rhythm of their dancing feet. If she sought them, softly calling, might they not reveal themselves to her, make room for her once again in the whirling circle? One has the idea that the moonlight frock may have added to her hopes. Philosophy admits that feeling oneself well dressed gives confidence.

If all of them had not disappeared — been kissed three times upon the lips by mortal man and so become a woman? It seems to have been a possibility for which your White Lady had to be prepared. That is, if she chose to suffer it. If not, it was unfortunate for the too daring mortal. But if he gained favour in her eyes! That he was brave, his wooing proved. If, added thereto, he were comely, with kind strong ways, and eyes that drew you? History proves that such dreams must have come even to White Ladies. Maybe more especially on midsummer nights when the moon is at its full. It was on such a night that Sir Gerylon had woke Malvinas sister Sighile with a kiss. A true White Lady must always dare to face her fate.



It seems to have befallen Malvina. Some told Father Jean how he had arrived in a chariot drawn by winged horses, the thunder of his passing waking many in the sleeping villages beneath. And others how he had come in the form of a great bird. Father Jean had heard strange sounds himself, and certain it was that Suzanne had disappeared.

Father Jean heard another version a few weeks later, told him by an English officer of Engineers who had ridden from the nearest station on a bicycle and who arrived hot and ravenously thirsty. And Father Jean, under promise of seeing Suzanne on the first opportunity, believed it. But to most of his flock it sounded an impossible rigmarole, told for the purpose of disguising the truth.



So ends my story — or rather the story I have pieced together from information of a contradictory nature received. Whatever you make of it; whether with the Doctor you explain it away; or whether with Professor Littlecherry, LL.D., F.R.S., you believe the world not altogether explored and mapped, the fact remains that Malvina of Brittany has passed away. To the younger Mrs. Raffleton, listening on the Sussex Downs to dull, distant sounds that make her heart beat, and very nervous of telegraph boys, has come already some of the disadvantages attendant on her new rank of womanhood. And yet one gathers, looking down into those strange deep eyes, that she would not change anything about her, even if now she could.


THE STREET OF THE BLANK WALL.

[image: img169.jpg]

I HAD TURNED off from the Edgware Road into a street leading west, the atmosphere of which had appealed to me. It was a place of quiet houses standing behind little gardens. They had the usual names printed on the stuccoed gateposts. The fading twilight was just sufficient to enable one to read them. There was a Laburnum Villa, and The Cedars, and a Cairngorm, rising to the height of three storeys, with a curious little turret that branched out at the top, and was crowned with a conical roof, so that it looked as if wearing a witchs hat. Especially when two small windows just below the eaves sprang suddenly into light, and gave one the feeling of a pair of wicked eyes suddenly flashed upon one.

The street curved to the right, ending in an open space through which passed a canal beneath a low arched bridge. There were still the same quiet houses behind their small gardens, and I watched for a while the lamplighter picking out the shape of the canal, that widened just above the bridge into a lake with an island in the middle. After that I must have wandered in a circle, for later on I found myself back in the same spot, though I do not suppose I had passed a dozen people on my way; and then I set to work to find my way back to Paddington.

I thought I had taken the road by which I had come, but the half light must have deceived me. Not that it mattered. They had a lurking mystery about them, these silent streets with their suggestion of hushed movement behind drawn curtains, of whispered voices behind the flimsy walls. Occasionally there would escape the sound of laughter, suddenly stifled as it seemed, and once the sudden cry of a child.

It was in a short street of semi-detached villas facing a high blank wall that, as I passed, I saw a blind move half-way up, revealing a womans face. A gas lamp, the only one the street possessed, was nearly opposite. I thought at first it was the face of a girl, and then, as I looked again, it might have been the face of an old woman. One could not distinguish the colouring. In any case, the cold, blue gaslight would have made it seem pallid.

The remarkable feature was the eyes. It might have been, of course, that they alone caught the light and held it, rendering them uncannily large and brilliant. Or it might have been that the rest of the face was small and delicate, out of all proportion to them. She may have seen me, for the blind was drawn down again, and I passed on.

There was no particular reason why, but the incident lingered with me. The sudden raising of the blind, as of the curtain of some small theatre, the barely furnished room coming dimly into view, and the woman standing there, close to the footlights, as to my fancy it seemed. And then the sudden ringing down of the curtain before the play had begun. I turned at the corner of the street. The blind had been drawn up again, and I saw again the slight, girlish figure silhouetted against the side panes of the bow window.

At the same moment a man knocked up against me. It was not his fault. I had stopped abruptly, not giving him time to avoid me. We both apologised, blaming the darkness. It may have been my fancy, but I had the feeling that, instead of going on his way, he had turned and was following me. I waited till the next corner, and then swung round on my heel. But there was no sign of him, and after a while I found myself back in the Edgware Road.

Once or twice, in idle mood, I sought the street again, but without success; and the thing would, I expect, have faded from my memory, but that one evening, on my way home from Paddington, I came across the woman in the Harrow Road. There was no mistaking her. She almost touched me as she came out of a fishmongers shop, and unconsciously, at the beginning, I found myself following her. This time I noticed the turnings, and five minutes walking brought us to the street. Half a dozen times I must have been within a hundred yards of it. I lingered at the corner. She had not noticed me, and just as she reached the house a man came out of the shadows beyond the lamp-post and joined her.

I was due at a bachelor gathering that evening, and after dinner, the affair being fresh in my mind, I talked about it. I am not sure, but I think it was in connection with a discussion on Maeterlinck. It was that sudden lifting of the blind that had caught hold of me. As if, blundering into an empty theatre, I had caught a glimpse of some drama being played in secret. We passed to other topics, and when I was leaving a fellow guest asked me which way I was going. I told him, and, it being a fine night, he proposed that we should walk together. And in the quiet of Harley Street he confessed that his desire had not been entirely the pleasure of my company.

It is rather curious, he said, but today there suddenly came to my remembrance a case that for nearly eleven years I have never given a thought to. And now, on top of it, comes your description of that womans face. I am wondering if it can be the same.

It was the eyes, I said, that struck me as so remarkable.

It was the eyes that I chiefly remember her by, he replied. Would you know the street again?

We walked a little while in silence.

It may seem, perhaps, odd to you, I answered, but it would trouble me, the idea of any harm coming to her through me. What was the case?

You can feel quite safe on that point, he assured me. I was her counsel — that is, if it is the same woman. How was she dressed?

I could not see the reason for his question. He could hardly expect her to be wearing the clothes of eleven years ago.

I dont think I noticed, I answered. Some sort of a blouse, I suppose. And then I recollected. Ah, yes, there was something uncommon, I added. An unusually broad band of velvet, it looked like, round her neck.

I thought so, he said. Yes. It must be the same.

We had reached Marylebone Road, where our ways parted.

I will look you up to-morrow afternoon, if I may, he said. We might take a stroll round together.

He called on me about half-past five, and we reached the street just as the one solitary gas-lamp had been lighted. I pointed out the house to him, and he crossed over and looked at the number.

Quite right, he said, on returning. I made inquiries this morning. She was released six weeks ago on ticket-of-leave.

He took my arm.

Not much use hanging about, he said. The blind wont go up to-night. Rather a clever idea, selecting a house just opposite a lamp-post.

He had an engagement that evening; but later on he told me the story — that is, so far as he then knew it.



It was in the early days of the garden suburb movement. One of the first sites chosen was off the Finchley Road. The place was in the building, and one of the streets — Laleham Gardens — had only some half a dozen houses in it, all unoccupied save one. It was a lonely, loose end of the suburb, terminating suddenly in open fields. From the unfinished end of the road the ground sloped down somewhat steeply to a pond, and beyond that began a small wood. The one house occupied had been bought by a young married couple named Hepworth.

The husband was a good-looking, pleasant young fellow. Being clean-shaven, his exact age was difficult to judge. The wife, it was quite evident, was little more than a girl. About the man there was a suggestion of weakness. At least, that was the impression left on the mind of the house-agent. To-day he would decide, and to-morrow he changed his mind. Jetson, the agent, had almost given up hope of bringing off a deal. In the end it was Mrs. Hepworth who, taking the matter into her own hands, fixed upon the house in Laleham Gardens. Young Hepworth found fault with it on the ground of its isolation. He himself was often away for days at a time, travelling on business, and was afraid she would be nervous. He had been very persistent on this point; but in whispered conversations she had persuaded him out of his objection. It was one of those pretty, fussy little houses; and it seemed to have taken her fancy. Added to which, according to her argument, it was just within their means, which none of the others were. Young Hepworth may have given the usual references, but if so they were never taken up. The house was sold on the companys usual terms. The deposit was paid by a cheque, which was duly cleared, and the house itself was security for the rest. The companys solicitor, with Hepworths consent, acted for both parties.

It was early in June when the Hepworths moved in. They furnished only one bedroom; and kept no servant, a charwoman coming in every morning and going away about six in the evening. Jetson was their nearest neighbour. His wife and daughters called on them, and confess to have taken a liking to them both. Indeed, between one of the Jetson girls, the youngest, and Mrs. Hepworth there seems to have sprung up a close friendship. Young Hepworth, the husband, was always charming, and evidently took great pains to make himself agreeable. But with regard to him they had the feeling that he was never altogether at his ease. They described him — though that, of course, was after the event — as having left upon them the impression of a haunted man.

There was one occasion in particular. It was about ten oclock. The Jetsons had been spending the evening with the Hepworths, and were just on the point of leaving, when there came a sudden, clear knock at the door. It turned out to be Jetsons foreman, who had to leave by an early train in the morning, and had found that he needed some further instructions. But the terror in Hepworths face was unmistakable. He had turned a look towards his wife that was almost of despair; and it had seemed to the Jetsons — or, talking it over afterwards, they may have suggested the idea to each other — that there came a flash of contempt into her eyes, though it yielded the next instant to an expression of pity. She had risen, and already moved some steps towards the door, when young Hepworth had stopped her, and gone out himself. But the curious thing was that, according to the foremans account, Hepworth never opened the front door, but came upon him stealthily from behind. He must have slipped out by the back and crept round the house.

The incident had puzzled the Jetsons, especially that involuntary flash of contempt that had come into Mrs. Hepworths eyes. She had always appeared to adore her husband, and of the two, if possible, to be the one most in love with the other. They had no friends or acquaintances except the Jetsons. No one else among their neighbours had taken the trouble to call on them, and no stranger to the suburb had, so far as was known, ever been seen in Laleham Gardens.

Until one evening a little before Christmas.

Jetson was on his way home from his office in the Finchley Road. There had been a mist hanging about all day, and with nightfall it had settled down into a whitish fog. Soon after leaving the Finchley Road, Jetson noticed in front of him a man wearing a long, yellow mackintosh, and some sort of soft felt hat. He gave Jetson the idea of being a sailor; it may have been merely the stiff, serviceable mackintosh. At the corner of Laleham Gardens the man turned, and glanced up at the name upon the lamp-post, so that Jetson had a full view of him. Evidently it was the street for which he was looking. Jetson, somewhat curious, the Hepworths house being still the only one occupied, paused at the corner, and watched. The Hepworths house was, of course, the only one in the road that showed any light. The man, when he came to the gate, struck a match for the purpose of reading the number. Satisfied it was the house he wanted, he pushed open the gate and went up the path.

But, instead of using the bell or knocker, Jetson was surprised to hear him give three raps on the door with his stick. There was no answer, and Jetson, whose interest was now thoroughly aroused, crossed to the other corner, from where he could command a better view. Twice the man repeated his three raps on the door, each time a little louder, and the third time the door was opened. Jetson could not tell by whom, for whoever it was kept behind it.

He could just see one wall of the passage, with a pair of old naval cutlasses crossed above the picture of a three-masted schooner that he knew hung there. The door was opened just sufficient, and the man slipped in, and the door was closed behind him. Jetson had turned to continue his way, when the fancy seized him to give one glance back. The house was in complete darkness, though a moment before Jetson was positive there had been a light in the ground floor window.

It all sounded very important afterwards, but at the time there was nothing to suggest to Jetson anything very much out of the common. Because for six months no friend or relation had called to see them, that was no reason why one never should. In the fog, a stranger may have thought it simpler to knock at the door with his stick than to fumble in search of a bell. The Hepworths lived chiefly in the room at the back. The light in the drawing-room may have been switched off for economys sake. Jetson recounted the incident on reaching home, not as anything remarkable, but just as one mentions an item of gossip. The only one who appears to have attached any meaning to the affair was Jetsons youngest daughter, then a girl of eighteen. She asked one or two questions about the man, and, during the evening, slipped out by herself and ran round to the Hepworths. She found the house empty. At all events, she could obtain no answer, and the place, back and front, seemed to her to be uncannily silent.

Jetson called the next morning, something of his daughters uneasiness having communicated itself to him. Mrs. Hepworth herself opened the door to him. In his evidence at the trial, Jetson admitted that her appearance had startled him. She seems to have anticipated his questions by at once explaining that she had had news of an unpleasant nature, and had been worrying over it all night. Her husband had been called away suddenly to America, where it would be necessary for her to join him as soon as possible. She would come round to Jetsons office later in the day to make arrangements about getting rid of the house and furniture.

The story seemed to reasonably account for the strangers visit, and Jetson, expressing his sympathy and promising all help in his power, continued his way to the office. She called in the afternoon and handed him over the keys, retaining one for herself. She wished the furniture to be sold by auction, and he was to accept almost any offer for the house. She would try and see him again before sailing; if not, she would write him with her address. She was perfectly cool and collected. She had called on his wife and daughters in the afternoon, and had wished them good-bye.

Outside Jetsons office she hailed a cab, and returned in it to Laleham Gardens to collect her boxes. The next time Jetson saw her she was in the dock, charged with being an accomplice in the murder of her husband.



The body had been discovered in a pond some hundred yards from the unfinished end of Laleham Gardens. A house was in course of erection on a neighbouring plot, and a workman, in dipping up a pail of water, had dropped in his watch. He and his mate, worrying round with a rake, had drawn up pieces of torn clothing, and this, of course, had led to the pond being properly dragged. Otherwise the discovery might never have been made.

The body, heavily weighted with a number of flat-irons fastened to it by a chain and padlock, had sunk deep into the soft mud, and might have remained there till it rotted. A valuable gold repeater, that Jetson remembered young Hepworth having told him had been a presentation to his father, was in its usual pocket, and a cameo ring that Hepworth had always worn on his third finger was likewise fished up from the mud. Evidently the murder belonged to the category of crimes passionel. The theory of the prosecution was that it had been committed by a man who, before her marriage, had been Mrs. Hepworths lover.

The evidence, contrasted with the almost spiritually beautiful face of the woman in the dock, came as a surprise to everyone in court. Originally connected with an English circus troupe touring in Holland, she appears, about seventeen, to have been engaged as a song and dance artiste at a particularly shady cafe chantant in Rotterdam, frequented chiefly by sailors. From there a man, an English sailor known as Charlie Martin, took her away, and for some months she had lived with him at a small estaminet the other side of the river. Later, they left Rotterdam and came to London, where they took lodgings in Poplar, near to the docks.

It was from this address in Poplar that, some ten months before the murder, she had married young Hepworth. What had become of Martin was not known. The natural assumption was that, his money being exhausted, he had returned to his calling, though his name, for some reason, could not be found in any ships list.

That he was one and the same with the man that Jetson had watched till the door of the Hepworths house had closed upon him there could be no doubt. Jetson described him as a thick-set, handsome-looking man, with a reddish beard and moustache. Earlier in the day he had been seen at Hampstead, where he had dined at a small coffee-shop in the High Street. The girl who had waited on him had also been struck by the bold, piercing eyes and the curly red beard. It had been an off-time, between two and three, when he had dined there, and the girl admitted that she had found him a pleasant-spoken gentleman, and inclined to be merry. He had told her that he had arrived in England only three days ago, and that he hoped that evening to see his sweetheart. He had accompanied the words with a laugh, and the girl thought — though, of course, this may have been after-suggestion — that an ugly look followed the laugh.

One imagines that it was this mans return that had been the fear constantly haunting young Hepworth. The three raps on the door, it was urged by the prosecution, was a pre-arranged or pre-understood signal, and the door had been opened by the woman. Whether the husband was in the house, or whether they waited for him, could not be said. He had been killed by a bullet entering through the back of the neck; the man had evidently come prepared.

Ten days had elapsed between the murder and the finding of the body, and the man was never traced. A postman had met him coming from the neighbourhood of Laleham Gardens at about half-past nine. In the fog, they had all but bumped into one another, and the man had immediately turned away his face.

About the soft felt hat there was nothing to excite attention, but the long, stiff, yellow mackintosh was quite unusual. The postman had caught only a momentary glimpse of the face, but was certain it was clean shaven. This made a sensation in court for the moment, but only until the calling of the next witness. The charwoman usually employed by the Hepworths had not been admitted to the house on the morning of Mrs. Hepworths departure. Mrs. Hepworth had met her at the door and paid her a weeks money in lieu of notice, explaining to her that she would not be wanted any more. Jetson, thinking he might possibly do better by letting the house furnished, had sent for this woman, and instructed her to give the place a thorough cleaning. Sweeping the carpet in the dining-room with a dustpan and brush, she had discovered a number of short red hairs. The man, before leaving the house, had shaved himself.

That he had still retained the long, yellow mackintosh may have been with the idea of starting a false clue. Having served its purpose, it could be discarded. The beard would not have been so easy. What roundabout way he may have taken one cannot say, but it must have been some time during the night or early morning that he reached young Hepworths office in Fenchurch Street. Mrs. Hepworth had evidently provided him with the key.

There he seems to have hidden the hat and mackintosh and to have taken in exchange some clothes belonging to the murdered man. Hepworths clerk, Ellenby, an elderly man — of the type that one generally describes as of gentlemanly appearance — was accustomed to his master being away unexpectedly on business, which was that of a ships furnisher. He always kept an overcoat and a bag ready packed in the office. Missing them, Ellenby had assumed that his master had been called away by an early train. He would have been worried after a few days, but that he had received a telegram — as he then supposed from his master — explaining that young Hepworth had gone to Ireland and would be away for some days. It was nothing unusual for Hepworth to be absent, superintending the furnishing of a ship, for a fortnight at a time, and nothing had transpired in the office necessitating special instructions. The telegram had been handed in at Charing Cross, but the time chosen had been a busy period of the day, and no one had any recollection of the sender. Hepworths clerk unhesitatingly identified the body as that of his employer, for whom it was evident that he had entertained a feeling of affection. About Mrs. Hepworth he said as little as he could. While she was awaiting her trial it had been necessary for him to see her once or twice with reference to the business. Previous to this, he knew nothing about her.

The womans own attitude throughout the trial had been quite unexplainable. Beyond agreeing to a formal plea of Not guilty, she had made no attempt to defend herself. What little assistance her solicitors had obtained had been given them, not by the woman herself, but by Hepworths clerk, more for the sake of his dead master than out of any sympathy towards the wife. She herself appeared utterly indifferent. Only once had she been betrayed into a momentary emotion. It was when her solicitors were urging her almost angrily to give them some particulars upon a point they thought might be helpful to her case.

Hes dead! she had cried out almost with a note of exultation. Dead! Dead! What else matters?

The next moment she had apologised for her outburst.

Nothing can do any good, she had said. Let the thing take its course.

It was the astounding callousness of the woman that told against her both with the judge and the jury. That shaving in the dining-room, the murdered mans body not yet cold! It must have been done with Hepworths safety-razor. She must have brought it down to him, found him a looking-glass, brought him soap and water and a towel, afterwards removing all traces. Except those few red hairs that had clung, unnoticed, to the carpet. That nest of flat-irons used to weight the body! It must have been she who had thought of them. The idea would never have occurred to a man. The chain and padlock with which to fasten them. She only could have known that such things were in the house. It must have been she who had planned the exchange of clothes in Hepworths office, giving him the key. She it must have been who had thought of the pond, holding open the door while the man had staggered out under his ghastly burden; waited, keeping watch, listening to hear the splash.

Evidently it had been her intention to go off with the murderer — to live with him! That story about America. If all had gone well, it would have accounted for everything. After leaving Laleham Gardens she had taken lodgings in a small house in Kentish Town under the name of Howard, giving herself out to be a chorus singer, her husband being an actor on tour. To make the thing plausible, she had obtained employment in one of the pantomimes. Not for a moment had she lost her head. No one had ever called at her lodgings, and there had come no letters for her. Every hour of her day could be accounted for. Their plans must have been worked out over the corpse of her murdered husband. She was found guilty of being an accessory after the fact, and sentenced to fifteen years penal servitude.

That brought the story up to eleven years ago. After the trial, interested in spite of himself, my friend had ferreted out some further particulars. Inquiries at Liverpool had procured him the information that Hepworths father, a shipowner in a small way, had been well known and highly respected. He was retired from business when he died, some three years previous to the date of the murder. His wife had survived him by only a few months. Besides Michael, the murdered son, there were two other children — an elder brother, who was thought to have gone abroad to one of the colonies, and a sister who had married a French naval officer. Either they had not heard of the case or had not wished to have their names dragged into it. Young Michael had started life as an architect, and was supposed to have been doing well, but after the death of his parents had disappeared from the neighbourhood, and, until the trial, none of his acquaintances up North ever knew what had become of him.

But a further item of knowledge that my friends inquiries had elicited had somewhat puzzled him. Hepworths clerk, Ellenby, had been the confidential clerk of Hepworths father! He had entered the service of the firm as a boy; and when Hepworth senior retired, Ellenby — with the old gentlemans assistance — had started in business for himself as a ships furnisher! Nothing of all this came out at the trial. Ellenby had not been cross-examined. There was no need for it. But it seemed odd, under all the circumstances, that he had not volunteered the information. It may, of course, have been for the sake of the brother and sister. Hepworth is a common enough name in the North. He may have hoped to keep the family out of connection with the case.

As regards the woman, my friend could learn nothing further beyond the fact that, in her contract with the music-hall agent in Rotterdam, she had described herself as the daughter of an English musician, and had stated that both her parents were dead. She may have engaged herself without knowing the character of the hall, and the man, Charlie Martin, with his handsome face and pleasing sailor ways, and at least an Englishman, may have seemed to her a welcome escape.

She may have been passionately fond of him, and young Hepworth — crazy about her, for she was beautiful enough to turn any mans head — may in Martins absence have lied to her, told her he was dead — lord knows what! — to induce her to marry him. The murder may have seemed to her a sort of grim justice.

But even so, her cold-blooded callousness was surely abnormal! She had married him, lived with him for nearly a year. To the Jetsons she had given the impression of being a woman deeply in love with her husband. It could not have been mere acting kept up day after day.

There was something else. We were discussing the case in my friends chambers. His brief of eleven years ago was open before him. He was pacing up and down with his hands in his pockets, thinking as he talked. Something that never came out. There was a curious feeling she gave me in that moment when sentence was pronounced upon her. It was as if, instead of being condemned, she had triumphed. Acting! If she had acted during the trial, pretended remorse, even pity, I could have got her off with five years. She seemed to be unable to disguise the absolute physical relief she felt at the thought that he was dead, that his hand would never again touch her. There must have been something that had suddenly been revealed to her, something that had turned her love to hate.

There must be something fine about the man, too. That was another suggestion that came to him as he stood staring out of the window across the river. Shes paid and has got her receipt, but he is still wanted. He is risking his neck every evening he watches for the raising of that blind.

His thought took another turn.

Yet how could he have let her go through those ten years of living death while he walked the streets scot free? Some time during the trial — the evidence piling up against her day by day — why didnt he come forward, if only to stand beside her? Get himself hanged, if only out of mere decency?

He sat down, took the brief up in his hand without looking at it.

Or was that the reward that she claimed? That he should wait, keeping alive the one hope that would make the suffering possible to her? Yes, he continued, musing, I can see a man who cared for a woman taking that as his punishment.

Now that his interest in the case had been revived he seemed unable to keep it out of his mind. Since our joint visit I had once or twice passed through the street by myself, and on the last occasion had again seen the raising of the blind. It obsessed him — the desire to meet the man face to face. A handsome, bold, masterful man, he conceived him. But there must be something more for such a woman to have sold her soul — almost, one might say — for the sake of him.

There was just one chance of succeeding. Each time he had come from the direction of the Edgware Road. By keeping well out of sight at the other end of the street, and watching till he entered it, one might time oneself to come upon him just under the lamp. He would hardly be likely to turn and go back; that would be to give himself away. He would probably content himself with pretending to be like ourselves, merely hurrying through, and in his turn watching till we had disappeared.

Fortune seemed inclined to favour us. About the usual time the blind was gently raised, and very soon afterwards there came round the corner the figure of a man. We entered the street ourselves a few seconds later, and it seemed likely that, as we had planned, we should come face to face with him under the gaslight. He walked towards us, stooping and with bent head. We expected him to pass the house by. To our surprise he stopped when he came to it, and pushed open the gate. In another moment we should have lost all chance of seeing anything more of him except his bent back. With a couple of strides my friend was behind him. He laid his hand on the mans shoulder and forced him to turn round. It was an old, wrinkled face with gentle, rather watery eyes.

We were both so taken aback that for a moment we could say nothing. My friend stammered out an apology about having mistaken the house, and rejoined me. At the corner we burst out laughing almost simultaneously. And then my friend suddenly stopped and stared at me.

Hepworths old clerk! he said. Ellenby!



It seemed to him monstrous. The man had been more than a clerk. The family had treated him as a friend. Hepworths father had set him up in business. For the murdered lad he had had a sincere attachment; he had left that conviction on all of them. What was the meaning of it?

A directory was on the mantelpiece. It was the next afternoon. I had called upon him in his chambers. It was just an idea that came to me. I crossed over and opened it, and there was his name, Ellenby and Co., Ships Furnishers, in a court off the Minories.

Was he helping her for the sake of his dead master — trying to get her away from the man. But why? The woman had stood by and watched the lad murdered. How could he bear even to look on her again?

Unless there had been that something that had not come out — something he had learnt later — that excused even that monstrous callousness of hers.

Yet what could there be? It had all been so planned, so cold-blooded. That shaving in the dining-room! It was that seemed most to stick in his throat. She must have brought him down a looking-glass; there was not one in the room. Why couldnt he have gone upstairs into the bathroom, where Hepworth always shaved himself, where he would have found everything to his hand?

He had been moving about the room, talking disjointedly as he paced, and suddenly he stopped and looked at me.

Why in the dining-room? he demanded of me.

He was jingling some keys in his pocket. It was a habit of his when cross-examining, and I felt as if somehow I knew; and, without thinking — so it seemed to me — I answered him.

Perhaps, I said, it was easier to bring a razor down than to carry a dead man up.

He leant with his arms across the table, his eyes glittering with excitement.

Cant you see it? he said. That little back parlour with its fussy ornaments. The three of them standing round the table, Hepworths hands nervously clutching a chair. The reproaches, the taunts, the threats. Young Hepworth — he struck everyone as a weak man, a man physically afraid — white, stammering, not knowing which way to look. The womans eyes turning from one to the other. That flash of contempt again — she could not help it — followed, worse still, by pity. If only he could have answered back, held his own! If only he had not been afraid! And then that fatal turning away with a sneering laugh one imagines, the bold, dominating eyes no longer there to cower him.

That must have been the moment. The bullet, if you remember, entered through the back of the mans neck. Hepworth must always have been picturing to himself this meeting — tenants of garden suburbs do not carry loaded revolvers as a habit — dwelling upon it till he had worked himself up into a frenzy of hate and fear. Weak men always fly to extremes. If there was no other way, he would kill him.

Cant you hear the silence? After the reverberations had died away! And then they are both down on their knees, patting him, feeling for his heart. The man must have gone down like a felled ox; there were no traces of blood on the carpet. The house is far from any neighbour; the shot in all probability has not been heard. If only they can get rid of the body! The pond — not a hundred yards away!

He reached for the brief, still lying among his papers; hurriedly turned the scored pages.

What easier? A house being built on the very next plot. Wheelbarrows to be had for the taking. A line of planks reaching down to the edge. Depth of water where the body was discovered four feet six inches. Nothing to do but just tip up the barrow.

Think a minute. Must weigh him down, lest he rise to accuse us; weight him heavily, so that he will sink lower and lower into the soft mud, lie there till he rots.

Think again. Think it out to the end. Suppose, in spite of all our precautions, he does rise? Suppose the chain slips? The workmen going to and fro for water — suppose they do discover him?

He is lying on his back, remember. They would have turned him over to feel for his heart. Have closed his eyes, most probably, not liking their stare.

It would be the woman who first thought of it. She has seen them both lying with closed eyes beside her. It may have always been in her mind, the likeness between them. With Hepworths watch in his pocket, Hepworths ring on his finger! If only it was not for the beard — that fierce, curling, red beard!

They creep to the window and peer out. Fog still thick as soup. Not a soul, not a sound. Plenty of time.

Then to get away, to hide till one is sure. Put on the mackintosh. A man in a yellow mackintosh may have been seen to enter; let him be seen to go away. In some dark corner or some empty railway carriage take it off and roll it up. Then make for the office. Wait there for Ellenby. True as steel, Ellenby; good business man. Be guided by Ellenby.

He flung the brief from him with a laugh.

Why, theres not a missing link! he cried. And to think that not a fool among us ever thought of it!

Everything fitting into its place, I suggested, except young Hepworth. Can you see him, from your description of him, sitting down and coolly elaborating plans for escape, the corpse of the murdered man stretched beside him on the hearthrug?

No, he answered. But I can see her doing it, a woman who for week after week kept silence while we raged and stormed at her, a woman who for three hours sat like a statue while old Cutbush painted her to a crowded court as a modern Jezebel, who rose up from her seat when that sentence of fifteen years penal servitude was pronounced upon her with a look of triumph in her eyes, and walked out of court as if she had been a girl going to meet her lover.

Ill wager, he added, it was she who did the shaving. Hepworth would have cut him, even with a safety-razor.

It must have been the other one, Martin, I said, that she loathed. That almost exultation at the thought that he was dead, I reminded him.

Yes, he mused. She made no attempt to disguise it. Curious there having been that likeness between them. He looked at his watch. Do you care to come with me? he said.

Where are you going? I asked him.

We may just catch him, he answered. Ellenby and Co.



The office was on the top floor of an old-fashioned house in a cul-de-sac off the Minories. Mr. Ellenby was out, so the lanky office-boy informed us, but would be sure to return before evening; and we sat and waited by the meagre fire till, as the dusk was falling, we heard his footsteps on the creaking stairs.

He halted a moment in the doorway, recognising us apparently without surprise; and then, with a hope that we had not been kept waiting long, he led the way into an inner room.

I do not suppose you remember me, said my friend, as soon as the door was closed. I fancy that, until last night, you never saw me without my wig and gown. It makes a difference. I was Mrs. Hepworths senior counsel.

It was unmistakable, the look of relief that came into the old, dim eyes. Evidently the incident of the previous evening had suggested to him an enemy.

You were very good, he murmured. Mrs. Hepworth was overwrought at the time, but she was very grateful, I know, for all your efforts.

I thought I detected a faint smile on my friends lips.

I must apologise for my rudeness to you of last night, he continued. I expected, when I took the liberty of turning you round, that I was going to find myself face to face with a much younger man.

I took you to be a detective, answered Ellenby, in his soft, gentle voice. You will forgive me, Im sure. I am rather short-sighted. Of course, I can only conjecture, but if you will take my word, I can assure you that Mrs. Hepworth has never seen or heard from the man Charlie Martin since the date of — he hesitated a moment—of the murder.

It would have been difficult, agreed my friend, seeing that Charlie Martin lies buried in Highgate Cemetery.

Old as he was, he sprang from his chair, white and trembling.

What have you come here for? he demanded.

I took more than a professional interest in the case, answered my friend. Ten years ago I was younger than I am now. It may have been her youth — her extreme beauty. I think Mrs. Hepworth, in allowing her husband to visit her — here where her address is known to the police, and watch at any moment may be set upon her — is placing him in a position of grave danger. If you care to lay before me any facts that will allow me to judge of the case, I am prepared to put my experience, and, if need be, my assistance, at her service.

His self-possession had returned to him.

If you will excuse me, he said, I will tell the boy that he can go.

We heard him, a moment later, turn the key in the outer door; and when he came back and had made up the fire, he told us the beginning of the story.

The name of the man buried in Highgate Cemetery was Hepworth, after all. Not Michael, but Alex, the elder brother.

From boyhood he had been violent, brutal, unscrupulous. Judging from Ellenbys story, it was difficult to accept him as a product of modern civilisation. Rather he would seem to have been a throwback to some savage, buccaneering ancestor. To expect him to work, while he could live in vicious idleness at somebody elses expense, was found to be hopeless. His debts were paid for about the third or fourth time, and he was shipped off to the Colonies. Unfortunately, there were no means of keeping him there. So soon as the money provided him had been squandered, he returned, demanding more by menaces and threats. Meeting with unexpected firmness, he seems to have regarded theft and forgery as the only alternative left to him. To save him from punishment and the family name from disgrace, his parents savings were sacrificed. It was grief and shame that, according to Ellenby, killed them both within a few months of one another.

Deprived by this blow of what he no doubt had come to consider his natural means of support, and his sister, fortunately for herself, being well out of his reach, he next fixed upon his brother Michael as his stay-by. Michael, weak, timid, and not perhaps without some remains of boyish affection for a strong, handsome, elder brother, foolishly yielded. The demands, of course, increased, until, in the end, it came almost as a relief when the mans vicious life led to his getting mixed up with a crime of a particularly odious nature. He was anxious now for his own sake to get away, and Michael, with little enough to spare for himself, provided him with the means, on the solemn understanding that he would never return.

But the worry and misery of it all had left young Michael a broken man. Unable to concentrate his mind any longer upon his profession, his craving was to get away from all his old associations — to make a fresh start in life. It was Ellenby who suggested London and the ship furnishing business, where Michaels small remaining capital would be of service. The name of Hepworth would be valuable in shipping circles, and Ellenby, arguing this consideration, but chiefly with the hope of giving young Michael more interest in the business, had insisted that the firm should be Hepworth and Co.

They had not been started a year before the man returned, as usual demanding more money. Michael, acting under Ellenbys guidance, refused in terms that convinced his brother that the game of bullying was up. He waited a while, and then wrote pathetically that he was ill and starving. If only for the sake of his young wife, would not Michael come and see them?

This was the first they had heard of his marriage. There was just a faint hope that it might have effected a change, and Michael, against Ellenbys advice, decided to go. In a miserable lodging-house in the East End he found the young wife, but not his brother, who did not return till he was on the point of leaving. In the interval the girl seems to have confided her story to Michael.

She had been a singer, engaged at a music-hall in Rotterdam. There Alex Hepworth, calling himself Charlie Martin, had met her and made love to her. When he chose, he could be agreeable enough, and no doubt her youth and beauty had given to his protestations, for the time being, a genuine ring of admiration and desire. It was to escape from her surroundings, more than anything else, that she had consented. She was little more than a child, and anything seemed preferable to the nightly horror to which her life exposed her.

He had never married her. At least, that was her belief at the time. During his first drunken bout he had flung it in her face that the form they had gone through was mere bunkum. Unfortunately for her, this was a lie. He had always been coolly calculating. It was probably with the idea of a safe investment that he had seen to it that the ceremony had been strictly legal.

Her life with him, so soon as the first novelty of her had worn off, had been unspeakable. The band that she wore round her neck was to hide where, in a fit of savagery, because she had refused to earn money for him on the streets, he had tried to cut her throat. Now that she had got back to England she intended to leave him. If he followed and killed her she did not care.

It was for her sake that young Hepworth eventually offered to help his brother again, on the condition that he would go away by himself. To this the other agreed. He seems to have given a short display of remorse. There must have been a grin on his face as he turned away. His cunning eyes had foreseen what was likely to happen. The idea of blackmail was no doubt in his mind from the beginning. With the charge of bigamy as a weapon in his hand, he might rely for the rest of his life upon a steady and increasing income.

Michael saw his brother off as a second-class passenger on a ship bound for the Cape. Of course, there was little chance of his keeping his word, but there was always the chance of his getting himself knocked on the head in some brawl. Anyhow, he would be out of the way for a season, and the girl, Lola, would be left. A month later he married her, and four months after that received a letter from his brother containing messages to Mrs. Martin, from her loving husband, Charlie, who hoped before long to have the pleasure of seeing her again.

Inquiries through the English Consul in Rotterdam proved that the threat was no mere bluff. The marriage had been legal and binding.

What happened on the night of the murder, was very much as my friend had reconstructed it. Ellenby, reaching the office at his usual time the next morning, had found Hepworth waiting for him. There he had remained in hiding until one morning, with dyed hair and a slight moustache, he had ventured forth.

Had the mans death been brought about by any other means, Ellenby would have counselled his coming forward and facing his trial, as he himself was anxious to do; but, viewed in conjunction with the relief the mans death must have been to both of them, that loaded revolver was too suggestive of premeditation. The isolation of the house, that conveniently near pond, would look as if thought of beforehand. Even if pleading extreme provocation, Michael escaped the rope, a long term of penal servitude would be inevitable.

Nor was it certain that even then the woman would go free. The murdered man would still, by a strange freak, be her husband; the murderer — in the eye of the law — her lover.

Her passionate will had prevailed. Young Hepworth had sailed for America. There he had no difficulty in obtaining employment — of course, under another name — in an architects office; and later had set up for himself. Since the night of the murder they had not seen each other till some three weeks ago.



I never saw the woman again. My friend, I believe, called on her. Hepworth had already returned to America, and my friend had succeeded in obtaining for her some sort of a police permit that practically left her free.

Sometimes of an evening I find myself passing through the street. And always I have the feeling of having blundered into an empty theatre — where the play is ended.


HIS EVENING OUT.
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THE EVIDENCE OF the park-keeper, David Bristow, of Gilder Street, Camden Town, is as follows:

I was on duty in St. Jamess Park on Thursday evening, my sphere extending from the Mall to the northern shore of the ornamental water east of the suspension bridge. At five-and-twenty to seven I took up a position between the peninsula and the bridge to await my colleague. He ought to have relieved me at half-past six, but did not arrive until a few minutes before seven, owing, so he explained, to the breaking down of his motor-bus — which may have been true or may not, as the saying is.

I had just come to a halt, when my attention was arrested by a lady. I am unable to explain why the presence of a lady in St. Jamess Park should have seemed in any way worthy of notice except that, for certain reasons, she reminded me of my first wife. I observed that she hesitated between one of the public seats and two vacant chairs standing by themselves a little farther to the east. Eventually she selected one of the chairs, and, having cleaned it with an evening paper — the birds in this portion of the Park being extremely prolific — sat down upon it. There was plenty of room upon the public seat close to it, except for some children who were playing touch; and in consequence of this I judged her to be a person of means.

I walked to a point from where I could command the southern approaches to the bridge, my colleague arriving sometimes by way of Birdcage Walk and sometimes by way of the Horse Guards Parade. Not seeing any signs of him in the direction of the bridge, I turned back. A little way past the chair where the lady was sitting I met Mr. Parable. I know Mr. Parable quite well by sight. He was wearing the usual grey suit and soft felt hat with which the pictures in the newspapers have made us all familiar. I judged that Mr. Parable had come from the Houses of Parliament, and the next morning my suspicions were confirmed by reading that he had been present at a tea-party given on the terrace by Mr. Will Crooks. Mr. Parable conveyed to me the suggestion of a man absorbed in thought, and not quite aware of what he was doing; but in this, of course, I may have been mistaken. He paused for a moment to look over the railings at the pelican. Mr. Parable said something to the pelican which I was not near enough to overhear; and then, still apparently in a state of abstraction, crossed the path and seated himself on the chair next to that occupied by the young lady.

From the tree against which I was standing I was able to watch the subsequent proceedings unobserved. The lady looked at Mr. Parable and then turned away and smiled to herself. It was a peculiar smile, and, again in some way I am unable to explain, reminded me of my first wife. It was not till the pelican put down his other leg and walked away that Mr. Parable, turning his gaze westward, became aware of the ladys presence.

From information that has subsequently come to my knowledge, I am prepared to believe that Mr. Parable, from the beginning, really thought the lady was a friend of his. What the lady thought is a matter for conjecture; I can only speak to the facts. Mr. Parable looked at the lady once or twice. Indeed, one might say with truth that he kept on doing it. The lady, it must be admitted, behaved for a while with extreme propriety; but after a time, as I felt must happen, their eyes met, and then it was I heard her say:

Good evening, Mr. Parable.

She accompanied the words with the same peculiar smile to which I have already alluded. The exact words of Mr. Parables reply I cannot remember. But it was to the effect that he had thought from the first that he had known her but had not been quite sure. It was at this point that, thinking I saw my colleague approaching, I went to meet him. I found I was mistaken, and slowly retraced my steps. I passed Mr. Parable and the lady. They were talking together with what I should describe as animation. I went as far as the southern extremity of the suspension bridge, and must have waited there quite ten minutes before returning eastward. It was while I was passing behind them on the grass, partially screened by the rhododendrons, that I heard Mr. Parable say to the lady:

Why shouldnt we have it together?

To which the lady replied:

But what about Miss Clebb?

I could not overhear what followed, owing to their sinking their voices. It seemed to be an argument. It ended with the young lady laughing and then rising. Mr. Parable also rose, and they walked off together. As they passed me I heard the lady say:

I wonder if theres any place in London where youre not likely to be recognised.

Mr. Parable, who gave me the idea of being in a state of growing excitement, replied quite loudly:

Oh, let em!

I was following behind them when the lady suddenly stopped.

I know! she said. The Popular Cafe.



The park-keeper said he was convinced he would know the lady again, having taken particular notice of her. She had brown eyes and was wearing a black hat supplemented with poppies.



Arthur Horton, waiter at the Popular Cafe, states as follows:

I know Mr. John Parable by sight. Have often heard him speak at public meetings. Am a bit of a Socialist myself. Remember his dining at the Popular Cafe on the evening of Thursday. Didnt recognise him immediately on his entrance for two reasons. One was his hat, and the other was his girl. I took it from him and hung it up. I mean, of course, the hat. It was a brand-new bowler, a trifle ikey about the brim. Have always associated him with a soft grey felt. But never with girls. Females, yes, to any extent. But this was the real article. You know what I mean — the sort of girl that you turn round to look after. It was she who selected the table in the corner behind the door. Been there before, I should say.

I should, in the ordinary course of business, have addressed Mr. Parable by name, such being our instructions in the case of customers known to us. But, putting the hat and the girl together, I decided not to. Mr. Parable was all for our three-and-six-penny table dhote; he evidently not wanting to think. But the lady wouldnt hear of it.

Remember Miss Clebb, she reminded him.

Of course, at the time I did not know what was meant. She ordered thin soup, a grilled sole, and cutlets au gratin. It certainly couldnt have been the dinner. With regard to the champagne, he would have his own way. I picked him out a dry 94, that you might have weaned a baby on. I suppose it was the whole thing combined.

It was after the sole that I heard Mr. Parable laugh. I could hardly credit my ears, but half-way through the cutlets he did it again.

There are two kinds of women. There is the woman who, the more she eats and drinks, the stodgier she gets, and the woman who lights up after it. I suggested a peche Melba between them, and when I returned with it, Mr. Parable was sitting with his elbows on the table gazing across at her with an expression that I can only describe as quite human. It was when I brought the coffee that he turned to me and asked:

Whats doing? Nothing stuffy, he added. Is there an Exhibition anywhere — something in the open air?

You are forgetting Miss Clebb, the lady reminded him.

For two pins, said Mr. Parable, I would get up at the meeting and tell Miss Clebb what I really think about her.

I suggested the Earls Court Exhibition, little thinking at the time what it was going to lead to; but the lady at first wouldnt hear of it, and the party at the next table calling for their bill (they had asked for it once or twice before, when I came to think of it), I had to go across to them.

When I got back the argument had just concluded, and the lady was holding up her finger.

On condition that we leave at half-past nine, and that you go straight to Caxton Hall, she said.

Well see about it, said Mr. Parable, and offered me half a crown.

Tips being against the rules, I couldnt take it. Besides, one of the jumpers had his eye on me. I explained to him, jocosely, that I was doing it for a bet. He was surprised when I handed him his hat, but, the lady whispering to him, he remembered himself in time.

As they went out together I heard Mr. Parable say to the lady:

Its funny what a shocking memory I have for names.

To which the lady replied:

Youll think it funnier still to-morrow. And then she laughed.



Mr. Horton thought he would know the lady again. He puts down her age at about twenty-six, describing her — to use his own piquant expression — as a bit of all right. She had brown eyes and a taking way with her.



Miss Ida Jenks, in charge of the Eastern Cigarette Kiosk at the Earls Court Exhibition, gives the following particulars:

From where I generally stand I can easily command a view of the interior of the Victoria Hall; that is, of course, to say when the doors are open, as on a warm night is usually the case.

On the evening of Thursday, the twenty-seventh, it was fairly well occupied, but not to any great extent. One couple attracted my attention by reason of the gentlemans erratic steering. Had he been my partner I should have suggested a polka, the tango not being the sort of dance that can be picked up in an evening. What I mean to say is, that he struck me as being more willing than experienced. Some of the bumps she got would have made me cross; but we all have our fancies, and, so far as I could judge, they both appeared to be enjoying themselves. It was after the Hitchy Koo that they came outside.

The seat to the left of the door is popular by reason of its being partly screened by bushes, but by leaning forward a little it is quite possible for me to see what goes on there. They were the first couple out, having had a bad collision near the bandstand, so easily secured it. The gentleman was laughing.

There was something about him from the first that made me think I knew him, and when he took off his hat to wipe his head it came to me all of a sudden, he being the exact image of his effigy at Madame Tussauds, which, by a curious coincidence, I happened to have visited with a friend that very afternoon. The lady was what some people would call good-looking, and others mightnt.

I was watching them, naturally a little interested. Mr. Parable, in helping the lady to adjust her cloak, drew her — it may have been by accident — towards him; and then it was that a florid gentleman with a short pipe in his mouth stepped forward and addressed the lady. He raised his hat and, remarking Good evening, added that he hoped she was having a pleasant time. His tone, I should explain, was sarcastic.

The young woman, whatever else may be said of her, struck me as behaving quite correctly. Replying to his salutation with a cold and distant bow, she rose, and, turning to Mr. Parable, observed that she thought it was perhaps time for them to be going.

The gentleman, who had taken his pipe from his mouth, said — again in a sarcastic tone — that he thought so too, and offered the lady his arm.

I dont think we need trouble you, said Mr. Parable, and stepped between them.

To describe what followed I, being a lady, am hampered for words. I remember seeing Mr. Parables hat go up into the air, and then the next moment the florid gentlemans head was lying on my counter smothered in cigarettes. I naturally screamed for the police, but the crowd was dead against me; and it was only after what I believe in technical language would be termed the fourth round that they appeared upon the scene.

The last I saw of Mr. Parable he was shaking a young constable who had lost his helmet, while three other policemen had hold of him from behind. The florid gentlemans hat I found on the floor of my kiosk and returned to him; but after a useless attempt to get it on his head, he disappeared with it in his hand. The lady was nowhere to be seen.



Miss Jenks thinks she would know her again. She was wearing a hat trimmed with black chiffon and a spray of poppies, and was slightly freckled.



Superintendent S. Wade, in answer to questions put to him by our representative, vouchsafed the following replies:

Yes. I was in charge at the Vine Street Police Station on the night of Thursday, the twenty-seventh.

No. I have no recollection of a charge of any description being preferred against any gentleman of the name of Parable.

Yes. A gentleman was brought in about ten oclock charged with brawling at the Earls Court Exhibition and assaulting a constable in the discharge of his duty.

The gentleman gave the name of Mr. Archibald Quincey, Harcourt Buildings, Temple.

No. The gentleman made no application respecting bail, electing to pass the night in the cells. A certain amount of discretion is permitted to us, and we made him as comfortable as possible.

Yes. A lady.

No. About a gentleman who had got himself into trouble at the Earls Court Exhibition. She mentioned no name.

I showed her the charge sheet. She thanked me and went away.

That I cannot say. I can only tell you that at nine-fifteen on Friday morning bail was tendered, and, after inquiries, accepted in the person of Julius Addison Tupp, of the Sunnybrook Steam Laundry, Twickenham.

That is no business of ours.

The accused who, I had seen to it, had had a cup of tea and a little toast at seven-thirty, left in company with Mr. Tupp soon after ten.



Superintendent Wade admitted he had known cases where accused parties, to avoid unpleasantness, had stated their names to be other than their own, but declined to discuss the matter further.

Superintendent Wade, while expressing his regret that he had no more time to bestow upon our representative, thought it highly probable that he would know the lady again if he saw her.

Without professing to be a judge of such matters, Superintendent Wade thinks she might be described as a highly intelligent young woman, and of exceptionally prepossessing appearance.



From Mr. Julius Tupp, of the Sunnybrook Steam Laundry, Twickenham, upon whom our representative next called, we have been unable to obtain much assistance, Mr. Tupp replying to all questions put to him by the one formula, Not talking.

Fortunately, our representative, on his way out through the drying ground, was able to obtain a brief interview with Mrs. Tupp.

Mrs. Tupp remembers admitting a young lady to the house on the morning of Friday, the twenty-eighth, when she opened the door to take in the milk. The lady, Mrs. Tupp remembers, spoke in a husky voice, the result, as the young lady explained with a pleasant laugh, of having passed the night wandering about Ham Common, she having been misdirected the previous evening by a fool of a railway porter, and not wishing to disturb the neighbourhood by waking people up at two oclock in the morning, which, in Mrs. Tupps opinion, was sensible of her.

Mrs. Tupp describes the young lady as of agreeable manners, but looking, naturally, a bit washed out. The lady asked for Mr. Tupp, explaining that a friend of his was in trouble, which did not in the least surprise Mrs. Tupp, she herself not holding with Socialists and such like. Mr. Tupp, on being informed, dressed hastily and went downstairs, and he and the young lady left the house together. Mr. Tupp, on being questioned as to the name of his friend, had called up that it was no one Mrs. Tupp would know, a Mr. Quince — it may have been Quincey.

Mrs. Tupp is aware that Mr. Parable is also a Socialist, and is acquainted with the saying about thieves hanging together. But has worked for Mr. Parable for years and has always found him a most satisfactory client; and, Mr. Tupp appearing at this point, our representative thanked Mrs. Tupp for her information and took his departure.



Mr. Horatius Condor, Junior, who consented to partake of luncheon in company with our representative at the Holborn Restaurant, was at first disinclined to be of much assistance, but eventually supplied our representative with the following information:

My relationship to Mr. Archibald Quincey, Harcourt Buildings, Temple, is perhaps a little difficult to define.

How he himself regards me I am never quite sure. There will be days together when we will be quite friendly like, and at other times he will be that offhanded and peremptory you might think I was his blooming office boy.

On Friday morning, the twenty-eighth, I didnt get to Harcourt Buildings at the usual time, knowing that Mr. Quincey would not be there himself, he having arranged to interview Mr. Parable for the Daily Chronicle at ten oclock. I allowed him half an hour, to be quite safe, and he came in at a quarter past eleven.

He took no notice of me. For about ten minutes — it may have been less — he walked up and down the room, cursing and swearing and kicking the furniture about. He landed an occasional walnut table in the middle of my shins, upon which I took the opportunity of wishing him Good morning, and he sort of woke up, as you might say.

How did the interview go off? I says. Got anything interesting?

Yes, he says; quite interesting. Oh, yes, decidedly interesting.

He was holding himself in, if you understand, speaking with horrible slowness and deliberation.

Dyou know where he was last night? he asks me.

Yes, I says; Caxton Hall, wasnt it? — meeting to demand the release of Miss Clebb.

He leans across the table till his face was within a few inches of mine.

Guess again, he says.

I wasnt doing any guessing. He had hurt me with the walnut table, and I was feeling a bit short-tempered.

Oh! dont make a game of it, I says. Its too early in the morning.

At the Earls Court Exhibition, he says; dancing the tango with a lady that he picked up in St. Jamess Park.

Well, I says, why not? He dont often get much fun. I thought it best to treat it lightly.

He takes no notice of my observation.

A rival comes upon the scene, he continues—a fatheaded ass, according to my information — and they have a stand-up fight. He gets run in and spends the night in a Vine Street police cell.

I suppose I was grinning without knowing it.

Funny, aint it? he says.

Well, I says, it has its humorous side, hasnt it? Whatll he get?

I am not worrying about what HE is going to get, he answers back. I am worrying about what I am going to get.

I thought he had gone dotty.

Whats it got to do with you? I says.

If old Wotherspoon is in a good humour, he continues, and the constables head has gone down a bit between now and Wednesday, I may get off with forty shillings and a public reprimand.

On the other hand, he goes on — he was working himself into a sort of fit—if the constables head goes on swelling, and old Wotherspoons liver gets worse, Ive got to be prepared for a month without the option. That is, if I am fool enough—

He had left both the doors open, which in the daytime we generally do, our chambers being at the top. Miss Dorton — thats Mr. Parables secretary — barges into the room. She didnt seem to notice me. She staggers to a chair and bursts into tears.

Hes gone, she says; hes taken cook with him and gone.

Gone! says the guvnor. Wheres he gone?

To Fingest, she says through her sobs—to the cottage. Miss Bulstrode came in just after you had left, she says. He wants to get away from everyone and have a few days quiet. And then he is coming back, and he is going to do it himself.

Do what? says the guvnor, irritable like.

Fourteen days, she wails. Itll kill him.

But the case doesnt come on till Wednesday, says the guvnor. How do you know its going to be fourteen days?

Miss Bulstrode, she says, shes seen the magistrate. He says he always gives fourteen days in cases of unprovoked assault.

But it wasnt unprovoked, says the guvnor. The other man began it by knocking off his hat. It was self-defence.

She put that to him, she says, and he agreed that that would alter his view of the case. But, you see, she continues, we cant find the other man. He isnt likely to come forward of his own accord.

The girl must know, says the guvnor—this girl he picks up in St. Jamess Park, and goes dancing with. The man must have been some friend of hers.

But we cant find her either, she says. He doesnt even know her name — he cant remember it.

You will do it, wont you? she says.

Do what? says the guvnor again.

The fourteen days, she says.

But I thought you said he was going to do it himself? he says.

But he mustnt, she says. Miss Bulstrode is coming round to see you. Think of it! Think of the headlines in the papers, she says. Think of the Fabian Society. Think of the Suffrage cause. We mustnt let him.

What about me? says the guvnor. Doesnt anybody care for me?

You dont matter, she says. Besides, she says, with your influence youll be able to keep it out of the papers. If it comes out that it was Mr. Parable, nothing on earth will be able to.

The guvnor was almost as much excited by this time as she was.

Ill see the Fabian Society and the Womens Vote and the Home for Lost Cats at Battersea, and all the rest of the blessed bag of tricks—

Id been thinking to myself, and had just worked it out.

Whats he want to take his cook down with him for? I says.

To cook for him, says the guvnor. What dyou generally want a cook for?

Rats! I says. Does he usually take his cook with him?

No, answered Miss Dorton. Now I come to think of it, he has always hitherto put up with Mrs. Meadows.

You will find the lady down at Fingest, I says, sitting opposite him and enjoying a recherche dinner for two.

The guvnor slaps me on the back, and lifts Miss Dorton out of her chair.

You get on back, he says, and telephone to Miss Bulstrode. Ill be round at half-past twelve.

Miss Dorton went out in a dazed sort of condition, and the guvnor gives me a sovereign, and tells me I can have the rest of the day to myself.



Mr. Condor, Junior, considers that what happened subsequently goes to prove that he was right more than it proves that he was wrong.

Mr. Condor, Junior, also promised to send us a photograph of himself for reproduction, but, unfortunately, up to the time of going to press it had not arrived.



From Mrs. Meadows, widow of the late Corporal John Meadows, V.C., Turberville, Bucks, the following further particulars were obtained by our local representative:

I have done for Mr. Parable now for some years past, my cottage being only a mile off, which makes it easy for me to look after him.

Mr. Parable likes the place to be always ready so that he can drop in when he chooses, he sometimes giving me warning and sometimes not. It was about the end of last month — on a Friday, if I remember rightly — that he suddenly turned up.

As a rule, he walks from Henley station, but on this occasion he arrived in a fly, he having a young woman with him, and she having a bag — his cook, as he explained to me. As a rule, I do everything for Mr. Parable, sleeping in the cottage when he is there; but to tell the truth, I was glad to see her. I never was much of a cook myself, as my poor dead husband has remarked on more than one occasion, and I dont pretend to be. Mr. Parable added, apologetic like, that he had been suffering lately from indigestion.

I am only too pleased to see her, I says. There are the two beds in my room, and we shant quarrel. She was quite a sensible young woman, as I had judged from the first look at her, though suffering at the time from a cold. She hires a bicycle from Emma Tidd, who only uses it on a Sunday, and, taking a market basket, off she starts for Henley, Mr. Parable saying he would go with her to show her the way.

They were gone a goodish time, which, seeing its eight miles, didnt so much surprise me; and when they got back we all three had dinner together, Mr. Parable arguing that it made for what he called labour saving. Afterwards I cleared away, leaving them talking together; and later on they had a walk round the garden, it being a moonlight night, but a bit too cold for my fancy.

In the morning I had a chat with her before he was down. She seemed a bit worried.

I hope people wont get talking, she says. He would insist on my coming.

Well, I says, surely a gent can bring his cook along with him to cook for him. And as for people talking, what I always say is, one may just as well give them something to talk about and save them the trouble of making it up.

If only I was a plain, middle-aged woman, she says, it would be all right.

Perhaps you will be, all in good time, I says, but, of course, I could see what she was driving at. A nice, clean, pleasant-faced young woman she was, and not of the ordinary class. Meanwhile, I says, if you dont mind taking a bit of motherly advice, you might remember that your place is the kitchen, and his the parlour. Hes a dear good man, I know, but human nature is human nature, and its no good pretending it isnt.

She and I had our breakfast together before he was up, so that when he came down he had to have his alone, but afterwards she comes into the kitchen and closes the door.

He wants to show me the way to High Wycombe, she says. He will have it there are better shops at Wycombe. What ought I to do?

My experience is that advising folks to do what they dont want to do isnt the way to do it.

What dyou think yourself? I asked her.

I feel like going with him, she says, and making the most of every mile.

And then she began to cry.

Whats the harm! she says. I have heard him from a dozen platforms ridiculing class distinctions. Besides, she says, my people have been farmers for generations. What was Miss Bulstrodes father but a grocer? He ran a hundred shops instead of one. What difference does that make?

When did it all begin? I says. When did he first take notice of you like?

The day before yesterday, she answers. He had never seen me before, she says. I was just Cook — something in a cap and apron that he passed occasionally on the stairs. On Thursday he saw me in my best clothes, and fell in love with me. He doesnt know it himself, poor dear, not yet, but thats what hes done.

Well, I couldnt contradict her, not after the way I had seen him looking at her across the table.

What are your feelings towards him, I says, to be quite honest? Hes rather a good catch for a young person in your position.

Thats my trouble, she says. I cant help thinking of that. And then to be Mrs. John Parable! Thats enough to turn a womans head.

Hed be a bit difficult to live with, I says.

Geniuses always are, she says; its easy enough if you just think of them as children. Hed be a bit fractious at times, thats all. Underneath, hes just the kindest, dearest—

Oh, you take your basket and go to High Wycombe, I says. He might do worse.

I wasnt expecting them back soon, and they didnt come back soon. In the afternoon a motor stops at the gate, and out of it steps Miss Bulstrode, Miss Dorton — thats the young lady that writes for him — and Mr. Quincey. I told them I couldnt say when hed be back, and they said it didnt matter, they just happening to be passing.

Did anybody call on him yesterday? asks Miss Bulstrode, careless like—a lady?

No, I says; you are the first as yet.

Hes brought his cook down with him, hasnt he? says Mr. Quincey.

Yes, I says, and a very good cook too, which was the truth.

Id like just to speak a few words with her, says Miss Bulstrode.

Sorry, mam, I says, but shes out at present; shes gone to Wycombe.

Gone to Wycombe! they all says together.

To market, I says. Its a little farther, but, of course, it stands to reason the shops there are better.

They looked at one another.

That settles it, says Mr. Quincey. Delicacies worthy to be set before her not available nearer than Wycombe, but must be had. Theres going to be a pleasant little dinner here to-night.

The hussy! says Miss Bulstrode, under her breath.

They whispered together for a moment, then they turns to me.

Good afternoon, Mrs. Meadows, says Mr. Quincey. You neednt say we called. He wanted to be alone, and it might vex him.

I said I wouldnt, and I didnt. They climbed back into the motor and went off.

Before dinner I had call to go into the woodshed. I heard a scuttling as I opened the door. If I am not mistaken, Miss Dorton was hiding in the corner where we keep the coke. I didnt see any good in making a fuss, so I left her there. When I got back to the kitchen, cook asked me if wed got any parsley.

Youll find a bit in the front, I says, to the left of the gate, and she went out. She came back looking scared.

Anybody keep goats round here? she asked me.

Not that I know of, nearer than Ibstone Common, I says.

I could have sworn I saw a goats face looking at me out of the gooseberry bushes while I was picking the parsley, she says. It had a beard.

Its the half light, I says. One can imagine anything.

I do hope Im not getting nervy, she says.

I thought Id have another look round, and made the excuse that I wanted a pail of water. I was stooping over the well, which is just under the mulberry tree, when something fell close to me and lodged upon the bricks. It was a hairpin. I fixed the cover carefully upon the well in case of accident, and when I got in I went round myself and was careful to see that all the curtains were drawn.

Just before we three sat down to dinner again I took cook aside.

I shouldnt go for any stroll in the garden to-night, I says. People from the village may be about, and we dont want them gossiping. And she thanked me.

Next night they were there again. I thought I wouldnt spoil the dinner, but mention it afterwards. I saw to it again that the curtains were drawn, and slipped the catch of both the doors. And just as well that I did.

I had always heard that Mr. Parable was an amusing speaker, but on previous visits had not myself noticed it. But this time he seemed ten years younger than I had ever known him before; and during dinner, while we were talking and laughing quite merry like, I had the feeling more than once that people were meandering about outside. I had just finished clearing away, and cook was making the coffee, when there came a knock at the door.

Whos that? says Mr. Parable. I am not at home to anyone.

Ill see, I says. And on my way I slipped into the kitchen.

Coffee for one, cook, I says, and she understood. Her cap and apron were hanging behind the door. I flung them across to her, and she caught them; and then I opened the front door.

They pushed past me without speaking, and went straight into the parlour. And they didnt waste many words on him either.

Where is she? asked Miss Bulstrode.

Wheres who? says Mr. Parable.

Dont lie about it, said Miss Bulstrode, making no effort to control herself. The hussy youve been dining with?

Do you mean Mrs. Meadows? says Mr. Parable.

I thought she was going to shake him.

Where have you hidden her? she says.

It was at that moment cook entered with the coffee.

If they had taken the trouble to look at her they might have had an idea. The tray was trembling in her hands, and in her haste and excitement she had put on her cap the wrong way round. But she kept control of her voice, and asked if she should bring some more coffee.

Ah, yes! Youd all like some coffee, wouldnt you? says Mr. Parable. Miss Bulstrode did not reply, but Mr. Quincey said he was cold and would like it. It was a nasty night, with a thin rain.

Thank you, sir, says cook, and we went out together.

Cottages are only cottages, and if people in the parlour persist in talking loudly, people in the kitchen cant very well help overhearing.

There was a good deal of talk about fourteen days, which Mr. Parable said he was going to do himself, and which Miss Dorton said he mustnt, because, if he did, it would be a victory for the enemies of humanity. Mr. Parable said something about humanity, which I didnt rightly hear, but, whatever it was, it started Miss Dorton crying; and Miss Bulstrode called Mr. Parable a blind Samson, who had had his hair cut by a designing minx who had been hired to do it.

It was all French to me, but cook was drinking in every word, and when she returned from taking them in their coffee she made no bones about it, but took up her place at the door with her ear to the keyhole.

It was Mr. Quincey who got them all quiet, and then he began to explain things. It seemed that if they could only find a certain gentleman and persuade him to come forward and acknowledge that he began a row, that then all would be well. Mr. Quincey would be fined forty shillings, and Mr. Parables name would never appear. Failing that, Mr. Parable, according to Mr. Quincey, could do his fourteen days himself.

Ive told you once, says Mr. Parable, and I tell you again, that I dont know the mans name, and cant give it you.

We are not asking you to, says Mr. Quincey. You give us the name of your tango partner, and well do the rest.

I could see cooks face; I had got a bit interested myself, and we were both close to the door. She hardly seemed to be breathing.

I am sorry, says Mr. Parable, speaking very deliberate-like, but I am not going to have her name dragged into this business.

It wouldnt be, says Mr. Quincey. All we want to get out of her is the name and address of the gentleman who was so anxious to see her home.

Who was he? says Miss Bulstrode. Her husband?

No, says Mr. Parable; he wasnt.

Then who was he? says Miss Bulstrode. He must have been something to her — fiance?

I am going to do the fourteen days myself, says Mr. Parable. I shall come out all the fresher after a fortnights complete rest and change.

Cook leaves the door with a smile on her face that made her look quite beautiful, and, taking some paper from the dresser drawer, began to write a letter.

They went on talking in the other room for another ten minutes, and then Mr. Parable lets them out himself, and goes a little way with them. When he came back we could hear him walking up and down the other room.

She had written and stamped the envelope; it was lying on the table.

Joseph Onions, Esq., I says, reading the address. Auctioneer and House Agent, Broadway, Hammersmith. Is that the young man?

That is the young man, she says, folding her letter and putting it in the envelope.

And was he your fiance? I asked.

No, she says. But he will be if he does what Im telling him to do.

And what about Mr. Parable? I says.

A little joke that will amuse him later on, she says, slipping a cloak on her shoulders. How once he nearly married his cook.

I shant be a minute, she says. And, with the letter in her hand, she slips out.



Mrs. Meadows, we understand, has expressed indignation at our publication of this interview, she being under the impression that she was simply having a friendly gossip with a neighbour. Our representative, however, is sure he explained to Mrs. Meadows that his visit was official; and, in any case, our duty to the public must be held to exonerate us from all blame in the matter.



Mr. Joseph Onions, of the Broadway, Hammersmith, auctioneer and house agent, expressed himself to our representative as most surprised at the turn that events had subsequently taken. The letter that Mr. Onions received from Miss Comfort Price was explicit and definite. It was to the effect that if he would call upon a certain Mr. Quincey, of Harcourt Buildings, Temple, and acknowledge that it was he who began the row at the Earls Court Exhibition on the evening of the twenty-seventh, that then the engagement between himself and Miss Price, hitherto unacknowledged by the lady, might be regarded as a fact.

Mr. Onions, who describes himself as essentially a business man, decided before complying with Miss Prices request to take a few preliminary steps. As the result of judiciously conducted inquiries, first at the Vine Street Police Station, and secondly at Twickenham, Mr. Onions arrived later in the day at Mr. Quinceys chambers, with, to use his own expression, all the cards in his hand. It was Mr. Quincey who, professing himself unable to comply with Mr. Onions suggestion, arranged the interview with Miss Bulstrode. And it was Miss Bulstrode herself who, on condition that Mr. Onions added to the undertaking the further condition that he would marry Miss Price before the end of the month, offered to make it two hundred. It was in their joint interest — Mr. Onions regarding himself and Miss Price as now one — that Mr. Onions suggested her making it three, using such arguments as, under the circumstances, naturally occurred to him — as, for example, the damage caused to the ladys reputation by the whole proceedings, culminating in a night spent by the lady, according to her own account, on Ham Common. That the price demanded was reasonable Mr. Onions considers as proved by Miss Bulstrodes eventual acceptance of his terms. That, having got out of him all that he wanted, Mr. Quincey should have considered it his duty to communicate the entire details of the transaction to Miss Price, through the medium of Mr. Andrews, thinking it as well she should know the character of the man she proposed to marry, Mr. Onions considers a gross breach of etiquette as between gentlemen; and having regard to Miss Prices after behaviour, Mr. Onions can only say that she is not the girl he took her for.

Mr. Aaron Andrews, on whom our representative called, was desirous at first of not being drawn into the matter; but on our representative explaining to him that our only desire was to contradict false rumours likely to be harmful to Mr. Parables reputation, Mr. Andrews saw the necessity of putting our representative in possession of the truth.



She came back on Tuesday afternoon, explained Mr. Andrews, and I had a talk with her.

It is all right, Mr. Andrews, she told me; theyve been in communication with my young man, and Miss Bulstrode has seen the magistrate privately. The case will be dismissed with a fine of forty shillings, and Mr. Quincey has arranged to keep it out of the papers.

Well, alls well that ends well, I answered; but it might have been better, my girl, if you had mentioned that young man of yours a bit earlier.

I did not know it was of any importance, she explained. Mr. Parable told me nothing. If it hadnt been for chance, I should never have known what was happening.

I had always liked the young woman. Mr. Quincey had suggested my waiting till after Wednesday. But there seemed to me no particular object in delay.

Are you fond of him? I asked her.

Yes, she answered. I am fonder than— And then she stopped herself suddenly and flared scarlet. Who are you talking about? she demanded.

This young man of yours, I said. Mr. — Whats his name — Onions?

Oh, that? she answered. Oh, yes; hes all right.

And if he wasnt? I said, and she looked at me hard.

I told him, she said, that if he would do what I asked him to do, Id marry him. And he seems to have done it.

There are ways of doing everything, I said; and, seeing it wasnt going to break her heart, I told her just the plain facts. She listened without a word, and when I had finished she put her arms round my neck and kissed me. I am old enough to be her grandfather, but twenty years ago it might have upset me.

I think I shall be able to save Miss Bulstrode that three hundred pounds, she laughed, and ran upstairs and changed her things. When later I looked into the kitchen she was humming.

Mr. John came up by the car, and I could see he was in one of his moods.

Pack me some things for a walking tour, he said. Dont forget the knapsack. I am going to Scotland by the eight-thirty.

Will you be away long? I asked him.

It depends upon how long it takes me, he answered. When I come back I am going to be married.

Who is the lady? I asked, though, of course, I knew.

Miss Bulstrode, he said.

Well, I said, she—

That will do, he said; I have had all that from the three of them for the last two days. She is a Socialist, and a Suffragist, and all the rest of it, and my ideal helpmate. She is well off, and that will enable me to devote all my time to putting the world to rights without bothering about anything else. Our home will be the nursery of advanced ideas. We shall share together the joys and delights of the public platform. What more can any man want?

You will want your dinner early, I said, if you are going by the eight-thirty. I had better tell cook—

He interrupted me again.

You can tell cook to go to the devil, he said.

I naturally stared at him.

She is going to marry a beastly little rotter of a rent collector that she doesnt care a damn for, he went on.

I could not understand why he seemed so mad about it.

I dont see, in any case, what its got to do with you, I said, but, as a matter of fact, she isnt.

Isnt what? he said, stopping short and turning on me.

Isnt going to marry him, I answered.

Why not? he demanded.

Better ask her, I suggested.

I didnt know at the time that it was a silly thing to say, and I am not sure that I should not have said it if I had. When he is in one of his moods I always seem to get into one of mine. I have looked after Mr. John ever since he was a baby, so that we do not either of us treat the other quite as perhaps we ought to.

Tell cook I want her, he said.

She is just in the middle— I began.

I dont care where she is, he said. He seemed determined never to let me finish a sentence. Send her up here.

She was in the kitchen by herself.

He wants to see you at once, I said.

Who does? she asked.

Mr. John, I said.

Whats he want to see me for? she asked.

How do I know? I answered.

But you do, she said. She always had an obstinate twist in her, and, feeling it would save time, I told her what had happened.

Well, I said, arent you going?

She was standing stock still staring at the pastry she was making. She turned to me, and there was a curious smile about her lips.

Do you know what you ought to be wearing? she said. Wings, and a little bow and arrow.

She didnt even think to wipe her hands, but went straight upstairs. It was about half an hour later when the bell rang. Mr. John was standing by the window.

Is that bag ready? he said.

It will be, I said.

I went out into the hall and returned with the clothes brush.

What are you going to do? he said.

Perhaps you dont know it, I said, but you are all over flour.

Cooks going with me to Scotland, he said.

I have looked after Mr. John ever since he was a boy. He was forty-two last birthday, but when I shook hands with him through the cab window I could have sworn he was twenty-five again.


THE LESSON.
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THE FIRST TIME I met him, to my knowledge, was on an evil-smelling, one-funnelled steam boat that in those days plied between London Bridge and Antwerp. He was walking the deck arm-in-arm with a showily dressed but decidedly attractive young woman; both of them talking and laughing loudly. It struck me as odd, finding him a fellow-traveller by such a route. The passage occupied eighteen hours, and the first-class return fare was one pound twelve and six, including three meals each way; drinks, as the contract was careful to explain, being extra. I was earning thirty shillings a week at the time as clerk with a firm of agents in Fenchurch Street. Our business was the purchasing of articles on commission for customers in India, and I had learned to be a judge of values. The beaver lined coat he was wearing — for the evening, although it was late summer, was chilly — must have cost him a couple of hundred pounds, while his carelessly displayed jewellery he could easily have pawned for a thousand or more.

I could not help staring at him, and once, as they passed, he returned my look.

After dinner, as I was leaning with my back against the gunwale on the starboard side, he came out of the only private cabin that the vessel boasted, and taking up a position opposite to me, with his legs well apart and a big cigar between his thick lips, stood coolly regarding me, as if appraising me.

Treating yourself to a little holiday on the Continent? he inquired.

I had not been quite sure before he spoke, but his lisp, though slight, betrayed the Jew. His features were coarse, almost brutal; but the restless eyes were so brilliant, the whole face so suggestive of power and character, that, taking him as a whole, the feeling he inspired was admiration, tempered by fear. His tone was one of kindly contempt — the tone of a man accustomed to find most people his inferiors, and too used to the discovery to be conceited about it.

Behind it was a note of authority that it did not occur to me to dispute.

Yes, I answered, adding the information that I had never been abroad before, and had heard that Antwerp was an interesting town.

How long have you got? he asked.

A fortnight, I told him.

Like to see a bit more than Antwerp, if you could afford it, wouldnt you? he suggested. Fascinating little country Holland. Just long enough — a fortnight — to do the whole of it. Im a Dutchman, a Dutch Jew.

You speak English just like an Englishman, I told him. It was somehow in my mind to please him. I could hardly have explained why.

And half a dozen other languages equally well, he answered, laughing. I left Amsterdam when I was eighteen as steerage passenger in an emigrant ship. I havent seen it since.

He closed the cabin door behind him, and, crossing over, laid a strong hand on my shoulder.

I will make a proposal to you, he said. My business is not of the kind that can be put out of mind, even for a few days, and there are reasons — he glanced over his shoulder towards the cabin door, and gave vent to a short laugh—why I did not want to bring any of my own staff with me. If you care for a short tour, all expenses paid at slap-up hotels and a ten-pound note in your pocket at the end, you can have it for two hours work a day.

I suppose my face expressed my acceptance, for he did not wait for me to speak.

Only one thing I stipulate for, he added, that you mind your own business and keep your mouth shut. Youre by yourself, arent you?

Yes, I told him.

He wrote on a sheet of his notebook, and, tearing it out, handed it to me.

Thats your hotel at Antwerp, he said. You are Mr. Horatio Joness secretary. He chuckled to himself as he repeated the name, which certainly did not fit him. Knock at my sitting-room door at nine oclock tomorrow morning. Good night!

He ended the conversation as abruptly as he had begun it, and returned to his cabin.

I got a glimpse of him next morning, coming out of the hotel bureau. He was speaking to the manager in French, and had evidently given instructions concerning me, for I found myself preceded by an obsequious waiter to quite a charming bedroom on the second floor, while the English breakfast placed before me later in the coffee-room was of a size and character that in those days I did not often enjoy. About the work, also, he was as good as his word. I was rarely occupied for more than two hours each morning. The duties consisted chiefly of writing letters and sending off telegrams. The letters he signed and had posted himself, so that I never learnt his real name — not during that fortnight — but I gathered enough to be aware that he was a man whose business interests must have been colossal and world-wide.

He never introduced me to Mrs. Horatio Jones, and after a few days he seemed to be bored with her, so that often I would take her place as his companion in afternoon excursions.

I could not help liking the man. Strength always compels the adoration of youth; and there was something big and heroic about him. His daring, his swift decisions, his utter unscrupulousness, his occasional cruelty when necessity seemed to demand it. One could imagine him in earlier days a born leader of savage hordes, a lover of fighting for its own sake, meeting all obstacles with fierce welcome, forcing his way onward, indifferent to the misery and destruction caused by his progress, his eyes never swerving from their goal; yet not without a sense of rough justice, not altogether without kindliness when it could be indulged in without danger.

One afternoon he took me with him into the Jewish quarter of Amsterdam, and threading his way without hesitation through its maze of unsavoury slums, paused before a narrow three-storeyed house overlooking a stagnant backwater.

The room I was born in, he explained. Window with the broken pane on the second floor. It has never been mended.

I stole a glance at him. His face betrayed no suggestion of sentiment, but rather of amusement. He offered me a cigar, which I was glad of, for the stench from the offal-laden water behind us was distracting, and for a while we both smoked in silence: he with his eyes half-closed; it was a trick of his when working out a business problem.

Curious, my making such a choice, he remarked. A butchers assistant for my father and a consumptive buttonhole-maker for my mother. I suppose I knew what I was about. Quite the right thing for me to have done, as it turned out.

I stared at him, wondering whether he was speaking seriously or in grim jest. He was given at times to making odd remarks. There was a vein of the fantastic in him that was continually cropping out and astonishing me.

It was a bit risky, I suggested. Better choose something a little safer next time.

He looked round at me sharply, and, not quite sure of his mood, I kept a grave face.

Perhaps you are right, he agreed, with a laugh. We must have a talk about it one day.

After that visit to the Goortgasse he was less reserved with me, and would often talk to me on subjects that I should never have guessed would have interested him. I found him a curious mixture. Behind the shrewd, cynical man of business I caught continual glimpses of the visionary.

I parted from him at The Hague. He paid my fare back to London, and gave me an extra pound for travelling expenses, together with the ten-pound note he had promised me. He had packed off Mrs. Horatio Jones some days before, to the relief, I imagine, of both of them, and he himself continued his journey to Berlin. I never expected to see him again, although for the next few months I often thought of him, and even tried to discover him by inquiries in the City. I had, however, very little to go upon, and after I had left Fenchurch Street behind me, and drifted into literature, I forgot him.

Until one day I received a letter addressed to the care of my publishers. It bore the Swiss postmark, and opening it and turning to the signature I sat wondering for the moment where I had met Horatio Jones. And then I remembered.

He was lying bruised and broken in a woodcutters hut on the slopes of the Jungfrau. Had been playing a fools trick, so he described it, thinking he could climb mountains at his age. They would carry him down to Lauterbrunnen as soon as he could be moved farther with safety, but for the present he had no one to talk to but the nurse and a Swiss doctor who climbed up to see him every third day. He begged me, if I could spare the time, to come over and spend a week with him. He enclosed a hundred-pound cheque for my expenses, making no apology for doing so. He was complimentary about my first book, which he had been reading, and asked me to telegraph him my reply, giving me his real name, which, as I had guessed it would, proved to be one of the best known in the financial world. My time was my own now, and I wired him that I would be with him the following Monday.

He was lying in the sun outside the hut when I arrived late in the afternoon, after a three-hours climb followed by a porter carrying my small amount of luggage. He could not raise his hand, but his strangely brilliant eyes spoke their welcome.

I am glad you were able to come, he said. I have no near relations, and my friends — if that is the right term — are business men who would be bored to tears. Besides, they are not the people I feel I want to talk to, now.

He was entirely reconciled to the coming of death. Indeed, there were moments when he gave me the idea that he was looking forward to it with an awed curiosity. With the conventional notion of cheering him, I talked of staying till he was able to return with me to civilisation, but he only laughed.

I am not going back, he said. Not that way. What they may do afterwards with these broken bones does not much concern either you or me.

Its a good place to die in, he continued. A man can think up here.

It was difficult to feel sorry for him, his own fate appearing to make so little difference to himself. The world was still full of interest to him — not his own particular corner of it: that, he gave me to understand, he had tidied up and dismissed from his mind. It was the future, its coming problems, its possibilities, its new developments, about which he seemed eager to talk. One might have imagined him a young man with the years before him.

One evening — it was near the end — we were alone together. The woodcutter and his wife had gone down into the valley to see their children, and the nurse, leaving him in my charge, had gone for a walk. We had carried him round to his favourite side of the hut facing the towering mass of the Jungfrau. As the shadows lengthened it seemed to come nearer to us, and there fell a silence upon us.

Gradually I became aware that his piercing eyes were fixed on me, and in answer I turned and looked at him.

I wonder if we shall meet again, he said, or, what is more important, if we shall remember one another.

I was puzzled for the moment. We had discussed more than once the various religions of mankind, and his attitude towards the orthodox beliefs had always been that of amused contempt.

It has been growing upon me these last few days, he continued. It flashed across me the first time I saw you on the boat. We were fellow-students. Something, I dont know what, drew us very close together. There was a woman. They were burning her. And then there was a rush of people and a sudden darkness, and your eyes close to mine.

I suppose it was some form of hypnotism, for, as he spoke, his searching eyes fixed on mine, there came to me a dream of narrow streets filled with a strange crowd, of painted houses such as I had never seen, and a haunting fear that seemed to be always lurking behind each shadow. I shook myself free, but not without an effort.

So thats what you meant, I said, that evening in the Goortgasse. You believe in it?

A curious thing happened to me, he said, when I was a child. I could hardly have been six years old. I had gone to Ghent with my parents. I think it was to visit some relative. One day we went into the castle. It was in ruins then, but has since been restored. We were in what was once the council chamber. I stole away by myself to the other end of the great room and, not knowing why I did so, I touched a spring concealed in the masonry, and a door swung open with a harsh, grinding noise. I remember peering round the opening. The others had their backs towards me, and I slipped through and closed the door behind me. I seemed instinctively to know my way. I ran down a flight of steps and along dark corridors through which I had to feel my way with my hands, till I came to a small door in an angle of the wall. I knew the room that lay the other side. A photograph was taken of it and published years afterwards, when the place was discovered, and it was exactly as I knew it with its way out underneath the city wall through one of the small houses in the Aussermarkt.

I could not open the door. Some stones had fallen against it, and fearing to get punished, I made my way back into the council room. It was empty when I reached it. They were searching for me in the other rooms, and I never told them of my adventure.

At any other time I might have laughed. Later, recalling his talk that evening, I dismissed the whole story as mere suggestion, based upon the imagination of a child; but at the time those strangely brilliant eyes had taken possession of me. They remained still fixed upon me as I sat on the low rail of the veranda watching his white face, into which the hues of death seemed already to be creeping.

I had a feeling that, through them, he was trying to force remembrance of himself upon me. The man himself — the very soul of him — seemed to be concentrated in them. Something formless and yet distinct was visualising itself before me. It came to me as a physical relief when a spasm of pain caused him to turn his eyes away from me.

You will find a letter when I am gone, he went on, after a moments silence. I thought that you might come too late, or that I might not have strength enough to tell you. I felt that out of the few people I have met outside business, you would be the most likely not to dismiss the matter as mere nonsense. What I am glad of myself, and what I wish you to remember, is that I am dying with all my faculties about me. The one thing I have always feared through life was old age, with its gradual mental decay. It has always seemed to me that I have died more or less suddenly while still in possession of my will. I have always thanked God for that.

He closed his eyes, but I do not think he was sleeping; and a little later the nurse returned, and we carried him indoors. I had no further conversation with him, though at his wish during the following two days I continued to read to him, and on the third day he died.

I found the letter he had spoken of. He had told me where it would be. It contained a bundle of banknotes which he was giving me — so he wrote — with the advice to get rid of them as quickly as possible.

If I had not loved you, the letter continued, I would have left you an income, and you would have blessed me, instead of cursing me, as you should have done, for spoiling your life.

This world was a school, so he viewed it, for the making of men; and the one thing essential to a man was strength. One gathered the impression of a deeply religious man. In these days he would, no doubt, have been claimed as a theosophist; but his beliefs he had made for, and adapted to, himself — to his vehement, conquering temperament. God needed men to serve Him — to help Him. So, through many changes, through many ages, God gave men life: that by contest and by struggle they might ever increase in strength; to those who proved themselves most fit the sterner task, the humbler beginnings, the greater obstacles. And the crown of well-doing was ever victory. He appeared to have convinced himself that he was one of the chosen, that he was destined for great ends. He had been a slave in the time of the Pharaohs; a priest in Babylon; had clung to the swaying ladders in the sack of Rome; had won his way into the councils when Europe was a battlefield of contending tribes; had climbed to power in the days of the Borgias.

To most of us, I suppose, there come at odd moments haunting thoughts of strangely familiar, far-off things; and one wonders whether they are memories or dreams. We dismiss them as we grow older and the present with its crowding interests shuts them out; but in youth they were more persistent. With him they appeared to have remained, growing in reality. His recent existence, closed under the white sheet in the hut behind me as I read, was only one chapter of the story; he was looking forward to the next.

He wondered, so the letter ran, whether he would have any voice in choosing it. In either event he was curious of the result. What he anticipated confidently were new opportunities, wider experience. In what shape would these come to him?

The letter ended with a strange request. It was that, on returning to England, I should continue to think of him: not of the dead man I had known, the Jewish banker, the voice familiar to me, the trick of speech, of manner — all such being but the changing clothes — but of the man himself, the soul of him, that would seek and perhaps succeed in revealing itself to me.

A postscript concluded the letter, to which at the time I attached no importance. He had made a purchase of the hut in which he had died. After his removal it was to remain empty.

I folded the letter and placed it among other papers, and passing into the hut took a farewell glance at the massive, rugged face. The mask might have served a sculptor for the embodiment of strength. He gave one the feeling that having conquered death he was sleeping.

I did what he had requested of me. Indeed, I could not help it. I thought of him constantly. That may have been the explanation of it.

I was bicycling through Norfolk, and one afternoon, to escape a coming thunderstorm, I knocked at the door of a lonely cottage on the outskirts of a common. The woman, a kindly bustling person, asked me in; and hoping I would excuse her, as she was busy ironing, returned to her work in another room. I thought myself alone, and was standing at the window watching the pouring rain. After a while, without knowing why, I turned. And then I saw a child seated on a high chair behind a table in a dark corner of the room. A book of pictures was open before it, but it was looking at me. I could hear the sound of the woman at her ironing in the other room. Outside there was the steady thrashing of the rain. The child was looking at me with large, round eyes filled with a terrible pathos. I noticed that the little body was misshapen. It never moved; it made no sound; but I had the feeling that out of those strangely wistful eyes something was trying to speak to me. Something was forming itself before me — not visible to my sight; but it was there, in the room. It was the man I had last looked upon as, dying, he sat beside me in the hut below the Jungfrau. But something had happened to him. Moved by instinct I went over to him and lifted him out of his chair, and with a sob the little wizened arms closed round my neck and he clung to me crying — a pitiful, low, wailing cry.

Hearing his cry, the woman came back. A comely, healthy-looking woman. She took him from my arms and comforted him.

He gets a bit sorry for himself at times, she explained. At least, so I fancy. You see, he cant run about like other children, or do anything without getting pains.

Was it an accident? I asked.

No, she answered, and his father as fine a man as you would find in a days march. Just a visitation of God, as they tell me. Sure I dont know why. There never was a better little lad, and clever, too, when hes not in pain. Draws wonderfully.

The storm had passed. He grew quieter in her arms, and when I had promised to come again and bring him a new picture-book, a little grateful smile flickered across the drawn face, but he would not talk.

I kept in touch with him. Mere curiosity would have made me do that. He grew more normal as the years went by, and gradually the fancy that had come to me at our first meeting faded farther into the background. Sometimes, using the very language of the dead mans letter, I would talk to him, wondering if by any chance some flash of memory would come back to him, and once or twice it seemed to me that into the mild, pathetic eyes there came a look that I had seen before, but it passed away, and indeed, it was difficult to think of this sad little human oddity, with its pleading helplessness, in connection with the strong, swift, conquering spirit that I had watched passing away amid the silence of the mountains.

The one thing that brought joy to him was his art. I cannot help thinking that, but for his health, he would have made a name for himself. His work was always clever and original, but it was the work of an invalid.

I shall never be great, he said to me once. I have such wonderful dreams, but when it comes to working them out there is something that hampers me. It always seems to me as if at the last moment a hand was stretched out that clutched me by the feet. I long so, but I have not the strength. It is terrible to be one of the weaklings.

It clung to me, that word he had used. For a man to know he is weak; it sounds a paradox, but a man must be strong to know that. And dwelling upon this, and upon his patience and his gentleness, there came to me suddenly remembrance of that postscript, the significance of which I had not understood.

He was a young man of about three- or four-and-twenty at the time. His father had died, and he was living in poor lodgings in the south of London, supporting himself and his mother by strenuous, ill-paid work.

I want you to come with me for a few days holiday, I told him.

I had some difficulty in getting him to accept my help, for he was very proud in his sensitive, apologetic way. But I succeeded eventually, persuading him it would be good for his work. Physically the journey must have cost him dear, for he could never move his body without pain, but the changing landscapes and the strange cities more than repaid him; and when one morning I woke him early and he saw for the first time the distant mountains clothed in dawn, there came a new light into his eyes.

We reached the hut late in the afternoon. I had made my arrangements so that we should be there alone. Our needs were simple, and in various wanderings I had learnt to be independent. I did not tell him why I had brought him there, beyond the beauty and stillness of the place. Purposely I left him much alone there, making ever-lengthening walks my excuse, and though he was always glad of my return I felt that the desire was growing upon him to be there by himself.

One evening, having climbed farther than I had intended, I lost my way. It was not safe in that neighbourhood to try new pathways in the dark, and chancing upon a deserted shelter, I made myself a bed upon the straw.

I found him seated outside the hut when I returned, and he greeted me as if he had been expecting me just at that moment and not before. He guessed just what had happened, he told me, and had not been alarmed. During the day I found him watching me, and in the evening, as we sat in his favourite place outside the hut, he turned to me.

You think it true? he said. That you and I sat here years ago and talked?

I cannot tell, I answered. I only know that he died here, if there be such a thing as death — that no one has ever lived here since. I doubt if the door has ever been opened till we came.

They have always been with me, he continued, these dreams. But I have always dismissed them. They seemed so ludicrous. Always there came to me wealth, power, victory. Life was so easy.

He laid his thin hand on mine. A strange new look came into his eyes — a look of hope, almost of joy.

Do you know what it seems to me? he said. You will laugh perhaps, but the thought has come to me up here that God has some fine use for me. Success was making me feeble. He has given me weakness and failure that I may learn strength. The great thing is to be strong.


SYLVIA OF THE LETTERS.
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OLD AB HERRICK, so most people called him. Not that he was actually old; the term was an expression of liking rather than any reflection on his years. He lived in an old-fashioned house — old-fashioned, that is, for New York — on the south side of West Twentieth Street: once upon a time, but that was long ago, quite a fashionable quarter. The house, together with Mrs. Travers, had been left him by a maiden aunt. An apartment would, of course, have been more suitable to a bachelor of simple habits, but the situation was convenient from a journalistic point of view, and for fifteen years Abner Herrick had lived and worked there.

Then one evening, after a three days absence, Abner Herrick returned to West Twentieth Street, bringing with him a little girl wrapped up in a shawl, and a wooden box tied with a piece of cord. He put the box on the table; and the young lady, loosening her shawl, walked to the window and sat down facing the room.

Mrs. Travers took the box off the table and put it on the floor — it was quite a little box — and waited.

This young lady, explained Abner Herrick, is Miss Ann Kavanagh, daughter of — of an old friend of mine.

Oh! said Mrs. Travers, and remained still expectant.

Miss Kavanagh, continued Abner Herrick, will be staying with us for— He appeared to be uncertain of the length of Miss Kavanaghs visit. He left the sentence unfinished and took refuge in more pressing questions.

What about the bedroom on the second floor? Is it ready? Sheets aired — all that sort of thing?

It can be, replied Mrs. Travers. The tone was suggestive of judgment reserved.

I think, if you dont mind, Mrs. Travers, that wed like to go to bed as soon as possible. From force of habit Abner S. Herrick in speaking employed as a rule the editorial we. We have been travelling all day and we are very tired. To-morrow morning—

Id like some supper, said Miss Kavanagh from her seat in the window, without moving.

Of course, agreed Miss Kavanaghs host, with a feeble pretence that the subject had been on the tip of his tongue. As a matter of fact, he really had forgotten all about it. We might have it up here while the room is being got ready. Perhaps a little—

A soft boiled egg and a glass of milk, if you please, Mrs. Travers, interrupted Miss Kavanagh, still from her seat at the window.

Ill see about it, said Mrs. Travers, and went out, taking the quite small box with her.

Such was the coming into this story of Ann Kavanagh at the age of eight years; or, as Miss Kavanagh herself would have explained, had the question been put to her, eight years and seven months, for Ann Kavanagh was a precise young lady. She was not beautiful — not then. She was much too sharp featured; the little pointed chin protruding into space to quite a dangerous extent. Her large dark eyes were her one redeeming feature. But the level brows above them were much too ready with their frown. A sallow complexion and nondescript hair deprived her of that charm of colouring on which youth can generally depend for attraction, whatever its faults of form. Nor could it truthfully be said that sweetness of disposition afforded compensation.

A self-willed, cantankerous little imp I call her, was Mrs. Traverss comment, expressed after one of the many trials of strength between them, from which Miss Kavanagh had as usual emerged triumphant.

Its her father, explained Abner Herrick, feeling himself unable to contradict.

Its unfortunate, answered Mrs. Travers, whatever it is.

To Uncle Ab himself, as she had come to call him, she could on occasion be yielding and affectionate; but that, as Mrs. Travers took care to point out to her, was a small thing to her credit.

If you had the instincts of an ordinary Christian child, explained Mrs. Travers to her, youd be thinking twenty-four hours a day of what you could do to repay him for all his loving kindness to you; instead of causing him, as you know you do, a dozen heartaches in a week. Youre an ungrateful little monkey, and when hes gone youll—

Upon which Miss Kavanagh, not waiting to hear more, flew upstairs and, locking herself in her own room, gave herself up to howling and remorse; but was careful not to emerge until she felt bad tempered again; and able, should opportunity present itself, to renew the contest with Mrs. Travers unhampered by sentiment.

But Mrs. Traverss words had sunk in deeper than that good lady herself had hoped for; and one evening, when Abner Herrick was seated at his desk penning a scathing indictment of the President for lack of firmness and decision on the tariff question, Ann, putting her thin arms round his neck and rubbing her little sallow face against his right-hand whisker, took him to task on the subject.

Youre not bringing me up properly — not as you ought to, explained Ann. You give way to me too much, and you never scold me.

Not scold you! exclaimed Abner with a certain warmth of indignation. Why, Im doing it all—

Not what I call scolding, continued Ann. Its very wrong of you. I shall grow up horrid if you dont help me.

As Ann with great clearness pointed out to him, there was no one else to undertake the job with any chance of success. If Abner failed her, then she supposed there was no hope for her: she would end by becoming a wicked woman, and everybody, including herself, would hate her. It was a sad prospect. The contemplation of it brought tears to Anns eyes.

He saw the justice of her complaint and promised to turn over a new leaf. He honestly meant to do so; but, like many another repentant sinner, found himself feeble before the difficulties of performance. He might have succeeded better had it not been for her soft deep eyes beneath her level brows.

Youre not much like your mother, so he explained to her one day, except about the eyes. Looking into your eyes I can almost see your mother.

He was smoking a pipe beside the fire, and Ann, who ought to have been in bed, had perched herself upon one of the arms of his chair and was kicking a hole in the worn leather with her little heels.

She was very beautiful, my mother, wasnt she? suggested Ann.

Abner Herrick blew a cloud from his pipe and watched carefully the curling smoke.

In a way, yes, he answered. Quite beautiful.

What do you mean, In a way? demanded Ann with some asperity.

It was a spiritual beauty, your mothers, Abner explained. The soul looking out of her eyes. I dont think it possible to imagine a more beautiful disposition than your mothers. Whenever I think of your mother, continued Abner after a pause, Wordsworths lines always come into my mind.

He murmured the quotation to himself, but loud enough to be heard by sharp ears. Miss Kavanagh was mollified.

You were in love with my mother, werent you? she questioned him kindly.

Yes, I suppose I was, mused Abner, still with his gaze upon the curling smoke.

What do you mean by you suppose you were? snapped Ann. Didnt you know?

The tone recalled him from his dreams.

I was in love with your mother very much, he corrected himself, turning to her with a smile.

Then why didnt you marry her? asked Ann. Wouldnt she have you?

I never asked her, explained Abner.

Why not? persisted Ann, returning to asperity.

He thought a moment.

You wouldnt understand, he told her.

Yes, I would, retorted Ann.

No, you wouldnt, he contradicted her quite shortly. They were both beginning to lose patience with one another. No woman ever could.

Im not a woman, explained Ann, and Im very smart. Youve said so yourself.

Not so smart as all that, growled Abner. Added to which, its time for you to go to bed.

Her anger with him was such that it rendered her absolutely polite. It had that occasional effect upon her. She slid from the arm of his chair and stood beside him, a rigid figure of frozen femininity.

I think you are quite right, Uncle Herrick. Good night! But at the door she could not resist a parting shot:

You might have been my father, and then perhaps she wouldnt have died. I think it was very wicked of you.

After she was gone Abner sat gazing into the fire, and his pipe went out. Eventually the beginnings of a smile stole to the corners of his mouth, but before it could spread any farther he dismissed it with a sigh.

Abner, for the next day or two, feared a renewal of the conversation, but Ann appeared to have forgotten it; and as time went by it faded from Abners own memory. Until one evening quite a while later.

The morning had brought him his English mail. It had been arriving with some regularity, and Ann had noticed that Abner always opened it before his other correspondence. One letter he read through twice, and Ann, who was pretending to be reading the newspaper, felt that he was looking at her.

I have been thinking, my dear, said Abner, that it must be rather lonely for you here, all by yourself.

It would be, answered Ann, if I were here all by myself.

I mean, said Abner, without any other young person to talk to and — and to play with.

You forget, said Ann, that Im nearly thirteen.

God bless my soul, said Abner. How time does fly!

Who is she? asked Ann.

It isnt a she, explained Abner. Its a he. Poor little chap lost his mother two years ago, and now his fathers dead. I thought — it occurred to me we might put him up for a time. Look after him a bit. What do you think? It would make the house more lively, wouldnt it?

It might, said Ann.

She sat very silent, and Abner, whose conscience was troubling him, watched her a little anxiously. After a time she looked up.

Whats he like? she asked.

Precisely what I am wondering myself, confessed Abner. We shall have to wait and see. But his mother — his mother, repeated Abner, was the most beautiful woman I have ever known. If he is anything like she was as a girl— He left the sentence unfinished.

You have not seen her since — since she was young? questioned Ann.

Abner shook his head. She married an Englishman. He took her back with him to London.

I dont like Englishmen, said Ann.

They have their points, suggested Abner. Besides, boys take after their mothers, they say. And Abner rose and gathered his letters together.

Ann remained very thoughtful all that day. In the evening, when Abner for a moment laid down his pen for the purpose of relighting his pipe, Ann came to him, seating herself on the corner of the desk.

I suppose, she said, thats why you never married mother?

Abners mind at the moment was much occupied with the Panama Canal.

What mother? he asked. Whose mother?

My mother, answered Ann. I suppose men are like that.

What are you talking about? said Abner, dismissing altogether the Panama Canal.

You loved my mother very much, explained Ann with cold deliberation. She always made you think of Wordsworths perfect woman.

Who told you all that? demanded Abner.

You did.

I did?

It was the day you took me away from Miss Carews because she said she couldnt manage me, Ann informed him.

Good Lord! Why, that must be two years ago, mused Abner.

Three, Ann corrected him. All but a few days.

I wish youd use your memory for things youre wanted to remember, growled Abner.

You said you had never asked her to marry you, pursued Ann relentlessly; you wouldnt tell me why. You said I shouldnt understand.

My fault, muttered Abner. I forget youre a child. You ask all sorts of questions that never ought to enter your head, and Im fool enough to answer you.

One small tear that had made its escape unnoticed by her was stealing down her cheek. He wiped it away and took one of her small paws in both his hands.

I loved your mother very dearly, he said gravely. I had loved her from a child. But no woman will ever understand the power that beauty has upon a man. You see were built that way. Its Natures lure. Later on, of course, I might have forgotten; but then it was too late. Can you forgive me?

But you still love her, reasoned Ann through her tears, or you wouldnt want him to come here.

She had such a hard time of it, pleaded Abner. It made things easier to her, my giving her my word that I would always look after the boy. Youll help me?

Ill try, said Ann. But there was not much promise in the tone.

Nor did Matthew Pole himself, when he arrived, do much to help matters. He was so hopelessly English. At least, that was the way Ann put it. He was shy and sensitive. It is a trying combination. It made him appear stupid and conceited. A lonely childhood had rendered him unsociable, unadaptable. A dreamy, imaginative temperament imposed upon him long moods of silence: a liking for long solitary walks. For the first time Ann and Mrs. Travers were in agreement.

A sulky young dog, commented Mrs. Travers. If I were your uncle Id look out for a job for him in San Francisco.

You see, said Ann in excuse for him, its such a foggy country, England. It makes them like that.

Its a pity they cant get out of it, said Mrs. Travers.

Also, sixteen is an awkward age for a boy. Virtues, still in the chrysalis state, are struggling to escape from their parent vices. Pride, an excellent quality making for courage and patience, still appears in the swathings of arrogance. Sincerity still expresses itself in the language of rudeness. Kindness itself is apt to be mistaken for amazing impertinence and love of interference.

It was kindness — a genuine desire to be useful, that prompted him to point out to Ann her undoubted faults and failings, nerved him to the task of bringing her up in the way she should go. Mrs. Travers had long since washed her hands of the entire business. Uncle Ab, as Matthew also called him, had proved himself a weakling. Providence, so it seemed to Matthew, must have been waiting impatiently for his advent. Ann at first thought it was some new school of humour. When she found he was serious she set herself to cure him. But she never did. He was too conscientious for that. The instincts of the guide, philosopher, and friend to humanity in general were already too strong in him. There were times when Abner almost wished that Matthew Pole senior had lived a little longer.

But he did not lose hope. At the back of his mind was the fancy that these two children of his loves would come together. Nothing is quite so sentimental as a healthy old bachelor. He pictured them making unity from his confusions; in imagination heard the patter on the stairs of tiny feet. To all intents and purposes he would be a grandfather. Priding himself on his cunning, he kept his dream to himself, as he thought, but under-estimated Anns smartness.

For days together she would follow Matthew with her eyes, watching him from behind her long lashes, listening in silence to everything he said, vainly seeking to find points in him. He was unaware of her generous intentions. He had a vague feeling he was being criticised. He resented it even in those days.

I do try, said Ann suddenly one evening apropos of nothing at all. No one will ever know how hard I try not to dislike him.

Abner looked up.

Sometimes, continued Ann, I tell myself I have almost succeeded. And then he will go and do something that will bring it all on again.

What does he do? asked Abner.

Oh, I cant tell you, confessed Ann. If I told you it would sound as if it was my fault. Its all so silly. And then he thinks such a lot of himself. If one only knew why! He cant tell you himself when you ask him.

You have asked him? queried Abner.

I wanted to know, explained Ann. I thought there might be something in him that I could like.

Why do you want to like him? asked Abner, wondering how much she had guessed.

I know, wailed Ann. You are hoping that when I am grown up I shall marry him. And I dont want to. Its so ungrateful of me.

Well, youre not grown up yet, Abner consoled her. And so long as you are feeling like that about it, Im not likely to want you to marry him.

It would make you so happy, sobbed Ann.

Yes, but weve got to think of the boy, dont forget that, laughed Abner. Perhaps he might object.

He would. I know he would, cried Ann with conviction. Hes no better than I am.

Have you been asking him to? demanded Abner, springing up from his chair.

Not to marry me, explained Ann. But I told him he must be an unnatural little beast not to try to like me when he knew how you loved me.

Helpful way of putting it, growled Abner. And what did he say to that?

Admitted it, flashed Ann indignantly. Said he had tried.

Abner succeeded in persuading her that the path of dignity and virtue lay in her dismissing the whole subject from her mind.

He had made a mistake, so he told himself. Age may be attracted by contrast, but youth has no use for its opposite. He would send Matthew away. He could return for week-ends. Continually so close to one another, they saw only one anothers specks and flaws; there is no beauty without perspective. Matthew wanted the corners rubbed off him, that was all. Mixing more with men, his priggishness would be laughed out of him. Otherwise he was quite a decent youngster, clean minded, high principled. Clever, too: he often said quite unexpected things. With approaching womanhood, changes were taking place in Ann. Seeing her every day one hardly noticed them; but there were times when, standing before him flushed from a walk or bending over him to kiss him before starting for some friendly dance, Abner would blink his eyes and be puzzled. The thin arms were growing round and firm; the sallow complexion warming into olive; the once patchy, mouse-coloured hair darkening into a rich harmony of brown. The eyes beneath her level brows, that had always been her charm, still reminded Abner of her mother; but there was more light in them, more danger.

Ill run down to Albany and talk to Jephson about him, decided Abner. He can come home on Saturdays.

The plot might have succeeded: one never can tell. But a New York blizzard put a stop to it. The cars broke down, and Abner, walking home in thin shoes from a meeting, caught a chill, which, being neglected, proved fatal.

Abner was troubled as he lay upon his bed. The children were sitting very silent by the window. He sent Matthew out on a message, and then beckoned Ann to come to him. He loved the boy, too, but Ann was nearer to him.

You havent thought any more, he whispered, about—

No, answered Ann. You wished me not to.

You must never think, he said, to show your love for my memory by doing anything that would not make you happy. If I am anywhere around, he continued with a smile, it will be your good I shall be watching for, not my own way. You will remember that?

He had meant to do more for them, but the end had come so much sooner than he had expected. To Ann he left the house (Mrs. Travers had already retired on a small pension) and a sum that, judiciously invested, the friend and attorney thought should be sufficient for her needs, even supposing — The friend and attorney, pausing to dwell upon the oval face with its dark eyes, left the sentence unfinished.

To Matthew he wrote a loving letter, enclosing a thousand dollars. He knew that Matthew, now in a position to earn his living as a journalist, would rather have taken nothing. It was to be looked upon merely as a parting gift. Matthew decided to spend it on travel. It would fit him the better for his journalistic career, so he explained to Ann. But in his heart he had other ambitions. It would enable him to put them to the test.

So there came an evening when Ann stood waving a handkerchief as a great liner cast its moorings. She watched it till its lights grew dim, and then returned to West Twentieth Street. Strangers would take possession of it on the morrow. Ann had her supper in the kitchen in company with the nurse, who had stayed on at her request; and that night, slipping noiselessly from her room, she lay upon the floor, her head resting against the arm of the chair where Abner had been wont to sit and smoke his evening pipe; somehow it seemed to comfort her. And Matthew the while, beneath the stars, was pacing the silent deck of the great liner and planning out the future.

To only one other being had he ever confided his dreams. She lay in the churchyard; and there was nothing left to encourage him but his own heart. But he had no doubts. He would be a great writer. His two hundred pounds would support him till he had gained a foothold. After that he would climb swiftly. He had done right, so he told himself, to turn his back on journalism: the grave of literature. He would see men and cities, writing as he went. Looking back, years later, he was able to congratulate himself on having chosen the right road. He thought it would lead him by easy ascent to fame and fortune. It did better for him than that. It led him through poverty and loneliness, through hope deferred and heartache — through long nights of fear, when pride and confidence fell upon him, leaving him only the courage to endure.

His great poems, his brilliant essays, had been rejected so often that even he himself had lost all love for them. At the suggestion of an editor more kindly than the general run, and urged by need, he had written some short pieces of a less ambitious nature. It was in bitter disappointment he commenced them, regarding them as mere pot-boilers. He would not give them his name. He signed them Aston Rowant. It was the name of the village in Oxfordshire where he had been born. It occurred to him by chance. It would serve the purpose as well as another. As the work progressed it grew upon him. He made his stories out of incidents and people he had seen; everyday comedies and tragedies that he had lived among, of things that he had felt; and when after their appearance in the magazine a publisher was found willing to make them into a book, hope revived in him.

It was but short-lived. The few reviews that reached him contained nothing but ridicule. So he had no place even as a literary hack!

He was living in Paris at the time in a noisy, evil-smelling street leading out of the Quai Saint-Michel. He thought of Chatterton, and would loaf on the bridges looking down into the river where the drowned lights twinkled.

And then one day there came to him a letter, sent on to him from the publisher of his one book. It was signed Sylvia, nothing else, and bore no address. Matthew picked up the envelope. The postmark was London, S.E.

It was a childish letter. A prosperous, well-fed genius, familiar with such, might have smiled at it. To Matthew in his despair it brought healing. She had found the book lying in an empty railway carriage; and undeterred by moral scruples had taken it home with her. It had remained forgotten for a time, until when the end really seemed to have come her hand by chance had fallen on it. She fancied some kind little wandering spirit — the spirit perhaps of someone who had known what it was to be lonely and very sad and just about broken almost — must have manoeuvred the whole thing. It had seemed to her as though some strong and gentle hand had been laid upon her in the darkness. She no longer felt friendless. And so on.

The book, he remembered, contained a reference to the magazine in which the sketches had first appeared. She would be sure to have noticed this. He would send her his answer. He drew his chair up to the flimsy table, and all that night he wrote.

He did not have to think. It came to him, and for the first time since the beginning of things he had no fear of its not being accepted. It was mostly about himself, and the rest was about her, but to most of those who read it two months later it seemed to be about themselves. The editor wrote a charming letter, thanking him for it; but at the time the chief thing that worried him was whether Sylvia had seen it. He waited anxiously for a few weeks, and then received her second letter. It was a more womanly letter than the first. She had understood the story, and her words of thanks almost conveyed to him the flush of pleasure with which she had read it. His friendship, she confessed, would be very sweet to her, and still more delightful the thought that he had need of her: that she also had something to give. She would write, as he wished, her real thoughts and feelings. They would never know one another, and that would give her boldness. They would be comrades, meeting only in dreamland.

In this way commenced the whimsical romance of Sylvia and Aston Rowant; for it was too late now to change the name — it had become a name to conjure with. The stories, poems, and essays followed now in regular succession. The anxiously expected letters reached him in orderly procession. They grew in interest, in helpfulness. They became the letters of a wonderfully sane, broad-minded, thoughtful woman — a woman of insight, of fine judgment. Their praise was rare enough to be precious. Often they would contain just criticism, tempered by sympathy, lightened by humour. Of her troubles, sorrows, fears, she came to write less and less, and even then not until they were past and she could laugh at them. The subtlest flattery she gave him was the suggestion that he had taught her to put these things into their proper place. Intimate, self-revealing as her letters were, it was curious he never shaped from them any satisfactory image of the writer.

A brave, kind, tender woman. A self-forgetting, quickly-forgiving woman. A many-sided woman, responding to joy, to laughter: a merry lady, at times. Yet by no means a perfect woman. There could be flashes of temper, one felt that; quite often occasional unreasonableness; a tongue that could be cutting. A sweet, restful, greatly loving woman, but still a woman: it would be wise to remember that. So he read her from her letters. But herself, the eyes, and hair, and lips of her, the voice and laugh and smile of her, the hands and feet of her, always they eluded him.



He was in Alaska one spring, where he had gone to collect material for his work, when he received the last letter she ever wrote him. They neither of them knew then it would be the last. She was leaving London, so the postscript informed him, sailing on the following Saturday for New York, where for the future she intended to live.

It worried him that postscript. He could not make out for a long time why it worried him. Suddenly, in a waste of endless snows, the explanation flashed across him. Sylvia of the letters was a living woman! She could travel — with a box, he supposed, possibly with two or three, and parcels. Could take tickets, walk up a gangway, stagger about a deck feeling, maybe, a little seasick. All these years he had been living with her in dreamland she had been, if he had only known it, a Miss Somebody-or-other, who must have stood every morning in front of a looking-glass with hairpins in her mouth. He had never thought of her doing these things; it shocked him. He could not help feeling it was indelicate of her — coming to life in this sudden, uncalled-for manner.

He struggled with this new conception of her, and had almost forgiven her, when a further and still more startling suggestion arrived to plague him. If she really lived why should he not see her, speak to her? So long as she had remained in her hidden temple, situate in the vague recesses of London, S.E., her letters had contented him. But now that she had moved, now that she was no longer a voice but a woman! Well, it would be interesting to see what she was like. He imagined the introduction: Miss Somebody-or-other, allow me to present you to Mr. Matthew Pole. She would have no idea he was Aston Rowant. If she happened to be young, beautiful, in all ways satisfactory, he would announce himself. How astonished, how delighted she would be.

But if not! If she were elderly, plain? The wisest, wittiest of women have been known to have an incipient moustache. A beautiful spirit can, and sometimes does, look out of goggle eyes. Suppose she suffered from indigestion and had a shiny nose! Would her letters ever again have the same charm for him? Absurd that they should not. But would they?

The risk was too great. Giving the matter long and careful consideration, he decided to send her back into dreamland.

But somehow she would not go back into dreamland, would persist in remaining in New York, a living, breathing woman.

Yet even so, how could he find her? He might, say, in a poem convey to her his desire for a meeting. Would she comply? And if she did, what would be his position, supposing the inspection to result unfavourably for her? Could he, in effect, say to her: Thank you for letting me have a look at you; that is all I wanted. Good-bye?

She must, she should remain in dreamland. He would forget her postscript; in future throw her envelopes unglanced at into the wastepaper basket. Having by this simple exercise of his will replaced her in London, he himself started for New York — on his way back to Europe, so he told himself. Still, being in New York, there was no reason for not lingering there a while, if merely to renew old memories.

Of course, if he had really wanted to find Sylvia it would have been easy from the date upon the envelope to have discovered the ship sailing the following Saturday. Passengers were compelled to register their names in full, and to state their intended movements after arrival in America. Sylvia was not a common Christian name. By the help of a five-dollar bill or two — . The idea had not occurred to him before. He dismissed it from his mind and sought a quiet hotel up town.



New York was changed less than he had anticipated. West Twentieth Street in particular was precisely as, leaning out of the cab window, he had looked back upon it ten years ago. Business had more and more taken possession of it, but had not as yet altered its appearance. His conscience smote him as he turned the corner that he had never once written to Ann. He had meant to, it goes without saying, but during those first years of struggle and failure his pride had held him back. She had always thought him a fool; he had felt she did. He would wait till he could write to her of success, of victory. And then when it had slowly, almost imperceptibly, arrived — ! He wondered why he never had. Quite a nice little girl, in some respects. If only she had been less conceited, less self-willed. Also rather a pretty girl she had shown signs of becoming. There were times — He remembered an evening before the lamps were lighted. She had fallen asleep curled up in Abners easy chair, one small hand resting upon the arm. She had always had quite attractive hands — a little too thin. Something had moved him to steal across softly without waking her. He smiled at the memory.

And then her eyes, beneath the level brows! It was surprising how Ann was coming back to him. Perhaps they would be able to tell him, the people of the house, what had become of her. If they were decent people they would let him wander round a while. He would explain that he had lived there in Abner Herricks time. The room where they had sometimes been agreeable to one another while Abner, pretending to read, had sat watching them out of the corner of an eye. He would like to sit there for a few moments, by himself.

He forgot that he had rung the bell. A very young servant had answered the door and was staring at him. He would have walked in if the small servant had not planted herself deliberately in his way. It recalled him to himself.

I beg pardon, said Matthew, but would you please tell me who lives here?

The small servant looked him up and down with growing suspicion.

Miss Kavanagh lives here, she said. What do you want?

The surprise was so great it rendered him speechless. In another moment the small servant would have slammed the door.

Miss Ann Kavanagh? he inquired, just in time.

Thats her name, admitted the small servant, less suspicious.

Will you please tell her Mr. Pole — Mr. Matthew Pole, he requested.

Ill see first if she is in, said the small servant, and shut the door.

It gave Matthew a few minutes to recover himself, for which he was glad. Then the door opened again suddenly.

You are to come upstairs, said the small servant.

It sounded so like Ann that it quite put him at his ease. He followed the small servant up the stairs.

Mr. Matthew Pole, she announced severely, and closed the door behind him.

Ann was standing by the window and came to meet him. It was in front of Abners empty chair that they shook hands.

So you have come back to the old house, said Matthew.

Yes, she answered. It never let well. The last people who had it gave it up at Christmas. It seemed the best thing to do, even from a purely economical point of view.

What have you been doing all these years? she asked him.

Oh, knocking about, he answered. Earning my living. He was curious to discover what she thought of Matthew, first of all.

It seems to have agreed with you, she commented, with a glance that took him in generally, including his clothes.

Yes, he answered. I have had more luck than perhaps I deserved.

I am glad of that, said Ann.

He laughed. So you havent changed so very much, he said. Except in appearance.

Isnt that the most important part of a woman? suggested Ann.

Yes, he answered, thinking. I suppose it is.

She was certainly very beautiful.

How long are you stopping in New York? she asked him.

Oh, not long, he explained.

Dont leave it for another ten years, she said, before letting me know what is happening to you. We didnt get on very well together as children; but we mustnt let him think were not friends. It would hurt him.

She spoke quite seriously, as if she were expecting him any moment to open the door and join them. Involuntarily Matthew glanced round the room. Nothing seemed altered. The worn carpet, the faded curtains, Abners easy chair, his pipe upon the corner of the mantelpiece beside the vase of spills.

It is curious, he said, finding this vein of fancy, of tenderness in you. I always regarded you as such a practical, unsentimental young person.

Perhaps we neither of us knew each other too well, in those days, she answered.

The small servant entered with the tea.

What have you been doing with yourself? he asked, drawing his chair up to the table.

She waited till the small servant had withdrawn.

Oh, knocking about, she answered. Earning my living.

It seems to have agreed with you, he repeated, smiling.

Its all right now, she answered. It was a bit of a struggle at first.

Yes, he agreed. Life doesnt temper the wind to the human lamb. But was there any need in your case? he asked. I thought—

Oh, that all went, she explained. Except the house.

Im sorry, said Matthew. I didnt know.

Oh, we have been a couple of pigs, she laughed, replying to his thoughts. I did sometimes think of writing you. I kept the address you gave me. Not for any assistance; I wanted to fight it out for myself. But I was a bit lonely.

Why didnt you? he asked.

She hesitated for a moment.

Its rather soon to make up ones mind, she said, but you seem to me to have changed. Your voice sounds so different. But as a boy — well, you were a bit of a prig, werent you? I imagined you writing me good advice and excellent short sermons. And it wasnt that that I was wanting.

I think I understand, he said. Im glad you got through.

What is your line? he asked. Journalism?

No, she answered. Too self-opinionated.

She opened a bureau that had always been her own and handed him a programme. Miss Ann Kavanagh, Contralto, was announced on it as one of the chief attractions.

I didnt know you had a voice, said Matthew.

You used to complain of it, she reminded him.

Your speaking voice, he corrected her. And it wasnt the quality of that I objected to. It was the quantity.

She laughed.

Yes, we kept ourselves pretty busy bringing one another up, she admitted.

They talked a while longer: of Abner and his kind, quaint ways; of old friends. Ann had lost touch with most of them. She had studied singing in Brussels, and afterwards her master had moved to London and she had followed him. She had only just lately returned to New York.

The small servant entered to clear away the tea things. She said she thought that Ann had rung. Her tone implied that anyhow it was time she had. Matthew rose and Ann held out her hand.

I shall be at the concert, he said.

It isnt till next week, Ann reminded him.

Oh, Im not in any particular hurry, said Matthew. Are you generally in of an afternoon?

Sometimes, said Ann.



He thought as he sat watching her from his stall that she was one of the most beautiful women he had ever seen. Her voice was not great. She had warned him not to expect too much.

It will never set the Thames on fire, she had said. I thought at first that it would. But such as it is I thank God for it.

It was worth that. It was sweet and clear and had a tender quality.

Matthew waited for her at the end. She was feeling well disposed towards all creatures and accepted his suggestion of supper with gracious condescension.

He had called on her once or twice during the preceding days. It was due to her after his long neglect of her, he told himself, and had found improvement in her. But to-night she seemed to take a freakish pleasure in letting him see that there was much of the old Ann still left in her: the frank conceit of her; the amazing self-opinionatedness of her; the waywardness, the wilfulness, the unreasonableness of her; the general uppishness and dictatorialness of her; the contradictoriness and flat impertinence of her; the swift temper and exasperating tongue of her.

It was almost as if she were warning him. You see, I am not changed, except, as you say, in appearance. I am still Ann with all the old faults and failings that once made life in the same house with me a constant trial to you. Just now my very imperfections appear charms. You have been looking at the sun — at the glory of my face, at the wonder of my arms and hands. Your eyes are blinded. But that will pass. And underneath I am still Ann. Just Ann.

They had quarrelled in the cab on the way home. He forgot what it was about, but Ann had said some quite rude things, and her face not being there in the darkness to excuse her, it had made him very angry. She had laughed again on the steps, and they had shaken hands. But walking home through the still streets Sylvia had plucked at his elbow.

What fools we mortals be — especially men! Here was a noble woman — a restful, understanding, tenderly loving woman; a woman as nearly approaching perfection as it was safe for a woman to go! This marvellous woman was waiting for him with outstretched arms (why should he doubt it?) — and just because Nature had at last succeeded in making a temporary success of Anns skin and had fashioned a rounded line above her shoulder-blade! It made him quite cross with himself. Ten years ago she had been gawky and sallow-complexioned. Ten years hence she might catch the yellow jaundice and lose it all. Passages in Sylvias letters returned to him. He remembered that far-off evening in his Paris attic when she had knocked at his door with her great gift of thanks. Recalled how her soft shadow hand had stilled his pain. He spent the next two days with Sylvia. He re-read all her letters, lived again the scenes and moods in which he had replied to them.

Her personality still defied the efforts of his imagination, but he ended by convincing himself that he would know her when he saw her. But counting up the women on Fifth Avenue towards whom he had felt instinctively drawn, and finding that the number had already reached eleven, began to doubt his intuition. On the morning of the third day he met Ann by chance in a booksellers shop. Her back was towards him. She was glancing through Aston Rowants latest volume.

What I, said the cheerful young lady who was attending to her, like about him is that he understands women so well.

What I like about him, said Ann, is that he doesnt pretend to.

Theres something in that, agreed the cheerful young lady. They say hes here in New York.

Ann looked up.

So Ive been told, said the cheerful young lady.

I wonder what hes like? said Ann.

He wrote for a long time under another name, volunteered the cheerful young lady. Hes quite an elderly man.

It irritated Matthew. He spoke without thinking.

No, he isnt, he said. Hes quite young.

The ladies turned and looked at him.

You know him? queried Ann. She was most astonished, and appeared disbelieving. That irritated him further.

If you care about it, he said. I will introduce you to him.

Ann made no answer. He bought a copy of the book for himself, and they went out together. They turned towards the park.

Ann seemed thoughtful. What is he doing here in New York? she wondered.

Looking for a lady named Sylvia, answered Matthew.

He thought the time was come to break it to her that he was a great and famous man. Then perhaps she would be sorry she had said what she had said in the cab. Seeing he had made up his mind that his relationship to her in the future would be that of an affectionate brother, there would be no harm in also letting her know about Sylvia. That also might be good for her.

They walked two blocks before Ann spoke. Matthew, anticipating a pleasurable conversation, felt no desire to hasten matters.

How intimate are you with him? she demanded. I dont think he would have said that to a mere acquaintance.

Im not a mere acquaintance, said Matthew. Ive known him a long time.

You never told me, complained Ann.

Didnt know it would interest you, replied Matthew.

He waited for further questions, but they did not come. At Thirty-fourth Street he saved her from being run over and killed, and again at Forty-second Street. Just inside the park she stopped abruptly and held out her hand.

Tell him, she replied, that if he is really serious about finding Sylvia, I may — I dont say I can — but I may be able to help him.

He did not take her hand, but stood stock still in the middle of the path and stared at her.

You! he said. You know her?

She was prepared for his surprise. She was also prepared — not with a lie, that implies evil intention. Her only object was to have a talk with the gentleman and see what he was like before deciding on her future proceedings — let us say, with a plausible story.

We crossed on the same boat, she said. We found there was a good deal in common between us. She — she told me things. When you came to think it out it was almost the truth.

What is she like? demanded Matthew.

Oh, just — well, not exactly— It was an awkward question. There came to her relief the reflection that there was really no need for her to answer it.

Whats it got to do with you? she said.

I am Aston Rowant, said Matthew.

The Central Park, together with the universe in general, fell away and disappeared. Somewhere out of chaos was sounding a plaintive voice: What is she like? Cant you tell me? Is she young or old?

It seemed to have been going on for ages. She made one supreme gigantic effort, causing the Central Park to reappear, dimly, faintly, but it was there again. She was sitting on a seat. Matthew — Aston Rowant, whatever it was — was seated beside her.

Youve seen her? What is she like?

I cant tell you.

He was evidently very cross with her. It seemed so unkind of him.

Why cant you tell me — or, why wont you tell me? Do you mean shes too awful for words?

No, certainly not — as a matter of fact—

Well, what?

She felt she must get away or there would be hysterics somewhere. She sprang up and began to walk rapidly towards the gate. He followed her.

Ill write you, said Ann.

But why — ?

I cant, said Ann. Ive got a rehearsal.

A car was passing. She made a dash for it and clambered on. Before he could make up his mind it had gathered speed.

Ann let herself in with her key. She called downstairs to the small servant that she wasnt to be disturbed for anything. She locked the door.

So it was to Matthew that for six years she had been pouring out her inmost thoughts and feelings! It was to Matthew that she had laid bare her tenderest, most sacred dreams! It was at Matthews feet that for six years she had been sitting, gazing up with respectful admiration, with reverential devotion! She recalled her letters, almost passage for passage, till she had to hold her hands to her face to cool it. Her indignation, one might almost say fury, lasted till tea-time.

In the evening — it was in the evening time that she had always written to him — a more reasonable frame of mind asserted itself. After all, it was hardly his fault. He couldnt have known who she was. He didnt know now. She had wanted to write. Without doubt he had helped her, comforted her loneliness; had given her a charming friendship, a delightful comradeship. Much of his work had been written for her, to her. It was fine work. She had been proud of her share in it. Even allowing there were faults — irritability, shortness of temper, a tendency to bossiness! — underneath it all was a man. The gallant struggle, the difficulties overcome, the long suffering, the high courage — all that she, reading between the lines, had divined of his lifes battle! Yes, it was a man she had worshipped. A woman need not be ashamed of that. As Matthew he had seemed to her conceited, priggish. As Aston Rowant she wondered at his modesty, his patience.

And all these years he had been dreaming of her; had followed her to New York; had — 

There came a sudden mood so ludicrous, so absurdly unreasonable that Ann herself stopped to laugh at it. Yet it was real, and it hurt. He had come to New York thinking of Sylvia, yearning for Sylvia. He had come to New York with one desire: to find Sylvia. And the first pretty woman that had come across his path had sent Sylvia clean out of his head. There could be no question of that. When Ann Kavanagh stretched out her hand to him in that very room a fortnight ago he had stood before her dazzled, captured. From that moment Sylvia had been tossed aside and forgotten. Ann Kavanagh could have done what she liked with him. She had quarrelled with him that evening of the concert. She had meant to quarrel with him.

And then for the first time he had remembered Sylvia. That was her reward — Sylvias: it was Sylvia she was thinking of — for six years devoted friendship; for the help, the inspiration she had given him.

As Sylvia, she suffered from a very genuine and explainable wave of indignant jealousy. As Ann, she admitted he ought not to have done it, but felt there was excuse for him. Between the two she feared her mind would eventually give way. On the morning of the second day she sent Matthew a note asking him to call in the afternoon. Sylvia might be there, or she might not. She would mention it to her.

She dressed herself in a quiet, dark-coloured frock. It seemed uncommittal and suitable to the occasion. It also happened to be the colour that best suited her. She would not have the lamps lighted.

Matthew arrived in a dark serge suit and a blue necktie, so that the general effect was quiet. Ann greeted him with kindliness and put him with his face to what little light there was. She chose for herself the window-seat. Sylvia had not arrived. She might be a little late — that is, if she came at all.

They talked about the weather for a while. Matthew was of opinion they were going to have some rain. Ann, who was in one of her contradictory moods, thought there was frost in the air.

What did you say to her? he asked.

Sylvia? Oh, what you told me, replied Ann. That you had come to New York to — to look for her.

What did she say? he asked.

Said youd taken your time about it, retorted Ann.

Matthew looked up with an injured expression.

It was her own idea that we should never meet, he explained.

Um! Ann grunted.

What do you think yourself she will be like? she continued. Have you formed any notion?

It is curious, he replied. I have never been able to conjure up any picture of her until just now.

Why just now? demanded Ann.

I had an idea I should find her here when I opened the door, he answered. You were standing in the shadow. It seemed to be just what I had expected.

You would have been satisfied? she asked.

Yes, he said.

There was silence for a moment.

Uncle Ab made a mistake, he continued. He ought to have sent me away. Let me come home now and then.

You mean, said Ann, that if you had seen less of me you might have liked me better?

Quite right, he admitted. We never see the things that are always there.

A thin, gawky girl with a bad complexion, she suggested. Would it have been of any use?

You must always have been wonderful with those eyes, he answered. And your hands were beautiful even then.

I used to cry sometimes when I looked at myself in the glass as a child, she confessed. My hands were the only thing that consoled me.

I kissed them once, he told her. You were asleep, curled up in Uncle Abs chair.

I wasnt asleep, said Ann.

She was seated with one foot tucked underneath her. She didnt look a bit grown up.

You always thought me a fool, he said.

It used to make me so angry with you, said Ann, that you seemed to have no go, no ambition in you. I wanted you to wake up — do something. If I had known you were a budding genius—

I did hint it to you, said he.

Oh, of course it was all my fault, said Ann.

He rose. You think she means to come? he asked. Ann also had risen.

Is she so very wonderful? she asked.

I may be exaggerating to myself, he answered. But I am not sure that I could go on with my work without her — not now.

You forgot her, flashed Ann, till we happened to quarrel in the cab.

I often do, he confessed. Till something goes wrong. Then she comes to me. As she did on that first evening, six years ago. You see, I have been more or less living with her since then, he added with a smile.

In dreamland, Ann corrected.

Yes, but in my case, he answered, the best part of my life is passed in dreamland.

And when you are not in dreamland? she demanded. When youre just irritable, short-tempered, cranky Matthew Pole. Whats she going to do about you then?

Shell put up with me, said Matthew.

No she wont, said Ann. Shell snap your head off. Most of the putting up with youll have to do.

He tried to get between her and the window, but she kept her face close to the pane.

You make me tired with Sylvia, she said. Its about time you did know what shes like. Shes just the commonplace, short-tempered, disagreeable-if-she-doesnt-get-her-own-way, unreasonable woman. Only more so.

He drew her away from the window by brute force.

So youre Sylvia, he said.

I thought that would get it into your head, said Ann.

It was not at all the way she had meant to break it to him. She had meant the conversation to be chiefly about Sylvia. She had a high opinion of Sylvia, a much higher opinion than she had of Ann Kavanagh. If he proved to be worthy of her — of Sylvia, that is, then, with the whimsical smile that she felt belonged to Sylvia, she would remark quite simply, Well, what have you got to say to her?

What had happened to interfere with the programme was Ann Kavanagh. It seemed that Ann Kavanagh had disliked Matthew Pole less than she had thought she did. It was after he had sailed away that little Ann Kavanagh had discovered this. If only he had shown a little more interest in, a little more appreciation of, Ann Kavanagh! He could be kind and thoughtful in a patronising sort of way. Even that would not have mattered if there had been any justification for his airs of superiority.

Ann Kavanagh, who ought to have taken a back seat on this occasion, had persisted in coming to the front. It was so like her.

Well, she said, what are you going to say to her? She did get it in, after all.

I was going, said Matthew, to talk to her about Art and Literature, touching, maybe, upon a few other subjects. Also, I might have suggested our seeing each other again once or twice, just to get better acquainted. And then I was going away.

Why going away? asked Ann.

To see if I could forget you.

She turned to him. The fading light was full upon her face.

I dont believe you could — again, she said.

No, he agreed. Im afraid I couldnt.

Youre sure theres nobody else, said Ann, that youre in love with. Only us two?

Only you two, he said.

She was standing with her hand on old Abners empty chair. Youve got to choose, she said. She was trembling. Her voice sounded just a little hard.

He came and stood beside her. I want Ann, he said.

She held out her hand to him.

Im so glad you said Ann, she laughed.


THE FAWN GLOVES.
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ALWAYS HE REMEMBERED her as he saw her first: the little spiritual face, the little brown shoes pointed downwards, their toes just touching the ground; the little fawn gloves folded upon her lap. He was not conscious of having noticed her with any particular attention: a plainly dressed, childish-looking figure alone on a seat between him and the setting sun. Even had he felt curious his shyness would have prevented his deliberately running the risk of meeting her eyes. Yet immediately he had passed her he saw her again, quite clearly: the pale oval face, the brown shoes, and, between them, the little fawn gloves folded one over the other. All down the Broad Walk and across Primrose Hill, he saw her silhouetted against the sinking sun. At least that much of her: the wistful face and the trim brown shoes and the little folded hands; until the sun went down behind the high chimneys of the brewery beyond Swiss Cottage, and then she faded.

She was there again the next evening, precisely in the same place. Usually he walked home by the Hampstead Road. Only occasionally, when the beauty of the evening tempted him, would he take the longer way by Regent Street and through the Park. But so often it made him feel sad, the quiet Park, forcing upon him the sense of his own loneliness.

He would walk down merely as far as the Great Vase, so he arranged with himself. If she were not there — it was not likely that she would be — he would turn back into Albany Street. The newsvendors shops with their display of the cheaper illustrated papers, the second-hand furniture dealers with their faded engravings and old prints, would give him something to look at, to take away his thoughts from himself. But seeing her in the distance, almost the moment he had entered the gate, it came to him how disappointed he would have been had the seat in front of the red tulip bed been vacant. A little away from her he paused, turning to look at the flowers. He thought that, waiting his opportunity, he might be able to steal a glance at her undetected. Once for a moment he did so, but venturing a second time their eyes met, or he fancied they did, and blushing furiously he hurried past. But again she came with him, or, rather, preceded him. On each empty seat between him and the sinking sun he saw her quite plainly: the pale oval face and the brown shoes, and, between them, the fawn gloves folded one upon the other.

Only this evening, about the small, sensitive mouth there seemed to be hovering just the faintest suggestion of a timid smile. And this time she lingered with him past Queens Crescent and the Malden Road, till he turned into Carlton Street. It was dark in the passage, and he had to grope his way up the stairs, but with his hand on the door of the bed-sitting room on the third floor he felt less afraid of the solitude that would rise to meet him.

All day long in the dingy back office in Abingdon Street, Westminster, where from ten to six each day he sat copying briefs and petitions, he thought over what he would say to her; tactful beginnings by means of which he would slide into conversation with her. Up Portland Place he would rehearse them to himself. But at Cambridge Gate, when the little fawn gloves came in view, the words would run away, to join him again maybe at the gate into the Chester Road, leaving him meanwhile to pass her with stiff, hurried steps and eyes fixed straight in front of him. And so it might have continued, but that one evening she was no longer at her usual seat. A crowd of noisy children swarmed over it, and suddenly it seemed to him as if the trees and flowers had all turned drab. A terror gnawed at his heart, and he hurried on, more for the need of movement than with any definite object. And just beyond a bed of geraniums that had hidden his view she was seated on a chair, and stopping with a jerk absolutely in front of her, he said, quite angrily:

Oh! there you are!

Which was not a bit the speech with which he had intended to introduce himself, but served his purpose just as well — perhaps better.

She did not resent his words or the tone.

It was the children, she explained. They wanted to play; so I thought I would come on a little farther.

Upon which, as a matter of course, he took the chair beside her, and it did not occur to either of them that they had not known one another since the beginning, when between St. Johns Wood and Albany Street God planted a garden.

Each evening they would linger there, listening to the pleading passion of the blackbirds note, the thrushs call to joy and hope. He loved her gentle ways. From the bold challenges, the sly glances of invitation flashed upon him in the street or from some neighbouring table in the cheap luncheon room he had always shrunk confused and awkward. Her shyness gave him confidence. It was she who was half afraid, whose eyes would fall beneath his gaze, who would tremble at his touch, giving him the delights of manly dominion, of tender authority. It was he who insisted on the aristocratic seclusion afforded by the private chair; who, with the careless indifference of a man to whom pennies were unimportant, would pay for them both. Once on his way through Piccadilly Circus he had paused by the fountain to glance at a great basket of lilies of the valley, struck suddenly by the thought how strangely their little pale petals seemed suggestive of her.

Ere y are, honey. Her favourite flower! cried the girl, with a grin, holding a bunch towards him.

How much? he had asked, vainly trying to keep the blood from rushing to his face.

The girl paused a moment, a coarse, kindly creature.

Sixpence, she demanded; and he bought them. She had meant to ask him a shilling, and knew he would have paid it. Same as silly fool! she called herself as she pocketed the money.

He gave them to her with a fine lordly air, and watched her while she pinned them to her blouse, and a squirrel halting in the middle of the walk watched her also with his head on one side, wondering what was the good of them that she should store them with so much care. She did not thank him in words, but there were tears in her eyes when she turned her face to his, and one of the little fawn gloves stole out and sought his hand. He took it in both his, and would have held it, but she withdrew it almost hurriedly.

They appealed to him, her gloves, in spite of their being old and much mended; and he was glad they were of kid. Had they been of cotton, such as girls of her class usually wore, the thought of pressing his lips to them would have put his teeth on edge. He loved the little brown shoes, that must have been expensive when new, for they still kept their shape. And the fringe of dainty petticoat, always so spotless and with never a tear, and the neat, plain stockings that showed below the closely fitting frock. So often he had noticed girls, showily, extravagantly dressed, but with red bare hands and sloppy shoes. Handsome girls, some of them, attractive enough if you were not of a finicking nature, to whom the little accessories are almost of more importance than the whole.

He loved her voice, so different from the strident tones that every now and then, as some couple, laughing and talking, passed them, would fall upon him almost like a blow; her quick, graceful movements that always brought back to his memory the vision of hill and stream. In her little brown shoes and gloves and the frock which was also of a shade of brown though darker, she was strangely suggestive to him of a fawn. The gentle look, the swift, soft movements that have taken place before they are seen; the haunting suggestion of fear never quite conquered, as if the little nervous limbs were always ready for sudden flight. He called her that one day. Neither of them had ever thought to ask one anothers names; it did not seem to matter.

My little brown fawn, he had whispered, I am always expecting you to suddenly dig your little heels into the ground and spring away; and she had laughed and drawn a little closer to him. And even that was just the movement of a fawn. He had known them, creeping near to them upon the hill-sides when he was a child.

There was much in common between them, so they found. Though he could claim a few distant relatives scattered about the North, they were both, for all practical purposes, alone in the world. To her, also, home meant a bed-sitting room—over there, as she indicated with a wave of the little fawn glove embracing the north-west district generally; and he did not press her for any more precise address.

It was easy enough for him to picture it: the mean, close-smelling street somewhere in the neighbourhood of Lisson Grove, or farther on towards the Harrow Road. Always he preferred to say good-bye to her at some point in the Outer Circle, with its peaceful vista of fine trees and stately houses, watching her little fawn-like figure fading away into the twilight.

No friend or relative had she ever known, except the pale, girlish-looking mother who had died soon after they had come to London. The elderly landlady had let her stay on, helping in the work of the house; and when even this last refuge had failed her, well-meaning folk had interested themselves and secured her employment. It was light and fairly well paid, but there were objections to it, so he gathered, more from her halting silences than from what she said. She had tried for a time to find something else, but it was so difficult without help or resources. There was nothing really to complain about it, except — And then she paused with a sudden clasp of the gloved hands, and, seeing the troubled look in her eyes, he had changed the conversation.

It did not matter; he would take her away from it. It was very sweet to him, the thought of putting a protective arm about this little fragile creature whose weakness gave him strength. He was not always going to be a clerk in an office. He was going to write poetry, books, plays. Already he had earned a little. He told her of his hopes, and her great faith in him gave him new courage. One evening, finding a seat where few people ever passed, he read to her. And she had understood. All unconsciously she laughed in the right places, and when his own voice trembled, and he found it difficult to continue for the lump in his own throat, glancing at her he saw the tears were in her eyes. It was the first time he had tasted sympathy.

And so spring grew to summer. And then one evening a great thing happened. He could not make out at first what it was about her: some little added fragrance that made itself oddly felt, while she herself seemed to be conscious of increased dignity. It was not until he took her hand to say good-bye that he discovered it. There was something different about the feel of her, and, looking down at the little hand that lay in his, he found the reason. She had on a pair of new gloves. They were still of the same fawn colour, but so smooth and soft and cool. They fitted closely without a wrinkle, displaying the slightness and the gracefulness of the hands beneath. The twilight had almost faded, and, save for the broad back of a disappearing policeman, they had the Outer Circle to themselves; and, the sudden impulse coming to him, he dropped on one knee, as they do in plays and story books and sometimes elsewhere, and pressed the little fawn gloves to his lips in a long, passionate kiss. The sound of approaching footsteps made him rise hurriedly. She did not move, but her whole body was trembling, and in her eyes was a look that was almost of fear. The approaching footsteps came nearer, but a bend of the road still screened them. Swiftly and in silence she put her arms about his neck and kissed him. It was a strange, cold kiss, but almost fierce, and then without a word she turned and walked away; and he watched her to the corner of Hanover Gate, but she did not look back.

It was almost as if it had raised a barrier between them, that kiss. The next evening she came to meet him with a smile as usual, but in her eyes was still that odd suggestion of lurking fear; and when, seated beside her, he put his hand on hers it seemed to him she shrank away from him. It was an unconscious movement. It brought back to him that haunting memory of hill and stream when some soft-eyed fawn, strayed from her fellows, would let him approach quite close to her, and then, when he put out his hand to caress her, would start away with a swift, quivering movement.

Do you always wear gloves? he asked her one evening a little later.

Yes, she answered, speaking low; when Im out of doors.

But this is not out of doors, he had pleaded. We have come into the garden. Wont you take them off?

She had looked at him from under bent brows, as if trying to read him. She did not answer him then. But on the way out, on the last seat close to the gate, she had sat down, motioning him to sit beside her. Quietly she unbuttoned the fawn gloves; drew each one off and laid them aside. And then, for the first time, he saw her hands.

Had he looked at her, seen the faint hope die out, the mute agony in the quiet eyes watching him, he would have tried to hide the disgust, the physical repulsion that showed itself so plainly in his face, in the involuntary movement with which he drew away from her. They were small and shapely with rounded curves, but raw and seared as with hot irons, with a growth of red, angry-coloured warts, and the nails all worn away.

I ought to have shown them to you before, she said simply as she drew the gloves on again. It was silly of me. I ought to have known.

He tried to comfort her, but his phrases came meaningless and halting.

It was the work, she explained as they walked on. It made your hands like that after a time. If only she could have got out of it earlier! But now! It was no good worrying about it now.

They parted near to the Hanover Gate, but to-night he did not stand watching her as he had always done till she waved a last good-bye to him just before disappearing; so whether she turned or not he never knew.

He did not go to meet her the next evening. A dozen times his footsteps led him unconsciously almost to the gate. Then he would hurry away again, pace the mean streets, jostling stupidly against the passers-by. The pale, sweet face, the little nymph-like figure, the little brown shoes kept calling to him. If only there would pass away the horror of those hands! All the artist in him shuddered at the memory of them. Always he had imagined them under the neat, smooth gloves as fitting in with all the rest of her, dreaming of the time when he would hold them in his own, caressing them, kissing them. Would it be possible to forget them, to reconcile oneself to them? He must think — must get away from these crowded streets where faces seemed to grin at him. He remembered that Parliament had just risen, that work was slack in the office. He would ask that he might take his holiday now — the next day. And they had agreed.

He packed a few things into a knapsack. From the voices of the hills and streams he would find counsel.

He took no count of his wanderings. One evening at a lonely inn he met a young doctor. The innkeepers wife was expecting to be taken with child that night, and the doctor was waiting downstairs till summoned. While they were talking, the idea came to him. Why had he not thought of it? Overcoming his shyness, he put his questions. What work would it be that would cause such injuries? He described them, seeing them before him in the shadows of the dimly lighted room, those poor, pitiful little hands.

Oh! a dozen things might account for it — the doctors voice sounded callous — the handling of flax, even of linen under certain conditions. Chemicals entered so much nowadays into all sorts of processes and preparations. All this new photography, cheap colour printing, dyeing and cleaning, metal work. Might all be avoided by providing rubber gloves. It ought to be made compulsory. The doctor seemed inclined to hold forth. He interrupted him.

But could it be cured? Was there any hope?

Cured? Hope? Of course it could be cured. It was only local — the effect being confined to the hands proved that. A poisoned condition of the skin aggravated by general poverty of blood. Take her away from it; let her have plenty of fresh air and careful diet, using some such simple ointment or another as any local man, seeing them, would prescribe; and in three or four months they would recover.

He could hardly stay to thank the young doctor. He wanted to get away by himself, to shout, to wave his arms, to leap. Had it been possible he would have returned that very night. He cursed himself for the fancifulness that had prevented his inquiring her address. He could have sent a telegram. Rising at dawn, for he had not attempted to sleep, he walked the ten miles to the nearest railway station, and waited for the train. All day long it seemed to creep with him through the endless country. But London came at last.

It was still the afternoon, but he did not care to go to his room. Leaving his knapsack at the station, he made his way to Westminster. He wanted all things to be unchanged, so that between this evening and their parting it might seem as if there had merely passed an ugly dream; and timing himself, he reached the park just at their usual hour.

He waited till the gates were closed, but she did not come. All day long at the back of his mind had been that fear, but he had driven it away. She was ill, just a headache, or merely tired.

And the next evening he told himself the same. He dared not whisper to himself anything else. And each succeeding evening again. He never remembered how many. For a time he would sit watching the path by which she had always come; and when the hour was long past he would rise and walk towards the gate, look east and west, and then return. One evening he stopped one of the park-keepers and questioned him. Yes, the man remembered her quite well: the young lady with the fawn gloves. She had come once or twice — maybe oftener, the park-keeper could not be sure — and had waited. No, there had been nothing to show that she was in any way upset. She had just sat there for a time, now and then walking a little way and then coming back again, until the closing hour, and then she had gone. He left his address with the park-keeper. The man promised to let him know if he ever saw her there again.

Sometimes, instead of the park, he would haunt the mean streets about Lisson Grove and far beyond the other side of the Edgware Road, pacing them till night fell. But he never found her.

He wondered, beating against the bars of his poverty, if money would have helped him. But the grim, endless city, hiding its million secrets, seemed to mock the thought. A few pounds he had scraped together he spent in advertisements; but he expected no response, and none came. It was not likely she would see them.

And so after a time the park, and even the streets round about it, became hateful to him; and he moved away to another part of London, hoping to forget. But he never quite succeeded. Always it would come back to him when he was not thinking: the broad, quiet walk with its prim trees and gay beds of flowers. And always he would see her seated there, framed by the fading light. At least, that much of her: the little spiritual face, and the brown shoes pointing downwards, and between them the little fawn gloves folded upon her lap.
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THE FIRST ACT.
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THE SCENE REPRESENTS a room high up in a Bloomsbury lodging-house. It is poorly, but not sordidly, furnished; and here and there are touches of taste, and some attempt at comfort. Nelly Morris, a young girl, dressed in a very old frock, the shabbiness of which she has attempted to hide by various feminine devices, is discovered sitting L. of table. A pile of medical books, topped by a skull, faces her. She is sitting with her elbows on table, her head in her hands, looking up at, and talking to, the skull.

NELLY MORRIS.
Did you ever know what it was to be poor-real poor I mean? Do you know what Ted and I have got for dinner? Three sausages between us! Thats one and a half — no, two for him because hes working, and one for me. And do you know what I am longing for more than anything else in the world? A great plate of roast beef — heaps of beef — and Yorkshire pudding and potatoes — large potatoes. (Sniffs in the air.) Did you ever feel like that? Did you ever try studying for an exam, on bread-and-butter for breakfast, bread-and-butter for dinner (when it wont run to the sausages), and bread, without butter, for supper, like poor Ted has to? Do you think hell be able to learn enough on it to pass? Do you? (Breaking down.) Ah! you only grin at it all. Tis funny, isnt it? (Laughing hysterically.) I suppose we shall grin at it all when we are as old as you.

(The door at back opens, and Mrs. Wheedles, an old lady of the Mrs. Gummidge type, enters. Nelly hastily wipes away her tears.)

MRS. WHEEDLES.
Oh! my dear, you gave me quite a turn. I made sure youd got someone here.

NELLY MORRIS.
Only old Tapley, Mrs. Wheedles. I talk to him about my worries and he teaches me to laugh at them. Do you see how hes smiling? (Takes skull and shows its face to Mrs Wheedles.)

MRS. WHEEDLES.
(Pushing it away.) Oh, my dear, dont. You make me feel quite creepy. I do wish your brother wouldnt leave his bones about as he does. Its really hardly decent.

NELLY MORRIS.
Well put something over him. (Takes the skull to mantelpiece and ties pocket-handkerchief round it.) You are shocking the susceptibilities of the British Matron, Mr. Tapley. You must be dressed.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
He doesnt look very well to-day, does he?

NELLY MORRIS.
What, Mr. Tapley? Oh, much the same as —— 

MRS. WHEEDLES.
Lor, no, my dear! how your mind does run on that nasty things I was speaking of your brother.

NELLY MORRIS.
You dont think hes going to break down?

MRS. WHEEDLES.
Oh no, my dear — at least well hope for the best. He seemed a bit pale, thats all.

(Nelly takes books from the table and puts them away in case, and in other ways tidies up the room while talking.)

NELLY MORRIS.
Hes working so hard you see — so terribly hard. Hell be able to rest a bit when hes passed his exam.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
Yes, of course — that is if he does pass it.

NELLY MORRIS.
Dont say if, Mrs. Wheedles, please. You dont know what it means to us. He must pass — he must. Hes worked so hard.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
Ah, its never those who know the most that do pass. Ive had a few medicos, as they call themselves, through my hands, and its always the ones that will never know the difference between croup and rheumatism that get through.

NELLY MORRIS.
Im afraid that doesnt promise very well for Ted.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
No, my dear, I am sorely afraid he wont pass — sorely afraid. But there, you can never tell, and one should always look on the bright side of things, they say. (Beginning to cry.)

NELLY MORRIS.
You dont help one to do so very much, Mrs. Wheedles.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
I never like to see anyone too sanguine, my dear. He doesnt eat enough to keep himself well, and you wont let me send a little bit of anything up now and then.

NELLY MORRIS.
How can we, you kind old soul, when we owe you as much as we do already? And Heaven knows how we shall ever be able to pay you if he doesnt pass.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
Ah, you dont like to feel that you owe anything to a poor old lodging-house keeper. I only wish all of them were as considerate. Id be better off than I am. But suppose, now, it didnt come out of my pocket, but from someone who could well afford it — who — was rich — and who —— 

NELLY MORRIS.
What do you mean, Mrs. Wheedles? Have you been telling anyone of our poverty? Have you been asking for charity for us?

MRS. WHEEDLES.
Lord help the child, no! How you do flare up. I havent said a word to anyone. (Aside.) Thats the truth anyhow.

NELLY MORRIS.
Please forgive me. I didnt mean to be cross. I know how kindly you meant it, but you dont understand. Were not so very poor, you know. Ted cant work if he eats heavily, and —— (Turns away, choking a sob.)

MRS. WHEEDLES.
Ah, poor dears — and both as proud as lucifers, so that nobody can help em. Ah, well, my dear, I only just looked in to cheer you up a bit. Theres nothing I can do for you, I suppose?

NELLY MORRIS.
No, thank you, Mrs. Wheedles. Ill get you to let Martha boil me a few potatoes later on.

(Knock heard at door, which Mrs. Wheedles has left open.)

ADAM CHERRY.
(Looking in.) Can I come in?

MRS. WHEEDLES.
Its Mr. Cherry, my dear.

NELLY MORRIS.
Oh yes, come in, Mr. Cherry.

(Enter Cherry. He is a dapper little man of about fifty-five, but dresses, and tries to look younger. He carries a book in his hand which he seems anxious to keep out of sight.)

ADAM CHERRY.
Ah, Mrs. Wheedles, you here?

ADAM CHERRY.
(He looks from one to the other.) I suppose youve been cheering up Miss Morris?

MRS. WHEEDLES.
(Crying.) Yes, Mr. Cherry. I just looked in to comfort her a bit, you know. Im sure the poor child needs it.

ADAM CHERRY.
Ah, Ill tell you what it is, Mrs. Wheedles. Wheedles must have had a damp time of it. I dont wonder at his leaving you.

NELLY MORRIS.
Oh, do you think it wise to start her on Wheedles?

MRS. WHEEDLES.
I dont expect anyone to, Mr. Cherry, Im sure. He was a fine-looking man, and there were those that lured him away. Not that I think it right that a man whos once promised to —— 

ADAM CHERRY.
No, no! of course not! I didnt mean that. He was a villain, Mrs. Wheedles — a villain. (He bustles her, still crying, towards the door.)

MRS. WHEEDLES.
No, I wont say that.

ADAM CHERRY.
Oh, I would, Mrs. Wheedles, if I were you. Only Id go downstairs where I could have a good cry about it all to myself, and not come up again till I felt better.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
Ah, no, Mr. Cherry, crying wont mend matters. We must grin and bear things in this world. (She is still crying.) You bring down those potatoes whenever youre ready, dear. (She goes off crying.)

NELLY MORRIS.
Thank you, Mrs. Wheedles.

ADAM CHERRY.
(He closes the door and returns to Nelly.) That woman never wants to go to the seaside, you know. She has a salt-water bath every day.

NELLY MORRIS.
Poor old soul. I think she gets all her enjoyment out of being miserable.

ADAM CHERRY.
Yes, and you cant say shes selfish with it either. Oh, I just came up to bring you this (showing book in his hand)— Grays Anatomy. I came across it in turning over some old books of mine. Its — its the book your brother was saying he wanted, isnt it?

NELLY MORRIS.
(Smiling as she looks at the palpably new volume.) You keep your old books nice and clean, Mr. Cherry.

ADAM CHERRY.
(A little confused.) Yes. I — Im very careful of my books.

NELLY MORRIS.
(Opening and reading title-page.) Tenth edition, London, 1893. (She goes up to him, and without speakings gives him her hand very quietly. He takes it in both his and pats it gently.)

ADAM CHERRY.
How is Ted?

NELLY MORRIS.
Very overworked, Mr. Cherry.

ADAM CHERRY.
Ah, well, the examination is only six weeks off now, and then he must have a long rest.

NELLY MORRIS.
Yes, if he passes; if he doesnt, it means the old struggle all over again, only with less heart and (Aside) less bread-and-butter.

ADAM CHERRY.
Ah, now, that old woman has been doing that. You mustnt think about his not passing. Hes bound to pass. I do wish shed keep downstairs.

NELLY MORRIS.
Oh, its better to be ready to face a thing, I suppose, than to be crushed by it when it does come. There are plenty do fail, and they are not always those that deserve to. And you see hes not strong and well just now, and it is such a hard fight. (Vehemently) Oh, if I could only do something to help him instead of being a drag upon him. It is so hard. Other girls can earn money — I havent been brought up to do anything. Theres nothing I can do — nothing, nothing.

ADAM CHERRY.
(Earnestly.) Nothing! (Nelly, startled by his earnest tone, turns and looks at him.) Suppose, my dear, there — there was something you could do — which would enable somebody else to help him — something which mightnt even be very unpleasant for you, either, and that only wanted a kind, loving, little heart. Suppose, my dear, some old fellow — not very old, you know, but just old enough to — to know your value, my dear — should say to you: I love you very, very dearly, my dear — and it would make me very, very happy to make you happy. Will you try to love me, my dear? Will you give me the right to — to take away all this trouble from you — to — to help you both. (Nelly slowly crosses to fire, and stands looking into it.) Dont you see, my dear I should be one of the family, and he couldnt mind my helping him then. You see — I — Ive been working all my life, and making money, and now Ive no one that I care for to spend it on. It would be so pleasant for me to — to feel that I was helping some brave, clever young fellow to get on in the world. It would make me so proud and happy to be helping those you cared for — to be taking care of you.

NELLY MORRIS.
(She still looks into fire and Cherry stands waiting At length she turns with a calm face and firm, closed lips.) Yes, I will be your wife, Mr. Cherry — if you will be content with me as I am.

ADAM CHERRY.
My dear —— 

NELLY MORRIS.
You dont misunderstand me, do you Mr. Cherry? You have been the only friend that we have had, and I like you and respect you very, very much, but I do not —— 

ADAM CHERRY.
(Checking her.) Never mind that, my dear. I know what you are going to say. But dont say it. That will come all right. Why, youve only known me six months, and half that time as only as Mrs. Wheedles first floor lodger. I must win that, my dear. Oh, Im going to begin to make love now; Im not so very old, you know. Why, bless you, I feel as if I were just beginning life. We shall be as happy as can be, my dear. Youll just try to love me a little, dear, thats all.

NELLY MORRIS.
Ill try to make you a good wife, Mr. Cherry.

ADAM CHERRY.
I know you will, my dear. I know you will. Wont you call me Adam, dear? (Seeing her trouble over this.) Ah, not just yet — never mind. It will come in time, dear. And I may begin to make things a little smoother for you — and — and for Ted at once, maynt I?

NELLY MORRIS.
(A little wearily.) Yes, Mr. Cherry, thank you. You are very kind and good.

ADAM CHERRY.
Tut, tut, my dear. Im pleasing myself, thats all. And now youd like me to run away, I know, so that you can think it all over by yourself. I cant tell you, my dear, how very happy youve made me. I — I never felt like this before, and I dont know what to say. I can feel it, but I cant tell it to you. May I —— ? (She involuntarily shrinks away.) Ah, not yet, dear — not till youve learnt to love me a little more, eh? (Kisses her hand.) Good-bye for a little while, my dear. (He goes out.)

NELLY MORRIS.
(Left alone, she stands for awhile where he has left her, then, slouly crossing to fire, she takes from round her neck a locket, and, opening it, takes out a small picture and looks at it.) Poor Jack! Poor me!

(She tears the miniature in two and lets the pieces fall into the fire. Teds voice is faintly heard, and Jacks in answer to it. Nelly goes out L., closing door behind her and taking her work-box off table with her. There is a moments pause, and then door at back opens and Ted enters, followed by Jack. They are both young fellows of three or four and twenty. Both are poorly dressed, Ted is ill and worn looking, but gay and boyish in his manner; Jack is an older and graver man. Both men are smoking pipes.)

TED MORRIS.
Come in, old man. (Calling.) Are you in, Nelly?

NELLY MORRIS.
(Calling from the inner room.) Yes, Ill be out in a minute, dear.

TED MORRIS.
Take your coat off, old man. Youll stop and have a bit of lunch?

JACK MEDBURY.
No, I wont, Ted, thanks — cant stop. Oughtnt to have come out at all — clear morning like this.

TED MORRIS.
(At cupboard.) Oh you cant be always at work. Have some whiskey?

JACK MEDBURY.
Well, just a —— (Sees that bottle in Teds hand is empty.) No — no I wont. Cant stand it in the morning.

TED MORRIS.
(Much relieved, puts bottle away.) Perhaps youre right. Bad habit to get into. Hows the picture getting on?

JACK MEDBURY.
Which one? That churchyard thing?

TED MORRIS.
No, no, — the big one — the Enid and Geraint. Ought to make a very pretty picture that, Jack.

JACK MEDBURY.
Yes — yes. I should like to be getting on with that. I want a face for the Enid, you know.

TED MORRIS.
Yes, I should say shed look all the better for one.

JACK MEDBURY.
I was wondering if Nelly would mind sitting for it.

TED MORRIS.
Nelly! But you want someone very beautiful for that, dont you?

JACK MEDBURY.
Well, and dont you call —— No, you wouldnt, of course. I expect Helen of Troys brothers never could understand what Paris saw in her.

TED MORRIS.
Oh, shes a dear little soul; but, seriously now, Jack, as an artist, is she beautiful?

JACK MEDBURY.
Oh, youre a fool, Ted. I dont mean to be insulting. (Laughs.) But fancy your sitting opposite Nelly every day of your life, and then asking somebody else If shes beautiful!

TED MORRIS.
Um! I must have another look at her.

JACK MEDBURY.
Yes, I should — with your eyes open on this occasion. Look at her closely, Ted. Youll see one of the fairest, noblest little women God ever made — whod just lay down her life for you — who keeps a bonny face and a brave word for you — and a sore heart for herself sometimes. Look at her a little oftener, old man — let her see that you understand and love her for it and — you dont mind my coming the family friend over you, do you, old fellow?

TED MORRIS.
Of course not, Jack. But youve worried me about Nelly.

JACK MEDBURY.
How?

TED MORRIS.
Why, it never occurred to me before, but here —— 

Beautiful as you say she is, and just growing up into womanhood, Ill just tell you what will be happening before long.

JACK MEDBURY.
What?

TED MORRIS.
Why, we shall have some young idiot falling in love with her.

JACK MEDBURY.
Yes; its not altogether impossible.

TED MORRIS.
Its not at all improbable — and what the deuce shall I do?

JACK MEDBURY.
Oh, you come and tell me. Ill show you what to do.

TED MORRIS.
Its no chaffing matter, Jack. Its a serious responsibility upon a fellow when you come to think of it. Im beginning to understand the feelings of a stern parent.

JACK MEDBURY.
What sort of a fellow do you fancy for a brother-in-law?

TED MORRIS.
(Laughs.) What she fancies will be more to the point, I expect. You know shes a bit headstrong; Ill tell you who it will be.

JACK MEDBURY.
(Quickly.) Who?

TED MORRIS.
Why some poor devil without a penny to bless himself with. You bet your bottom dollar on that.

JACK MEDBURY.
And what do you intend saying to this impecunious suitor when he does turn up?

TED MORRIS.
I must think it over seriously, and be prepared for him.

JACK MEDBURY.
Better think it over now.

TED MORRIS.
Why?

JACK MEDBURY.
He may be down on you sooner than you expect. The truth is theres a very impecunious young man very much in love with your sister already, and I — I rather fancy she — she doesnt mind it.

TED MORRIS.
Oh! impossible.

JACK MEDBURY.
I dont quite see why.

TED MORRIS.
Why, she hasnt seen anybody for the last eighteen months. We never go out, and there hasnt been a soul here — except yourself.

JACK MEDBURY.
And which do you consider as impossible — my falling in love with her, or her not objecting to it?

TED MORRIS.
You? You and Nelly in love with each other? How long has it all been going on?

JACK MEDBURY.
Well, as far as I am concerned I dont think I lost much time since you first brought me here last Christmas twelve-month.

TED MORRIS.
Funny Ive never noticed anything.

JACK MEDBURY.
Well, I dont really think its been our fault, old man— pon my soul, I dont.

TED MORRIS.
Are you engaged?

JACK MEDBURY.
No, no, we shouldnt have done that without saying anything to you, but I think we understand one another.

TED MORRIS.
Hum! I dont seem much good at this duenna business.

JACK MEDBURY.
Its not your strong point, Ted. (Both men laugh.) Well, what do you think, old fellow? I ought to have spoken to you before, of course. But somehow it seemed odd talking to another fellow about it. You know all about me. We are both a couple of poor devils. Youre fighting the world with bones and bottles; Im tackling it with a paint-brush. If I get licked, of course I shall clear out, but I shall daub a good deal better if I fancy I see Nelly waiting for me behind the canvas, and I may win. Come, you know Ill try to be good to her. What do you say?

TED MORRIS.
That its the grandest bit of news Ive heard, Jack, for many a long month.

JACK MEDBURY.
You dont mind?

I mind a good deal, old man — I cant tell you how much — Im glad — awfully glad. (He puts both hands on Jacks shoulders.)

Why, Jack, I feel as if Id got a new heart in me. Well put Nelly between us, old man, and face the world together — and, damn it all, well win!

JACK MEDBURY.
Brothers!

TED MORRIS.
Brothers!

JACK MEDBURY.
Thanks, old fellow, thanks.

TED MORRIS.
TED MORRIS.
Jack! This demands a drink of some sort. Have you ever tackled methylated spirit?

JACK MEDBURY.
No, Ive heard of people drinking it. They say you cant tell it from gin.

TED MORRIS.
Lets try it. Its the very best methylated, this brand.

(He goes up to cupboard and brings it down in two glasses. Jack at the same time gets water from window-sill, and brings it and fills glasses.) Shoulder to shoulder, old man.

JACK MEDBURY.
And our Nelly.

(A knock is heard at door. Both men pause and listen. Knock is repeated. They put their glasses down on table.)

TED MORRIS.
Come in.

(Theodore Travers enters. He is a man about twenty-five, but looks any age. He is well-dressed, well-groomed.)

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Good morning. Mr. Edward Morris, I believe?

TED MORRIS.
I — I dont think I have the pleasure of knowing you.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Not hitherto. I have come on purpose to remove that reproach from you. I believe you have the distinction of being a cousin of mine. My name is Travers — Theodore Travers.

JACK MEDBURY.
What, the Theodore Travers? The author?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Well I know of no other. I rather think one of us is sufficient for this sized world. (Turns aside and writes covertly on his cuff.) Books everywhere — microscope — smokes briar — shaves at intervals.

TED MORRIS.
Well, Im very glad to see you, and Im very glad to learn youre my cousin, though I dont quite understand how.

THEODORE. TRAVERS.
(Sitting.) Dont you? Oh, its simple enough. My mother having accomplished the exceedingly satisfactory lifes work of introducing me into the world, dies, poor lady. My father, feeling the sole responsibility of bringing up so extraordinary an infant as myself too much for him, marries a charming lady of whom I have always very much approved, a Miss Belinda Greggs, better known as Mdlle. Silvia, the beauteous and world-renowned skipping-rope artiste. This lady, upon the death of my father, marries your uncle. Thus Art becomes the golden link connecting the Morris to the Travers family. (About to drink from one of the glasses.) Gin?

TED MORRIS.
No; an experiment. I dont fancy youd care for it. (Takes glasses away and puts them back in cupboard.) O yes, I recollect now. Mrs. Ben Dixon was a Mrs. Travers, of course. (Noticing that Theo is again writing on his cuff.) Your cuff is getting rather full, isnt it? Dont you carry a note-book?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Yes, but you know some people object to it, so I generally make short memoranda on my cuff and copy them out afterwards.

TED MORRIS.
Very considerate of you, Im sure. But dont you trouble about it in this case. If you can make anything out of us you go ahead. Its more than we can do ourselves.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
(Takes out note-book,) Well now, thats really very kind of you. I will. To tell you the truth, thats partly why I came here. Im giving the medical students a turn in my next book, and I wanted to get material. (Writing.) Hard up, of course? (Ted nods.) Loud tie. (Sniffs.) Shag! (Turns to Jack.) Friend an artist? Also hard up? Coloured shirt!

JACK MEDBURY.
They last clean so much longer than the white ones.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Quite so — blunt and careless. Gentleman on mantelpiece seems to be suffering from toothache.

TED MORRIS.
(Laughs.) Oh, thats Nellys nonsense, I suppose. This is Mr. Tapley. We call him Mr. Tapley because he is always so jolly.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
(Shutting book.) Thanks. Now that will be really useful to me. You see Im a realist. We dont imagine, we study; the worlds my scenery, mankind my characters. I write as I run.

JACK MEDBURY.
Do you ever get your head punched?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Did once.

TED MORRIS.
What did you do?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Made a note of the experience while it was fresh in my mind, and then hit him back.

JACK MEDBURY.
You dont waste your experiences?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Never. Experience is the cypher that explains the universe. Ive been everything, done everything, made a note of everything, and understand everything. Ive fought in Russia and made love in Spain, edited a newspaper in Calcutta, and ran a company in New York. Been imprisoned in Japan, and married in Egypt. Ive studied mankind from the Equator to the Pole and I flatter myself I know the poor thing inside and out.

TED MORRIS.
Youre rather young to know so much. Arent you afraid of overdoing it, and injuring yourself?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
My dear fellow, I never was young. Age is a question of senses, not of seasons. I was born pretty much as you see me now. I told my first lie before most children can lisp the truth. I posed before most children can stand. I drank brandy at an age when most children lick sherbet, and made love while my co-temporaries were making mudpies.

JACK MEDBURY.
I wonder you care to stop on any longer in this world.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Duty, my dear fellow. Im wanted down here. The age requires me. Great men are scarce.

TED MORRIS.
And modest — I always thought.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
A popular delusion. They pretend to be. In reality they all think of themselves exactly as I think of myself; I am setting them an example of naturalness and candour.

TED MORRIS.
(Laughs.) You certainly cant be accused of the pride that apes humility. Well, and how are my respected aunt and uncle?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Mr. and Mrs. Ben Dixon? Oh, they are getting on very well now. Ive gone to live with them.

TED MORRIS.
Awfully good of you. How do you get on with the old man?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Ben Dixon? Well, I like him. He amuses me.

TED MORRIS.
Is he still in the philanthropic line?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Yes, doing a bigger business than ever. Im afraid he wont live long. Theyll be wanting him for an angel when the next vacancy occurs. He is a County Councillor already. By-the-bye, he landed you pretty heavily, didnt he?

TED MORRIS.
Oh, that was my fault. I let him invest all our money in some cast-iron affair that was going to pay a hundred per cent. He had influence with the Directors, and got them to let us into it — as a favour.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Um! and a very pretty little let in it was. Well, its all experience, my dear boy — all.

(Enter Nelly. Theodore rises.)

TED MORRIS.
This is my sister.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
I envy you, my dear boy. How do you do, Miss Morris? Im Theodore Travers, your cousin, you know.

NELLY MORRIS.
Oh, yes, I remember. How did you manage to find us?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Oh, the step-maters been on your track ever since you disappeared. Shell be here in a minute.

TED MORRIS.
(Aghast.) Mrs. Ben Dixon coming here!

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Yes, and hes coming too. I ought to have told you before, only Ive been so taken up with your interesting conversation.

TED MORRIS.
(Aside, savagely.) Why the deuce cant they wait till theyre asked?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
And if you would permit me, as a practical stage-manager, I would suggest a rearrangement of the props. (Looking round room.) Let me see. Step-mater will take the centre of the stage, of course; she always does, from force of habit.

NELLY MORRIS.
(Putting flimsy chair R. of table, and smiling.) There!

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Yes, thats the place, but its not the chair. (Shaking and testing it.)

JACK MEDBURY.
(Bringing a big one over from window.) This one?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Thats more the thing, and then, let me see, the old man — he wont sit anywhere, hell stand in front of the fire and try to look like a stained-glass window; and then the girl —— 

TED MORRIS.
What girl!

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Oh, a protégée of the step-maters — a dear little thing — suggests roses and old Chippendale. (Takes chair to window.) She can sit over here near me. (At window, he looks out.) Ah, theres the carriage going away now. They are here evidently — all on the stairs in different degrees of exhaustion.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
(Without.) Well, we cant go any higher; it must be this. (Door opens, and in bustles breezily Mrs. Ben Dixon. She is a kindly, blunt, slightly vulgar woman of about forty. Her style in dress is pronounced.) Yes. Here they are, both of them. The young villains! Oh, you bad boy! Oh, you bad girl! Ill never forgive you, neither of you. Come and kiss me. (She embraces Nelly.)

(She is followed in by Mr. Ben Dixon and Primrose Deane. Mr. Ben Dixon is an unctuous, plausible, smiling old humbug. He is dressed with the nicest regard to ostentatious respectability. Primrose is a sweet, childish girl.)

MR. BEN DIXON.
So we have run you to earth at last, you young rogues. (He kisses Nelly and introduces her to Primrose.)

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Run them to earth! Run them to air you mean. (Referring to Teas proffered hand.) Lord help the boy, I dont want that. I want a kiss. Whats the good of being an aunt if you cant kiss your good-looking young nephews? (Embraces him.) Oh, I am cross with you. Im going to tell you both what I think of you as soon as I get my breath back.

NELLY MORRIS.
Dont be angry, aunt. We were only waiting for Ted to pass.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Pass what? The Bankruptcy Court?

NELLY MORRIS.
No; his final examination. Hes nearly a full-blown surgeon.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
What! Ted going in for doctoring!

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Standing before the fire.) A noble and useful profession! Also, I believe, exceedingly remunerative.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
And one which atones for its folly in assisting people into the world by its efficacy in assisting them out of it again.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Oh, do you be quiet, Theo; I got you to go on in front on purpose that you should have a quiet twenty minutes talk all to yourself, and so give us a chance when we came.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
All right, mater — all right, if you think this is your scene, Ill talk aside up stage Right. Theres not room for the two of us I know.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
(To Nelly.) Wonderful boy that, if only he wouldnt fancy that God Almighty made the universe just to hear what he would say about it. (Nelly laughs.)

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Oh, I think it must be so beautiful to be a doctor, and to help people in pain and sickness. I should so like to be a nurse.

TED MORRIS.
Im sure youd make a very sweet and helpful one.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Well, I must say they are very becoming, those bonnets. I thought of it myself when I was a girl. It was a toss up at one time between that and the skipping-rope.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Ahem — my dear.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Well, everybody here knows all about it — except this young man — I —— (Looking at Jack.)

TED MORRIS.
My chum, Jack Medbury — an artist, aunt.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
An artiste? I — Im glad to meet you, young man. Whats your line?

JACK MEDBURY.
Oh — oh, I paint, you know,

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Oh, that! Ah, well, theyre all good of their kind. And now when are you young folks coming down to see me? Some country air in your lungs, and some good food in your stomachs wont do either of you any harm, I should say from the look of you.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Yes, you must come down to us. Come and spend a — an afternoon.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
An afternoon! Bless the man, I want them for a month.

TED MORRIS.
Its awfully good of you, aunt, but the exams in six weeks. I darent leave my work.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Well, bring it with you, cant you?

TED MORRIS.
No, aunt. You see it isnt only studying. I must attend the hospital. I want practice.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Practice! Well, theres all the village for you to practice on. Why it will be just what theyll love. Medicine given away gratis and no questions asked.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Oh, you must come. I insist upon it, and you know you really owe me something, you young people, for all the terrible anxiety your money affairs have caused me.

TED MORRIS.
Oh, Im sorry theyve done that.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Ah, my dear Edward, I can never tell you the agony of mind the loss of that £4,000 has given me.

TED MORRIS.
Yes, it annoyed us a bit.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Ah, yes, that was natural. It was your money. But it was no business of mine at all, and yet, ah, how Ive suffered.

NELLY MORRIS.
Ah, well, you meant for the best, uncle. Dont fret about it.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
We must make it up to them you know, Ben. We must look after them a bit and help them.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Im sure I shall always feel it my duty to give them the very best advice in my power.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Yes, and I guess well supplement that by something a little more useful. Dont you fear about that, young folks.

TED MORRIS.
Its very good of you, aunt. I know you mean kindly

— both of you, but —— (Puts his arm round Nelly,)

Nelly and I have fought the worst of this fight by ourselves, and — well win it or lose it alone.

MR. BEN DIXON.
(He shakes Ted by the hand.) A noble resolution. You are a brave boy. I admire you for it. (Aside.) I hope hell stick to it.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Ah, youre your fathers boy, Ted — both of you — but while youre sticking up for your independence dont you forget my rights. I am your aunt. I loved your poor dead mother, and Ive a right to love her two headstrong young brats, and Im going to do it. (There is the slightest suggestion of tears in her voice by this time.)

NELLY MORRIS.
Im sure we both want you to, aunt. Ted didnt mean that, he didnt. Did you, Ted?

MRS. BEN DIXON.
All the same to me, my dear, if he did. I can be as obstinate as he can. Your Aunt Bellas going to be your friend, and you can just lump it or like it — both of you.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Still you know, my dear, an independent spirit is a beautiful trait in anyone. I really dont think we ought to do anything to undermine it.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Ah, your solicitors didnt talk like that to mine, Ben, when our marriage settlements were being discussed.

MR. BEN DIXON.
(To Ted.) Ah, thats the worst of women. They will always drag in the personal element.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Now come, Ted. Dont you be an unkind nephew to your old aunt just because shes got no chicks of her own and wants to love you.

TED MORRIS.
Youre a dear good soul, aunt. Let me come down for a day or two and bring my books with me — and if ever I do want help from anyone — why — why, you know I should rather take it from you than from anybody else.

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Aside, disgusted.) I thought he wouldnt stick to it.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Ah, well, come, thats a bit more sensible. Mind you come as soon as you can, and stop as long as you can, and as for any bit of help, lad, to start you, why you could make that up to a couple of broken-down invalids like Ben and me in less than a year, what with physic and stuff.

TED MORRIS.
(Laughs.) I shall be sorry for my practice if my patients all look like you, aunt.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Ah, thats like you all. I get no sympathy. (Glances round to Jack, and then draws Ted aside.) Ted, that artist chum of yours looks as if a change would do him good. Do you think hed like to come?

TED MORRIS.
I — (puts his arm round Nelly) — I think hed like to be where Nelly was.

(Nelly, with an alarmed, troubled look, slips out of the room almost unnoticed).

MRS. BEN DIXON.
No!

TED MORRIS.
Yes; another good-looking young nephew for you to kiss, aunt.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Dont you be impudent! Thats the worst of it, when we poor women allow you young men any liberties, you get so saucy over it. Are they engaged?

TED MORRIS.
Not yet — not formally, you know, but —— 

MRS. BEN DIXON.
(Nods.) So much the better. Well have him down, and then I can judge him for myself. Mr. Medbury.

JACK MEDBURY.
Yes? (He comes to her.)

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Will you come down and spend a week at our place in the country? Ted and Nelly will be coming. Come with them.

JACK MEDBURY.
Oh — Oh, thanks. I shall be delighted.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Thats right. I shall expect you. Do you do portraits?

I try to.

JACK MEDBURY.
TED MORRIS.
Its his leading line, aunt.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Good. Bring your props with you, and paint me a portrait of Nelly. Will you?

JACK MORRIS.
With the greatest pleasure imaginable. It will be a labour of love.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Oh no, it wont. It will be a fifty pound job, or I shant have it. Is it a bargain?

JACK MEDBURY.
(Laughs). Very well. I wont beat you down. You shall have your own terms, and — thank you very much.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Not at all. It will be very cheap at the price, I know. (Crosses L. to Ben Dixon.) Well, Ive asked them all down, Ben.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Yes, I thought you would, my dear. I hope theyve all accepted.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Oh yes, theyre all coming.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Oh, that is nice. Are you ready to go now, dear, or do you think there might be anybody else about the place youd like to —— 

(Cherry knocks at door. Ted goes up and opens it.)

ADAM CHERRY.
May I —— Oh, oh! I beg pardon. I didnt know you had anyone here. I —— — (He is about to retire.)

TED MORRIS.
Come on in, Mr. Cherry, come on in — the more the merrier. Weve got a regular reception on. Aunt, let me introduce you to —— 

MRS. BEN DIXON.
(She and Cherry, the moment they see each other, stand aghast.)

Dont tell me its Adam Cherry!

ADAM CHERRY.
It isnt — it isnt Sylvia!

MR. BEN DIXON.
Certainly not. You are quite right, my dear sir, it is not. That lady is buried.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Not yet, Ben. Dont you get anticipating history to that extent.

MR. BEN DIXON.
I mean, my dear, that she is sunk in Mrs. Ben Dixon.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Yes, it is a bit of a come down. (Mr. Ben Dixon, crestfallen, retires to the fire.) Well, I am glad to see you. Why, you dont seem to have altered a day. Bless the man, you look quite young. (Cherry chuckles and plumes himself. She puts up her glass and examines him). Until one looks into you a bit. (He coughs drily). Well, and what have you been doing with yourself all these years?

ADAM CHERRY.
Oh, I gave up the stage, you know, when I came into my aunts money.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Um! Well, I think it was a good thing for both of you. You never were much good at it, you know, Adam.

ADAM CHERRY.
Ah, perhaps not — perhaps not.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
You never had the legs for it. Its no good saying —— 

ADAM CHERRY.
Legs are not everything.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
No, but they make a good foundation. Lord, I shall never forget the first night of that burlesque when you played Apollo to my Terps. You wore three pairs of tights, one over the other, and the underneath ones worked up into rucks. (Cherry laughs uncomfortably.) And the gallery told you to go home and get yourself ironed. (Laughs.)

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Aside to Theodore.) Now we shall have reminiscences of all your step-mothers early life.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Ah, well, it might be worse, Ben. It might be your own.

ADAM CHERRY.
I heard of your second marriage.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Ah, yes; bad news travels fast, they say.

ADAM CHERRY.
(Looking over at Ben Dixon.) But, you know, somehow or other, I pictured such a different sort of man.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Yes, so did I. (Leaning over and speaking confidentially.) An inordinate craving for respectability has been the ruin of me. Dont you ever give way to it. (Cherry looks puzzled.) You see, Travers —— 

ADAM CHERRY.
Your first?

MRS. BEN DIXON.
My première. He was a bit wild, and when he died, poor man, and left me with a pot of money, I said to myself, Now, Belinda Travers, nee Greggs, youve lived long enough in Bohemia. Well just go in now for respectability; none of your mere Kensington or Hampstead sort, but the downright solid stuff. And so I just set to work to look for respectability, and (with a motion towards Ben Dixon) I found that! (Looks across at him. He is standing in a beautiful attitude, beaming, his hands folded together, talking to Nelly.) Thats not a respectable man. Thats potted respectability. They must have boiled down a church to make that. I never thought that there was so much respectability in the world. Id never come across so much before, all at one time.

ADAM CHERRY.
And how do you like it?

MRS. BEN DIXON.
I dont like it. Theres too much of it for me. I ought to have begun with small doses. My system cant stand it. I live in an atmosphere of respectability, and its killing me. I never go anywhere that isnt respectable. I never do anything that isnt respectable. Until this blessed moment I havent set eyes on anyone who isnt respectable.

ADAM CHERRY.
It must be very monotonous.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Monotonous! Its suffocating! (Suddenly.) Cherry, you always were a good sort. You said you loved me once.

ADAM CHERRY.
(Alarmed) It was a long time ago, Belinda.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
I know it — fifteen years, if its a day — but you cant have ceased to care for me altogether. Come and help me now. Im going to the good man as fast as ever I can. For old loves sake come and hold me back a bit. Come down and spend a week with me. Come down and let me talk to you about the days when you and I and the rest of the crowd used to have sheeps-head suppers sent round from the local tripe-shop, and sit up till four oclock in the morning, playing penny nap.

ADAM CHERRY.
Ah, they were jolly times, those, after all. Do you remember your first cigar?

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Thats it — thats it! Thats the sort of thing I want to remember. Thats the sort of thing I want to talk to you about. Will you come?

ADAM CHERRY.
Why, of course I will. Shall enjoy it. Where are you, and when shall —— (Knock heard at door).

TED MORRIS.
(Who has been talking to Primrose.) Come in.

(Enter a waiter carrying a tray on which are two champagne bottles and some glasses.)

WAITER.
(At door.) Meester Sherry?

TED MORRIS.
Yes, hes here — but this is not his room.

ADAM CHERRY.
Oh, its all right, my dear Ted. (To waiter.) Yes, yes, put them down. Ill explain — Ill explain.

WAITER.
(Putting down tray on table.) Shall I open zem, zir?

ADAM CHERRY.
Yes. And have you a few more glasses, Ted? I — I didnt know your friends would be here. They are all friends, arent they?

TED MORRIS.
Some of them — the others are relations.

ADAM CHERRY.
Ah, yes, that will be all right then. All the better — all the better. Wheres Nelly?

TED MORRIS.
Nelly? Oh —— 

MR. BEN DIXON.
Oh, shes just gone to fetch an atlas. Im explaining a mission route to her. Shell be back in an instant.

ADAM CHERRY.
Ah! (Aside to Ted.) Has — has she told you anything?

TED MORRIS.
What about?

ADAM CHERRY.
(With a chuckle.) Ah, evidently not. Never mind, never mind. (Waves Ted away. Ted goes to cupboard to get glasses. The first cork goes pop.)

JACK MEDBURY.
(Who has been talking to Theodore.) Whats up? Another birthday?

TED MORRIS.
Mr. Cherry has a birthday about once a month, and we help him to celebrate it.

ADAM CHERRY.
No, no; now you are exaggerating, my dear boy. The last occasion was the anniversary of my poor aunts death. (The second bottle pops.) You know I told you so.

JACK MED BURY.
We had a very jolly dinner over it.

(The waiter goes out.)

ADAM CHERRY.
But this — this, my dear Ted, is to celebrate something very much more important than — than anything we have celebrated before.

JACK MEDBURY.
More important than birth or death?

ADAM CHERRY.
Very much. Ladies and gentlemen, my dear friends, all of you, I want — I want you to drink to a — to a wedding.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
A wedding! What! Not your own?

ADAM CHERRY.
Why not, Bella? Why not?

TED MORRIS.
What, Cherry going to get married?

JACK MEDBURY.
Good luck to you, my boy. Good luck to you. Quite right. (He says this heartily and goes on laughing and talking to Theodore.)

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Whos the bride?

ADAM CHERRY.
The — the niece, Mrs. Ben Dixon, of a — of a most charming aunt. The sister of a brave, clever young friend of mine — the sweetest lady in the land — Miss Nelly Morris.

(Nelly has re-entered and stands L. near door. Jack gives a half-suppressed cry of Nell! and a start. No one notices this but Theodore, but he notices it very clearly.)

TED MORRIS.
Nelly! Is this true, Nelly?

NELLY MORRIS.
(She crosses and stands by Cherry. She is deadly pale and quiet.) Quite true. (As she says this she gives one look over to Jack and then turns away. Jack looks at her and the glass in his hand trembles. Theodore notices all these things. He looks from Jack to Nelly, then back to Jack. Then he covertly takes a pencil from his pocket, draws his cuff down and writes.)

ADAM CHERRY.
(After a rather awkward pause.) Its — its a bit of a surprise for you all.

MR. BEN DIXON.
A very pleasant one, Mr. Cherry. I am delighted — delighted. (Aside.) Hell take them both off our hands now — really quite providential.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(Coming forward and taking Nellys hands.) I do so hope you will be happy, dear. You often hear of these sort of things turning out quite well, and — and —— 

NELLY MORRIS.
(Smiling and kissing her.) Thank you, dear.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Very interesting; quite worth the stairs.

MRS. KEN DIXON.
(Aside to him.) I believe youd make notes at your dearest friends death-bed!

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Why not? It couldnt hurt him, and might amuse other people. Well, may all the joys of the world be yours, young people. Bless you both. (He drinks.)

MRS. BEN DIXON.
(Rising.) May the Lord help you both. Ben, if youre ready, well go.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Quite ready, my dear.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
(To Nelly.) Good-bye, my dear. (Kisses her.) You and I must have a long chat when you come down. Goodbye, Ted. This is what comes of your hiding yourself to starve away from your old aunt. Good-bye, Mr. Medbury. Good-bye, Cherry. Go on, Prim. (Primrose goes out) I want to get out of this and have a think. Its old fools and young fools all making fools of themselves together here. (She goes out.)

MR. BEN DIXON.
(To Cherry.) We are both charmed, my dear sir, charmed. I shall feel now that there is someone to look after them, and see that they never want for anything. I cant tell you what a relief it is to me. Good-bye, good-bye. (He follows out.)

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Well, good-bye, good-bye all. Ill look you up again soon. Shall be interested to know how you all get on. (He goes out.)

ADAM CHERRY.
(To Nelly.) You didnt mind my telling it, did you, dear? It had to come out sooner or later of course. You — youre not vexed?

NELLY MORRIS.
No, Mr. Ch — Adam. Of course not.

ADAM CHERRY.
I felt as if I could not believe it myself till everybody else knew it. (To Jack.) Jack you havent congratulated me.

JACK MEDBURY.
You have every reason to be congratulated, Mr. Cherry, Im sure. (Aside to Nelly.) I understand, Nell. Dont worry about me. It will make me paint all the better. (Aside to Ted as he goes out.) Try and forget all that nonsense I talked to you, Ted. Its better as it is. Poor devils like you and I have no business to indulge in such luxuries as love, and I shall —— Goodbye, old fellow. (Grips Teds hand and goes out.)

ADAM CHERRY.
And now, my dear Ted, that we are alone —— 

TED MORRIS.
I would rather be still more alone, Mr. Cherry, if you dont mind. Forgive me, but I want to talk to Nelly about this thing. Its rather taken me by surprise.

ADAM CHERRY.
Certainly, my dear boy. Certainly — very natural. Ill go. You and Nelly will come down and dine with me this evening, wont you, and well have a talk then.

TED MORRIS.
Thank you. Ill let you know.

ADAM CHERRY.
Ah yes. Do; do. (To Nelly.) Au revoir, my dear. Good-bye, Ted. Good-bye. (Goes out.)

TED MORRIS.
(He closes the door, and then returns. Nelly has gone to mantelpiece. He comes to her, and, putting his hands on her shoulders, speaks very gently.) Youve done this for me, little woman, but it must not be, dear. Do you think that if I wouldnt ask dear old Aunt Bella for help that Id take it for this price?

NELLY MORRIS.
One has a right to take what one has paid for. The price has been given.

TED MORRIS.
No, dear, only promised — by someone who did not know the value of what she was offering. You must let me cancel the bargain, Nell. It was a bad one to make — in every sense of the word.

NELLY MORRIS.
Perhaps. But bad bargains have to be kept when made, as well as good ones. Dont let us talk about it any more, dear. The things done now. It cannot be undone.

TED MORRIS.
Yes it can, Nell, and must. It makes it a little awkward, his having announced it in that ridiculous theatrical way, but when I tell him everything. When I tell him that you love dear old Jack —— 

NELLY MORRIS.
But you never will do that, Ted — for my sake — for all our sakes.

TED MORRIS.
You must get out of it somehow, Nell.

NELLY MORRIS.
I cannot. I do not wish to. I have pledged my word, and Ill keep it. Come, it isnt so very terrible (with a smile). Im not the first girl, dear, whos had to say good bye to an impracticable little romance, and take the sober reality offered her by an elderly gentleman. He is a gentleman, Ted, and hes very fond of me I know, and I shall try and make him a good wife. (Puts her hands on Teds shoulders.) Its a grey old world, brother. We must be content with grey lives.

TED MORRIS.
Nell, Nell, I wont have it. You are sacrificing yourself — you are sacrificing Jack — and all for me. I wont let you do it. Let me go down and see Cherry now, and end the matter at once. (Breaking away from her)

NELLY MORRIS.
(Staying him) Please dont, Ted. You are only making it harder for me.

TED MORRIS.
Nelly, what an obstinate little thing you are. (With a gesture of impatience) Do look at the thing reasonably. Youve made a rash promise, that the next moment you regret.

NELLY MORRIS.
I do not regret it. (Ted stares at her.) Listen to me. Ted. When Adam Cherry asked me to marry him to let him make our lives smooth, I thought of you.

TED MORRIS.
I know. Thats —— 

NELLY MORRIS.
(Checking him.) And of myself. (A pause.) Im tired of this life, Ted. Im tired of living in an attic. Im tired of being ashamed to go out into the streets until its dark because of my clothes. Im tired of feeling hungry. Its such a vulgar feeling. We have no one to help us. You talk about aunt. You know that man has all her money, and hes not likely to let us have any of it — even if we cared to take it. As for Jack — poor boy — what could he give me? What could I bring him but the same weary sordid struggle? (She puts her arms about him.) Dont be shocked at me, old boy. I used to have plenty of sentiment, as you know, but somehow it doesnt thrive on ten shillings a week. (She moves away a few steps. Then pausings turns to him, stretching out her arms to him.) Are you very angry with me, Ted?

TED MORRIS.
(He does not turn to her, but goes to the window and stands looking out)

No, dear. Only a little disappointed.

(Nelly stands thus for a moment, then takes the empty glasses from the table and crosses with them towards the cupboard.)

Curtain.


THE SECOND ACT.
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A LARGE SUNNY drawing-room, handsomely and somewhat showily furnished, opening on garden. Adam Cherry and Mr. Ben Dixon are sitting talking.

MR. BEN DIXON.
You see, my dear sir, this is not an ordinary worldly speculation. We are promoting this company — myself and a few Christian friends — not merely to earn an income for our shareholders — though that we shall do, Mr. Cherry, that we shall do — but also to benefit humanity at large. Think, Mr. Cherry, what a grand thing it will be to be helping the good cause — to be doing good among ones fellow-creatures — and at a profit, Mr. Cherry — at a very handsome profit — thats the beauty of the scheme. Mr. Cherry, as a man not altogether inexperienced in these matters, I say that never — never before has such an opportunity been presented to the investing public of combining the earthly comfort of a certain 15 per cent, dividend with the ennobling — I say the ennobling — satisfaction of furthering the cause of Heaven.

ADAM CHERRY.
Well, to be perfectly frank with you, Mr. Ben Dixon, I am thinking more of the earthly than of the heavenly part of it. I hope I try to do my bit of good in the world, but I never mix the two things up. When I invest my money, what I think about is the return.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Quite right, Mr. Cherry, quite right. We — myself and the other directors — are, perhaps, a little too etherial in these matters. We need among us such a man as yourself, Mr. Cherry — you will join our hoard, Mr. Cherry? You will give us the benefit of your experience — of your grasp of business?

ADAM CHERRY.
(Pleased.) Well, if you really think I could be of any help —— 

MR. BEN DIXON.
Think it! My dear sir, you are the very man we want. I think, Mr. Cherry — I think you suggested put-ting £8,000 into the affair?

ADAM CHERRY.
Yes, Mr. Ben Dixon. It is a big sum for me. In fact — in fact, it represents nearly all my savings. But the scheme seems a very safe one.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Mr. Cherry do you think that I would allow you to put your money in this thing if I did not know that it was safe? How can we fail! We have the Lord Mayor. (Confidentially.) I am even in hopes of having the Archbishop of Canterbury. Besides, look at the scheme itself. We buy up and amalgamate all the leading manufactories of temperance drinks throughout the kingdom. My dear sir, do you know the amount that is spent every year in this country on lemonade and ginger-beer alone?

ADAM CHERRY.
Oh, I am quite with you, Mr. Ben Dixon. The business ought to be a good one.

MR. BEN DIXON.
It is a good one. It shall be a better one. Mr. Cherry, in a few years time we shall not be earning our 15 per cent., no, nor our 30 per cent., but our 100 per cent., and you shall be with us. Here, Mr. Cherry, is an application form. (He has put it all ready.) I will make it a personal matter that the full number of shares shall be allotted to you.

ADAM CHERRY.
(Who has risen, comes to desk. Ben Dixon puts a pen into his hand. He hesitates.) They — they do say one should not put all ones eggs into one basket.

MR. BEN DIXON.
It depends upon the basket I suppose. I should say it would be better to put them all into one sound basket than in half-a-dozen risky ones. (Laughs.)

ADAM CHERRY.
Yes, thats quite right — quite right. You see I do want a big dividend.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Of course you do — we all do — I mean it is very natural for you to do so.

ADAM CHERRY.
Of course, before it did not matter. But now, Mr. Ben Dixon — now that Im going to be married I wish if possible to be able to retire from business altogether, and that, of course, with my small capital I could not do unless — 

MR. PEN DIXON.
(Stopping him.) Mr. Cherry, I will be frank with you. You speak of the very matter that has been in my mind. If you had come to us two or three months ago, and had asked for these shares I should have said No. I should have said to my brother directors: This is a safe and brilliant scheme, let us keep it to ourselves. Why should we admit this man among us? Let him be content with his two and a half Goschens, his three per cent, debentures. But now, Mr. Cherry, I think of Nelly — my dear little Nelly — and I say, Come. Come and share with us. That is the line for signature, Mr. Cherry.

ADAM CHERRY.
I have every confidence, Mr. Ben Dixon, both in you and the scheme. (Signs). Adam Cherry.

MR. PEN DIXON.
(Blots paper and takes it up and examines it.) Let me see. The full amount is payable on allotment. Shall we telegraph your brokers at the same time?

ADAM CHERRY.
Oh yes — perhaps that will be the simplest way (takes form which Ben Dixon hands to him, and writes.) Yes, Ill do so.

MR. BEN DIXON.
It doesnt matter, you know — doesnt matter at all. I will make myself responsible for the amount if its any convenience to you, Mr. Cherry.

ADAM CHERRY.
May just as well settle the matter now and have done with it. (Finishes telegram.) That will fix it all right I think.

MR. BEN DIXON.
(He has folded up the application and has placed it in one of the stamped directed envelopes he has ready. He now crosses and takes telegram and looks at it.) Ah, one can always tell the man of business, Mr. Cherry — one can always tell the man of business. (Ben Dixon has previously rung, and now a footman enters.) Take this letter to the post at once, and send this telegram off at the same time. Dont stop for anything.

FOOTMAN.
Yes, sir. (Goes out.)

ADAM CHERRY.
Well, you dont want me any more I suppose, Mr. Ben Dixon? I think Ill take a stroll in your pleasant garden.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Do, Mr. Cherry, do. (Glances out of window. Then turns and shakes his finger playfully at Adam Cherry.) Ah, you rogue — you rogue. I think I see what makes that garden so particularly pleasant just at this moment — Eh?

ADAM CHERRY.
(Chuckling.) Well, I —— 

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Pushes him towards windows.) Run along to her,

Mr. Cherry. Run along, I dont believe you are a day older than five-and-twenty.

ADAM CHERRY.
A little — little — Im afraid.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Dont believe it. I dont believe it. (Cherry goes out, laughing. Ben Dixon watches him out, and then turns round again. He says nothing, but his face expresses his huge satisfaction.)

(Enter Theodore Travers.)

MR. BEN DIXON.
Ah, my dear boy, so youve come down to see the old folks again — come back to the old nest.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Well, youve done it, Ben.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Done what?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
You are famous at last. Youve beaten me. Im not in it with you this week.

MR. BEN DIXON.
I have for some time enjoyed a certain reputation, I believe.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Among the few that really knew you, yes. Spreading; thats the awkward part of it.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Wh — what do you mean? (Beginning to grow anxious.)

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Have you seen The Illustrated Police News this week?

MR. BEN DIXON.
My dear Theodore, you know I do not countenance such publications.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Um! Youve countenanced it this time right enough. (Takes Illustrated Police News from his pocket, and, opening it, holds it up.) The Councillor and the Strong Woman. Amusing Scene at the Aquarium.

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Aghast.) Oh, my —— 

THEODORE TRAVERS.
(Fixing paper in front of fable.) Its such an excellent likeness of you, too. Ive had friends of mine in this thing before, but its never been a bit like em. This is a genuine portrait of you. No one could mistake it.

MR. BEN DIXON.
My dear Theodore, I can explain — I can explain everything.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
You generally can. The question is, step-father, will anybody believe you?

MR. BEN DIXON.
Let me tell you the truth.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Dont you waste time, Ben, I know it. You set to work and invent a plausible lie before the mater finds out about it.

MR. BEN DIXON.
No, no, my dear boy. You must hear me. It — it was this way. It was the last day we were in town. I started to go to Exeter Hall.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Yes — many do.

MR. BEN DIXON

But passing the Aquarium, it — it occurred to me —— 

THEODORE TRAVERS.
That it was a much more attractive place.

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Virtuously.) No, Theo — that it was my duty as a member of the National Vigilance Society to look in and see if — if —— 

THEODORE TRAVERS.
If something could not be found out against it.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Precisely. I stopped the cab and went in. I mingled with the godless throng. I even sacrificed myself so far as to speak to one or two of them.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Ladies?

MR. BEN DIXON.
They may have been. I stood them drinks — if that be the correct expression. Not to excite suspicion, I even sipped a little here and there myself. I endeavoured to acquire the spirit of the place.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
From all accounts, you did so to a pretty considerable extent.

MR. BEN DIXON.
It was necessary to my purpose. I went from bar to bar accumulating material. The case was almost complete. Thinking I had had enough — done enough for one evening, I was about to leave when somebody — who said he was a friend of mine — suggested that we should go behind the scenes. He introduced me to a not unprepossessing young woman, whom he described as the Female Hercules. I was on the point of putting a few questions to her, when all of a sudden a strange feeling of dizziness came over me. To save myself from falling, I flung out my arms — as any man might have done — and caught hold of the thing nearest to me. Unfortunately, it was the Hercules lady. Mistaking my action, she took me up, and, before I could explain matters, carried me out, and deposited me in the main transept.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
(He again takes up the paper.) The artist represents her as assisting you by the scruff of the neck, and other things.

MR. BEN DIXON.
It may have been so. I was too much upset to notice details.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
And then the Aquarium attendants completed the business by chucking you out into the street.

MR. BEN DIXON.
I deny it. I was not chucked. They perceived that I was unwell, and led me out into the air.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Where my excellent friend, the door-keeper at the Hanoverian, found you putting pennies into a life boat box and trying to get out cigarettes. Ben, that explanations too thin. I expected something better from you.

MR. BEN DIXON.
You — you dont think it will do?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Afraid not.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Perhaps you are right, Theo. The world is ever prone to think evil.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Yes; you see its had a good deal of experience, Ben.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Dear me, its a very awkward affair — very awkward. Does it mention the name?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
No. Merely refers to you as a certain guardian of the public morals. (Looking at the picture again.) Hardly any need to put the name in this case. It would be an insult to the artist.

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Looking over his shoulder.) It is like me. I can see that myself.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Theyve even got your smile.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Dont gloat, my boy; dont gloat over it.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
I wont. It is hard lines on you. (Throws paper down on easy-chair.) What will you do?

MR. BEN DIXON.
I dont know. I must think. I wonder if your stepmothers seen it?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Some friend of yours will send it to her, you bet.

MR. BEN DIX N.

It may not be noticed. You see, fortunately, it is not a paper that circulates much in religious circles.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Not as a rule. This week will probably be an exception.

MR. BEN DIXON.
I wish you wouldnt harp so on the gloomy side of it, Theo. We will put our trust in Providence.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
I should. Ive noticed that its generally on the side of the rogues. (Strolls towards window.) Dont let the thing lie about. Wheres the mater? (Ben Dixon does not answer.) In the garden?

MR. BEN DIXON.
Yes — no. I dont know — I dont know where she is.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Poor old Ben! (Goes out into garden.)

MR. BEN DIXON.
If this gets about Im done for. What can I do? If it only werent such a good likeness, or if there was only another member of the Vigilance Society something like me I might put it on to him.

(Mrs. Ben Dixon has entered. She has sat down, without noticing it, on the paper in arm-chair.)

I do hope Belinda wont —— (Turns round and sees Mrs. Ben Dixon.)

MRS. BEN DIXON.
I want a business chat with you, Ben.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Wheres that paper? (Looks frantically about for the paper.)

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Whats the matter? Lost anything?

MR. BEN DIXON.
No, oh no, my dear, nothing at all. (Aside.) Did he take it with him — or is she sitting on it?

MRS. BEN DIXON.
I want something settled about Ted and Nelly.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Certainly, my dear, certainly. Wont you sit over here, my dear? That chair looks so uncomfortable.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
The chairs all right. Its you who seem to be uncomfortable. (Looks round and sees him leaning over the back of the chair looking down into it.) What is it? Am I sitting on anything? (About to rise.)

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Rather alarmed.) No, my dear, nothing whatever. Dont you rise. Its all right. You were speaking about those dear children, Ted and Nelly?

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Difficult to remember what one is talking about with you pirouetting all over the place like a pantomime fairy. I wanted to talk to you about what we could do for them.

They are going back to-morrow morning, and —— (He peers under the table for the paper.) Ill tell you what it is, Ben, you are doing too much work on that Vigilance Association. Its sapping your brain. Do give the world a rest. Let it go wrong for a bit if it wants to.

MR. BEN DIXON.
I wish I could, my dear. I worry myself too much about others, I know.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Yes, and I expect thats what the others think too. This is a case where you can trouble yourself about other folks to some advantage — to them. We must do something for those children, Ben. It was your fault they lost their money. We must see that they get some thing back again.

MR. BEN DIXON.
But, you see, my dear, they are both so proud. To offer them help would only be to wound them. We should never, Belinda, do anything to wound the susceptibilities of others.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
(Growing irritable.) I shall do something that will wound yours, Ben, in a minute, if youve got any. There are more ways of offering people help than by slapping them in the face with it. If the things done in the right spirit they wont refuse it. Ill see to that.

MR. BEN DIXON.
But, my dear, why should we interfere at all? Dear Mr. Cherry is only too anxious to help them. Why should we deprive that worthy man of the exquisite pleasure of assisting them? My dear, we have no right to — its his first call — I mean his privilege —— 

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Ben, youre either a fool or youre pretending to be one. What do you think induced that girl to accept him?

MR. BEN DIXON.
The usual thing, I suppose, my dear. Love that comes to —— 

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Fiddlesticks! Girls of nineteen dont marry men of fifty-five for love.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Forty-three, my dear. He told me so himself.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Forty-three, and the rest. Im not a chicken, and he wore his own beard when he played Macbeth to my childs head. Hes fifty-five if hes a day, and shes accepted him because they were both starving — small blame to her for it. What weve got to do is to lift them out of this poverty and give them a start, and then therell be no need for the poor girl to sacrifice herself.

MR. BEN DIXON.
But think of Mr. Cherry.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Oh, Cherrys an old fool, as good and kind a one as ever lived — thats better than some of them are — but an old fool all the same. Now come, Ben, Im going to do my duty by poor dead Hettys bairns, and youve got to help me. If they were cannibals or converted acrobats with no claim upon you whatever, youd be eager enough to.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Precisely so, my dear. That is just it. You see, a public philanthropist has no right to indulge in private charities. He is meant for all alike. He embraces mankind. I embrace mankind. You find me two hundred poor medical students with their sisters, needing assistance, and I shall be delighted to receive subscriptions on their behalf. (Aside.) Oh, he must have taken it with him.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
I dont doubt it. In this case, youre going to give something to one poor medical student. The other 199 you can find for yourself.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Belinda, I cannot. It grieves me, but I cannot depart from my principles. Charity should be like the sun —— 

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Yours is, Ben. We hear a good deal about it, but dont often see it. We wont argue the matter. My minds made up. I want £4,000.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Then Im very much afraid, my dear, you will have to do what a great many other people who want money have to do.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Do you mean, Ben, that you wont let me have it?

MR. BEN DIXON.
I mean, my dear, I cannot.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
What have you done — blued the lot?

MR. BEN DIXON.
Belinda, your vulgar expressions pain me. There is no need to be violent. Your own little fortune is undoubtedly somewhat involved, but so long as I have a crust —— 

MRS. BEN DIXON.
I dont want your crusts. I want to know what youve done with all my money. There was a tidy bit of it, and youve had the entire control of it — more fool me. What have you done with it?

MR. BEN DIXON.
I manipulated it, my dear, to the best of my poor ability. Unfortunately, Heaven has not —— 

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Oh! drop that. Im tired of your Heaven. Its enough to set anyone against the place always hearing of it in your company. Lets understand the thing plainly. Havent I got a penny of my own?

MR. BEN DIXON.
Well, I wouldnt go so far as to say that, my dear, but —— 

MRS. BEN DIXON.
But not much more, I expect. Oh, you villain! You

old —— (He has been standing in one of his customary stained-glass attitudes close to door. Mrs. Ben Dixon with her last sentence rises as if to come to him. In an instant he slips through door, and closes it behind him softly.)

MRS. BEN DIXON.
It serves me right. It serves me right. (Enter Primrose from window.) Oh, my dear child, dont you ever marry. Its only your money they want to get hold of.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Oh, Im sure he doesnt.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
He! Lord help the child, you havent done it already, have you?

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(Confused.) Oh no — no — I — I meant —— 

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Dont trust him. Dont trust any of em. Have it all settled on yourself, and keep your own eye on it. Oh, to think what a fool Ive been!

(Nelly has entered, followed by Cherry.)

NELLY MORRIS.
Whats the matter, aunt? Youre worried about something?

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Worried! Im not worried. Im mad!

NELLY MORRIS.
Whats wrong, aunt?

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Whats wrong! Ask whats right! Thats the shortest question to answer. Oh, my dear child, your uncles a villain, and Im a born idiot, and everythings going wrong for everybody, and I cant help anybody. (Leans on Nellys shoulder and begins to half cry.)

NELLY MORRIS.
What is it, auntie, dear?

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Dont ask me, my dear. Dont anybody ask me anything. I cant tell you. Oh that Belinda Greggs could ever develop into such a first prize fool!

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(She has been sitting on arm of easy-chair, and has taken up the paper) Oh, heres a portrait of Mr. Ben Dixon.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
(Glances round and sees a paper in Primroses hand) What in? The Young Mans Christian Herald, I suppose, under the heading of Shining Lights?

PRIMROSE DEANE.
No — no, its (reading) The Illustrated Police News.

The what?

MRS. BEN DIXON.
NELLY MORRIS.
Oh, impossible, Primrose, you must —— 

(Takes the paper and suddenly becomes silent)

MRS. BEN DIXON.
(Snatches it from Nelly, looks at it, then crosses over to Cherry) Cherry, what do you make of this?

ADAM CHERRY.
(Takes paper and reads) The Councillor and the Strong Woman. The — the gentleman is certainly very much like him.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
The whole thing is like him.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(To Nelly.) Do you think it is Mr. Ben Dixon?

NELLY MORRIS.
I cant say. I didnt look at it very closely. Come upstairs, dear, and show me your new hat, will you?

(The two girls go off talking.)

ADAM CHERRY.
It cant be, you know.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
But there he is. What does it say about it?

ADAM CHERRY.
The Councillor at the Aquarium. A shameful spectacle (see illustration) was witnessed by our artist at the Aquarium on Monday evening last. A certain guardian of the public morals, well known as a philanthropist, and a member of the Vigilance Society — —

MRS. BEN DIXON

Thats Ben right enough. There cant be two of em. Go on.

ADAM CHERRY

Appears to have thought fit to visit this place of entertainment on the evening in question. Not content with insulting various respectable people among the audience, he proceeded, in company with his degraded companions, to force his way behind the scenes. There, meeting Mdlle. Bruno, the Female Hercules, and pretending to recognise her as his long-lost cousin, he immediately threw his arms around the ladys neck, and endeavoured to kiss her. Fortunately, Mdlle. Bruno is a lady well able to protect herself. Taking the villain up by the collar of his coat and the —— — (Sinks his voice.) she promptly carried him out and handed him over to the Aquarium officials, who finally rid the building of his presence by the simple but effective process known as chucking. We trust that — —

MRS. BEN DIXON.
That will do. Thats enough. I wonder if Im going to find out anything more about him to-day?

ADAM CHERRY.
Its impossible. Theres been a mistake.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
There has been, and Im the poor ninny thats made it.

ADAM CHERRY.
If anyone had asked me for my ideal of respectability — 

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Respectability! Man alive, dont talk about it. The very sound of the word makes me ill. Its been my curse from a child. I refused to play hopscotch at eight years old because I thought it wasnt respectable, and went sliding instead and was nearly drowned. It was I who persuaded poor father to give up the fried-fish shop because fried fish wasnt respectable, and he went into oysters and ruined himself in a year. I was earning twenty pounds a week at the Halls, and what did I do? Threw it up and went on the stage as principal boy at five pounds — all to be respectable. And then the stage wasnt respectable enough for me, so I married Travers, and he wasnt respectable enough for me. And what has it all ended in? What has this insatiable craving for respectability brought me to? Why, Im the wife of a man who has been chucked — chucked from the Aquarium.

ADAM CHERRY

It is certainly very disappointing

MRS. BEN DIXON.
And thats not all.

ADAM CHERRY

What! Has he been chucked from somewhere else too?

MRS. BEN DIXON

No — at least, not that I know of. I mean thats not the worst that Ive found out. I couldnt tell that poor child, but, Cherry, Im ruined. Hes swindled me out of all my fortune — all the money that Travers left me. I havent a penny left to call my own.

ADAM CHERRY.
Belinda! For Heavens sake dont say hes a swindler.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Why not? He is my own husband. I suppose I can say what I like about him. Lets have some consolation. (Noticing Cherrys distraction.) Whats the matter with you?

ADAM CHERRY.
(Wildly.) Hes got £8,000 of my money. Nearly all I have. Ive put it all into a company of his.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
(Aghast.) You? Oh, why did I bring you down here? Oh, you poor lamb! Oh, what a miserable woman I am!

(Enter Theodore.)

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Ah, step-mater, Ive been looking all over the place for you. (Noticing the open paper on the floor where Cherry has dropped it, and, taking in the facts, he looks from one to the other. Then picks up paper, folds it, and puts in his pocket.) Finding out the truth about Ben, I see. Always a very painful matter finding out the truth about people.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Theodore, your step-fathers a scoundrel.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Dont put him down to me, mater. He wasnt my selection. You chose him for me.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Why did you ever let me marry him? You must have seen through him. Youre the old experienced person. Why didnt you warn your poor silly step-mother? Why didnt you stop me?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
My dear Bella, if I were to advise everybody, and they were to follow my advice, the world would become so intensely sensible as to be utterly uninteresting. Besides, theres really nothing much to be upset about. You see, fortunately, the lady was a strong woman. Now, if she had been a weak one, why —— 

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Thats not all, Theodore. I could have got over that. I shouldnt have been the first woman to find out that a mans respectable only so long as he thinks you can see him. But hes ruined me, Theodore. Hes lost all my money for me.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
(Whistles.) And found it for himself, I suppose.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Thats just what I suppose too. And not content with that, hes cheated poor old Cherry here out of £8,000.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
(Looks across at Cherry, who is standing utterly crushed.) The Anti-Alcoholic and Mineral Water Union, Limited?

ADAM CHERRY.
(With a groan.) Yes, I signed the application for 200 shares not an hour ago. He said hed see that they were allotted to me.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
I should say you could rely upon them. Are they settled for?

ADAM CHERRY.
I expect so by now. He suggested that I should telegraph to my brokers at the same time.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
And you did so? Of course, you would. (Looks at watch). Four oclock — too late to do anything to-day. I will go up first thing to-morrow morning and see if anything can be done. Not that I expect anything can. Bens got his failings, but he is a good business man. Ill give a look into your affairs at the same time, mater. I dont suppose youll get anything back, but it will be interesting to find out where its all gone to.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
(Rising with grunt of disgust) Ah! and to think Ive got to live with it, and to call it my dear when companys present. Ill make up for it in private. Theo, keep an eye on me for a bit. Dont let me get at him unless you want to see me doing my six months hard for wringing his neck. (Goes out)

THEODORE TRAVERS.
You trust him, mater. He wont let you get at him. (To Cherry) Dont let Ben see that you suspect anything, or hell —— 

(Primrose appears at window)

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(Looking in) Come on, Theodore. Im waiting for you.

THEODORE TRAVERS,

I know you are. You shall be rewarded anon. Ive just got to talk a little business with Mr. Cherry (Puts his hand on Cherrys shoulder, and takes him towards door.) Come up to my study. We shant be interrupted there.

Its so very kind of you.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Not at all — not at all. (Aside.) Good material for a financial novel. (They go off.)

(Primrose and Nelly come in from garden.)

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Nelly! something very serious is going on here. Mr. Ben Dixons been doing something that he oughtnt.

(She sits before piano, touching the keys softly, making a faint suggestion of music here and there throughout the conversation). Im afraid its a common failing, dear.

Yes — but hes been doing it more than usual. I dont like that man. Ted doesnt like him either. He says he is an oily old scoundrel.

NELLY MORRIS.
Ted might speak a little more respectfully of his host.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Oh, hes not our host. Its Mrs. Ben Dixon — and besides that was only to me, you know.

NELLY MORRIS.
Oh!

PRIMROSE DEANE.
I never could make out why Mrs. Ben Dixon married him. Shes so jolly. (Musingly.) One does come across some very ill-assorted couples — very. When are you going to be married, Nelly?

NELLY MORRIS.
Very soon, I think

PRIMROSE DEANE.
May I be bridesmaid?

NELLY MORRIS.
Oh, there wont be any bridesmaids, dear, or anything of that sort. We shall just go into the church, our two selves, come out, and go away.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
No breakfast?

NELLY MORRIS.
( Shakes her head and smiles.) No fuss of any kind.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
No dress! No flowers! No presents! No people!

No cake! (Nell shakes her head.) How will you know that youre married?

NELLY MORRIS.
(A little bitterly.) I shall wake to the fact soon enough.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Nelly, didnt you ever have a young lover? Mr. Cherrys awfully nice and good, but you know what I mean — somebody handsome, and big, and impudent. Who —— (With a girls quickness notices the trembling of Nellys lip.) Was it very long ago?

NELLY MORRIS.
(Very low.) I think so — very, very long ago.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
What happened? Did you quarrel?

NELLY MORRIS.
No, dear. Only like Jamie in the ballad, he hadnt any siller and Ted and I hadnt any siller, and —— 

PRIMROSE DEANE.
And so youre going to marry Auld Robin Gray. Oh, Nelly, is it too late? Theres a lot of siller in the world, but there isnt much love. Is it too late, dear?

NELLY MORRIS.
Yes.

(Enter Jack, with hat and stick in hand, ushered in by servant.)

SERVANT.
Mrs. Ben Dixon wont be long, sir. (Goes out.)

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Oh, Mr. Medbury! (Advances to him and shakes hands.)

JACK MEDBURY.
How dyou do, Miss Deane? (Shaking hands with Nelly, who has risen, a little constrainedly.) How are you, Miss Morris?

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Mrs. Ben Dixon will be so glad to see you, I know. She was saying only this morning how sorry she was you hadnt been able to come down.

JACK MEDBURY.
Well, Im ashamed to say I havent come to see Mrs. Ben Dixon now. (The girls look surprised.) Ive really come more to see Ted. Is he here?

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(Anxiously.) Theres nothing happened?

JACK MEDBURY.
Nothing to do with him. Its a matter I wanted to consult him about, thats all.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Ill go and find him for you.

JACK MEDBURY.
Oh, its a shame to trouble you.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Its brutal, isnt it? (She goes out laughing.)

JACK MEDBURY.
(After a pause; he and Nelly seem careful not to look at one another.) How is Ted? All right?

NELLY MORRIS.
Yes, hes very much better. He seems more cheerful.

JACK MEDBURY.
Ah, yes, things are looking a bit brighter for him, I hope. Change of lucks better even than change of air for putting new life into a man, I should think.

NELLY MORRIS.
How — how are you getting on?

JACK MEDBURY.
Me? Oh, much the same as usual. I suppose I ought to be a little luckier now, if theres any truth in the old adage.

NELLY MORRIS.
(Still not looking at him — after a pause.) Jack, can you forgive me?

JACK MEDBURY.
Theres nothing to forgive, Nelly.

NELLY MORRIS.
Yes there is, Jack — a lot. Ive used you very badly. Any other man would hate me and despise me. But — but I dont want you to, Jack. (Leans over over her book. A pause.)

JACK MEDBURY.
Theres not much fear of that, Nelly. I can never tell you — I had better not try to, perhaps — what I feel — what I shall always feel towards you. It isnt hate, Nelly. We shall be drifting farther and farther apart, out of sight of one another. Think of me — when you do think of me — as kindly as I shall ever think of you. It will be a help to me to know that you are doing so.

(Nelly has risen, and they stand facing each other. Yielding to a sudden impulse, she raises her face to his and their lips meet. Then with a low cry she pushes him from her, and goes out.)

(Enter Ted and Cherry.)

TED MORRIS.
Hulloa, Jack, old man, anything up?

JACK MEDBURY.
Yes, something rather important. I thought Id just run down and see you about it. (Shaking hands with Cherry.) Youre not looking too well, Mr. Cherry.

ADAM CHERRY.
Im a little worried, my dear boy — a little worried.

JACK MEDBURY.
Oh, Im so sorry. Well, look here, Ill talk about this matter to Ted, then. I wont trouble you with it.

ADAM CHERRY.
No, dear boy; no. If its about anybody elses worries it will help me to forget my own. What is it? Nothing wrong with you, I hope?

JACK MEDBURY.
No, its about other people. (Commencing to take paper from his pocket.) Have you seen The Illustrated Police News this week?

ADAM CHERRY.
(Grasping what is coming.) Yes — I have. What do you know about it?

JACK MEDBURY.
Oh! Oh, nothing (unfolding paper), except that the portrait of the gentleman in the centre picture — drawn by a chum of mine who happened to be present, and sent to the paper for a joke — seems to me an excellent likeness of your friend Mr. Ben Dixon. Who do you say it is? (Hands paper to Cherry.)

TED MORRIS.
(Taking paper from Cherry.) Great Scott! it must be Ben Dixon.

ADAM CHERRY.
Oh, it is. Theres no question of doubt. Young Travers knows all about the matter. It is Mr. Ben Dixon.

JACK MEDBURY

Mrs. Wheedles says it isnt.

TED MORRIS.
Mrs. Wheedles? What does she know about it?

JACK MEDBURY.
She says she knows the party very well indeed, and that his name is — Wheedles!

TED MORRIS

Wheedles!

JACK MEDBURY.
The long-lost Wheedles!

ADAM CHERRY.
Impossible!

JACK MEDBURY.
So I explained to her. I told her that he was an eminent philanthropist and that his name was Ben Dixon. She said she didnt care what he was or what he was called: his real name was Wheedles, he was her lawful married husband, and if we would bring her face to face with him she would precious soon prove it.

(A pause. The three men look at one another.)

ADAM CHERRY.
Well, from what Ive found out to-day, I should say he was villain enough for anything.

TED MORRIS.
And from what Ive suspected for a pretty long time, I should say the same.

JACK MEDBURY.
What are we to do? Mrs. Wheedles says shell have the law on him.

TED MORRIS.
Why, do all we can as good citizens to assist Mrs. Wheedles and the law. It will be a precious good thing for aunt to get rid of the old humbug.

ADAM CHERRY.
We must go to work cautiously you know, Ted, or we may only make matters more unpleasant for your aunt than they are. Mrs. Wheedles may be mistaken.

TED MORRIS.
I hope to goodness she isnt. I wonder how we can find out?

JACK MEDBURY.
Oh, by-the-bye, she gave me this too (produces photo and shows it). The last portrait of Wheedles — taken four years ago. (Ted takes paper, and compares photo with paper.) Should you say twas the same man?

TED MORRIS.
(Examining.) The whiskers make such a difference. Hadnt she got a photo of him with some hair on his face?

JACK MEDBURY.
No. I asked her that. Wheedles seems to have always lived a clean-shaven life.

TED MORRIS.
I wish we could get Ben Dixon to shave himself.

JACK MEDBURY.
Yes; that would be the thing

ADAM CHERRY.
Yes; but its no good talking about that. Hes hardly likely to do that to please us. No, this is a matter that we must go to work about cautiously. Now, you come with me, Jack, and we will talk it over with young Travers (moving with Jack towards door). You stop here, Ted. Wed better not be all together. It will look as if something was the matter and we must keep the thing quiet. (Cherry and Jack go off talking.)

TED MORRIS.
(Crosses, and sitting on the easy chair enjoying the paper.) By Jove! Old Ben at the Aquarium — drunk and —— 

(Ben Dixon is heard whistling There is a happy land. Ted, hearing him, pushes paper under cushion. Crosses to fire whistling Get your hair cut. Enter Ben Dixon.)

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Looking about.) You havent seen my spectacles anywhere, have you, Ted?

TED MORRIS.
No, Mr. Ben Dixon. Did you leave them here?

MR. BEN DIXON.
Yes, I wish youd look on the garden seat. I may have left them there. Do you mind?

TED MORRIS.
Oh, certainly. (Goes out through window. Ben Dixon hastily darts to chair and, moving cushion, finds paper.)

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Seizing it with a cry of joy.) Ah! So it was here all the time. Theo must have slipped it there when he heard Bella coming. What a bit of luck. Theyve none of them seen it. (Looking at it) Oh, it is like me. If I could only disguise myself for a little while, till —— 

(Re-enter Ted. Ben Dixon hides paper under his coat.)

TED MORRIS.
No, I cant see them.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Oh, its all right, my dear boy. Ive found them, thanks. They were in my pocket all the time. So silly of me, wasnt it? (Laughs, and goes out, whistling.)

(Enter Primrose by window.)

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(Looking in) Business over?

TED MORRIS.
For the present — could it stay for a moment when pleasure in the person of Miss Deane presents herself? (Bows.)

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(Curtseying.) I thank you, fair sir. How very agreeable weve become all of a sudden.

TED MORRIS.
Become! Aint I always agreeable?

PRIMROSE DEANE.
No. Not when you talk about going away and never coming back, and say you hope it will be a long while before you see any of us again.

TED MORRIS.
I — I dont think I said I hoped it would be a long while. I think I said I feared it might be.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Oh, well, its all the same. You neednt go away at all unless you liked.

TED MORRIS.
(Apologetically.) You see my examination is coming on pretty soon now.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Well, anyhow, you could come down again afterwards. (A pause — pettishly as she crosses to window.) But there! of course if you want to avoid any chance of ever seeing any of us any more why —— (Turns her back on him.)

TED MORRIS.
(Speaking low and earnestly.) It would be better perhaps if I did avoid seeing —— one of you any more.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Oh, what an unkind thing to say! Which one? Why?

TED MORRIS.
Because Im afraid that if I saw very much more of her —— 

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Of her!

TED MORRIS.
Of her — I might make a fool of myself. (A pause.)

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(Who shows she fully understands his drift — coquettishly.) In — in any particular sort of away?

TED MORRIS.
In a way that men often do make fools of themselves, Miss Deane. Perhaps wed better change the conversation.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
I — Ithink its ra-rather interesting.

TED MORRIS.
(With sudden eager excitement.) Miss Deane — Primrose — do you mean that you could ever —— 

MRS. BEN DIXON.
(Without.) Primrose — Primrose. (Ted stops. Primrose starts, and seems irritated.) (Calling louder.) Primrose.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(Calling.) Yes, Mrs. Ben Dixon, Im coming. (To Ted.) Dont go away. Ill be back again in a minute. (Runs off.)

TED MORRIS.
By Jove! Am I awake or dreaming! She must have meant she —— 

(Enter Theo.)

THEODORE TRAVERS.
(He is smoking a cigarette.) Oh, I thought Primrose was here.

TED MORRIS.
Yes. She — shell be back in a minute, I think.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Oh. Just give her that. (Hands him a letter.) Tell her not to be alarmed at the seal. Its only from her guardian — the Lord Chancellor.

TED MORRIS.
The Lord Chancellor!

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Yes; didnt you know? Shes a ward in Chancery.

TED MORRIS.
No — I — I thought it was only heiresses who were wards in Chancery.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Well, youd call her an heiress, I suppose. Shell be worth about two thousand a year. (A pause.)

TED MORRIS.
(With a slight laugh, and by a great effort, speaking in natural easy tones.) I — I thought she was a poor little penniless orphan — dependent on Aunt Bella.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
No; she doesnt suggest the heiress a bit, does she? Just as well she doesnt, perhaps. One doesnt have to be keeping such a continual look out for the fortune-hunting crew. Shell want to see me about that letter, I expect. I shall be down on the Putting Green. (Goes out.)

TED MORRIS.
(Bitterly.) Yes, I was dreaming. This is the awakening. An heiress with two thousand a year, and I with hardly a second coat to my back! A smart pair theyd have said we were — Nelly and I. Damn the money!

(Enter Primrose.)

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(Running over to him.) I havent been long, have I?

TED MORRIS.
(Turning away from her.) Havent you? Its seemed a long time. (Handing her the letter without looking at her.) I think Theodore wants to see you about this letter. Hes in the garden.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(She takes the letter but hardly glances at it.) Dont — dont you want to see me? You — you were going to ask me if — if I meant — something or other.

TED MORRIS.
(Desperately.) Miss Deane, I — I acted a little strangely just now. Please try to forget it. I — I dont think I quite knew what I was doing.

PRIMROSE DEANE

I will try to forget it, Mr. Morris.

(Enter Mrs. Ben Dixon and Jack.)

MRS. BEN DIXON.
(As they come on.) Well, drat the boy, youll stop and have a cup of tea, and a bit of seed cake. Youve got time for that?

JACK MEDBURY.
Well, I wont say no to that.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Um — well, its surprising that you dont. (To Primrose.) Ring the bell, dear, and lets have some tea up. Lord help the child, whats the matter with you?

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Nothing, Mrs. Ben Dixon.

(Cherry and Nelly enter.)

MRS. BEN DIXON,

For goodness sake, look it then. Theres no need for the whole house to be like a funeral party. Ted, do go and find Theodore. That tongue of his will be of some use for once in a way. Tell him that if hell come in he can have all the conversation to himself — that ought to bring him. (Ted goes out by window.) Well have somebody cheerful about.

NELLY MORRIS.
Shall I see to the tea, aunt? You are looking so worried.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
No — no, child. Let me be doing something, then

I dont think. Whats brought that artist friend of yours down in such a hurry? Theres nothing wrong with Ted, is there?

NELLY MORRIS.
No — I dont think so, aunt.

MRS. BEN DIXON:

Um — just the afternoon for it to happen if there was. Troubles always come together in this world, and they dont even make the usual reduction for taking a quantity.

(Enter Theodore and Ted by window.)

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Want me, mater?

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Yes, I do — look at us all. Did you ever see a collection of people looking more as if theyd just been fined forty shillings all round? We want some of your light philosophical conversation. Make us a bit cheerful.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
(Looks round.) Too big an order for me, mater. You want a soothing and elevating influence here. Wheres Ben?

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Dont you try to irritate me with that step-father of yours, Theodore, or you and I —— 

(Enter servant.)

SERVANT.
Did you ring, maam?

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Yes, bring the tea, and tell Davis to —— 

(Enter Ben Dixon. He has shaved himself. He enters singing. The servant remains, staring at his master.)

MRS. BEN DIXON.
(Staring aghast at Ben Dixon.) Lord save us all! Whats the man done to himself!

(Cherry, Jack, and Ted have been talking together. They have not yet looked at Ben Dixon. On hearing this, Cherry starts and looks rounds then whips out the photo of Wheedles from his pocket, and looks from it to Ben Dixon. Ted and Jack look over Cherrys shoulder.)

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Sweetly.) Only shaved, Sweety. (Looks round at them all). How do you like me?

TED MORRIS.
(In an excited whisper). By Jove! it is —— 

ADAM CHERRY.
Quiet.

Curtain.


THE THIRD ACT.

[image: img174.jpg]

CHERRYS SITTING-ROOM AT Mrs. Wheedles. A comfortable, old-fashioned room furnished in good substantial style. Cherry and Mrs. Wheedles discovered. Cherry smoking pipe in his easy chair before fire. Mrs. Wheedles sits uncomfortably on extreme edge of the other easy-chair.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
And you really think, hell come?

ADAM CHERRY.
Tolerably sure of it, Mrs. Wheedles. I flatter myself I baited the hook pretty artfully. I wrote him that if he could call here about four oclock to-day I could introduce him to a lady who I knew took great interest in his schemes, and that I thought some advantage might result from the meeting. (Chuckles.) And so I hope it will.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
And he said he would?

ADAM CHERRY.
He replied that he would not allow such an opportunity for benefiting the human race to escape him for worlds, and that he would be here to the minute.

MRS. WHEEDLES,

(Glances at clock over mantel.) Its twenty minutes to four now.

ADAM CHERRY.
(Looks at his watch.) Ah, thats five minutes fast. Mrs. Ben Dixons rather late though. She said shed be here at half-past three.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
How has she taken it, poor woman?

ADAM CHERRY.
Well, of course its a very unpleasant position for her, but, between ourselves, I fancy she will be very glad if it turns out that he is your husband, and, consequently, not hers. I expect thats why shes so anxious to be in the show, as she calls it. She says she wants to see the truth for herself, and fix him down.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
She hasnt said a word to him about it, I suppose?

ADAM CHERRY.
She hasnt had a chance — yet. They quarrelled over money matters (groans to himself) and other things, and she left him before she ever heard of this.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
Ah, she could never really have loved him, Mr. Cherry. (Wipes away a tear.)

ADAM CHERRY.
Im inclined to agree with you there, Mrs. Wheedles. (He crosses to window, looking at his watch.) I wish shed come.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
(Crying.) Such a good man as he was — before he went wrong. (Bell heard.) She starts up. Oh Lord, thats him, I feel it in my bones.

ADAM CHERRY.
(Looking out of window.) Your bones have misled you, Mrs. Wheedles. Its Mr. Travers, and — (looking out further), no, it isnt big enough for Mrs. Ben Dixon.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
Oh dear, it gave me quite a spasm. I wish I didnt feel in such a fluster.

(The door at back is opened by a maid, and Theodore enters followed by Primrose. Mrs. Wheedles slips quietly out.)

ADAM CHERRY

(Greeting Theodore.) Wheres Mrs. Ben Dixon?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Shell be here in a minute. It occurred to her when we got to Paddington Station that she hadnt had any lunch, and that this wasnt a scene to be gone through on an empty stomach. So we left her there laying in a beefsteak and a bottle of stout. Miss Deane has come with us. She thought she would like to see Nelly.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(Advancing and shaking hands with Cherry.) Yes, Mr. Cherry. Do you know if shes in?

ADAM CHERRY.
Shes upstairs all alone, my dear. Shell be so pleased to see you, I know.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Oh, Ill run up to her, then. (Moves towards door.)

ADAM CHERRY.
Yes, do, my dear. (Following her.) Let me —— 

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(Stopping him.) No, dont trouble, Mr. Cherry. I know my way. (Opens door, and goes out.)

THEODORE TRAVERS.
I say — I suppose theres no where in this room where I could hide, is there? (Looks round.) It will be a lovely scene, you know — quite a family group, Ben and his two wives. (Enthusiastically.) Why, such an opportunity may not occur again for years. Cant you put me behind these curtains? (He is by window.)

ADAM CHERRY.
Oh, my dear boy, impossible!

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Um! Twould be awkward I suppose. Pity! (hopefully,) What sort of a keyhole have you got? (Crossing to door, Right.)

ADAM CHERRY.
(Laughs.) Not much good to you, Im afraid. You cant get the key out.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
(Who has opened the door — the key being outside — trying it.) Ah, no encouragement to an artist anywhere here. I shall have to pump the scene out of the mater afterwards, and her accounts are always so painfully idealistic.

(Ted enters.)

Hulloa, Ted!

TED MORRIS.
Hulloa! You here?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Yes. (Looks at him.) Youve been ploughed then?

TED MORRIS.
Who told you?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
You did, by your face. What does it feel like?

TED MORRIS.
(With a cynical laugh) Do you want to make notes?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
(Taking out his note-book) If you are sure you dont mind.

TED MORRIS.
Not at all. Delighted to be of service to the cause of literature. Now let me see how does a man feel. Well, at first he feels sick and dazed.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
(Writing) Yes.

TED MORRIS.
And then he gets mad and curses himself and the world and everybody in it; and feels —— 

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Half a minute, old chap, I am not a typewriter.

TED MORRIS.
—— and feels that hed like to go to the devil only he hasnt got the travelling expenses.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Quite right. The expensiveness of vice I have always considered to be virtues greatest safeguard. Poor people can only afford to go as far as the dogs. Yes?

TED MORRIS.
Oh, and then — oh, then he feels very weary of the whole thing and wishes that he could get away from it all, and go to sleep — for a long time. (Throws himself in chair.)

ADAM CHERRY.
Oh, come, you mustnt despair. Youve only been spun, as you fellows call it, for a few months.

TED MORRIS.
Oh, no, its nothing very terrible to be spun, if youve got anything to spin on.

THEODORE TRAVERS

Yes — a top spins best when its full of air — a man doesnt.

ADAM CHERRY.
You see, you wont let anybody help you, Ted

TED MORRIS.
(Rising.) Oh, thats only my nonsense, Mr. Cherry. Were not paupers. (To Theodore.) Are you coming upstairs to see Nelly?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Yes, yes; Ill come up with you now. How is she?

TED MORRIS.
Oh, not too jolly. Youll be able to make a few notes. (They go out.)

ADAM CHERRY.
Poor boy! Ah, well, he wont be able to help my helping him when Im his brother-in-law! (He takes up a photo of Nelly lying on table.) Dear, dear me, fancy me a married man, with somebody to call my dear! Youre a lucky dog, Adam Cherry — a lucky dog, even if you have been swindled out of all your savings, and have to go on working for your living! Bah! whats work when youve got somebody to work for? Why —— (Notices Theodores note-book left on table and pauses.) Hulloa! Our literary friends note-book. (Takes it up and turns it about in his hand, musing.) I wonder if thered be any harm now in looking inside? I should like to see how he goes to work — oh, its only just the same as an artists sketch-book, and nobody minds looking into that. (Opens it at end and reads.) June 28th, Brussels. Good idea for farcical comedy. N.B. Will probably need toning down for English market. Married lady starts to call on elderly gentleman of irreproachable character, she — —(Reads on with broadening smile extending to chuckle — suddenly checks himself.) Yes — it probably would (Turns over more leaves.) Hulloa, whats this marked Unfinished. Novel or comedy. Characters: Good-hearted, but chuckle-headed old man, knows himself fifty-five, calls himself forty-five, fancies himself thirty-five. (Chuckles): Ah, yes, I know that class of man — very clever, very clever! Young artist, somewhat conventional type, see page 3. Girl, cross between the romantically heroic and the quaintly practical. Girl loves artist. Artist loves girl. But both are poor. Old chap, well off, proposes to girl. She, tired of poverty, throws love to the dogs and accepts. Old fellow suspects nothing and tells himself that he will soon win her love by his devotion and all that sort of thing. Will he ever find out the truth? Ah, yes, that ought to make a capital story. I wonder what will happen? (Putting down book.) I feel quite sorry for that old man. A very interesting little story indeed. I wonder where he got it from now? (Takes up book again.) Hes dated it June 14th — June 14th — why —— Yes, thats the day I proposed to Nelly — and — he was here that day. (Sits thinking. Suddenly a suspicion of the truth flashes across him. He hurriedly takes the book and reads again, this time in a trembling voice.) Chuckle-headed old man — Young artist. (Thinks). Jack Medbury. Girl loves artist — artist loves girl — old chap well off — proposes to girl. She, tired of poverty, throws love to the dogs and accepts. Old fellow suspects nothing — tells himself he will soon win her love by his devotion, and — and all that sort of thing. (Lets his hand with book fall on table.) Thats the true story. Its I who have been building up the romance. Jack used to be here every day. Hes never been near the place since. Nelly never smiles even now. Ive fancied it was because she was ill and worried, and that I should be able to make her happy as soon as I had her all to myself and could take care of her. (Irritably pushing the book away from him.) I wish people wouldnt leave their things about. (Bows his head between his hands.)

(Primrose pushes open the door gently and enters. Seeing Cherry in this attitude, she comes softly over and lays her hand on his shoulder.)

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Are you ill, Mr. Cherry?

ADAM CHERRY.
(Starting.) No, my dear; no. I was only thinking. How — how do you think Nellys looking?

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(She has brought in some flowers and is arranging them in vase.) Oh, pretty well.

ADAM CHERRY.
It — it doesnt seem to you, my dear, does it, that shes fretting herself about anything?

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(Puzzled how to answer.) Oh no; I expect shes worried about her brother, you know, Mr. Cherry, and poor Mrs. Ben Dixon.

ADAM CHERRY.
Ah, yes, yes; but dont you think there may be something else besides — something more nearly concerning herself?

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Why do you ask, Mr. Cherry? (She comes to him.)

ADAM CHERRY.
(Rising and taking both her hands.) Because, my dear, Im a very inexperienced old man, and I want some shrewd little person who understands these matters better than I do to advise me. (Very earnestly.) Do you think, my dear, I shall be making Nelly happy by marrying her?

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Truthfully, Mr. Cherry?

ADAM CHERRY.
Truthfully, my dear, for both our sakes.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Then I dont, Mr. Cherry.

ADAM CHERRY.
You — you think theres somebody else who could do it better? (Primrose nods her head.) Thank you, my dear (releases her hands).

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Im so sorry, Mr. Cherry.

ADAM CHERRY.
Thered be more to be sorry for still, my dear, if were too late to mend matters (turning away). We wont talk about it any more. Have you seen Ted?

PRIMROSE DEANE.
N-no.

ADAM CHERRY.
Not! Why hes just gone upstairs.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(Awkwardly.) Y-yes — I — I heard him come in. I was in Nellys room. I came out by the other door.

ADAM CHERRY.
(Looking at her with surprise.) I thought you and he were such good friends?

PRIMROSE DEANE.
This worlds friendships are very fleeting.

ADAM CHERRY.
(With a smile.) My dear, theres some mistake here. I said just now that I was inexperienced. But there are some things that even dim eyes cannot help seeing, and Im sure that — forgive me, my dear, Im only an old fellow — that he cared for you very much.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(Looking out of window.) He — he made me think so.

ADAM CHERRY.
And then you quarrelled?

PRIMROSE DEANE.
No — he changed — all of a sudden just as — as if he had found out something bad against me — and — and Ive never done anything bad — not, not very bad (choking a sob). Do you think anybody could have said anything to set him against me?

ADAM CHERRY.
Oh, impossible! What could —— Wait a minute, though. Theres one thing somebody might have told him about you that would have been enough to send Master Ted off at double quick march.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
What?

ADAM CHERRY.
Cant you think?

PRIMROSE DEANE.
N-no. Is there anything very dreadful about me, then?

ADAM CHERRY.
Yes, my dear — to a young fellow as proud as he is poor — your money.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
My money! Wont anybody ever lo — like me then because Ive got some money?

ADAM CHERRY.
Plenty, my dear. But pennyless young men who fall in love with heiresses are liable to be dubbed fortune-hunters, and our high-spirited young friend —— 

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(Interrupting petulantly.) Rather than risk that, would sacrifice all his lifes happiness. I call it very horrid and — and very selfish of him.

ADAM CHERRY.
Its very silly, my dear, but depend upon it thats the explanation. You —— 

(Primrose, when she entered, left the door a little open, and now Ted is heard whistling as he comes downstairs. Primrose is in front of easy-chair. Cherry pushes her down into it and stands before her.)

ADAM CHERRY.
Tell him what you think of him.

(Enter Ted, still smoking his pipe.)

TED MORRIS.
Do you mind my sitting down here for a little while, Cherry? Im tired of walking about the streets, and Im not feeling in good enough condition to sit out Travers wit and humour. Ive left him upstairs with Nelly.

ADAM CHERRY.
Certainly, my dear boy. Stop here as long as ever you like and make yourself comfortable. Ill be back in a few minutes. (He goes out.)

TED MORRIS.
(He strolls to window, whistling, and looks out.) Its a damned world.

(Primrose coughs.)

TED MORRIS.
(Startled, he looks round and sees Primrose.) I — I beg your pardon, Miss Deane. I had no idea you were here.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Is that the way you usually talk when Im not here?

TED MORRIS.
(Smiling.) Not always (Gloomily again.) The truth is Im a bit down on my luck just now, and —— 

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(Kindly) I know. Nelly has been telling me. I am so very sorry.

TED MORRIS.
Thank you, Miss Deane, I knew you would be.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(Frigidly.) Oh, did you? I dont think you had any right to assume it after your conduct at out last interview. I suppose you know that Im excessively angry with you.

TED MORRIS.
(Dismally.) You have every right to be. (A pause — Ted goes to window.)

PRIMROSE DEANE.
I think if I were a gentleman, and had behaved exceedingly rudely to a lady, I should take the first opportunity of begging her pardon, and asking her to — to try and forgive me.

TED MORRIS.
(Still at window.) I do beg your pardon, Miss Deane, from the bottom of my heart. And I should like you to forgive me — if you ever could.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
I dont think thats at all the way anybody ought to ask anybody elses pardon (looks across at him) all that way off. And I cant forgive you until I know why you did it. (A pause.) Why — why did you do it?

TED MORRIS.
I — I cannot tell you. Please dont ask me.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
I suppose then I must think what I like?

TED MORRIS.
(Gloomily.) Im afraid so.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
I — I thought at one time it might be because — (looking slyly at him) because I had lost all my money.

TED MORRIS.
(Turning suddenly mid eagerly.) Lost all your money?

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(Looking carefully away.) Yes. I thought somebody might have told you — people are so fond of telling bad news — and that you didnt care to have anything more to do with me after that. Of course, when people have lost all their money they cant expect people to be so nice as — as they were before.

TED MORRIS.
(Who has stood rooted to the ground.) Then that was what that letter was about. It came just at that very time. And — and you have been thinking that of me! (Rushes across and kneels down beside her, and takes her hands.) Miss Deane — Primrose — let me work for you. Let me take care of you all your life. I can do it now. I feel like a new man. I can face the whole College of Surgeons and the world too, and lick them both. (His manner grows more and more enthusiastic and joyous.)

PRIMROSE DEANE.
You — youre not very sympathetic.

TED MORRIS.
I know Im a selfish brute. I cant help it. You shant regret it. Ill make another fortune for you and you shall have it all. Primrose, dear, I love you, I love you. I could not speak when you were rich, but now you are poor I can. You — you do care for me a little, dear.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
A little, Ted.

TED MORRIS.
Enough to be my wife?

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Yes, I think its enough for that. (Ted draws her face down and kisses her.) And you dont mind the money either way?

TED MORRIS.
Of course not, dear.

PRIMROSE DEANE,

And you care for me just the same, rich or poor?

TED MORRIS.
(He sits on arm of chair beside her.) Now and always, sweetheart, rich or poor.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Im glad of that. I shouldnt like to be cared for merely because I was poor. It would be so awkward if — if one wasnt poor.

TED MORRIS.
But you are poor?

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Not — not very, Im afraid, dear.

TED MORRIS.
You said youd lost all your money!

PRIMROSE DEANE.
No, I didnt, Ted. I said somebody might have told you I had. People do tell things about other people that are not true sometimes. (Ted rises and stands by table, looking troubled. Primrose breaks into a ringing laugh.) You cant get out of it now, Ted. I could bring a breach of promise case against you. (Ted still looks stern. Primrose rises and comes to him, playing with one of his coat buttons.) Ive deceived and trapped you into it, havent I? Please forgive me. It — it isnt so very much, and I could give it away to the Salvation Army if you liked, or we could let Mr. Ben Dixon lay it out for us. (Laughs.)

TED MORRIS.
You dont understand, dear.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(Seriously.) Yes — I do, dear. Youre a silly stuck-up old thing. You never would have spoken so long as you thought I was rich — and I — (nestling against him) wanted you.

TED MORRIS.
(Relenting.) Theyll say I married you for your money.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Dont you care for me sufficiently, dear, not to mind what they say? (Looking him earnestly in the face.)

TED MORRIS.
(Looks at her, and then takes her face in his hands and kisses her.) Yes, dear, forgive me. (After this, in loverlike fashion, they commence walking about the room and talking with their arms round each others waists.)

TED MORRIS.
Let me see. I shall pass my examination in November.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
And then we must look about for a nice little practice. Well have one somewhere in the country, shall we?

TED MORRIS.
Yes. (Musing.) I wish I hadnt been fool enough to let that Ben Dixon have all —— 

(A knock at front door heard. Primrose runs to window and looks out.)

PRIMROSE DEANE.
Yes, I thought so. Its Mrs. Ben Dixon. (Running to door and holding out her hand to Ted.) Lets go upstairs to Nelly. (Ted catches her hand, and they run off, leaving the door wide open behind them. A wait. Then enters Mrs. Ben Dixon, shown in by servant.)

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Is Adam Cherry in? (Cherry follows in.) Oh, here you are. I aint late, am I?

ADAM CHERRY.
No — not as it happens. But Im expecting him every minute. (To servant.) Ask Mrs. Wheedles to step up, will you? (Servant goes out.)

MRS. BEN DIXON.
I was bound to stop and get a snack. This is going to be a trying scene, you know, Cherry. What does — whats the poor womans name — Mrs. Wheedles — think about it now?

ADAM CHERRY.
Oh, much the same. Shes still sure hes the man.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
I hope to goodness shes right. We shall look silly, you know, Cherry, if he isnt.

ADAM CHERRY.
And he will look silly if he is. (Enter Mrs. Wheedles. She is nervous but tries to be confident and to behave, as she would term it, as a lady) Oh here you are, Mrs. Wheedles. This is Mrs. —— (pauses — awkwardly.)

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Well, were not sure who I am at present. Thats just what Ive come to find out. I suppose therell be no doubt about your knowing this beauty if he is the man?

MRS. WHEEDLES.
(Stiffly.) I think not, madam. I was his wife for ten years.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Ten! Ah, poor soul, no wonder you look sad. Ive been it for eighteen months. I hope you mean to be firm, Mrs. Wheedles?

MRS. WHEEDLES. I shall do my duty as a woman.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Im glad to hear you say so. I hope hell get two years.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
(Sighing.) Ah, so happy as we used to be, too.

ADAM CHERRY.
If you take my advice, youll make him fork out something to divide between you, and then let him go.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Now look here, Cherry, dont you suggest anything of the kind. Dont you interfere between us and our husband.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
My husband, madam.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Oh, all right, your husband. Im sure youre quite welcome to him. Ive saved a good deal more out of the wreck than I expected to, thanks to Theodore; and we shouldnt get anything out of him if we tried. Hes deceived me and hes deceived Mrs. Wheedles — as simple and trusting a woman as ever breathed, I should say, from the look of her. I want to think of him as doing some hard work for once in his life.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
Youre quite right, maam. He doesnt deserve any mercy at our hands — a good wife I was to him — none of your flighty sort. (Begins to cry. Bell heard.)

ADAM CHERRY.
There he is, I expect. I must see him first. You just step in there (indicating door) and wait till Ive gone out and closed the door behind me. That will be your cue. (The two women retire towards inner room.) I shall be in the little room the other side of the passage if you want me. (Ben Dixons voice is heard in passage. Cherry nods and signs the two women to disappear. They do so, closing the door behind them.)

(Enter Ben Dixon. He is dressed for travelling, bag and umbrella. He enters, beaming as usual, and laying down his hat, bag, and umbrella on chair by door, advances to Cherry and shakes hands with him with one hand while holding his watch in the other. )

MR. BEN DIXON.
My dear Cherry, Ive only just ten minutes. Is the lady here?

ADAM CHERRY.
Oh, yes, but — but Im afraid shell want to talk to you for more than ten minutes.

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Makes a clicking noise with his tongue.) Im really afraid I cannot spare her any more. I must catch the afternoon mail from Charing Cross.

ADAM CHERRY.
(Quickly.) Going abroad?

MR. BEN DIXON.
Yes, Mr. Cherry.

ADAM CHERRY.

Anything to do with the Anti-Alcoholic and Mineral Water Union?

MR. BEN DIXON.
Partly so.

ADAM CHERRY.
Ah! I thought youd be having to travel soon in connection with that affair. Ill send the lady to you at once, anyhow. (Moving towards door at back.)

MR. BEN DIXON.
Do, Mr. Cherry; do. And if shes got the cash ready — or a cheque, it really ought not to take long, you know.

ADAM CHERRY.
Ill leave you to explain the situation to her yourself.

(Cherry goes out slamming the door behind him. Ben Dixon goes to his bag and takes out a prospectus and crossing and standing facing windows begins to read it to himself. While he is doing this Mrs. Ben Dixon and Mrs. Wheedles enter quietly.)

MR. BEN DIXON.
(With prospectus in his hand rehearsing to himself in soft voice what he intends to say to his supposed client.) You will be assisting, my dear madam, in saving many poor souls from destruction; you will also get 15 per cent, for your money. For myself —— 

(He turns and sees the two women. The paper drops from his hand and he stands looking from one to the other like a trapped rat. For an instant he thinks of escape. He makes a step towards the door at back, but Mrs. Ben Dixon makes a movement to cut him off, then towards door Right, before which Mrs Wheedles stands. Then he makes a movement as if thinking of the window. Then seeing the hopelessness of his case and understanding the situation, he makes up his mind. With an expression of wonder and joy, he advances with outstretched arms towards Mrs. Wheedles.)

MR. BEN DIXON.
What, Gerty! And youre not dead! Oh, why did they tell me that you were! Why —— 

MRS. BEN DIXON.
(Intercepts him.) Here, that wont do. Thats a bit too thin, Ben. You described yourself when you married me as a bachelor.

MR. BEN DIXON.
I know I did, my dear, but I can explain — I can explain everything.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
You will have the opportunity of doing so — before the magistrate (regarding him with concentrated disgust), you sanctimonious old scoundrel.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
A good wife as I was to you, Henery, how could you do it?

MR. BEN DIXON.
My dear Gertrude, I can explain.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Explain! Youll explain yourself into heaven if theyre not sharp. Can you explain why you humbugged and lied an unfortunate fool of a woman into marrying you?

MRS. WHEEDLES.
And broke your poor wifes heart.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
And tried to swindle her out of every penny she possessed.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
And deserted a poor harmless babe as was the very image of him.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Im sorry for the child; but well make him pay for it, Mrs. Wheedles.

MR. BEN DIXON.
If you will only allow me to explain.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Explain? What is there to explain? Do you deny that you are married to Mrs. Wheedles, there?

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Virtuously). No, Bella, I do not! No consideration of consequence to myself shall induce me to deny it. I am proud — as anyone might be — to be the husband of this noble lady! (Crosses over to Mrs. Wheedles side.)

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Oh, well youve been pretty modest about it of late. And do you deny that eighteen months ago you married me?

MR. BEN DIXON.
(More in sorrow than in anger.) No, Bella, much as I may regret it — I do not, I will not deny the truth.

MRS. WHEEDLES. Why did you do it, Henery?

MR. BEN DIXON.
It was wrong of me. I own it. We are none of us perfect. The woman tempted me, and I fell.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
I tempted you?

MR. BEN DIXON.
You, Bella. I do not blame you. You loved me — at least you said you did — and you dangled your purse before me. I thought of all the good that I could do to others with your money. I always do think of others — it is my weakness. I sacrificed myself for the good of humanity.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
(Too staggered for words). Well, Im —— 

MRS. WHEEDLES.
You never thought of poor me, Henery.

MR. BEN DIXON.
(With an air of sweet sadness.) Not think of you, Gertrude? Ah, how often have I not longed to seek you — to come to you with outstretched arms and say, Gertrude, let us forgive and forget, let us be happy again as we were in the dear old days gone by. (Stifles a sob.)

MRS. BEN DIXON. Why didnt you do it?

MR. BEN DIXON.
My dear Bella, do not interrupt. There were reasons rendering it necessary for me to control my longing — you were one of them.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
And did you never think of what had become of me — of how I was getting on?

MR. BEN DIXON.
Do you think I could have lived a moment in doubt? I made enquiries. They told me you were well and —— 

MRS. BEN DIXON.
You said just now they told you she was dead.

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Irritably.) My good woman, do be quiet. Im not addressing you. Im talking to my wife.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
Do let the man explain.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Explain! And do you mean to say youre going to be fool enough to listen to him — you poor ninny-hammer?

MRS. WHEEDLES.
(Bridling.) Dont you call me names, maam. Im a respectable married woman, which is more than some people are.

MRS. BEN DIXON

And whose fault if theyre not, I should like to know? Why couldnt you keep him when youd got him? — not let him loose to prey on poor fools like me.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
Why did you come with your arts and your tricks and lure him away, maam?

MRS. BEN DIXON.
I! I lure away that! You silly old woman!

MRS. WHEEDLES.
No more a silly old woman than you are, maam. He was a loving Christian husband till you came between us with your painted face.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
(Close to her.) You say I paint my face, and Ill pull your false front off.

MR. BEN DIXON.
(He has hitherto remained standing between them in an attitude expressive of pious indifference, his finger-tips pressed against each other.) Ladies! ladies!

MRS. BEN DIXON.
(Turns fiercely on him.) You be quiet (he skips out of her way), and keep your breath to bamboozle that poor fool with. You take him back again, my dear, you havent had enough of him as yet. I shant interfere I am only too glad to be rid of him. Only if he makes a fool of you a second time, dont you come to me for sympathy. Ive done with you both, and Ive done with respectability. Ive paid enough for being a prude. For the future give me something wholesome and disreputable. (She sweeps out by door at back which she slams behind her.)

MRS. WHEEDLES.
(Calling after her.) Hussy!

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Soothing her.) Dont take any notice of her, dearest; shes a little excited, thats all.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
(Clinging to him.) I feel so upset, Henery (crying).

MR. BEN DIXON.
Of course you do. Youre not strong, Gertrude. We must take more care of you. (Puts his arm round her while slyly looking at his watch.)

MRS. WHEEDLES.
(Looking up lovingly at him!) You wont leave me again?

MR. BEN DIXON.
(He hastily slips watch out of sight.) Leave you! Not now that I have you once again. (Squeezes her to him tenderly — then with joyful playfulness.) And Ill tell you what well do, Gerty, to celebrate this joyful reunion. Well have one of our dear little old evenings out together — do you remember them? The little dinner at the little restaurant with the little bottle of wine, and the Adelphi afterwards. (Mrs. Wheedles answers with a look and a coy laugh.) Run and put your bonnet on and well trot off together this very minute and get away from them all.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
I must just change my dress, Henery.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Of course, of course you must, you long will it?

But it wont take

MRS. WHEEDLES.
Not more than ten minutes.

MR. BEN DIXON.
(He edges her towards the door.) Ah, well, be as quick as you can, dear. Ill wait down here for you.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
You — you will wait, Henery?

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Offended.) Gertrude!

MRS. WHEEDLES.
No — I didnt mean that, dear.

MR. BEN DIXON.
I know you didnt. I know you didnt (pushing her playfully out.) And, Gerty! (she stops) you havent got the cherry coloured one still by you? — the one you used to look so saucy in?

MRS. WHEEDLES.
(At open door.) Yes, I have, Henery. Ive never worn it since the day you left me.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Put that one on, will you? Eh? (They both laugh playfully and he pats her cheek and she goes off — he watches her off then closes the door.) Poor old soul! (Looks at watch and collects his bag, umbrella, hat, etc.) Now if that fool of a cab isnt gone I can just —— (He has his hat on and with his watch in his hand is opening door when — Enter Cherry, who stands blocking his exit.)

Cant stop a minute, my dear Cherry; so sorry. Good-bye! (Tries to pass.)

ADAM CHERRY.
(Coming in and closing door.) Dont you say goodbye till youre clear off. Youve got to have a chat with me first.

MR. BEN DIXON.
My dear sir, I positively decline. I am not at all pleased with you; I consider you have acted in a most unchristianlike manner. I am disappointed in you, Mr. Cherry. More disappointed that I can say.

ADAM CHERRY.
Then dont say it. The less you say, the sooner youll get off, and I take it you want to get clear off before Mrs. Wheedles comes downstairs again.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Mr. Cherry, I do. I frankly admit it. Mrs. Wheedles is an excellent woman — a worthy woman, but — well, I put it to you, would you like to live with her — as a husband?

ADAM CHERRY.
Mr. Wheedles!

MR. BEN DIXON.
Dont be absurd, sir. How dare you misunderstand me? I mean am I to blame for not wanting to?

ADAM CHERRY.
We wont go into that question. I am with you so far as to think that she will be much better off without you, and I also admit that I have no wish to lodge an information against you on my own account — if we can come to terms.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Come to terms! What do you mean?

ADAM CHERRY.
I mean I want £4,000 in notes or gold out of you before you leave this house.

MR. BEN DIXON.
£4,000! Do you think, sir, that Im a travelling bank?

ADAM CHERRY.
I know that youve made arrangements to go straight from this house on an absconding tour to the continent, and its not unreasonable to suppose that under the circumstances youve got about you all the cash you could scrape together. Anyhow, if I dont have the satisfaction of getting the £4,000 out of you Ill have the satisfaction of handing you over to the police.

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Mounting the high horse.) My good sir, do you know the legal term for what you are doing? Endeavouring to extort money by threats. Are you aware that that is an indictable offence?

ADAM CHERRY.
(Putting his hands in his pockets.) All right. Indict away.

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Looks at watch.) Damn it, heres five minutes gone already. My dear sir, do be reasonable.

ADAM CHERRY.
My dear Mr. Ben Dixon — or Wheedles — or whatever your name really is, dont argue You are getting off uncommonly cheap. I say nothing about the money youve swindled Mrs. Ben Dixon out of. I say nothing about the money youve swindled me out of. But I want the money youve swindled that poor boy and girl upstairs out of — and I mean to have it.

MR. BEN DIXON.
But if I havent got it?

ADAM CHERRY.
Then youll get five years penal servitude for bigamy.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Dear, dear me, how Providence does seem against me to-day. Oh, this is a beast of a house (savagely.) What is it you do want? Be quick about it? (Slams down bag and umbrella and seats himself at table.)

ADAM CHERRY.
(He has brought writing materials from sideboard and placed them.) I want you to write a pleasant little note to Ted and Nelly, explaining the circumstances, and enclosing the £4,000, thats all.

MR. BEN DIXON.
Say £2,000, Mr. Cherry — £2,000 and a little something for yourself. I should like to give you a little something for yourself.

ADAM CHERRY.
£4,000 — or Bow Street. Youd better be quick. You wouldnt look well with your hair short.

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Gives him a look of intense malevolence and begins to write) .— My dear children, before leaving England, under circumstances needless to be stated here, my thoughts naturally revert to my beloved ones. — Mr. Cherry, I consider you to be a damned scoundrel.— It has all along been my intention to make good to you, my dear children, the loss you sustained when Providence ceased to smile upon the Nonconformist Building Society, Limited (with concentrated rage.) My doing so leaves me a comparative pauper, but do not grieve for me.

ADAM CHERRY.
(Who is standing beside him, looking over.) Thats rather needless, isnt it?

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Savagely.) Shut up! (Writing.) Committing you, my dear beloved ones, to the care of Providence, and trusting that one day we may be all reunited in the bourne of the righteous, I remain your loving and affectionate uncle, Henry. (Lays letter down and addresses envelope.)

ADAM CHERRY.
(Taking up and looking at letter.) Very good — very good indeed.

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Snatching letter away, and putting it in envelope.) Hypocrite! (Takes out pocket-book and begins counting notes — pausing half-way through.) Its a lot of money, Mr. Cherry, to put all at once into the hands of two inexperienced young persons. Wouldnt it be better for us to give them £2,000 now, and let me send them the rest later on?

ADAM CHERRY.
Dont be silly! Youre wasting time. Mrs. Wheedles will be down in a minute.

MR. BEN DIXON.
(He gives Cherry another savage look and goes on counting; having finished he puts them in an envelope.) All my little savings, and me an old man. (Is about to close envelope.)

ADAM CHERRY.
(Taking it from him.) You dont mind my counting them?

MR. BEN DIXON.
(Wounded.) Do you mistrust me?

ADAM CHERRY.
(Counting.) Merely a matter of form. £3,995 here, Mr. Wheedles.

MR. BEN DIXON.
(He has collected his baggage, and is on the point of slipping off. He now draws forth and hands Cherry another note.) I look upon you as a common thief, sir, and if I was a young man, Id —— 

ADAM CHERRY.
Theres nothing further that need detain you, Mr. Wheedles.

MR. BEN DIXON.
I am going, sir. I shake the dust of this house off my feet. (Opens door at back and glances out, then turns towards Cherry and speaks in a suppressed voice.) I should never have thought it possible that any man could be so deceived in another as I have been in you. (Looks out again and then round.) I have no hesitation in describing you, Mr. Cherry, as a blackleg — an experienced blackleg, sir. (Looks out as before.) I only hope that —— (Hears noise, looks out, slips round door, and disappears.)

ADAM CHERRY.
(He follows to door and looks after him.) Ah, well, I think that counts one to you, Adam Cherry.

(Enter Nelly.)

NELLY MORRIS.
Will you come upstairs and see my aunt before she goes, Adam?

ADAM CHERRY.
Oh, tell her, my dear, she can come down. Its all right now. Come in a minute I want to speak to you. (He closes door.)

NELLY MORRIS.
Is he gone?

ADAM CHERRY.
Yes, my dear.

NELLY MORRIS.
For good?

ADAM CHERRY.
Let us hope so. He is on his way to the continent. And (giving to her letter) he left this letter, my dear, for you and Ted. I think you will find the contents very satisfactory.

NELLY MORRIS.
Its the best thing that could happen, undoubtedly. I suppose hes walked off with nearly all aunts money?

ADAM CHERRY.
A good deal of it Im afraid, dear. And hes not the only old man whos had the idea of walking off with other peoples property.

NELLY MORRIS.
(With a laugh.) Have you been finding out any more of them?

ADAM CHERRY.
Yes, my dear (turning towards her). An old gentleman, my dear, (taking her hand and stroking it) that was about to walk off with a beautiful young lady who, by all the laws of love, was the rightful property of somebody else. Only, fortunately, he was stopped in time. (Nelly looks at him and is about to speak. Stopping her, kindly.) Dont say anything, my dear, it will be less painful for both of us. I was an old fool; and you — you thought of others more than of yourself, my dear. (Lightly) The property must be restored to its real owner, and I must leave you, my dear, to make all necessary compensation for temporary loss. See Jack and tell him you are free.

(Enter Mrs. Ben Dixon, followed by Theodore.)

MRS. BEN DIXON.
We saw that old scoundrel sneak off. Is he coming back?

I fancy not.

ADAM CHERRY.
MRS. BEN DIXON.
Did Mrs. Wheedles let him go?

ADAM CHERRY.
I dont think she knows as yet. Shes got to learn it poor woman.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Poor soul! I must stop and say a kind word to her. Ive been calling her a lot of bad names. (Suddenly) Here, do you know what Teds done?

ADAM CHERRY.
(Alarmed.) Nothing rash?

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Well, it all depends upon how you look at it. Hes, got himself engaged to Primrose.

ADAM CHERRY.
(Smiling meaningly.) Rather a good thing for him, isnt it?

(Enter Primrose and Ted.)

PRIMROSE.
(Who has overheard Cherrys remark as she enters.) No, it isnt. You mustnt think that at all, Mr. Cherry.

I havent any money, were going to give it all away. Ted doesnt want me to have any.

MRS. BEN DIXON.
(Aside to her.) Put it by, quietly, my dear, and hear what he says two years after marriage.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
(Who has been occupying an unobtrusive position, taking notes.) You know I think it extremely uncivil of you; Ted, I had always regarded Primrose as my own personal property. I had been nursing her, as we say in the political world, for years.

TED MORRIS.
(Laughing!) I should have thought that a man of your age would have got over all ideas of that kind.

PRIMROSE DEANE.
(Laughing.) Besides, Theodore, Im not literary. You know I read the Family Herald.

THEODORE TRAVERS.
My dear Primrose, thats a great mistake people make. A literary man doesnt want a literary wife. It would be like living with a critic. A clever man wants a wife foolish enough to always admire him. We should have got on admirably together. (To Cherry.) You havent seen my pocket-book about anywhere, have you, Cherry?

ADAM CHERRY.
(Taking it from his pocket and giving it to him.) Yes, you left it on the table. I took the liberty of glancing into it; you dont mind I suppose?

THEODORE TRAVERS.
Not at all. Learnt how to write a comedy?

ADAM CHERRY.
Yes, and (turning away) how to live one.

NELLY MORRIS

(Who has been reading letter.) Ted. (He comes to her.) Mr. Ben Dixon left this addressed to us. (Gives it him.) Read it.

TED MORRIS

Moral advice, I suppose. Why what — why heres notes for —— 

NELLY MORRIS.
Its the money you let him have to put in that building society.

TED MORRIS.
What, the whole £4,000! Nelly, were rich! Primrose! (She comes to him.) Poor old Ben, he wasnt so bad. (Nelly, Primrose, and ted talk together near window.)

MRS. BEN DIXON.
That was very clever of you, Adam. I never thought of that. Youre a good sort, Cherry.

(Enter Mrs. Wheedles, dressed somewhat extravagantly. She comes in eagerly, then pauses at door and looks round. Her heart sinks.)

MRS. WHEEDLES.
Wheres —— 

ADAM CHERRY.
Gone, Mrs Wheedles. It was only a dodge to get you out of the room that he might bolt. Dont think any more about him.

(Mrs. Wheedles sinks into a chair. )

MRS. BEN DIXON.
Believe me, Mrs. Wheedles, it was the kindest thing he could do for you. We are both well rid of him.

MRS. WHEEDLES.
(Crying softly.) I believe youre right, maam.

TED MORRIS.
(At window looking out.) Hulloa, heres Jack. (To Cherry.) Shall I ask him in here?

ADAM CHERRY.
(Moving towards door at back. ) No, dear boy. Ill send him up to you myself.

NELLY MORRIS.
(Who has exchanged glances with Cherry at the mention of Jacks name, slips across quietly and meets him at door just as he is going out.) I shall always love you, Mr. Cherry. Youre such a grand little gentleman.

(Cherry, taking her face between his hands, kisses her and goes out.)
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SYNOPSIS OF SCENERY
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ACT I

Woodbarrow Farm, Exmoor

Act II

13a, St. James Mansions

Act III

Scene 1 — Same as Act II., or Library at 13a, St. James Mansion

Scene 2 — Woodbarrow Farm

Time: The Present


ACT I.

MUSIC TO OPEN ACT: OLD ENGLISH AIR
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SCENE: KITCHEN AT Woodbarrow Farm. An ideal old farmhouse kitchen. From the smoke-blackened ceiling beams hang huge sides of bacon, strings of onions, and herbs, and poultry. Over the great fireplace are the guns, and in profusion everywhere are the homely furnishings of a prosperous farmhouse kitchen. A huge fire burns r. in old-fashioned fireplace, with settle on each side. Door l.c. at back opening on corner of farmyard. Latticed window looking out on yard to r. of door. Table r.c. piled with linen waiting to be folded. Linen press l. Door l. below press. Settle in front of press. Mrs. Rollitt at table r.c. discovered ironing. She folds up clothes as she finishes with them, and crosses and places them one by one in press l.

MRS. R. Rachael! Rachael!! (Crossing l. then crosses to r. at back of table r.c.) Ah, drat the girls — alius philandering about with the boys when theyre wanted. Rachael!

(Enter Rachael, she comes slowly forward to l.c.)

RACH. Did you call, maam?

MRS. R. (At table.) Did I call? Why thee be getting deaf in thee old age sure, Rachael.

RACH. I was in the dairy, maam.

MRS. R. In the dairy! Well, and the dairy beant a mile off, be it? I expect there wur Joes thick head twixt you and the sound of my voice, warnt there?

RACH. No, maam.

MRS. R. Whose wur it, then?

RACH. Ichabods, maam. I — I mean Mr. Ichabod was helping me, maam.

MRS. R. What at? (Pause.) How often am I to tell ee I wont have that hulking scamp hanging about here after his works done. Do ee understand?

RACH. Yes, maam.

MRS. R. Heres getting on for 8 oclock, and thee master may be home any minute as hungry as a hunter, poor lad, and noothing ready for his supper. Get down the ham (Rachael goes to fireplace r.), and bring me in the frying-pan and Ill do it myself.

RACH. (Turning to go.) Yes, maam.

MRS. R. And dont be half-an-hour about it. Is Ichabod gone?

RACH. Oh yes, maam.

(Mrs. R. turns to her work, Ichabod appears at door at hack, with a trout in his hand. Rachael catching sight of him stops, and motions him to go away.)

MRS. R. Ah, a good thing for un as he has, if I catch un here again to-night, Ill — (Rachael makes sign to Ichabod who is up c. Mrs. R. looks at Rachael) — Lord help the lass, be she struck foolish? Beant ee agoing?

RACH. Yes, maam.

MRS. R. Well then, do ut. Thee keeps on saying, yes, maam, yes, maam, and there ee sticks. (Drops eyes. Rachael makes sign to Ichabod. Mrs. Rollitt catches her.)

(Ichabod does not understand Rachel, and tries to explain to her in pantomime about the trout, which he holds up and points to. Mrs. Rollitt follows Rachaels eyes, and sees Ichabod. Rachael is struck dumb, and Ichabod grins and pulls his hair.)

MRS. R. If thee dont take theeself off pretty, soon, my boy, Ill do that for un. (He makes no answer but continues pulling his hair and grinning, making a few steps forward and still holding out the trout. Mrs. Rollitt advances to him slowly.)

MRS. R. (Comes c.) How often am I to tell ee I wont have ee loafing about here after thee works done, and thee mother waiting for thee at home, thee good-for-nothing young — (eyeing the trout) — aye, but he be a bonny un that.

ICH. Thowt maybe hed do for the measters supper, maam. He wur a-having his own not half-an-hour agone, maam.

MRS. R. (l. with fish in hand.) Her be a three pound un, Ichabod.

ICH. As full as an egg, her be, just. Thee feel her, maam.

MRS. R. Ah, well, I wont say but what thee art a thoughtful lad, Ichabod, and it will be main good for thee measters supper. See theres a clear fire. (Crosses r.Enter Deborah from staircase L.) Rachael, and bring me the stew pan and well boil un.

DEB. No, dont boil it, aunt. (Takes fish from Mrs. R.) Let me fry it. Allen alius likes em best that way. (Goes r. c. up stage.)

MRS. R. So un does, lass, so un does. Ah, thee knaw what the lad loikes, thee shall fry it. (Hands trout to Deb.) And Ill finish the linen while Ive got my hand on it. (At back of table r.c.)

DEB. Allen will like that, I know. Where did you get it?

ICH. (Confused and grinning.) What, me, Miss?

DEB. Not poached, I hope, Ichabod?

ICH. (Offended.) Poached, Miss? No, Miss, I wur trying to teach a fly of mine to swim, that wur all, Miss, and when I took un from the water there wur this thing hanging on to the end of un, and I couldnt get un off.

MRS. R. (At table r. c.) Theed best stop awhile now, Ichabod, and the girls will gie un a bit sup. Thee mother will be main glad to be rid o ye a bit, I take it.

ICH. Thank ye, maam. Mothers alius glad to be rid of me at supper toime. (To Deborah.) Gie me un, Miss, Ill clean un for ye. (Takes fish from Deborah, goes down l. at back of settle.)

RACH. Shall I cook un, Miss?

MRS. R. Na, na, thee bring the pan in here, Rachael, I woant trust the masters supper to ee, while theres a pair of breeches about the room.

RACH. (Crosses l. with a toss of her head.) Im sure I dont want em there at all. (Picks up buckets near door l. down stage.)

MRS. R. Ah, thee wouldnt ha the lad theer wiout em! Go and do as I tell ee.

[Rachael hits Ichabod with bucket. Exeunt Rachael and Ichabod l. door down stage.]

MRS. R.MRS. R. The lad will enjoy it all the more if thee cook it for un. Ah. and he do enjoy his food too. It do me good to see un eat.

DEB. He does you a lot of good that way, doesnt he, aunt?

MRS. R. (Laughing.) Ah, yes, he be like his father wur before him, a rare trencher man. Ah, but theyre better than those as doesnt eat much, but sits a-turning and a-smelling, and a-grumbling at everything thats set before them, for all the world like an overfed turkey cock trying to eat potato peelings. Thee weant ha much trouble looking arter un when Im gone.

DEB. (Goes to fireplace R.) Oh, aunt, how naughty you are, always talking of being gone, just as if you were an old woman.

MRS. R. No, no, lass, I beant talking of being gone now. Ive many a year before me yet, please God. But it must come sometime, thee knaws, and I like to think that when it do therell be someone to gie the lad his bit of food, and look arter un loike — and, Lord, a man do want a power of looking arter to be sure.

DEB. (At fire R. making it up.) I think thats why we love em, aunt, because theyre so helpless.

MRS. R. (Cross to l.) Ah, maybe it is. There must be summut to account for it.

DEB. And I suppose they be like the poultry. They get fond of us because we feed them. He does say Ive got a good hand for cooking, aunt.

MRS. R. (Cross to r.) Ah, yes, lass. It be a light hand for the kitchen and a cool hand for the dairy. It will make a good hand for a farmers wife. (Takes Deborahs hand at table R.)

DEB. I dont think Allen will want a farmers wife, aunt.

MRS. R. Lord, whose wife should a farmer want, then?

DEB. (Pokes fire r.) I dont think Allen wants to be a farmer at all. He says he wants to be a somebody, not a nobody.

MRS. R. Well, beant a farmer somebody?

DEB. Somebody, aunt, but not a somebody. Allen wants to be in the world, you know, aunt.

MRS. R. Well, and he be in the world sure, aint he? Sure I think I ought to know. (Cross to l.)

DEB. No, not in the world he means, aunt. Not in the great world as they call it.

MRS. R. Ah! he be in Gods world, that ought to be big enough for un. (Cross to r.)

DEB. (A little spitefully.) Yes, aunt, but its not select enough. Theres all sorts of common people in Gods world. Allen wants to be in the big world of lords and ladies and big folk up in London. He says its being buried alive down here; that he wants to be among the stir and bustle.

MRS. R. (Cross to h., putting clothes in press.) Ah! that be only his talk. The young uns be all alike. They run arter shadows like the chickens do arter chaff. (Cross l.) Why, I mind when I wur a lass, I used to look in the glass and think Id be a duchess. But the dook didnt come, so I just married thee uncle. The young ducks all fancies as theyll paddle off to the sea, But they live and dies in the old pond arter all. (Crosses to R.)

DEB. (Laughing.) And you think that your duck will live and die in the Woodbarrow pond, aunt? (Helps Mrs. Rollitt to fold.)

MRS. R. Ah, bless un, yes, the lads they fancy that any place is better than the old home; but arter theyve had a good look round, they know that the old homes better than any place else. Hell flutter about a bit maybe (looks at Deborah), but hell settle down in the nest fore long, and the children will be running about the house (Deborah turns away a little) and making it untidy — Bless em — afore I close my eyes.

DEB. (Demurely.) I wonder who hell marry.

MRS. R. Ah, I wonder now. (Crosses to put linen in chest of drawers.)

DEB. (r. folding linen.) Theres Polly Steddles. He walked home from church with her last Sunday. I think hes a little sweet on Polly Steddles, dont you, aunt?

(Mrs. R. comes l. of table r.)

MRS. R. Ah, it beant much good being a little sweet on a girl that size. It would take a power of sweetness to go round her. (Crosses L. with linen.).

DEB. Shes big, but then men like big women, dont they, aunt?

MRS. R. (l.) Ah, some on em goes in for quantity, and some on em goes in for quality. The little ones, they go in for size cause they beant much of it themselves; and the big ones goes in for sense, cause that be what they be most in need of. (Goes R.) And Allen, he bes medium, so he can just please himself.

DEB. And theres Miss Dexter, that he drives over to Minehead so often. (Mrs. Rollitt goes l.) He thinks a lot of her, I know.

MRS. R. (l.) What, Colonel Dexters darter, oop at Lucotts Hill? Oh, yes, herd be a fine un to make the butter and cure the hams, her would. Her be loike them umbrellas they be a selling at Peters for 1s. 11d. — only meant to be walked out wi. (Near press l.)

DEB. Ah, but shes so beautiful, aunt, and shes a lady! (Sighs.)

MRS. R. Ah! (goes to table r. c.) there be a good many sorts o them.

DEB. She is a lady, isnt she, aunt?

MRS. R. Hers got the clothes all right. (Sits l. of table r. A pause — goes up and pats Deborahs cheek.)

As if thee didnt know the lad were in love with theeself.

DEB. (Tossing her head.) Sure an I dont see how I should — he never says anything.

MRS. R. Ah, the men baint much to say for their-selves, poor things. Thee must go by what they does. Why, thee uncle kept company wi me for three years, an un never said a word. The first year un only sot and stared, and the second year un put uns arm round my waist, and the third year un kissed me, and then mother said it were time to put up the banns, and her done it.

DEB. (Laughs.) Ah, the man that wants to marry me will have to ask me ever and ever so many times and plead, oh, as if his life depended on it (tossing her head — at fire.)

MRS. R. Ah, the lad be shy, that be all. He be frightened o thee.

DEB. (Smiling.) Of me, aunt?

MRS. R. Ah, sure! — (Laughs.) — I expect un be worrying hisself finely for fear thee doant care for un, a fancying thee prefers Jim Harkabuck, maybe.

DEB. (Demurely — goes up r. and gets l. of Mrs. Rollitt.) Jim Harkabuck is a very nice fellow, and he does stare. (Smiling, and going to her aunt.) Do you think Allen really — really does — Aunt? (Kneels to Mrs. Rollitt, who turns her head away r. a little.)

MRS. R. (Laughing, and shaking her off playfully. Pauses.) Does he! Why beant he alius quarreling wi thee, and doant he eat twice as much o anything if he knows thee cooked it — and besides — (Pauses and becomes absorbed in stockings.)

DEB. Besides what, aunt?

MRS. R. Why didnt I find un only the evening afore last when un didnt know I wur there. (Laughing.)

(Enter Rachael l. door with fish in frying-pan. — Deborah rises.)

RACH. (Crossing r. and giving it to Deborah.) Shall I put it on, Miss?

DEB. (c. goes R. to fireplace.) No, Ill see to it; Rachael, thank you.

RACH. I have put some butter in the pan, Miss.

(Exit Rachael l. down stage.)

DEB. Yes, aunt. (r. of table and seeing to fish with back to Mrs. Rollitt.) You — you were saying how you came upon Allen the other evening, aunt, when he didnt know you were there, and he was doing something.

MRS. R. Ah, yes, it wur Toosday, and he — not in love wi ee — (laughing) — why — (taking up stocking and looking at hole.) Ah, look at that now, blest if I can make out where the holes come from, just.

DEB. What was he doing, aunt?

MRS. R. Why there un wur wi your — 

(Enter Purtwee c. — who coughs.)

MRS. R. (Turning, and seeing him as he stands in doorway.) What, Mr. Purtwee! (Deborah in despair goes to fire and cooks fish.) Well, ee do surprise me! Ee be quite a stranger. Come in. Thee be just in time for a bit of sup.

MR. P. (Coming down l. c., puts hat on staircase rail.) I couldnt pass the place without looking in, Ive just left the trap outside. (Shakes hands.) And how are we?

MRS. R. Oh, I be middlin well, thank ee, and hows yerself?

MR. P. Oh, nicely enough, and — (To Deborah crossing r.) — hows Miss Deborah Deacon?

DEB. Very well, thank you, Mr. Purtwee.

MR. P. Thats all right — you look it, my dear (Taking her hands.) Why I declare shes getting quite a woman!

MRS. R. Ah! shes been that for some time. Her be thinking more about getting a man now. (Purtwee crosses to l. c. laughing.)

DEB. Oh, aunt!

MRS. R. Did ee see the lad up town?

MR. P. What, Allen?

MRS. R. Ah, that be the only lad in the world I know. Did ee see un? (Goes up l.)

MR. P. Yes, I met him, and I wanted to have a chat with him. (Mrs. Rollitt is up l. near linen press.) But, Lord! There he was off to Lucotts Hill, and there was no holding him. (Taking off his coat.)

DEB. (Who has been engaged in her cooking, at this suddenly stops, and looks up.) What was he going up there for?

MR. P. (Stopping and facing round.) What for?

DEB. (Excitedly, but quietly.) Who was he going to see up there?

MR. P. (Laughing and folding coat.) Ah! who is it he always goes to see up there?

(Deborah turns a little sick at this confirmation of her fears. Purtwee, who is a sharp old fellow, notices the expression of her face and the whole truth flashes across him. He pauses suddenly, looks hard at her, then assuming an ordinary laughing tone, continues — Mrs. Rollitt (up l.) is engaged with the linen, and does not notice this.)

MR. P. Why, the Walleys, of course. He and Jim seem to be inseparable of late.

DEB. Oh, yes, I know. I asked him to try and see if the Walleys would part with one of their short-horns.

MR. P. Ah! that was it, then — yes, I remember that was it. (Turns away and looks back at Deborah, who has resumed her cooking — aside.) Poor child! Theres trouble for her I fear. (Throws coat over chair l.)

MRS. R. (Comes c.) Well, what be going on up at Minehead?

MR. P. The same that is going on everywhere, Mrs. Rollitt — people lying and slandering and evil-speaking; everybody thieving and cheating and quarreling. (Sits on table l.)

MRS. R. Well, I guess I could have told thee that. Havent thee any real news to gie us. Tell us what one persons be a-doing. Never mind everybody, I dont know him.

MR. P. Well, you see, Susan, a lawyer mustnt gossip. (Shakes finger.)

(Deborah crosses to linen press L., sets tablecloth and lays table r. c. for meal.)

MRS. R. (c.) Oh, hoity, toity! What be the use of being a lawyer and knowing things if ee never tells a body a bit o news? And now I come to think of it, Ive got a bone to pick wi thee about that very thing. Thee never told me old Hanningford wur agoing to die without leaving my boy so much as a brass farthing. Do you think as how Id a gone on sending the old skinflint the best turkey in the yard every Christmas, and the best goose come every Michaelmas, if Id known as how hed hadnt given us so much as the price as a suit o black, and Allen his own cousins child. (Crossing R.)

A cousin is a cousin, even if it be a distant one. (Sits l. of table r.)

MR. P. Now, my dear Mrs. Rollitt, how could I tell he was going to die?

MRS. R. Thee knowed he wur going to die sometime, and thee knowed he hadnt left the boy anything, and thee might a dropped me a hint. Mrs. Rollitt, thee might ha said, thees only wasting good poultry on a worthless man. The old sinners a going to die as hard-fisted and ungrateful as hes lived. It would a been a neighbourly act o thee!

MR. P. (Laughing.) But I didnt know he wasnt going to leave you anything. You see he died intestate.

MRS. R. In —— — what?

MR. P. (Rises.) Intestate. (Deborah laughs a little.) Without leaving a will; he left nobody anything.

MRS. R. (Rising.) Well, then, where does the old fools money go to?

MR. P. Why, to his son, of course! (Cross to r. near chair, fireplace down stage.)

MRS. R. Ah, where be his son?

MR. P. (Folding his knee in his hand and looking at her quietly.) On the road from Texas to Devon. (Sits r.)

MRS. R. What! Thee dont mean to say theeve found un! (Deborah gets dish off dresser r. and puts it down in front of firm Mrs. R. in front of table r., Mrs. R. and Deborah draw near interested.)

MR. P. Thats just exactly what I do mean. We traced him at last — found him at Port Chadbourne black as a nigger and dressed as a red Indian.

MRS. R. What was he doing there — play-acting?

MR. P. No, cow-boy. (Mrs. R. sits l. of table r.)

MRS. R. Lord love us all! and do un know?

MR. P. Yes, my agent saw him — went down to meet him as he came through with a drove of cattle, gave him my letters and told him everything.

MRS. R. Has he written to you?

MR. P. No, didnt know how to write — a sort of half savage he seems to be, he and all his companions. He said he was going to give the boys a three days drink, or as he expressed it, paint the town red, and then start straight for home.

MRS. R. When do you expect him?

MR. P. Any day now; it was six weeks ago my agent saw him. He might walk into my office to-morrow morning.

MRS. R. Lor! to think o it all. Him running away — driven away, as a body might say, by is own father, when scarce more than a baby, and now coming back to all this money. When do ee expect un?

MR. P. To-morrow — in six months time — never!

MRS. R. Never! (Purtwee rises, crosses to l.)

MR. P. Perhaps never.

MRS. R. Why I thought thee said hed started.

MR. P. Started, yes; but theres a long road between that and arriving. He may be dead and buried — drowned — murdered — for all we can tell. Theyre a rough lot where hes coming from. (Takes coat off settle L. Feels for snuff box in pockets; rises; goes c.)

MRS. R. Well, thees picturing a nice fate for the lad. An who would the money all go to if he were gone?

MR. P. Why the next o kin of course! He isnt married.

MRS. R. And who be the next of kin?

MR. P. (Dryly.) Oh! theres no need to worry about that now.

Mrs R. Well, Id just like to know, thats all. Would it be any of the Leeds folk?

MR. P. Oh, I really cant say! (Gets snuff box, puts coat on settle l.) I — I cant say at all who it would be. (Angrily, rather.) Why theres about a hundred different relations scattered all over the country, and goodness knows who it might turn out to be. It isnt a matter to be considered yet at all.

MRS. R. Lord bless us all, dont put theeself out, man. I didnt know as a bodys relations wur any secret — (pauses) — provided they be coom by honestly. Doant tell us if ee doant want to. (Turns away r. a little.)

MR. P. No — no, Mrs. Rollitt! Im not put out, only you see its always a most complicated question a next of kin, especially in a case of this kind where the man shunned all his relations. It might be someone in Hong Kong; it might be someone here in Devonshire — (Enter Allen c. door.) — it might be, — (he is l., taking handkerchief from his overcoat pocket, and turning sees Allen in doorway and stops. Deborah puts on the fish.)

ALLEN. (Coming down r. c.) Well mother! (Kisses her.)

MRS. R. Why, my boy, wherever ha ye been to — I wur getting quite anxious about ee!

ALLEN. (Taking off his hat and coat and throwing them down at back.) Ah, I be a rare anxiety to ee, baint I, mother? (To Mr. Purtwee.) Mother alius fancies as Ive been run off with by gypsies if I be out more than an hour. (Crossing and shaking hands with Mr. Purtwee.) And how be Mr. Purtwee for the second time to-day?

MR. P. (Laughing and shaking hands.) Ah! your mothers a regular old hen with one chick I expect. (Sits l.)

ALLEN. Never thee mind, mother, thee be quite right to be careful o me! There baint another son like me in the whole country, be there?

DEB. (At fire.) To the credit of old Devon be it said.

ALLEN. Halloa! (Goes r. to Deborah.)

MRS. R. Ah! now that just serves thee right for laughing at thee old mother. (Crosses l. and sits knitting next to Purtwee.)

ALLEN. Ah! that be the worst of letting the children stop oop arter their proper toime, they allus gets so saucy. What have thee there? Lurd bust me, I have got a vacuum inside o me. Poached eggs?

DEB. No; poached trout.

MR. P. Eh! whats that?

ALLEN. Hulloa! Theeve done it now. Why, Mr. Purtwee be Lord Netherbys lawyer, and hell ha thee hanged in chains on Dunkery Beacon, sure as fate.

DEB. Ah, well, you see I didnt poach him, Im only frying him. Theres no law against frying fish, is there?

ALLEN. (r.c.) Aye, well, usll forgive thee this time, if eell promise to do it again soon. Come and give us a kiss.

DEB. Theell kiss the frying-pan if you come any o your nonsense round here.

ALLEN. What! wont thee, when I tell ee Ive bought Jim Whalleys tan and cream shorthorn for ee?

DEB. (Pleased.) No! Have you?

ALLEN. I bought her this afternoon, and I got her for — (l.c., turning to his mother) I say, mother, our Debs bin and smoshed young Whalley.

MRS. R. Done what to un.

ALLEN. Smoshed him.

DEB. Why, I never touched him.

ALLEN. Yes thee have, theeve smoshed un — that be the new Lunnun word; made un in love wi thee.

MRS. R. Its a funny way o doing it.

ALLEN. I doant know how her done it, but her done it. Why he wanted £25 for the cow at first, and when I told un her wur for Deb he looked as stupid as an old cow unself and said I could have her for £20, and then he asked me if she would like a calf. (Goes R.)

DEB. We could do with one. What did you say?

ALLEN. (Laughing.) I told un herd better let the calf come down and ask for unself. (Laughs boisterously.) He never saw what I meant. (All laugh.)

DEB. Oh, I expect he saw it all right. Jim Whalley is a very sharp fellow; there was no need to insult him just because hed done a kind action. (Warmly — turns away r. a little.)

ALLEN. Oh, I wouldnt ha said it if Id known. I didnt know thee was in love wi him.

DEB. (Half laughing and half indignant.) Oh, dont be silly, Allen, as if I cared for Jim Whalley.

ALLEN. I might ha guessed it too. Why, I expect thats why thee wanted the cow so as to have something about the place to remind thee o un.

DEB. Oh, you great stupid!

ALLEN. Why, look how youre blushing. Look, look at her face, mother. (Goes to back of settle r. takes up looking-glass which is hanging on settle r., brings it down and holds it before her.) Look at yourself! (she catches him a sound box on the ear. He puts his hand to his face, and crossing puts back glass.) I didnt know thee was so strong. That all comes of those squab pies o yourn, mother, I told thee thee wur putting too much meat in em.

MRS. R. (Laughing.) Ah, its thy sauce lad, not my meat, thats done it. (Rises.) Theed better try and make thy peace, while me and Mr. Purtwee has a look round the out-buildings. (To Mr. Purtwee) Ive been wanting to get hold of thee for a long time. Thees never given us so much as a bit o paint for the last ten years, and the stable roof wont bear an owl on it. (Goes up c. with Purtwee.)

ALLEN. (r. near settle.) Thee might show Mr. Purtwee the barn floor while thees about it, mother. It be more like an earthquake than a floor.

MRS. R. Oh, I be a going to show him more than he wants to see, dont thee worrit. (Aside to Mr. Purtwee at door c.) Ah, theyd make a pretty couple, wouldnt they?

MR. P. (Looking at them.) No, no, we must make em one.

(Exit Mrs. Rollitt and Mr. Purtwee c. door.)

ALLEN. (After a pause, r.c.) Well Ive got thee the cow, anyhow, and its a beauty.

DEB. (At tire in a tone of severe and offended dignity.) Thank you, Mr. Rollitt, it is very kind of you.

ALLEN. (After a pause, with exaggerated politeness.) Dont mention it, Miss Deacon — quite a pleasure!

(Allen crosses to l., whistles — a pause — pretends to take off leggings. Puts foot on settle.)

DEB. Thee may bring me over the butter.

ALLEN. (Looking up.) Hulloa! come back again! Butter, certainly! (Takes it from chair off l. on staircase, crosses with it, and holds it for Deborah while she takes some.) Jolly good butter this week; who made it? Thee?

DEB. (Other side of plate.) Of course I did! I make all the butter now, and the cream.

ALLEN. What, wi them little hands. They dont look big enough to do anything but be kissed.

DEB. (Looking up and smiling.) They can do something else, cant they?

ALLEN. Ah! They be like the parsons, not as soft as they looks. (Puts down butter on the table — pause — during which Deborah proceeds with her cooking, and Allen stands watching her.) What a jolly little farmers wife theed make.

DEB. Yes; I only want the jolly little farmer.

ALLEN. Ah, thee wont find many of that sort about. Farming dont pay enough for a man to get jolly on, now-a-days.

DEB. Oh, we have enough to eat and drink, and a little to spend on foolishness. You want so much.

ALLEN. (Goes l.) Not more than what a many has. Not more than a little bit of what this young Hanning-ford is coming back to — enough to let a man see what the worlds like a bit, instead of being cooped oop all ones life, like an old cow, in one corner of it.

DEB. But you cant live all over it, and one corner must be much as good as another.

ALLEN. (Crosses r.) Ah, thee dont understand it, lass. Thee women folk can stand day arter day the same, but we lads are restless wi it. We feel as theres summat big and stirring going on somewhere, and we long to be among it — to be in the great world. It seems to call to me — (puts foot on settle L.) — to come to it, sometimes. I hear it of a night when Im watching the sheep on the hill fields. Maybe its only the sea breaking on the rocks down by Glenthorn — or the wind among the old oaks, but it sounds like a distant far-off voice — (gets l. of table R. with back to Deborah) — calling to me, and it rings and echoes in my ears, till I feel at times that I must start up then and there and follow it. (Deborah r. of table r. Allen l. of table r.)

DEB. (Very gravely, laying her hand on his arm.) Allen, lad, dont you remember reading one evening to us of the sirens, who in the old days used to haunt the sea caves, and sing so sweetly that the sailors who once paused to listen, were lured on and on till they were wrecked among the cruel rocks? May not the voices that you hear be like the singing of those sirens?

ALLEN. Maybe, lass; but the sailors couldnt help but follow when they did hear it. (Sits in chair l. of table R.)

DEB. (After a pause.) What be the matter, Allen? Thee used to be contented enough. Now thees always talking about riches, and wanting to go away from the dear old farm. Somethins come over thee, lad. (Puts hand on Allens shoulder.)

ALLEN. No, I wur allus like an old crow — (Deborah takes her hand away) — sitting on a fence, and looking at summat too far off to see. But thee be right partly, lass. Summat has come over me, and made me want what I cant get more than ever now.

DEB. (Very kindly, r.) What be it? (With elbows leaning on table, R.)

ALLEN. (Rises, goes l. c.) Well, I be in love, lass. (Still looking away from her.)

DEB. (After a pause, during which she has smiled to herself with a happy little sigh, and clasped her hands together in a sort of little joyful ecstacy, unnoticed by Allen.) In love!

ALLEN. I fancy it must be that. I think of her all day and I dream of her all night, and Im jolly miserable. (At settle, R.)

DEB. (Demurely.) Have you any reason to suppose that she returns your affection?

ALLEN. I dont know, hers never said anything.

DEB. Have you?

ALLEN. Me! No, I havent said anything.

DEB. Most extraordinary that she doesnt propose. Have you given her any encouragement? (Leans against settle R.)

ALLEN. Noa — I cant say as I have, much. (Goes r.c.) Ive looked at her, you know — soft like — and sighed. (Does so.) But hers mostly been looking tother way and ant seen it, and as for saying anything to her — well, I can talk to her all right about other things and joke and laugh wi her, but the moment I goes to say I love her — it — it seems as if Id got a hot potato stuck in my throat. (Speaking as if she had, turns away to l. corner of r.table, back to Deborah. His manner throughout this scene carries out the idea that it is Deborah he is in love with.)

DEB. (After a pause, with a coquettish smile to herself.)

I — I cant do anything to help thee, I suppose? (Goes and leans against settle R.)

ALLEN. Do thee think as her could care for a mere common farmer, Deborah?

DEB. (Turning and looking at him earnestly — comes to front of table R.) Well — I think if he were a good farmer, and pleaded very hard, I — 

ALLEN. (Delighted.) No, lass! Do ee really think a girl could? (Advancing to her.)

DEB. (Putting her hand to stop him with dignity.) A girl might — though, of course, a superior sort of girl, such as she appears to be, might think it presumption for — (turns away r.puts hand on corner of table R.)

ALLEN. (Depressed.) Yes — Im afraid her would. (Turns away l.)

DEB. (Eagerly turning around again.) Then, of course, she mightnt. You never can tell till you try. (Goes to fireplace r. Fish is changed.)

ALLEN. (Scratching his head.) Blest if I know how to go about it! I say, Deb, youve been proposed to, how do they begin?

DEB. (Bending over fire.) Dont thee think theed better tell me who it is and let me ask her for thee? (Looking slyly round, pauses.) Who be her, Allen?

ALLEN. (Going up to window R.c.) Ah, I expect thee knows who her be!

DEB. (Beginning softly to creep toward him.) How should I when thees never told me? What be her name? (Close to him, his back is still towards her and he doesnt see her.) Eh?

ALLEN. (Without turning, looking out of the back window up R.c.) Clara. (Music cue.)

(Bus. Deb. stands still — for the first moment she hardly comprehends. Then she understands, and stands staring straight before her with a wild scared look — shivers, crosses back to fireplace on tip-toe and bends down over it attending to the fish — after Deb. sobs Allen comes down c. — music dies away.)

ALLEN. (Half turning round.) Colonel Dexters daughter, you know. Theeve seen her. Her wur at the Barnstaple ball and I danced wi her and thee said how beautiful her wur and that her dress was all made o someat or other, and you — (he has gradually come close over to her r.) What be the matter, Deb?

DEB. (In a changed, hard tone, bending more intently than ever over her cooking.) Nothing — Nothing.

ALLEN. (Taking her hand.) Why, thee be quite cold, lass; be thee ill?

DEB. (Snatching her hand away.) No, no, theres nothing the matter with me. Dont be so foolish, dont dont.

ALLEN. (Surprised.) I say, Deb, have I said anything I oughtnt to? I know Im allus a-doing it. (A pause — Allen stands looking at her, troubled and bewildered — Deb. bends closer over the fire — then takes the pan off the fire and with it in her hand turns to Allen smiling.)

DEB. (Gives dish to Allen.) Yes, thee have — talking to a cook at the very moment the trout is on the turn. (Puts trout on dish.) Serve thee right if Id spoilt it.

ALLEN. Lor, thee quite frightened me! (Pauses.) Yes — I went up there this afternoon. (Deb. takes dish from Allen, puts it down in front of fireplace.)

DEB. (Arranging fish.) Did you see her?

ALLEN. Yes, I saw her.

DEB. It doesnt seem to have made thee any more cheerful. Did thee quarrel.

ALLEN. Us never got a chance. There wur a cousin or summat of the kind hanging about all the time — just come over with some chap from America. Cant say as I like un much.

DEB. Theed best summon up thy courage and speak quick or thee may lose thy turn. (Allen turns away L.) Go and tell aunt suppers ready — be quick, its all spoiling.

ALLEN. (Moving quickly towards door l. down stage.) Where shall I find her?

DEB. (Sharply.) How should I know?

ALLEN. (Looks around surprised — sotto voce.) How the fire do draw out a womans temper, to be sure.

(Exit Allen l., down stage.)

DEB. (Left alone stands r.a moment without speaking.) What right has she to come down here and take him away? She doesnt love him. Couldnt she have found enough fine gentlemen in London to amuse her? I dont believe shes a good woman, and I hate her. (Stamps her foot.) She shant have him — she — (bursts into quiet tears and, slipping down on ground, buries her face in chair by fire — pause — after a few seconds Luke Cranbourne appears in door c. front r., Mike Stratton behind him. Luke pauses on threshold and coughs. Deb. hastily rises, trying to hide her tears and stands r. Luke comes forward slowly, followed by Mike at some distance.)

LUKE. (After pause, coming forward r.c.) I — beg pardon — there was nobody about. Are Mrs. Rollitt and Mr. Rollitt at home?

DEB. Yes, they are at home. I will go and find them. (Crosses to l.) Who shall I say it is?

LUKE. (r.c.) Ah, thank you very much, my dear. Would you say Mr. Cranbourne — Mr. Luke Cranbourne and Mr. Richard Hanningford?

DEB. (Amazed.) Dick Hanningford!

LUKE. (Smiling.) You know the name?

DEB. Old Mr. Hanningfords son? Why, we were only speaking of him just this instant, and wondering when hed come back. (To Luke hesitatingly.) Are — are you — 

LUKE. No — this is Mr. Hanningford. (Turns to Mike, who stands awkward and shy l.c. looking at the ground.) Did you know him? (Laughs.)

DEB. Oh, Im Miss Deacon — Miss Deborah Deacon. We were school-fellows, you know. (Timidly approaching Mike with outstretched hand.) I am very glad to see you Mr. — Mr. Hanningford.

MIKE. Thank you, Miss — Im very pleased to see you.

LUKE. (Sitting r.) I suppose you hardly recognize our friend? (Watches her intently without her noticing it. Mike has turned away again, and looks down, flicking leg with cane.)

DEB. (Hesitating.) Um! (Laughs.) Well, hes certainly altered since we used to go to school together. But yes — (examining his face) — theres something of the old face left, I think.

LUKE. We only arrived from America last night, traveling hard all the time. Pretty nearly worked me to death. Dick has — (with a yawn) — but there, I suppose I should have hurried up pretty smart myself if Id been coming home to a fortune.

DEB. You are staying in the village then, I suppose?

LUKE. Yes, weve put up at Colonel Dexters — my uncles — slow place. (Laughing.) But better than the inn apparently.

DEB. Oh. then you are the — Miss Dexters cousin that Allen — (pauses hesitating) — was — was speaking of?

LUKE. Oh, the young fellow that was there this afternoon — was that Allen? (With a would-be playful laugh.) And whos Allen, eh?

DEB. (A little stiffly.) Allen is Mr. Rollitt.

LUKE. Oh, I wish Id known that this afternoon. Dicks been dying to see him and his mother all day. I wanted him to wait till the morning, but he would come down to-night.

DEB. Oh, Im sure Allen and Aunt will both be delighted. (Approaching Mike, who still stands aside and looks down.) Wont you be seated, Mr. Hanningford? (He makes no sign — hesitatingly.) Dick. (Mike still takes no notice. Luke has risen and crossed with assumed carelessness, towards him and nozu from opposite side of him to Deborah gives him a sharp kick. Mike starts and looks up.),

LUKE. (Turning away carelessly.) Lost in reveries of old scenes, Dick, eh? Miss Deacon is asking you if you wont sit down.

MIKE. (Sitting L.c.) Oh, I beg your pardon, Miss, Im sure. Oh, thank you, I will.

DEB. (Going.) I shant be a minute. They are only somewhere about the yard.

(Exit Deborah c. door l. down stage. Luke goes to door, looks off, closes door, then goes up to door c., looks off, then closes it. Comes r. of Mike, who is l.c.)

LUKE. (After waiting an instant, and making sure that no one is about.) Try and keep some of your wits about you, Mike — if you dont mind.

MIKE. (Sulkily.) I dont see the darned good of this part of the trick, so I tell you.

LUKE. Im afraid we shall have a rough time if your memory doesnt improve. Ive explained to you at least half-a-dozen times that it was as a sort of trial canter that I wanted to come here. If anyone in Devon can tell who is Dick Hanningford and who isnt it will be these Rollitts. If you pass here you pass anywhere.

MIKE. Well, its the very place I should have avoided, and for the same reason. The old woman knew Dick Hanningford as well as she knows her own son, and Id rather avoid her.

Luke, (r.) Youre bound to meet her sooner or later. Better get it over and know the worst — or the best. (Turns away r. a little.) Sixteen years make it a little difficult to tell a man, especially between the age of nine and twenty-five, and youre like him enough, and always were.

MIKE. And suppose she gets asking questions — do I remember this, do I remember that — you know what old women are.

LUKE. Well, you cant be expected to remember all the details of your pinafore days after all this time, and knocking about as you have been. You know all that is necessary for you to know. You knew the old man, and you were in the house, and you knew young Hanningford. Besides, you neednt recollect anything yourself. You recollect what other people recollect, thats all youre wanted to do.

MIKE. (Rising.) I hope we dont make a mess of it! (Turns L.)

LUKE. (Crossing and laying his hand on Mikes shoulder, turns him to c.) We shant make a mess of it — dont you. You know what its for — £100,000 apiece. Ive done my share of the job — you do yours. (Turns r.a little.)

MIKE. (Turning round and facing him.) Are you sure you did your share?

LUKE. (l.) What do you mean? (Turns c.)

MIKE. (r.) Are you sure he was dead?

LUKE. (After pausing, during which they have looked steadily at each other, turning away l.) Well, the bullet went in above his ear, because I examined the wound: and his body went over a two hundred-foot precipice — that I could also take an affidavit to — only Id rather not. (Turning round and facing Mike again.) What makes you doubt it?

MIKE. I dont know — nothing. The idea occurred to me, thats all. (Turns l. a little.)

LUKE. Dont you drink so much and you wont have so many ideas. (After a pause, during which he seems troubled, shaking it oft with an effort.) Have you got the letters with you? It will look well to take them out casually while talking. (Crosses R.; sits on table.)

MIKE. (Who has crossed to L., taking them out of his breast pocket and holding them in his hand.) Yes, here they are all right. Bah! (With a shudder.) I always see his face when I look on the darned things — I — Mrs. R. (Without, loudly.) Dick Hanningford — Dick Hanningford, my boy! (Mike drops suddenly in sitting posture on sofa L. with a cry Ah. Luke works round at back and drops down l.)

(Enter Mrs. R., excitedly, followed at little distance by Allen and Deborah from c. Allen and Deborah remain up. Rachel from door down l.)

MRS. R. (Coming down towards Mike.) What, Dick, my boy, where be thee? (Sees Mike on sofa; making towards him.) Ah, there thee be — I thought Id know thee again though thee wur only in knickerbockers when I last saw ee. Taint thy fault thy father wur a bit stingy. Come and gie us a hug, lad. Lord love us — (she is just in font of him, begins to speak in a bewildered, hesitating manner, in tones gradually dying away to an awed whisper, as she slowly step by step backs from him.) How — how youve grown — Dick — Dick Hanningford — what — (stands staring at him; a strange awed silence prevails).

DEB. (Advancing in a terrified voice.) Aunt.

MRS. R. (Motioning her back with her arm, but not turning and speaking in a quick, excited, loud tone.) Keep back, child, dont come near. (Luke is near Mike down c.)

ALLEN. (Springing forward.) Mother! Whats the matter?

MRS. R. (As before.) The mans dead.

LUKE. (r. stepping forward.) Dead!

MR. P. (Who has entered c. followed by Ichabod and Rachel l. He goes quietly up to Mike and lays his hand on his heart, and bends over him earnestly, and it is a few seconds before he speaks.) Heart disease, I suppose. (At back of settee l. Gets r.c. of settle.) My letter in his hand. (Gets to back of settle.) Its an ill wind that blows nobody any good. (Turns and feels Mikes heart once again, then quietly turns away to Allen. Comes c.) He stood between you and £200,000. You are now old Hanningfords heir!

ALLEN. I!

MRS. R. Allen!

LUKE. (To corpse of Mike — aside as he crosses to back.) Curse you!

MEDIUM CURTAIN.


ACT II.

[image: img177.jpg]

SCENE: MORNING ROOM in a handsome flat — a showily furnished room — rather ostentatious and loud in its decoration and appointments. Large table in bay window r.upper corner. Fire-place r.Doors at back l.c. and two in l. wing. Small tables r.and L.. Easy chairs l. and R.

Breakfast is laid on large table — it is a gorgeously laid meal — silver and plate in profusion, and a great number of dishes — tea urn and coffee urn — a boiling kettle — flowers and ferns in vases and stands. One, a large wavy one, is at left edge of table close to Allen. The table in short is crowded and showy to the last degree. A magnificent footman in gorgeous livery is standing behind; and Mr. Piffin in solemn black waits close to Allens chair, a dish in his hand. Allen is discovered sitting l. of table, and eating his breakfast in a most melancholy fashion. He looks intensely miserable and awed. The terrible solemnity of the whole affair has depressed his spirits to their lowest ebb. He glances nervously now and then as the meal proceeds, from the footman to the valet, and vice versa, as they silently and with much ceremony walk about and wait on him. The fern by his side keeps getting in his way, tickling and irritating him, but he dare not move it. He eats in silence, and when he does speak, does so in a humble, deprecating, nervous manner. He is dressed in a loose morning costume. Music to open Act.

PIFF. (Standing by Allens l. elbow c. Peters r. of table R.) May I get you a little pâté de foie gras, sir?

ALLEN. (Looking round, and speaking in a hushed voice.) I beg pardon?

PIFF. A little pâté de foie gras, sir.

ALLEN. Patty who?

PIFF. Gooses liver, sir. I think you will like it.

ALLEN. No, thanks; I never eats liver. It dont agree with me. I will have a bit o the bacon though.

PIFF. No, sir; it is not dressed that way, sir. I would get used to it if I were you, sir. You will so often come across it. Peters, just pass your master the pâté de foie gras.

(Peters goes to do so. Allen who has turned again towards his breakfast is about to take up some gravy from his plate with his knife).

PIFF. (Checks him.) I wouldnt lap up the gravy with my knife, sir. I dont think. Its never done now in good society, sir.

ALLEN. It — its the best part of it, you know, I alius thinks — the gravy

PIFF. Yes, its very tasty, sir. Its unfortunate its so sloppy; and you see, sir, eating it in that way does not show off the figure to advantage. Peters, remove your masters plate.

(Peters does so, placing it a few feet beyond Allens left hand. Allen watches it with jealous eyes. Peters then holds the pâté de foie gras to Allen. He slowly runs his eye up Peters with awe, and then looks at the pâté de foie gras, then using one hand attempts to take it. Peters, not moving a muscle, holds it tight. Allen seems surprised, and partly rising, attempts to take it with both hands.)

PIFF. (Coming to his rescue, cutting a piece, and putting it on his plate.) Allow me, sir. Peters, the brown bread and butter.

PET. (Looking for it.) It is not on the table, sir.

PIFF. No brown bread and butter; dear me, how remiss!

(Crosses l. and rings bell. Peters also crosses l.c. door, Allen looks cautiously round and sees they are not watching him, and stealthily reaches over and secures a knifeful of gravy. He is about having a second and has the knife close to his mouth, when he becomes aware that Piff has returned and is watching him. He tries to hide the knife out of sight. Peters has returned with bread and butter.)

PIFF. (Severely.) Peters, remove your masters knife. Dont you see that it is in his way?

(Peters does so, and then holds the bread and butter to Allen, who takes a thin slice, folds it up, and holds it in his left hand while taking the pâté on a fork in his right. He puts first the pâté and then the bread and butter into his mouth and swallows them.)

PIFF. I must apologize for serving you your breakfast in here, sir. Of course, you will not have it in the drawing-room as a rule.

ALLEN. No, a coorse not. No; us alius used to have it in the kitchen at home.

PIFF. Yes, sir. Must have been very convenient. But I think Ill get you to put up with the breakfast parlour in future, sir — when the rooms ready. Have you quite finished, sir?

ALLEN. (Humbly suggesting.) I think Id like a little more o that pie. (Looking longingly at pie the other side of table.) You see, I alius wur a hearty eater. (Said as apology).

PIFF. Yes, sir, Im delighted to hear it, sir; but I wouldnt eat any more breakfast, sir. You will find it is considered correct among bons vivants to eat a very sparse dejeuner. My late lamented master, the Count de Fizziani, never partook of anything but a cup of weak tea and a little dry toast, and he was one of the oldest families in Europe.

(Allen rises, Peters bows as he does so, and Allen returns the bow and comes dozen R.)

ALLEN. Ah, I shouldnt a thought as anyone could a lived long on that. (He bows).

PIFF. No necessity to bow, sir.

ALLEN. He did it. (Indicating Peters).

PIFF. Hes paid for it.

ALLEN. I allus seem to want a good feed myself in the morning. (Takes out an old clay pipe and prepares to fill it. Goes down r. and sits in chair. Peters is clearing away the breakfast things).

PIFF. Are you thinking of smoking, sir?

ALLEN. Yes; I allus has a whiff or two arter breakfast.

PIFF. Its very soothing, sir. My late lamented master, the Count de Fizziani, used to follow precisely the same course. But I wouldnt smoke a pipe, sir. Pipes are going out in good society. (Takes cigarette case from pocket and offers it to Allen. Takes pipe from Allen and puts it on corner of table R.c.) I have some cigarettes here, sir, which I think you will like, sir. These are much more comme il faut, sir. This case is a present from my late lamented master, the Count.

(Allen looks at them and gingerly takes one.)

ALLEN. Which end?

PIFF. (Lighting match.) Either end, sir. Allow me. (Showing matchbox.) Another little souvenir from my late master. He was always acknowledging, if I may say so, my value to him. That sort of thing is always done in good society now. (Lights cigarette.) It is a full flavored one, sir. (Piffin takes Allens pipe from table r.c., crossing with it to window r.)

ALLEN. (Watching him, anxiously.) Dont hurt him.

PIFF. (Turning round.) I was just going to put it outside on the window-sill, sir.

ALLEN. No, dont put him there. We used to sit up together of a night watching the sheep. I dont like the thought of putting him outside the window, now Im a gentleman. Drop him in the pocket of that old shooting coat o mine that thee wont let me wear. They know each other. (Sits r.and smokes his cigarette. Piff. puts the pipe on table and returns r.c.)

PIFF. (Noticing that Allen is looking at his cigarette.) All right, sir? (r.)

ALLEN. Yes — yes, thank you, Mr. Puffin — 

PIFF. Piffin, sir.

ALLEN. I wur looking to see if it wur alight, thats all.

PIFF. You will soon get to like them, sir. And whenever you are ready to dress, sir — 

ALLEN. (Surprised.) Dress? Why, I be dressed, baint I?

PIFF. Oh, only for breakfast, you see, sir. I understood you were going out walking, sir.

ALLEN. Why cant I walk in these?

PIFF. Oh, no, sir — all London would laugh at you.

ALLEN. Lord! I should never a thought as theyd take so much notice. (Rising. Piff. crosses to l. near down stage door.) Ah, well, Ill dress. (Crossing l.) I dont want to upset London if I can help it. Ill dress. (Exit l. Bows to Piffin as Piffin does so to him).

PIFF. No necessity to bow, sir. (Aside.) Ah, Ive got a big job on here!

(Exit Piffin, following Allen l. Piffin immediately returns, having forgotten the pipe, which he takes. He is recrossing l. as enter Dexter and Clara, c., preceded by Peters, who takes tray from table R.c. and exits up L.)

And Ive got to live in the house with this.

(Dexter goes c., Clara r. at back.)

DEX. (Coming down.) Good-morning, Piffin, goodmorning. Having a quiet whiff?

PIFF. Thank you, sir. My stomach does not permit my indulging in the luxury of a cutty pipe.

DEX. Is Mr. Rollitt about?

PIFF. He has just this minute gone upstairs to dress, sir. I will let him know you are here, sir.

DEX. No hurry — no hurry at all, Piffin. We are before our time. You are not looking well, Piffin.

PIFF. Anxiety, sir. May be anxiety. You see Mr. Rollitts unacquaintance with the manners of the beaux esprits throws much responsibility on myself.

DEX. But you must be careful, Piffin. What would he do without you?

PIFF. (Smiling.) Well, Im afraid he would be a little up a tree, sir, if I may be permitted a vulgarism. (Moving to door l.) I will go and acquaint him with your arrival, sir. (Takes plate from table l., puts pipe on it.) Ill send him to you directly, sir. (Smells pipe.) Shag! (Exit l.l.)

DEX. Thank you, Mr. Piffin, thank you. (Turning round.) Always be affable with your inferiors — never know when you may want em.

CLARA. (By window, looking out.) Do you come across many of that sort? (Comes down r. of table R.)

DEX. Ah, you beast — you vixen. I wonder you dont cut yourself with that tongue of yours.

CLARA. (Turning round with a hard laugh. At fireplace R.) It must be pretty sharp if it goes through your skin.

DEX. Ah, you damned — 

(Enter Allen l. He has on slippers and a smoking coat).

ALLEN. (Crossing.) Dont ee look at us too closely. I beant properly dressed yet.

CLARA. (r.c. turns head away.) I dont think we had better look at you at all under those circumstances, Mr. Rollitt. (Laughs.)

ALLEN. (Laughs.) Oh, I be covered up all right everywhere. I merely meant as I wasnt up to fashion plate standard. (Crossing c.) And how be Colonel Dexter? (Shaking hands.)

DEX. (l.) Jolly, my boy — and hows yourself?

ALLEN. (c.) Oh, I be spry enough. (Crossing before him and shaking hands with Clara, and keeping her hand.) I think usll have a pleasant day.

CLARA. (r. looking tenderly at him.) Im sure we shall. (Crosses to sofa, stands at head of it.)

DEX. Well, you young folks will, I know, and the old folks will be happy looking on. (Sitting, and taking Claras hand in his and fondling it. Allen crosses r.) To see his little girl happy, thats always happiness enough for old Jack Dexter.

CLARA. (Leaning over and kissing the top of his hand.) Silly old dad.

DEX. (Taking out his handkerchief and pretending to weep.) Ah, like her mother — like her mother.

ALLEN. (r. c., laughs nervously.) Her — her mother must ha been rare beautiful, mustnt her?

DEX. (c. rising and taking Allen by the hand.) Thank you, — ah, Mr. Rollitt, you have never known the blessing of a wife — (Clara looks at him) — you do not understand the feelings of a widower. (Weeping.)

ALLEN. No — but — (laughing) — but — I hopes to one day; no — no — I dont mean that — I — (confused) — Have thee had breakfast? (Clara sits on the soft L.)

DEX. Yes, thank you, Allen, my boy.

ALLEN. (Cheerfully.) Have another.

DEX. No thanks, not to-day.

ALLEN. Whats the matter? Off thee feed?

DEX. No, my lad, but we old folks aint like you young country ones — nothing at present thank you — (pauses) — to eat.

ALLEN. Have summat to drink. (Clara crosses l. Both men laugh, each in his own distinctive way. Dex. turns l. and catches Claras face.) There be some rare old whiskey in the library. Theell find it on the sideboard — (Dex. goes up c.) — and it be more comfortable like in there than here. Ill just go and finish making myself beautiful. (Crosses to l.)

CLARA. Dont be too long. (Crossing and sitting L.c.)

ALLEN. (Laughing.) No, it oughtnt to take me long to — (Dex. has his back to them, wine business at table r.c.) — do that, ought it? (Goes to l. door down stage. Laughs, and then low to Clara as he is going.) I am not likely to stop upstairs long when I know thees downstairs.

CLARA. Go away, go away.

(Exit Allen down stage l. Bus. She kisses her hand.)

DEX. And I suppose you will go and throw this chance away, like you have every other.

CLARA. Well, what if I do? (Rises, crosses it.)

DEX. What if you do? What are we to live on? (Goes to Clara l.)

CLARA. Gulls, I suppose — as we always have done.

DEX. Yes, and is it pleasant living? Is it pleasant to have to slave and trick for every dinner? Is it pleasant to be kicked — sooner or later — out of every society one goes into? (Coming close and speaking low.) Was it pleasant to be buried for two years in that God-forsaken hole by Exmoor, not daring to show our heads above ground for a moment? Youve got a fine chance of being respectable now.

CLARA. Too late, Im afraid, though.

DEX. (r. c.) Too late?

CLARA. Yes — you see, papa, dear, you havent exactly brought me up in that way, and Im afraid Im too old to learn now. I dont think I should be quite at home as the wife of a piously brought up young man from the country. (Leans back — laughs.)

DEX. And so youre going to let six thousand a year slip through your fingers. Its wicked — its wicked.

CLARA. (Laughs — rises.) Well, it hasnt slipped through my fingers just at present, it is sticking to them pretty freely. (Crosses to R. — Dex is c. — toys with ring.)

DEX. (Goes to table r.c.) And how long do you think he will stand you playing with him?

CLARA. Oh, a good long while yet. (Goes up.)

DEX. (Puts hat on table r.c.) Thats just where youre making a mistake then. Hes not a fool. Hell want an answer, Yes, or No, soon, and what are you going to say then?

CLARA. (Looking out of window.) No. (Looking into fireplace r.)

DEX. (After a pause — violently.) Luke Cranbournes at the bottom of this. What devils game is it thats going on between you and him? (Loudly.)

CLARA. I do wish you wouldnt drink when youre coming out anywhere, it always makes you so noisy. (At glass.)

DEX. (Violently.) Take care, Clara — you seem to forget Im your father.

CLARA. (Coldly.) The relationship was none of my seeking. Whatever responsibility attaches to the unfortunate — (moves near Dex.) — occurrence is not mine.

DEX. (l. making movement as if to strike her.) Clara.

CLARA. (Facing him with quiet contempt — a pause.) Put down your hands, father. That period of my life is over. (Crosses. Dex. steps back, then throws himself into chair, leans his head on his arms, and bursts into tears r.c.)

DEX. (Crying.) My own child hates me.

CLARA. (Crossing and laying a hand on his shoulder gently.) I dont mean to be hard, father, but you cant expect much love and duty from me. Curses and blows were all you ever gave me as a child, and ever since I became a woman you have merely hawked me about as your decoy.

DEX. ( Whimpering.) I only want you to do whats for your own good.

CLARA. (Turns away L.) Yes, but you must allow me to be the judge of that — and come — you havent had much cause to grumble up to now. Youve been able to be drunk every night for the last three months.

DEX. (Rises c.) I aint been drunk. (Takes hat off table r. c.)

CLARA. Not for you perhaps — (goes l. a little) — drunk in the ordinary sense of the word — and I will get you something to-day if I can.

DEX. (Drying his eyes.) God bless you, Clara, youre a good girl. Do you think youll be able to get a twenty?

CLARA. You must leave it to me. Ill get you as much as I can.

ALLEN. (Off l.) Thank you, Mr. Puffin.

PIFF. (Off l.) Piffin, Piffin, sir.

CLARA. (Moving away towards door — upper l.) Come into the next room now. Heres Allen coming back.

DEX. (As he follows her out.) Say you want to help a poor woman whos very ill, and has been ordered nourishing food and — (gags.)

(Exeunt Clara and Dex. upper l.)

(Enter Allen and Piff. l. Allen is completely dressed in the height of walking costume, and is evidently very uncomfortable. Enter Peters c. Pet. puts photo case on table r. c. Exits down c. Allen has on hat and coat, and Piff. is carrying his umbrella and gloves. Allen should be got up in a slightly exaggerated masher style. He is smoking a cigarette.)

ALLEN. I carnt breathe, Mr. Puffin.

PIFF. Oh, you will soon get used to that, sir. And would you please to remember my name is Piffin, sir? (Taking his hand.) Why, surely these are nines, sir, I think we could get them down to eight and a half, and if I were you, sir, I would show a little more cuff, sir, its always done in good society, sir; besides, it makes the hand look smaller; a little cuff, sir, goes a long way in good society.

ALLEN. Thank you, Mr. Piffin. (Shakes his hand.)

PIFF. Thank you, sir, but I dont think you ought to shake hands with me, sir. And when you do shake hands with your friends, sir — allow me (takes Allens hand) shake high, sir. (Shakes his hand high.) Youll see its always done in good society, sir. Lord Carmichaels man told me he met you yesterday, sir.

ALLEN. I — I dont know him, do I?

PIFF. Oh, no, sir, but he knows you, sir, and he was rather complaining of your walk, sir?

ALLEN. Why, whats it got to do with him?

PIFF. Well, sir, knowing as Im your coach, sir, he meant it as a friendly hint. You have rather a countrified walk, if you will forgive me for saying so — a more négligé style is adopted by the savoir vivre now, sir, and a more insouciant manner of carrying the umbrella. You walk too much in this way, sir. (Taking up umbrella, gags, and imitates.)

ALLEN. Lord love us, do I walk like that?

PIFF. Just like that, sir. You see yourself, sir, what a very undestingué appearance it presents. The present fashionable style is more like this, sir. (Performing an exaggerated Piccadilly dawdle.) See, sir — body a little forward — knees stiff — and a slight wobble, sir — very slight. (Handing Allen the umbrella.) Perhaps, sir, you would take the umbrella and try it, sir.

(Allen attempts the business.)

PIFF. (Criticising Allens practice. Allen crosses to R.) A little more bend, sir — a little wobble, sir — umbrella held lightly between the first and second fingers, sir, (Allen goes l.) and if you could manage — allow me, sir — . (takes umbrella, shows him, and returns it) to swing it right round now and then, sir, it adds great aplomb.

ALLEN. Great what?

PIFF. French, sir.

ALLEN. (Swings umbrella round awkwardly.) Like that?

PIFF. Not quite like that, sir. A little more airily, sir.

ALLEN. (Swinging it.) Does it ever put anybodys eye out behind?

PIFF. I dont think that point is considered of much importance in good society, sir — that is much better, sir. (Goes r.Allen l.) If you would practice like that a little every day, sir, you would soon pick it up, sir. A little more bend, sir, and — er — dont forget the wobble.

(Exit l. down stage.)

(Allen goes on practicing to himself, making as much fun as possible, consistent with comedy, out of the bus. As he is in the middle of it, enter Mrs. R.and Deb. door c., the door being opened for them by Peters. They stand c. staring aghast at Allen, who continues, unconscious of their presence.)

ALLEN. (Gags.) Soon pick it up! Strikes me someonell have to pick me up. It puts me in mind of one of our old turkey cocks.

(Mrs. R. and Deb. come down stage a little.)

ALLEN. (Bus. in r. corner of stage. Peters withdraws, grinning.)

DEB. (After a long pause, clapping her hands.) I know what it is, aunt. Its our Allen.

ALLEN. (Seeing them.) Mother! (Comes down r.c. Deb. l. c.)

MRS. R. My boy! (They rush into each others arms c. and Mrs. R. gives him a huge hug — gets r.of Allen, Deb. l. Then he and Deb. have an embrace, and then he and Mrs. R. for the second time.)

ALLEN. (In the middle of Mrs. R. second hug.) Hold hard!

MRS. R. (Alarmed.) Whats the matter, lad?

ALLEN. Summats gone.

MRS. R. What?

ALLEN. I dont know; summat behind. (Drawing back r. and looking down at himself.) Mother, youve spoilt me.

MRS. R. Ah, they used to tell me I allus did that, lad. (Laughs.)

DEB. (After gazing in silent admiration at Allen.) Oh, aunt, isnt it lovely? Look at its hat!

MRS. R. (Critically examining his clothes.) Ah — and theres some good stuff there, too. (Moving away.)

DEB. (Going near and sniffing.) Oh, oh! Doesnt it smell nice — and — oh, look at its collar! (Allen pleased — begins to plume himself — Deb. begins to laugh.)

ALLEN. Whats the matter with the collar — what are you laughing at? (Trying to look at his own collar. Debts laugh only grows, and Allens indignation begins to rise.)

ALLEN. Whats the matter — what are you laughing at? (Deb. laughing more and more, goes to walk round him. Turning round, so as to face her — his collar prevents him turning his head, and he has to walk round.) What are you up to?

DEB. I want to see it all round.

ALLEN. (Very indignantly.) Well then, you cant do it. I aint a show. What are you laughing at? Theres nothing to laugh at. (Mrs. R. laughs first time.) Its your ignorance, because you dont understand things. What are you laughing at?

(Mrs. R., who has hitherto sat R. looking on, now also begins to laugh, and she and Deb. go on laughing more and more, Allen growing more and more indignant.)

ALLEN. I am surprised at you, mother. Deb. allus was a — (the two women only laugh louder, and Allen in spite of himself begins to laugh too; afterwards he joins in heartily and all three laugh, after which they have another hug. Bus.)

MRS. R. (Exhausted.) Well, lad, and how dost thee like being a gentleman? (Sits r., Deb. sits l.)

ALLEN. (c. doubtfully.) Well, its got its drawbacks, mother. Theres more work about it than youd think for, you know, — but I think I shall be all right, Ive got a good man learning me. He wur teaching me to walk this morning. That wus the Park stroll I wur practicing when you come in; see, mother? (Imitates stroll.)

MRS. R. Ah, well, us made a good man of ee down in Devon. I hopes they dont spoil ee, lad, in turning thee into a gentleman.

ALLEN. Ah, no, mother. Its only a polishing up the outside. Im old Exmoor oak — (puts his hat and umbrella on table r. c.) — I hope, right through, and they cant hurt that. When did ee come up? (Sits r. c.)

MRS. R. Only yesterday, and us went to Mrs. Clouters and slept, and then us come on here this morning.

ALLEN. And how long can you stop?

MRS. R. Well, us must start off to-morrow, some time.

ALLEN. To-morrow! Oh, nonsense, mother.

MRS. R. Nonsense! Why, bless the lad, thee wouldnt have me away on Saturday. Why, whod pay the wages, and see to everything?

ALLEN. Why, theres Rogers there, aint there?

MRS. R. Ah, why thee might just as well leave the key of the stable in charge o the old bay mare, as trust him to look arter anything, except his own inside.

ALLEN. (After a pause.) Mother! (Rises, goes to Mrs. R. r.) What do ye want to go back at all for, and work and worry yourself to death? Let me take a little house up here in London for thee and Deb, and then we can all be together.

MRS. R. (Aghast.) And leave the farm?

DEB. (Turning round.) Oh, Allen!

ALLEN. Why not? Youve worked hard enough, mother — give the farm up and enjoy yourself.

MRS. R. Enjoy myself! Away from Woodbarrow

Farm! Why, lad, thy father wur born there and brought me home there — and he died there, and thee wur born there — and there be the pigs and the poultry! (Begins to cry.)

ALLEN. (Tenderly patting her.) All right, mother, all right. Usll keep it on.

MRS. R. (Wiping her eyes.) And thee might want to come back to it theeself some day, lad.

ALLEN. (Laughing.) Why, thee dont think Im going to run through two hundred thousand, do ye, mother? We Devonshire lads win fortunes, not lose em. (Crossing c.)

MRS. R. Ah, no, lad. But thee knows the saying Roses blossom for a day, But stout old ivys green al-way. Thee aint likely to lose the money, if thee can help it, lad, but us all be in Gods hands, and Ill be easier in my mind if the farms there for thee to come home to. If anything happens, thee knows the way across the Moor, and thee knows how the latch goes, and me and the lass will be inside to welcome thee.

ALLEN. (Goes l. takes Deb.s hand.) Ah, I know you will, mother, both of you.

MRS. R. (Music — piano.) Leastways I shall — and the lass until her gets married, I suppose. (Deb. goes up a little; gets r.)

ALLEN. (Surprised.) Until her gets married? (Deb. goes to Mrs. R. r.; tries to stop her speaking.)

MRS. R. (Sharply.) Ah, the lads aint all fools.

ALLEN. (Evidently troubled.) I never seemed to think o Debs getting married, somehow.

MRS. R. Well, other folks have.

ALLEN. I cant fancy the old farm wiout Deb. Lord, how lonesome it would be.

DEB. (Who has been trying to stop Mrs. R., has come down and stands by her aunt, l.) Oh, its only aunts fun. (Goes to Allen, l. c.) Im not going to get married. Sure the pigs and cows are worrit enough wi their foolish ways. I dont want any husband.

ALLEN. Ah, thee will some day, o course, and when thee does we must make thee comfortable, lass. (Taking her hand.) Thee shalt ha the best farm in all the country, and the best dairy, and the best stock.

DEB. (Little c.) Thank thee, Allen dear. (Turns up stage.)

MRS. R. (Rising; music dies away.) Well, lass, I suppose us had better have a clean down and summat to eat, and then see about our bit o shopping.

ALLEN. Lord help us! (Starting.) If I aint forgot all about em.

MRS. R. All about whom?

ALLEN. Why, Clara — Miss Dexter and her father — they be in the library waiting for me.

DEB. Oh, dont let us keep you from them. (A little spitefully.)

ALLEN. Oh, I shant go out this morning, now. (Gets hat and umbrella from table r.c.) I shall get them to stop here instead, and us can have a nice quiet day all together. (Going towards door, lower l.) Come on, mother. (Crosses to c.) Ive got a room fitted up apurpose for thee and Deb, with a roost just outside the window with a cock and three hens in it, and he crows all night.

(Exeunt Allen, Deb., and Mrs. R. down stage.)

(Enter Baron von Schorr (1) and the Hon. Tom. Gus-sett (2), ushered in by Peters c. (3). Enter Luke c., and Dexter u. l. (4), afterwards Clara (5.) Baron goes down l., Gussett r., Luke r. c., Dexter l. c.)

DEX. (l.) Rollitts going out. You cant see him. Its no good your coming here to try and fleece him this morning. I tell you hes going out.

LUKE. (Coming down r.c.) Ah, well wait and say good-bye to him, Jack.

BARON. (l. c.) Ah, greedy Jack, — greedy Jack — you want de bird all to yourself. Nein — nein, zhare and zhare alike. Herr Cranbourne have a ving, Tom Gussett, he have de oder ving. You and your fair daughter have de legs, and I vill have de breast.

CLARA. No, you shall have the bones after weve done with them. Make em into a stew — keep a German baron for a week. (Others laugh.)

BARON. Ah, Trickey, you here. (Motioning towards Clara and her father.) Ah, de early birds — de early birds.

CLARA. Yes, we have to be. (Rises, and goes r.imitating him.) De worms get up so early nowadays. (Enter Allen lower l. Baron goes to meet him. Guss. puts him away and he turns up c. Speaks to Dex.)

ALLEN. Hullo! Unexpected pleasure!

(Luke comes forward and greets Allen c.)

GUSS. (r.) Havent seen you for an age, dear boy.

ALLEN. No. (Goes to Luke r.) Ive been keeping pretty respectable of late — I — I mean, you know, I havent been going out much.

LUKE. (l.) Tom and I are going over to Paris for the Vincennes meeting, and weve come to see if you will join.

GUSS. (l. of Allen r.) Yes, do come; then we can show you about Paris a bit, you know.

LUKE. Ah, yes, and we shall be able to get you into one or two things in the betting line if you are with us. We can introduce you to some friends of ours.

ALLEN. Ah, it be very kind of thee, Im sure.

(They go on talking r.)

BARON. (Aside to the Dexters, back of Clara.) I say, Jack, my boy, how long have you been Colonel? I did not know you vas a militaire.

CLARA. Papa joined the Salvation Army about the same time that you were raised to the German Peerage. Dont talk so loud, my dear Baron.

BARON. Gut, gut.

(Luke sits down stage r. with back to audience, looking at betting book.)

GUSS. (To Allen r.) Of course we shall take care of your interests as if it was for ourselves.

BARON. (Comes and puts arm in Allens.) Of course they vill take care ob your interests for themselves. Come here. (Goes l.) You know I have been tinking about you so much ob late. Ja!

ALLEN. Ah, very kind of thee, Im sure.

BARON. (l.) Ja, I say to myself, my fren Rollitt — I always call you my fren — my fren Rollitt, I say, he is a gut fellow — he has money — all he vants is family. (Guss. goes to Dex. l. c.) He must marry family. (Dex. goes c. and tries to hear conversation — Baron notices it and crosses to r.with Allen.) Now, Miss Dexter, she is a nice girl — ach, such a nice girl — but she has no family.

ALLEN. No — not yet. (Luke gets near fireplace R.)

BARON. (r. Seeing it after a while.) Ah, nein, nein — I do not mean vat you mean — I mean family de oder vay — backvards — dead uns.

ALLEN. Oh!

BARON. Ja. Now, dere is my niece, look at her family! Look at her ancestors — all barons — German barons! And she is such a nice girl — so beaudiful — so plump — ach, I will indroduce her to you. She vill mash you — so much. She — 

(Enter Mrs. R., Deb. behind her, lower l. door. Seeing the room full she stands by door hesitatingly.)

GUSS. (Coming down and interrupting, with a sneering laugh.) Your nurse, Rollitt, I think. (Comes c. Luke goes to fireplace R.)

ALLEN. (Turns and sees them, and then goes towards them.) Yes, Mr. Gussett — the best nurse a man can have — my mother.

(Guss. confused, but soon recovers himself and laughs it off. Col. D., Luke, and Clara come forward to greet Mrs. R. and Deb. l. c., and the customary ceremony, etc., is gone through — all speaking together.)

CLARA. (Smiling pleasantly, shakes hands with Mrs. R.) Good-morning, Mrs. Rollitt. You are looking so well and jolly. How are you, my dear? (To Deb. Between these two the greeting is really strained and awkward, although outwardly pleasant enough. Clara kisses Deb., but Deb. seems to shrink — she turns away. Clara notices this, and follows Deb. as she turns away up c., with a meaning look. While it has been going on the greeting between Mrs. R. and Luke has taken place — Mrs. R. down l.)

ALLEN. (Finishing his introduction of Mrs. R. and Baron.) The Baron von Schnorr — Mrs. Rollitt, my mother.

BARON. Your mudder — Oh, impossible. (Goes l. c.)

MRS. R. (Huffy.) I beg your pardon, Mr. Snort.

BARON. Ach, ja, you are laughing at me — not your mudder.

(Clara walks round at back, drops down r. near Luke.)

MRS. R. (Very indignant.) Yes — his mother. Dont you cast any of your nasty foreign insinuations upon me. Im his lawful married mother, and his father was his father, and a better man never lived, as anyone in Exmoor — 

ALLEN. (Soothing her.) Its all right, mother, the Baron only means it complimentary. Theest supposed to look too young to be anybodys mother. He has to take (Clara sits r.) thee for my sister. (Laughing — goes up l. c. with Dex.)

BARON. Ja — I take you for his sister. Ach, you English ladies, you never seem to get more old — you only get more round, more — more jolly.

MRS. R. (Still indignant.) Ah — foolishness. (Ruffling her dress and sitting very stiff l. on sofa.)

BARON. (Sitting on sofa beside her.) It must be de climate keep you so moist. (Drawing closer.) I knew a man, he lives in your Manchester, and — (goes on talking to Mrs. R. but is not heard.)

(Allen goes up and joins Col. Dex. up l. c. and Clara. After a little while Col. Dex. appropriates him, leaving Clara a little to r.of them unnoticed. Guss. continues talking to Deb. Deb. evidently bored and anxious to get away. Guss. trying to be very agreeable. At this point when all the others are occupied, Luke r. beckons Clara to him and she crosses. Their conversation is in eager undertone and they watch to see that no one is noticing them.)

LUKE. Have you got him to join yet?

CLARA. No — he kicks against it.

LUKE. If his name isnt down in the list of directors before Monday I shall be arrested.

CLARA. Cant you get away?

LUKE. No, Im watched night and day. If he joins, the company will float and it will be all right.

CLARA. I shall be seeing him alone this morning. I will try again.

LUKE. And keep to plain gold and diamonds for presents. Those fallal things (touching her bracelet) are no good. Dont fetch ten per cent, of their value.

DEB. (Part of the conversation between herself and Guss. Abstractedly, her attention being fixed on Luke and Clara.) Ha, ha! that was very funny.

(Guss. r. with Deb. looks at her in amazement.)

LUKE. (Down r.) Theres that milkmaid watching us — dont look around, answer as though I had been proposing to you — that will account for our talking together. (In a louder but still undertone.) Is there no hope for me?

CLARA. (Down r. — smiling.) None, Luke — please dont refer to the subject again. I like you — respect you — will be a sister to you — but love — 

LUKE. (Grinning.) Yes, its that Rollitt that you love. (Deb., followed by Guss., has moved away to window.)

CLARA. Mr. Cranbourne, you have no right — 

LUKE. (Who has been watching Deb.) Chuck it up, its all right, shes gone to the window.

CLARA. I dont suppose weve deceived her very much, shes a sharp little minx. Get these men away.

(Clara takes up book, and standing, toys with it up r. front of r.c. table.)

BARON. (Finishing.) She never leave her bed for eighteen years — she take dree dozes — den she get up and go for a dree mile walk.

MRS. R. (Rising.) Lor! It must have been quite a change for her.

BARON. (Rising.) Ja. It vas a miragle. (Turning and seeing Luke beside him.) Ha, my dear boy, ready?

LUKE. (Crosses to Baron.) Ready and off.

ALLEN. (Coming down c. followed by Dex.) Oh, are you three going?

(Baron goes c.)

LUKE. Yes, I know youll be glad to be rid of us. (Laughing.)

ALLEN. Well, I have (looking at watch) one or two little things to do this morning.

(Baron goes up c.)

DEX. Well, look here, Allen, Im just going to have a quiet weed in the smoking room till youre ready. See?

ALLEN. Oh, it be a billiard room now, thee know.

LUKE. Oh. have you had a table put up?

CLARA. (Who has just crossed over and joined the group l. to Mrs. R. who is just about quitting the room by door l. lower.) Do you allow your little boy to play billiards, Mrs. Rollitt? I dont think I should if I had charge of him. (Playfully.)

MRS. R. Oh, the more hes up to every sort o game thats played the better for him, to my thinking.

(Exit Mrs. R. l.)

ALLEN. (Laughing.) Oh, it keeps me at home out of mischief, like. (Moves to upper door L.) Come and have a look at it. (Goes up c.)

BARON. (As they go.) Ach, billiards iz a beaudiful game. (Aside to Luke.) But you cannot vin much at id, id take so dam long.

(Exeunt all but Guss. and Deb. [l.] — all talking as they go. Guss. and Deb. near fireplace.)

DEB. (r.) Well, Im afraid, Mr. Gussett, I must really go now. (Goes down stage. Guss. goes l. c. and stops her.)

GUSS. (Getting between her and the door l. to which she is backing.) Oh, no, dont go. Do you know, I shall really think you are trying to avoid me.

DEB. (Retreating behind table — Guss. takes a step.) Oh, not at all.

GUSS. (c. gets l. of r. c. table.) Ah, so pleasant to hear you say so. You know, Miss Deacon, I so want you to like me.

DEB. Yes, well — I do very much, only I cant stop to do it now, because you see aunt wants me. (Moves c. up stage. Guss. stops her. Bus. of Deb. trying to get away and of Guss. cutting her off and trying to get near her; is kept up throughout the scene.)

GUSS. Ah, but your aunt sees so much of you and I can see so little.

DEB. (Laughing, walks l. c. up stage. Guss. at head of sofa.) Im afraid theres not very much more of me to see. I must go really, because we have got to do some shopping this morning.

GUSS. Ah, let me come with you?

DEB. Oh, no, I wont tax your kindness. I know you men hate shopping, and we are going into drapers and dressmakers and all sorts of dreadful places, (c.)

GUSS. Ah, they will not be dreadful if you are there, Miss Deacon.

DEB. And aunt always takes such a long time shopping. (Goes up c.) Never can make up her mind, and Im worse still, and — (makes movement, Guss. moves behind settle and stops her down l.)

GUSS. Ah, the longer you take, the better I shall like it. I shall enjoy coming, I assure you.

DEB. (Getting more and more cross, comes r.c.) Well you know I really dont think you will; and really, Mr. Gussett — (turns r.a little.)

GUSS. (Interrupting.) Ah, I know better. No, I quite insist upon coming.

DEB. (With calm, suppressed temper.) Ah, all right, Mr. Gussett, you shall. (Crossing l. meets Mrs. R. just entering l.) Aunt, I want you. (Turning her round again.)

MRS. R. (l.) Why, whatevers the — 

DEB. Ill tell you, come along.

(Exeunt Mrs. R. and Deb. l.)

GUSS. (r. turns and arranges his moustache in glass over chimney). Might do worse, Gussy, my boy. (Turns round again.) Shes not a bad little thing, lick her into shape a bit.

(Enter Luke, upper l.)

LUKE. (Crossing to table and taking up his hat.) Coming?

GUSS. No, dear boy. (Laughing.) Got a little job on.

LUKE. Oh, on the war-path?

GUSS. Yes — well, I may as well keep it in hand — Chawbacon will make her good for a thousand or two, I expect — if nothing better turns up.

LUKE. Ah — wish you luck — shell be a good match for you, I think, Gussy.

(Exit Luke c.)

(Enter Mrs. R. and Deb. lower door l. Both are wearing old-fashioned big country shawls, and big bonnets. Deb. evidently has on one of her aunts. Their dress altogether is as extravagant as comedy will permit, and has evidently been hastily put on. Deb. also carries a big country hand-basket covered with a cloth, the neck of a bottle sticking prominently out, and a huge gamp. Deb. smothering her laughter).

DEB. (Crossing r.c.) We are quite ready, Mr. Gussett

MRS. R. Yes, we are quite ready.

GUSS. (Who has regarded them with a horrified stare.) Ah, yes, if you will wait a minute I think I will call a cab.

DEB. Oh, wed rather walk, thank you — you would rather walk, wouldnt you, aunt?

MRS. R. Oh, Ive made up my mind for a walk.

DEB. Yes, we would both rather walk. Will you give your arm to aunty, Mr. Gussett? (Guss. crosses to c.) And be very careful of her at the crossings, because shes rather nervous, and so am I.

DEB. (r.c. handing the basket to Guss.) You wont mind carrying the basket, will you, Mr. Gussett, because its so heavy? (He takes it bewildered and helpless.)

(As Guss., Deb. and Mrs. R. reach door c., enter Allen and Clara l. upper e.)

ALLEN. Hulloa! Where be thee off to?

DEB. Down Regent street, and up — Piccadilly, I think you call it. Good-bye.

(Exeunt Mrs. R., Deb. and Guss. c.)

CLARA. (Comes l. laughing.) I should like to be there to see the Hon. Tom Gussett at the crossings.

ALLEN. (Half amused, half cross.) Ah, her be a madcap, her be, that girl. What makes thee so anxious that I should join the company?

CLARA. (Sitting l. on sofa, Allen stands by her, behind sofa, leaning over.) Why, dont you see, poor papa could be secretary if you joined. They would let you nominate him, and we should be so glad to be earning something — (very low) — and we are so poor. (Laying her hand on him.) Do join, Allen, for my sake.

ALLEN. (Yielding — back of sofa.) Ah, thee dont know how hard thee makes it for me to say no.

CLARA. Then dont say it — it would make me so happy. (Looking up at him.)

ALLEN. It would?

CLARA. (Laying her hand as if unwittingly on his.)

And I should think you — (drooping her head.) Ah! Id better not say what I should think you.

ALLEN. Ah, well, lass, if you wish it, I will then.

CLARA. You will really?

ALLEN. Yes — if it will make thee happy I will. And now lets talk about yourself. (Sits l. next to Clara.) Thee is the company I most wants to join. How have thee been getting on?

CLARA. (Looking down.) Oh, dear!

ALLEN. What does Oh dear mean?

CLARA. Oh, dear means very bad. Debts. (With assumed bewilderment.) Awful!

ALLEN. (Smiling.) What sort of debts?

CLARA. Oh, all sorts — tradespeople, you know, and all that, and then I thought I could win a little by betting — (Allen rises) — and put it all right — and Ive been and lost. Oh dear!

ALLEN. (Vexed, goes c.) I should ha thought there wur enough fools among us men trying to win money that way.

CLARA. I am naughty, I know — but papa leaves everything to me, and I get so frightened when I see the debts mounting up and nothing to meet them, and Ive no one to advise me. (Crosses l.)

ALLEN. (After a pause, rises, goes to Clara — kindly.) I didnt mean to speak unkind, lass. Im full of old-fashioned notions about women, I suppose. I like em to be women — not mere men in petticoats. How much does thee owe?

CLARA. Oh, heaps! (Handing him pocket-book.) Look. (Allen crosses to R. and sits at table.) And I havent any money. (Rising and looking over his shoulder R., as he examines the book.) Do you think theyll put me in prison?

ALLEN. (Turns — laughing.) Thee ought to be taken in charge by somebody, thats certain. (Allen rises, puts some notes from his pocket-book into hers, and hands it back to her.) I owe your father a little over one or two bets. I can take it off that and give him the rest, like. (Crosses to l.)

CLARA. (Takes book and lays it on the table — the notes drop out on to the table.) You are good, Allen, really. (Puts book on table R. — half to herself.) I wish sometimes that you werent — that you were more like other men I have met. (Turning away r.)

ALLEN. Why, would thee like me better?

CLARA. No, but I should like myself better.

ALLEN. What do thee mean, lass?

CLARA. Nothing. Im not used to your sort of men. (Goes to fireplace, then up R., throwing off her seriousness and turning towards him.) You are like the knight, Allen, out of some old legend that comes and slays the dragon and sets the frightened princess free from all her trouble. (Laughing.)

ALLEN. (Goes to table r. Clara r.c. at top of table.) When art thee going to gie me the right to be thy knight always?

CLARA..(Sits at table playfully.) Ah, the gallant knights are apt to turn into grim jailers — (comes l. of r. table) — when they get the princess into their own castles.

ALLEN. Cant thee believe me, Clara? Trust me, lass — Im only a rough country chap to be asking a beautiful lady like thee to be my wife. But if I cant gie thee anything very showy on the outside, it will make me the more eager alius to keep a loving heart for thee within.

CLARA. Oh, no. (Sits in chair l. of table.) A lover on his knees is so much nicer than a lover on your arm. You are so nice, Allen, as you are, you cant think. I really couldnt bring myself to risk a change.

ALLEN. (c.) It would be a change for thee, Clara — (leans on table at back of Clara, puts hand on Claras chair) — from a rough and troubled road to one where every stone wur smoothed away from your path — where every thorn wur held back as you passed — where, instead of care for the day and dread for the morrow, thee would feel that a strong arm wur round thee — that a loving hand wur working out thy life for thee. Cannot thee risk the change, Clara?

CLARA. (Rises, Allen takes her right hand, turns away R.) Ah, I suppose there are such lives for some women. It must be very good when you are tired. (Facing round to L.c.) And you, Allen — women do not always seem so charming after marriage as they did before. It might be a risk for you.

ALLEN. To have the sweetest, noblest woman in the world to be my wife? Ill risk that. (Laughs, comes c.)

CLARA. (Turning away again to R., Allen l.c.) Ah, you boys, you think all women are angels.

ALLEN. So they are — a good woman is an angel.

CLARA. (At Are, facing round and looking at him.) How do you know I am good? (Very low and serious. Allen drops down c. A pause. He looks in surprise and inquiry at her, not knowing what to answer.)

CLARA. Hadnt you better make sure, Allen? (Laughing.) What do you know of my past — of even my present — of whence I came — what I am? (Laughs.) Suppose, Allen, suppose I were only an adventuress. (Takes a step.) A woman with the blood of sharpers and thieves in her veins — whose nursery was the gambling house — whose school was the Café and the Boulevards — a woman who earned her daily bread by shamelessness and cunning — a woman whose past would ever follow like a shadow the footsteps of her life — whose future must ever be a darker shadow still. Ah, Allen, take care. Cupid ties a bandage over mens eyes. Hymen, when it is too late, plucks it off. Hadnt you better lift a corner off the handkerchief, Allen, while we are yet upon the step without, lest beside your hearth, when the door has shut us in, you cast it loose, to find I am a stain upon your name — a shadow in your home — a blight upon your life? (Laughing.) Allen, take care — take care. (Crosses to l. Allen moves up a trifle.)

ALLEN. (Recovering from the bewilderment with which he has heard her.) Ah, its well for thee that it is thee, and not anyone else that talks like this about ee.

CLARA. Ah, but Allen, try and find out a little more about me; its just a whim of mine — I want to feel sure that you know me — just to please me.

ALLEN. If I couldnt trust thee — (takes her hand) — lass, I shouldnt love thee.

CLARA. (Crosses to R.c. Allen follows.) Ah, you are a dear good fellow, Allen, and I wont tease you any more. And you will join the company, wont you? And then you shall get me that dear little diamond bracelet that we looked at — do you remember it? — and you shall put it on yourself. (Allen by her side r. All this is said with every trick of fascination at her command, and now she playfully holds up her arm, from which the loose sleeve falls back, close to his face.) On that. (He drops on his knees and kisses her arm).

(Enter Deb. c.)

CLARA. (Snatches her arm away.) Deborah! (Allen rises.)

ALLEN. (Turning and seeing her, goes to fireplace R.) Hullo, thees back soon.

DEB. Yes, aunt met Mrs. Clouter just outside, so I pleaded a headache and left them. (Throwing off bonnet and shawl on chair and coming down.) Dont you think Col. Dexter would like a game of billiards, Allen?

ALLEN. No, hes all right — hes smoking. (Crosses l.)

DEB. Oh, Im sure hed like a game (Clara motions Allen away), and I want to have a chat with Miss Dexter. We shant see each other after this morning for goodness knows how long.

ALLEN. (Moving away l.) Ah, I understand now. (Goes up stage l.) Ill go, and you can tell each other about your new frocks.

(Exit Allen l., Clara goes c., Deb. l.c. and Clara look at each other.)

DEB. (After a pause.) I came back to see you, Miss Dexter, before you left.

CLARA. (Coldly.) It was very good of you.

DEB. I want to know whether you are playing the fool with Allen, or whether you mean to marry him.

CLARA. I have heard of that sort of question being put to a gentleman under certain circumstances. (Crosses to L.)

DEB. It is put to the person who is supposed to be acting dishonorably — I put it to you.

CLARA. I am afraid I have been mixing things up. I was under the impression that it was the stout lady, your aunt, that was Mr. Rollitts mother.

DEB. You are very smart, Miss Dexter, and I am not, but this is no game — it is earnest.

CLARA. Then I would suggest to you that your cousin is quite capable of taking care of himself.

DEB. Yes, against a man; but not against the woman he loves and trusts. It is his love that enables you to deceive him.

CLARA. (Crossing to R. — sits on chair near table r.) You seem to have made up your mind, my dear child, that I am deceiving him.

DEB. (l.c.) I know that he has asked you to become his wife, and I know that although you have let him think it is all right, you have never given him a real answer. I know that you accept his attentions, his invitations, his presents. (Noticing the book and notes on the table, points to them.) And all the while you are having whispered interviews and secret meetings with another man.

CLARA. (Coolly counting notes.) If you are thinking of the conversation you were trying to listen to just now — 

DEB. That is only the latest of many such I have noticed. They began three months ago, down in Devonshire. I come to London and find the same thing going on.

CLARA. (Sneering.) You really ought to have been a detective, the force might have been some use then.

DEB. Im not blind. (Goes c.) Allen is. But that is not all. These things might be explained by themselves — suspicious though they are — but just now, going downstairs, I picked up a purse. (Pausing and looking at Clara, who, however, makes no sign.) It is your purse. (Throws it into Claras lap.) I opened it to see whom it belonged to — and inside it is a wedding ring. Is your name Dexter or Cranbourne?

CLARA. (Rising.) I really must decline to answer any questions of yours. You are so exceedingly rude. (Crosses up behind table R.c.)

DEB. You need not answer me. Answer Allen. Tell him that you will be his wife — or that you cannot. (Clara takes no notice.) Do you refuse? (Crossing l.)

CLARA. I refuse to be dictated to.

DEB. Then I shall communicate my suspicions to Allen.

CLARA. (Turning fiercely.) Do so. Tell him — (walks round table to back of Deb. c.) — that you believe that I am the wife of another man, and am playing a shameful part with him merely to sponge on him. That I am fondling him with the one hand only the better to pick his pocket with the other. Tell him that you believe he is surrounded by a gang of adventurers and thieves, of which I am the willing decoy. Tell him your suspicions, and I will tell him that they are the poisonous concoctions of a jealous woman — of a woman who loves him herself — (laughs) — and seeks to win him from her more favored rival, by lies and trickery. (Goes dozen r.)

DEB. (Quietly.) You shall answer him for all that, or he shall know the reason why you dare not. (Crosses L., and calls.) Allen! Allen!

(Enter Allen l. up stage).

DEB. (l. c.) Allen, is Miss Dexter engaged to be married to you or not?

ALLEN. (l.) Well. (Laughs.) Blest if I could tell ee that, Deb. That be the very thing I ha been trying to find out myself. Baint it, Clara? Only her be such a tease. (All said laughingly.)

DEB. (Sharply.) You mean you have never been able to get a plain answer, yes or no?

ALLEN. Gently, lass. Thee be mistaking this for some business of thine.

DEB. Allen, weve been like brother and sister all our lives, and your happiness is my happiness. I have my reasons — very strong reasons — for asking you to ask Miss Dexter now, before me, whether she will be your wife.

ALLEN. I cant say I thank thee, Deb, for interfering in a matter that dont concern thee. (To Clara, crossing to her.) I hope, Clara, you dont think as I have any hand in this, but as things stand now, it will perhaps be best (advancing) if I do ask thee. Will thee be my wife?

CLARA. (Crosses down. Very quietly and deliberately.) Yes! (Stepping forward and, putting her hand in Allens, c. A pause. She then, glancing first at Deb., draws Allen slowly to her, and they kiss. They cross r.)

ALLEN. I think now, Deb, that Miss Dexter has a right to know thy reasons.

DEB. They were mistaken ones, Allen. Please forgive me, both of you.

(Exit Deb. l.)

ALLEN. (Bewildered — looks after Deb.) What does it all mean?

CLARA. I will tell you some time. Never mind now.

ALLEN. Ah, well, us oughtnt to be angry with her, anyhow, for what hers done. (Takes Claras hand in his.) Ought us? (Draws her to him and kisses her forehead).

CLARA. (Disengaging herself gently.) I am going to tell papa. I am so happy. (Crosses l., looking back to him laughingly.)

(Exit Clara l. up stage).

ALLEN. (c. after a pause.) Everything I want in the whole wide world, and three months ago — (Breaks off and pauses his hand over his eyes.) I wonder if I shall wake up in a minute in the old farm and find that the £200,000 and Clara have only been dreams. (Rousing himself.) Ah, no, it be real enough. (Looks round.) Ah, they call Fortune a fickle jade, but hers been a firm friend to me. Ill drink thee a bumper, Fortune lass. (Turns to table r., On which are wine and glasses, and pours out a glassful.) I dont know how much a bumper is, but I expects its about a glassful, and thee shall ha it. (Takes glass in his right hand, and raises it.) Heres thy jolly good health, my lass. To Lady Fortune!

(Enter Peters c. upper door, with card on salver.)

ALLEN. (Lowers glass untouched.) Whats the matter?

PETERS. (Coming forward and presenting salver.) A gentleman to see you, sir.

ALLEN. (Takes card, but does not look at it.) Hell have to be quick about it then. Send un up. (Footman seems to hesitate. Sharply.) Send un up. Send un up.

(Exit Peters c.)

Another of my swell friends, I suppose; they seem to be swarming this — (r. c. glances at card, his hand holding the glass sinks lower and lower, he gazes round bewilderingly.)

(Enter Richard Hanningford c.)

(Reads card in amazed tone.) Richard Hanningford, I saw him lying dead before my own eyes three months ago! Hann. (At door, raising hat.) I beg your pardon! (The glass in Allens hand overturns).

MEDIUM CURTAIN.


ACT III.

[image: img177.jpg]

SCENE I. THE library at Allens Chambers. Fire l. Doors r.and c. Table L.c. Big easy chair l. by fire. Peters discovered l. c. arranging and cutting papers on table and whistling.

(Enter Piffin r. Music to open.)

PIFF. Have you seen my cub about?

PETERS. (Without looking up.) No, Foxey, I aint. Didnt know as you had had one.

PIFF. (c.) You know who I mean — your master. Peters. (Going to door c.) Not far off from where yours is I suppose.

(Exit Peters c.)

PIFF. Um! The master has been getting impertinent to me of late, so the servants seem to be following suit. (Shrugging his shoulders.) I shall throw this job up when Ive made another hundred or two. I wonder how much longer hes going to keep me waiting.

(Exit Piff. c.)

(Enter Allen r. creeping in cautiously in a mysterious and watchful manner. He has a huge pewter pot in one hand and a large church-warden clay pipe alight in the other. He looks round stealthily, listens, then crosses nervously and sits l. in easy chair. He stretches himself out as luxuriously as his tight clothes will allow — especially the collar. Takes a long pull at the pot and long puffs at the pipe. In the middle of each pull, grunts good in evident enjoyment.)

ALLEN. (Chuckling in a deep undertone. Crosses to c. and sits.) Ah-h-h, Ive done un this time. Hes waiting upstairs to curl my hair. (Chuckling again.) Told un Id come up when (grandly) Id finished conducting my correspondence. (Chuckles, pulls at pipe, and takes a deep draught.) First time Ive ever enjoyed myself since I came into my property. (Breaks out into some country ale-house sort of song, sings, warming as he goes on with great gusto.)

(Enter Piffin c., unseen by Allen. Piff. comes down and stands c. looking on. Allen finishes song and then buries his face in the pot. As his eyes emerge over the brim he catches sight of Piff. He remains looking at him for a while and then slowly puts the pot on the table.)

ALLEN. What do thee want? Didnt I tell ee I wur going to conduct my correspondence, and that I didnt want to be disturbed?

PIFF. (Goes up table.) I beg pardon, sir, but I thought maybe you had completed your correspondence, especially as there was only one letter this morning, and that was a circular about coals.

ALLEN. Oh, did you. Well, I aint you see. Im going to write a lot of original correspondence this morning, and Im collecting my thoughts. (Goes on smoking sulkily.)

PIFF. Yes, sir — certainly, sir — but might I be allowed to suggest, sir, that a pot of ale and a clay pipe are hardly the dolce far niente of a grand seigneur.

ALLEN. Hardly the what of my which? Look here, dont you be so spry at calling me them jaw-breaking foreign names, because I dont like it. It wur only yesterday you alluded to me as a bo-mo, and last week you said I ought to be in the hot tongs. I didnt say anything at the time, but you drop it.

PIFF. I referred to you as belonging to the beau monde, sir, and I may have said your position was now among the haut ton. We always talk like that in good society, sir. Both expressions were flattering, very flattering.

ALLEN. Ah, maybe they wur and maybe they wurnt. Next time, you call it me in English, and then I can judge for myself. And dont worrit me to-day at all. Ive got a trying morning before me, and Im going to have a little quiet enjoyment to set myself up before it begins.

PIFF. Might I suggest, then, sir, that a cigarette and a little absinthe would be more de rigueur? My late lamented master the Count de Fizziani invariably took a little absinthe after breakfast and found great benefit from it.

ALLEN. Yes, I know. I tried your friends cough mixture before, you know. Old ales good enough for me.

PIFF. But, sir — 

ALLEN. Dont you worrit. Ive been a gentleman for a month; I think I might have a morning off.

PIFF. Very well, sir. Just as you please, of course, sir; but Ive my character to consider, sir — and — and — I am not accustomed to the service of gentlemen with pothouse proclivities.

ALLEN. (Sotto voce.) Oh, go and hang yourself.

PIFF. (Up c.) Thats never done now, sir, in good society. My late lamented master, the Count de Fizziani — 

ALLEN. (Springing up, working Piff. round, from table l. to desk r.) Oh, you go to your late lamented master, the fizzing Count, and tell him to — I have had eno of him and Ive had eno of you. Blest if Ive had a happy moment since you came into the house. Youve dressed me up like a tailors dummy, and curled my hair like a Sunday school kid; youve made me talk like a man in a play, and walk like a monkey on stilts. Theeve chivied me about from morning till night, and theeve rammed that old lamented corpse of yours down my throat every two minutes of the day. Ive put up wi it all for a long while because I thought thee meant well, and wur a-trying to make me into a gentleman, but blest if I think thee knows much more about the genuine article than I does, and Im going to go it in my own way now. Look here. (Takes off his tie and collar and throws them down and jumps on them, pulls off his coat and throws it in a corner, nifties his hair, unbuttons and throws back his waistcoat, kicks off his boots, and throws himself into easy chair, sticks his feet on table, takes long pull from the pot, slams it on table> again, and commences to smoke his pipe vigorously, looking defiantly at Piff.) Thats the sort o man Im going to be now. (Sits l.)

PIFF. (Who has stood aghast, moving off.) Very well, sir; then I have only to say that I wash my hands of you entirely. (Pause.) You cant make a gentleman out of a pigs ear. (Sneeringly).

ALLEN. (Puffing quietly at pipe.) No, it aint the usual method.

PIFF. (By door c. muttering to himself, but meant to be heard by Allen.) Only what I might have expected from mixing myself up with such canaille. (Pauses. Allen takes no notice.) Pray understand, sir, I give you a weeks warning on the spot. My late master, the — 

ALLEN. (Springing up and throwing book at him. Piff. exits r.) Yes. (Piff. again appears hurriedly at door r. and cries, Upstart bumpkin, and exit quickly.) Ill give ee my toe on the spot if I hear any more of — (reseats himself, with a grunt of disgust; a pause, during which he smokes.) He is right, I wurnt meant for a gentleman after all. Some of us was built for gaiters, and some on us for patent leather shoes, and I be one of the gaiter sort — all my tastes are low. I doant like claret and I doant like cigarettes. Im uncomfortable in a collar (picking his up and fixing it) and I prefer shove-hapenny to billiards. (Sighs, continues dreamily.) Ah, Id gie a trifle to be going to spend this evening at the Dunkery Arms a-halping to sing a chorus with old Joe Steddles and young Jem Whalley and Jack Clouter. Ah, hed got a fine voice, had old Jack Clouter. Never heard a man sing so loud in all my life. Lord, I shall never forget hers doing Rock me to sleep, mother, round at the lodge, and a waking up mother Hammonds three kids just as herd got un all off to sleep. Lord, how her let us have it. (Laughing.) Ah, us went home early that night. (Chuckling.) They comed back wi me, old Jack and Jim, and Deb made us a veal pasty for supper. (Smiling.) Ah, her do make good — 

(Enter Peters, followed by Purtwee, door c., says, Mr. Purtwee, takes P.s hat and exit. Allen rises and commences to pick up his various articles of apparel and re fix them while talking to Purt.)

PURT. (Coming forward.) Well, my boy.

ALLEN. Ah, it does me good to see thee again.

PURT. How are you?

ALLEN. (Shakes hands.) Oh, I be all right outside. (Rises, crosses to L.) Beant very spry inside, so I tell ee. (Explanatory of his dressing arrangements.) Just been having a quiet smoke, you know.

PURT. (With a smile.) And do you always undress to smoke?

ALLEN. (Laughing.) No — but I has to now when I want to sit down comfortable. (Continues to dress — brings wine down to table.) Have a glass of wine. Im glad theeve come, I wur afraid from thy letter that thee wouldnt.

PURT. (Sits in arm-chair l.) Well, its a very informal proceeding Im bound to say — not at all professional.

ALLEN. Perhaps not, but its simple and straightforward like and maybe thats as good. Have ee read the papers I sent thee?

PURT. Yes — most carefully — and they certainly make the story appear very plausible — very plausible, indeed. Have you said anything to your mother?

ALLEN. No — no, I thought I wouldnt say a word to anybody until I was sure one way or tother. (Sits L.)

PURT. Quite right — quite right. What sort of a man was he?

ALLEN. Blest if I could tell ee — I wur that taken aback I couldnt tell ee what it wur, but theell see him for theeself in a minute. I told Father Christmas to send him straight up when he comes.

PURT. (Looking at his watch.) Well, if hes an impostor, hell hardly venture to come to a meeting of this kind.

(Enter Peters announcing Richard Hanningford, door at back.)

PET. Mr. Richard Hanningford.

(Exit Peters.)

HANN. Morning, gentlemen. (Allen goes r.c. Hann. goes c.)

ALLEN. Good-morning. (Motioning to Purt., who is l.) Mr. Purtwee, the gentleman I spoke of.

HANN. Good-morning, (c. and then coming r.sits L.c.) Guess Im not a particularly welcome visitor here.

ALLEN. (r.) Well, I owns as Ive come across folks as Ive felt more at home wi. (Allen sits R.) But I suppose weve got to get used to ee.

PURT. Well now, gentlemen, weve come for business and must not waste time. Mr. Rollitt has told you who I am, and if you are Richard Hanningford I shall be only too anxious for you to have your rights. But then, my dear sir, I shall want to be very sure that you are Richard Hanningford.

HANN. Thats right and square. Ive got to prove it, I know, and I dont say that it will be an easy job.

PURT. At present you see we have nothing but your bare word for it. You say this man who called himself Richard Hanningford and who died at Mrs. Rollitts was an impostor.

HANN. And a damned scoundrel.

PURT. Quite so, if he were not Richard Hanningford, he must have been. But then if he were Richard Hanningford — 

HANN. Why then, I am the damned scoundrel.

PURT. Well — I wasnt going to say that — but one of you must be the right Hanningford — and the other the wrong one — and if we made a mistake three months ago we dont want to make another now.

ALLEN. (r.) You see it aint so much the money I care about. There was a time that I thought it would be a grand thing to be rich, but now Ive tried it, danged if I see so much fun in it as I thought there wur. (Rises.) It aint only that: its the girl I love — if I lose the money, I loses her. I cant expect her to have me wiout it. Shes a lady — Im only a country bumpkin and I know it. With this money I can win her and make her life happy — even if she doesnt much care for me. If I were sure you were Dick Hanningford, Id gie it up. But I aint sure and Im going to fight — thats plain. (Turns and crosses r. Sits R.c.)

HANN. (Coes to Allen r.c.) Plain and sensible, and I dont like you any the less for it; but I am Dick Hanningford, and the moneys mine, and Im going to have a good fight to get it. (Coes l. puts foot on chair.)

PURT. (After a pause.) You say this man who tried to — and, as he thought, did — murder you — had been a friend of yours.

HANN. (Fiercely — takes foot off chair.) Hed been my chum for over two years — the cur — and knew everything about me — I saved his life when the gang were going to hang him — he shared my diggings when we were in the mining lay, and he had half my blanket every night when we were with the cattle. And I trusted him — the skunk.

PURT. What was his name?

HANN. Cassidy — Dan Cassidy. (Sits again.)

PURT. And then he murdered you — or tried to as you say — took your papers from you, and came over here to impersonate you?

HANN. I suppose so.

ALLEN. He was uncommonly like you, too.

HANN. Like me! Not at all!

PURT. Oh, yes, my dear sir, I never saw him alive, but his features were yours one for one.

HANN. Dan Cassidy was no more like me than Im like a colored angel out of a picture book.

(Purt. and Allen exchange glances.)

ALLEN. Well, all I know is, that if the man who called himself Richard Hanningford, and who fell down dead in my mothers kitchen three months ago was standing beside you now, nobody would know which wur you and which wur him. .

HANN. (Rising.) I dont know that man! (All rise and look at one another.)

(Enter Peters c.)

PURT. (Pause.) Then what has become of Dan Cassidy?

PETERS. Mr. Luke Cranbourne is downstairs, sir, and would like to see you.

ALLEN. Oh, bother Luke Cranbourne — tell him Im out.

PETERS. Yes, sir. (Going. As he is by door.)

ALLEN. Stop! (Peters turns.) Ask Mr. Cranbourne to come back in a quarter of an hour. (Looks at watch.)

PETERS. Yes, sir. (Exit c.)

ALLEN. What sort of a man was Dan Cassidy?

HANN. A pale, dark-eyed man with a long black beard.

ALLEN. Would you know him again without the black beard, and under another name?

HANN. (Fiercely.) Know him! Will you bring me face to face with him?

ALLEN. Maybe I will.

HANN. (c.) See here! Ive lived among a set that like to wipe off a score, no matter what the price. You put that man into my hands so that justice may be done on him, and we share the old mans money between us. (Crosses R.)

ALLEN. Is that a bargain?

PURT. You dont suspect — (goes to r.of l. table.)

ALLEN. (Crosses to Purt. Hann. goes R.) Yes I do. Hes been no friend of mine. Is it a bargain?

HANN. Yes. Without Dan Cassidy my case might be hard to prove. With him it would be easy. £100,000 and my revenge are good enough for me. You give me that. (Goes to extreme R.)

(Enter Dexter from door c. He draws back on seeing strangers, and stands r.c.)

DEX. Beg pardon, my dear boy. Found the door open (Allen goes up c. to Dex.) and took the liberty of an old friend to walk in. Thought I should find you alone.

ALLEN. (Crosses up c.) Shall be in a minute, Colonel, if you will excuse me. (Draws the two men together near fireplace, Allen nearest, Purt. next, Hann. r.) Can thee play billiards?

HANN. I can, but I dont crave for them at this particular moment.

ALLEN. Youll just have time to play fifty up afore the man as I takes to be Dan Cassidy is here.

PURT. How will you let us know?

ALLEN. (Looks round thinking, then catches sight of glasses on table l.; takes one up and holds it over hearth.) Keep thee, ears open, and when thee hears this glass fall and break, open the door and come in. (All go up c. speaking low.)

(Exit Purt. and Hann. Dex. goes L.)

ALLEN. (Returning c.) Well, Colonel Dexter, what do thee want? Glad to see thee, thee know.

DEX. (l.c.) Nothing, dear boy — nothing for myself. I have only brought a letter from my little girl, and am to take back an answer. (Produces letter and hands to Allen.) Im only Cupid to you young folks. Ha! Hat Only Cupid.

ALLEN. Ah, they usent to wrap em up so much when I wur young. (Crosses R., opens and reads letter.)

DEX. (Who is very much wrapped and buttoned up, laughs with much ostentation.) Ha! Ha! Very good, very good. We really must bring you out more, Allen. Ha! Ha! Ha!

ALLEN. (Who has sat r.in front of desk, reading.) My darling Popsy-wopsy. (Looks up puzzled and round at Dex. Aside.) That aint Claras usual style. (Reads.) I am so terribly sorry to worry my own darling boy, but I am in such fearful trouble — I want £100 to pay some debts owing to a wicked man having cheated us. Would my own darling lend it to his broken-hearted little blossom, and dont say anything to me afterwards until I pay you back, as I shall be so ashamed of it. I send papa with this. He knows nothing about it, so please dont tell him — he is so proud. — (Allen looks at Dex., who turns away and tries to assume airy unconsciousness) — and would be so angry with me, but you are the only friend I have. Oh, my darling, do let me have the money or I shall go mad. A million, million kisses to my own sweet, precious lubby-dubby from his ever loving little birdie, Clara. (Dex. sits c.) P. S. — Please dont cross the cheque.

(Takes cheque-book from desk and begins to write.) Was Clara ill when she wrote this?

DEX. (Who is sitting at table L.c. having wine.) No, my dear boy — oh, no.

ALLEN. Oh, because the writing seems a bit shaky like, and the letter so funny — thought maybe she wur a bit queer.

DEX. (Confused.) Oh — ah — yes. She was a little queer — very shaky indeed — and she seemed very much worried, too, she wouldnt tell me what about. She tries to keep all her trouble away from her old father, dear child. (Enter Clara unseen by either.) Ah, I know how anxiously shes waiting for me now. Come back soon, dear, dear papa, she said— and bring it with you. (Crying r.c.)

(Allen having put the cheque in an envelope rises and crosses and holds it to Dex. Clara steps forward and takes it.)

CLARA. Thank you! (c. of the two men.)

ALLEN. Miss Dexter!

DEX. Clara!

CLARA. This letter is addressed to me, I believe. (Opens it and takes out cheque, which she returns to Allen.) Its very kind of you, Mr. Rollitt, but I do not require it.

ALLEN. (r.) Didnt thee write for it? (Showing letter to her.) Isnt this thy letter?

CLARA. (Looking at it.) It is the first time I have seen it. It has the appearance of having been written by someone who was drunk over night — possibly my father — imitating other peoples handwriting is one of the few things at which he has attained eminence. (Looks at Dex.)

DEX. Clara, my dear!

CLARA. And perhaps it will be better, Mr. Rollitt, for me to take this opportunity of ending our relationship by telling you that I am already married. (Crosses l.)

ALLEN. (Starts hack.) Married!

DEX. (c. frantic and jumping about and screaming and hissing the words out.) She aint. Its a lie. Dont believe her. She aint. She aint. (Goes c. Clara to l.) Its only a trick to try your love. Ah, you hussy! Its all been planned. This is all part of it. She aint married. We planned it to test your love for her. Ah, you beast! Ill strangle you. Ill murder you. Shes only trying it on to see what you say. Its a trick. Dont believe her. Dont believe her.

CLARA. And have been for the last three years.

DEX. (As before.) No, she aint been, Mr. Rollitt. Its a lie — its a lie. Its a lie. She says it to spite her old father. Ah you devil, you — 

ALLEN. Silence!

DEX. (Cowed, but continuing in nervous undertone.) Shes not married. Im her father.

ALLEN. (Pointing to door c.) And leave the room — afore I forget thee art an old man. (Turns him r.Backs Dex. up to c. door.)

DEX. (Slinks out muttering.) She aint married! Its a lie. Its a lie. (Repeats.)

(Exit Dex. c.)

ALLEN. (Turning to Clara.) What does it all mean?

CLARA. (Defiantly.) That Ive been playing with you only for the sake of sponging on you. And to get money out of you for my father and husband — I havent had much myself — and that at last Im grown tired of it. (Crosses R.)

ALLEN. (l.c. after a pause.) Thee might have had all the money thee wanted, lass, wiout deceiving me.

CLARA. (Falling on her knees before him.) Forgive me, Allen, you dont know what my life has been. Dragged up among thieves and sharpers, taught to trick and lie before I could speak plainly, I have never know what truth and honor meant except as a dim longing. All the humanity — all the womanhood — has been dried out of me till I am only the thing you see me — a vulture — a human beast of prey. Ah, Allen, thank God for your sake that I am married and that you have escaped me — forget me — it is the only thing you can do. You can never hate me as I loathe myself — you can never despise me as I shudder at my own life.

ALLEN. (Puts his hand to his own forehead ) Poor lass! Poor lass!

CLARA. (Takes Allens hand, left.) You are the only man that has been good to me, and I have brought you only pain and shame.

ALLEN. (Raising her.) Ah, never mind that, lass. Thee didnt mean to do it. Come! I be more sorry for thee than for myself. I could see what sort of life thee had got around thee, and I wanted to take thee away from it all. I can do so little for thee now. (Both at cabinet, Allen r.)

CLARA. You have taught me, Allen, that there are good men in the world; forgive me for having taught you that there are bad women. (Clara crosses in front of Allen to r.door.)

ALLEN. Not bad, Clara. I guess thees been more sinned against than sinning. Thy life has been very dark and thees stumbled here and there. God grant that it may grow brighter for thee one day.

Clara, (l.) Ah, Allen, dont keep speaking kindly to me. Dont think kindly of me. Despise me — I can bear that — I am used to it. (Sits at cabinet.)

ALLEN. (r.c. next to Clara.) No, lass, I cant do that. I shall alius think kindly of thee. Ive loved thee too well to change now — because I knows thy lots harder than I thought it wur.

CLARA. (Turns and looks at Allen.) Try not to think of me at all, Allen — I am not worth it — forget me. There is one who loves you better than I could ever do, and who is good and pure. (Rises.) You men never see the love that is under your feet — you reach only for what is beyond you. Go back to her, Allen. She will make you a better wife than I could ever have done. (Allen at back of Clara up stage R.)

ALLEN. (After a pause.) Who — who is this man — your husband?

CLARA. Luke Cranbourne! (She does not look at Allen.)

ALLEN. Luke Cranbourne! (Looks nervously at door c. and then at clock — then crosses to door and stands near it. He assumes to do this naturally and not to let Clara notice his anxiety.)

CLARA. We were married secretly before he left for America. Not even my father knew it until a day or two ago.

ALLEN. And do you care for him? (Allen at door c.)

CLARA. With such love as a woman can feel without respect. He was the first that I can remember ever speaking a kind word to me. He is the only human being I have to cling to — and he is good to me in his way. (Looks up at Allen.) I dont expect we shall ever see each other again. For your sake, I wish we had never met — for myself, my life will always seem a bit brighter for the love that an honest man once had for me.

ALLEN. (Taking her hand in his.) Good-bye — if ever thee wants a friend, Allen Rollitt, Woodbarrow Farm, Exmoor, will find him. (Kissing her on the forehead.) God bless thee, Clara!

CLARA. Good-bye! (She goes without a word r.After a few seconds enter Luke c. announced by Pet.)

LUKE. (Coming down.) How de do, dear boy? (Shaking hands. Allen does so listlessly and almost unconsciously.) I wanted to see you particularly this morning, before I went to the city. Ive come across something that will just double your fortune. Here. (Laying papers on table l. and taking up and pouring out a glass of wine.) You do have such capital wine, Rollitt, I really must help myself to a glass. It is a splendid scheme.

ALLEN. (r.c.) Very like, but we wont discuss it now. (Taking notes from his pocket-book.) I want thee to leave by the noon train for the Continent.

LUKE. (Turns round, face to audience, glass in left hand.) Whats up?

ALLEN. (Crosses l. c., hands him the notes.) Thy wife can join thee there afterwards. (Luke starts and looks hard at Allen.) And thee can get away to Australia, or somewhere in that direction.

LUKE. (Defiantly.) And why, pray?

ALLEN. Because there is a man in the next room who be more anxious to see thee than thee may be to see him.

LUKE. What man?

ALLEN. Richard Hanningford.

(Luke lets fall the glass.)

ALLEN. Good God! Theeve given the signal to call him in! Quick! (Luke rushes in terror to door at back.) Not that way. (Luke bewildered and helpless with fright, turns wildly about like a hunted thing not knowing which way to fly. Is about to make for other door, when handle of door at back is heard to move.) Too late — keep where thee art.

LUKE. (Clinging to Allens arm.) Save me! (Allen thrusts him behind door at c. as it opens and enter Hann. and Purt. following. Allen goes r. Hann. comes down and stands c. Purt. remains near door and is about to close it.)

ALLEN. (Who has moved down to r.c., nervously, with effort to appear calm and careless.) Leave the door, Mr. Purtwee, leave the door.

PURT. Wide open? (Surprised.)

ALLEN. Yes, yes, its fearfully hot in here! (Wiping his brow.)

HANN. (Looking at him suspiciously.) I dont find it so. I think well have it shut over this job. (Turns to door.)

ALLEN. (Eagerly.) No, no! Dont shut it — dont shut it.

HANN. Why not? (Looks hard at Allen.)

ALLEN. Why — why — dont I tell you. Its so close — so — 

(Hann. crosses, goes to door c. and locks it, then returns, eyeing Allen sternly. Luke has crept behind the curtain, which hangs like a pillar by the side of the door. Allen watches with intense suspense.)

HANN. (c.) Well — you gave the signal!

(Allen r.c. a little to front of Hann. He keeps in front of Hann. all through the scene until Luke has got away and prevents his turning round — he is very excited but tries to appear careless — the result being a slightly hysterical manner. When Luke comes from behind the curtain and while he is crossing Allen catches Hann. by the lapels of his coat and holds and works him round so that his back is to Luke. He grows more and more eager and intense until Luke is off, when he gradually subsides into a quieter manner, but not too suddenly. At Hanns hint that he has had too much brandy, he catches at the idea to cover his excitement, to account for his conduct.)

ALLEN. Yes, my dear fellow — but — but — I wur going to explain to thee — it wurnt the signal — it wur an accident. I dropped the glass by accident. Thee see I had just had a glass of brandy.

HANN. More than one glass, cousin?

ALLEN. (Laughs loudly.) Ha! ha! Perhaps it wur two. (First movement of Luke.) (At this point Luke creeps from behind curtain, Purt. sees him and is about to make an exclamation, when Allen, covering his action by assumed drunkenness, lunges half round and catches Purt. on his shoulder, clutching it tightly with his left hand while holding Hann. with his right — laughing boisterously all the time. Purt. understands and remains silent. Allen grows more and more excited. Laughs.) Well, now, lookee here.

Hanningford. Cousin Dick — my long lost — (laughs as before and slaps him on the shoulder. Hann. impatient half turns round — Allen seises his coat with both hands and keeps him round.) No — no — look thee here, Cousin Dick. Now you say this Cassidy, this creeping, crawling, lying cur, Dan Cassidy, tried to murder thee — (Hann. again seems as though he would turn round) — and these papers — these papers that you sent me. Well, I sent em on to Purtwee. Ah, hes a sharp one. (Door clicks after Lukes exit.) Purtwee, hell know whos who. Hell put us right. Wont ee, Purtwee, old friend? Wont ee — wont ee?

(He slaps Purt. on back, laughing boisterously and half staggering forward into Purt.s arms. Luke has got away by door r., and from now Allens excitement gradually subsides, and an air of exhaustion follows. Sits l.c.)

HANN. (c.) Say! Are you drunk or playing the fool? Wheres this man Cassidy?

ALLEN. (Pause.) I dont know.

HANN. Isnt he coming here?

ALLEN. No!

HANN. (Angrily.) Didnt you lead me to believe — 

ALLEN. That you should be brought face to face wi him? Yes — but Ive changed my mind since then.

HANN. (After a pause.) I understand: it was only a trick to give you time to get him out of the way. You thought that without him I should not be able to prove my case. I thought I was dealing with an honest man and a friend, and I offered to share the money with you. (With tierce anger.)

ALLEN. (Fiercely, rising.) And I tell you to take the whole of it! (A pause — Hann. steps back and stares at him.) I have learnt enough within the last few minutes to believe that you are the man you say you are, and if so, take it all. You offered me £100,000 to give thee Dan Cassidy, I offer thee £200,000 to let him go his way in peace. (Pause.) Come, you may find it hard to prove thee art Hanningford afore the law. Prove it to me and Mr. Purtwee, and give me thy hand on it that theell never seek to find Dan Cassidy or harm him, and thee art old Hanningfords heir, and I, Allen Rollitt, farmer and yeoman.

HANN. (After a pause.) Your secrets are your own, cousin. Id dearly have loved to have my revenge upon the hound, but if Dan Cassidy is worth £100,000 to you, you can have him — I shouldnt have thought he was.

ALLEN. He goes free, so far as you are concerned, for ever?

HANN. For ever.

ALLEN. Right, Dick Hanningford! (They grasp hands.) And now well say good-bye for to-day if you dont mind. Mr. Purtwee will see thee to-morrow, and arrange things. Id like to be quiet a bit just now.

HANN. Youve had a rough morning, cousin, and I guess the kindest thing I can do is to take myself off. Good-bye. (Shakes hands.) Good-bye, Mr. Purtwee.

PURT. Good-bye, Mr. Hanningford; I will write to you to-morrow.

HANN. (Goes to door c.) No hurry. Good-bye.

(Exit c.)

PURT. Well, I cant understand you, my boy. Its really a very Quixotic thing to do. Why shouldnt the man suffer for his crime?

ALLEN. (l.) Because he cant suffer without bringing suffering to them as Id rather spare — because hes the husband of the woman I have been calling Clara Dexter.

PURT. (Astonished.) You dont say that, lad! When did you learn it?

ALLEN. About five minutes ago. (Crosses to r.; leans on chair.)

PURT. (After a pause.) Hanningford said true; its been a rough morning for you. (Going up to Allen and laying his hand on his shoulder.) Would you rather that I stopped with you a bit, lad, or left you alone?

ALLEN. Leave me alone, old friend. (Purt. goes to c. door.) I shall be off soon.

PURT. (At door c.) Where are you going to?

ALLEN. Im going back to Woodbarrow Farm. Ive had eno of the big world. Ive had enough of fine folks and their ways. Im going back to my own people — Im going back to see the faces of them as I know loves me, to feel the hands of them as I know thinks well of me — Im going back home.

(Purt. exit R., Allen stands l. by fire, stage darkens, and scene changes. Slow tableau. Music plays till change of scene and through Scene 2.) </p

Scene 2. Same as Act I.

Time: evening, fire burning brightly, and lamp lit on table, where supper is laid. Deb. discovered by fire, attending to cooking operations; Mrs. R. by fire, laying supper.

MRS. R. Be it done, lass?

DEB. (Who is kneeling down, looking into oven.) Yes, aunt, just to a turn.

MRS. R. (Crossing and looking over Debs shoulder.) Ah, that be just right. Thees a good cook, lass. (Crossing back to table.) Ah, how un used to like a veal pasty. (Sighs.)

DEB. Its a bad thing going to bed, though, aint it, aunt?

MRS. R. Ah, anything be bad for them as aint got no stomachs, and underdone bricks be all right for them as has. (Gets dishes from dresser; lays table.) Besides, we baint going to bed yet. Usll sit and have a chat after supper.

DEB. It seems so lonely of an evening here now. (Looking into fire.)

MRS. R. (In front of table r.c.) So it do, lass. (Crossing L.) Ah, the lads beant so big to look at, but they leaves a rare space behind em when they goes away.

DEB. (After a pause, still gazing dreamily into fire.) I wonder if hell ever come back.

MRS. R. Aye, aye; hell come back, never fear.

DEB. (Turns.) What, to stop?

MRS. R. (l. sits on settle.) Ah, to stop.

DEB. What makes you think so, aunt?

MRS. R. I dunno. Its never seemed real to me, any on it. Im awaiting every day to hear un lift the latch and walk in to find as it had all been a dream. So I alius lays for three (l.)

(Enter Allen c. He is dressed much as in Act 1. He shuts the door and stands by it.)

ALLEN. Well, mother, (c.)

MRS. R. (l. staring at him.) Allen, lad! (Bewildered, not grasping it. Deb. having risen, stands with the hot pie that she has that moment taken from the oven, transfixed R.)

ALLEN. (At door c.) Ive come home, you see, to stop — for good. Are thee glad to see me, mother?

MRS. R. (l.) Come home! To stop! For good! Ah! (Rushes across with a cry of joy and hugs him up c.) I said he would — I said he would — I said he would. My boy! My boy! (After a pause.) And — and all the money, and — and Miss Dexter?

ALLEN. (Taking off his hat and throwing it down at hack.) Shadows, mother, that have passed away, out of my life, for ever. Ill tell thee all about it later on, never mind to-night. Lets think only about ourselves. (Going to Deb. r.) Are thee glad to see me?

(Mrs. R. pushes them together from behind r. Deb. still with pie in her hands, puts her face up. Allen bends and kisses it. Mrs. R. catches the two in her arms, and embraces both at once, laughing. Deb. holds pie out at arms length to save it.)

ALLEN. Mind the pie, mother.

MRS. R. (Still embracing them.) Are thee hungry, lad?

ALLEN. Rather.

MRS. R. Bless un, and theeve come back just in time for supper, as thee alius used to. (Laughs, sits up stage, top of table.) Can thee eat veal pasty?

ALLEN. Can I eat veal — (taking off overcoat and throwing it on chair r. c.) Let me get at un, thats all.

MRS. R. Poor boy! Come and sit ee down. (Pushing him in chair l. of table.) Where be the potatoes, Deb.?

DEB. (Bewildered, turns round and round.) I dont know. (Laughs.)

MRS. R. Well, have a look in the saucepan, then. (Sits back of table r. c. Allen l. Deb. r.) Thee wont find em by turning round and round. Now come lad, and get a bit inside thee. Usll do the talking afterwards.

(Deb. potters about between fire and table in a bewildered manner. She brings potatoes, and puts them in front of Allen.)

ALLEN. Ah, it do smell lovely, dont it? (Sniffing at pie.)

MRS. R. Never thee mind smelling it, thee taste it. Lud, how thin thee art looking, lad. (To Deb. who is almost doing so.) Dont pour the beer into the pie, child, and look where thees put the potatoes! (Takes jug away from her.)

DEB. (Sitting down, laughing.) I dont know what Im doing. (Takes saucepan off table.)

MRS. R. Well, us can see that.

ALLEN. And hows everything been going on? Hows the colt?

MRS. R. Kicked Parsons clean into the ditch yestermorning, the little dear! (All are now seated.)

ALLEN. No, did un? (Laughs.)

DEB. One of the guinea hens is dead, the little one of all.

ALLEN. What, the one as used to squint?

DEB. Yes, Parsons left his shot on the pigstye wall, and she ate two ounces. Oh, and you remember Jim?

ALLEN. What, the bantam?

DEB. Yes. Hes given his own father such a licking, and wont let him come near the yard.

ALLEN. (Laughing heartily.) Plucky little beggar! Serve the old un right. He wur always a bully. Now, mother — (about to hand her the pie.) Why, mother, thee art crying!

MRS. R. (Crying.) No, I aint. Go on with thee supper, lad.

ALLEN. (Looking at Deb.) And — why, here be Deb. crying too!

(The two women laugh through their tears. Allen joins them as curtain descends.)

MRS. R. Its wi joy, lad; its wi joy!

SLOW CURTAIN.
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ACT I


SCENE
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THE LADY BANTOCKS boudoir, Bantock Hall, Rutlandshire, a spacious room handsomely furnished (chiefly in the style of Louis the Fourteenth) and lighted by three high windows, facing the south-west. A door between the fireplace and the windows leads to his lordships apartments. A door the other side of the fireplace is the general entrance. The door opposite the windows leads through her ladyships dressing-room into her ladyships bedroom. Over the great fireplace hangs a full-length portrait of Constance, first Lady Bantock, by Hoppner.

The time is sunset of a day in early spring. The youthful Lord Bantock is expected home with his newly wedded wife this evening; and the two Misses Wetherell, his aunts, have been busy decorating the room with flowers, and are nearing the end of their labours. The two Misses Wetherell have grown so much alike it would be difficult for a stranger to tell one from the other; and to add to his confusion they have fallen into the habit of dressing much alike in a fashion of their own that went out long ago, while the hair of both is white, and even in their voices they have caught each others tones.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL [she has paused from her work and is looking out of the windows]. Such a lovely sunset, dear.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL [she leaves her work and joins her sister. The two stand holding each others hands, looking out]. Beautiful! [A silence. The sun is streaming full into the room.] You — you dont think, dear, that this room — [she looks round it] — may possibly be a little TOO sunny to quite suit her?

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL [not at first understanding]. How, dear, TOO sun — [She grasps the meaning.] You mean — you think that perhaps she does that sort of thing?

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Well, dear, one is always given to understand that they do, women — ladies of her profession.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. It seems to me so wicked: painting Gods work.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. We mustnt judge hardly, dear. Besides, dear, we dont know yet that she does.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Perhaps shes young, and hasnt commenced it. I fancy its only the older ones that do it.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. He didnt mention her age, I remember.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. No, dear, but I feel shes young.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. I do hope she is. We may be able to mould her.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. We must be very sympathetic. One can accomplish so much with sympathy.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. We must get to understand her. [A sudden thought.] Perhaps, dear, we may get to like her.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL [doubtful]. We might TRY, dear.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. For Vernons sake. The poor boy seems so much in love with her. We must -

Bennet has entered. He is the butler.

BENNET. Doctor Freemantle. I have shown him into the library.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Thank you, Bennet. Will you please tell him that we shall be down in a few minutes? I must just finish these flowers. [She returns to the table.]

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Why not ask him to come up here? We could consult him — about the room. He always knows everything.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. A good idea. Please ask him, Bennet, if he would mind coming up to us here. [Bennet, who has been piling up fresh logs upon the fire, turns to go.] Oh, Bennet! You will remind Charles to put a footwarmer in the carriage!

BENNET. I will see to it myself. [He goes out.]

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Thank you, Bennet. [To her sister]
Ones feet are always so cold after a railway journey.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Ive been told that, nowadays, they heat the carriages.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Ah, it is an age of luxury! I wish I knew which were her favourite flowers. It is so nice to be greeted by ones favourite flowers.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. I feel sure she loves lilies.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. And they are so appropriate to a bride.
So -

Announced by Bennet, Dr. Freemantle bustles in. He is a dapper little man, clean-shaven, with quick brisk ways.

DR. FREEMANTLE [he shakes hands]. Well, and how are we this afternoon? [He feels the pulse of the Younger Miss Wetherell] Steadier. Much steadier! [of the Elder Miss Wetherell.] Nervous tension greatly relieved.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. She has been sleeping much better.

DR. FREEMANTLE [he pats the hand of the Elder Miss Wetherell].
Excellent! Excellent!

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. She ate a good breakfast this morning.

DR. FREEMANTLE [he pats the hand of the Younger Miss Wetherell]. Couldnt have a better sign. [He smiles from one to the other.] Brain disturbance, caused by futile opposition to the inevitable, evidently abating. One page Marcus Aurelius every morning before breakfast. Adapt thyself, says Marcus Aurelius, to the things with which thy lot has been cast. Whatever happens—

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. You see, doctor, it was all so sudden.

DR. FREEMANTLE. The unexpected! It has a way of taking us by surprise — bowling us over — completely. Till we pull ourselves together. Make the best of what cant be helped — like brave, sweet gentlewomen. [He presses their hands. They are both wiping away a tear.] When do you expect them?

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. To-night, by the half-past eight train.
We had a telegram this morning from Dover.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Um! and this is to be her room? [He takes it in.]
The noble and renowned Constance, friend and confidant of the elder
Pitt, maker of history, first Lady Bantock — by Hoppner — always there
to keep an eye on her, remind her of the family traditions.
Brilliant idea, brilliant! [They are both smiling with pleasure.]

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. And you dont think — it is what we wanted to ask you — that there is any fear of her finding it a little trying- -the light? You see, this is an exceptionally sunny room.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. And these actresses — if all one hears is true -

The dying sun is throwing his last beams across the room.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Which, thank God, it isnt. [He seats himself in a large easy-chair. The two ladies sit side by side on a settee.] Ill tell you just exactly what youve got to expect. A lady — a few years older than the boy himself, but still young. Exquisite figure; dressed — perhaps a trifle too regardless of expense. Hair — maybe just a shade TOO golden. All that can be altered. Features — piquant, with expressive eyes, the use of which she probably understands, and an almost permanent smile, displaying an admirably preserved and remarkably even set of teeth. But, above all, clever. Thats our sheet-anchor. The womans clever. She will know how to adapt herself to her new position.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL [turning to her sister]. Yes, she must be clever to have obtained the position that she has. [To the Doctor] Vernon says that she was quite the chief attraction all this winter, in Paris.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. And the French public is so critical.

DR. FREEMANTLE [drily]. Um! I was thinking rather of her cleverness in landing poor Vernon. The lads not a fool.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. We must do her justice. I think she was really in love with him.

DR. FREEMANTLE [still more drily]. Very possibly. Most cafe- chantant singers, I take it, would be — with an English lord. [He laughs.]

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. You see, she didnt know he was a lord.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Didnt know — ?

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. No. She married him, thinking him to be a plain Mr. Wetherell, an artist.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Where dye get all that from?

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. From Vernon himself. Youve got his last letter, dear. [She has opened her chatelaine bag.] Oh, no, Ive got it myself.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Hes not going to break it to her till they reach here this evening.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL [she reads]. Yes. I shall not break it to her before we reach home. We were married quietly at the Hotel de Ville, and she has no idea I am anything else than plain Vernon James Wetherell, a fellow-countryman of her own, and a fellow-artist. The dear creature has never even inquired whether I am rich or poor. I like her for that.

DR. FREEMANTLE. You mean to tell me — [He jumps up. With his hands in his jacket pockets, he walks to and fro.] I suppose its possible.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. You see, she isnt the ordinary class of music-hall singer.

DR. FREEMANTLE. I should say not.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. She comes of quite a good family.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Her uncle was a bishop.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Bishop? Of where?

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL [with the letter]. He says he cant spell it. Its somewhere in New Zealand.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Do they have bishops over there?

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Well, evidently.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Then her cousin is a judge.

DR. FREEMANTLE. In New Zealand?

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL [again referring to the letter]. No — in
Ohio.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Seems to have been a somewhat scattered family.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. People go about so much nowadays.

Mrs. Bennet has entered. She is the housekeeper.

MRS. BENNET [she is about to speak to the Misses Wetherell; sees the
Doctor]. Good afternoon, doctor.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Afternoon, Mrs. Bennet.

MRS. BENNET [she turns to the Misses Wetherell, her watch in her hand]. I was thinking of having the fire lighted in her ladyships bedroom. It is half past six.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. You are always so thoughtful. She may be tired.

MRS. BENNET. If so, everything will be quite ready. [She goes out, closing door.]

DR. FREEMANTLE. What do they think about it all — the Bennets? You have told them?

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. We thought it better. You see, one hardly regards them as servants. They have been in the family so long. Three generations of them.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Really, since our poor dear brothers death, Bennet has been more like the head of the house than the butler.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Of course, he doesnt say much.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. It is her having been on the stage that they feel so.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. You see, they have always been a religious family.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Do you know, I really think they feel it more than we do. I found Peggy crying about it yesterday, in the scullery.

DR. FREEMANTLE [he has been listening with a touch of amusement.]
Peggy Bennet?

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Yes. CHARLES Bennets daughter.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Happen to have a servant about the place who isnt a
Bennet?

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. No, no, I dont really think we have.
Oh, yes — that new girl Mrs. Bennet engaged last week for the dairy.
What is her name?

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Arnold.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Ah, yes, Arnold.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Ah!

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. I think shes a cousin, dear.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Only a second cousin.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Um! Well I should tell the whole family to buck up. Seems to me, from what you tell me, that their master is bringing them home a treasure. [He shakes hands briskly with the ladies.] May look in again to-morrow. Dont forget — one page Marcus Aurelius before breakfast — in case of need. [He goes out.]

The sun has sunk. The light is twilight.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. He always cheers one up.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Hes so alive.

[Mrs. Bennet comes in from the dressing-room. She leaves the door ajar. The sound of a hammer is heard. It ceases almost immediately.] Oh, Mrs. Bennet, we were going to ask you — who is to be her ladyships maid? Have you decided yet?

MRS. BENNET. I have come to the conclusion — looking at the thing from every point of view — that Jane would be the best selection.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Jane!

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. But does she understand the duties?

MRS. BENNET. A ladys maid, being so much alone with her mistress, is bound to have a certain amount of influence. And Jane has exceptionally high principles.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. That is true, dear.

MRS. BENNET. As regards the duties, she is very quick at learning anything new. Of course, at first -

The sound of hammering again comes from the bedroom.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Who is that hammering in her ladyships bedroom?

MRS. BENNET. It is Bennet, Miss Edith. We thought it might be helpful: a few texts, hung where they would always catch her ladyships eye. [She notices the look of doubt.] Nothing offensive. Mere general exhortations such as could be read by any lady. [The Misses Wetherell look at one another, but do not speak.] I take it, dinner will be at half past seven, as usual?

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Yes, Mrs. Bennet, thank you. They will not be here till about nine. They will probably prefer a little supper to themselves.

Mrs. Bennet goes out — on her way to the kitchen. The Misses
Wetherell look at one another again. The hammering recommences.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL [she hesitates a moment, then goes to the open door and calls]. Bennet — Bennet! [She returns and waits. Bennet comes in.]

Oh, Bennet, your wife tells us you are putting up a few texts in her ladyships bedroom.

BENNET. It seemed to me that a silent voice, speaking to her, as it were, from the wall -

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. It is so good of you — only, you — you will be careful there is nothing she could regard as a PERSONAL allusion.

BENNET. Many of the most popular I was compelled to reject, purely for that reason.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. We felt sure we could trust to your discretion.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. You see, coming, as she does, from a good family -

BENNET. It is that — I speak merely for myself — that gives me hope of reclaiming her.

A silence. The two ladies, feeling a little helpless, again look at one another.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. We must be very sympathetic.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. And patient, Bennet.

BENNET. It is what I am preparing myself to be. Of course, if you think them inadvisable, I can take them down again.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. No, Bennet, oh no! I should leave them up. Very thoughtful of you, indeed.

BENNET. It seemed to me one ought to leave no stone unturned. [He returns to his labours in the bedroom.]

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL [after a pause]. I do hope shell LIKE the Bennets.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. I think she will — after a time, when she is used to them.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. I am so anxious it should turn out well.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. I feel sure shes a good woman. Vernon would never have fallen in love with her if she hadnt been good. [They take each others hand, and sit side by side, as before, upon the settee. The twilight has faded: only the faint firelight remains, surrounded by shadows.] Do you remember, when he was a little mite, how he loved to play with your hair? [The younger Miss Wetherell laughs.] I always envied you your hair.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. He was so fond of us both. Do you remember when he was recovering from the measles, his crying for us to bath him instead of Mrs. Bennet? I have always reproached myself that we refused.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. He was such a big boy for his age.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. I think we might have stretched a point in a case of illness.

The room has grown very dark. The door has been softly opened; Vernon and Fanny have entered noiselessly. Fanny remains near the door hidden by a screen, Vernon has crept forward. At this point the two ladies become aware that somebody is in the room. They are alarmed.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Whos there?

VERNON. Its all right, aunt. Its only I.

The two ladies have risen. They run forward, both take him in their arms.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Vernon!

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. My dear boy!

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. But we didnt expect you -

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. And your wife, dear?

VERNON. Shes here!

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Here?

Fanny, from behind the screen, laughs.

VERNON. Well have some light. [He whispers to them.] Not a word — havent told her yet. [Feeling his way to the wall, he turns on the electric light.]

Fanny is revealed, having slipped out from behind the screen. There is a pause. Vernon, standing near the fire, watches admiringly.

FANNY. Hope you are going to like me.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. My dear, I am sure we shall.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. It is so easy to love the young and pretty. [They have drawn close to her. They seem to hesitate.]

FANNY [laughs]. It doesnt come off, does it, Vernon, dear? [Vernon laughs. The two ladies, laughing, kiss her.] Im so glad you think Im pretty. As a matter of fact, Im not. Theres a certain charm about me, I admit. It deceives people.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. We were afraid — you know, dear, boys — [she looks at Vernon and smiles] sometimes fall in love with women much older than themselves — especially women — [She grows confused. She takes the girls hand.] We are so relieved that you — that you are yourself, dear,

FANNY. You were quite right, dear. They are sweet. Which is which?

VERNON [laughs]. Upon my word, I never can tell.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Vernon! And you know I was always your favourite!

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Dear!

VERNON. Then this is Aunt Alice.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. No dear, Edith.

[Vernon throws up his hands in despair. They all laugh.]

FANNY. I think I shall dress you differently; put you in blue and you in pink. [She laughs.] Is this the drawing-room?

VERNON. Your room, dear.

FANNY. I like a room where one can stretch ones legs. [She walks across it.] A little too much desk [referring to a massive brass- bound desk, facing the three windows].

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. It belonged to the elder Pitt.

FANNY. Um! Suppose we must find a corner for it somewhere. Thats a good picture.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. It is by Hoppner.

FANNY. One of your artist friends?

VERNON. Well — you see, dear, thats a portrait of my great- grandmother, painted from life.

FANNY [she whistles]. I am awfully ignorant on some topics. One good thing, I always was a quick study. Not a bad-looking woman.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. We are very proud of her. She was the first -

VERNON [hastily]. We will have her history some other time.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL [who understands, signs to her sister]. Of course. Shes tired. We are forgetting everything. You will have some tea, wont you, dear?

FANNY. No, thanks. We had tea in the train. [With the more or less helpful assistance of Vernon she divests herself of her outdoor garments.]

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL [she holds up her hands in astonishment].
Tea in the train!

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. We were not expecting you so soon. You said in your telegram -

VERNON. Oh, it was raining in London. We thought we would come straight on — leave our shopping for another day.

FANNY. I believe you were glad it was raining. Saved you such a lot of money. Old Stingy!

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Then did you walk from the station, dear?

FANNY. Didnt it seem a long way? [She laughs up into his face.]
He was so bored. [Vernon laughs.]

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. I had better tell — [She is going towards the bell.]

VERNON [he stops her]. Oh, let them alone. Plenty of time for all that fuss. [He puts them both gently side by side on the settee.] Sit down and talk. Havent I been clever? [He puts his arm round Fanny, laughing.] You thought I had made an ass of myself, didnt you? Did you get all my letters?

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. I think so, dear.

FANNY [she is sitting in an easy-chair. Vernon seats himself on the arm]. Do you know Ive never had a love-letter from you?

VERNON. You gave me no time. She met me a month ago, and married me last week.

FANNY. It was quick work. He came — he saw — I conquered! [Laughs.]

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. They say that love at first sight is often the most lasting.

VERNON [he puts his arm around her]. You are sure you will never regret having given up the stage? The excitement, the -

FANNY. The excitement! Do you know what an actresss life always seemed to me like? Dancing on a tight-rope with everybody throwing stones at you. One soon gets tired of that sort of excitement. Oh, I was never in love with the stage. Had to do something for a living.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. It must be a hard life for a woman.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Especially for anyone not brought up to it.

FANNY. You see, I had a good voice and what I suppose you might call a natural talent for acting. It seemed the easiest thing.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. I suppose your family were very much opposed to it? [Vernon rises. He stands with his back to the fire.]

FANNY. My family? Hadnt any!

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. No family?

Bennet enters. Vernon and Fanny left the door open. He halts, framed by the doorway.

FANNY. No. You see, I was an only child. My father and mother both died before I was fourteen.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. But your uncle?

FANNY. Oh, him! It was to get away from him and all that crew that
I went on the stage.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. It is so sad when relations dont get on together.

FANNY. Sadder still when they think theyve got a right to trample on you, just because you happen to be an orphan and — I dont want to talk about my relations. I want to forget them. I stood them for nearly six months. I dont want to be reminded of them. I want to forget that they ever existed. I want to forget -

Bennet has come down very quietly. Fanny, from where he stands, is the only one who sees him. He stands looking at her, his features, as ever, immovable. At sight of him her eyes and mouth open wider and wider. The words die away from her tongue. Vernon has turned away to put a log on the fire, and so has not seen her expression — only hears her sudden silence. He looks up and sees Bennet.

VERNON. Ah, Bennet! [He advances, holding out his hand.] You quite well?

BENNET [shaking hands with him]. Quite well.

VERNON. Good! And all the family?

BENNET. Nothing to complain of. Charles has had a touch of influenza.

VERNON. Ah, sorry to hear that.

BENNET. And your lordship?

VERNON. Fit as a fiddle — your new mistress.

Fanny has risen. Bennet turns to her. For a moment his back is towards the other three. Fanny alone sees his face.

BENNET. We shall endeavour to do our duty to her ladyship. [He turns to Vernon.] I had arranged for a more fitting reception -

VERNON. To tell the honest truth, Bennet, the very thing we were afraid of — why we walked from the station, and slipped in by the side door. [Laughing.] Has the luggage come?

BENNET. It has just arrived. It was about that I came to ask. I could not understand -

The Misses Wetherell have also risen. Fannys speechless amazement is attributed by them and Vernon to natural astonishment at discovery of his rank.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. You will be wanting a quiet talk together. We shall see you at dinner.

VERNON. What time is dinner?

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Half past seven.

[To Fanny] But dont you hurry, dear. I will tell cook to delay it a little. [She kisses her.]

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. You will want some time to arrange that pretty hair of yours. [She also kisses the passive, speechless Fanny. They go out hand in hand.]

BENNET. I will see, while I am here, that your lordships room is in order.

VERNON. Why, wheres Robert, then?

BENNET. He has gone into town to do some shopping. We did not expect your lordship much before nine. There may be one or two things to see to. [He goes into his lordships apartments, closing the door behind him.]

FANNY. Vernon, where am I?

VERNON. At home, dear.

FANNY. Yes, but where?

VERNON. At Bantock Hall, Rutlandshire. [Fanny sits down on the settee — drops down rather.] Youre not angry with me? You know how the world always talks in these cases. I wanted to be able to prove to them all that you married me for myself. Not because I was Lord Bantock. Can you forgive me?

FANNY [she still seems in a dream]. Yes — of course. You didnt — you wouldnt — [She suddenly springs up.] Vernon, you do love me? [She flings her arms round his neck.]

VERNON. Dear!

FANNY. You will never be ashamed of me?

VERNON. Dearest!

FANNY. I was only a music-hall singer. Theres no getting over it, you know.

VERNON. I should have loved you had you been a beggar-maid.

FANNY [she still clings to him]. With an uncle a costermonger, and an aunt who sold matches. It wouldnt have made any difference to you, would it? You didnt marry me for my family, did you? You didnt, did you?

VERNON. Darling! I married you because you are the most fascinating, the most lovable, the most wonderful little woman in the world. [Fanny gives a sob.] As for your family — Ive got a confession to make to you, dear. I made inquiries about your family before I proposed to you. Not for my own sake — because I knew Id have to answer a lot of stupid questions. It seemed to me quite a good family.

FANNY. It is! Oh, it is! There never was such a respectable family. Thats why I never could get on with them.

VERNON [laughing]. Well, you havent got to — any more. We neednt even let them know -

Bennet returns.

BENNET. Robert I find has returned. It is ten minutes to seven.

VERNON. Thanks. Well, I shall be glad of a bath. [He turns to Fanny.] Bennet will send your maid to you. [He whispers to her.] Youll soon get used to it all. As for the confounded family — we will forget all about them. [Fanny answers with another little stifled sob. Bennet is drawing the curtains, his back to the room. Vernon, seeing that Bennet is occupied, kisses the unresponsive Fanny and goes out.]

At the sound of the closing of the door, Fanny looks up. She goes to the door through which Vernon has just passed, listens a moment, then returns. Bennet calmly finishes the drawing of the curtains. Then he, too, crosses slowly till he and Fanny are facing one another across the centre of the room.

FANNY. Well, what are you going to do?

BENNET. My duty!

FANNY. Whats that? Something unpleasant, I know. I can bet my bottom dollar.

BENNET. That, my girl, will depend upon you.

FANNY. How upon me?

BENNET. Whether you prove an easy or a difficult subject. To fit you for your position, a certain amount of training will, I fancy, be necessary.

FANNY. Training! Im to be — [She draws herself up.] Are you aware who I am?

BENNET. Oh yes. AND who you were. His lordship, I take it, would hardly relish the discovery that he had married his butlers niece. He might consider the situation awkward.

FANNY. And whos going to train me?

BENNET. I am. With the assistance of your aunt and such other members of your family as I consider can be trusted.

FANNY [for a moment she is speechless, then she bursts out]. That ends it! I shall tell him! I shall tell him this very moment. [She sweeps towards the door.]

BENNET. At this moment you will most likely find his lordship in his bath.

FANNY. I dont care! Do you think — do you think for a moment that Im going to allow myself — I, Lady Bantock, to be — [Her hand upon the door.] I shall tell him, and youll only have yourself to blame. He loves me. He loves me for myself. I shall tell him the whole truth, and ask him to give you all the sack.

BENNET. Youre not forgetting that youve already told him ONCE who you were?

[It stops her. What she really did was to leave the marriage arrangements in the hands of her business manager, George P. Newte. As agent for a music-hall star, he is ideal, but it is possible that in answering Lord Bantocks inquiries concerning Fannys antecedents he may not have kept strictly to the truth.]

FANNY. I never did. Ive never told him anything about my family.

BENNET. Curious. I was given to understand it was rather a classy affair.

FANNY. I cant help what other people may have done. Because some silly idiot of a man may possibly — [She will try a new tack. She leaves the door and comes to him.] Uncle, dear, wouldnt it be simpler for you all to go away? Hes awfully fond of me. Hell do anything I ask him. I could merely say that I didnt like you and get him to pension you off. You and aunt could have a little roadside inn somewhere — with ivy.

BENNET. Seeing that together with the stables and the garden there are twenty-three of us -

FANNY. No, of course, he couldnt pension you all. You couldnt expect -

BENNET. I think his lordship might prefer to leave things as they are. Good servants nowadays are not so easily replaced. And neither your aunt nor I are at an age when change appeals to one.

FANNY. You see, its almost bound to creep out sooner or later, and then -

BENNET. We will make it as late as possible [He crosses and rings the bell], giving you time to prove to his lordship that you are not incapable of learning.

FANNY [she drops back on the settee. She is half-crying.] Some people would be pleased that their niece had married well.

BENNET. I am old-fashioned enough to think also of my duty to those I serve. If his lordship has done me the honour to marry my niece, the least I can is to see to it that she brings no discredit to his name. [Mrs. Bennet, followed by Jane Bennet, a severe-looking woman of middle age, has entered upon the words the least I can do. Bennet stays them a moment with his hand while he finishes. Then he turns to his wife.] You will be interested to find, Susannah, that the new Lady Bantock is not a stranger.

MRS. BENNET. Not a stranger! [She has reached a position from where she sees the girl.] Fanny! You wicked girl! Where have you been all these years?

BENNET [interposing]. There will be other opportunities for the discussion of family differences. Just now, her ladyship is waiting to dress for dinner.

MRS. BENNET [sneering]. Her ladyship!

JANE [also sneering]. I think she might have forewarned us of the honour in store for us.

MRS. BENNET. Yes, why didnt she write?

FANNY. Because I didnt know. Do you think — [she rises] — that if I had I would ever have married him — to be brought back here and put in this ridiculous position? Do you think that I am so fond of you all that I couldnt keep away from you, at any price?

MRS. BENNET. But you must have known that Lord Bantock -

FANNY. I didnt know he was Lord Bantock. I only knew him as Mr. Wetherell, an artist. He wanted to feel sure that I was marrying him for himself alone. He never told me — [Ernest Bennet, a very young footman, has entered in answer to Bennets ring of a minute ago. He has come forward step by step, staring all the while open-mouthed at Fanny. Turning, she sees him beside her.] Hulloa, Ernie. How are the rabbits? [She kisses him.]

BENNET. Dont stand there gaping. I rang for some wood. Tell your brother dinner will be at a quarter to eight.

Ernest, never speaking, still staring at Fanny, gets clumsily out again.

FANNY. Well, I suppose Id better see about dressing? Do I dine with his lordship or in the servants hall?

MRS. BENNET [turns to her husband]. You see! Still the old impertinence.

FANNY. Only wanted to know. My only desire is to give satisfaction.

BENNET [he moves towards the door]. You will do it by treating the matter more seriously. At dinner, by keeping your eye upon me, you will be able to tell whether you are behaving yourself or not.

MRS. BENNET. And mind you are punctual. I have appointed Jane to be your maid.

FANNY. Jane!

MRS. BENNET [in arms]. Have you any objections?

FANNY. No, oh no, so long as youre all satisfied.

MRS. BENNET. Remember, you are no longer on the music-hall stage.
In dressing for Bantock Hall you will do well to follow her advice.

Bennet, who has been waiting with the door in his hand, goes out;
Mrs. Bennet follows.

JANE [in the tones of a patient executioner]. Are you ready?

FANNY. Quite ready, dear. Of course — I dont know what you will think of them — but Ive only brought modern costumes with me.

JANE [not a lady who understands satire]. We must do the best we can. [She marches out — into the dressing-room.]

Fanny, after following a few steps, stops and thinks. Ernest has entered with the wood. He is piling it in the basket by the fire. His entrance decides her. She glances through the open door of the dressing-room, then flies across to the desk, seats herself, and begins feverishly to write a telegram.

FANNY. Ernie! [He comes across to her.] Have you still got your bicycle?

ERNEST. Yes.

FANNY. Could you get this telegram off for me before eight oclock?
I dont want it sent from the village; I want you to take it
YOURSELF — into the town. Theres a sovereign for you if you do it
all right.

ERNEST. Ill do it. Can only get into a row.

FANNY. Pretty used to them, aint you? [She has risen. She gives him the telegram. She has stamped it.] Can you read it?

ERNEST. George P. Newte.

FANNY. Hush!

They both glance at the open door.

ERNEST [he continues in a lower voice]. 72A, Waterloo Bridge Road,
London. Must see you at once. Am at the new shop. [He looks up.]

FANNY. Thats all right.

ERNEST. Come down. Q.T. Fanny.

FANNY [nods]. Get off quietly. Ill see you again -

THE VOICE OF JANE [from the dressing-room]. Are you going to keep me waiting all night?

[They start. Ernest hastily thrusts the telegram into his breast- pocket.]

FANNY. Coming, dear, coming. [To Ernest] Not a word to anyone! [She hurries him out and closes door behind him.] Merely been putting the room a bit tidy. [She is flying round collecting her outdoor garments.] Thought it would please you. So sorry if Ive kept you waiting. [Jane has appeared at door.] After you, dear.

Jane goes out again. Fanny, with her pile of luggage, follows.

[CURTAIN]


ACT II


SCENE

[image: img177.jpg]

THE SAME.

Time. — The next morning.

The door opens. Dr. Freemantle enters, shown in by Bennet, who follows him.

DR. FREEMANTLE [talking as he enters]. Wonderful! Wonderful! I dont really think I ever remember so fine a spring.

BENNET [he is making up the fire]. Im afraid we shall have to pay for it later on.

DR. FREEMANTLE. I expect so. Law of the universe, you know, Bennet- -law of the universe. Everything in this world has got to be paid for.

BENNET. Except trouble. [The doctor laughs.] The Times? [He hands it to him.]

DR. FREEMANTLE. Thanks. Thanks. [Seats himself.] Wont be long — his lordship, will he?

BENNET. I dont think so. I told him you would be here about eleven.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Um — what do you think of her?

BENNET. Of — of her ladyship?

DR. FREEMANTLE. Whats she like?

BENNET. [They have sunk their voices.] Well, it might have been worse.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Ah! Theres always that consolation, isnt there?

BENNET. I think her ladyship — with MANAGEMENT — may turn out very satisfactory.

DR. FREEMANTLE. You like her?

BENNET. At present, I must say for her, she appears willing to be taught.

DR. FREEMANTLE. And you think it will last?

BENNET. I think her ladyship appreciates the peculiarity of her position. I will tell the Miss Wetherells you are here.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Ah, thanks!

BENNET. I fancy her ladyship will not herself be visible much before lunch time. I understand she woke this morning with a headache. [He goes out.]

The Doctor reads a moment. Then the door of the dressing-room opens, and Fanny enters. Her dress is a wonderful contrast to her costume of last evening. It might be that of a poor and demure nursery governess. Her hair is dressed in keeping. She hardly seems the same woman.

FANNY [seeing the Doctor, she pauses]. Oh!

DR. FREEMANTLE [rises]. I beg pardon, have I the pleasure of seeing
Lady Bantock?

FANNY. Yes.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Delighted. May I introduce myself — Dr. Freemantle?
I helped your husband into the world.

FANNY. Yes. Ive heard of you. You dont mind my closing this door, do you? [Her very voice and manner are changed.]

DR. FREEMANTLE [a little puzzled]. Not at all.

FANNY [she closes the door and returns]. Wont — wont you be seated?

DR. FREEMANTLE. Thanks. [They both sit.] Hows the headache?

FANNY. Oh, its better.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Ah! [A silence.] Forgive me — Im an old friend of the family. Youre not a bit what I expected.

FANNY. But you like it? I mean you think this — [with a gesture] — is all right?

DR. FREEMANTLE. My dear young lady, its charming. You couldnt be anything else.

FANNY. Thank you.

DR. FREEMANTLE. I merely meant that — well, I was not expecting anything so delightfully demure.

FANNY. Thats the idea—seemly. The Lady Bantocks have always been seemly? [She puts it as a question.]

DR. FREEMANTLE [more and more puzzled]. Yes — oh, yes. They have always been — [His eye catches that of Constance, first Lady Bantock, looking down at him from above the chimney-piece. His tone changes.] Well, yes, in their way, you know.

FANNY. You see, Im in the difficult position of following her LATE ladyship. SHE appears to have been exceptionally seemly. This is her frock. I mean it WAS her frock.

DR. FREEMANTLE. God bless my soul! You are not dressing yourself up in her late ladyships clothes? The dear good woman has been dead and buried these twenty years.

FANNY [she looks at her dress]. Yes, it struck me as being about that period.

DR. FREEMANTLE [he goes across to her]. Whats the trouble? Too much Bennet?

FANNY [she looks up. There is a suspicion of a smile]. One might say — sufficient?

DR. FREEMANTLE [laughs]. Excellent servants. If theyd only remember it. [He glances round — sinks his voice.] Take my advice. Put your foot down — before its too late.

FANNY. Sit down, please. [She makes room for him on the settee.]
Because Im going to be confidential. You dont mind, do you?

DR. FREEMANTLE [seating himself]. My dear, I take it as the greatest compliment I have had paid to me for years.

FANNY. You put everything so nicely. Im two persons. Im an angel — perhaps that is too strong a word?

DR. FREEMANTLE [doubtfully]. Well -

FANNY. Well say saint. Or else Im — the other thing.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Do you know, I think you could be.

FANNY. Its not a question about which there is any doubt.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Of course, in this case, a LITTLE bit of the devil -

FANNY [she shakes her head]. Theres such a lot of mine. It has always hampered me, never being able to hit the happy medium.

DR. FREEMANTLE. It IS awkward.

FANNY. I thought I would go on being an angel -

DR. FREEMANTLE. Saint.

FANNY. Saint — till — well, till it became physically impossible to be a saint any longer.

DR. FREEMANTLE. And then?

FANNY [she rises, turns to him with a gesture of half-comic, half- tragic despair]. Well, then I cant help it, can I?

DR. FREEMANTLE. I think youre making a mistake. An explosion will undoubtedly have to take place. That being so, the sooner it takes place the better. [He rises.] What are you afraid of?

FANNY [she changes her tone — the talk becomes serious]. Youve known
Vernon all his life?

DR. FREEMANTLE. No one better.

FANNY. Tell me. Ive known him only as a lover. What sort of a man is he?

A pause. They are looking straight into each others eyes.

DR. FREEMANTLE. A man it pays to be perfectly frank with.

FANNY. Its a very old family, isnt it?

DR. FREEMANTLE. Old! Good Lord no! First Lord Bantock was only Vernons great-grandfather. That is the woman that did it all. [He is looking at the Hoppner.]

FANNY. How do you mean?

DR. FREEMANTLE. Got them their title. Made the name of Bantock of importance in the history of the Georges. Clever woman.

FANNY [leaning over a chair, she is staring into the eyes of the first Lady Bantock]. I wonder what she would have done if she had ever got herself into a really first-class muddle?

DR. FREEMANTLE. One things certain. [Fanny turns to him.] Shed have got out of it.

FANNY [addresses the portrait]. I do wish you could talk.

Vernon bursts into the room. He has been riding. He throws aside his hat and stick.

VERNON. Hulloa! This is good of you. [He shakes hands with the
Doctor.] How are you? [Without waiting for any reply, he goes to
Fanny, kisses her.] Good morning, dear. How have you been getting
on together, you two? Has she been talking to you?

DR. FREEMANTLE. Oh, yes.

VERNON. Doesnt she talk well? I say, what have you been doing to yourself?

FANNY. Jane thought this style — [with a gesture] — more appropriate to Lady Bantock.

VERNON. Um! Wonder if shes right? [To the Doctor] What do you think?

DR. FREEMANTLE. I think it a question solely for Lady Bantock.

VERNON. Of course it is. [To Fanny] You know, you mustnt let them dictate to you. Dear, good, faithful souls, all of them. But they must understand that you are mistress.

FANNY [she seizes eagerly at the chance]. You might mention it to them, dear. It would come so much better from you.

VERNON. No, you. They will take more notice of you.

FANNY. Id so much rather you did it. [To Dr. Freemantle] Dont you think it would come better from him?

DR. FREEMANTLE [laughs]. Im afraid youll have to do it yourself.

VERNON. You see, dear, it might hurt them, coming from me. It would seem like ingratitude. Mrs. Bennet — Why, it wasnt till I began to ask questions that I grasped the fact that she WASNT my real mother. As for old Bennet, ever since my father died — well, I hardly know how I could have got on without him. It was Charles Bennet that taught me to ride; I learned my letters sitting on Janes lap.

FANNY. Yes. Perhaps I had better do it myself.

VERNON. Im sure it will be more effective. Of course I shall support you.

FANNY. Thank you. Oh, by the by, dear, I shant be able to go with you to-day.

VERNON. Why not?

FANNY. Ive rather a headache.

VERNON. Oh, Im so sorry. Oh, all right, well stop at home. Im not so very keen about it.

FANNY. No, I want you to go, dear. Your aunts are looking forward to it. I shall get over it all the sooner with everybody out of the way.

VERNON. Well, if you really wish it.

The Misses Wetherell steal in. They are dressed for driving. They exchange greetings with the Doctor.

FANNY. You know you promised to obey. [Tickles his nose with a flower.]

VERNON [laughing — to the Doctor]. You see what it is to be married?

DR. FREEMANTLE [laughs]. Very trying.

VERNON [turning to his aunts]. Fanny isnt coming with us.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL [to Fanny]. Oh, my dear!

FANNY. Its only a headache. [She takes her aside.] Im rather glad of it. I want an excuse for a little time to myself.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. I understand, dear. Its all been so sudden. [She kisses her — then to the room] Shell be all the better alone. We three will go on. [She nods and signs to her sister.]

FANNY [kissing the Elder Miss Wetherell]. Dont you get betting.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Oh no, dear, we never do. Its just to see the dear horses. [She joins her sister. They whisper.]

VERNON [to the Doctor to whom he has been talking]. Can we give you a lift?

DR. FREEMANTLE. Well, you might as far as the Vicarage. Good-bye,
Lady Bantock.

FANNY [shaking hands]. Good-bye, Doctor.

VERNON. Sure you wont be lonely?

FANNY [laughs]. Think I cant exist an hour without you? Mr.
Conceited!

VERNON [laughs and kisses her]. Come along. [He takes the Doctor and his younger Aunt towards the door.]

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL [who is following last]. I like you in that frock.

FANNY [laughs]. So glad. Its Ernest who attends to the fires, isnt it?

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Yes, dear.

FANNY. I wish youd send him up. [At door — calls after them] Hope youll all enjoy yourselves!

VERNON [from the distance]. I shall put you on a fiver.

FANNY. Mind it wins. [She listens a moment — closes door, comes back to desk, and takes a Bradshaw.] Five-six-three — five-six-three. [Finds page.] St. Pancras, eight oclock. Oh, Lord! Stamford, 10.45. Leave Stamford — [Ernest has entered.] Is that you, Ernest?

ERNEST. Yes.

FANNY. Shut the door. Sure it went off last night, that telegram?

ERNEST. Yes.

FANNY. If he doesnt catch that eight oclock, he cant get here till nearly four. That will be awkward. [To Ernest] What time is it now?

ERNEST [looks at clock]. Twenty past eleven.

FANNY. If he does, hell be here about twelve — I believe Ill go and meet him. Could I get out without being seen?

ERNEST. Youll have to pass the lodge.

FANNY. Whos at the lodge now?

ERNEST. Mother.

FANNY. Damn!

Bennet has entered unnoticed and drawn near. At this point from behind, he boxes Ernests ears.

ERNEST. Here, steady!

BENNET. On the occasions when your cousin forgets her position, you will remember it and remind her of it. Get out! [Ernest, clumsily as ever, gets out.] A sort of person has called who, according to his own account, happened to be passing this way, and would like to see you.

FANNY [who has been trying to hide the Bradshaw — with affected surprise.] To see me!

BENNET [drily]. Yes. I thought you would be surprised. He claims to be an old friend of yours — Mr. George Newte.

FANNY [still keeping it up]. George Newte! Of course — ah, yes. Do you mind showing him up?

BENNET. I thought I would let you know he had arrived, in case you might be getting anxious about him. I propose giving him a glass of beer and sending him away again.

FANNY [flares up]. Look here, uncle, you and I have got to understand one another. I may put up with being bullied myself — if I cant see any help for it — but Im not going to stand my friends being insulted. You show Mr. Newte up here.

A silence.

BENNET. I shall deem it my duty to inform his lordship of Mr.
Newtes visit.

FANNY. There will be no need to. Mr. Newte, if his arrangements permit, will be staying to dinner.

BENNET. That, we shall see about. [He goes out.]

FANNY [following him to door]. And tell them I shall want the best bedroom got ready in case Mr. Newte is able to stay the night. Ive done it. [She goes to piano, dashes into the Merry Widow Waltz, or some other equally inappropriate but well-known melody, and then there enters Newte, shown in by Bennet. Newte is a cheerful person, attractively dressed in clothes suggestive of a successful bookmaker. He carries a white pot hat and tasselled cane. His gloves are large and bright. He is smoking an enormous cigar.]

BENNET. Mr. Newte.

FANNY [she springs up and greets him. They are evidently good friends] . Hulloa, George!

NEWTE. Hulloa, Fan — I beg your pardon, Lady Bantock. [Laughs.] Was just passing this way -

FANNY [cutting him short]. Yes. So nice of you to call.

NEWTE. I said to myself — [His eye catches Bennet; he stops.] Ah, thanks. [He gives Bennet his hat and stick, but Bennet does not seem satisfied. He has taken from the table a small china tray. This he is holding out to Newte, evidently for Newte to put something in it. But what? Newte is puzzled, he glances at Fanny. The idea strikes him that perhaps it is a tip Bennet is waiting for. It seems odd, but if it be the custom — he puts his hand to his trousers pocket.]

BENNET. The smoking-room is on the ground-floor.

NEWTE. Ah, my cigar. I beg your pardon. I couldnt understand.
[He puts it on the tray — breaks into a laugh.]

BENNET. Thank you. Her ladyship is suffering from a headache. If I might suggest — a little less boisterousness. [He goes out.]

NEWTE [he watches him out]. I say, your Lord Chamberlains a bit of a freezer!

FANNY. Yes. Wants hanging out in the sun. How did you manage to get here so early? [She sits.]

NEWTE. Well, your telegram rather upset me. I thought — correct etiquette for me to sit down here, do you think?

FANNY. Dont ask me. Got enough new tricks of my own to learn.
[Laughs.] Should chance it, if I were you.

NEWTE. Such a long time since I was at Court. [He sits.] Yes, I was up at five oclock this morning.

FANNY [laughs]. Oh, you poor fellow!

NEWTE. Caught the first train to Melton, and came on by cart.
Whats the trouble?

FANNY. A good deal. Why didnt you tell me what I was marrying?

NEWTE. I did. I told you that he was a gentleman; that he -

FANNY. Why didnt you tell me that he was Lord Bantock? You knew, didnt you?

NEWTE [begins to see worries ahead]. Cant object to my putting a cigar in my mouth if I dont light it — can he?

FANNY. Oh, light it — anything you like that will help you to get along.

NEWTE [bites the end off the cigar and puts it between his teeth.
This helps him]. No, I didnt know — not officially.

FANNY. What do you mean—not officially?

NEWTE. He never told me.

FANNY. He never told you ANYTHING — for the matter of that. I understood you had found out everything for yourself.

NEWTE. Yes; and one of the things I found out was that he didnt
WANT you to know. I could see his little game. Wanted to play the
Lord Burleigh fake. Well, what was the harm? Didnt make any
difference to you!

FANNY. Didnt make any difference to me! [Jumps up.] Do you know what Ive done? Married into a family that keeps twenty-three servants, every blessed one of whom is a near relation of my own. [He sits paralysed. She goes on.] That bald-headed old owl — [with a wave towards the door] — that wanted to send you off with a glass of beer and a flea in your ear — thats my uncle. The woman that opened the lodge gate for you is my Aunt Amelia. The carroty-headed young man that answered the door to you is my cousin Simeon. He always used to insist on kissing me. Im expecting him to begin again. My ladys maid is my cousin Jane. Thats why Im dressed like this! My own clothes have been packed off to the local dressmaker to be made decent. Meanwhile, theyve dug up the family vault to find something for me to go on with. [He has been fumbling in all his pockets for matches. She snatches a box from somewhere and flings it to him.] For Heavens sake light it! Then, perhaps, youll be able to do something else than stare. I have claret and water — mixed — with my dinner. Uncle pours it out for me. Theyve locked up my cigarettes. Aunt Susannah is coming in to-morrow morning to hear me say my prayers. Doesnt trust me by myself. Thinks Ill skip them. Shes the housekeeper here. Ive got to know them by heart before I go to bed to-night, and now Ive mislaid them. [She goes to the desk — hunts for them.]

NEWTE [having lighted his eternal cigar, he can begin to think]. But why should THEY -

FANNY [still at desk]. Because theyre that sort. They honestly think they are doing the right and proper thing — that Providence has put it into their hands to turn me out a passable substitute for all a Lady Bantock should be; which, so far as I can understand, is something between the late lamented Queen Victoria and Goody-Two- Shoes. They are the people that I ran away from, the people Ive told you about, the people Ive always said Id rather starve than ever go back to. And here I am, plumped down in the midst of them again — for life! [Honoria Bennet, the still-room maid, has entered. She is a pert young minx of about Fannys own age.] What is is? What is it?

HONORIA. Merely passing through. Sorry to have excited your ladyship. [Goes into dressing-room.]

FANNY. My cousin Honoria. Theyve sent her up to keep an eye upon me. Little cat! [She takes her handkerchief, drapes it over the keyhole of the dressing-room door.]

NEWTE [at sight of Honoria he has jumped up and hastily hidden his cigar behind him]. What are you going to do?

FANNY [she seats herself and suggests to him the writing-chair].
Hear from you — first of all — exactly what you told Vernon.

NEWTE [sitting]. About you?

FANNY [nods]. About me — and my family.

NEWTE. Well — couldnt tell him much, of course. Wasnt much to tell.

FANNY. I want what you did tell.

NEWTE. I told him that your late father was a musician.

FANNY. Yes.

NEWTE. Had been unfortunate. Didnt go into particulars. Didnt seem to be any need for it. That your mother had died when you were still only a girl and that you had gone to live with relatives. [He looks for approval.]

FANNY. Yes.

NEWTE. That you hadnt got on well with them — artistic temperament, all that sort of thing — that, in consequence, you had appealed to your fathers old theatrical friends; and that they — that they, having regard to your talent — and beauty -

FANNY. Thank you.

NEWTE. Had decided that the best thing you could do was to go upon the stage. [He finishes, tolerably well pleased with himself.]

FANNY. Thats all right. Very good indeed. What else?

NEWTE [after an uncomfortable pause]. Well, thats about all I knew.

FANNY. Yes, but what did you TELL him?

NEWTE. Well, of course, I had to tell him something. A man doesnt marry without knowing just a little about his wifes connections. Wouldnt be reasonable to expect him. Youd never told me anything — never would; except that youd liked to have boiled the lot. What was I to do? [He is playing with a quill pen he has picked up.]

FANNY [she takes it from him]. What DID you do?

NEWTE [with fine frankness]. I did the best I could for you, old girl, and he was very nice about it. Said it was better than hed expected, and that Id made him very happy — very happy indeed.

FANNY [she leans across, puts her hand on his]. Youre a dear, good fellow, George — always have been. I wouldnt plague you only it is absolutely necessary I should know — exactly what you did tell him.

NEWTE [a little sulkily]. I told him that your uncle was a bishop.

FANNY [sits back — staring at him]. A what?

NEWTE. A bishop. Bishop of Waiapu, New Zealand.

FANNY. Why New Zealand?

NEWTE. Why not? Had to be somewhere. Didnt want him Archbishop of
Canterbury, did you?

FANNY. Did he believe it?

NEWTE. Shouldnt have told him had there been any fear that he wouldnt.

FANNY. I see. Any other swell relations of mine knocking about?

NEWTE. One — a judge of the Supreme Court in Ohio. Same name, anyhow, OGorman. Thought Id make him a cousin of yours. Ive always remembered him. Met him when I was over there in ninety- eight — damn him!

A silence.

FANNY [she rises]. Well, nothing else for it! Got to tell him it was all a pack of lies. Not blaming you, old boy — my fault. Didnt know he was going to ask any questions, or Id have told him myself. Bit of bad luck, thats all.

NEWTE. Why must you tell him? Only upset him.

FANNY. Its either my telling him or leaving it for them to do. You know me, George. How long do you see me being bossed and bullied by my own servants? Besides, its bound to come out in any case.

NEWTE [he rises. Kindly but firmly he puts her back into her chair. Then pacing to and fro with his hands mostly in his trousers pockets, he talks]. Now, you listen to me, old girl. Ive been your business manager ever since you started in. Ive never made a mistake before- -[he turns and faces her] — and I havent made one this time.

FANNY. I dont really see the smartness, George, stuffing him up with a lot of lies he can find out for himself.

NEWTE. IF HE WANTS TO. A couple of telegrams, one to His Grace the Bishop of Waiapu, the other to Judge Denis OGorman, Columbus, Ohio, would have brought him back the information that neither gentlemen had ever heard of you. IF HE HADNT BEEN CAREFUL NOT TO SEND THEM. He wasnt marrying you with the idea of strengthening his family connections. He was marrying you because he was just gone on you. Couldnt help himself.

FANNY. In that case, you might just as well have told him the truth.

NEWTE. WHICH HE WOULD THEN HAVE HAD TO PASS ON TO EVERYONE ENTITLED TO ASK QUESTIONS. Cant you understand? Somebody, in the interest of everybody, had to tell a lie. Well, whats a business manager for?

FANNY. But I cant do it, George. You dont know them. The longer
I give in to them the worse theyll get.

NEWTE. Cant you square them?

FANNY. No, thats the trouble. They ARE honest. Theyre the faithful retainers out of a melodrama. They are working eighteen hours a day on me not for any advantage to themselves, but because they think it their duty to the family. They dont seem to have any use for themselves at all.

NEWTE. Well, what about the boy? Cant HE talk to them?

FANNY. Vernon! Theyve brought him up from a baby — spanked him all round, I expect. Might as well ask a boy to talk to his old schoolmaster. Besides, if he did talk, then it would all come out. As I tell you, its bound to come out — and the sooner the better.

NEWTE. It must NOT come out! Its too late. If we had told him at the beginning that he was proposing to marry into his own butlers family — well, its an awkward situation — he might have decided to risk it. Or he might have cried off.

FANNY. And a good job if he had.

NEWTE. Now talk sense. You wanted him — you took a fancy to him from the beginning. Hes a nice boy, and theres something owing to him. [It is his trump card, and he knows it.] Dont forget that. Hes been busy, explaining to all his friends and relations why they should receive you with open arms: really nice girl, born gentlewoman, good old Church of England family — no objection possible. For you to spring the truth upon him NOW — well, it doesnt seem to me quite fair to HIM.

FANNY. Then am I to live all my life dressed as a charity girl?

NEWTE. You keep your head and things will gradually right themselves. This family of yours — theyve got SOME sense, I suppose?

FANNY. Never noticed any sign of it myself.

NEWTE. Maybe youre not a judge. [Laughs.] Theyll listen to reason. You let ME have a talk to them, one of these days; see if I cant show them — first one and then the other — the advantage of leaving to better themselves — WITH THE HELP OF A LITTLE READY MONEY. Later on — choosing your proper time — you can break it to him that you have discovered theyre distant connections of yours, a younger branch of the family that youd forgotten. Give the show time to settle down into a run. Then you can begin to make changes.

FANNY. Youve a wonderful way with you, George. It always sounds right as you put it — even when one jolly well knows that it isnt.

NEWTE. Well, its always been right for you, old girl, aint it?

FANNY. Yes. Youve been a rattling good friend. [She takes his hands.] Almost wish Id married you instead. Wed have been more suited to one another.

NEWTE [shakes his head]. Nothing like having your fancy. Youd never have been happy without him. [He releases her.] Twas a good engagement, or Id never have sanctioned it.

FANNY. I suppose it will be the last one you will ever get me. [She has dropped for a moment into a brown study.]

NEWTE [he turns]. I hope so.

FANNY [she throws off her momentary mood with a laugh]. Poor fellow!
You never even got your commission.

NEWTE. Ill take ten per cent. of all your happiness, old girl. So make it as much as you can for my benefit. Good-bye. [He holds out hand.]

FANNY. Youre not going? Youll stop to lunch?

NEWTE. Not to-day.

FANNY. Do. If you dont, theyll think its because I was frightened to ask you.

NEWTE. All the better. The more the other party thinks hes having his way, the easier always to get your own. Your trouble is, you know, that you never had any tact.

FANNY. I hate tact. [Newte laughs.] We could have had such a jolly little lunch together. Im all alone till the evening. There were ever so many things I wanted to talk to you about.

NEWTE. What?

FANNY. Ah, how can one talk to a man with his watch in his hand? [He puts it away and stands waiting, but she is cross.] I think youre very disagreeable.

NEWTE. I must really get back to town. I oughtnt to be away now, only your telegram -

FANNY. I know. Im an ungrateful little beast! [She crosses and rings bell.] Youll have a glass of champagne before you go?

NEWTE. Well, I wont say no to that.

FANNY. How are all the girls?

NEWTE. Oh, chirpy. Im bringing them over to London. We open at the Palace next week.

FANNY. What did they think of my marriage? Gerty was a bit jealous, wasnt she?

NEWTE. Well, would have been, if shed known who he was. [Laughs.]

FANNY. Tell her. Tell her [she draws herself up] Im Lady Bantock, of Bantock Hall, Rutlandshire. It will make her so mad. [Laughs.]

NEWTE [laughs]. I will.

FANNY. Give them all my love. [Ernest appears in answer to her bell.] Oh, Ernest, tell Bennet — [the eyes and mouth of Ernest open]- -to see that Mr. Newte has some refreshment before he leaves. A glass of champagne and — and some caviare. Dont forget. [Ernest goes out.] Good-bye. Youll come again?

NEWTE. Whenever you want me — and remember — the watchword is Tact!

FANNY. Yes, Ive got the WORD all right. [Laughs.] Dont forget to give my love to the girls.

NEWTE. I wont. So long! [He goes out.]

Fanny closes the door. Honoria has re-entered from the dressing- room. She looks from the handkerchief still hanging over the keyhole to Fanny.

HONORIA. Your ladyships handkerchief?

FANNY. Yes. Such a draught through that keyhole.

HONORIA [takes the handkerchief, hands it to Fanny]. I will tell the housekeeper.

FANNY. Thanks. Maybe you will also mention it to the butler. Possibly also to the — [She suddenly changes.] Honoria. Suppose it had been you — you know, youre awfully pretty — who had married Lord Bantock, and he had brought you back here, among them all — uncle, aunt, all the lot of them — what would you have done?

HONORIA [she draws herself up]. I should have made it quite plain from the first, that I was mistress, and that they were my servants.

FANNY. You would, you think -

HONORIA [checking her outburst]. But then, dear — you will excuse my speaking plainly — there is a slight difference between the two cases. [She seats herself on the settee. Fanny is standing near the desk.] You see, what we all feel about you, dear, is — that you are — well, hardly a fit wife for his lordship. [Fannys hands are itching to box the girls ears. To save herself, she grinds out through her teeth the word Tack!] Of course, dear, it isnt altogether your fault.

FANNY. Thanks.

HONORIA. Your mothers marriage was most unfortunate.

FANNY [her efforts to suppress her feelings are just — but only just — successful.] Need we discuss that?

HONORIA. Well, he was an Irishman, dear, theres no denying it. [Fanny takes a cushion from a chair — with her back to Honoria, she strangles it. Jane has entered and is listening.] Still, perhaps it is a painful subject. And we hope — all of us — that, with time and patience, we may succeed in eradicating the natural results of your bringing-up.

JANE. Some families, finding themselves in our position, would seek to turn it to their own advantage. WE think only of your good.

FANNY. Yes, thats what I feel — that you are worrying yourselves too much about me. Youre too conscientious, all of you. You, in particular, Jane, because you know youre not strong. YOULL end up with a nervous breakdown. [Mrs. Bennet has entered. Honoria slips out. Fanny turns to her aunt.] I was just saying how anxious Im getting about Jane. I dont like the look of her at all. What she wants is a holiday. Dont you agree with me?

MRS. BENNET. There will be no holiday, I fear, for any of us, for many a long day.

FANNY. But you must. You must think more of yourselves, you know. YOURE not looking well, aunt, at all. What you both want is a month — at the seaside.

MRS. BENNET. Your object is too painfully apparent for the subject to need discussion. True solicitude for us would express itself better in greater watchfulness upon your own behaviour.

FANNY. Why, what have I done?

Bennet enters, followed, unwillingly, by Ernest.

MRS. BENNET. Your uncle will explain.

BENNET. Shut that door. [Ernest does so. They group round Bennet — Ernest a little behind. Fanny remains near the desk.] Sit down. [Fanny, bewildered, speechless, sits.] Carry your mind back, please, to the moment when, with the Bradshaw in front of you, you were considering, with the help of your cousin Ernest, the possibility of your slipping out unobserved, to meet and commune with a person you had surreptitiously summoned to visit you during your husbands absence.

FANNY. While I think of it, did he have anything to eat before he went? I told Ernest to — ask you to see that he had a glass of champagne and a -

BENNET [waves her back into silence]. Mr. Newte was given refreshment suitable to his station. [She goes to interrupt. Again he waves her back.] We are speaking of more important matters. Your cousin reminded you that you would have to pass the lodge, occupied by your Aunt Amelia. I state the case correctly?

FANNY. Beautifully!

BENNET. I said nothing at the time, doubting the evidence of my own ears. The boy, however — where is the boy? — [Ernest is pushed forward] — has admitted — reluctantly — that he also heard it. [A pause. The solemnity deepens.] You made use of an expression -

FANNY. Oh, cut it short. I said damn. [A shudder passes.] Im sorry to have frightened you, but if you knew a little more of really good society, you would know that ladies — quite slap-up ladies — when theyre excited, do — .

MRS. BENNET [interrupting with almost a scream]. She defends it!

BENNET. You will allow ME to be the judge of what a LADY says, even when she is excited. As for this man, Newte -

FANNY. The best friend you ever had. [She is up again.] You thank your stars, all of you, and tell the others, too, the whole blessed twenty-three of you — you thank your stars that I did surreptitiously beg and pray him to run down by the first train and have a talk with me; and that Providence was kind enough to YOU to enable him to come. Its a very different tune youd have been singing at this moment — all of you — if he hadnt. I can tell you that.

MRS. BENNET. And pray, what tune SHOULD we have been singing if
Providence hadnt been so thoughtful of us?

FANNY [she is about to answer, then checks herself, and sits again].
You take care you dont find out. Theres time yet.

MRS. BENNET. We had better leave her.

BENNET. Threats, my good girl, will not help you.

MRS. BENNET [with a laugh]. Shes in too tight a corner for that.

BENNET. A contrite heart is what your aunt and I desire to see. [He takes from his pocket a small book, places it open on the desk.] I have marked one or two passages, on pages 93-7. We will discuss them together — later in the day.

They troop out in silence, the key turns in the lock.

FANNY [takes up the book — turns to the cover, reads]. The Sinners
Manual. [She turns to page 93.]

[CURTAIN]


ACT III


SCENE
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THE SAME.

Time. — A few days later.

A table is laid for tea. Ernest enters with the tea-urn. He leaves the door open; through it comes the sound of an harmonium, accompanying the singing of a hymn. Fanny comes from her dressing- room. She is dressed more cheerfully than when we last saw her, but still seemly. She has a book in her hand. She pauses, hearing the music, goes nearer to the open door, and listens; then crosses and takes her place at the table. The music ceases.

FANNY. Another prayer meeting? [Ernest nods.] I do keep em busy.

ERNEST. Dye know what they call you downstairs?

FANNY. What?

ERNEST. The family cross.

FANNY. Im afraid its about right.

ERNEST. What have you been doing THIS time? Swearing again?

FANNY. Worse. Ive been lying. [Ernest gives vent to a low whistle.] Said I didnt know what had become of that yellow poplin with the black lace flounces, that theyve had altered for me. Found out that Id given it to old Mother Potts for the rummage sale at the Vicarage. Jane was down there. Bought it in for half a crown.

ERNEST. You are risky. Why, you might have known -

Vernon comes in. He is in golfing get-up. He throws his cap on to the settee.

VERNON. Hello, got a cup of tea there?

Ernest goes out.

FANNY. Yes. Thought you were playing golf?

VERNON. Just had a telegram handed to me in the village — from your friend Newte. Wants me to meet him at Melton Station at five oclock. [Looks at his watch.] Know what he wants?

FANNY. Havent the faintest idea. [She hands him his cup.] Is he coming HERE? Or merely on his way somewhere?

VERNON. I dont know; he doesnt say.

FANNY. Dont let him mix you up in any of his ventures. Dear old George, hes as honest as the day, but if he gets hold of an idea theres always thousands in it for everybody.

VERNON. Ill be careful. [Ernest has left the door open. The harmonium breaks forth again, together with vocal accompaniment as before.] Whats on downstairs, then — a party?

FANNY. Bennet is holding a prayer meeting.

VERNON. A prayer meeting?

FANNY. One of the younger members of the family has been detected telling a deliberate lie. [Vernon is near the door listening, with his back towards her, or he would see that she is smiling.] Black sheep, I suppose, to be found in every flock. [Music ceases, Ernest having arrived with the news of his lordships return.]

VERNON [returning to the table, having closed the door]. Good old man, you know, Bennet. All of them! So high-principled! Dont often get servants like that, nowadays.

FANNY. Seems almost selfish, keeping the whole collection to ourselves.

VERNON [laughs]. Pon my word it does. But what can we do? Theyll never leave us — not one of them.

FANNY. No, I dont believe they ever will.

VERNON. Do you know, I sometimes think that you dont like them.
[Fanny makes a movement.] Of course, they are a bit bossy, I admit.
But all that comes from their devotion, their -

FANNY. The wonder to me is that, brought up among them, admiring them as you do, you never thought of marrying one of them.

VERNON [staggered.] Marrying them?

FANNY. I didnt say them. I said ONE of them. Theres Honoria. Shes pretty enough, anyhow. Sos Alice, Charles Bennets daughter, and Bertha and Grace — all of them beautiful. And whats even better still — good. [She says it viciously.] Didnt you ever think of them?

VERNON. Well [laughs] — well, one hardly marries into ones own kitchen.

FANNY. Isnt that rather snobbish? You say theyre more like friends than servants. Theyve lived with your people, side by side, for three generations, doing their duty, honourably. Theres never been a slur upon their name. Theyre high-principled. You know it. Theyve better manners than nine-tenths of your smart society, and theyre healthy. Whats wrong with them — even from a lords point of view?

VERNON [recovering himself]. Well, dont pitch into me about it. Its your fault if I didnt marry them — I mean one of them. [He laughs, puts his empty cup back on the table.] Maybe Id have thought about it — if I hadnt met you.

FANNY [takes his hand in hers]. I wish you hadnt asked Newte any questions about me. It would have been so nice to feel that you had married me — just because you couldnt help it — just because I was I and nothing else mattered.

VERNON. Lets forget I ever did. [He kneels beside her.] I didnt do it for my own sake, as you know. A MAN in my position has to think of other people. His wife has to take her place in society. People insist upon knowing something about her. Its not enough for the stupid County that shes the cleverest, most bewilderingly beautiful, bewitching lady in the land.

FANNY. And how long will you think all that?

VERNON. For ever, and ever, and ever.

FANNY. Oh, you dear boy. [She kisses him.] You dont know how a woman loves the man she loves to love her. [Laughs.] Isnt that complicated?

VERNON. Not at all. Were just the same. We love to love the woman we love.

FANNY. Provided the County will let us. And the County has said:
A man may not marry his butlers niece.

VERNON [laughing]. Youve got butlers on the brain. If ever I do run away with my own cook or under-housemaid, it will be your doing.

FANNY. You havent the pluck! The County would laugh at you. You men are so frightened of being laughed at.

VERNON [he rises]. Well, if it saves us from making asses of ourselves -

FANNY. Wasnt there a niece of old Bennets, a girl who had been brought up abroad, and who WASNT a domestic servant — never had been- -who stayed with them here, at the gardeners cottage, for a short time, some few years ago?

VERNON. You mean poor Rose Bennets daughter — the one who ran away and married an organ-grinder.

FANNY. An organ-grinder?

VERNON. Something of that sort — yes. They had her over; did all they could. A crazy sort of girl; used to sing French ballads on the village green to all the farm labourers she could collect. Shortened poor Bennets life by about ten years. [Laughs.] But why? Not going to bully me for not having fallen in love with her, are you? Because that really WASNT my fault. I never even saw her. Twas the winter we spent in Rome. She bolted before we got back. Never gave me a chance.

FANNY. I accept the excuse. [Laughs.] No, I was merely wondering what the County would have done if by any chance you had married HER. Couldnt have said you were marrying into your own kitchen in her case, because she was never IN your kitchen — absolutely refused to enter it, Im told.

VERNON [laughs]. It would have been a nice point, as they say in legal circles. If people had liked her, theyd have tried to forget that her cousins had ever been scullery-maids. If not, theyd have taken good care that nobody did.

Bennet enters. He brings some cut flowers, with the placing of which he occupies himself.

BENNET. I did not know your lordship had returned.

VERNON. Found a telegram waiting for me in the village. Whats become of that niece of yours, Bennet — your sister Roses daughter, who was here for a short time and ran away again? Ever hear anything about her?

BENNET [very quietly he turns, lets his eyes for a moment meet Fannys. Then answers as he crosses to the windows]. The last I heard about her was that she was married.

VERNON. Satisfactorily?

BENNET. Looking at it from her point of view — most satisfactorily.

VERNON [laughs]. But looking at it from his — more doubtful?

BENNET. She was not without her attractions. Her chief faults, I am inclined to think, were those arising from want of discipline in youth. I have hopes that it is not even yet too late to root out from her nature the weeds of indiscretion.

VERNON. And you think he is the man to do it?

BENNET. Perhaps not. But fortunately there are those about her fully alive to the duty devolving upon them.

VERNON. Um. Sounds a little bit like penal servitude for the poor girl, the way you put it, Bennet.

BENNET. Even penal servitude may be a blessing, if it serves to correct a stubborn spirit.

VERNON. Well have to make you a J.P., Bennet. Must be jolly careful I dont ever get tried before you. [Laughs.] Is that the cart?

BENNET [he looks out through the window]. Yes, your lordship.

VERNON [he takes up his cap]. I may be bringing someone back with me. [To Fanny, who throughout has remained seated.] Why not put on your hat — come with me?

FANNY [she jumps up, delighted]. Shall I?

BENNET. Your ladyship is not forgetting that to-day is Wednesday?

FANNY. Whats the odds. Theres nobody to call. Everybody is still in town.

BENNET. It has always been the custom of the Lady Bantocks, when in residence, to be at home on Wednesdays.

VERNON. Perhaps better not. It may cause talk; if, by chance, anybody does come. I was forgetting it was Wednesday. [Fanny sits again.] I shant do anything without consulting you. Good-bye.

FANNY. Good-bye.

Vernon goes out.

BENNET. You think it wise, discussing with his lordship the secret history of the Bennet family?

FANNY. What do you mean by telling him my father was an organ- grinder? If the British public knew the difference between music and a hurdy-gurdy, he would have kept a butler of his own.

BENNET. I am not aware of having mentioned to his lordship that you ever to my knowledge even had a father. It is not my plan — for the present at all events — to inform his lordship anything about your family. Take care I am not forced to.

FANNY. Because my father, a composer who had his work performed at the Lamoureux Concerts — as I can prove, because Ive got the programme — had the misfortune to marry into a family of lackeys — Im not talking about my mother: she was never really one of you. SHE had the soul of an artist.

BENNET [white with suppressed fury; he is in front of her; his very look is enough to silence her]. Now you listen to me, my girl, once and for all. I told you the night of your arrival that whether this business was going to prove a pleasant or an unpleasant one depended upon you. You make it an easy one — for your own sake. With one word I can bring your house of cards about your ears. Ive only to tell him the truth for him to know you as a cheat and liar. [She goes to speak; again he silences her.] You listen to me. Youve seen fit to use strong language; now Im using strong language. This BOY, who has married you in a moment of impulse, what does HE know about the sort of wife a man in his position needs? What do YOU? made to sing for your living on the Paris boulevards — whose only acquaintance with the upper classes has been at shady restaurants.

FANNY. He didnt WANT a woman of his own class. He told me so. It was because I wasnt a colourless, conventional puppet with a book of etiquette in place of a soul that he was first drawn towards me.

BENNET. Yes. At twenty-two, boys like unconventionality. Men dont: theyve learnt its true name, vulgarity. Do you think Ive stood behind English society for forty years without learning anything about it! What you call a colourless puppet is what WE call an English lady. And that youve got to learn to be. You talk of lackeys. If your mother, my poor sister Rose, came from a family of lackeys there would be no hope for you. With her blood in your veins the thing can be done. We Bennets — [he draws himself up] — we serve. We are not lackeys.

FANNY. All right. Dont you call my father an organ-grinder, and I wont call you lackeys. Unfortunately that doesnt end the trouble.

BENNET. The trouble can easily be ended.

FANNY. Yes. By my submitting to be ruled in all things for the remainder of my life by my own servants.

BENNET. Say relations, and it need not sound so unpleasant.

FANNY. Yes, it would. It would sound worse. One can get rid of ones servants. [She has crossed towards the desk. Her cheque-book lies there half hidden under other papers. It catches her eye. Her hand steals unconsciously towards it. She taps it idly with her fingers. It is all the work of a moment. Nothing comes of it. Just the idea passes through her brain — not for the first time. She does nothing noticeable — merely stands listless while one might count half a dozen — then turns to him again.] Dont you think youre going it a bit too strong, all of you? Im not a fool. Ive got a lot to learn, I know. Id be grateful for help. What youre trying to do is to turn me into a new woman entirely.

BENNET. Because that is the only WAY to help you. Men do not put new wine into old bottles.

FANNY. Oh, dont begin quoting Scripture. I want to discuss the thing sensibly. Dont you see it cant be done? I cant be anybody else than myself. I dont want to.

BENNET. My girl, youve GOT to be. Root and branch, inside and outside, before youre fit to be Lady Bantock, mother of the Lord Bantocks that are to be, youve got to be a changed woman.

A pause.

FANNY. And its going to be your job, from beginning to end — yours and the rest of you. What I wear and how I look is Janes affair. My prayers will be for what Aunt Susannah thinks I stand in need of. What I eat and drink and say and do YOU will arrange for me. And when you die, Cousin Simeon, I suppose, will take your place. And when Aunt Susannah dies, it will merely be a change to Aunt Amelia. And if Jane ever dies, Honoria will have the dressing and the lecturing of me. And so on and so on, world without end, for ever and ever, Amen.

BENNET. Before that time, you will, I shall hope, have learnt sufficient sense to be grateful to us. [He goes out.]

FANNY [she turns — walks slowly back towards the tea-table. Halfway she pauses, and leaning over the back of a chair regards in silence for a while the portrait of the first Lady Bantock]. I do wish I could tell what you were saying.

The door opens. The Misses Wetherell come in. They wear the same frocks that they wore in the first act. They pause. Fanny is still gazing at the portrait.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Dont you notice it, dear?

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Yes. There really is.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. It struck me the first day. [To Fanny, who has turned] Your likeness, dear, to Lady Constance. Its really quite remarkable.

FANNY. You think so?

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Its your expression — when you are serious.

FANNY [laughs]. I must try to be more serious.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. It will come, dear.

They take their places side by side on the settee.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL [to her sister, with a pat of the hand]. In good time. Its so nice to have her young. I wonder if anybodyll come this afternoon.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL [to Fanny]. You see, dear, most of the county people are still in town.

FANNY [who is pouring out tea]. Im not grumbling.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Oh, youll like them, dear. The
Cracklethorpes especially. [To her sister for confirmation] Bella
Cracklethorpe is so clever.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. And the Engells. Shell like the Engells. All the Engell girls are so pretty. [Fanny brings over two cups of tea.] Thank you, dear.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL [as she takes her cup — patting Fannys hand]. And theyll like you, dear, ALL of them.

FANNY [returning to table]. I hope so.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Its wonderful, dear — you wont mind my saying it? — how youve improved.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Of course it was such a change for you. And at first [turns to her sister] we were a little anxious about her, werent we?

Fanny has returned to them with the cake-basket.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL [as she takes a piece]. Bennet [she lingers on the name as that of an authority] was saying only yesterday that he had great hopes of you.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL [Fanny is handing the basket to her].
Thank you, dear.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. I told Vernon. He was SO pleased.

FANNY. VERNON was?

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. He attaches so much importance to Bennets opinion.

FANNY. Um. Im glad I appear to be giving satisfaction. [She has returned to her seat at the table.] I suppose when you go to town, you take the Bennets with you?

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL [surprised at the question]. Of course, dear.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Vernon didnt wish to go this year. He thought you would prefer -

FANNY. I was merely thinking of when he did. Do you ever go abroad for the winter? So many people do, nowadays.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. We tried it once. But there was nothing for dear Vernon to do. You see, hes so fond of hunting.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL [to her sister]. And then there will be his Parliamentary duties that he will have to take up now.

Fanny rises, abruptly.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Youre not ill, dear?

FANNY. No. Merely felt I wanted some air. You dont mind, do you?
[She flings a casement open.]

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Not at all, dear. [To her sister] It
IS a bit close.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. One could really do without fires.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. If it wasnt for the evenings.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. And then, of course, the cold weather might come again. One can never feel safe until -

The door opens. Dr. Freemantle enters, announced by Bennet. The old ladies go to rise. He stops them.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Dont get up. [He shakes hands with them.] How are
we this afternoon? [He shakes his head and clicks his tongue.]
Really, I think I shall have to bring an action for damages against
Lady Bantock. Ever since she -

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Hush! [She points to the window.] Fanny.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Heres Doctor Freemantle.

Fanny comes from the window.

DR. FREEMANTLE [he meets her and takes her hand]. Was just saying, I really think I shall have to claim damages against you, Lady Bantock. Youve practically deprived me of two of my best paying patients. Used to be sending for me every other day before you came. Now look at them! [The two ladies laugh.] Shes not as bad as we expected. [He pats her hand.] Do you remember my description of what I thought she was going to be like?

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Shes a dear girl.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Bennet -

FANNY [she has crossed to table — is pouring out the Doctors tea].
Oh, mightnt we have a holiday from Bennet?

DR. FREEMANTLE [laughs]. Seems to be having a holiday himself to- day.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. A holiday?

DR. FREEMANTLE. Didnt you know? Oh, theres an awfully swagger party on downstairs. They were all trooping in as I came.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Id no idea he was giving a party. [To
Fanny] Did you, dear?

FANNY [she hands the Doctor his tea]. Yes. Its a prayer meeting.
The whole family, I expect, has been summoned.

DR. FREEMANTLE. A prayer meeting! Didnt look like it.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. But why should he be holding a prayer meeting?

FANNY. Oh, one of the family -

DR. FREEMANTLE. And why twelve girls in a van?

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. In a van?

DR. FREEMANTLE. One of Huttons from the Station Hotel — with a big poster pinned on the door: Our Empire.

Fanny has risen. She crosses and rings the bell.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Whats the matter, dear?

FANNY. Im not quite sure yet. [Her whole manner is changed. A look has come into her eyes that has not been there before. She speaks in quiet, determined tones. She rings again. Then returning to table, hands the cake-basket to the Doctor.] Wont you take one, Doctor? Theyre not as indigestible as they look. [Laughs.]

DR. FREEMANTLE [he also is bewildered at the changed atmosphere].
Thank you. I hope I -

FANNY [she turns to Ernest, who has entered. Her tone, for the first time, is that of a mistress speaking to her servants]. Have any visitors called for me this afternoon?

ERNEST. Vi-visitors — ?

FANNY. Some ladies.

ERNEST [he is in a slough of doubt and terror]. L — ladies?

FANNY. Yes. Please try to understand the English language. Has a party of ladies called here this afternoon?

ERNEST. There have been some ladies. They — we -

FANNY. Where are they?

ERNEST. They — I -

FANNY. Send Bennet up to me. Instantly, please.

Ernest, only too glad to be off, stumbles out.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. My dear -

FANNY. Youll take some more tea, wont you? Do you mind, Doctor, passing Miss Wetherells cup? And the other one. Thank you. And will you pass them the biscuits? You see, I am doing all I can on your behalf. [She is talking and laughing — a little hysterically — for the purpose of filling time.] Tea and hot cake — could anything be worse for them?

DR. FREEMANTLE. Well, tea, you know -

FANNY. I know. [Laughs.] You doctors are all alike. You all denounce it, but you all drink it. [She hands him the two cups.] That one is for Aunt Wetherell of the beautiful hair; and the other is for Aunt Wetherell of the beautiful eyes. [Laughs.] Its the only way I can distinguish them.

Bennet enters.

Oh, Bennet!

BENNET. You sent for me?

FANNY. Yes. I understand some ladies have called.

BENNET. I think your ladyship must have been misinformed. I most certainly have seen none.

FANNY. I have to assume, Bennet, that either Dr. Freemantle or you are telling lies.

A silence.

BENNET. A party of over-dressed young women, claiming to be acquainted with your ladyship, have arrived in a van. I am giving them tea in the servants hall, and will see to it that they are sent back to the station in ample time to catch their train back to town.

FANNY. Please show them up. They will have their tea here.

BENNET [her very quietness is beginning to alarm him. It shakes him from his customary perfection of manners]. The Lady Bantocks do not as a rule receive circus girls in their boudoir.

FANNY [still with her alarming quietness]. Neither do they argue with their servants. Please show these ladies in.

BENNET. I warn you -

FANNY. You heard my orders. [Her tone has the right ring. The force of habit is too strong upon him. He yields — savagely — and goes out. She turns to the Doctor.] So sorry I had to drag you into it. I didnt see how else I was going to floor him.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Splendid! [He grips her hand.]

FANNY [she goes to the old ladies who sit bewildered terrified.] They wont be here for more than a few minutes — they cant be. I want you to be nice to them — both of you. They are friends of mine. [She turns to the Doctor.] Theyre the girls I used to act with. We went all over Europe — twelve of us — representing the British Empire. They are playing in London now.

DR. FREEMANTLE. To-night? [He looks at his watch.]

FANNY [she is busy at the tea-table]. Yes. They are on the stage at half past nine. You might look out their train for them. [She points to the Bradshaw on the desk.] I dont suppose theyve ever thought about how theyre going to get back. Its Judys inspiration, this, the whole thing; Id bet upon it. [With a laugh.] She always was as mad as a March hare.

DR. FREEMANTLE [busy with the Bradshaw]. They were nice-looking girls.

FANNY. Yes. I think we did the old man credit. [With a laugh.]
John Bulls daughters, they called us in Paris.

Bennet appears in doorway.

BENNET [announces]. Our Empire.

Headed by England, the twelve girls, laughing, crowding, jostling one another, talking all together, swoop in.

ENGLAND [a lady with a decided Cockney accent]. Oh, my dear, talk about an afternoon! We ave ad a treat getting ere.

Fanny kisses her.

SCOTLAND [they also kiss]. Your boss told us youd gone out.

FANNY. It was a slight — misunderstanding. Bennet, take away these things, please. And let me have half a dozen bottles of champagne.

STRAITS SETTLEMENTS [a small girl at the back of the crowd — with a shrill voice]. Hooray!

BENNET [he is controlling himself with the supremest difficulty. Within he is a furnace]. Im afraid I have mislaid the key of the cellar.

FANNY [she looks at him]. You will please find it — quickly. [Bennet, again from habit, yields. But his control almost fails him. He takes up the tray of unneeded tea-things from the table.] I shall want some more of all these [cakes, fruit, sandwiches, etc.]. And some people to wait. Tell Jane she must come and help.

Bennet goes out. During this passage of arms between mistress and man a momentary lull has taken place in the hubbub. As he goes out, it begins to grow again.

ENGLAND. E does tease yer, dont e? Wanted us to ave tea in the kitchen.

FANNY. Yes. These old family servants -

AFRICA [she prides herself on being quite the lady]. Dont talk about em, dear. We had just such another. [She turns to a girl near her.] Oh, theyll run the whole show for you if you let em.

ENGLAND. It was Judys idea, our giving you this little treat.
Dont you blime me for it.

WALES [a small, sprightly girl with a childish, laughing voice]. Well, we were all together with nothing better to do. Theyd called a rehearsal and then found they didnt want us — silly fools. I told em youd just be tickled to death.

FANNY [laughing — kisses her]. So I am. It was a brilliant idea.
[By this time she has kissed or shaken hands with the whole dozen.]
I cant introduce you all singly; it would take too long. [She makes
a wholesale affair of it.] My aunts, the Misses Wetherell — Dr.
Freemantle.

The Misses Wetherell, suggesting two mice being introduced to a party of friendly kittens, standing, clinging to one another, murmur something inaudible.

DR. FREEMANTLE [who is with them to comfort them — he has got rid of the time-table, discreetly — smiles]. Delighted.

ENGLAND. Charmed. [The others join in, turning it into a chorus. To Fanny] Glad we didnt strike one of your busy days. I say, youre not as dressy as you used to be. Ow are they doing you? — all right?

FANNY. Yes. Oh, yes.

CANADA [Gerty, a big, handsome girl, with a loud, commanding voice]. George gave me your message.

FANNY [puzzled at first]. My message? [Remembering — laughs.] Oh. That I was Lady Bantock of Bantock Hall. Yes. I thought youd be pleased.

CANADA. Was delighted, dear.

FANNY. So glad.

CANADA. Id always had the idea that you were going to make a mess of your marriage.

FANNY. What a funny idea! [But the laugh that accompanies it is not a merry one.]

CANADA. Wasnt it? So glad I was wrong.

WALES. Were all of us looking out for lords in disguise, now.
Cant you give us a tip, dear, how to tell em?

SCOTLAND. Sukey has broken it off with her boy. Found he was mixed up in trade.

STRAITS SETTLEMENTS [as before, unseen at back of crowd]. No. I didnt. Twas his moral character.

Then enter Honoria with glasses on a tray; Ernest with champagne; Jane with eatables; Bennet with a napkin. It is a grim procession. The girls are scattered, laughing, talking: Africa to the Misses Wetherell; a couple to Dr. Freemantle. England, Scotland, Wales, and Canada are with Fanny. The hubbub, with the advent of the refreshments, increases. There is a general movement towards the refreshments.

FANNY. Thanks, Bennet. You can clear away a corner of the desk.

ENGLAND [aside to her]. Go easy with it, dear. [Fanny, smiling, nods. She directs operations in a low tone to the Bennets, who take her orders in grim silence and with lips tight shut.] Dont forget, girls, that weve got to get back to-night. [Aside to the Doctor, who has come forward to help.] Some of em, you know, aint used to it.

DR. FREEMANTLE [nods]. Glasses not TOO full. [He whispers to
Fanny.]

IRELAND [a decided young woman]. How much time have we got?

ENGLAND. Dont ask me. Its Judys show.

WALES [mimicking Newte]. The return train, ladies, leaves Oakham station. [Stops — she is facing the clock. She begins to laugh.]

ENGLAND. Whats the matter?

WALES [still laughing]. Weve got just quarter of an hour to catch it.

There is a wild rush for the refreshments. Jane is swept off her feet. Bennets tray is upset.

ENGLAND. Quarter — ! Oh, my Gawd! Here, tuck up your skirts, girls.
Well have to -

DR. FREEMANTLE. Its all right. Youve got plenty of time, ladies. Theres a train from Norton on the branch line at 5.33. Gets you into London at a quarter to nine.

ENGLAND. Youre SURE?

DR. FREEMANTLE [he has his watch in his hand]. Quite sure. The station is only half a mile away.

ENGLAND. Dont lets miss it. Keep your watch in your and, theres a dear.

FANNY [her business is — and has been — to move quietly through the throng, making the girls welcome, talking, laughing with them, directing the servants — all in a ladys way. On the whole she does it remarkably well. She is offering a plate of fruit to Judy]. Youre a nice acting manager, you are. [Judy laughs. Fanny finds herself in front of Ireland. She turns to England.] Wont you introduce us?

ENGLAND. I beg your pardon, dear. Of course, you dont know each other. Miss Tetsworth, our new Ireland, Lady Bantock. It is Bantock, isnt it, dear?

FANNY. Quite right. Its a good little part, isnt it?

IRELAND. Well, depends upon what youve been used to.

ENGLAND. Shes got talent, as I tell er. But she aint you, dear.
Its no good saying she is.

FANNY [hastening to smooth it over]. People always speak so well of us after were gone. [Laughs.] Youll take another glass of champagne.

IRELAND. Thank you — you made a great success, they tell me, in the part.

FANNY. Oh, theres a deal of fluke about these things. You see, I had the advantage -

DR. FREEMANTLE [with watch still in his hand]. I THINK, ladies -

ENGLAND. Come on, girls.

A general movement.

FANNY. You must all come again — spend a whole day — some Sunday.

CANADA. Remember me to Vernon.

FANNY. Hell be so sorry to have -

ENGLAND [cutting in]. Ope we avent upset you, dear. [She is bustling them all up.]

FANNY. Not at all. [She is kissing the girls.] Its been so good to see you all again.

ENGLAND. Urry up, girls, theres dears. [To Fanny] Good-bye, dear. [Kissing her.] We DO miss yer.

FANNY. Im glad you do.

ENGLAND. Oh, it aint the same show. [The others are crowding out of the door. She and Fanny are quite apart.] No chance of your coming back to it, I suppose? [A moment.] Well, there, you never know, do yer? Good-bye, dear. [Kisses her again.]

FANNY. Good-bye! [She stands watching them out. Bennet goes down with them. Ernest is busy collecting debris. Jane and Honoria stand one each side of the table, rigid, with set faces. After a moment Fanny goes to the open window. The voices of the girls below, crowding into the van, come up into the room. She calls down to them.] Good-bye. Youve plenty of time. What? Yes, of course. [Laughs.] All right. Good-bye. [She turns, comes slowly back. She looks at Jane and Honoria, where they stand rigid. Honoria makes a movement with her shoulders — takes a step towards the door.] Honoria! [Honoria stops — slowly turns.] You can take away these glasses. Jane will help you.

Bennet has reappeared.

HONORIA. Its not my place -

FANNY. Your place is to obey my orders.

BENNET [his coolness seems to have deserted him. His voice is trembling]. Obey her ladyships orders, both of you. Leave the rest to me. [Honoria and Jane busy themselves, with Ernest setting the room to rights.] May I speak with your ladyship?

FANNY. Certainly.

BENNET. Alone, I mean.

FANNY. I see no need.

BENNET [her firmness takes him aback. He expected to find her defiance disappear with the cause of it. But pig-headed, as all Bennets, her opposition only drives him on]. Your ladyship is not forgetting the alternative?

The Misses Wetherell have been watching the argument much as the babes in the wood might have watched the discussion between the two robbers.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL [in terror]. Bennet! youre not going to give notice!

BENNET. What my duty may be, I shall be able to decide after I have spoken with her ladyship — alone.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Dear! You will see him?

FANNY. I am sorry. I have not the time.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. No. Of course. [Appealing to Bennet for mercy] Her ladyship is tired. To-morrow -

FANNY [interrupting]. Neither to-morrow — nor any other day. [Vernon enters, followed by Newte. She advances to meet them.] Youve just missed some old friends of yours. [She shakes hands with Newte.]

VERNON. So it seems. We were hoping to have been in time. [To
Newte] The mare came along pretty slick, didnt she?

BENNET [he has remained with his look fixed all the time on Fanny].
May I speak with your lordship a moment — in private?

VERNON. Now?

BENNET. It is a matter that needs to be settled now. [It is the tone of respectful authority he has always used towards the lad.]

VERNON. Well, if its as pressing as all that I suppose you must.
[He makes a movement towards the door. To Newte] Shant be long.

FANNY. One moment. [Vernon stops.] I may be able to render the interview needless. Who is mistress of this house?

VERNON. Who is mistress?

FANNY. Who is mistress of your house?

VERNON. Why, you are, of course.

FANNY. Thank you. [She turns to Bennet] Please tell Mrs. Bennet I want her.

BENNET. I think if your lordship -

FANNY. At once. [She is looking at him. He struggles — looks at Vernon. But Vernon is evidently inclined to support Fanny. Bennet goes out. She crosses and seats herself at the desk. She takes from a drawer some neatly folded papers. She busies herself with figures.]

VERNON [he crosses to his Aunts]. Whatevers the matter?

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. She is excited. She has had a very trying time.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Bennet didnt like the idea of her receiving them.

NEWTE. It was that minx Judys doing. Theyll have the rough side of my tongue when I get back — all of them.

VERNON. What does she want with Mrs. Bennet?

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. I cant think.

The atmosphere is somewhat that of a sheepfold before a thunderstorm.
The Misses Wetherell are still clinging to one another. Vernon and
Dr. Freemantle are both watching Fanny. Jane, Honoria, and Ernest
are still busy about the room.

Suddenly, to Newte — who is standing apart — the whole thing comes with a rush. But it is too late for him to interfere.

Mrs. Bennet, followed by Bennet, are entering the room. He shrugs his shoulders and turns away.

MRS. BENNET. Your ladyship sent for me?

FANNY. Yes. [She half turns — holds out a paper.] This wages sheet is quite correct, I take it? It is your own.

MRS. BENNET [she takes it]. Quite correct.

FANNY [she tears out a cheque she has written — hands it to Mrs. Bennet]. You will find there two months wages for the entire family. I have made it out in a lump sum payable to your husband. The other month is in lieu of notice. [A silence. The thing strikes them all dumb. She puts the cheque-book back and closes the drawer. She rises.] Im sorry. Theres been a misunderstanding. Its time that it ended. It has been my own fault. [To Vernon] I deceived you about my family -

NEWTE. If theres been any deceit -

FANNY. My scene, please, George. [Newte, knowing her, returns to silence.] I have no relations outside this country that I know of. My uncle is Martin Bennet, your butler. Mrs. Bennet is my aunt. Im not ashamed of them. If theyd had as much respect for me as I have for them, this trouble would not have arisen. We dont get on together, thats all. And this seems to me the only way out. As I said before, Im sorry.

VERNON [recovering speech]. But why did you — ?

FANNY [her control gives way. She breaks out]. Oh, because Ive been a fool. Its the explanation of most peoples muddles, I expect, if they only knew it. Dont talk to me, anybody. Ive got nothing more to say. [To Bennet] Im sorry. You wouldnt give me a chance. Id have met you half way. [To Mrs. Bennet] Im sorry. Dont be too hard on me. It wont mean much trouble to you. Good servants dont go begging. You can depend upon me for a character. [To Jane] Youll do much better for yourselves elsewhere. [To Honoria] Dont let that pretty face of yours ever get you into trouble. [To Ernest] Good-bye, Ernest. We were always pals, werent we? Good-bye. [She kisses him. It has all been the work of a moment. She comes down again.] Dont think me rude, but Id like to be alone. We can talk calmly about it all to-morrow morning. [To the Misses Wetherell] Im so awfully sorry. I wish I could have seen any other way out. [The tears are streaming from her eyes. To Vernon] Take them all away, wont you, dear? Well talk about it all to-morrow. Ill feel gooder. [She kisses him. To Dr. Freemantle] Take them all away. Tell him it wasnt all my fault. [To Newte] Youll have to stop the night. There are no more trains. Ill see you in the morning. Good night.

Bennet has collected his troop. Leads them away. Dr. Freemantle, kindly and helpful, takes off Vernon and the two ladies.

NEWTE [he grips her hand, and speaks in his short, growling way].
Good night, old girl. [He follows the others out.]

FANNY [crosses towards the windows. Her chief business is dabbing her eyes. The door closes with a click. She turns. She puts her handkerchief away. She looks at the portrait of Constance, first Lady Bantock]. I believe its what youve been telling me to do, all the time.

[CURTAIN]


ACT IV


SCENE
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THE SAME. THE blinds are down. Ashes fill the grate.

Time. — Early the next morning.

The door opens softly. Newte steals in. He fumbles his way across to the windows, draws the blinds. The morning sun streams in. He listens — no one seems to be stirring. He goes out, returns immediately with a butlers tray, containing all things necessary for a breakfast and the lighting of a fire. He places the tray on table, throws his coat over a chair, and is on his knees busy lighting the fire, when enter the Misses Wetherell, clad in dressing-gowns and caps: yet still they continue to look sweet. They also creep in, hand in hand. The crouching Newte is hidden by a hanging fire- screen. They creep forward till the coat hanging over the chair catches their eye. They are staring at it as Robinson Crusoe might at the footprint, when Newte rises suddenly and turns. The Misses Wetherell give a suppressed scream, and are preparing for flight.

NEWTE [he stays them]. No call to run away, ladies. When a mans travelled — as I have — across America, in a sleeping-car, with a comic-opera troop, theres not much left for him to know. You want your breakfast! [He wheedles them to the table.] Well be able to talk cosily — before anybody else comes.

They yield themselves. He has a way with him.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. We havent slept all night.

Newte answers with a sympathetic gesture. He is busy getting ready the breakfast.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Theres something we want to tell dear
Vernon — before he says anything to Fanny.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Its something very important.

NEWTE. Well have a cup of tea first — to steady our nerves.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Its so important that we should tell him before he sees Fanny.

NEWTE. Well see to it. [He makes the tea.] I fancy theyre both asleep at present.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Poor boy!

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. If she only hadnt -

Dr. Freemantle has entered.

DR. FREEMANTLE. I thought I heard somebody stirring -

NEWTE. Hush! [He indicates doors, the one leading to her ladyships apartments, the other to his lordships.]

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL [turning and greeting him]. It was so kind of you not to leave us last night.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. We were so upset.

Dr. Freemantle pats their hands.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. We hope you slept all right.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Excellently. Shall be glad of a shave, thats all.
[Laughs. Both he and Newte suggest the want of one.]

NEWTE [who has been officiating]. Help yourself to milk and sugar.

DR. FREEMANTLE [who has seated himself]. Have the Bennets gone?

NEWTE. Well, they had their notice all right.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL [they have begun to cry]. It has been so wrong and foolish of us. We have never learnt to do anything for ourselves.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. We dont even know where our things are.

DR. FREEMANTLE. They cant all have gone — the whole twenty-three of them, at a couple of hours notice. [To Newte] Havent seen any of them, have you?

NEWTE. No sign of any of them downstairs.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Oh, they must be still here. Not up, I suppose. It isnt seven oclock yet.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. But they have all been discharged. We cant ask them to do anything.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL [to her sister]. And the Grimstones are coming to lunch with the new curate. Vernon asked them on Sunday.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Perhaps theres something cold.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Vernon so dislikes a cold lunch.

DR. FREEMANTLE [to Newte]. Were you able to get hold of Vernon last night?

NEWTE. Waited up till he came in about two oclock. Merely answered that he wasnt in a talkative mood — brushed past me and locked himself in.

DR. FREEMANTLE. He wouldnt say anything to me either. Rather a bad sign when he wont talk.

NEWTE. Whats he likely to do?

DR. FREEMANTLE. Dont know. Of course it will be all over the county.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. And dear Vernon is so sensitive.

DR. FREEMANTLE. It had to come — the misfortune IS -

NEWTE. The misfortune IS that people wont keep to their own line of business. Why did he want to come fooling around her? She was doing well for herself. She could have married a man who would have thought more of her than all the damn fools in the county put together. Why couldnt he have left her alone?

DR. FREEMANTLE [he is sitting at the head of the table, between Newte on his right and the Misses Wetherell on his left. He lays his hand on Newtes sleeve — with a smile]. Im sure you can forgive a man — with eyes and ears in his head — for having fallen in love with her.

NEWTE. Then why doesnt he stand by her? What if her uncle is a butler? If he wasnt a fool, hed be thanking his stars that twas anything half as respectable.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Im not defending him — were not sure yet that he needs any defence. He has married a clever, charming girl of — as you say — a better family than hed any right to expect. The misfortune is, that — by a curious bit of ill-luck — it happens to be his own butler.

NEWTE. If she takes my advice, shell return to the stage. No sense stopping where youre not wanted.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. But how can she?

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. You see, theyre married!

DR. FREEMANTLE [to change the subject]. Youll take an egg?

Newte has been boiling some. He has just served them.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL [rejecting it]. Thank you.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. Were not feeling hungry.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. He was so fond of her.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. She was so pretty.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. And so thoughtful.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. One would never have known she was an actress.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. If only she hadnt -

Bennet has entered. Newte is at fireplace. The old ladies have their backs to the door. Dr. Freemantle, who is pouring out tea, is the first to see him. He puts down the teapot, staring. The old ladies look round. A silence. Newte turns. Bennet is again the perfect butler. Yesterday would seem to have been wiped out of his memory.

BENNET. Good morning, Miss Wetherell. Good morning, Miss Edith. [To the two men] Good morning. I was not aware that breakfast was required to be any earlier than usual, or I should have had it ready.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. We are sure you would, Bennet. But you see, under the circumstances, we — we hardly liked to trouble you.

BENNET [he goes about the room, putting things to rights. He has rung the bell. Some dead flowers he packs on to Newtes tray, the water he pours into Newtes slop-basin]. My duty, Miss Edith, I have never felt to be a trouble to me.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. We know, Bennet. You have always been so conscientious. But, of course, after whats happened — [They are on the verge of tears again.]

BENNET [he is piling up the breakfast things]. Keziah requested me to apologise to you for not having heard your bell this morning. She will be ready to wait upon you in a very few minutes. [To the Doctor] You will find shaving materials, doctor, on your dressing- table.

DR. FREEMANTLE. Oh, thank you.

Ernest has entered, with some wood; he is going towards the fire.

BENNET [to Ernest]. Leave the fire for the present. Take away this tray. [Ernest takes up the tray, and goes out. Bennet speaks over the heads of the Misses Wetherell to Newte] Breakfast will be ready in the morning-room, in a quarter of an hour.

NEWTE [at first puzzled, then indignant, now breaks out]. Whats the little game on here — eh? Yesterday afternoon you were given the sack — by your mistress, Lady Bantock, with a months wages in lieu of notice — not an hour before you deserved it. What do you mean, going on like this, as if nothing had happened? Is Lady Bantock to be ignored in this house as if she didnt exist — or is she not? [He brings his fist down on the table. He has been shouting rather than speaking.] I want this thing settled!

BENNET. Your bath, Mr. Newte, is quite ready.

NEWTE [as soon as he can recover speech]. Never you mind my bath, I want -

Vernon has entered. He is pale, heavy-eyed, short in his manner, listless.

VERNON. Good morning — everybody. Can I have some breakfast, Bennet?

BENNET. In about ten minutes; I will bring it up here. [He collects the kettle from the fire as he passes, and goes out.]

VERNON. Thank you. [He responds mechanically to the kisses of his two aunts, who have risen and come to him.]

NEWTE. Can I have a word with you?

VERNON. A little later on, if you dont mind, Mr. Newte. [He passes him.]

NEWTE [he is about to speak, changes his mind]. All right, go your own way. [Goes out.]

DR. FREEMANTLE. Remember, says Marcus Aurelius -

VERNON. Yes — good old sort, Marcus Aurelius. [He drops listlessly into a chair.]

Dr. Freemantle smiles resignedly, looks at the Misses Wetherell, shrugs his shoulders, and goes out, closing the door after him.

The Misses Wetherell whisper together — look round cautiously, steal up behind him, encouraging one another.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Shes so young.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. And so adaptable.

VERNON [he is sitting, bowed down, with his face in his hands]. Ah, it was the deception.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL [she puts her old thin hand on his shoulder]. What would you have done, dear, if she had told you — at first?

VERNON [he takes her hand in his — answers a little brokenly]. I dont know.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Theres something we wanted to tell you.
[He looks at her. They look across at each other.] The first Lady
Bantock, your great-grandmamma -

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. She danced with George III.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. She was a butchers daughter.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. He was quite a little butcher.

THE ELDER MISS WETHERELL. Of course, as a rule, dear, we never mention it.

THE YOUNGER MISS WETHERELL. We felt you ought to know. [They take each others hands; on tip-toe they steal out. They close the door softly behind them.]

Vernon rises. He looks at the portrait — draws nearer to it. With his hands in his pockets, stops dead in front of it, and contemplates it in silence. The door of the dressing-room opens. Fanny enters. She is dressed for going out. She stands for a moment, the door in her hand. Vernon turns. She closes the door and comes forward.

VERNON. Good morning.

FANNY. Good morning. George stayed the night, didnt he?

VERNON. Yes. Hes downstairs now.

FANNY. He wont be going for a little while?

VERNON. Cant till the ten oclock train. Have you had breakfast?

FANNY. I — Ive had something to eat. Im sorry for what I did last night — although they did deserve it. [Laughs.] I suppose its a matter than can easily be put right again.

VERNON. You have no objection to their staying?

FANNY. Why should I?

VERNON. What do you mean?

FANNY. Theres only one hope of righting a mistake. And that is going back to the point from where one went wrong — and that was our marriage.

[A moment.]

VERNON. We havent given it a very long trial.

FANNY [with an odd smile]. It went to pieces at the first. I was in trouble all last night; you must have known it. You left me alone.

VERNON. Jane told me you had locked yourself in.

FANNY. You never tried the door for yourself, dear. [She pretends to rearrange something on the mantelpiece — any excuse to turn away her face for a moment. She turns to him again, smiling.] It was a mistake, the whole thing. You were partly to blame. You were such a nice boy. I fancied you — to use Georges words. [She laughs.] And when a woman wants a thing, she is apt to be a bit unscrupulous about how she gets it. [She moves about the room, touching the flowers, rearranging a cushion, a vase.] I didnt invent the bishop; that was Georges embroidery. [Another laugh.] But, of course, I ought to have told you everything myself. I ought not to have wanted a man to whom it would have made one atom of difference whether my cousins were scullery-maids or not. Somehow, I felt that to you it might. [Vernon winces.] Its natural enough. You have a big position to maintain. I didnt know you were a lord — that was your doing. George did find it out, but he never told me; least of all, that you were Lord Bantock — or you may be pretty sure I should have come out with the truth, if only for my own sake. It hasnt been any joke for me, coming back here.

VERNON. Yes. I can see theyve been making things pretty hard for you.

FANNY. Oh, they thought they were doing their duty. [He is seated. She comes up behind him, puts her hands on his shoulders.] I want you to take them all back again. I want to feel I have made as little commotion in your life as possible. It was just a little mistake. And everybody will say how fortunate it was that she took herself off so soon with that — [She was about to say that theatrical Johnny, thinking of Newte. She checks herself.] And you will marry somebody belonging to your own class. And those are the only sensible marriages there are.

VERNON. Have you done talking?

FANNY. Yes! Yes, I think thats all.

VERNON. Then perhaps youll let me get in a word. You think me a snob? [Fanny makes a movement.] As a matter of fact, I am.

FANNY. No, thats not fair. You wouldnt have married a girl off the music-hall stage.

VERNON. Niece of a bishop, cousin to a judge. Whether I believed it or not, doesnt matter. The sham that isnt likely to be found out is as good as the truth, to a snob. If he had told me your uncle was a butler, I should have hesitated. Thats where the mistake began. Well go back to that. Wont you sit down? [Fanny sits.] I want you to stop. Therell be no mistake this time. Im asking my butlers niece to do me the honour to be my wife.

FANNY. Thats kind of you.

VERNON. Oh, Im not thinking of you. Im thinking of myself. I want you. I fell in love with you because you were pretty and charming. Theres something else a man wants in his wife besides that. Ive found it. [He jumps up, goes over to her, brushing aside things in his way.] Im not claiming it as a right; you can go if you like. You can earn your own living, I know. But you shant have anybody else. Youll be Lady Bantock and nobody else — as long as I live. [He has grown quite savage.]

FANNY [she bites her lip to keep back the smile that wants to come].
That cuts both ways, you know.

VERNON. I dont want anybody else.

FANNY [she stretches out her hand and lays it on his]. Wont it be too hard for you? Youll have to tell them all — your friends — everybody.

VERNON. Theyve got to be told in any case. If you are here, for them to see, theyll be able to understand — those that have got any sense.

Bennet comes in with breakfast, for two, on a tray. He places it on a table.

FANNY [she has risen, she goes over to him]. Good morning, uncle. [She puts up her face. He stares, but she persists. Bennet kisses her.] Lord Bantock — [she looks at Vernon] — has a request to make to you. He wishes me to remain here as his wife. I am willing to do so, provided you give your consent.

VERNON. Quite right, Bennet. I ought to have asked for it before. I apologise. Will you give your consent to my marriage with your niece?

FANNY. One minute. You understand what it means? From the moment you give it — if you do give it — I shall be Lady Bantock, your mistress.

BENNET. My dear Fanny! My dear Vernon! I speak, for the first and last time, as your uncle. I am an old-fashioned person, and my ideas, I have been told, are those of my class. But observation has impressed it upon me that success in any scheme depends upon each person being fit for their place. Yesterday, in the interests of you both, I should have refused my consent. To-day, I give it with pleasure, feeling sure I am handing over to Lord Bantock a wife in every way fit for her position. [Kissing her, he gives her to Vernon, who grips his hand. He returns to the table.] Breakfast, your ladyship, is quite ready.

They take their places at the table. Fanny takes off her hat, Bennet takes off the covers.

[CURTAIN]
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CHARACTERS IN THE PLAY
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GEOFFREY CHILVERS, M.P. [President Mens League for the Extension of the Franchise to Women] A loving husband, and (would-be) affectionate father. Like many other good men, he is in sympathy with the Womans Movement: not thinking it is coming in his time.

ANNYS CHILVERS [nee Mogton, Hon. Sec. Womens Parliamentary Franchise League] A loving wife, and (would-be) affection mother. Many thousands of years have gone to her making. A generation ago, she would have been the ideal woman: the ideal helpmeet. But new ideas are stirring in her blood, a new ideal of womanhood is forcing itself upon her.

LADY MOGTON [President W.P.F.L.] She knows she would be of more use in Parliament than many of the men who are there; is naturally annoyed at the Laws stupidity in keeping her out.

PHOEBE MOGTON [Org. Sec. W.P.F.L.] The new girl, thinking more of politics than of boys. But that will probably pass.

JANET BLAKE [Jt. Org. Sec. W.P.F.L.] She dreams of a new heaven and a new earth when woman has the vote.

MRS. MOUNTCALM VILLIERS [Vice-President W.P.F.L.] She was getting tired of flirting. The Womans Movement has arrived just at the right moment.

ELIZABETH SPENDER [Hons. Treas. W.P.F.L.] She sees woman everywhere the slave of man: now pampered, now beaten, but ever the slave. She can see no hope of freedom but through warfare.

MRS. CHINN A mother.

JAWBONES A bill-poster. Movements that do not fit in with the essentials of life on thirty shillings a week have no message so far as Jawbones is concerned.

GINGER Whose proper name is Rose Merton, and who has to reconcile herself to the fact that so far as her class is concerned the primaeval laws still run.

DORIAN ST. HERBERT [Hon. Sec. M.L.E.F.W.] He is interested in all things, the Womans Movement included.

BEN LAMB, M.P. As a student of woman, he admits to being in the infants class.

SIGSBY An Election Agent. He thinks the modern woman suffers from over-indulgence. He would recommend to her the teachings of St. Paul.

HAKE A butler. He does not see how to avoid his wife being practically a domestic servant without wages.

A DEPUTATION It consists of two men and three women. Superior people would call them Cranks. But Cranks have been of some service to the world, and the use of superior people is still to be discovered.


THE FIRST ACT
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SCENE:- DRAWING-ROOM, 91, Russell Square.

TIME:- Afternoon.

[MRS. ELIZABETH SPENDER sits near the fire, reading a book. She is a tall, thin woman, with passionate eyes, set in an oval face of olive complexion; the features are regular and severe; her massive dark hair is almost primly arranged. She wears a tailor-made costume, surmounted by a plain black hat. The door opens and PHOEBE enters, shown in by HAKE, the butler, a thin, ascetic- looking man of about thirty, with prematurely grey hair. PHOEBE MOGTON is of the Fluffy Ruffles type, petite, with a retrousse nose, remarkably bright eyes, and a quantity of fluffy light hair, somewhat untidily arranged. She is fashionably dressed in the fussy, flyaway style. ELIZABETH looks up; the two young women shake hands.]

PHOEBE Good woman. Tisnt three oclock yet, is it?

ELIZABETH About five minutes to.

PHOEBE Annys is on her way. I just caught her in time. [To HAKE.] Put a table and six chairs. Give mamma a hammer and a cushion at her back.

HAKE A hammer, miss?

PHOEBE A chairmans hammer. Havent you got one?

HAKE Im afraid not, miss. Would a gravy spoon do?

PHOEBE [To ELIZABETH, after expression of disgust.] Fancy a house without a chairmans hammer! [To HAKE.] See that theres something. Did your wife go to the meeting last night?

HAKE [He is arranging furniture according to instructions.] Im not quite sure, miss. I gave her the evening out.

PHOEBE Gave her the evening out!

ELIZABETH We are speaking of your wife, man, not your servant.

HAKE Yes, miss. You see, we dont keep servants in our class.
Somebodys got to put the children to bed.

ELIZABETH Why not the man — occasionally?

HAKE Well, you see, miss, in my case, I rarely getting home much before midnight, it would make it so late. Yesterday being my night off, things fitted in, so to speak. Will there be any writing, miss?

PHOEBE Yes. See that theres plenty of blotting-paper. [To
ELIZABETH.] Mamma always splashes so.

HAKE Yes, miss. [He goes out.]

ELIZABETH Did you ever hear anything more delightfully naive? He gave her the evening out. Thats how they think of us — as their servants. The gentleman hasnt the courage to be straightforward about it. The butler blurts out the truth. Why are we meeting here instead of at our own place?

PHOEBE For secrecy, I expect. Too many gasbags always about the office. I fancy — Im not quite sure — that mammas got a new idea.

ELIZABETH Leading to Holloway?

PHOEBE Well, most roads lead there.

ELIZABETH And end there — so far as I can see.

PHOEBE Youre too impatient.

ELIZABETH Its what our friends have been telling us — for the last fifty years.

PHOEBE Look here, if it was only the usual sort of thing mamma wouldnt want it kept secret. Im inclined to think its a new departure altogether.

[The door opens. There enters JANET BLAKE, followed by HAKE, who proceeds with his work. JANET BLAKE is a slight, fragile-looking creature, her great dark eyes — the eyes of a fanatic — emphasise the pallor of her childish face. She is shabbily dressed; a plain, uninteresting girl until she smiles, and then her face becomes quite beautiful. PHOEBE darts to meet her.] Good girl. Was afraid — I say, youre wet through.

JANET It was only a shower. The buses were all full. I had to ride outside.

PHOEBE Silly kid, why didnt you take a cab?

JANET Ive been reckoning it up. Ive been half over London chasing Mrs. Mountcalm-Villiers. Cabs would have come, at the very least, to twelve-and-six.

PHOEBE Well -

JANET [To ELIZABETH.] Well — I want you to put me down as a contributor for twelve-and-six. [She smiles.] Its the only way I can give.

PHOEBE [She is taking off JANETS cloak; throws it to HAKE.] Have this put somewhere to dry. [She pushes JANET to the fire.] Get near the fire. Youre as cold as ice.

ELIZABETH All the seats inside, I suppose, occupied by the chivalrous sex.

JANET Oh, there was one young fellow offered to give me up his place, but I wouldnt let him. You see, were claiming equality. [Smiles.]

ELIZABETH And are being granted it — in every direction where it works to the convenience of man.

PHOEBE [Laughs.] Is she coming — the Villiers woman?

JANET Yes. I ran her down at last — at her dress-makers. She made an awful fuss about it, but I wouldnt leave till shed promised. Tell me, its something quite important, isnt it?

PHOEBE I dont know anything, except that I had an urgent telegram from mamma this morning to call a meeting of the entire Council here at three oclock. Shes coming up from Manchester on purpose. [To HAKE.] Mrs. Chilvers hasnt returned yet, has she?

HAKE Not yet, miss. Shall I telephone -

PHOEBE [Shakes her head.] No; its all right. I have seen her.
Let her know we are here the moment she comes in.

HAKE Yes, miss. [He has finished the arrangements. The table has been placed in the centre of the room, six chairs round it, one of them being a large armchair. He has placed writing materials and a large silver gravy spoon. He is going.]

PHOEBE Why arent you sure your wife wasnt at the meeting last night? Didnt she say anything?

HAKE Well, miss, unfortunately, just as she was starting, Mrs. Comerford — thats the wife of the party that keeps the shop downstairs — looked in with an order for the theatre.

PHOEBE Oh!

HAKE So I thought it best to ask no questions.

PHOEBE Thank you.

HAKE Thank you, miss. [He goes out.]

ELIZABETH Can nothing be done to rouse the working-class woman out of her apathy?

PHOEBE Well, if you ask me, I think a good deal has been done.

ELIZABETH Oh, whats the use of our deceiving ourselves? The great mass are utterly indifferent.

JANET [She is seated in an easy-chair near the fire.] I was talking to a woman only yesterday — in Bethnal Green. She keeps a husband and three children by taking in washing. Lord, miss, she laughed, what would we do with the vote if we did have it? Only one thing more to give to the men.

PHOEBE Thats rather good.

ELIZABETH The curse of it is that its true. Why should they put themselves out merely that one man instead of another should dictate their laws to them?

PHOEBE My dear girl, precisely the same argument was used against the Second Reform Bill. What earthly difference could it make to the working men whether Tory Squire or Liberal capitalist ruled over them? That was in 1868. To-day, fifty-four Labour Members sit in Parliament. At the next election they will hold the balance.

ELIZABETH Ah, if we could only hold out THAT sort of hope to them!

[ANNYS enters. She is in outdoor costume. She kisses PHOEBE, shakes hands with the other two. ANNYSs age is about twenty-five. She is a beautiful, spiritual-looking creature, tall and graceful, with a manner that is at the same time appealing and commanding. Her voice is soft and caressing, but capable of expressing all the emotions. Her likeness to her younger sister PHOEBE is of the slightest: the colouring is the same, and the eyes that can flash, but there the similarity ends. She is simply but well dressed. Her soft hair makes a quiet but wonderfully effective frame to her face.]

ANNYS [She is taking off her outdoor things.] Hope Im not late.
I had to look in at Caxton House. Why are we holding it here?

PHOEBE Mammas instructions. Cant tell you anything more except that I gather the matters important, and is to be kept secret.

ANNYS Mamma isnt here, is she?

PHOEBE [Shakes her head.] Reaches St. Pancras at two-forty.
[Looks at her watch.] Trains late, I expect.

[HAKE has entered.]

ANNYS [She hands HAKE her hat and coat.] Have something ready in case Lady Mogton hasnt lunched. Is your master in?

HAKE A messenger came for him soon after you left, maam. I was to tell you he would most likely be dining at the House.

ANNYS Thank you.

[HAKE goes out.]

ANNYS [To ELIZABETH.] I so want you to meet Geoffrey. Hell alter your opinion of men.

ELIZABETH My opinion of men has been altered once or twice — each time for the worse.

ANNYS Why do you dislike men?

ELIZABETH [With a short laugh.] Why does the slave dislike the slave-owner?

PHOEBE Oh, come off the perch. You spend five thousand a year provided for you by a husband that you only see on Sundays. Wed all be slaves at that price.

ELIZABETH The chains have always been stretched for the few. My sympathies are with my class.

ANNYS But men like Geoffrey — men who are devoting their whole time and energy to furthering our cause; what can you have to say against them?

ELIZABETH Simply that they dont know what theyre doing. The
French Revolution was nursed in the salons of the French nobility.
When the true meaning of the womans movement is understood we
shall have to get on without the male sympathiser.

[A pause.]

ANNYS What do you understand is the true meaning of the womans movement?

ELIZABETH The dragging down of man from his position of supremacy.
What else can it mean?

ANNYS Something much better. The lifting up of woman to be his partner.

ELIZABETH My dear Annys, the men who to-day are advocating votes for women are doing so in the hope of securing obedient supporters for their own political schemes. In New Zealand the working man brings his female relations in a van to the poll, and sees to it that they vote in accordance with his orders. When man once grasps the fact that woman is not going to be his henchman, but his rival, men and women will face one another as enemies.

[The door opens. HAKE announces LADY MOGTON and DORIAN ST. HERBERT. LADY MOGTON is a large, strong-featured woman, with a naturally loud voice. She is dressed with studied carelessness. DORIAN ST. HERBERT, K.C., is a tall, thin man, about thirty. He is elegantly, almost dandily dressed.]

ANNYS [Kissing her mother.] Have you had lunch?

LADY MOGTON In the train.

PHOEBE [Who has also kissed her mother and shaken hands with ST. HERBERT.] We are all here except Villiers. Shes coming. Did you have a good meeting?

LADY MOGTON Fairly. Some young fool had chained himself to a pillar and thrown the key out of window.

PHOEBE What did you do?

LADY MOGTON Tied a sack over his head and left him there.

[She turns aside for a moment to talk to ST. HERBERT, who has taken some papers from his despatch-box.]

ANNYS [To ELIZABETH.] We must finish out our talk some other time. You are quite wrong.

ELIZABETH Perhaps.

LADY MOGTON We had better begin. I have only got half an hour.

JANET I saw Mrs. Villiers. She promised shed come.

LADY MOGTON You should have told her we were going to be photographed. Then shed have been punctual. [She has taken her seat at the table. ST. HERBERT at her right.] Better put another chair in case she does turn up.

JANET [Does so.] Shall I take any notes?

LADY MOGTON No. [To ANNYS.] Give instructions that we are not to be interrupted for anything. [ANNYS rings bell.]

ST. HERBERT [He turns to PHOEBE, on his right.] Have you heard the latest?

There was an old man of Hong Kong,
Whose language was terribly strong.

[Enter HAKE. He brings a bottle and glass, which he places.]

ANNYS Oh, Hake, please, dont let us be interrupted for anything.
If Mrs. Mountcalm-Villiers comes, show her up. But nobody else.

HAKE Yes, maam.

ST. HERBERT [Continuing.]

It wasnt the words
That frightened the birds,
Twas the orrible double-entendre.

LADY MOGTON [Who has sat waiting in grim silence.] Have you finished?

ST. HERBERT Quite finished.

LADY MOGTON Thank you. [She raps for silence.] You will
understand, please, all, that this is a private meeting of the
Council. Nothing that transpires is to be allowed to leak out.
[There is a murmur.] Silence, please, for Mr. St. Herbert.

ST. HERBERT Before we begin, I should like to remind you, ladies, that you are, all of you, persons mentally deficient -

[The door opens. MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS enters, announced by
HAKE. She is a showily-dressed, flamboyant lady.]

[HAKE goes out.]

MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS I AM so sorry. I have only just this minute — [She catches sight of ST. HERBERT.] You naughty creature, why werent you at my meeting last night? The Rajah came with both his wives. Weve elected them, all three, honorary members.

LADY MOGTON Do you mind sitting down?

MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS Here, dear? [She takes the vacant chair.]
So nice of you. I read about your meeting. What a clever idea!

LADY MOGTON [Cuts her short.] Yes. We are here to consider a very important matter. By way of commencement Mr. St. Herbert has just reminded us that in the eye of the law all women are imbeciles.

MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS I know, dear. Isnt it shocking?

ST. HERBERT Deplorable; but of course not your fault. I mention it because of its importance to the present matter. Under Clause A of the Act for the Better Regulation, &c., &c., all persons mentally deficient are debarred from becoming members of Parliament. The classification has been held to include idiots, infants, and women.

[An interruption. LADY MOGTON hammers.]

Bearing this carefully in mind, we proceed. [He refers to his notes.] Two years ago a bye-election took place for the South-west division of Belfast.

MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS My dear, may I? It has just occurred to me. Why do we never go to Ireland?

LADY MOGTON For various sufficient reasons.

MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS So many of the Irish members have expressed themselves quite sympathetically.

LADY MOGTON We wish them to continue to do so. [Turns to ST.
HERBERT.] Im sorry.

ST. HERBERT A leader of the Orange Party was opposed by a Nationalist, and the proceedings promised to be lively. They promised for a while to be still livelier, owing to the nomination at the last moment of the local lunatic.

PHOEBE [To ANNYS.] This is where we come in.

ST. HERBERT There is always a local lunatic, who, if harmless, is generally a popular character. James Washington McCaw appears to have been a particularly cheerful specimen. One of his eccentricities was to always have a skipping-rope in his pocket; wherever the traffic allowed it, he would go through the streets skipping. He said it kept him warm. Another of his tricks was to let off fireworks from the roof of his house whenever he heard of the death of anybody of importance. The Returning Officer refused his nomination — which, so far as his nominators were concerned, was intended only as a joke — on the grounds of his being by common report a person of unsound mind. And there, so far as South-west Belfast was concerned, the matter ended.

PHOEBE Pity.

ST. HERBERT But not so far as the Returning Officer was concerned. McCaw appears to have been a lunatic possessed of means, imbued with all an Irishmans love of litigation. He at once brought an action against the Returning Officer, his contention being that his mental state was a private matter, of which the Returning Officer was not the person to judge.

PHOEBE He wasnt a lunatic all over.

ST. HERBERT We none of us are. The case went from court to court.
In every instance the decision was in favour of the Returning
Officer. Until it reached the House of Lords. The decision was
given yesterday afternoon — in favour of the man McCaw.

ELIZABETH Then lunatics, at all events, are not debarred from going to the poll.

ST. HERBERT The mentally deficient are no longer debarred from going to the poll.

ELIZABETH What grounds were given for the decision?

ST. HERBERT [He refers again to his notes.] A Returning Officer can only deal with objections arising out of the nomination paper. He has no jurisdiction to go behind a nomination paper and constitute himself a court of inquiry as to the fitness or unfitness of a candidate.

PHOEBE Good old House of Lords!

[LADY MOGTON hammers.]

ELIZABETH But I thought it was part of the Returning Officers duty to inquire into objections, that a special time was appointed to deal with them.

ST. HERBERT He will still be required to take cognisance of any informality in the nomination paper or papers. Beyond that, this decision relieves him of all further responsibility.

JANET But this gives us everything.

ST. HERBERT It depends upon what you call everything. It gives a woman the right to go to the poll — a right which, as a matter of fact, she has always possessed.

PHOEBE Then why did the Returning Officer for Camberwell in 1885 -

ST. HERBERT Because he did not know the law. And Miss Helen Taylor had not the means possessed by our friend McCaw to teach it to him.

ANNYS [Rises. She goes to the centre of the room.]

LADY MOGTON Where are you going?

ANNYS [She turns; there are tears in her eyes. The question seems to recall her to herself.] Nowhere. I am so sorry. I cant help it. It seems to me to mean so much. It gives us the right to go before the people — to plead to them, not for ourselves, for them. [Again she seems to lose consciousness of those at the table, of the room.] To the men we will say: Will you not trust us? Is it harm we have ever done you? Have we not suffered for you and with you? Were we not sent into the world to be your helpmeet? Are not the children ours as well as yours? Shall we not work together to shape the world where they must dwell? Is it only the mother-voice that shall not be heard in your councils? Is it only the mother- hand that shall not help to guide? To the women we will say: Tell them — tell them it is from no love of ourselves that we come from our sheltered homes into the street. It is to give, not to get — to mingle with the sterner judgments of men the deeper truths that God, through pain, has taught to women — to mingle with mans justice womans pity, till there shall arise the perfect law — not made of man nor woman, but of both, each bringing what the other lacks. And they will listen to us. Till now it has seemed to them that we were clamouring only for selfish ends. They have not understood. We shall speak to them of common purposes, use the language of fellow-citizens. They will see that we are worthy of the place we claim. They will welcome us as helpers in a common cause. They -

[She turns — the present comes back to her.]

LADY MOGTON [After a pause.] The business [she dwells severely on the word] before the meeting -

ANNYS [She resents herself meekly. Apologising generally.] I must learn to control myself.

LADY MOGTON [Who has waited.] — is McCaw versus Potts. Its bearing upon the movement for the extension of the franchise to women. My own view I venture to submit in the form of a resolution. [She takes up a paper on which she has been writing.] As follows: That the Council of the Womans Parliamentary Franchise League, having regard to the decision of the House of Lords in McCaw v. Potts -

ST. HERBERT [Looking over.] Two ts.

LADY MOGTON — resolves to bring forward a woman candidate to contest the next bye-election. [Suddenly to MRS. MOUNTCALM- VILLIERS, who is chattering.] Do you agree or disagree?

MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS My dear! How can you ask? Of course we all agree. [To Elizabeth.] You agree, dont you?

ELIZABETH Of course, even if elected, she would not be allowed to take her seat.

PHOEBE How do you know? Nothing more full of surprises than
English law.

LADY MOGTON At the present stage I regard that point as immaterial. What I am thinking of is the advertisement. A female candidate upon the platform will concentrate the whole attention of the country on our movement.

ST. HERBERT It might even be prudent — until you have got the vote- -to keep it dark that you will soon be proceeding to the next inevitable step.

ELIZABETH You think even man could be so easily deceived!

ST. HERBERT Man has had so much practice in being deceived. It comes naturally to him.

ELIZABETH Poor devil!

LADY MOGTON The only question remaining to be discussed is the candidate.

ANNYS Is there not danger that between now and the next bye- election the Government may, having regard to this case, bring in a bill to stop women candidates from going to the poll?

ST. HERBERT I have thought of that. Fortunately, the case seems to have attracted very little attention. If a bye-election occurred soon there would hardly be time.

LADY MOGTON It must be the very next one that does occur — wherever it is.

JANET I am sure that in the East End we should have a chance.

PHOEBE Great Scott! Just think. If we were to win it!

ST. HERBERT If you could get a straight fight against a Liberal I believe you would.

ANNYS Why is the Government so unpopular?

ST. HERBERT Well, take the weather alone — twelve degrees of frost again last night.

JANET In St. Georges Road the sewer has burst. The water is in the rooms where the children are sleeping. [She clenches her hands.]

MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS [She shakes her head.] Something ought really to be done.

LADY MOGTON Has anybody any suggestion to make? — as regards the candidate. Theres no advantage in going outside. It will have to be one of ourselves.

MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS Wont you, dear?

LADY MOGTON I shall be better employed organising. My own feeling is that it ought to be Annys. [To ST. HERBERT.] What do you think?

ST. HERBERT Undoubtedly.

ANNYS Id rather not.

LADY MOGTON Its not a question of liking. Its a question of duty. For this occasion we shall be appealing to the male voter. Our candidate must be a woman popular with men. The choice is somewhat limited.

ELIZABETH No one will put up so good a fight as you.

ANNYS Will you give me till this evening?

LADY MOGTON What for?

ANNYS I should like to consult Geoffrey.

LADY MOGTON You think he would object?

ANNYS [A little doubtfully.] No. But we have always talked everything over together.

LADY MOGTON Absurd! Hes one of our staunchest supporters. Of course hell be delighted.

ELIZABETH I think the thing ought to be settled at once.

LADY MOGTON It must be. I have to return to Manchester to-night.
We shall have to get to work immediately.

ST. HERBERT Geoffrey will surely take it as a compliment.

JANET Dont you feel that woman, all over the world, is calling to you?

ANNYS It isnt that. Im not trying to shirk it. I merely thought that if there had been time — of course, if you really think -

LADY MOGTON You consent?

ANNYS Yes. If its everybodys wish.

LADY MOGTON Thats settled.

PHOEBE [She springs up, waving a handkerchief.] Chilvers for ever!

JANET [Rises.] God bless you!

MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS [Clapping her hands.] Now we shant be long!

LADY MOGTON [Hammers.] Order, please!

[The three subside.]

This is serious business. The next step is, of course -

[The door opens; GEOFFREY enters. He is a youngish-looking man of three or four and thirty. LADY MOGTON, at the sound of the door, turns. ST. HERBERT rises. There is a pause.]

LADY MOGTON Weve been talking about you. We must apologise for turning your drawing-room -

GEOFFREY My dear mother-in-law, it is Providence. [He kisses her.] There is no one I was more longing to see.

ANNYS [She has risen.] Hake told me you would be dining at the
House.

GEOFFREY [He comes to her, kisses her, he is in a state of suppressed excitement.] I shall be. I came back to bring you some news.

PHOEBE Weve got some news for you. Have you heard -

GEOFFREY [He stays her.] May I claim mans privilege for the first word? It is news, I am sure, you will all be delighted to hear. A friend of yours has been appointed to an office where — it is quite possible — he may be of service to you.

PHOEBE Governorship of Holloway Gaol?

GEOFFREY Not a bad guess. Very near it. To the Under-
Secretaryship for Home Affairs.

LADY MOGTON Who is it?

GEOFFREY [He bows.] Your affectionate and devoted servant.

ANNYS You!

PHOEBE [Genuinely delighted. She is not a quick thinker.] Bravo! Congratulations, old boy! [She has risen — she slaps him on the back.]

ANNYS Geoffrey! [She puts her arms about him.] You never told me anything.

GEOFFREY I know, dear. I was afraid. It mightnt have come off.
And then you would have been so disappointed.

ANNYS [There are tears in her eyes. She still clings to him.] I am so glad. Oh, I am so glad!

GEOFFREY It is all your doing. You have been such a splendid help. [He breaks gently away from her. Turns to ST. HERBERT, with a lighter tone.] Havent you anything to say to a fellow? Youre not usually dumb.

ST. HERBERT It has all been so sudden — as the early Victorian heroine was fond of remarking!

GEOFFREY [Laughs.] It has been sudden. We had, none of us, any idea till yesterday that old Bullock was thinking of resigning.

ELIZABETH [She has risen and moved towards the fire.] Wont it necessitate a bye-election?

[LADY MOGTON and ST. HERBERT have been thinking it out. On the others the word falls like a bombshell.]

GEOFFREY [He turns to her. He does not see their faces.] Yes. But I dont anticipate a contest. The Conservatives are without a candidate, and I am on good terms with the Labour Party. Perhaps Mr. Hunnable — [He laughs, then, turning, catches sight of his wifes face. From ANNYS he looks to the others.]

LADY MOGTON [She has risen.] You havent heard, then, of McCaw versus Potts?

GEOFFREY McCaw versus Potts! What the -

ST. HERBERT Was decided in the House of Lords late yesterday afternoon. Briefly stated, it confers upon women the right of becoming Parliamentary candidates.

GEOFFREY [He is staggered.] You mean -

LADY MOGTON Having regard to which, we have decided to bring forward a woman candidate to contest the next bye-election.

GEOFFREY Um! I see.

ANNYS But we never thought — we never anticipated it would be
Geoffreys.

LADY MOGTON I really cannot admit that that alters the case. Geoffrey himself would never dream, I am sure, of asking us to sacrifice our cause to his convenience.

GEOFFREY No. Of course not. Certainly not.

LADY MOGTON It is perhaps unfortunate that the candidate selected -

ANNYS It is quite impossible. Such a dilemma was never dreamed of.

LADY MOGTON And if not? Is the solidarity of woman -

GEOFFREY [Beginning to guess.] Forgive my impatience; but whom
HAVE you selected?

ELIZABETH [When she likes she can be quite sweet.] Your wife. [He expected it.] We rather assumed [she appeals to the others with a gesture], I think, that the president of the Mans League for the Extension of the Franchise to Women would regard it as a compliment.

GEOFFREY [His dislike of her is already in existence.] Yes. Very thoughtful.

ANNYS You must choose some one else.

PHOEBE But there IS no one else.

ANNYS Theres mamma.

PHOEBE Mammas too heavy.

ANNYS Well, then, theres Elizabeth — theres you!

GEOFFREY Yes. Why not you? You and I could have a jolly little fight.

LADY MOGTON This is not a laughing matter. If I could think of any one to take Annyss place I should not insist. I cannot.

PHOEBE You see, it mustnt be a crank.

GEOFFREY [He is losing his temper.] Yes, I suppose that does limit you.

ELIZABETH And then — thanks to you — Mrs. Chilvers has had such excellent training in politics. It was that, I think, that decided us.

GEOFFREY [Convention forbids his strangling her.] Will somebody kindly introduce me to this lady?

ST. HERBERT Ah, yes, of course. You dont know each other, do you? Mr. Geoffrey Chilvers — Mrs. Joseph Spender. Mrs. Spender — Mr. Chilvers, M.P.

ELIZABETH [Sweetly.] Delighted!

GEOFFREY [Not.] Charmed.

LADY MOGTON [To ANNYS.] I am not indifferent to your difficulty.
But the history of woman, my dear Annys, is a history of sacrifice.
We give our sons — if necessary, our husbands.

MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS [Affected.] How true!

ANNYS But you are not asking me to give him. You are asking me to fight him. I cant.

LADY MOGTON You mean you wont.

ANNYS You can put it that way if you like. I wont.

[A pause.]

JANET I thought Mrs. Chilvers had pledged her word.

ELIZABETH Yes. But without her husbands consent. So, of course, it doesnt count.

GEOFFREY [He turns on her.] Why not you — if there must be a fight? Or would it be against your principles?

ELIZABETH Not in the least.

GEOFFREY Ah!

ELIZABETH I would offer myself as a substitute. Only it might seem like coming between husband and wife.

GEOFFREY [He turns away with a grunt of disgust.]

PHOEBE Its awfully rough on you, Geoffrey. I can see it from your point of view. But one cant help remembering the things that you yourself have said.

GEOFFREY I know; I know. Ive been going up and down the country, excusing even your excesses on the ground that no movement can force its way to the front without treading on innumerable toes. For me, now, to cry halt merely because it happens to be my own toes that are in the way would be — ridiculous — absurd — would be monstrous. [Nobody contradicts him.] You are perfectly justified- -if this case means what you say it does — in putting up a candidate against me for East Poplar. Only, naturally, it cannot be Annys. [He reaches out his hand to where ANNYS stands a little behind him, takes her hand.] Annys and I have fought more than one election. It has been side by side.

ELIZABETH The lady a little behind.

GEOFFREY [He moves away with an expression of deep annoyance.]

JANET [She comes forward. She holds forth her hands with a half- appealing, half-commanding gesture. She almost seems inspired.] Would it not be so much better if, in this first political contest between man and woman, the opponents were two people honouring one another, loving one another? Would it not show to all the world that man and woman may meet — contend in public life without anger, without scorn? [There is a pause. They stand listening.] I do not know, but it seems to me that if Mr. Chilvers could bring himself to do this it would be such a big thing — perhaps the most chivalrous thing that a man has ever done to help women. If he would put aside, quite voluntarily, all the mans privilege — just say to the people, Now choose — one of us two to serve you. We stand before you, equal, my wife and I. I dont know how to put it, but I feel that by merely doing that one thing Mr. Chilvers would solve the whole problem. It would prove that good men are ready to give us of their free accord all that we claim. We should gain our rights, not by warfare, but through love and understanding. Wouldnt that be — so much better? [She looks — her hands still appealing — from one to the other.]

[Another silence. They have all been carried a little off their feet by JANETS earnestness.]

ANNYS [She touches him.] What do you think, dear?

GEOFFREY Yes, theres a good deal, of course, in what Miss Blake says.

ANNYS It WOULD be a big thing for you to do.

PHOEBE You see, whatever happened, the seat would be yours. This case only gives us the right to go to the poll. We are keen upon Annys because shes our best card, thats all.

GEOFFREY Do you wish it?

ANNYS [She smiles up at him.] Id rather fight you than any one else.

GEOFFREY You are not afraid that the situation might be — just a trifle comical?

ANNYS [Shakes her head.] No. I think everybody will say it was rather splendid of you.

GEOFFREY Well, if it will help women.

ANNYS [She holds out her hand. She is still in exalted mood.] We will show how man and woman may be drawn nearer to one another by rivalry for noble ends.

ST. HERBERT [He shakes GEOFFREYS somewhat limp hand.] I envy you. The situation promises to be piquant.

MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS It will be a battle of roses.

LADY MOGTON I must go. I shall see you both again to-morrow.
[She kisses GEOFFREY.] This is an historic day.

GEOFFREY Yes. I daresay we shall all remember it.

LADY MOGTON [To JANET.] I will get you to come to the station with me. I can give you your instructions in the cab. [She kisses ANNYS.] You have been called to a great work. Be worthy of it.

[They are all making ready to go. ANNYS has rung the bell for
HAKE.]

JANET [To ANNYS.] Are you glad?

ANNYS [Kisses her.] You showed me the whole thing in a new light. You were splendid. [She turns to ELIZABETH.] Didnt I tell you he would convert you?

ELIZABETH I was wrong to judge all men guilty. There are also — the innocent.

ANNYS [For a moment — but a moment only — she is pleased. Then the doubtful meaning of ELIZABETHS words strikes her.]

[Enter HAKE.]

ANNYS [She has to dismiss ELIZABETH.] Oh, Hake — [To LADY MOGTON.]
Youll want a cab, wont you, mamma?

LADY MOGTON A taxi — Goodbye, everybody.

[She sails out.]

MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS I have my carriage. [To ELIZABETH.] Can
I give you a lift?

ELIZABETH Thank you. [To GEOFFREY.] We shall meet again.

GEOFFREY I feel sure of it.

[MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS and ELIZABETH go out.]

PHOEBE [To HAKE.] Are Miss Blakes things dry yet?

JANET Theyll be quite all right, dear. Please dont trouble.
[She advances a timid hand to GEOFFREY.] Goodbye, Mr. Chilvers.

GEOFFREY [He takes it smiling.] Goodbye.

[She goes out; HAKE follows.]

PHOEBE Goodbye, old boy. [They shake hands.] Dont you let her walk over you. Make her fight.

ANNYS [Laughing.] Dont you worry about that.

ST. HERBERT Would you care to look through McCaw v. Potts? [He has the papers in his hand.]

GEOFFREY Ill ask you for it when I want it.

PHOEBE [At door.] Youll be alone this evening?

ANNYS Yes. Come in to dinner.

PHOEBE All right. Goodbye.

ST. HERBERT Goodbye.

[GEOFFREY and ANNYS answer them. They go out, closing the door.
GEOFFREY is by the fire. ANNYS comes to him.]

ANNYS [She puts her arms round him.] You dont mind?

GEOFFREY [He holds her at arms length — looking into her eyes and smiling.] I believe you are looking forward to it.

ANNYS Do you know how long we have been married? Eight years. And do you know, sir, that all that time we have never had a difference? Dont you think it will be good for you?

GEOFFREY Do you know WHY we have never had a difference? Because you have always had your own way.

ANNYS Oh!

GEOFFREY You have got so used to it, you dont notice it.

ANNYS Then it will be good for me. I must learn to suffer opposition. [She laughs.]

GEOFFREY You wont like it.

ANNYS Do you know, Im not at all sure that I shant. [Unconsciously they let loose of one another.] You see, I shall have the right of hitting back. [Again she laughs.]

GEOFFREY [Also laughingly.] Is woman going to develop the fighting instinct?

ANNYS I wonder.

[A moments silence.]

GEOFFREY The difficulty in our case is there seems nothing to fight about.

ANNYS We must think of something. [Laughs.]

GEOFFREY What line are you going to take — what is your argument: why they should vote for you in preference to me?

ANNYS Simply that I am a woman.

GEOFFREY My dear child, that wont be enough. Why should they vote for you merely because youre a woman?

ANNYS [Slightly astonished.] Because — because women are wanted in public life.

GEOFFREY Who wants them?

ANNYS [More astonished.] Who? Why — [it doesnt seem too clear.]
Why, all of us — you, yourself!

GEOFFREY Im not East Poplar.

ANNYS [Is puzzled a moment, then valiantly.] I shall ask them to send me to Parliament to represent the interests of their women — and therefore of themselves — the interests of their children.

GEOFFREY Children! What do you know about children?

[Another silence.]

ANNYS Personally — no. We have had no children of our own, of course. But [hopefully] it is a womans instinct.

GEOFFREY Oh, Lord! Thats what the lady said who had buried seven.

ANNYS [Her mouth is growing hard.] Dont you believe in the right of women to share in the government of the country?

GEOFFREY Some women. Yes. I can see some capable -

ANNYS [Winces.]

GEOFFREY — elderly, motherly woman who has brought up a dozen children of her own — who knows the world, being of some real use.

ANNYS If it comes to that, there must be — I dont say more capable, but more experienced, more fatherly men than yourself.

[He turns, they look at one another. His tone almost touched contempt — hers was veiled anger.]

GEOFFREY THATS the danger. It may come to a real fight.

ANNYS [Upon her also the fear has fallen.] It must not. [She flings her arms around him.] We must show the world that man and woman can meet — contend in public life without anger, without scorn.

GEOFFREY [He folds her to him.] The very words sound ugly, dont they?

ANNYS It would be hideous. [She draws away.] How long will the election last?

GEOFFREY Not long. The writ will be issued on Wednesday. Nomination on Monday — polling, I expect, on Saturday. Puts me in mind — I must prepare my election address.

ANNYS I ought to be getting on with mine, too, I suppose.

GEOFFREY It ought to be out by to-morrow.

ANNYS [With inspiration.] Well do yours first. [She wonders why he hesitates.]

GEOFFREY We? Shant I have to do it alone — this time?

ANNYS Alone! Nonsense! How can you?

GEOFFREY Im afraid I shall have to try.

ANNYS Um! I suppose youre right. What a nuisance! [She turns away.] I shant like it.

GEOFFREY [He moves towards the folding-doors.] No. It wont be quite the same thing. Goodbye.

ANNYS [She crosses to her desk by the window. Not the same instant but the next his Goodbye strikes her. She turns.] Youre not going out, are you?

GEOFFREY [He stops and turns — puzzled at her question.] No. Only into my study.

ANNYS You said Goodbye.

GEOFFREY [Not remembering.] I did! Must have been thinking of something else. I shall be in here if you want me. [He goes into the other room.]

ANNYS [She has crossed to her desk. She is humming. She seats herself, takes paper and pen, writes. Without turning — still writing — she raises her voice.] Geoffrey! How do you spell experimental? One r or two?

[There is no answer. Puzzled at the silence, she looks round. The great folding-doors are closed. She stares in front of her, thinking, then turns again to her work.]

CURTAIN.


THE SECOND ACT

[image: img177.jpg]

SCENE:- LIBERAL CENTRAL Committee Rooms, East India Dock Road, Poplar. A large, high room on the first floor of an old-fashioned house. Two high windows right. A door at back is the main entrance. A door left leads to other rooms. The walls are papered with election literature. Conspicuous among the posters displayed is A Man for Men. No Petticoat Government. Will you be Henpecked? A large, round table centre is littered with papers and pamphlets. A large desk stands between the windows. A settee is against the left wall.

[When the curtain rises, ROSE MERTON (otherwise GINGER) is discovered seated, her left arm resting on the table. She is a young lady typical of the Cockney slavey type, dressed according to the ideas of her class as regards the perfect lady. Her hat is characteristic. Her gloves, her reticule, her umbrella — the latter something rather saucy — are displayed around her. She is feeling comfortable and airing her views. MRS. CHINN is laying the cloth over a portion of the table, with some tea-things. MRS. CHINN is a thin, narrow-chested lady with thin hands and bony wrists. No one since her husband died has ever seen her without her bonnet. Its appearance suggests the possibility that she sleeps in it. It is black, like her dress. The whole figure is decent, but dingy.]

GINGER Wot I say about the question is -

MRS. CHINN Do you mind moving your arm?

GINGER Beg pardon. [She shifts.] Wot I say is, why not give us the vote and end all the talking?

MRS. CHINN You think it would have that effect?

GINGER Well! we dont want to go on being a nuisance — longer than we can possibly elp!

MRS. CHINN Daresay youre right. Its about the time most people stop.

GINGER Youve never thought much about the question yourself, ave you, Mrs. Chinn?

MRS. CHINN I aint fretted much about it.

GINGER Was a time when I didnt. I used to be all for — you know — larking about. I never thought much about anything.

MRS. CHINN Ah! its a useful habit.

GINGER What is?

MRS. CHINN Thinking.

GINGER Its what we women avent done enough of — in the past, I mean. All thats going to be altered. In the future theres going to be no difference between men and women.

MRS. CHINN [Slowly, quietly she turns upon GINGER her expressionless eyes.]

GINGER Mentally, I mean, o course.

MRS. CHINN [Takes back her eyes.]

GINGER Do you know, Mrs. Chinn, that once upon a time there was only one sex? [She spreads herself.] Hus!

MRS. CHINN You aint thinking of going back to it, are you?

GINGER Not if the men beave themselves.

MRS. CHINN Perhaps theyre doing their best, poor things! It dont do to be too impatient with them.

GINGER Was talking to old Dot-and-carry-one the other dy. You know who I mean — chap with the wooden leg as as is pitch outside the George. Wot do you wimmen want worrying yourselves about things outside the ome? e says to me. Youve got the children, e says. Oh, I says, and whose faults that, Id like to know? You wait till weve got the vote, I says, well soon show you—

[SIGSBY enters. SIGSBY is a dapper little man, very brisk and bustling — hirsute — looks as if he wanted dusting, cleaning up generally.]

SIGSBY That young blackguard come back yet?

GINGER [At sound of SIGSBYS voice she springs up. At first is about to offer excuses for being found seated, but recollects herself.]

MRS. CHINN Which one, sir?

SIGSBY Young Jawbones — whats he call himself? — Gordon.

MRS. CHINN Not yet, sir.

SIGSBY [Grunts.] My chop ready?

MRS. CHINN I expect its about done. Ill see.

[She goes out.]

SIGSBY [He turns to GINGER.] What can I do for you?

GINGER [She produces a letter.] I was to wait for an answer.

SIGSBY [He opens and reads it.] What do they expect me to do?

GINGER Er ladyship thought as perhaps you would consult Mr.
Chilvers imself on the subject.

SIGSBY Look here. What I want to know is this: am I being asked to regard Lady Mogton as my opponents election agent, or as my principals mother-in-law? That points got to be settled. [His vehemence deepens.] Look at all these posters. Not to be used, for fear the other side maynt like them. Now Lady Mogton writes me that my candidates supporters are not to employ a certain argument she disapproves of: because, if they do, shell tell his wife. Is this an election, or is it a family jar?

[JAWBONES enters. JAWBONES — otherwise WILLIAM GORDON — is a clean- shaven young hooligan. He wears a bicycle cap on the back of his head, allowing a picturesque tuft of hair to fall over his forehead. Evidently he is suffering from controlled indignation.]

SIGSBY [Seeing him.] Oh, so youve come back, have you?

JAWBONES I ave, wots left of me.

SIGSBY What have you been doing?

JAWBONES Clinging to a roof for the last three hours.

SIGSBY Clinging to a roof! What for?

JAWBONES [He boils over.] Wot for? Cos I didnt want to fall off! Wot do you think: cos I was fond of it?

SIGSBY I dont understand -

JAWBONES You find yourself alf way up a ladder, posting bills as the other side as took objection to — with a crowd of girls from Pinks jam factory waiting for you at the bottom with a barrel of treacle, and you WILL understand. Nothing else for me to do, o course, but to go up. Then they took the ladder away.

SIGSBY Where are the bills?

JAWBONES Last I see of them was their being put into a earse on its way to Ilford Cemetery.

SIGSBY This has got to be seen into. This sort of thing cant be allowed to go on. [He snatches up his hat.]

JAWBONES Theres another suggestion Id like to make.

SIGSBY [Pauses.]

JAWBONES That is, if this election is going to be fought fairly, that our side should be provided with at-pins.

SIGSBY [Grunts.] Tell Mrs. Chinn to keep that chop warm. [He goes out.]

GINGER [She begins to giggle. It grows into a shrill hee-haw.]

JAWBONES [He looks at her fixedly.]

GINGER [Her laugh, under the stern eye of JAWBONES, dies away.]

JAWBONES Aint no crowd of you ere, you know. Nothing but my inborn chivalry to prevent my pulling your nose.

GINGER [Cowed, but simmering.] Chivalry! [A shrill snort.]

JAWBONES Yus. And dont you put a strain upon it neither.
Because I tell you straight, its weakening.

GINGER [His sudden fierceness has completely cowed her.]

JAWBONES You wimmin -

[There re-enters Mrs. CHINN with a tray. He is between them.]

Thats old Sigsbys chop?

MRS. CHINN Yes. He hasnt gone out again, has he?

JAWBONES Ill ave it. Get im another. Guess e wont be back for alf an hour.

MRS. CHINN Hes nasty when his food aint ready.

JAWBONES [He takes the tray from her.] Not your fault. Tell im
I took it from you by brute force.

MRS. CHINN [She acquiesces with her usual even absence of all emotion.]

JAWBONES You neednt stop. Miss Rose Merton will do the waiting.

GINGER [Starts, then begins to collect her etceteras.]

MRS. CHINN Perhaps therell be time to cook him another.

[She goes out.]

JAWBONES Take off that cover.

GINGER [She starts on a bolt for the door.]

JAWBONES [He is quite prepared. In an instant he is in front of her.] No, yer dont.

[A pause.]

Take off that cover.

GINGER [She still hesitates.]

JAWBONES If yer dont do what I tell yer, Ill ide yer. Im in the mood.

GINGER [She takes off the cover.]

JAWBONES [He seats himself and falls to.] Now pour me out a cup of tea.

GINGER [Is pouring it out.]

JAWBONES Know why yer doing it?

GINGER [With shrill indignation.] Yus. Becos yer got me ere alone, yer beast, with only that cracked image of a Mrs. Chinn -

JAWBONES Thatll do.

GINGER [It is sufficient. She stops.]

JAWBONES None of your insults agen a lady as I olds in igh respect. The rest of it is all right. Becos Ive got yer ere alone. You wimmin, you think its going to pay you to chuck law and order. Youre out for a fight, are yer?

GINGER Yus, and were going to win. Brute force as ad its dy.
Its brains wot are going to rule the world. And weve got em.

[She has become quite oratorical.]

JAWBONES Glad to ear it. Take my tip: youll use em.
Meanwhile Ill ave another cup o tea.

GINGER [She takes the cup — is making for the window.]

JAWBONES [Fierce again.] I said tea.

GINGER All right, I was only going to throw the slops out of window. There aint no basin.

JAWBONES Ill tell yer when I want yer to open the window and call for the plice. You can throw them into the waste-paper basket.

GINGER [She obeys.]

JAWBONES Thank you. Very much obliged. One of these dys, maybe, youll marry.

GINGER When I do, it will be a man, not a monkey.

JAWBONES Im not proposing. Im talking to you for your good.

GINGER [Snorts.]

JAWBONES Youve been listening to a lot of toffs. Easy enough for them to talk about wimmen not being domestic drudges. They keep a cook to do it. They dont pity e for being a down-trodden slive, spending sixteen hours a dy in THEIR kitchen with an evening out once a week. When you marry it will be to a bloke like me, a working man . . .

GINGER Working! [She follows it with a shrill laugh.]

JAWBONES Yus. Theres always a class as laughs when you mention the word work. Them as knows wot it is, dont. Ive been at it since six oclock this morning, carrying a ladder, a can of paste weighing twenty pounds, and two undred double royal posters. You try it! When e comes ome, ell want is victuals. If youve got em ready for im and are looking nice — no reason why you shouldnt — and feeling amiable, youll get on very well together. If you are going to argue with im about womans sphere, youll get the worst of it.

GINGER You always was a bully.

JAWBONES Not always. Remember last Bank oliday? [He winks.]

GINGER [She tries not to give in.]

JAWBONES Ave a cup of tea. [He pours it out for her.]

GINGER [The natural woman steals in — she sits.]

JAWBONES Ow are they doing you, fairly well?

GINGER Oh! Well, nothing to grumble at.

JAWBONES You can do a bit o dressing on it.

GINGER [She meets his admiring eye. The suffragette departs.]
Dressing dont cost much — when youve got tyste.

JAWBONES Wot! Not that at?

GINGER Made it myself.

JAWBONES No!

GINGER Honour bright! Tell yer -

[GEOFFREY and ST. HERBERT enter. JAWBONES and GINGER make to rise.
GINGER succeeds.]

GEOFFREY All right, all right. Dont let me disturb the party.
Wheres Mr. Sigsby?

JAWBONES Gone to look up the police, I think, sir. [Having finished, he rises.] Some of those factory girls been up to their larks again.

GEOFFREY Umph! Whats it about this time?

JAWBONES Theyve took objection to one of our posters.

GEOFFREY What, another! [To ST. HERBERT.] Woman has disappointed me as a fighter. Shes willing enough to strike. If you hit back, shes surprised and grieved.

ST. HERBERT Shes come to the game rather late.

GEOFFREY She might have learned the rules. [To JAWBONES.] Which particular one is it that has failed to meet with their approval?

JAWBONES Its rather a good one, sir, from our point of view:
Why she left her appy ome.

GEOFFREY I dont seem to remember it. Have I seen it?

JAWBONES I dont think you ave, sir. It was Mr. Sigsbys idea. On the left, the ruined ome, baby crying its little eart out — eldest child lying on the floor, scalded — upset the tea-kettle over itself — youngest boy in flames — been playing with the matches, nobody there to stop im. At the open door the father, returning from work. Nothing ready for im. On the other side—ER, on a tub, spouting politics.

GEOFFREY [To ST. HERBERT.] Sounds rather good.

JAWBONES Wait a minute. There was a copy somewhere about — a proof. [He is searching for it on the desk — finds it.] Yus, ere tis. [To GINGER.] Catch old.

[JAWBONES and GINGER hold it displayed.] Thats the one, sir.

ST. HERBERT Why is the working man, for pictorial purposes, always a carpenter?

GINGER Its the skirt we object to.

GEOFFREY The skirt! Whats wrong with the skirt?

GINGER Well, its only been out of fashion for the last three years, thats all.

GEOFFREY Oh! I see. [To ST. HERBERT.] Weve been hitting them below the belt. What do you think I ought to do about it?

ST. HERBERT What would you have thought yourself, three weeks ago?

GEOFFREY You and I have been friends ever since we were boys. You rather like me, dont you?

ST. HERBERT [Puzzled.] Yes.

GEOFFREY If I were to suddenly hit you on the nose, what would happen?

ST. HERBERT I understand. Woman has suddenly started hitting man on the nose. Her excuse being that she really couldnt keep her hands off him any longer.

JAWBONES [He has pinned the poster to the wall.] They begun it. To ear them talk, youd think as man had never done anything right.

GEOFFREY Hes quite right. Their posters are on every hoarding: Whos made all the Muddles? Man! Mens Promises! Why, its all Froth! Woman this Time! I suppose it will have to go.

JAWBONES [Hopefully.] Up, sir?

GEOFFREY No, Jawbones. Into the dust-heap with the rest.

[JAWBONES is disgusted. GINGER is triumphant.]

GEOFFREY I must talk to Sigsby. Hes taking the whole thing too seriously. It will be some time before we reach that stage. [To JAWBONES.] Ask Mrs. Chinn to bring me a cup of tea.

[JAWBONES goes out.]

[He seats himself at table and takes up some correspondence. To
GINGER.] Are you waiting for any one?

GINGER A letter from her ladyship. [She picks up from the desk and hands him the letter SIGSBY had thrown there.] Her ladyship thought you ought to be consulted.

GEOFFREY [He reads the short letter with a gathering frown — hands it across to ST. HERBERT.]

ST. HERBERT [Having read, he passes it back in silence.]

GEOFFREY [To GINGER.] Do you know the contents of this letter?

GINGER The matter has been discussed among us — informally.

GEOFFREY Tell Lady Mogton Ill — talk to her myself on the subject.

GINGER Thank you. [She collects her etceteras.] Good afternoon.

GEOFFREY [Shortly.] Good afternoon.

GINGER [She bows graciously to ST. HERBERT, who responds. Goes out.]

GEOFFREY The devil of it is that its the truth.

ST. HERBERT Somebody was bound to say it, sooner or later!

GEOFFREY Yes, but ones own wife! This is a confoundedly awkward situation.

ST. HERBERT [He comes to him, stands looking down at him.] Did it never occur to you, when you were advocating equal political rights for women, that awkward situations might arise?

GEOFFREY [He leans back in his chair.] Do you remember Tommy the Terrier, as they used to call him in the House — was always preaching Socialism?

ST. HERBERT Quite the most amusing man I ever met!

GEOFFREY And not afraid of being honest. Do you remember his answer when somebody asked him what he would do if Socialism, by any chance, really became established in England? He had just married an American heiress. He said he should emigrate. I am still convinced that woman is entitled to equal political rights with man. I didnt think it was coming in my time. There are points in the problem remaining to be settled before we can arrive at a working solution. This is one of them. [He takes up the letter and reads.] Are you prepared to have as your representative a person who for six months out of every year may be incapacitated from serving you? Its easy enough to say I oughtnt to allow my supporters to drag in the personal element. I like it even less myself. But whats the answer?

[JAWBONES enters with a tray.]

JAWBONES [Places tray on table.] Teas coming in a minute, sir.
[He is clearing away.]

GEOFFREY Never mind all that. [He hands him a slip.] Take this to the printers. Tell them I must have a proof to-night.

JAWBONES Yes, sir. [Finds his cap and goes out.]

ST. HERBERT The answer, I should say, would be that the majority of women will continue to find something better to do. The women who will throw themselves into politics will be the unattached women, the childless women. [In an instant he sees his mistake, but it is too late.]

GEOFFREY [He rises, crosses to the desk, throws into a waste- paper-basket a piece of crumpled paper that was in his hand; then turns. The personal note has entered into the discussion.] The women who WANT to be childless — what about them?

ST. HERBERT [He shrugs his shoulders.] Are there any such?

GEOFFREY There are women who talk openly of womans share in the general scheme being a burden on her — an incubus.

ST. HERBERT A handful of cranks. To the normal woman motherhood has always been the one supreme desire.

GEOFFREY Because children crowned her with honour. The barren woman was despised. All that is changing. This movement is adding impulse to it.

ST. HERBERT Movements do not alter instincts.

GEOFFREY But they do. Ever since man emerged from the jungle he has been shedding his instincts — shaping them to new desires. Where do you find this all-prevailing instinct towards maternity? Among the women of society, who sacrifice it without a moments hesitation to their vanity — to their mere pleasures? The middle- class woman — she, too, is demanding freedom. Children, servants, the home! — they are too much for her nerves. And now there comes this new development, appealing to the intellectual woman. Is there not danger of her preferring political ambition, the excitement of public life, to what has come to be regarded as the drudgery of turning four walls into a home, of peopling the silence with the voices of the children? [He crosses to the table- -lays his hand again upon the open letter.] How do you know that this may not be her answer—I have no children. I never mean to have children?

[SIGSBY enters in company with BEN LAMB, M.P. LAMB is a short, thick-set, good-tempered man.]

Ah, Lamb, how are you?

LAMB [They greet one another.] How are things going?

SIGSBY Theyre not going at all well.

GEOFFREY Sigsby was ever the child of despondency.

SIGSBY Yes, and so will you be when you find yourself at the bottom of the poll.

GEOFFREY [The notion takes him by surprise.]

LAMB Its going to be a closer affair than any of us thought.
Its the joke of the thing that appears to have got hold of them.
They want to see what will happen.

GEOFFREY Mans fatal curiosity concerning the eternal feminine!

SIGSBY Yes, and they wont have to pay for it. That will be our department.

ST. HERBERT [To SIGSBY.] What do you think theyll do, supposing by any chance Mrs. Chilvers should head the poll?

SIGSBY How do you mean—whatll they do?

ST. HERBERT Do you think theyll claim the seat?

SIGSBY Claim the seat! What do you think theyre out for — their health? Get another six months advertisement, if they dont get anything else. Meanwhile whats our position — just at the beginning of our ministerial career?

GEOFFREY They will not claim the seat.

SIGSBY How do you know?

GEOFFREY I know my wife.

LAMB [After a moments silence.] Quite sure you do?

GEOFFREY [Turns.]

LAMB Ever seen a sheep fighting mad? I have. Damned sight worse than the old ram.

GEOFFREY She doesnt fight the ram.

LAMB [He makes a sweeping movement that takes in the room, the election — all things.] Whats all this? We thought woman hadnt got the fighting instinct — that we knew her. My boy, were in the infants class.

SIGSBY If you want to be his Majestys Under-Secretary for Home
Affairs, you take my tip, guvnor, youll win this election.

GEOFFREY What more can I do than Im doing? How can I countenance this sort of thing? [He indicates the posters.] Declare myself dead against the whole movement?

LAMB Youll do it later. May as well do it soon.

GEOFFREY Why must I do it?

LAMB Because youre beginning to find out what it means.

[A pause. The door is open. ANNYS is standing there.]

ANNYS Dare we venture into the enemys camp?

[She enters, laughing, followed by ELIZABETH and PHOEBE. ANNYS is somewhat changed from the grave, dreamy ANNYS of a short week ago. She is brimming over with vitality — excitement. There is a decisiveness, an egoism, about her that seems new to her. The womens skirts make a flutter. A breeze seems to have entered. ANNYS runs to her husband. For the moment the election fades away. They are all smiles, tenderness for one another.]

ANNYS Dont tell, will you? Mamma would be so shocked. Do you know you havent been near me for three days?

GEOFFREY Umph! I like that. Where were you last night?

ANNYS Last night? In the neighbourhood of Leicester Square till three oclock. Oh, Geoff, theres such a lot wants altering!

[She turns to greet the others.]

GEOFFREY Your ruining your health wont do it. Youre looking fagged to death.

ANNYS [She shakes hands with SIGSBY.] How are you? [To LAMB.]
Im so glad youre helping him. [She turns again to GEOFFREY.]
Pure imagination, dearest. I never felt better in my life.

GEOFFREY Umph! Look at all those lines underneath your eyes. [He shakes hands with ELIZABETH.] How do you do? [To PHOEBE.] How are you?

ANNYS [She comes back to him — makes to smooth the lines from his forehead.] Look at all those, there. Well run away together for a holiday, when its all over. What are you doing this evening?

SIGSBY You promised to speak at a Smoker to-night; the Bow and
Bromley Buffaloes.

ANNYS Oh, bother the Buffaloes. Take me out to dinner. I am free after seven.

[MRS. CHINN has entered — is arranging the table for tea. ANNYS goes to her.]

How are you, Mrs. Chinn?

MRS. CHINN [She wipes her hand on her apron before taking ANNYSS proffered hand.]

GEOFFREY [To SIGSBY.] I can turn up there later in the evening.
[He joins the others for a moment — talks with them.]

MRS. CHINN [Now shaking hands.] Quite well, thank you, maam. [She has cast a keen, motherly glance at ANNYS.] I hope youre taking care of yourself, maam.

ANNYS Of course I am. We Politicians owe it to our Party.
[Laughs.] How are they getting on here, without me?

MRS. CHINN Well, maam, from what I can see, I think Mr. Chilvers is trusting a little too much to his merits. Shall I bring some more cups and saucers, sir?

GEOFFREY Ah! yes! [To ANNYS.] Youll have some tea?

ANNYS Strong, please, Mrs. Chinn.

[MRS. CHINN goes out.]

[Laughs.] Yes, I know its bad for me. [She puts a hand over his mouth.]

PHOEBE Old Mother Chinn is quite right, you know, Geoff. Youre not putting up a good fight.

GEOFFREY [A slight irritability begins to show itself.] I frankly confess that I am not used to fighting women.

ELIZABETH Yes. It was easier, no doubt, when we took it lying down.

ANNYS You promised, if I brought you, that you would be good.

GEOFFREY I wish it had been you.

PHOEBE Yes, but we dont!

[As she and ELIZABETH move away.]

Did you have a row with the doctor when you were born?

[To which ELIZABETH replies, though the words reach only PHOEBE: I might have, if I had known that my mother was doing all the work, while he was pocketing the fee!]

LAMB You see, Mrs. Chilvers, our difficulty is that there is nothing to be said against you — except one thing.

ANNYS Whats that?

LAMB That youre a woman.

ANNYS [Smiling.] Isnt that enough?

SIGSBY Quite enough, Mrs. Chilvers, if the guvnor would only say it.

ANNYS [To GEOFFREY.] Why dont you? Ill promise not to deny it.

[The others drift apart. They group themselves near to the window.
They talk together — grow evidently interested and excited.]

GEOFFREY I have just had a letter from your — Election Agent, expressing indignation with one of my supporters for merely having hinted at the fact.

ANNYS I dont understand.

GEOFFREY [He takes from the table the letter and hands it to her in silence. He seats himself on the settee and watches her.]

ANNYS [She seats herself on a chair just opposite to him; reads the letter through in silence.] In my case it does not apply.

GEOFFREY How do you know?

ANNYS [The atmosphere has grown suddenly oppressive.] Oh, I — I think we might find some other reason than that. [She hands him back the letter.]

GEOFFREY Its the only one of any importance. It embraces all the others. Shall woman be mother — or politician? [He puts the letter in his pocket.]

ANNYS Why cannot she be both?

GEOFFREY [He is looking at her searchingly.] Because if she is the one, she doesnt want to be the other.

[A silence.]

ANNYS You are wrong. It is the mother instinct that makes us politicians. We want to take care of the world.

GEOFFREY Exactly. You think mans job more interesting than your own.

ANNYS [After a moment.] Who told you that it was a mans job?

GEOFFREY Well. [He shrugs his shoulders.] We cant do yours.

ANNYS Cant we help each other?

GEOFFREY As, for instance, in this election! [He gives a short laugh.]

ANNYS Of course, this is an exceptional case.

GEOFFREY Its an epitome of the whole question. You are trying to take my job away from me. To the neglect of your own.

ANNYS [After another moments silence.] Havent I always tried to do my duty?

GEOFFREY I have thought so.

ANNYS Oh, my dear, we mustnt quarrel. You will win this election. I want you to win it. Next time we must fight side by side again.

GEOFFREY Dont you see? Fighting you means fighting the whole movement. [He indicates the posters pinned to the walls.] That sort of thing.

ANNYS [After a brief inspection.] Not that way. [Shaking her head.] It would break my heart for you to turn against us. Win because you are the better man. [Smiling.] I want you to be the better man.

GEOFFREY I would rather be your husband.

ANNYS [Smiling.] Isnt that the same thing?

GEOFFREY No. I want a wife.

ANNYS What precisely do you mean by wife?

GEOFFREY Its an old-established word.

[MRS. CHINN has entered to complete the tea arrangements. She is arranging the table.]

MRS. CHINN Theres a deputation downstairs, sir, just come for you.

GEOFFREY What are they?

MRS. CHINN Its one of those societies for the reform of something. They said you were expecting them.

SIGSBY [Breaking away from the group by the window.] Quite right.
[Looks at his watch.] Five oclock, Ill bring them up.

GEOFFREY Happen to know what it is they want to reform?

SIGSBY [By door.] Laws relating to the physical relationship between the sexes, I think.

GEOFFREY Oh, only that!

SIGSBY Something of the sort.

[He goes out. MRS. CHINN also by the other door.]

GEOFFREY [Rising.] Will you pour out?

ANNYS [She has been thinking. She comes back to the present.] We shant be in your way?

GEOFFREY Oh, no. It will make it easier to get rid of them.

[ANNYS changes her chair. The others gather round. The service and drinking of tea proceeds in the usual course.]

[To ELIZABETH.] Youll take some tea?

ELIZABETH Thank you.

GEOFFREY You must be enjoying yourself just now.

ELIZABETH [Makes a moue.] They insist on my being agreeable.

ANNYS Its so good for her. Teaches her self-control.

LAMB I gather from Mrs. Spender, that in the perfect world there will be no men at all.

ELIZABETH Oh, yes, they will be there. But in their proper place.

ST. HERBERT Thats why you didnt notice them.

[The DEPUTATION reaches the door. The sound of voices is heard.]

PHOEBE Shes getting on very well. If she isnt careful, shell end up by being a flirt.

[The DEPUTATION enters, guided by SIGSBY. Its number is five, two men and three women. Eventually they group themselves — some standing, some sitting — each side of GEOFFREY. The others gather round ANNYS, who keeps her seat at the opposite side of the table.]

SIGSBY [Talking as he enters.] Exactly what Ive always maintained.

HOPPER It would make the husband quite an interesting person.

SIGSBY [Cheerfully.] Thats the idea. Here we are, guvnor.
This is Mr. Chilvers.

[GEOFFREY bows, the DEPUTATION also. SIGSBY introduces a remarkably boyish-looking man, dressed in knickerbockers.]

SIGSBY This is Mr. Peekin, who has kindly consented to act as spokesman. [To the DEPUTATION, generally.] Will you have some tea?

MISS BORLASSE [A thick-set, masculine-featured lady, with short hair and heavy eyebrows. Her deep, decisive tone settles the question.] Thank you. We have so little time.

MR. PEEKIN We propose, Mr. Chilvers, to come to the point at once.
[He is all smiles, caressing gestures.]

GEOFFREY Excellent.

PEEKIN If I left a baby at your door, what would you do with it?

GEOFFREY [For a moment he is taken aback, recovers himself.] Are you thinking of doing so?

PEEKIN Its not impossible.

GEOFFREY Well, it sounds perhaps inhospitable, but do you know I really think I should ask you to take it away again.

PEEKIN Yes, but by the time you find it there, I shall have disappeared — skedaddled.

HOPPER Good. [He rubs his hands. Smiles at the others.]

GEOFFREY In that case I warn you that I shall hand it over to the police.

PEEKIN [He turns to the others.] I dont myself see what else Mr.
Chilvers could be expected to do.

MISS BORLASSE Hed be a fool not to.

GEOFFREY Thank you. So far we seem to be in agreement. And now may I ask to what all this is leading?

PEEKIN [He changes from the debonnair to the dramatic.] How many men, Mr. Chilvers, leave their babies every year at the door of poverty-stricken women? What are they expected to do with them?

[A moment. The DEPUTATION murmur approval.]

GEOFFREY I see. But is there no difference between the two doors?
I am not an accomplice.

PEEKIN An accomplice! Is the ignorant servant-girl — first lured into the public-house, cajoled, tricked, deceived by false promises — the half-starved shop-girl in the hands of the practised libertine — is she an accomplice?

MRS. PEEKIN [A dowdily-dressed, untidy woman, but the face is sweet and tender.] Ah, Mr. Chilvers, if you could only hear the stories that I have heard from dying lips.

GEOFFREY Very pitiful, my dear lady. And, alas, only too old. But there are others. It would not be fair to blame always the man.

ANNYS [Unnoticed, drawn by the subject, she has risen and come down.] Perhaps not. But the punishment always falls on the woman. Is THAT quite fair?

GEOFFREY [He is irritated at ANNYSS incursion into the discussion.] My dear Annys, that is Natures law, not mans. All man can do is to mitigate it.

PEEKIN That is all we ask. The suffering, the shame, must always be the womans. Surely that is sufficient.

GEOFFREY What do you propose?

MISS BORLASSE [In her deep, fierce tones.] That all children born out of wedlock should be a charge upon the rates.

MISS RICKETTS [A slight, fair, middle-aged woman, with a nervous hesitating manner.] Of course, only if the mother wishes it.

GEOFFREY [The proposal staggers him. But the next moment it inspires him with mingled anger and amusement.] My dear, good people, have you stopped for one moment to consider what the result of your proposal would be?

PEEKIN For one thing, Mr. Chilvers, the adding to the populace of healthy children in place of the stunted and diseased abortions that is all that these poor women, out of their scanty earnings, can afford to present to the State.

GEOFFREY Humph! That incidentally it would undermine the whole institution of marriage, let loose the flood-gates that at present hold immorality in check, doesnt appear to trouble you. That the law must be altered to press less heavily upon the woman — that the man must be made an equal sharer in the penalty — all that goes without saying. The remedy you propose would be a thousand times worse than the disease.

ANNYS And meanwhile? Until you have devised this scheme [there is a note of contempt in her voice] under which escape for the man will be impossible?

GEOFFREY The evil must continue. As other evils have to until the true remedy is found.

PEEKIN [He has hurriedly consulted with the others. All have risen — he turns to GEOFFREY.] You will not support our demand?

GEOFFREY Support it! Do you mean that you cannot yourselves see that you are holding out an indemnity to every profligate, male and female, throughout the land — that you would be handicapping, in the struggle for existence, every honest man and woman desirous of bringing up their children in honour and in love? Your suggestion is monstrous!

PEEKIN [The little man is not without his dignity.] We apologise,
Mr. Chilvers, for having taken up your time.

GEOFFREY I am sorry the matter was one offering so little chance of agreement.

PEEKIN We will make only one slight further trespass on your kindness. Mrs. Chilvers, if one may judge, would seem to be more in sympathy with our views. Might we — it would be a saving of time and shoe leather [he smiles] — might we take this opportunity of laying our case before her?

GEOFFREY It would be useless.

[A short silence. ANNYS, with ELIZABETH and PHOEBE a little behind her, stands right. LAMB, SIGSBY, and ST. HERBERT are behind GEOFFREY centre. The DEPUTATION is left.]

HOPPER Do we gather that in this election you speak for both candidates?

GEOFFREY In matters of common decency, yes. My wife does not associate herself with movements for the encouragement of vice.

[There is another moments silence.]

ANNYS But, Geoffrey, dear — we should not be encouraging the evil. We should still seek to find the man, to punish him. The woman would still suffer -

GEOFFREY My dear Annys, this is neither the time nor place for you and me to argue out the matter. I must ask you to trust to my judgment.

ANNYS I can understand your refusing, but why do you object to my -

GEOFFREY Because I do not choose for my wifes name to be linked with a movement that I regard as criminal. I forbid it.

[It was the moment that was bound to come. The mans instincts, training, have involuntarily asserted themselves. Shall the woman yield? If so, then down goes the whole movement — her claim to freedom of judgment, of action, in all things. All watch the struggle with breathless interest.]

ANNYS [She speaks very slowly, very quietly, but with a new note in her voice.] I am sorry, but I have given much thought to this matter, and — I do not agree with you.

MRS. PEEKIN You will help us?

ANNYS I will do what I can.

PEEKIN [He takes from his pocket a folded paper.] It is always so much more satisfactory when these things are in writing. Candidates, with the best intentions in the world, are apt to forget. [He has spread the paper on a corner of the table. He has in his hand his fountain-pen.]

ANNYS [With a smile.] I am not likely to forget, but if you wish it — [She approaches the table.]

GEOFFREY [He interposes. His voice is very low, almost a whisper.] My wife will not sign.

ANNYS [She also speaks low, but there is no yielding in her voice.] I am not only your wife. I have a duty also to others.

GEOFFREY It is for you to choose. [He leaves the way open to her.]

[The silence can almost be felt. She moves to the table, takes up the paper. It contains but a few lines of writing. Having read it, she holds out her hand for the pen. PEEKIN puts it in her hand. With a firm hand she signs, folds the paper, and returns it to him. She remains standing by the table. With the removal of the tension there comes a rustle, a breaking of the silence.]

MISS RICKETTS [She seizes ANNYSs hand, hanging listlessly by her side, and, stooping, kisses it.]

MISS BORLASSE That is all, isnt it?

PEEKIN We thank you, Mrs. Chilvers. Good afternoon.

ANNYS [The natural reaction is asserting itself. She pulls herself together sufficiently to murmur her answer.] Good afternoon.

MRS. PEEKIN [The DEPUTATION is moving away; she takes from her waist a small bunch of flowers, and, turning, places them in ANNYSS hand.]

ANNYS [She smiles, remains standing silent, the flowers in her hand.]

[Good afternoons are exchanged with some of the others.
Finally:]

PEEKIN Good afternoon, Mr. Chilvers.

GEOFFREY [Who has moved away.] Good afternoon.

[The DEPUTATION joins SIGSBY by the door. He leads them out.]

ELIZABETH [To PHOEBE.] Are you going my way?

PHOEBE [She glances round at ANNYS.] Yes, Ill come with you.

ST. HERBERT I will put you into a bus, if you will let me. We dont sport many cabs in East Poplar. [He is helping ELIZABETH with her cloak.]

ELIZABETH Thank you.

LAMB Ive got to go up West. [To GEOFFREY.] Will you be at the
House this evening?

GEOFFREY [He is standing by the desk pretending to look at some papers]. I shall look in about ten oclock.

LAMB One or two things I want to say to you. Goodbye for the present.

GEOFFREY Goodbye!

PHOEBE Goodbye, old man. [She stretches out her hand.]

GEOFFREY Goodbye. [She shakes hands with a smile, exchanges a casual goodbye with ELIZABETH.]

[They go towards the door.]

[SIGSBY re-enters.]

SIGSBY [To LAMB.] Are you going?

LAMB Yes. Ill see you to-morrow morning. About ten oclock.

SIGSBY I shall be here. [He exchanges a good afternoon with the others.]

[They go out. SIGSBY crosses and goes into the other room.]

ANNYS [She has let fall the flowers on the table. She crosses to where GEOFFREY still stands by the desk, his back towards her. She stretches out her hand, touches him. He does not move.] Geoffrey!

[But still he takes no notice.]

I am so sorry. We must talk it over quietly — at home.

GEOFFREY [He turns.] Home! I have no home. I have neither children nor wife. I KEEP a political opponent.

[ANNYS starts back with a cry. He crosses in front of her and seats himself at the table. The flowers are lying there; he throws them into the waste-paper basket.]

ANNYS [She puts on her cloak, moves towards the door. Half-way she pauses, makes a movement towards him. But he will not see. Then a hard look comes into her eyes, and without another word she goes out, leaving the door open.]

[SIGSBY is heard moving in the other room.]

GEOFFREY [He is writing.] Sigsby.

SIGSBY Hallo!

GEOFFREY That poster I told young Gordon I wouldnt sanction, The
Woman spouting politics, the Man returning to a slatterns home.

[SIGSBY enters.]

SIGSBY I have countermanded them.

GEOFFREY Countermand them again. We shall want a thousand.

SIGSBY [Can hardly believe his ears.]

GEOFFREY [With a gesture round the room.] All of them. A Man for Men! Save the Children! Guard your Homes! All the damned collection. Order as many as you want.

SIGSBY [His excitement rising.] I can go ahead. You mean it?

GEOFFREY [He looks at him.] Its got to be a fight! [A moment. He returns to his writing.] Telephone Hake that I shall be dining at the Reform Club.

CURTAIN.


THE THIRD ACT

[image: img177.jpg]

SCENE:- A ROOM in the Town Hall, Poplar. A high, bare, cold room, unfurnished except for cane-bottomed chairs ranged against the walls. French windows right give on to a balcony overlooking the street. Door in back opens upon a stone passage. A larger door opens into another room, through which one passes to reach the room in which the counting of the votes is taking place. A fire burns — or rather tries to burn. The room is lighted from the centre of the ceiling by an electric sun. A row of hat-pegs is on the wall between the two doors. The time is about 9 p.m.

[People entering from the street wear coats or cloaks, &c., the season being early spring. If passing through or staying in the room, they take off their outdoor things and hang them up, putting them on again before going out.]

[JAWBONES is coaxing the reluctant fire by using a newspaper as a blower. He curses steadily under his breath. The door opens. GINGER enters; she is dressed in cheap furs.]

JAWBONES Shut the door, cant yer!

GINGER Dont yer want a draught?

JAWBONES No, I dont. Not any more than Ive got.

GINGER [She shuts the door.] Ave they begun counting the votes?

JAWBONES Been at it for the last three-quarters of an hour.

GINGER Whos going to win?

JAWBONES One of em.

[LADY MOGTON has entered. She has come from the room where they are counting the votes.]

Shut that door! [He glances over his shoulder, sees his mistake.]
Beg pardon! [To himself.] Thought twas the other fool!

LADY MOGTON [She shuts the door. To GINGER.] Have you seen Mrs.
Chilvers?

GINGER Not since the afternoon, your ladyship.

LADY MOGTON She is coming, I suppose?

GINGER I think so, your ladyship.

LADY MOGTON Its very cold in here, Gordon.

JAWBONES Yes, my lady. Not what I call a cosy room.

LADY MOGTON [To GINGER.] Jump into a cab. See if you can find her. Perhaps she has been detained at one of the committee-rooms. Tell her she ought to be here.

GINGER Yes, your ladyship. [She crosses, opens door.]

JAWBONES Shut the door.

GINGER Oh, shut -

[She finds herself face to face with a MESSENGER carrying a ballot- box.]

I beg yer pardon! [She goes out, closes door.]

LADY MOGTON [To the MESSENGER.] Is that the last?

MESSENGER Generally is. Isle of Dogs!

[He goes into the other room.]

LADY MOGTON [To JAWBONES.] Do you know where Mr. Chilvers is?

[There comes a bloodthirsty yell from the crowd outside.]

JAWBONES Not unless thats im. [He finishes for the time being with the fire. Rises.]

[JANET enters.]

LADY MOGTON Was that you they were yelling at?

JANET No, its Mr. Sigsby.

[Another yell is heard. Out of it a shrill female voice—Mind is fice; yer spoiling it!]

The Womans Laundry Union have taken such a strong dislike to him.

[A final yell. Then a voice: Thats taken some of the starch out of him! followed by a shriek of laughter.]

JAWBONES E only suggested as ow there was enough old washerwomen in Parliament as it was.

LADY MOGTON A most unnecessary remark. It will teach him -

[SIGSBY enters, damaged. His appearance is comic. LADY MOGTON makes no effort to repress a grim smile.]

SIGSBY Funny, aint it?

LADY MOGTON I am sorry.

SIGSBY [He snarls.] The Mothers Hand shall Help Us! One of your posters, I think.

LADY MOGTON You shouldnt have insulted them — calling them old washerwomen!

SIGSBY Insult! Cant one indulge in a harmless jeu desprit — [he pronounces it according to his own ideas] — without having ones clothes torn off ones back? [Fiercely.] What do you mean by it — disgracing your sex?

LADY MOGTON Are you addressing me?

SIGSBY All of you. Upsetting the foundations upon which society has been reared — the natural and lawful subjection of the woman to the man. Why dont you read St. Paul?

LADY MOGTON St. Paul was addressing Christians. When men behave like Christians there will be no need of Votes for Women. You read St. Paul on men. [To JANET.] I shall want you!

[She goes out, followed by JANET.]

[SIGSBY gives vent to a gesture.]

JAWBONES Getting saucy, aint they?

SIGSBY Over-indulgence. Thats what the modern woman is suffering from. Gets an idea on Monday that shed like the whole world altered; if it isnt done by Saturday, raises hell! Wheres the guvnor?

JAWBONES Hasnt been here.

SIGSBY [Hands JAWBONES his damaged hat.] See if they can do anything to that. If not, get me a new one. [He forks out a sovereign.] Sure to be some shops open in the High Street. [LAMB and ST. HERBERT enter.]

LAMB Hallo! have they been mauling you?

SIGSBY [He snatches the damaged hat from JAWBONES, to hand it back the next moment; holds it out.] Womans contribution to politics. Get me a collar at the same time — sixteen and a half.

[JAWBONES takes his cap and goes out. The men hang up their overcoats.]

SIGSBY Wheres it all going to end? Thats what I want to know!

ST. HERBERT Where most things end. In the millennium, according to its advocates. In the ruin of the country, according to its opponents. In mild surprise on the part of the next generation that ever there was any fuss about it.

SIGSBY In amazement, you mean, that their fathers were so blind as not to see where it was leading. My boy, this is going to alter the whole relationship between the sexes!

ST. HERBERT Is it so perfect as it is?

[A silence.]

Might it not be established on a more workable, a more enduring basis if woman were allowed a share in the shaping of it?

[Some woman in the crowd starts the refrain, Well hang old Asquith on a sour apple tree. It is taken up with quiet earnestness by others.]

SIGSBY Shaping it! Nice sort of shape it will be by the time that lot [with a gesture, including the crowd, LADY MOGTON & Co.] have done knocking it about. Wouldnt be any next generation to be surprised at anything if some of them had their way.

ST. HERBERT The housebreakers come first — not a class of work demanding much intelligence; the builders come later. Have you seen Chilvers?

LAMB I left him at the House. He couldnt get away.

SIGSBY Theres your object-lesson for you. We dont need to go far. A mans whole career ruined by the wife he nourishes.

ST. HERBERT How do you mean, ruined?

SIGSBY So it is. If she wins the election and claims the seat. Do you think the Cabinet will want him? Their latest addition compelled to appeal to the House of Commons to fight for him against his own womenfolk. [Grunts.] Hell be the laughing-stock of the whole country.

ST. HERBERT Do you know for certain that they mean to claim the seat?

SIGSBY Wait and see is their answer.

LAMB Hasnt Chilvers any idea?

SIGSBY Cant get him to talk. Dont think hes seen her since that shindy over the Deputation.

LAMB Humph!

SIGSBY Even if she herself wished to draw back, the others would overrule her.

LAMB Im not so sure of that. Shes got a way of shutting her mouth that reminds me of my old woman.

SIGSBY The arrangement, as he explained it to me, was that the whole thing was to end with the polling. It was to have been a mere joke, a mere ballon dessai. The mistake he made was thinking he could depend on her.

LAMB Guess she made the same mistake. You can fight and shake hands afterwards; it doesnt go with kissing.

SIGSBY Man and woman were not made to fight. It was never intended.

[The womans Marseillaise has been taken up by the crowd. The chorus has been reached.]

Oh, damn your row! [He slams to the window; it was ajar.]

[JAWBONES has entered, with his purchases.]

[Turning from window he sees JAWBONES, goes to meet him.] Couldnt they do anything?

JAWBONES [He has bought a new hat; has also brought back the remains. He shakes his head.] No good for anything else but a memento.

SIGSBY [With a grunt he snatches the thing and flings it into a corner. Tries on the new one.]

JAWBONES Ows it feel?

[SIGSBY, with the help of JAWBONES, attends to his appearance.]

LAMB [To ST. HERBERT.] No use talking to her, I suppose?

ST. HERBERT [Shrugs his shoulders.] Shell do what she imagines to be her duty. Women are so uncivilised.

[A burst of cheering is heard. A shrill male voice: Three cheers for Winston Churchill! It is followed by an explosion of yells.]

ST. HERBERT Whos that?

LAMB [He has opened the window.] Phoebe Mogton!

SIGSBY What a family!

[JANET has entered.]

JANET Is that Mrs. Chilvers? [To LAMB and ST. HERBERT.] Good evening.

ST. HERBERT Good evening.

LAMB No; its her sister.

JANET I wonder she doesnt come.

SIGSBY What are the latest figures? Do you know?

[PHOEBE enters.]

JANET I forget the numbers. Mrs. Chilvers is forty ahead.

PHOEBE Forty ahead! [To JANET.] Did you order the band?

LAMB [To SIGSBY.] The Dock division was against him to a man; that Shipping Bill has upset them.

JANET No. I didnt think we should want the band.

PHOEBE Not want it! My dear girl -

JANET Perhaps Lady Mogton has ordered it, Ill ask her. [She goes out.]

SIGSBY Hadnt you better Wait and see? It isnt over yet.

PHOEBE We may as well have it! It can play the Dead March in
Saul if you win. [She laughs.]

SIGSBY [Grunts. To LAMB.] Are you coming?

[He goes out.]

LAMB Yes. [To ST. HERBERT.] Are you coming?

ST. HERBERT Hardly worth while; nearly over, isnt it?

LAMB It generally takes an hour and a half. [He looks at his watch.] Another forty minutes. Perhaps less. [He goes out.]

PHOEBE I do love to make him ratty. Wish it wasnt poor old Geoff we were fighting.

ST. HERBERT When I marry, it will be the womanly woman.

PHOEBE No chance for me then?

ST. HERBERT I dont say that. I can see you taking your political opinions from your husband, and thinking them your own.

PHOEBE Good heavens!

ST. HERBERT The brainy woman will think for herself. And then I foresee some lively breakfast tables.

PHOEBE Humph! No fear, I suppose, of a man taking his views from his wife and thinking them his own?

ST. HERBERT That may be the solution. The brainy woman will have to marry the manly man.

[GINGER enters.]

JAWBONES [He is on his knees blowing the fire. In a low growl.]
Shut the door!

GINGER Cant till Im inside, can I? [Shuts it.] Wheres Lady
Mogton?

JAWBONES I dont know.

PHOEBE What do you want her for?

GINGER Only to tell her that I cant find Chilvers.

PHOEBE Isnt she here?

GINGER Not unless shes come while Ive been out.

[JANET enters.]

JANET Oh, Lady Mogton -

PHOEBE [Interrupting her.] Isnt Annys here?

JANET No. [To GINGER.] Havent you found her?

GINGER [Shakes her head.] Been everywhere I could think of.

PHOEBE [To herself.] She couldnt have gone home? Is there a telephone here?

JANET The rooms locked up.

JAWBONES Theres one at 118, High Street. Shall I go, miss?

PHOEBE No, thanks. Ill go myself. Oh, what about the band?

JANET Lady Mogton says shed like it. If it isnt too tired.

GINGER Its at Sells Coffee-ouse in Piggott Street. I eard them practising.

PHOEBE Good. I shant be more than a few minutes.

ST. HERBERT Ill come with you, if I may? Ive got some news that may be of use to you.

PHOEBE Do. [To GINGER.] Stop here, I may want you.

[PHOEBE and ST. HERBERT go out.]

JANET How was Mrs. Chilvers seeming this afternoon?

GINGER Never eard er speak better, miss.

JANET Did you stop to the end?

GINGER Not quite. Mrs. Spender wanted some shopping done.

[JANET goes out.]

GINGER Can I elp yer?

JAWBONES Yer might hold the piper while I blow.

[The fire begins to burn.]

GINGER Its getting brighter.

JAWBONES Thats caught it.

GINGER Wonderful what a little coaxing will do.

JAWBONES [He is still squatting on his heels, folding up the paper. He looks up.] Aint yer ever thought of that, instead of worrying about the vote?

GINGER [She moves away.] You dont understand us wimmin.

JAWBONES [He has risen. He pauses in his folding of the paper.]
Dont say that.

GINGER Why should we coax yer — for our rights?

JAWBONES Because its the easiest way of getting em.

GINGER [She has become oratorical.] Our appeal is not to man [with upraised hand] but to Justice!

JAWBONES Oh! And what does the lidy say?

GINGER [Descending.] Ow do yer mean?

JAWBONES To your appeal. Is she goin to give em to yer ? You tike my tip: if yer in a urry, you get a bit on account — from Man. Ere. [He dives into his pocket, produces, wrapped up in tissue paper, a ring, which he exhibits to her.] Thats a bit more in your line.

GINGER [Her eyes sparkle. She takes the ring in her hand. Then problems come to her.] Why do yer want me, William?

JAWBONES Because, in spite of all, I love yer.

GINGER [She looks into the future.] What will I be? A general servant, without wages.

JAWBONES The question, as it seems to me, is, which of us two is the biggest fool? Instead of thirty bob a week in my pocket to spend as I like — guess Ill ave to be content with three alf- crowns.

GINGER Seven an six! Rather a lot, Bill, out o thirty bob.
Dont leave much for me an the children.

JAWBONES I shall ave to get my dinners.

GINGER I could mike yer somethin tasty to tike with yer. Then with, say — three shillings -

JAWBONES Ere — [He is on the point of snatching back the ring. He encounters her eyes. There is a moments battle. The Eternal Feminine conquers.] Will yer always look as sweet as yer do now?

GINGER Always, Bill. So long as yer good to me!

[She slips the ring over her finger, still with her eyes drawing him. He catches her to him in fierce passion, kisses her.]

[A loud shrill female cheer comes from the crowd. The cheer is renewed and renewed.]

JAWBONES [He breaks away and goes to the window.] Ullo! What are they shoutin about now? [He looks out.] Its the Donah!

GINGER Mrs. Chilvers?

JAWBONES Yus. Better not get wearin it — may shock their feelings.

GINGER [She gazes rapturously at the ring as she draws it off.]
It is a beauty! I do love yer, Bill.

[There enter ANNYS and ELIZABETH. ANNYS is excited; she is laughing and talking.]

ANNYS [Laughing while she rearranges her hat and hair.] A little embarrassing. That red-haired girl — she carried me right up the steps. I was afraid she would -

[JAWBONES has been quick enough to swing a chair into place just in time to receive her.]

[She recovers herself.] Thank you.

ELIZABETH [She hands ANNYS a smelling-bottle. To JAWBONES.] Open the window a few inches.

[He does so. Some woman, much interrupted, is making a speech.]

[JANET opens the door a little way and looks in.]

JANET Oh, it is you! I am glad!

[She goes out again.]

ELIZABETH Are the others all here?

GINGER Er ladyship is watching the counting. Miss Phoebe as just gone out -

[PHOEBE enters.]

Oh, ere she is.

PHOEBE Hullo! [She is taking off her things.] Wherever have you been? Weve been scouring the neighbourhood -

[LADY MOGTON enters, followed by JANET.]

I say, youre looking jolly chippy.

ELIZABETH We had an extra enthusiastic meeting. She spoke for rather a long time. I made her come home with me and lie down. I think she is all right now.

LADY MOGTON Would you like to see a doctor?

PHOEBE There is a very good man close here. [She turns to
JAWBONES, who is still near the window.] Gordon -

ANNYS [Interrupting.] No. Please dont. I am quite all right.
I hate strange doctors.

PHOEBE Well, let me send for Whitby; he could be here in twenty minutes.

ANNYS I wish you would all leave me alone. Theres absolutely nothing to fuss about whatever. We pampered women — we cant breathe the same air that ordinary mortals have to. We ought to be ashamed of ourselves.

PHOEBE [To herself.] Obstinate pig.

[She catches JAWBONES eye; unnoticed by the others, she takes him aside. They whisper.]

ANNYS How is it going?

LADY MOGTON You must be prepared for winning. [She puts again the question that ANNYS has frequently been asked to answer during the last few days.] What are you going to do?

[MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS enters, as usual in a flutter of excitement.]

MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS Am I late?

[They brush her back into silence. ELIZABETH takes charge of her.]

ANNYS [She has risen.] You think it wise tactics, to make it impossible for Geoffrey to be anything else in the future but our enemy?

LADY MOGTON [Contemptuously.] You are thinking of him, and not of the cause.

ANNYS And if I were! Havent I made sacrifice enough? — more than any of you will ever know. Ay — and would make more, if I felt it was demanded of me. I dont! [Her burst of anger is finished. She turns, smiling.] Im much more cunning than you think. There will be other elections we shall want to fight. With the Under- Secretary for Home Affairs in sympathy with us, the Government will find it difficult to interfere. Dont you see how clever I am?

[JAWBONES, having received his instructions from PHOEBE, has slipped out unobserved. He has beckoned to GINGER; she has followed him. PHOEBE has joined the group.]

MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS. Theres something in that.

JANET Is Mr. Chilvers still in sympathy with us?

PHOEBE Of course he is. A bit rubbed up the wrong way just at present; thats our fault. When Annys goes down, early next mouth, to fight the Exchange Division of Manchester, we shall have him with us.

[A moment.]

LADY MOGTON Where do you get that from?

PHOEBE From St. Herbert. The present member is his cousin. They say he cant live more than a week.

MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS It really seems like Providence.

ANNYS [Has taken the opportunity of giving PHOEBE a grateful squeeze of the hand.].

LADY MOGTON You will fight Manchester?

ANNYS Yes. [Laughs.] And make myself a public nuisance if I win.

LADY MOGTON Well, must be content with that, I suppose. Better not come in; the rooms rather crowded. Ill keep you informed how things are going.

[She goes out, followed by JANET.]

MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS Ill stay with you, dear.

PHOEBE I want you to come and be photographed for the Daily
Mirror. The mans waiting downstairs.

ELIZABETH Ill stop with Annys.

MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS Im not quite sure, you know, that I take well by flashlight.

PHOEBE You wait till youve seen mamma! We must have you. They want you for the centre of the page.

MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS Well, if its really -

PHOEBE [To the others.] Shall see you again. [She winks. Then to MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS.] We mustnt keep them waiting. They are giving us a whole page.

[PHOEBE takes MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS out. ELIZABETH has followed to the door; she closes it. ANNYS has reseated herself, facing the fire.]

ELIZABETH When did you see your husband last?

ANNYS Not since — Tuesday, wasnt it, that we went round to his rooms. Why?

ELIZABETH Im thinking about Manchester. What was it he said to you?

ANNYS Oh, we were, both of us, a little over-excited, I suppose. He has — [she hesitates, finally answers] — he has always been so eager for children.

ELIZABETH Yes. So many men are; not having to bear the pain and inconvenience themselves.

ANNYS Oh, well, they have to provide for them when they do come.
Thats fair enough division, I su- [Suddenly she turns fiercely.]
Why do you talk like that? As if we women were cowards. Do you
think if God sent me a child I should grudge Him the price!

ELIZABETH Do you want Him to?

ANNYS I dont know; prayed Him to, once.

ELIZABETH [She lays her hand upon her.] It isnt a few more mothers that the world has need of. It is the women whom God has appointed — to whom He has given freedom, that they may champion the cause of the mothers, helpless by reason of their motherhood.

[A moment. GEOFFREY enters.]

GEOFFREY Good evening.

ANNYS [Rises; a smile struggles for possession. But he only shakes hands, and it dies away.]

ELIZABETH Good evening.

[They shake hands.]

GEOFFREY You are not interested in the counting?

ANNYS The room is rather crowded. Mamma thought I would be better out here. How have you been?

GEOFFREY Oh, all right. Its going to be a very near thing, they tell me.

ANNYS Yes, I shall be glad when its over.

GEOFFREY Its always a trying time. What are you going to do, if you win?

[LADY MOGTON looks in.]

LADY MOGTON [Seeing GEOFFREY.] Oh, good evening.

GEOFFREY Good evening.

LADY MOGTON Chilvers, 2,960 — Annys Chilvers, 2,874.

[She disappears — closes door.]

ANNYS Perhaps Im not going to win. [She goes to him, smiling.]
I hope youll win. I would so much rather you won.

GEOFFREY Very kind of you. Im afraid that wont make it a certainty.

ANNYS [His answer has hardened her again.] How can I? It would not be fair. Without your consent I should never have entered upon it. It was understood that the seat, in any case, would be yours.

GEOFFREY I would rather you considered yourself quite free. In warfare it doesnt pay to be fair to ones enemy.

ANNYS [Still hardening.] Besides, there is no need. There will be other opportunities. I can contest some other constituency. If I win, claim the seat for that.

[A moment.]

GEOFFREY So this is only the beginning? You have decided to devote yourself to a political career?

ANNYS Why not?

GEOFFREY If I were to ask you to abandon it, to come back to your place at my side — helping me, strengthening me?

ANNYS You mean you would have me abandon my own task — merge myself in you?

GEOFFREY Be my wife.

ANNYS It would not be right. I, too, have my work.

GEOFFREY If it takes you away from me?

ANNYS Why need it take me away from you? Why cannot we work together for common ends, each in our own way?

GEOFFREY We talked like that before we tried it. Marriage is not a partnership; it is a leadership.

ANNYS [She looks at him.] You mean — an ownership.

GEOFFREY Perhaps youre right. I didnt make it. Im only — beginning to understand it.

ANNYS And I too. It is not what I want.

GEOFFREY You mean its duties have become irksome to you.

ANNYS I mean I want to be the judge myself of what are my duties.

GEOFFREY I no longer count. You will go your way without me?

ANNYS I must go the way I think right.

GEOFFREY [He flings away.] If you win to-night you will do well to make the most of it. Take my advice and claim the seat.

ANNYS [Looks at him puzzled.]

ELIZABETH Why?

GEOFFREY Because [with a short, ugly laugh] the Lord only knows when youll get another opportunity.

ELIZABETH You are going to stop us?

GEOFFREY To stop women from going to the poll. The Bill will be introduced on Monday. Carried through all its stages the same week.

ELIZABETH You think it will pass?

GEOFFREY The Whips assure me that it will.

ANNYS But they cannot, they dare not, without your assent. The — 
[The light breaks in upon her.] Who is bringing it in?

GEOFFREY I am.

ANNYS [Is going to speak.]

GEOFFREY [He stops her.] Oh, Im prepared for all that — ridicule, abuse. Chilverss Bill for the Better Regulation of Mrs. Chilvers, theyll call it. I can hear their laughter. Yours wont be among it.

ANNYS But, Geoffrey! What is the meaning? Merely to spite me, are you going to betray a cause that you have professed belief in — that you have fought for?

GEOFFREY Yes — if it is going to take you away from me. I want you. No, I dont want a friend—a fellow-worker — some interesting rival in well doing. I can get all that outside my home. I want a wife. I want the woman I love to belong to me — to be mine. I am not troubling about being up to date; Im talking what I feel — what every male creature must have felt since the protoplasmic cell developed instincts. I want a woman to love — a woman to work for — a woman to fight for — a woman to be a slave to. But mine — mine, and nothing else. All the rest [he makes a gesture] is talk.

[He closes the window, shutting out the hubbub of the crowd.]

ANNYS [A strange, new light has stolen in. She is bewildered, groping.] But — all this is new between us. You have not talked like this for — not since — We were just good friends — comrades.

GEOFFREY And might have remained so, God knows! I suppose were made like that. So long as there was no danger passion slept. I cannot explain it. I only know that now, beside the thought of losing you, all else in the world seems meaningless. The Womans Movement! [He makes a gesture of contempt.] Men have wrecked kingdoms for a woman before now — and will again. I want you! [He comes to her.] Wont you come back to me, that we may build up the home we used to dream of? Wasnt the old love good? What has this new love to give you? Work that man can do better. The cause of the women — the children! Has woman loved woman better than man? Will the world be better for the children, man and woman contending? Come back to me. Help me. Help me to fight for all good women. Teach me how I may make the world better — for our children.

ANNYS [The light is in her eyes. She stands a moment. Her hands are going out to him.]

ELIZABETH [She comes between them.] Yes, go to him. He will be very good to you. Good men are kind to women, kind even to their dogs. You will be among the pampered few! You will be happy. And the others! What does it matter?

[They draw apart. She stands between them, the incarnation of the spirit of sex war.]

The women that have not kind owners — the dogs that have not kind masters — the dumb women, chained to their endless, unpaid drudgery! Let them be content. What are they but mans chattel? To be honoured if it pleases him, or to be cast into the dust. Mans pauper! Bound by his laws, subject to his whim; her every hope, her every aspiration, owed to his charity. She toils for him without ceasing: it should be her pleasure. She bears him children, when he chooses to desire them. They are his to do as he will by. Why seek to change it? Our man is kind. What have they to do with us: the women beaten, driven, overtasked — the women without hope or joy, the livers of grey lives that men may laugh and spend — the women degraded lower than the beasts to pander to the beast in man — the women outraged and abandoned, bearing to the grave the burden of mans lust? Let them go their way. They are but our sisters of sorrow. And we who could help them — we to whom God has given the weapons: the brain, and the courage — we make answer: I have married a husband, and I cannot come.

[A silence.]

GEOFFREY Well, you have heard. [He makes a gesture.] What is your answer?

ANNYS [She comes to him.] Dont you love me enough to humour me a little — to put up with my vexing ways? I so want to help, to feel I am doing just a little, to make the world kinder. I know you can do it better, but I want so to be in it. [She laughs.] Let us forget all this. Wake up to-morrow morning with fresh hearts. You will be Member for East Poplar. And then you shall help me to win Manchester. [She puts her hands upon his breast: she would have him take her in his arms.] I am not strong enough to fight alone.

GEOFFREY I want you. Let Manchester find some one else.

ANNYS [She draws away from him.] And if I cannot — will not?

GEOFFREY I bring in my Bill on Monday. Well be quite frank about it. That is my price — you. I want you!

ANNYS You mean it comes to that: a whole cause dependent on a man and a woman!

GEOFFREY Yes, that is how the world is built. On each man and woman. How does it shape my life, my hopes? So will each make answer.

[LADY MOGTON enters. She stands silent.]

ELIZABETH Is it over?

LADY MOGTON Annys Chilvers, 3,604 — Geoffrey Chilvers, 3,590.

[JANET enters.]

JANET [She rushes to ANNYS, embraces her.] Youve won, youve won! [She flies to the window, opens it, and goes out on to the balcony.]

[PHOEBE enters, followed by MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS.]

PHOEBE Is it true?

LADY MOGTON Pretty close. Majority of 14.

MRS. MOUNTCALM-VILLIERS For us?

LADY MOGTON For us.

[JANET by this time has announced the figures. There is heard a great burst of cheering, renewed again and again.]

JANET [Re-entering.] They want you! They want you!

[Mingled with the cheering come cries of Speech! Speech!]

LADY MOGTON You must say something.

[The band strikes up The Conquering Hero. The women crowd round
ANNYS, congratulating her. GEOFFREY stands apart.]

PHOEBE [Screaming above the din.] Put on your cloak.

JANET [Rushes and gets it.]

[They wrap it round her.]

[ANNYS goes out on to the balcony, followed by the other women.
ELIZABETH, going last, fires a parting smile of triumph at
GEOFFREY.]

[A renewed burst of cheering announces their arrival on the balcony. The crowd bursts into For Shes a Jolly Good Fellow — the band, making a quick change, joins in. GEOFFREY remains centre.]

[JAWBONES enters unobserved. The singing ends with three cheers.
ANNYS is speaking. GEOFFREY turns and sees JAWBONES.]

GEOFFREY [With a smile.] Give me down my coat, will you?

JAWBONES [He is sympathetic. He helps him on with it.] Shall I get you a cab, sir?

GEOFFREY No, thanks. Ill pick one up. [He goes towards the door, then stops.] Is there any other way out — not through the main entrance?

JAWBONES Yes, sir. Theres a side door opening on Woodstock Road.
Ill show it you.

GEOFFREY Thanks. [He follows JAWBONES out.]

[A burst of cheering comes from the crowd.]

CURTAIN.


THE FOURTH ACT
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SCENE:- RUSSELL SQUARE. The morning-room [on the ground floor]. A small, cheerful room, furnished in Chippendale, white panelled, with Adams fireplace in which a bright fire is burning. Two deep easy-chairs are before the fire. The window-curtains of red damask are drawn. An oval table occupies the centre of the room. The door at back opens upon the hall. Only one light burns, an electric lamp on a table just above the fire.

TIME:- Midnight.

[The door opens. GEOFFREY enters. He has left his out-door things in the hall. He crosses and rings the bell. A moment.]

[HAKE enters.]

GEOFFREY Oh, you, Hake! There wasnt any need for you to have stopped.

HAKE I was not sure of your arrangements. I thought perhaps I might be wanted.

GEOFFREY Sorry. I ought to have told you.

HAKE Its been no inconvenience, sir. I told Mrs. Hake not to sit up.

GEOFFREY [He is opening and reading his letters left for him on the table.] Does she generally sit up for you?

HAKE As a rule, sir. We like a little chat before going to bed.

GEOFFREY [His eyes on a letter.] What do you find to chat about?

HAKE Oh, there is so much for a husband and wife to talk about.
The — As a rule.

[A clock on the mantelpiece strikes one.]

GEOFFREY Whats that?

HAKE Quarter past twelve, sir.

GEOFFREY Has your mistress come in?

HAKE Not yet, sir. Has the election gone all right, sir?

GEOFFREY For Mrs. Chilvers, yes. She is now member for East
Poplar.

HAKE I am sorry. It has been a great surprise to me.

GEOFFREY The result?

HAKE The whole thing, sir. Such a sweet lady, we all thought her.

GEOFFREY Life, Hake, is a surprising affair.

[A ring is heard.]

I expect thats she. She has forgotten her key.

[HAKE goes out.]

[GEOFFREY continues his letters. A few moments pass; HAKE re- enters, closes the door.]

HAKE [He seems puzzled.] Its a lady, sir

[GEOFFREY turns.]

HAKE At least — hardly a lady. A Mrs. Chinn.

GEOFFREY Mrs. Chinn! [He glances at his watch.] At twelve oclock at night. Well, all right. Ill see her.

[HAKE opens the door, speaks to MRS. CHINN. She enters, in bonnet and shawl.]

HAKE Mrs. Chinn.

GEOFFREY Good evening, Mrs. Chinn.

MRS. CHINN Good evening, sir.

GEOFFREY You neednt stop, Hake. I shant be wanting anything.

HAKE Thank you.

GEOFFREY Apologise for me to Mrs. Hake. Good-night.

HAKE Good-night, sir.

[HAKE goes out. A minute later the front door is heard to slam.]

GEOFFREY Wont you sit down? [He puts a chair for her left of the table.]

MRS. CHINN [Seating herself.] Thank you, sir.

GEOFFREY [He half sits on the arm of the easy-chair below the fire.] Whats the trouble?

MRS. CHINN Its my boy, sir — my youngest. Hes been taking money that didnt belong to him.

GEOFFREY Um. Has it been going on for long?

MRS. CHINN About six months, sir. I only heard of it to-night.
You see, his wife died a year ago. She was such a good manager.
And after she was gone he seems to have got into debt.

GEOFFREY What were his wages?

MRS. CHINN Nineteen shillings a week, sir. And that with the rent and three young children — well, it wants thinking out.

GEOFFREY From whom did he take the money — his employers?

MRS. CHINN Yes, sir. He was the carman. They had always trusted him to collect the accounts.

GEOFFREY How much, would you say, was the defalcation?

MRS. CHINN I beg pardon, sir.

GEOFFREY How much does it amount to, the sums that he has taken?

MRS. CHINN Six pounds, sir, Mr. Cohen says it comes to.

GEOFFREY Wont they accept repayment?

MRS. CHINN Yes, sir. Mr. Cohen has been very nice about it. He is going to let me pay it off by instalments.

GEOFFREY Well, then, that gets over most of the trouble.

MRS. CHINN Well, you see, sir, unfortunately, Mr. Cohen gave information to the police the moment he discovered it.

GEOFFREY Umph! Cant he say he made a mistake?

MRS. CHINN They say it must go for trial, sir. That he can only withdraw the charge in court.

GEOFFREY Um!

MRS. CHINN You see, sir — a thing like that — [She recovers herself.] It clings to a lad.

GEOFFREY What do you want me to do?

MRS. CHINN Well, sir, I thought that, perhaps — you see, sir, he has got a brother in Canada who would help him; and I thought that if I could ship him off -

GEOFFREY You want me to tip the wink to the police to look the other way while you smuggle this young malefactor out of the clutches of the law?

MRS. CHINN [Quite indifferent to the moral aspect of the case.]
If you would be so kind, sir.

GEOFFREY Umph! I suppose you know what youre doing; appealing through your womanhood to mans weakness — employing backstairs influence to gain your private ends, indifferent to the higher issues of the public weal? All the things that are going to cease when woman has the vote.

MRS. CHINN You see, sir, hes the youngest.

[Gradually the decent but dingy figure of MRS. CHINN has taken to itself new shape. To GEOFFREY, it almost seems as though there were growing out of the shadows over against him the figure of great Artemis herself — Artemis of the Thousand Breasts. He had returned home angry, bitter against all women. As she unfolds her simple tale understanding comes to him. So long as there are Mrs. Chinns in the world, Woman claims homage.]

GEOFFREY How many were there?

MRS. CHINN Ten altogether, six living.

GEOFFREY Been a bit of a struggle for you, hasnt it?

MRS. CHINN It has been a bit difficult, at times; especially after their poor father died.

GEOFFREY How many were you left with?

MRS. CHINN Eight, sir.

GEOFFREY How on earth did you manage to keep them?

MRS. CHINN Well, you see, sir, the two eldest, they were earning a little. I dont think I could have done it without that.

GEOFFREY Wasnt there any source from which you could have obtained help? What was your husband?

MRS. CHINN He worked in the shipyards, sir. There was some talk about it. But, of course, that always means taking the children away from you.

GEOFFREY Would not that have been better for them?

MRS. CHINN Not always, sir. Of course, if I hadnt been able to do my duty by them I should have had to. But, thank God, Ive always been strong.

GEOFFREY [He rises.] I will see what can be done.

MRS. CHINN Thank you, sir.

GEOFFREY [Half-way, he turns.] When does the next boat sail — for
Canada?

MRS. CHINN To-morrow night, sir, from Glasgow. I have booked his passage.

GEOFFREY [With a smile.] You seem to have taken everything for granted.

MRS. CHINN You see, sir, its the disgrace. All the others are doing so well. It would upset them so.

[He goes out.]

[There is a moment.]

[ANNYS enters. She is wearing her outdoor things.]

ANNYS Mrs. Chinn!

MRS. CHINN [She has risen; she curtseys.] Good evening, maam.

ANNYS [She is taking off her hat.] Nothing wrong, is there?

MRS. CHINN My boy, maam, my youngest, has been getting into trouble.

ANNYS [She pauses, her hat in her hand.] They will, wont they?
Its nothing serious, I hope?

MRS. CHINN I think it will be all right, maam, thanks to your good gentleman.

ANNYS [She lays aside her hat.] You have had a good many children, havent you, Mrs. Chinn?

MRS. CHINN Ten altogether, maam; six living.

ANNYS Can one love ten, all at once?

[The cloak has fallen aside. MRS. CHINN is a much experienced lady.]

MRS. CHINN Just as many as come, dear. God sends the love with them.

[There is a moment; the two women are very close to one another. Then ANNYS gives a little cry and somehow their arms are round one another.]

[She mothers her into the easy chair above the fire; places a footstool under her feet.] You have your cry out, dearie, it will do you good.

ANNYS You look so strong and great.

MRS. CHINN Its the tears, dearie. [She arranges the foot-stool.]
You keep your feet up.

[The handle of the door is heard. MRS. CHINN is standing beside her own chair. She is putting back her handkerchief into her bag.]

[GEOFFREY re-enters.]

[ANNYS is hidden in the easy chair. He does not see her.]

GEOFFREY Well, Mrs. Chinn, an exhaustive search for the accused will be commenced — next week.

MRS. CHINN Thank you, sir.

GEOFFREY What about the children — are they going with him?

MRS. CHINN No, sir; I thought he would be better without them till everything is settled.

GEOFFREY Who is taking care of them — you?

MRS. CHINN Yes, sir.

GEOFFREY And the passage money — how much was that?

MRS. CHINN Four pound fifteen.

GEOFFREY Would you mind my coming in, as a friend?

MRS. CHINN Well, if you dont mind, Id rather not. Ive always done everything for the children myself. Its been a fad of mine.

GEOFFREY [He makes a gesture of despair.] You mothers! Youre so greedy. [He holds out his hand, smiling.] Goodbye.

MRS. CHINN [She takes his hand in hers.] God bless you, sir. And your good lady.

GEOFFREY [As he takes her to the door.] How will you get home?

MRS. CHINN I can get the Underground from Gower Street, sir.

[They go out talking about last trains and leaving the door open.
The next moment the front door is heard to slam.]

[GEOFFREY re-enters.]

[ANNYS has moved round, so that coming back into the room he finds her there.]

GEOFFREY How long have you been in?

[He closes the door.]

ANNYS Only a few minutes — while you were at the telephone. I had to rest for a little while. Dr. Whitby brought me back in his motor.

GEOFFREY Was he down there?

ANNYS Phoebe had sent for him. I had been taken a little giddy earlier in the day.

GEOFFREY [He grunts. He is fighting with his tenderness.] Dont wonder at it. All this overwork and excitement.

ANNYS Im afraid Ive been hurting you.

GEOFFREY [Still growling.] Both been hurting each other, I expect.

ANNYS [She smiles.] Its so easy to hurt those that love us.

[She makes a little movement, feebly stretches out her arms to him. Wondering, he comes across to her. She draws him down beside her, takes his arms and places them about her.] I want to feel that I belong to you. That you are strong. That I can rest upon you.

GEOFFREY [He cannot understand.] But only an hour ago — [He looks at her.] Have you, too, turned traitor to the Womans Cause?

ANNYS [She answers smiling.] No. But woman, dear, is a much more complicated person than I thought her. It is only in this hour that God has revealed her to me. [She draws him closer.] I want you, dear — dear husband. Take care of us — both, wont you? I love you, I love you. I did not know how much.

GEOFFREY [He gathers her to him, kissing her, crooning over her.]
Oh, my dear, my dear! My little one, my love, my wife!

ANNYS [She is laughing, crying.] But, Geoffrey, dear -

[He tries to calm her.]

No, let me. I want to — And then Ill be quite good, I promise — Its only fair to warn you. When Im strong and can think again, I shall still want the vote. I shall want it more than ever.

GEOFFREY [He answers with a happy laugh, holding her in his arms.]

ANNYS You will help us? Because its right, dear, isnt it? He will be my child as well as yours. You will let me help you make the world better for our child — and for all the children — and for all the mothers — and for all the dear, kind men: you will, wont you?

GEOFFREY I thought you were drifting away from me: that strange voices were calling you away from life and motherhood. God has laughed at my fears. He has sent you back to me with His command. We will fashion His world together, we two lovers, Man and Woman, joined together in all things. It is His will. His chains are the childrens hands.

[Kneeling, he holds her in his arms.]

[THE CURTAIN FALLS.]


The Non-Fiction
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Walsall, the borough in the English Midlands where Jerome was born, recognised his success in 1926 by conferring on him the title of Freeman of the Borough
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PREFACE.
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IN PENNING THE following pages I have endeavored to be truthful. In looking back upon the scenes through which I passed, I have sought to penetrate the veil of glamour Time trails behind him as he flies, and to see things exactly as they were — to see the rough road as well as the smiling landscape, the briers and brambles as well as the green grass and the waving trees.

Now, however, that my task is done, and duty no longer demands that memory should use a telescope, the mellowing haze of distance resumes its sway, and the Stage again appears the fair, enchanted ground that I once dreamt it. I forget the shadows, and remember but the brightness. The hardships that I suffered seem now but picturesque incidents; the worry only pleasurable excitement.

I think of the Stage as of a lost friend. I like to dwell upon its virtues and to ignore its faults. I wish to bury in oblivion the bad, bold villains and the false-hearted knaves who played a part thereon, and to think only of the gallant heroes, the virtuous maidens, and the good old men.

Let the bad pass. I met far more honest, kindly faces than deceitful ones, and I prefer to remember the former. Plenty of honest, kindly hands grasped mine, and such are the hands that I like to grip again in thought. Where the owners of those kindly hands and faces may be now I do not know. Years have passed since I last saw them, and the sea of life has drifted us farther and farther apart. But wherever on that sea they may be battling, I call to them from here a friendly greeting. Hoping that my voice may reach across the waves that roll between us, I shout to them and their profession a hearty and sincere God Speed.


CHAPTER I. I Determine to Become an Actor.
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THERE COMES A time in every ones life when he feels he was born to be an actor. Something within him tells him that he is the coming man, and that one day he will electrify the world. Then he burns with a desire to show them how the things done, and to draw a salary of three hundred a week.

This sort of thing generally takes a man when he is about nineteen, and lasts till he is nearly twenty. But he doesnt know this at the time. He thinks he has got hold of an inspiration all to himself — a kind of solemn call, which it would be wicked to disregard; and when he finds that there are obstacles in the way of his immediate appearance as Hamlet at a leading West-end theater, he is blighted.

I myself caught it in the usual course. I was at the theater one evening to see Romeo and Juliet played, when it suddenly flashed across me that that was my vocation. I thought all acting was making love in tights to pretty women, and I determined to devote my life to it. When I communicated my heroic resolution to my friends, they reasoned with me. That is, they called me a fool; and then said that they had always thought me a sensible fellow, though that was the first I had ever heard of it.

But I was not to be turned from my purpose.

I commenced operations by studying the great British dramatists. I was practical enough to know that some sort of preparation was necessary, and I thought that, for a beginning, I could not do better than this. Accordingly, I read through every word of Shakespeare, — with notes, which made it still more unintelligible, — Ben Jonson, Beaumont and Fletcher, Sheridan, Goldsmith, and Lord Lytton. This brought me into a state of mind bordering on insanity. Another standard dramatist, and I should have gone raving mad: of that I feel sure. Thinking that a change would do me good, I went in for farces and burlesques, but found them more depressing than the tragedies, and the idea then began to force itself upon me that, taking one consideration with another, an actors lot would not be a happy one. Just when I was getting most despondent, however, I came across a little book on the art of making-up, and this resuscitated me.

I suppose the love of making-up is inherent in the human race. I remember belonging, when a boy, to The West London United Concert and Entertainment Association. We used to meet once a week for the purpose of regaling our relations with original songs and concertina solos, and on these occasions we regularly burnt-corked our hands and faces. There was no earthly reason for doing so, and I am even inclined to think we should have made our friends less unhappy if we had spared them this extra attraction. None of our songs had the slightest reference to Dinah. We didnt even ask each other conundrums; while, as for the jokes, they all came from the audience. And yet we daubed ourselves black with as much scrupulousness as if it had been some indispensable religious rite. It could only have been vanity.

Making-up certainly assists the actor to a very great degree. At least, I found it so in my case. I am naturally of mild and gentle appearance, and, at that time, was particularly so. It was no earthly use my standing in front of the glass and trying to rehearse the part of, say, a drunken costermonger. It was perfectly impossible for me to imagine myself the character. I am ashamed to have to confess it, but I looked more like a young curate than a drunken costermonger, or even a sober one, and the delusion could not be sustained for a moment. It was just the same when I tried to turn myself into a desperate villain; there was nothing of the desperate villain about me. I might, perhaps, have imagined myself going for a walk on Sunday, or saying bother it, or even playing hapenny nap, but as for ill-treating a lovely and unprotected female, or murdering my grandfather, the thing was absurd. I could not look myself in the face and do it. It was outraging every law of Lavater.

My fiercest scowl was a milk-and-watery accompaniment to my bloodthirsty speeches; and, when I tried to smile sardonically, I merely looked imbecile.

But crape hair and the rouge pot changed all this. The character of Hamlet stood revealed to me the moment that I put on false eyebrows, and made my cheeks look hollow. With a sallow complexion, dark eyes, and long hair, I was Romeo, and, until I washed my face, loved Juliet to the exclusion of all my female cousins. Humor came quite natural when I had a red nose; and, with a scrubby black beard, I felt fit for any amount of crime.

My efforts to study elocution, however, were not so successful. I have the misfortune to possess a keen sense of the ludicrous, and to have a morbid dread of appearing ridiculous. My extreme sensitiveness on this point would have been enough to prevent my ever acting well under any circumstances, and, as it was, it hampered and thwarted me at every turn: not only on the stage, but even in my own room, with the door locked. I was always in a state of terror lest any one should overhear me, and half my time was taken up in listening on one side of the key-hole, to make sure that no one was listening on the other; while the slightest creak on the stairs was sufficient to make me stop short in the middle of a passage, and commence whistling or humming in an affectedly careless manner, in order to suggest the idea that I was only amusing myself. I tried getting up early and going to Hampstead Heath, but it was no good. If I could have gone to the Desert of Sahara, and assured myself, by the aid of a powerful telescope, that no living creature was within twenty miles of me, I might have come out strong, but not else. Any confidence I might have placed in Hampstead Heath was rudely dissipated on the very second morning of my visits. Buoyed up by the belief that I was far from every vestige of the madding crowd, I had become quite reckless, and, having just delivered, with great vigor, the oration of Antony over the body of Cæsar, I was about starting on something else, when I heard a loud whisper come from some furze bushes close behind me: Aint it proper, Liza! Joe, you run and tell Melia to bring Johnny.

I did not wait for Johnny. I left that spot at the rate of six miles an hour. When I got to Camden Town I looked behind me, cautiously. No crowd appeared to be following me, and I felt relieved, but I did not practice on Hampstead Heath again.

After about two months of this kind of thing, I was satisfied that I had learned all that could possibly be required, and that I was ready to come out. But here the question very naturally arose, How can I get out? My first idea was to write to one of the leading managers, tell him frankly my ambition, and state my abilities in a modest but a straightforward manner. To this, I argued, he would reply by requesting me to call upon him, and let him see for himself what I could do. I should then go to the theater at the time appointed, and send up my card. He would ask me into his private room, and, after a little general conversation on the weather, and the latest murder, etc., etc., he would suggest my rehearsing some short scene before him or reciting one or two speeches. This I should do in a way that would quite astonish him, and he would engage me on the spot at a small salary. I did not expect much at first, but fancied that five or six pounds per week would be near the mark. After that, the rest would be easy. I should go on for some months, perhaps a year, without making any marked sensation. Then my opportunity would come. A new play would be produced, in which there would be some minor part, not considered of any importance, but which in my hands (I had just read the history of Lord Dundreary, and believed every word of it) would become the great thing in the play, and the talk of London.

I should take the town by storm, make the fortune of my manager, and be the leading actor of the day. I used to dwell on the picture of the night when I should first startle the world. I could see the vast house before me with its waves of wild, excited faces. I could hear their hoarse roar of applause ringing in my ears. Again and again I bowed before them, and again and again the cheers burst forth, and my name was shouted with waving of hats and with bravos.

I did not write to a manager, though, after all. A friend who knew something about the subject said he wouldnt if he were I, and I didnt.

I asked him what course he would advise, and he said: Go to an agent, and tell him just exactly what you want. I went to two or three agents, and told them all just exactly what I wanted, and they were equally frank, and told me just exactly, what they wanted, which, speaking generally, was five shillings booking fee, to begin with. To do them justice, though, I must say that none of them appeared at all anxious to have me; neither did they hold out to me much hope of making my fortune. I believe my name is still down in the books of most of the agents — at least, I have never been round to take it off — and I expect that among them they will obtain for me a first-class engagement one of these days, when I am Bishop of London, or editor of a society paper, or something of that sort.

It was not for want of worrying that they did not do anything for me then. I was forever what I called waking them up, a process which consisted of studying the photos in the outer office for half an hour, and then being requested to call again. I had regular days for performing this duty, on the mornings of which I would say to myself: Well, I must go round, and wake those agents up again to-day. When I had said this, I felt quite important, and had some vague idea that I was overworking myself. If, on my way, I happened to meet a friend, I greeted him with Havent got a minute, old man. Im just going round to my agents, and, scarcely stopping to shake hands, would rush off, leaving him with the impression that I had been telegraphed for.

But I never succeeded in rousing them to a full sense of their responsibilities, and, after a while, we began to get mutually tired of one another; especially as about this time I managed to get hold of two or three sham agents, — or rather, they managed to get hold of me, — who were much more pleased to see me. One of these, a very promising firm (though not quite so good at performing), had its offices then in Leicester Square, and consisted of two partners, one of whom, however, was always in the country on important business, and could never be seen. I remember they got four pounds out of me, for which they undertook, in writing, to obtain me a salaried London engagement before the expiration of a month. Just when the time was nearly up, however, I received a long and sympathetic letter from the mysterious traveling partner. This hitherto rusticating individual had, it appeared, returned to town the previous day, but only to discover a state of things that had shocked him beyond all expression. His partner, the one to whom I had paid the four pounds, besides defrauding nearly all the clients by taking money for engagements which he had no possible means of obtaining, had robbed him, the writer of the letter, of upward of seventy pounds, and had bolted, no one knew whither. My present correspondent expressed himself deeply grieved at my having been so villainously cheated, and hoped I would join him in taking proceedings against his absconding partner — when found. He concluded by stating that four pounds was an absurd sum to charge for obtaining such an engagement as had been held out to me, and that if I would give him (who really had the means of performing his promises) two pounds, he would get me one in a week, or ten days at the outside. Would I call and see him that evening? I did not go that evening, but I went the first thing the next morning. I then found the door locked, and a notice on it that all letters were to be left with the housekeeper. Coming downstairs, I met a man coming up, and asked him if he knew where either of the partners could be found. He said that he would give a sovereign to know, and that he was the landlord. I heard of the firm again the other day, and I believe it is still flourishing, though with the customary monthly change as to name and address. By the by, I wonder if the agent nuisance will ever be stamped out. Perhaps, now that education is compulsory, the next generation of actors and managers may be able to look after their own affairs, and so dispense with the interference of these meddlers on commission.


CHAPTER II. I Become an Actor.
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AMONG THE SHAM agents must be classed the Professors, or X. Y. Z.s, who are always able to place two or three (never more than two or three: it would be no use four applying) lady and gentlemen amateurs, of tall or medium stature, either dark or fair, but must be of good appearance, at a leading West-end theater, in good parts: Salaried engagement. These gentlemen are appreciative, and very quick to discern real talent. They perceived mine in a moment. They were all of them sure that I should make a splendid actor, and I was just the man they wanted. But they were conscientious. They scorned to hide the truth, and told me of my faults without reserve. They said that I was full of promise, that I had the makings of a really great actor in me, but — and the remarkable part of it was that no two of them agreed as to that but. One said it was my voice. All that I wanted was to train my voice; then I should be perfect. Another thought my voice was a very fine one, but told me that my attitudes would not do at all. When my attitudes were a little more artistic, he could get me an engagement at once. A third, after hearing me recite a trifle or two from Macbeth, clapped me on shoulder, and insisted on shaking hands. There were tears almost in his eyes, and he appeared quite overcome. He said:

My boy, you have got it in you. You are an actor! but — you want chic.

I had not got the slightest notion what he meant. I said:

You think so.

He was sure of it. It would be impossible for me to succeed without chic: with chic, I should soon be famous. I determined, at any price, to get chic, and I deferentially put it to him, how he thought I could obtain it. He paused for a minute or so, evidently considering how it could be done, while I stood anxiously awaiting the result. Suddenly a bright idea seemed to strike him. He laid his hand confidentially on my arm, and in the impressive voice of a man who is communicating some extraordinary discovery, said: Come to me, twice a week, Tuesdays and Fridays, say, from eight to nine. Then he drew back a few paces to see what effect it had upon me.

I replied that I supposed he meant he would teach it me. He seemed struck with my intelligence, and acknowledged that that was just precisely what he did mean. He explained — always in the same strictly confidential manner, as though he would not for the world have any one else know — that he had had great experience in this particular branch of dramatic education. He had letters now in his desk from well-known actors and actresses, persons of the greatest eminence, acknowledging that they owed their present position entirely to his teaching, and thanking him for all that he had done for them. He would show me those letters, and he rose to do so. But no, on second thoughts he would not; they were written in confidence, and it would not be right for him to let others see them — not even me, whom he felt he could trust. To do him justice, he never did show those letters, either to me, or, as far as I could learn, to any one else, though I subsequently came across three or four people who expressed an earnest desire to see them.

But I was slowly and painfully gaining experience, and I went away without leaving the five-pound note which I— as a man of business — ought to have seen was an absurdly small amount, his usual charge being twenty guineas; only, somehow or other, he had taken an interest in me, and felt sure I should reflect credit on his teaching, and so make it up to him in that way.

Another class that make a very good thing out of stage-struck asses, are the managers (?) who have vacancies for an amateur lady and gentleman in a specially selected company. They are men who evidently believe in the literal truth of Jaquess opinion as to all men and women being players, for they put raw novices into the leading parts with a confidence as to the result that is simply touching. The Thespian aspirant, who has never acted out of his own back parlor, feels a little nervous, though, at being cast for Banquo and Colonel Damas, to open with on the following Saturday. He cannot quite make up his mind whether a mistake has been made, a practical joke played upon him for the amusement of the rest of the company, or whether it is that the manager is really an intelligent man, who knows ability when he sees it. He does not like to speak about it, lest it should be thought he was not confident of his own powers — a failing of which the stage tyro is not usually guilty. Besides which, the parts might be taken from him, and this he by no means desires, although, at the same time, he is perfectly sure that he could play every other character in the piece much better. I had only one experience of the sham manager — at least, of this kind of sham manager. Unfortunately, there are other kinds, as most actors know to their cost, but these I have not come to yet. No, and I wish I had never gone to them, either.

There were about half a dozen of us noodles who had answered one advertisement, and we met every night for rehearsals at a certain house in Newman Street. Three or four well-known professionals, who were then starring in the provinces, but who would join us at the beginning of the next week, were to fill the chief parts, and we were to start for Gravesend immediately after their arrival. I had been engaged at a weekly salary of one pound fifteen shillings, and had been cast for the parts of Gilbert Featherstone in Lost in London, and the King in Hamlet. Everything went smoothly; there had been no suggestion of a premium or anything of that kind; and although I had, by this time, grown exceedingly suspicious, I began to think that this, at all events, was not a swindle. But I soon found out the trick. On the fifth night of the rehearsals, our manager was particularly pleasant, and complimented me on what he called my really original reading of the parts. During the pauses, he leant familiarly on my shoulder, and discussed the piece with me. We had a little argument about the part of the King. He differed from me, at first, on one or two points, but afterward came round to my views, and admitted that I was right. Then he asked me how I was going to dress the part. I had thought of this, even before I had studied the words, so I was as pat as could be on the subject, and we went through all the details, and arranged for a very gorgeous costume, indeed. He did not try to stint me in the leasts though I was once or twice afraid he might grumble at the cost. But no, he seemed quite as anxious as I was that the thing should be done in good style. It would be a little expensive, as he himself said, but then, you may just as well do the thing properly, while you are about it, he added, and I agreed with him. He went on to reckon up the amount. He said that he could get the things very cheap — much cheaper than any one else, as he had a friend in the business, who would let him have them for exactly what they cost to make. I congratulated him on the fact, but feeling no personal interest in the matter, began to be rather bored by his impressiveness on the subject. After adding it all up, he came to the conclusion that nine pounds ought to cover the lot.

And very cheap, too, said he; the things will be good, and will always come in useful; and I agreed with him again, and remarked that I thought they would be well worth the money; but wondering what on earth all this had got to do with me.

Then he wanted to know whether I would pay the money that evening, or bring it with me next time.

Me! me pay! I exclaimed, rendered ungrammatical by surprise. What for?

What for! Why, for the costume, replied he; you cant play the part without, and if you got the things yourself, youd have to pay about four pounds more, thats all. If you havent got all the money handy, he continued soothingly, let me have as much as you can, you know, and Ill try and get my friend to trust you for the rest.

On subsequent inquiry among the others, I found that three of them had already let him have about five pounds each, and that a fourth, intended to hand him over four pounds ten the following night. I and another agreed to wait and see. We did not see much, however. We never saw the well-known professionals, and, after the next evening, we never saw our manager again. Those who had paid saw less.

I now thought I would try hunting for myself, without the aid of agents or advertisements. I might be more successful, and certainly could not be less. The same friend that had recommended me not to write to the managers, concurred with me in this view, and thought I could not do better than drop in occasionally at The Occidental; and I accordingly so dropped in. I suppose there is no actor who does not know The Occidental, though it does try to hide itself down a dark court, being, no doubt, of a retiring disposition, like the rest of the profession.

I found the company there genial and pleasant, and without any objection to drinking at my expense. When, however, I hinted my wish to join the profession, they regarded me with a look of the most profound pity, and seemed really quite concerned. They shook their heads gravely, told me their own experiences, and did all they could to dissuade me from my intention. But I looked upon them as selfish fellows who wanted to keep young talent from the stage. Even if their advice were given honestly, I argued, it was no use taking any notice of it. Every one thinks his own calling the worst, and if a man waited to enter a profession until those already in it recommended him to, he might sit and twiddle his thumbs for the rest of his life. So I paid no attention to their warning, but continued in my course, and, at length, found some one to help me.

He was a large, flabby-looking individual, who seemed to live on Scotch whisky and big cigars, and was never either drunk or sober. He did not smell refreshing — a fact he made all the more impressive by breathing very hard, right into ones face, while talking. He had formerly been a country manager, but how he earned his livelihood now, was always a mystery to me, as, although he rented a dirty little back room in a street leading out of the Strand, and called it his office, he never did anything there but go to sleep. He was, however, well known to the theatrical frequenters of The Occidental, — better known than respected, as I afterward learnt, — while he himself knew everybody, and it appeared to me that he was just the very man I wanted. At first, he was not any more enthusiastic than the others, but my mentioning that I was prepared to pay a small premium in order to obtain an appearance, set him pondering, and, in the end, he didnt see why it could not be done. When I stated the figure I was ready to give, he grew more hopeful still, and came to the conclusion that it could be done. He did not even see why I should not make a big name, if I only left myself entirely in his hands.

I have done the same thing for other people, said he, and I can for you, if I like. There is —— —— , he went on, getting talkative all at once, he is drawing his eighty pounds a week now. Well, damn it all, sir, I made that man — made him. Hed never have been anything more than a third-rate provincial actor, if it hadnt been for me. Then look at —— —— , at the —— — , I knew him when he was having twenty-two shillings a week for responsibles, with old Joe Clamp, and that only when he could get it, mind you. I brought him up to London, started him at the Surrey, took him on to the West-end, and worked him up to what he is. And now, when he passes me in his brougham, he dont know me, and my newfound friend heaved a sigh, and took another pull to drown his grief at the ingratitude of human nature.

Yes, sir, he continued, on emerging from his glass, I made those men, and why shouldnt I make you?

As I could not show any reason for his not doing so, he determined that he would; although he supposed that I should turn out just the same as the rest of them, and forget him, when I was at the top of the tree. But I assured him most solemnly that I would not, and that I should be just as pleased to see him, when I was a great man, as I was then, and I shook hands warmly with him, as a token of how pleased I was to see him then; for I felt really grateful to him for the favors he was going to bestow on me, and I was quite vexed that he should think I might prove ungrateful, and neglect him.

When I saw him the next day, he told me he had done it. He had arranged an engagement for me with a Surrey-side manager, to whom he would introduce me to-morrow, when the agreement could be signed, and everything settled. I was, accordingly, to be at his office for the purpose at eleven oclock the following morning — and to bring the money with me. That was his parting injunction.

I did not walk back to my lodgings, I skipped back. I burst open the door, and went up the stairs like a whirlwind; but I was too excited to stop indoors. I went and had dinner at a first-class restaurant, the bill for which considerably lessened my slender means. Never mind, I thought, what are a few shillings, when I shall soon be earning my hundreds of pounds! I went to the theater, but I dont know what theater it was, or what was the play, and I dont think I knew at the time. I did notice the acting a little, but only to fancy how much better I could play each part myself. I wondered how I should like these particular actors and actresses, when I came to know them. I thought I should rather like the leading lady, and, in my imagination, sketched out the details of a most desperate flirtation with her, that would send all the other actors mad with jealousy. Then I went home to bed, and lay awake all night, dreaming.

I got up at seven the next morning, and hurried over my breakfast, so as to be in time for the appointment at eleven. I think I looked at my watch (I wonder where that watch is now!) at least every other minute. I got down to the Strand a little before ten, and wandered up and down a small portion of it, frightened to go a stones throw from the office, and yet dreading to go too near it. I bought a new pair of gloves. I remember they were salmon color, and one of them split as I was trying to get it on, so I carried it crumpled up in my hand, and wore the other one. When it got within twenty minutes of the time, I turned into the street where the office was, and loitered about there, with an uncomfortable feeling, that every one living in it knew what I had come about, and was covertly watching me from behind blinds and curtains. It seemed as though eleven oclock never would come, but Big Ben tolled it out at last, and I walked up the door, trying to look as if I had just strolled!

When I reached the office, no one was there, and the door was locked. My heart sank within me. Had the whole thing been a cruel hoax? Was it to be another disappointment? Had the manager been murdered? Had the theater been burned down? Why were they not here? Something extraordinary must have happened to make them late on such an important occasion as this. I spent half an hour of intense suspense and then they arrived. They hoped they had not kept me waiting, and I replied, Oh no, not at all, and murmured something about having only just come myself.

As soon as we all three were inside the little office, I was introduced to the manager, who turned out to be an actor I had often seen on the boards, but who did not look a bit like himself, though he would have done very well for his own son; he was so much shorter and younger than he ought to have been. The clean-shaven face gives actors such a youthful appearance. It was difficult to believe, at first, that the sedate-looking boys I used to meet at rehearsal, were middle-aged men with families, some of them.

Altogether, my future manager did not realize my expectations of him. He was not dressed with that reckless disregard for expense that I had looked for in a man of his position. To tell the truth, he presented a very seedy figure, indeed. I put it down, however, to that contempt for outward appearance, so often manifested by men of great wealth, and called to mind stories of millionaires who had gone about almost in rags; and I remembered, too, how I had once seen the mother of one of our leading burlesque actresses, and how I had been surprised at her extreme dinginess — the mothers.

They had the agreements all ready, and the manager and I signed in each others presence, and exchanged. Then I handed him a ten-pound bank note, and he gave me a receipt for it. Everything was strictly formal. The agreement, especially, was very plain and precise, and there could be no mistake about it. It arranged for me to give my services for the first month gratis, and after that I was to receive a salary according to ability. This seemed to me very fair, indeed. If anything, it was, perhaps, a little reckless on his part, and might press heavily upon him. He told me candidly, however, that he did not think I should be worth more than thirty shillings a week to him for the first two or three months though, of course, it would depend upon myself entirely, and he should be only too pleased if it, proved otherwise. I held a different opinion on the subject, but did not mention it, thinking it would be better to wait and let time prove it. So I merely said I wished for nothing but what was fair and just, and it appearing that this was exactly what he wanted me to have, we parted on the best of terms; but not before all particulars had been arranged. He was going to open for the summer season in three weeks time, and the rehearsals were to commence about a fortnight before. For the next week, therefore, I was nothing; after that, I was an Actor!!! *

* My friends deny this. They say I never became an actor. I say I did, and I think I ought to know.


CHAPTER III. Through the Stage Door
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IT WAS NOT until about a week before the opening night, that I received a summons to attend at the theater. Eleven oclock was the time appointed for the company to assemble on the stage, and, accordingly, at a few minutes before that hour, I stood in front of the stage-door.

It was a dingy-looking place, up a back street, with a barbers shop on one side, and a coal shed on the other. A glorious spring sunshine made it look, by contrast, still more uninviting, and I likened it to the entrance to the enchanted palace in the fairy tales, where the gloomier the portal through which the prince passes, the more gorgeous the halls beyond. This was before I had seen the inside.

But it wouldnt do for me to stop there meditating. It was already two minutes past eleven and the rest of the company would be waiting for me.

I laid my hand upon the latch, and —— 

A moment, please. Before I throw open that door and let daylight in upon the little world behind, let me offer a word or two of preparatory explanation.

The theatrical world is a big world. From one of the leading London theaters to a traveling booth (I intend no slighting allusion to our talented American cousin) is a wide stretch, and embraces a great variety. My experience was confined to three or four of these varieties, and by no means extended to the whole. My short career was passed among the minor London theaters, and second and third rate traveling companies; and it is of these, and these only, that I shall speak. But of these — of what came under my actual observation, that is — I shall speak freely, endeavoring to record things exactly as I found them — nothing extenuating, nor setting down aught in malice. It may be that, in the course of my comments, I shall think it necessary to make a few more or less sensible and original remarks; to tell actors and actresses what they ought to do, and what they ought not to do; to explain to managers how they ought to manage their own business; and to give good advice generally all round. Therefore, at the outset, I wish to be clearly understood that, when so doing, I have in mind only that part of the theatrical world with which I am acquainted. As regards such theaters as, for example, the Lyceum or the St. Jamess, they are managed quite as well, perhaps, as I could manage them myself, and I have no fault to find with them. Even if I had, I should not do so here, for in these reminiscences I intend to talk only about what I understand — an eccentric resolution for an author, I admit; but no matter, I like to be original now and then. With this understanding, we will push back the door and enter.

I found a wheezy little old man inside, boxed up behind a glass partition, toasting a bloater before a small fire. On that morning, I felt kindly disposed toward all living things, and I therefore spoke kindly, even to this poor old buffer. I said:

Good-morning. Its a fine day.

He said, Shut the door, cant yer; or else get outside.

Acting on this suggestion, I shut the door, and then stood leaning against it, while he finished toasting the bloater. When I saw that this operation was completed I had another try at him. I remarked that my name was —— —— . Of course, I had assumed a stage name. They all do it. Heaven only knows why; I am sure they dont. While in the profession, I met a young fellow whose real name happened to be the very one that I had assumed, while he had taken my real name for his assumed one. We were both happy and contented enough, until we met; but afterward we took a sadder view of life, with all its shams and vanities.

As the mere announcement of my name had no visible effect upon the stage-door keeper — for such I found him to be — I fired my last shot, and told him I was an actor. It roused him. It electrified him to such a degree, that he took his gaze off the bloater, and looked at me. Having feasted his eyes upon me to his full satisfaction, he said, Down the yard, and returned to what, I suppose, was his breakfast; there being a dismal, just-got-up sort of look about him.

Gathering from this that there was a yard somewhere in the neighborhood, and that, when I had found it, I was to go down it, I started off to look for it. I discovered it at last, quite unexpectedly, by the process of stumbling over a friendly cat, and bursting open a door with my head. The moment I got into it, I was surrounded by at least half a dozen of the feline species. They looked hungry, and welcomed me with enthusiasm, under an absurd idea that I was the cats meat man, whom I did not resemble in the least. Cats are kept at theaters to keep away the rats, but sometimes the cats themselves become so numerous as to be rather more of a nuisance than the rats, and then it is necessary to keep some one to keep away the cats. They take a great interest in the drama, these cats. They always make a point of coming on in the middle of the most pathetic scenes, when they take the center of the stage, and proceed to go through one or other of their decidedly peculiar toilet exercises.

Going down the yard, as directed, and groping my way through a dark passage at the end, I found myself in a vast, gloomy vault, full of hollow echoes, and strange, shapeless shadows; at least, that is what it seemed to me.

I cannot say, now, what notions I had previously formed of behind the scenes. They were dispelled so rudely and suddenly, that all trace of them is lost. I know they were formed; partly by Dower Wilsons charming sketches, where fairy damsels (in the costume of their country) lean gracefully against the back of the landscapes, with their pretty legs crossed; partly by the descriptions of friends who said they had been there; and partly from my own imagination — a vivid one. The reality, however, exceeded my wildest expectations. I could never have dreamt of anything so utterly dismal, as an empty theater by daylight, or rather day-darkness. No, not even after a supper of beefsteaks and porter.

At first, I could see nothing; but, after a while, I got used to the dimness, and was able to look about me. The decorations of the place (such as they were — such as might be expected in a theater where the stalls were three shillings, and the gallery fourpence) were shrouded in dirty white cloths. The music stools and stands in the orchestra, together with the big drum, and the violoncello in a green baize case, were all in a heap in the corner, as if they had had a performance on their own account during the night, and had ended up by getting drunk. This idea was further suggested by the appearance of the gallery bar, which could be seen from the stage, though it looked about half a mile off, and which was crowded with empty bottles and dirty pewter pots and glasses. Shabby, patched scenery — a mere unintelligible daub, seen close to — was littered all round me; propped up against the great wooden beams which supported the flies, or against the side walls; piled up at the back, in what was called the scene dock; lying down flat at my feet; or hanging suspended over my head. In the center of the stage was a rickety table, and on the table was a candle, stuck in a ginger-beer bottle. A solitary sunbeam, having sneaked in through some odd crevice, threw a band of light across the gloom, and showed up the dust, of which the place seemed full. A woman, with a noisy cold in her head, was sweeping out the pit; and some unseen animal, which I judged to be a small boy, by the noise it made, was performing a shrill whistle somewhere in the region of the dress circle. The roar from the streets sounded dull and muffled, but the banging of a door, or the falling of a chair within the building, made such a noise, that the spiders ran into their holes for fright.


CHAPTER IV. Behind the Scenes.
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I HAD THE stage all to myself for about half an hour. It is the etiquette of the theater for every one to be late. You estimate the position of an actor, by the time he is late for rehearsal. If he (I dont say a word about ladies: they are always an hour late for everything, bless em) is twenty minutes behind, he is most likely mere utility. If a man keeps everybody waiting an hour and a half, you may put him down as a star.

I occupied the time pleasantly enough in wandering about, and finding out all I could. I climbed up a shaky wooden staircase to the flies, and looked down upon the stage from a height of fifty feet. I scrambled about up there amidst ladders, and small platforms, and ropes, and pulleys, and windlasses, and gas pipes, and empty gas bags, and beer cans, and darkness, and dust. Then, up another ladder, leading higher still, and along a narrow plank, crossing from one side of the stage to the other, over a perfect hanging forest of scenery.

Clambering round behind, I came to the scene-painting room. It was a long, narrow sort of loft, forty feet above the stage. One side of it was of canvas — part of an enormous sheet, which passed right through it, in at the top and out at the bottom. This sheet of canvas, on which a scene was being painted, was suspended from the roof of the theater by means of pulleys, so that the whole could be raised or lowered at pleasure, and every portion of it brought within reach of the scene-painter, without his moving.

If I have not explained myself clearly, try this: Take your wifes best traveling trunk (choosing a time when she is not at home), wrench the cover off, and then hold the box up against the window blind, in such a position that the blind is where the cover would have been. There you have it. The box is the scene-painters room — the blind, the scene.

There was plenty of light and color (the latter in buckets) in the room, but very little else. A long, deal table, crowded with brushes and paint pots, ran nearly the whole length of it. The scene-painters palette, a marble slab about six feet square, lay on the floor, and, near it, one of the brushes with which the sky had been laid on. This brush was the size of an ordinary carpet broom. Noting these things, I left the studio, and descended.

A little lower down was the wardrobe room.

There was not much in it though. Dresses are borrowed as they are wanted, now, from the costumiers round Covent Garden and Drury Lane; everything being found for so much a week. Years ago, I believe, each theater used to make, and keep, its own costumes. Even now, a few old-fashioned provincial houses have a substantial wardrobe attached to them, but these are the exceptions, and, as a rule, little, if any thing, is kept in stock. Here, there were a few pairs of very loose and baggy-looking tights, half a dozen rusty tin helmets, a heap of buff shoes in a corner — half of them right, half left, sort em as you want em — some natty waistcoats — red and blue, with a dash of yellow; the sort of thing stage Yorkshiremen wear when they come to London, black cloaks for any one who might wish to dissemble, and an assortment of spangled things. These were the principal items, all of which had seen their best days.

Between the yard and the stage was a very big room, containing so heterogeneous a collection of articles that at first I fancied it must be a cooperative store in connection with the theater. It was, however, only the property room, the things therein being properties; or, more commonly, props, so called, I believe, because they help to support the drama. I will give you some of the contents of the room haphazard as I recollect them. There was a goodly number of tin cups, painted black up to within half an inch of the rim, so as to give them the appearance of being always full. It is from these vessels that the happy peasantry carouses, and the comic army get helplessly fuddled. There is a universality about them. They are the one touch of (stage) nature which makes the whole world kin. They are used alike by the Esquimaux and the Hottenot. The Roman soldiery appear never to have drunk out of anything else: while, without them, the French Revolution would lose its chief characteristic. Besides these common cups, there were gold and silver ones, used only for banquets, and high-class suicides. There were bottles, and glasses, and jugs, and decanters. From these aids to debauchery, it was pleasant to turn to a cozy-looking tea service on a tray with a white table cloth: there was a soothing suggestion of muffins and domestic bliss about it. There was plenty of furniture, a couple of tables, a bedstead, a dresser, a sofa, chairs — half dozen of them, high-backed ones, for hall in the old Grange, etc.; they were made by fixing pasteboard backs on to ordinary cane chairs. The result was that they were top heavy, and went over at the slightest touch; so that picking them up, and trying to make them stand, formed the chief business of the scenes in which they were used.

I remember the first time our light comedy attempted to sit down on one of these chairs.

It was on the opening night. He had just said something funny, and, having said it, sat down, crossed his legs, and threw himself back, with all that easy, negligent grace so peculiarly his own. Legs were the only things that could be seen for the next few minutes.

Other props were, a throne, gorgeous in gilt paper and glazed calico; a fire-grate, stuffed with red tinfoil; a mirror, made with silver paper; a bunch of jailers keys; handcuffs; leg irons; flat irons; rifles; brooms; bayonets; picks and crowbars for the virtuously infuriated populace; clay pipes; daggers made of wood; stage broadswords — there is no need to describe these, everybody knows them, they are like nothing else on earth; battle axes; candlesticks; a pound or two of short dips; a crown, set with diamonds and rubies each as big as a ducks egg; a cradle — empty, an affecting sight; carpets, kettles, and pots; a stretcher; a chariot; a bunch of carrots; a costermongers barrow; banners; a leg of mutton, and a baby. Everything, in short, that could possibly be wanted, either in a palace or a garret, a farmyard or a battle-field.

Still wandering about, I came across a hole in the floor at the side of the stage, and groped my way down a ladder to the region beneath, where the fairies come from, and the demons go to. It was perfectly dark, and I could see nothing. It smelt very moldy, and seemed to be full of cunning contrivances for barking your shins. After bumping myself about a good deal there, I was glad to find my way out again, deferring all further investigations to some future period, with a candle.

On emerging, I saw that the company had at last begun to arrive. A tall, solemn-looking man was pacing the stage, and him I greeted. He was the stage manager, and so of course rather surly. I dont know why stage managers are always surly, but they are.

In the course of the next few minutes, there trotted in a demure-looking little man, who turned out to be our first low comedy, and very good low comedy he was, too, though, from his wooden expression, you might have thought him as destitute of humor as the librettist of a comic opera. Then followed the heavy man, talking in a very gruff voice to a good-looking young fellow with him, who played the juveniles when our manager didnt take them himself. Then, after a short interval, a lady — an old queer-looking little lady, who walked with a stick, and complained of rheumatism, and who, as soon as she reached the stage, plumped herself down on the thick end of a mossy bank, from which nothing would induce her to rise until she got up to go home. She was our old woman. She did the doting mothers and the comic old maids. She had played everything in her time, and could play anything still. She would have taken Juliet, or Juliets nurse, whichever you liked, and have done both of them well. She would have been ten minutes making up for Juliet, and then, sitting in the middle of the pit, you would have put her down for twenty.

The next to appear was a gentleman (walking) in a fur-trimmed overcoat, patent-leather boots and white gaiters and lavender kid gloves. He carried a silver-headed cane in his hand, a glass in his left eye, a cigar in his mouth (put out as soon as he got to the stage, of course), and a small nosegay in his button-hole. His salary I subsequently discovered to be thirty shillings a week. After him came two ladies (not with any designs upon the young man: merely in the order of time). One of them was thin and pale, with a careworn look underneath the rouge, just as if she were some poor, hard-working woman, with a large family and small means, instead of an actress. The other was fat, fair, and — forty, if she was a day. She was gloriously got up, both as regards complexion and dress. I cant describe the latter, because I never can tell what any woman has got on. I only know she conveyed an impression to my mind of being stuck out all round, and thrown out in front, and puffed out at the back, and towering up at the top, and trailing away behind, and all to such a degree, that she looked four times her natural size. As everybody was very glad indeed to see her and welcomed her with what seemed to be irrepressible joy, even the stage manager being civil, I naturally concluded that she was the embodiment of all the virtues known to human kind. The whispered remarks that I overheard, however, did not quite support this view, and I was at a loss to reconcile matters, until I learned that she was the managers wife. She was the leading lady, and the characters she particularly affected, and in which she was affected, were the girlish heroines, and the children who die young and go to heaven.

The rest of the company was made up of a couple of very old men, and a middle-aged stout one, two rather pretty girls, evidently possessed of an inexhaustible fund of humor, for they kept each other giggling all the morning; and the manager himself, who arrived last, and was less interested in the proceedings than any one else. No one took the slightest notice of me, though I purposely stood about in conspicuous positions, and I felt like the new boy at school.

When everybody had arrived, the rickety table was brought down to the front, and a bell rung; whereupon a small boy suddenly appeared for the first time, and was given the parts to distribute. It was a manuscript play, though well known to the company, nearly all of whom had played in it plenty of times before. All the parts were torn and greasy except one, which was prominently clean. When the boy came to that one he seemed puzzled, not knowing to whom it belonged; so he stood in the center of the stage and bawled out the name on it; and as it was my name, and I had to claim the part, I was at once lifted out of my obscurity, and placed in an opposite extreme hardly more comfortable.


CHAPTER V. A Rehearsal.
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I HURRIEDLY UNFOLDED the paper, to see what kind of a part I had got. I was anxious to begin studying it immediately. I had to form my conception of the character, learn the words and business, and get up gesture and expression all in one week. No time was therefore to be lost. I give the part in extenso:

JOE JUNKS.

Act I., scene I.

—— —— comes home.

Its a rough night.

—— —— if he does.

Ay. Ay.

—— — stand back.

(Together) Tis he!

Fall down as scene closes in.

Act IV., scene 2.

On with rioters.

I was of a sanguine disposition at that time, but I didnt exactly see how I was going to make much of a sensation with that. It seemed to me that my talents were being thrown away. An ordinary actor would have done for a part like that. However, if they chose to waste me, it was more their misfortune than mine. I would say nothing, but do the best I could with the thing, and throw as much feeling into the character as it would hold. In truth, I ought to have been very proud of the part, for I found out later on that it had been written especially for me by my manager. Our low comedy, who knew the whole piece by heart, told me this. Then he added, musingly: A very good idea, too, of the bosss. I always said the first act wanted strengthening.

At last, everybody having been supplied with his or her part, and the leader of the band having arrived, the rehearsal really commenced. The play was one of the regular old-fashioned melodramas, and the orchestra had all its work cut out to keep up with it. Nearly all the performers had a bar of music to bring them on each time, and another to take them off; a bar when they sat down, and a bar when they got up again; while it took a small overture to get them across the stage. As for the leading lady, every mortal thing she did or said, from remarking that the snow was cold, in the first act, to fancying she saw her mother and then dying, in the last, was preceded by a regular concert. I firmly believe that if, while on the stage, she had shown signs of wanting to sneeze, the band would at once have struck up quick music. I began to think, after a while, that it must be an opera, and to be afraid that I should have to sing my part.

The first scene was between the old landlord of an old inn, some village gossips, and the villain of the piece. The stage manager (who played the villain — naturally) stood in the center of the stage, from which the rest of the company had retired, and, from there, with the manuscript in his hand, he directed the proceedings.

Now then, gentlemen, cried he, first scene, please. Hallett, landlord, Bilikins, and Junks (I was Junks), up stage, right. I shall be here (walking across and stamping his foot on the spot intended), sitting at table. All discovered at rise of curtain. You (turning and speaking to me, about whom he had evidently been instructed), you, Mr. L., will be sitting at the end, smoking a pipe. Take up your cues sharply, and mind you, speak up or nobody will hear you: this is a big house. What are you going to give us for an overture, Mr. P.? (I call the leader of the band Mr. P.). Can you give us something old English, just before we ring up? Thanks, do — has a good effect. Now then, please, we will begin. Very piano all through this scene, Mr. P., until near the end. Ill tell you where, when we come to it.

Then, reading from our parts, we commenced. The speeches, with the exception of the very short ones, were not given at full length. The last two or three words, forming the cues, were clearly spoken, but the rest was, as a rule, mumbled through, skipped altogether, or else represented by a droning er, er, er, interspersed with occasional disjointed phrases. A scene of any length, between only two or three of the characters, — and there were many such, — was cut out entirely, and gone through apart by the people concerned. Thus, while the main rehearsal was proceeding in the center of the stage, a minor one was generally going on at the same time in some quiet corner — two men fighting a duel with walking sticks; a father denouncing his son, and turning him out of doors; or, some dashing young gallant, in a big check ulster, making love to some sweet young damsel, whose little boy, aged seven, was sitting on her lap.

I waited eagerly for my cue, not knowing when it was coming, and, in my anxiety, made two or three false starts. I was put out of any doubt about it, when the time really did come, by a friendly nod from the gentleman who represented the landlord, and thereupon I made my observation as to the dreadful state of the weather in a loud, clear, and distinct voice, as it seemed to me.

As, however, nobody appeared to have heard me, and as they were evidently waiting for me, I repeated the information in a louder, clearer, and more distinct voice, if possible; after which the stage manager spoke and said:

Now then, Mr. L., come along, lets have it. I explained to him that he had already had it, and he then replied, Oh, that will never do at all. You must speak up more than that. Why, even we couldnt hear you on the stage. Bawl it out. Remember this is a large place; youre not playing in a back drawing-room now.

I thought it was impossible for me to speak louder than I had, without doing myself some serious injury, and I began to pity the gallery boys. Any one never having attempted to speak in a large public building would hardly imagine how weak and insignificant the ordinary conversational tones are, even at their loudest. To make your voice carry, you have to throw it out, instead of letting it crawl out when you open your mouth. The art is easily acquired, and, by it, you are able to make your very whispers heard.

I was cautioned to look to this, and then we went on. The close of the scene was a bustling one, and the stage manager explained it thus: You (the landlord) put the lantern close to my face, when you say Tis he! I spring up, throwing down the table (a stamp here, to emphasize this). I knock you down. You two try to seize me; I break from you, and throw you down, and cross center (doing so). I gain door, open it, and stand there, pointing revolver. You all cower down. We were squatting on our toes, as an acknowledgment of having been all bowled over like a set of nine-pins — or rather four-pins in our case — and we now further bobbed our heads, to show that we did cower.

Picture, says the stage manager approvingly, as drop falls. Hurried music all through that, Mr. P. Mind you all keep well up the stage (up the stage means toward the back, and down the stage, consequently, implies near the footlights), so as to let the drop come down. What front drops have you got? Have you got an interior? We want a cottage interior. This latter was spoken to a stage carpenter, who was dragging some flats about. Do not be shocked, gentle-reader; a stage flat is a piece of scenery. No other kind of flat is ever seen on the stage.

I dunno, answered the man. Wheres Jim? Jim!

It appeared that Jim had just stepped outside for a minute. He came back at that point, however, wiping his mouth, and greatly indignant at hearing the sound of his own name.

All right, all right, was his wrathful comment, as he came up the yard; dont sing it; he aint dead. What the devils the matter? Is the ouse a-fire? You never go out, do yer!

Jim was the head carpenter, and was a sulky and disagreeable man, even for a stage carpenter. When he wasnt just stepped outside for a minute, he was quarreling inside, so that instead of anybodys objecting to his frequent temporary retirements, his absence was rather welcomed. He, in common with all stage carpenters, held actors and actresses in the greatest contempt, as people who were always in the way, and without whom the play would get on much better. The chief charm about him, however, was his dense stupidity. This trait was always brought into particular prominence whenever the question of arranging scenery was under discussion.

Fresh scenery is a very great rarity at the minor theaters. When anything very special is produced, and an unusually long run is expected, say, of a month or six weeks, one or two scenes may, perhaps, be specially painted, but, as a rule, reliance is placed upon the scenery, the gradual growth of years, already in stock, which, with a little alteration, and a good deal of make-shift, generally does duty for the entirely new and elaborate scenery so minutely described in the posters. Of course, under these circumstances, slight inconsistencies must be put up with. Nobody objects to a library drop representing tween decks of the Sarah Jane, or to a back parlor being called a banqueting hall This is to be expected. Our stage manager was not a narrow minded man on the subject of accessories. He would have said nothing about such things as these. He himself had, on the occasion of one of his benefits, played Hamlet with nothing but one interior and a garden, and he had been a member of a fit-up company that traveled with a complete Shakesperian répertoire and four set scenes; so that he was not likely to be too exacting. But even he used to be staggered at Jims ideas of mounting. Jims notion of a distant view of Hampstead Heath by moonlight, was either a tropical island, or the back of an old transformation scene; and for any place in London — no matter what, whether Whitechapel or St. Jamess Park — he invariably suggested a highly realistic representation of Waterloo Bridge in a snow-storm.

In the present instance, on being asked for the cottage interior, he let down a log cabin, with a couple of bowie knifes and revolvers artistically arranged over the fire-place; anticipating any doubt upon the subject of suitableness by an assurance that there you were, and you couldnt do better than that. The objection, that a log cabin with bowie knives and revolvers over the fire-place, though it was doubtless a common enough object in the Australian bush or the backwoods of America, was never, by any chance, found in England, and that the cottage to be represented was supposed to be within a few miles of London, he considered as too frivolous to need comment, and passed it over in silent contempt. Further argument had the effect of raising up Jims stock authority, a certain former lessee, who had been dead these fifteen years; and about whom nobody else but Jim seemed to have the faintest recollection. It appeared that this gentleman had always used the log cabin scene for English cottages, and Jim guessed that he (the defunct lessee) knew what he was about, even if he (Jim) was a fool. The latter of Jims suppositions had never been disputed, and it was a little too late then to discuss the former. All I can say is, that if Jims Mr. Harris — as this mysterious manager was generally dubbed — really did mount his productions in the manner affirmed, their effect must have been novel in the extreme.

Nothing could induce Jim to show anything else that morning, although the manager reminded him of a cottage scene having been expressly painted for the last lessee. Jim didnt know where it was. Besides, one of the ropes was broken, and it couldnt be got at then; after which little brush with the enemy, he walked away and took up a row with the gas man at the very point where he had dropped it twenty minutes before.

Scenery and props were not being used at this, the first rehearsal, the chief object of which was merely to arrange music, entrances and exits, and general business; but of course it was desirable to know as soon as possible what scenery was available, and whether it required any altering or repairing.

In the second scene the leading lady made her first appearance, an event which called forth all the energies of the orchestra. It would not do for her to burst upon the audience all at once. Great and sudden joy is dangerous. They must be gradually prepared for it. Care was exercised that the crisis should be well led up to, and that she should appear exactly at the right moment. When all was satisfactorily settled, the cue was announced to her by the stage manager. He said it was Pom-pom — pom-pom — pom-pom — pom — Pom — POM.

Thats your cue, my dear.

On the stage, everybody calls the actresses My dear. You soon pick it up, especially in the case of the young and pretty ones.

Where do I come on from? asked the leading lady.

I cant say, my dear, until Ive seen the drop. Therell most likely be a door in it, and then you can come on from the back.

Entrances from the back, it may be remarked, are the favorite ones. Indeed, some artistes will never come on from anywhere else. Of course, you make a much better impression on an audience, as regards first appearance, by facing them on your entrance and walking straight down toward them, than by coming on sideways and then turning round. Entrances from the back, however, are sometimes carried to excess, and a whole scene is rendered unnatural and absurd, merely to gratify personal vanity.

I will finish what I have to say about this rehearsal by giving a verbatim report of a small part of it; viz., the fourth scene of the first act. The actual scene is this:

STAGE MANAGER, standing CENTER with his back to the footlights. Close behind him, perched in a high chair, the LEADER OF THE BAND solus, representing the orchestra with a fiddle. Two or three groups of artists, chatting at the wings. THE HEAVY MAN facing up and down at the back, conning his part in an undertone, and occasionally stopping to suit the action to the word. LOW COMEDY AND WALKING GENT., going through scene by themselves in L. 3. E. SINGING CHAMBERMAID, flirting with JUVENILES (only one of them), R. 2. E. PROPERTY MAN, behind, making a veal and ham pie out of an old piece of canvas and a handful of shavings. COUPLE OF CARPENTERS, in white jackets, hovering about with hammers in their hands and mischief in their eyes, evidently on the look-out for an excuse to make a noise. CALL BOY all over the place, and always in the way — except when wanted.

OUR FIRST OLD MAN (standing R. C., and reading part by the aid of a large pair of specs). Er-er — wind howls — er-er-er — night as this, fifteen years ago — er — sweet child — er-r-r — stolen away — er-r-r — baby prattle — er-ears — er-r — shall I never hear her voice again?

He looks up, and finding that nobody makes any sign of caring a hang whether he does or not, he repeats the question louder.

STAGE MANAGER (severely, as if this was a question that really must be answered).  Shall I never hear her voice again? Oh! thats a music cue, Mr. P. Have you got it down? Miss —— — —

(stage name of the managers wife) sings a song there, without.

MR. P. No, Ill put it down now. What is it— hear her voice again? (Writes on some loose slips of paper, lying before him on the stage.)

Have you the music?

STAGE MAN. Oh, anything dismal does. No matter what, so long as it gives em the hump. What will you have, my dear? MANAGERS WIFE (who has just finished a social bottle of Bass with another lady). Oh, the old thing, you know. Home, sweet home. JUVENILES (in a whisper to LOW COM.). Is she going to sing?

LOW COM. Yes, always does it.

JUVENILES. Oh, my —— !

MAN. WIFE and THE FIDDLE do first verse of Home, sweet home.

FIRST OLD MAN. Ah, that voice — er-er — echo of old memories — er-er-er — houseless wanderer-dry herself (crossing and opening an imaginary door). Poor child — er-er-er — Im an old man — er — my wifes out — return and — er — the homeless orphan.

MAN. WIFE. Will there be any lime-light on here?

FIRST OLD WOMAN (sotto voce). Oh, let her have some lime-light. She wants to let her back hair down.

STAGE MAN. Certainly, my dear. Therell be a fire-place in this corner, and red lime-light from it.

MAN. WIFE. Oh, all right; I only wanted to know. Now, what was it— homeless orphan. Oh, thats my long speech, you know: Is this a dream that I have dreamt before — played here when a child.

FIRST O. M. Sweet child — your face recalls strange memories of er-er-er — been just your age.

STAGE MAN. (interrupting). Slow music throughout.

FIRST O. M. (continuing). Never from that night — er — golden — I cant believe shes dead.

Scrape from the fiddle, followed by bar, to bring on FIRST OLD WOMAN.

FIRST O. W. (without moving from her seat, and coming straight to the cue with a suddenness which startles everybody). Fold you to my breast.

MAN. WIFE.  Mother!  — Got the rheumatism again?

FIRST O. W. Got it again! Its never gone yet, drat it— My child!

Powerful scrape from the fiddle.

FIRST O. M. Where am I?

STAGE MAN. Left, down stage.

MAN. WIFE. We embrace, left center. Knock heard.

STAGE MAN. (crossing center). Thats me. * Keep it up: its a picture. You and Mrs. —— —— there, embracing, and the old boy down in the corner, when I open the door. — Rain and wind for this scene, mind.

* That was the way he treated Lindley Murray. We were inexpressibly grieved and shocked — all of us — but what were we to do?

HOVERING CARPENTER (at top of his voice). Jim! wind and rain for last scene of first act.

Husky but indignant voice from the flics expressing an earliest desire that every one should go to the devil.

STAGE MAN. (who always rehearsed his speeches at full length, and in a tone of voice as if he were reciting the multiplication table). I am pursued. My life is at stake. Hide me from these bloodhounds who are on my track. Hark! they are here. Thank Heaven, they are past. I am safe. Ha, who is this we have here? Sdeath, I am in luck to-night. Sir Henry will thank me, when I bring his strayed lamb back to him. Come with me, my little runaway, Nay, resist not, or twill be the worse for all. I catch hold of you. We struggle. Come, I say, with me. Come, I say!

FIRST O. W. * Die together!

Scrape from the fiddle.

STAGE MAN. (loudly, after waiting a minute). Die together.

FIRST O. M. I beg pardon. I didnt hear. (Fumbles with his part, and loses his place.)

MAN. WIFE. He really ought to use an ear-trumpet.

FIRST O. M. Er-r-r — Heaven will give me strength — er — can strike a blow! (Shakes his stick at STAGE MANAGER.)

Tremendous hammering suddenly begun at back, eliciting forcible expressions of disapproval from all the members of the company, with the exception of the FIRST OLD MAN, who doesnt hear it, and goes on calmly with the rehearsal all by himself.

STAGE MAN. (in a rage). Stop that noise! Stop that noise, I say!

Noise continues.

JIM (eager for the fray). How can we do our work without noise, I should like to know?

STAGE MAN. (crossly). Cant you do it at some other time?

JIM (angrily). No, we cant do it at some other time! Do you think were here all night?

STAGE MAN. (mildly). But, my dear fellow, how can we go on with the rehearsal?

JIM (in a rage), I dont know anything about you and your rehearsal! Thats not my business, is it? I do my own work; I dont do other peoples work! I dont want to be told how to do my work! (Pours forth a flood of impassioned eloquence for the next ten minutes, during which time the hammering is also continued. Complete collapse of STAGE MANAGER, and suspension of rehearsal. Subsequent dryness on the part of JIM.)

MAN. WIFE (when rehearsal is at last resumed). Just try back that last bit, will you, for positions?

The last two or three movements gone over again. Then:

STAGE MAN. We all three struggle toward door. Stand back, old man! I do not wish to harm thee! — I push you aside. Back, or it will be murder! — This must be well worked up. Who dares to stay me? (to LOW COMEDY). Therell be a bar to bring you on. You know the business.

LOW COM. (coming forward).  Shure and I will.

Scrape from fiddle.

STAGE MAN. Well then theres our struggle. (STAGE MANAGER and LOW COMEDY take hold of each others shoulders, and turn round). Ill have the book in the left-hand side.

LOW COM. Ah, begorra, shure hes clane gone; but, be jabers, Ive got this  (holding up an imaginary pocket-book), and its worth a precious deal more than he is.

STAGE MAN. End of first act. — Tommy, go and fetch me half a pint of stout.


CHAPTER VI. Scenery and Supers
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WE HAD FIVE rehearsals for this play.

What the dickens do they want with with so many? was the indignant comment of the First Old Woman. Why, theyll rehearse it more times than theyll play it.

I thought five a ridiculously small number at the time, especially when I remembered my amateur days, and the thirty or so rehearsals, nearly all full-dressed ones, required for a short farce; but there came a time when I looked upon two as betokening extraordinary anxiety about a production. In the provinces, I have known a three-act comedy put on without any rehearsal at all, and with half the people not even knowing the patter. Business was arranged in whispered consultations, while the play was proceeding, and when things got into a more than usually glorious muddle, one or other of the characters would come off the stage and have a look at the book. As for the prompter, after vainly struggling to keep them to one act at a time, and to dissuade the hero from making love to the wrong girl, he came to the conclusion that he was only in the way, and so went and had a quiet pipe at the stage-door, and refrained from worrying himself further.

The rehearsals got more ship-shape as we went on. At the fourth every one was supposed to be letter perfect, and parts were tabooed. On this occasion, the piece was played straight through with nothing omitted, and the orchestra (two fiddles, a bass-viol, cornet, and drum) appeared in full force. For the last rehearsal, props and scenery were called. We had an exciting time with Jim, over the scenery, as might be expected. He had a row with everybody, and enjoyed himself immensely.

I saw our scene painter then for the first time. He was a jolly little fellow, and as full of cheery contrivance as a Mark Tapley. No difficulties seemed to daunt him. If a court of justice were wanted for the following night, and the nearest thing he had to it were a bar parlor, he was not in the least dismayed. He would have the bar parlor down; paint in a bit here; paint out a bit there; touch up a bit somewhere else — there was your court of justice! Half an hour was quite long enough for him to turn a hay-field into a church-yard, or a prison into a bedroom.

There was only one want, in the present case, that he didnt supply, and that was cottages. All the virtuous people in the play lived in cottages. I never saw such a run on cottages. There were plenty of other residences to which they would have been welcome — halls, palaces, and dungeons the saloon cabin of a P. and O. steamer, drawingroom of No. 200 Belgrave Square (a really magnificent apartment this, with a clock on the mantelpiece). But no, they would all of them live in cottages. It would not pay to alter three or four different scenes, and turn them all into cottages, especially as they might, likely enough, be wanted for something else in a weeks time; so our one cottage interior had to accommodate about four distinct families. To keep up appearances, however, it was called by a different name on each occasion. With a round table and a candle, it was a widows cottage. With two candles and a gun, it was a blacksmiths house. A square table instead of a round one— Daddy Solomans home on the road to London. Home, sweet home. Put a spade in the corner, and hang a coat behind the door, and you had the old mill on the Yorkshire moors.

It was all no use though. The audience, on the opening night, greeted its second appearance with cries of kindly recognition, and at once entered into the Humor of the thing. A Surrey-side Saturday-night audience are generally inclined to be cheerful, and, if the fun on the stage doesnt satisfy them, they rely on their own resources. After one or two more appearances, the cottage became an established favorite with the gallery. So much so, indeed, that when two scenes passed without it being let down, there were many and anxious inquiries after it, and an earnest hope expressed that nothing serious had happened to it. Its reappearance in the next act (as something entirely new) was greeted with a round of applause, and a triumphant demand to know, Who said it was lost?

It was not until the last rehearsal that the supers were brought into play — or work, as they would have called it. These supers were drawn from two distinct sources. About half of them were soldiers, engaged to represent the military force of the drama, while the other half, who were to be desperate rioters, had been selected from among the gentry of the New Cut neighborhood.

The soldiers, who came under the command of their sergeant, were by far the best thing in the play. They gave an air of reality to all the scenes in which they appeared. They were soldiers, and went about their business on the stage with the same calm precision that they would have displayed in the drill yard, and with as much seriousness as if they had been in actual earnest. When the order was given to fix bayonets and charge, they did so with such grim determination, that there was no necessity at all to direct the stage mob to feign fear and rush off L. I. E. They went as one man, in a hurry. There was no trouble, either, about rehearsing the soldiers — no cursing and swearing required, which, in itself, was an immense saving of time. The stage manager told the sergeant what was wanted. That gruff-voiced officer passed the order on to his men (first translating it into his own unintelligible lingo), and the thing was done.

To represent soldiers on the stage, real soldiers should, without doubt, be employed, but it is no good attempting to use them for anything else.

They are soldier-like in everything they do. You may dress them up in what you choose, and call them what you will, but they will never be anything else but soldiers. On one occasion, our manager tried them as a rabble. They were carefully instructed how to behave. They were told how to rush wildly on with a fierce, tumultuous yell; how to crowd together at the back of the stage, and, standing there, surging backward and forward like an angry sea, brandish their weapons, and scowl menacingly upon the opposing myrmidons of the law, until, at length, their sullen murmurs deepening into a roar of savage hate, they would break upon the wall of steel before them, and sweep it from their path, as pent-up waters, bursting their bonds, bear down some puny barrier.

That was the theory of the thing. That is how a stage mob ought to behave itself. How it really does behave itself is pretty generally known. It comes in with a jog-trot, every member of it prodding the man in front of him in the small of his back. It spreads itself out in a line across the stage, and grins. When the signal is given for the rush, each man — still grinning — walks up to the soldier nearest to him, and lays hold of that warriors gun. The two men then proceed to heave the murderous weapon slowly up and down, as if it were a pump handle. This they continue to do with steady perseverance, until the soldier, apparently from a fit of apoplexy — for there is no outward and visible cause whatever to account for it — suddenly collapses, when the conquering rioter takes the gun away from him, and entangles himself in it.

This is funny enough, but our soldiers made it funnier still. One might just as well have tried to get a modern House of Commons to represent a disorderly rabble. They simply couldnt do it. They went on in single file at the double quick, formed themselves into a hollow square in the center of the stage, and then gave three distinct cheers, taking time from the sergeant. That was their notion of a rabble.

The other set, the regular bob (sometimes eighteenpence) a night sups, were of a very different character. Professional supers, taken as a class, are the most utterly dismal specimens of humanity to be met with in this world. Compared with them, sandwich-men are dashing and rollicky. Ours were no exception to the rule. They hung about in a little group by themselves, and looked like a picture of dejected dinginess, that their mere presence had a depressing effect upon everybody else. Strange that men cant be gay and light-hearted on an income of six shillings a week, but so it is.

One of them I must exclude from this description — a certain harmless idiot, who went by the title of Mad Mat, though he himself always gave his name as Mr. Matthew Alexander St. George Clement.

This poor fellow had been a super for a good many years, but there had evidently been a time when he had played a very different part in life. Gentleman was stamped very plainly upon his thin face, and where he was not crazy he showed thought and education. Rumor said that he had started life as a young actor, full of promise and talent, but what had set him mad nobody knew. The ladies naturally attributed it to love, it being a fixed tenet among the fair sex that everything that happens to mankind, from finding themselves in bed with their boots on to having the water cut off, is all owing to that tender passion. On the other hand, the uncharitable — generally a majority — suggested drink. But nobody did anything more than conjecture: nobody really knew. The link between the prologue and the play was lost. Mat himself was under the firm conviction that he was a great actor who was only kept from appearing in the leading rôles by professional jealousy. But a time would come, and then he would show us what he could do. Romeo was his great ambition. One of these days he meant to act that character. He had been studying it for years, he once whispered to me in confidence, and when he appeared in it, he knew he should make a sensation.

Strange to say, his madness did not interfere at all with his superial duties. While on the stage he was docile enough, and did just as he saw the other supers do. It was only off the stage that he put on his comically pathetic dignity; then, if the super-master attempted to tell him what to do he would make a ceremonious bow, and observe, with some hauteur, that Mr. St. George Clement was not accustomed to be instructed how to act his part. He never mixed with the other supers, but would stand apart, talking low to himself, and seeming to see something a long way off. He was the butt of the whole theater, and his half-timid, half-pompous ways afforded us a good deal of merriment; but sometimes there was such a sad look in Mats white face, that it made ones heart ache more than ones sides.

His strange figure and vague history haunted my thoughts in a most uncomfortable manner. I used to think of the time when those poor vacant eyes looked out upon the world, full of hope and ambition, and then I wondered if I should ever become a harmless idiot, who thought himself a great actor.


CHAPTER VII. Dressing.
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WE HAD NO dress rehearsal. In the whole course of my professional life, I remember but one dress rehearsal. That was for a pantomime in the provinces. Only half the costumes arrived in time for it. I myself appeared in a steel breast-plate and helmet, and a pair of check trousers; and I have a recollection of seeing somebody else — the King of the Cannibal Islands, I think — going about in spangled tights and a frock coat. There was a want of finish, as one might say, about the affair.

Old stagers, of course, can manage all right without them, but the novice finds it a little awkward to jump from plain dress rehearsals to the performance itself. He has been making love to a pale-faced, middle-aged lady, dressed in black grenadine and a sealskin jacket, and he is quite lost when smiled upon by a high-complexioned, girlish young thing, in blue stockings and short skirts. He finds defying stout, good-tempered Mr. Jones a very different thing to bullying a beetle-browed savage, of appearance something between Bill Sykes and a Roman gladiator, and whose acquaintance he then makes for the first time. Besides, he is not at all sure that he has got hold of the right man.

I, in my innocence, so fully expected at least one dress rehearsal, that, when time went on, and there were no signs of any such thing, I mooted the question myself, so that there should be no chance of its being accidentally overlooked. The mere idea, however, was scouted. It was looked upon as the dream of a romantic visionary.

Dont talk about dress rehearsals, my boy, was the reply; think yourself lucky if you get your dress all right by the night.

The my boy, I may remark, by no means implied that the speaker thought me at all youthful. Indeed, seeing that I was eighteen at the time, he hardly could, you know. Every actor is my boy, just, as before mentioned, every actress is my dear. At first I was rather offended; but when I heard gray-headed stars, and respectable married heads, addressed in the same familiar and unceremonious manner, my dignity recovered itself. It is well our dignity is not as brittle as Humpty Dumpty. How very undignified we should all become, before we had been long in this world.

As a matter of fact, nobody — at all events, none of the men, with the exception of Chequers — seemed to care in the slightest about what they should wear. Chequers was the name we had given to our walking gentleman, as a delicate allusion to the pattern of his overcoat. I think I have already described the leading features in this young mans private-life apparel. He went in a good deal for dress, and always came out strong. His present ambition was to wear his new ulster in the piece, and this he did, though, seeing that the action of the play was supposed to take place a century ago, it was hardly consistent with historical accuracy. But then historical accuracy was not a strong point with our company, who went more on the principle of what you happened to have by you. At the better class of London theater, everything is now provided by the management, and the actor has only to put on what is given him. But with the theaters and companies into which I went, things were very different; costumes being generally left to each persons individual discretion. For ordinary modern dress parts, we had to use our own things entirely, and in all cases we were expected to find ourselves in hosiery and boot leather, by which I mean such things as tights and stockings, and the boots and shoes of every period and people; the rest of the costume was provided for us — at all events in London.

In the provinces, where every article necessary for either a classical tragedy or a pantomime has often to be found by the actor himself, I have seen some very remarkable wardrobe effects. A costume play, under these circumstances, rivaled a fancy dress ball in variety. It was considered nothing out of the way for a father, belonging to the time of George III, to have a son who, evidently from his dress, flourished in the reign of Charles II. As for the supers, when there were any, they were attired in the first thing that came to hand, and always wore their own boots.

Picturesqueness was the great thing. Even now, and at some of the big London houses, this often does duty for congruity and common sense. The tendency to regard all female foreigners as Italian peasant girls, and to suppose that all agricultural laborers wear red waistcoats embroidered with yellow, still lingers on the stage.

Even where costumes were provided, the leading actors, and those who had well-stocked wardrobes of their own, generally preferred to dress the part themselves, and there was nobody who did not supplement the costumiers ideas to some greater or less extent.

I am speaking only of the men. Actresses nearly always find their own dresses. There is no need of a very varied wardrobe in their case, for in spite of all the talk about female fashions, a womans dress is much the same now as in the time of the Mrs. Noahs — at least, so it seems to me, judging from my own ark. The dress that Miss Eastlake wore in the Silver King would, I am sure, do all right for Ophelia; and what difference is there between Queen Elizabeth and Mrs. Bouncer? None whatever, except about the collar and the sleeves; and anybody can alter a pair of sleeves and make a ruff. Why do actresses have so many dresses? As far as mere shape is concerned, one would do for everything, with a few slight alterations. You just tack on a tuck or a furbelow, or take in a flounce, and there you are.

Maybe Im wrong, though.

We were told to look in at the costumiers some time during the week, for him to take our measurement, and those of us who were inexperienced in theatrical costumiers did so, and came away with a hopeful idea that we were going to be sent clothes that would nearly fit us. The majority, however, did not go through this farce, but quietly took what they found in their dressing-rooms on the opening night, and squeezed themselves into, or padded themselves out to it, as the necessity happened to be.

The dressing-rooms (two rows of wooden sheds, divided by a narrow passage) were situated over the property-room, and were reached by means of a flight of steps, which everybody ascended and descended very gingerly indeed, feeling sure each time that the whole concern would come down before they got to the other end. These apartments had been carefully prepared for our reception. The extra big holes in the partitions had been bunged up with brown paper, and the whitewash had been laid on everywhere with a lavishness that betokened utter disregard of the expense; though as, before a week was over, nearly the whole of it had been transferred to our clothes, this was rather a waste, so far as the management was concerned. It was even reported that one of the rooms had been swept out, but I never saw any signs of such a thing having been done myself either then or at any other time, and am inclined to look upon the statement merely in the light of a feeler, thrown out for the purpose of getting at the views of the charwoman. If so, however, it was a failure. She said nothing on hearing it, but looked offended, and evidently considered it a subject that should not have been mentioned to a lady.

One or two of the doors still hung upon their hinges, and could, with a little maneuvering, be opened or shut; but in most cases they had been wrenched off, and stood propped up against their own posts, like drunken revelers taken home by the cabmen. The only means therefore of getting in or out of the rooms was by lifting them bodily away. It was a pretty sight to watch some stout, short-winded actor, staggering about the place with one of these great doors in his arms, trying to make it stand up. After a series of fearful efforts, he would get it wedged firmly across the passage, and, at that exact moment, some one would be sure to come rushing upstairs in a desperate hurry to get to his room. He could not, of course, pass while the wretched door was in that position, so, with a view of expediting matters, he would lay hold of the other side of it, and begin tugging. The first man, not being able to see what was going on, and thinking larks were being played with him, would plunge about more wildly than ever, and jam the door down on the other fellows toes. Then they would both grapple madly with it, one on each side, bump each others head with it, crush each other with it against the sides of the passage, and end by all three going down in a heap together, the door uppermost.

The furniture provided, simple though it was, had evidently been selected with a thoughtful desire that everything should be in keeping: it consisted of a few broken chairs. The supply of toilet requisites in hand, too, seemed to be rather limited, but great care and ingenuity had been displayed in their distribution. There not being enough basins and jugs to go all around, these had been divided. Some rooms had a jug but no basin, while others had a basin but no jug, either circumstance being a capital excuse for leaving them without any water. Where there was neither basin nor jug, you could safely reckon on a soap-dish. We were supplied with towels, the allowance being one a fortnight — a small thin one with a big hole in the middle — among six, but we brought our own soap: at least some of us did, and the others, without a moments hesitation, appropriated it. One of the rooms was better appointed than the others, being able to boast a washstand, made out of an old cane chair that had lost its back and one of its legs. This article of luxury was the cause of a good deal of bitterness at first among the occupants of the less-favored apartments, but its tendency toward sudden and unexpected collapse soon lessened this feeling of envy. Even its owners ceased to take any pride in it after a while, and it was eventually kicked to pieces in a fit of frenzy by Juveniles; it having been the cause, as far as we could gather from his disjointed blasphemy, of his being compelled to play all the rest of that evening in sopping wet tights.

A blear-eyed individual used to hang about these rooms of a night. He called himself a dresser, though, for all the dressing he ever did, he might just as well have been a kitchen one. He got a dressing himself once for upsetting a pot of paint over Jims supper; but that was the only one he ever, to my knowledge, assisted at. However, he came in handy to go out for sheeps head and porter.

But although the dressing-rooms surprised me somewhat, they did not disappoint me. I had built no expectations upon them. I had conjured up no airy visions concerning them. Mine eyes had not hungered to gaze upon their imagined glories. No, the dressing-rooms I bore up under; it was the green room that crushed me. It was about the green room that my brightest hopes had been centered. It was there that I was to flirt with Beauty, and converse with Intellect. I had pictured a brilliantly lighted and spacious apartment with a polished oak floor, strewn with costly rugs; gilded walls, hung with choicest gems of art; and a lofty, painted ceiling. There would be luxurious easy-chairs and couches, upon which to rest ourselves between our artistic labors; a piano, from which fairy fingers would draw forth rapturous strains, while I turned over the music; and carved cabinets, filled with old china, and other rare and precious knickknacks. Heavy curtains, over the door, would deaden the outside din to a droning murmur, which would mingle pleasantly with the low hum of cheerful conversation within; whilst the flickering firelight, flashing upon the Spanish mahogany furniture, and glittering reflected in the many mirrors round the room, would throw a touch of homeliness over what might otherwise have been the almost too dazzling splendor of the place.

There was no green room. There never had been a green room, I never saw a green room, except in a play, though I was always on the lookout for it. I met an old actor once who had actually been in one, and I used to get him to come and tell me all about it. But even his recollections were tinged with a certain vagueness. He was not quite sure whether it had been at Liverpool or at Newcastle that he had come across it, and at other times he thought it must have been at Exeter. But wherever it was, the theater had been burnt down a good many years ago — about that he was positive.

On one occasion, I went specially to a big London theater where, I was assured, there really was one, and it cost me four-and-sevenpence in drinks. I found the green room all right, but they said I had better not go in, because it was chock full of properties, and I might break something in the dark.

The truth is that where a green room was originally provided, it has been taken by the star or the manager, as his or her private room, and the rest of the company, are left to spend their off time either in their own dressing-rooms, where they are always in each others way, or at the wings, where they catch cold, and are hustled by the scene-shifters.


CHAPTER VIII. My First Deboo
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ON SATURDAY CAME the opening night, and with it my first appearance before the British public — my first deboo as our perruquier called it. In thinking about it beforehand, I had been very much afraid lest I should be nervous; but strange to say, I never experienced stage-fright at any time. I say strange, because, at that period of my life at all events, I was — as true greatness generally is — of a modest and retiring disposition. In my very early youth, I believe, I was not so. I am told that in my frock and pinafore days, I used to stand upon the table, and recite poetry, to the intense gratification of my elderly relatives (ah, the old folks knew how to enjoy themselves, when I was a boy!); and an old nurse of mine always insisted that on one occasion I collected half a crown in an omnibus by my spirited rendering of Baa, baa, black sheep. I have no recollection of this performance myself though, and, if it really did take place, wheres the money? This part of the question has never, to my mind, been satisfactorily cleared up.

But however self-possessed I may have been at eight, I was anything but so at eighteen. Even now, I would not act to a drawing-room full of people for a thousand pounds — supposing the company considered the effort worth that sum. But before a public audience, I was all right, and entirely free from that shyness about which, in private life, my lady friends so bitterly complain. I could not see the people for one thing — at all events, not those beyond the third row of stalls. The blaze of light surrounding one on the stage, and the dimness of the rest of the house, give the audience a shadowy and ghost-like appearance, and make it impossible to see more than a general mass of white faces. As I never noticed the hundreds upon hundreds of glaring eyes, they did not trouble me, and I let em glare. The most withering glance in the world wont crush a blind man.

If I had been nervous on the first night, I think I should have had a good excuse for it, knowing, as I did, that a select party of my most particular friends, including a few medical students and clergymens sons, were somewhere in the theater; having come down, in a body with the intention of giving me a fair start, as they said. They had insisted on coming. I had begged them not to trouble themselves on my account, but they wouldnt hear of it. They said it would be such a comfort to me to know that they were there. That was their thoughtful kindness. It touched me.

I said: Look here, you know, if you fellows are going to play the fool, Ill chuck the whole blessed thing up.

They said they were not going to play the fool they were coming to see me. I raised no further objections.

But I checkmated them. I lied to those confiding young men with such an air of simple truthfulness, that they believed me, though they had known me for years. Even now, after all this time, I feel a glow of pride when I think how consummately I deceived them. They knew nothing of the theaters or actors over the water so I just gave them the name of our first old man, and told them that that was the name I had taken. I exaggerated the effect of making-up, and impressed upon them the idea that I should be so changed that they would never believe it was I; and I requested them especially to note my assumed voice. I did not say what character I was going to play, but I let slip a word now and then implying that my mind was running on gray hairs and long-lost children, and I bought a stick exactly similar to the one the poor old gentleman was going to use in the part, and let it lie about.

So far as I was concerned, the plan was a glorious success, but the effect upon the old man was remarkable. He was too deaf to hear exactly what was going on, but he gathered enough to be aware that he was the object of a certain amount of attention, and that he was evidently giving great satisfaction to a portion of the audience; which latter circumstance apparently surprised him. The dear fellows gave him a splendid reception when he first appeared. They applauded everything he said or did throughout the play, and called for him after every act. They encored his defiance of the villain, and, when he came on without his hat in a snow scene, they all pulled out their pocket handkerchiefs and sobbed aloud. At the end they sent a message round to tell him to hurry up, as they were waiting for him at the stage door, an announcement that had the effect of sending him out by the front way in wonderfully quick time.

On the whole, that first night passed off pretty well. First nights are trying times at all theaters. The state of excitement behind the scenes is at fever heat, and the stage manager and the head carpenter become positively dangerous. In sensation pieces, where the author plays second fiddle to the scene-shifter, this, of course, is especially the case.

Now — as all modern playgoers know — there are never any hitches or delays on first nights. At all events, not at any of the West-end houses, where everything is always a triumph of stage management! But in my time, hitches on first nights were the rule rather than the exception, and when a scene was got through without any special mishap, we felt we were entitled to shake hands with one another. I remember one first night at a London theater where the sensation was to be the fall of a house, crushing the villain (literally) at the end of the fourth act. Great expectations were entertained about this effect. It was confidently calculated that the collapse of this building would bring down the house, and so no doubt it would have done, if, owing to a mistake in the cues, the curtain had not come down first. The house fell beautifully, the dummy villain was killed on the spot, and the heroine saved in the nick of time by the hero (who, in these plays, is always just round the corner), but the audience only wondered what all the noise was about, and why no one had struck an attitude at the end of the act.

But however flat things fell in front, the sensation behind was undoubted. When the excitement had partially subsided, there was an energetic inquiry for the man who had let down the curtain, but it appeared that he had left without stopping even to put on his hat. This did not transpire at the time, however, and, for half an hour afterward, the manager was observed to be wandering about with a crowbar, apparently looking for some one.

The premature rise of curtains is attended with still more ludicrous results. On one occasion, I call to mind, the rag went up unexpectedly, and discovered the following scene:

The king of the country, sitting by the side of his dying son. He is drinking beer out of a bottle. His wig and beard lie beside him on the floor. — The dying son, touching herself up by the aid of a powder-puff and a hand-glass. — The chief priest of the country (myself) eating a Bath bun, while a friendly super buttons him up the back.

Another time I recollect was at a very small provincial theater. There was only one dressing-room in the whole place, and that the ladies had of course. We men had to dress on the stage itself. You can imagine the rest — the yell, the confusion; the wild stampede; the stage looking like the south bank of the Serpentine after 8 P. M.; the rapid descent of the curtain; the enthusiastic delight of the audience. It was the greatest success we had during our stay.

I have a strong opinion, however, that this latter catastrophe was not due so much to accident as to a certain mean villain among the company, whose name, in consideration of his family, I refrain from mentioning.


CHAPTER IX. Birds of Prey.
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I REMAINED IN London with my first manager during the whole summer season, which lasted about nine months, and I think that, altogether, it was the happiest period of my stage career. The company was a thoroughly agreeable one. It was a genial, jovial company — a Here you are, my boy; just in time for a pull sort of company — a Hail fellow well met with everybody else sort of company. Among players, there are none of those caste distinctions such as put an insurmountable barrier between the man who sells coal by the ton and the man who sells it by the hundredweight. The Profession is a Republic. Lead and Utility walk about arm-in-arm, and the Star and the Singing Chambermaid drink out of the same pewter. We were all as friendly and sociable together as brothers and sisters — perhaps even more so — and the evening spent in those bare dressing-rooms was the pleasantest part of the day. There was never a dull moment, but always plenty of bustle and fun, plenty of anecdotes, plenty of good stories — ah, they could tell em! — plenty of flirting, and talking, and joking, and laughing.

What jolly little suppers they were, too, brought in smoking hot from the cook-shop over the way, and in the middle of which we had to be constantly rushing off with our mouths full to rescue some unfortunate female who was always getting into trouble, or to murder an uncle; and how wide we had to open our lips, when eating, lest we should rub the carmine off! How delicious a quart of six ale was after a row with the police, or a struggle with the man who had carried off the girl! How enjoyable a smoke when you had to hide your pipe in your boot each time you heard a footstep, because smoking was strictly prohibited!

I was not so contented at first as I might have been. I expected about three pounds a week salary after giving my one month gratis, and I did not get it. My agreement, it may be remembered, stipulated that I should receive a salary according to ability at the end of that time, but the manager said he did not think there would ever be enough money in the house to pay me at that scale, and suggested nine shillings a week instead, generously giving me the option of either taking it or leaving it. I took it.

I took it because I saw plainly enough that if I didnt I should get nothing, that he could find twenty other young fellows as good as I to come without any salary at all, and that the agreement was not worth the paper it was written on. I was wroth at the time, but, seeing that the nine shillings was soon raised to twelve, and afterward to fifteen and eighteen, I had really, taking things as they were, nothing to grumble at; and, when I came to know a little more about, professional salaries, and learnt what even the old hands were glad to get, I was very well satisfied.

The company was engaged at summer prices, which are a good deal less than winter ones, and these latter average something less than the wages of an industrious sweep. The public, who read of this actor receiving a hundred and twenty pounds a night, of that actress making eight hundred pounds a week, of a low comedians yearly income being somewhere about six thousand pounds, and of a London manager who has actually paid his rates and taxes (so he says), can scarcely have any idea of what existence at the bottom of the stage ladder is like. It is a long ladder, and there are very few who possess a personal experience of both ends. Those who do, however, must appreciate the contrast. Mr. Henry Irving, speaking somewhere of his early days, mentions his weekly salary, I think, as having been twenty-five shillings; and no doubt, at the time, he thought that very good, and can most likely remember when he got less. In the provinces, thirty shillings is a high figure for a good all-round responsibles, and for that amount he is expected to be equal to Othello or Sir Peter Teazle at a moments notice, and to find his own dress. A lead may get three pounds in the winter, and a young utility thinks himself very well off indeed on a guinea. Now and again, the latter will get twenty-two or three shillings, but this only leads him into habits of extravagance, and he suffers for it afterward. At the minor London theaters, there being no expenses connected with traveling, etc., the salaries are even less, and from eighteen shillings to two pounds are about the sums promised.

I do not believe I should ever have got even the salary I did, if it had not been for the extraordinary circumstance of a really successful season, so successful, indeed, that the fact could not be disguised, and, for the last three or four months — excess of good fortune having evidently turned the managers head — salaries were paid regularly and in full! This is not romancing, it is plain, sober truth. Such a thing may surprise my readers, especially those who know much about the stage, but it cannot surprise them one fiftieth part so much as it surprised us. It completely bewildered the majority of the company. To have anything more than five shillings paid to them at one time seemed to confuse them, and, on treasury days, they went away from the theater with a puzzled air of affluence and responsibility.

They had not been accustomed to receiving salaries in that way. What they had been used to was, say, two-and-sixpence one day, sixpence at the beginning of the next night, another twopence after the first act, and eightpence as they were going away.

That makes one-and-four youve had to-night, and two-and-sixpence last night makes three-and-ten, mind.

Yes, but, hang it all, you know, there was four shillings owing from last week, and five-and-sixpence from the week before, that Ive never had yet.

My dear boy, for Heavens sake dont talk about last week and the week before. Do lets keep to one week at a time. We cant go back to the Flood.

They had been accustomed to haggle and fight for every penny they got; to dodge and trick and bully for their money in a way that a sixty-percent. money-lender would rather lose principal and interest than resort to; to entreat and clamor for it like Italian beggar children; to hang about after the acting manager like hungry dogs after a cats-meat man; to come down to the theater early in the morning and wait all day for him; to watch outside his room by the hour together, so as to rush in the moment the door was opened, and stick there till he threw them, a shilling; to lie in wait at dark corners and spring out upon him as he passed; to run after him upstairs and downstairs; to sneak after him into public-house bars; or to drive him into a corner and threaten to punch his head unless he gave them another sixpence — this last expedient, of course, being possible only when the actor was big and the acting manager little. Fortunately acting managers mostly were little, otherwise the profession would have died of starvation.

If, as sometimes happened, they left the acting manager alone, and went for the lessee himself, the latter would always refer them to the former, assuming for himself a magnificent indifference about such trivial things as money matters; and he would even play out the farce to the length of sending for the acting manager, and begging that gentleman, as a personal favor to himself, to let Mr. So-and-So be paid without further delay, which the acting manager would gravely promise should be done.

If it had not filled one with shame for ones profession, it would have been amusing to listen to some of the comedies nightly played behind the scenes.

Look here, says the ghost of Hamlets father, suddenly darting out of its dressing-room, and confronting the acting manager, who, thinking the coast was clear, has made a dash down the passage; look here, if I dont have something, I dont go on.

My dear boy, replies the acting manager, in a tone of suppressed exasperation mingled with assumed sympathy, and glancing furtively about for a chance of escape, I really cannot. I have not got a penny. I will see you later on, when I shall have some money. I must go now. Theres somebody waiting for me in front.

I dont care who is waiting for you in front. Ive been waiting for you behind for two nights, and I mean to have some money.

How can I give you any money, when I havent got any! This is the gist of what he says. The embellishments had better not be added here. Realism is an excellent thing in its way, but a Zola must draw the line somewhere.

After this, seeing that the actor looks determined, he begins to fumble in his pocket, and at last brings out half a crown, and presents it — without compliments.

This wont do for me, says the other, first pocketing the money; I cant live for four days on half a crown.

Then the acting manager, with a further string of needless comments, thrusts five shillings into his hand, and rushes past, for he hears a footstep on the stairs, and fears another onslaught.

It is one of the chief characteristics of both managers and acting managers that they never do have any money. If caught holding it open in their hands, they always, from mere force of habit, say they havent got any. A common answer to an appeal is: I really havent got any money at all, my boy; how much do you want?

The women, of course, could not bully for their money, but they showed a quiet, never-tiring persistence, more effective perhaps than all our storming. Certain it is that on the whole they were more successful than the men, and this might have been attributed to their sexs irresistible wheedling powers, if one could possibly have imagined such a thing as an acting manager open to humanizing influences.

Nobody grumbled at this state of things. The pleasure and surprise of getting any money at all was so great that the trouble of getting it was forgotten. They were too used to being robbed of all their earnings to mind being defrauded of only a part. An absconding manager was so common a thing that he did not even excite remark. He was regarded as something in the ordinary way of business, and his victims only sighed, when he was gone, and proceeded to look out for somebody else to cheat them.

And such another was by no means difficult to find in my time: the roll of theatrical managers teemed with thieves. It seemed to me that whenever a man got kicked out of everything else, he engaged as big a blackguard as himself for his acting manager and started a show. It must have been a profitable game, that played by these swindling managers, and there was no risk of any kind attending it. Nobody ever thought of interfering with them. If, by any clumsy accident on their own part, they did get within the clutches of the law, no harm came to them. County Court judges appeared to regard their frauds as mere practical jokes, and the worst they had to fear was a playful admonition of the Ah well, you mustnt do it again, you know, kind.

In the profession itself, they were received with respect, as men of decided talent in their way. Even the most notorious of them were treated with civility, and care was taken never to mention before them such subjects as dishonesty and knavery, for fear of hurting their feelings. When actors and actresses went from London to Aberdeen to join Mr. Smiths company, and found on arriving that Mr. Smith was the same man who had already swindled them under half a dozen different names at half a dozen different times and places, what do you think they did? Shook hands cordially with the gentleman, made some pleasant observations about having met before, and hoped, in whispers among themselves, that he would not serve them the same this time! Of course, on the first Saturday night, while they were on the stage, he would run off with all the weeks takings, go to the next town, and advertise for another company under the name of Jones.

It was no light matter for a man — and worse still for a poor girl — to be left without a penny or a friend in a strange town hundreds of miles from home. The poor players helped each other as well as they could, but provincial Pros, are — or, at least were — not a wealthy class, and, after having paid their fares down, and kept themselves for a week or a fortnight, the most bloated capitalists among them rarely had more than a few shillings remaining in their pockets. Wardrobes had to be left as security with irate landladies, and, until they were redeemed or replaced, no other engagement was possible. Friends, poor enough themselves, goodness knows, had to be begged of. Every kind of valuable, even the wedding ring, had to be pawned, and the return home was made with troubled faces and empty hands.

The misery caused by these scoundrels makes ones blood boil to think of. I have known men and women forced to tramp home again half across the kingdom, seeking shelter in casual wards when the nights were too cold or wet to sleep under a haystack. I have known actors and actresses obliged to sell the clothes off their backs in order to get fresh stage wardrobes. I have known whole families, after having scraped together every penny they could get, so as to be able to join one of these companies, come back again a few days afterward, utterly destitute, and compelled to sell the few sticks of furniture they had about the place before making another start. I knew one poor fellow, left penniless in Glasgow, with a delicate young wife near her confinement, and they had to come back to London by boat — steerage passage — for, after pledging everything, that was all they had money enough for. It was fearful weather in the middle of January, and the vessel tossed about in the Channel for over a week, landing them just in time for the woman to die at home.

Some managers saved themselves the trouble of running away, and attempted to throw an air of respectability over the proceeding, by paying their company about one-and-sixpence apiece on treasury day, stating that they were very sorry, but that the thing had been a failure; that the houses had been all paper, the expenses unusually heavy, or any other of the stock lies always on hand. And he would think to comfort them by telling them that he himself had lost money, as though that were an unanswerable reason for their losing all theirs!

As to these men losing money of their own, that was impossible. They had not any to lose. Whatever they lost was somebody elses; of that you may be sure. They were men without any capital whatever, and they made use of actors merely as cats paws in a speculation where all the risks were with the company, and all the advantages with themselves.

The share system was worse even than this. It meant, in plain language, that, if the undertaking failed, the actors shared the losses amongst them, and, if it succeeded, the manager pocketed the profits.

As a matter of fact, actors were then the least considered, and the most imposed upon of any people connected with the stage. If, at that time, one of my friends had started as a theatrical manager, I might, with a view of saving him unnecessary expense, have given him the following hints:

You must pay your bill-poster, or he wont stick up your bills, or, if he does, it will be topsyturvy. Pay for your advertisements, or they wont get inserted. Pay your carpenters and sceneshifters, or theyll make it decidedly uncomfortable for you. Pay your money-takers or theyll pay themselves; your gas, or it will be cut off; your rent, or you will be turned into the street. Be careful to pay the supers, too, or youll find when it is time for them to go on that theyve all gone off. For goodness sake, dont keep your charwoman waiting for her wages; youll not have five minutes quiet until she is satisfied. And if you dont wish to find yourself in the County Court on Monday morning, pay your call boy on Saturday night. You must pay these people. It is not a case of choice, there is simply no help for you; if you dont youll have to shut up shop in a couple of days. But you neednt pay any one else. If you have a few shillings left that you really dont know what to do with, you might divide it among the actors and actresses; but you can please yourself entirely about this. They work just the same whether they are paid or not.

Your author, by the by, is another person you never need pay. Indeed, in his case, it would be positively dangerous to do so. There is no telling what effect such a shock might have upon him.

Your company will, it is true, pester you a good deal for their money, and grumble and threaten, but it never comes to anything, and, after a while, you get used to it, and dont mind.

As to actors and actresses taking any actual measures for their own protection, the idea never occurred to them in their wildest dreams. If you suggested such a thing to them, it took their breath away, and you were looked upon as a young man with dangerous revolutionary tendencies that would some day get you into trouble. It was useless for one man to attempt to do anything by himself. I remember an actor summoning a manager who had cheated him out of seven pounds, and, after spending about ten pounds in costs, he got an order for payment by monthly instalments of ten shillings, not one of which, of course, he ever saw. After that, it was next to impossible for him to get a shop (this expression is not slang, it is a bit of local color). No manager who had heard of the affair would engage him.

A pretty pass the stage will come to, said they, if this sort of thing is to become common.

And the newspapers observed, it was a pity that he (the actor) should wash his dirty linen in public.

I have been careful to use the past tense all through these remarks. Some of them would apply very well to the present time, but on the whole, things have improved since I was on the stage. I am glad of it.


CHAPTER X. I Buy a Basket, and go into the Provinces.
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OUR SEASON AT the London theater came to a close early in December, and, about the end of November, we all be gan to take a great interest in the last page but one of The Actors Bible. Being just before Christmas, which is the busiest period of the theatrical year, there was no difficulty in getting another shop, for Useful people, Clever people, Talented people, Knockabout people, First-class High Kickers, and Entire Dramatic Companies, were wanted here, there, and everywhere. I only answered one advertisement, and was engaged at once; but this, no doubt, was owing to my having taken the precaution, when applying, of enclosing my photograph.

I was to join the company a week before Christmas, at a town in the west of England, where we were to open with pantomine. I was to give the first week for rehearsals at half salary, afterward receiving a guinea a week for responsibles, traveling expenses, when we went on tour, being paid by the management.

And here let me say that a more honorable and courteous gentleman than the manager of this company I never met. We did not even have to ask for our money; we were paid regularly, and to the last farthing, no matter whether business was good or bad. In short, he was an honest man, and as such held a conspicuous position among the theatrical managers of that day.

Previous to leaving London, I got together a small wardrobe. I already had a stock of boots and shoes, and tights, but these were only a few of the things required, and I found it rather an expensive matter before I had done. Varying in price from seven shillings to two pounds, wigs cost the most of anything, and I had to buy seven or eight of these — a white Court, a brown George, a flowing ringlets, a scratch (why called scratch I havent the faintest notion), a comic oldman, a bald, and a flow for everything that one was not quite sure about.

I picked up a good many odds and ends of costume in Petticoat Lane one Sunday morning. It is a famous place for theatrical wardrobes. I got a complete sailors suit for five shillings, and a suit of livery for sixteen. Old-fashioned swallowtails and embroidered waistcoats, knee breeches, blouses, pants, hats, cloaks, and swords were also to be had there in plenty, and at very small cost. My sisters made me some more things (they had become reconciled to my mad trick by this time, and had even got to rather like the idea of having an actor in the family), and for the rest I had to go to a regular costumiers. All these articles, together with a pretty complete modern wardrobe, a bundle of acting editions and other books, a make-up box, a dressing-case, writing-case, etc., etc., made a pretty big pile, and, as this pile would be increased rather than diminished as time went on, I determined to get one big traveling basket to hold everything, and have done with it.

I did get a big one. Ive got it now. Its downstairs in the washhouse. Ive never been able to get rid of it from that day to this. Ive tried leaving it behind when removing into new lodgings, but it has always been sent on after me, generally in a wagon with a couple of men, who, evidently imagining they were restoring me a treasured heirloom, have been disappointed at my complete absence of enthusiasm. I have lured stray boys into the house, and offered them half a crown to take it away and lose it, but they have become frightened, and gone home and told their mothers, and, after that, it has got about in the neighborhood that I have committed a murder. It isnt the sort of thing you can take out with you on a dark night, and drop down somebody elses area.

When I used it, I had to do all my packing in the hall, for it was impossible to get the thing up and down stairs. It always stood just behind the front door, which left about six inches of space for people to squeeze past, and every one that came in got more or less injured. The owner of the house, returning home late at night, would pitch head foremost over it, and begin yelling murder and police, under the impression it was burglars. The girl, coming in with the beer, would bang up against it, and upset the jug over it, when the whole contents would become saturated, and smell like a public-house.

The language used in connection with that basket was simply appalling. It roused railway porters and cabmen to madness, and the savage way in which they rushed upon it used to make my blood run cold. Landladies, who upon my first call had welcomed me with effusion, grew cool and distant when the basket arrived. Nobody had a good word for it. Everywhere, it was hated and despised. I even feared that some day its victims would rise up and sweep it from the face of the earth. But no, it has survived both curses and kicks, and feeling it is hopeless ever to expect to get rid of it, I have made up my mind to be buried in it.

Faithful old basket! it is a good many years since you and I started on our travels that snowy seventeenth of December, and what a row we had with the cabman, ah me! But why did you desert me at Bristol? Why did you —— — 

But stay, wherefore should I go on apostrophizing the miserable old thing in this imbecile manner, And now I come to think of it, why too should I sit here sucking the end of my pen and scowling savagely at the lamp, in the agonies of composition, when copy, which one of Field & Tuers devils is plaguing me for (I do wish theyd send a boy who couldnt whistle), is lying ready to my hand?

Before me, borrowed for reference in penning these reminiscences, is a pile of letters, written during my travels to my old pal, Jim. Heres one:

Dear Jim:

We (the basket and I) had a terribly cold journey down. Lost the basket at Bristol and had to telegraph after it. That basket will be the death of me, I know. There is one advantage, though; it stamps you as an actor at once, and the porters dont expect any gratuities. Got jolly lodgings here. Nice, big bedroom, use of sitting-room, full attendance, and cooking for four bob a week. Pleasant, homely people, everything as clean as a new pin, and daughter rather pretty.

I should have written before, but we have been so busy. Two and sometimes three rehearsals a day, to say nothing of painting the scenery, at which we all assisted. We had a crowded house for the opening on Boxing night, and have had very fair ones ever since — all over fifteen pounds.

Sergeant Parry was in the stalls the other night, and a big London actor, whose name I forget just now. We (I say we because we all help in everything — two of us went out early a morning or two ago bill-posting: weve got a regular billposter, but its his week for being drunk) — we, then, had a good deal of trouble training the supers and ballet. You should hear the supers dance: you can do so easily a mile off. They shake the whole building. Both they and the ballet are drawn from the fishing population of the town, and this is their first appearance on any stage. The ballet consists of eight at present, but that is only for the first go off, we shall reduce it to six in a little while. We have also got about a dozen children to do a May-pole dance. Its a treat to see them. They are paid threepence a night, but they get three shillings worth of enjoyment out of it for themselves. There is one little girl with the face of an angel — I honestly confess Ive never seen an angels face, and dont suppose I ever shall till I die, but I think it is that sort of face. She is dressed by seven every evening, and, from then, till she goes on the stage at ten, she is dancing and singing on her own account all over the place. When the May-pole is at last set up, she stands and gazes at it open-mouthed, and laughs to herself with glee. In her excitement, she always dances round the wrong way, and with the wrong boy — but its always the same wrong boy, that is what makes it extraordinary. Happy wrong boy, only he doesnt know hes happy; he is so small. After the dance, the little boys kiss the little girls. You ought to see this little fairy turn aside and giggle, and push her little lover away. The boys are awfully shy over the business, but the little girls dont seem a bit afraid. Such is the superiority of woman over man?

The pantomime dresses all come from London, and are quite handsome and costly. The piece is Whittington and his Cat, written by the stage manager here, but it is nearly all songs and dances, and what little is spoken is more gag than book. Ive two songs in one of my parts, and one in the other. I suppose singing is easy enough when you are used to it. It is the orchestra that puts me out, though. I should feel much freer without the music. We give them plenty of topical allusions on burning local questions, being careful, of course, to follow Mr. Pickwicks advice, and shout with the crowd. It fetches them immensely. The enthusiasm created nightly by a reference to the new lamp-post in the High Street is tremendous.

Our low comedian is teaching me dancing, and I practice for about an hour a day. Its terribly hard work, but I can nearly do a hornpipe already. I want to do that: there is nothing knocks a country audience like a hornpipe.

The stage manager is a surly fellow, of course: but the manager himself is a brick, and treats us — the actors — with as much respect as if we were stage carpenters; and money is safe. Our leading man has never turned up, so his part has been cut out, and this has not improved the plot. I play a lazy clerk in the opening (its like going back to the old Civil Service days), and also prime minister of Tittattoo; having only three minutes for change. I get some legitimate fun out of the prime minister, but the clerk does not require artistic acting. I pretend to go to sleep, and then the clown, who plays another clerk catches me over the head with a clapper, and then I wake up and catch him over the head with the clapper, and then he rushes at me and hits me, and I take the nap from him, and then he takes a nap from me (it wakes you up, this sort of nap, I tell you), after which, we both have a grand struggle with the cat. I fell on my head the other night (lucky it wasnt any other part of me), and broke a chair in the course of this struggle. I got an encore for that, but didnt take it. I suppose you might call this knockabout business. Im glad there are none of my friends here to see me. Acting isnt all making love in tights, and fighting with a real sword.

We play a drama before the Panto, on Saturday next. Fancy me as the heavy father, blessing the stage manager and the leading lady, whose united ages amount to about eighty. That is what I am going to do.

We all dined with the manager on Christmas Day at his hotel, and had a very pleasant evening, keeping it up till four. We are each of us to have a ben. before leaving here. I was rather pleased at this when I heard it, but the others displayed no rapture. Our walking gent, told me he never lost less than thirty shillings at his benefits. I dont think I shall take one. You pay all expenses, and have half the receipts. The attraction about it to my mind, though, is that you can put up what you like, and choose your own parts. I should like to have a try at Romeo.

I have tasted fame and dont like it. I have been recognized in the street, and followed by a small crowd of children. They evidently expected me to stop at some corner and sing.

The mens dressing-room at the theater is up in the flies, and the only means of communication with it is by a ladder. This got removed the other night, so that our low comedian couldnt get down. We didnt know this, however, so the Lord Chamberlain went on and said, Behold your Prince approaches, and of course he didnt come. So the Lord Chamberlain said it again, and the house began to laugh; and then an excited voice from above cried out, Shut up, you fool. Wheres the ladder?

Must shut up myself now, for its half-past seven, and Im on at eight. Im very comfortable down here. Write soon, old chap, and give us all the news. Have you seen dear little —— —— ?

Oh! the rest has nothing to do with theatrical matters.


CHAPTER XI. First Provincial Experiences
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I THOUGHT I was safe for the summer with this company, and congratulated myself upon having found such good quarters. The glorious uncertainty of the boards, however, almost rivals that of the turf. From one reason and another, we broke up without ever going on tour, so that, two months after leaving London, I found myself back there again on my way to the opposite side of the kingdom to join another company.

But, short as was my first country engagement, it gave me a pretty good insight into what provincial work was like. The following is from one of my letters, written after about a fortnights experience of this work, which did not begin until the pantomime was withdrawn:

The panto, is over. I wasnt by any means fond of it, but Im sorry for one thing. While it was running, you see, there was no study or rehearsal, and we had the whole day free, and could — and did — enjoy ourselves. But no skating parties now! no long walks! no drives! no getting through a novel in one day! We play at least two fresh pieces every night and sometimes three. Most of them here already know their parts as well as they know their alphabet, but everything is new to me, and it is an awful grind. I can never tell until one night what Im going to play the next. The cast is stuck up by the stage door every evening, and then, unless you happen to have the book yourself, you must borrow the stage managers copy, and write out your part. If somebody else wants it, too, and is before you, you dont get hold of it till the next morning perhaps, and that gives you about eight hours in which to work up a part of say six or seven lengths (a length is forty-two lines).

Sometimes theres a row over the cast. Second Low Comedy isnt going to play old men. Thats not his line; he was not engaged to play old men. Hell see everybody somethinged first. — First Old Man wants to know what they mean by expecting him to play Second Old Mans part. He has never been so insulted in his life. He has played with Kean and Macready and Phelps and Matthews, and they would none of them have dreamt of asking him to do such a thing. — Juvenile Lead has seen some rum things, but he is blowed if ever he saw the light comedy part given to the Walking Gentleman before. Anyhow he shall decline to play the part given him, its mere utility. — Walking Gent, says, well it really isnt his fault; he doesnt care one way or the other. He was cast for the part, and took it. — Juvenile Lead knows it isnt his fault — doesnt blame him at all — its the stage manager he blames. Juvenile Leads opinion is that the stage manager is a fool. Everybody agrees with him here; it is our rallying point.

The general result, when this sort of thing occurs, is that the part in dispute, no matter what it is, gets pitched on to me as Responsibles. Theres a little too much responsibility about my line. I like the way they put it, too, when they want me to take a particularly heavy part. They call it giving me an opportunity! If they mean an opportunity to stop up all night, I agree with them. That is the only opportunity I see about it. Do they suppose you are going to come out with an original and scholarly conception of the character, when you see the part for the first time the night before you play it? Why, you havent time to think of the meaning of the words you repeat. But even if you had the chance of studying a character, it would be no use. They wont let you carry out your own ideas. There seems to be a regular set of rules for each part, and you are bound to follow them. Originality is at a discount in the provinces.

I have lived to see our stage manager snubbed — sat upon — crushed. He has been carrying on down here, and swelling around to that extent youd have thought him a station-master at the very least. Now hes like a bladder with the air let out. His wifes come.

The company is really getting quite famili-fied. There are three married couples in it now. Our Low Comedians wife is the Singing Chambermaid — an awfully pretty little woman (why have ugly men always got pretty wives?). I played her lover the other night, and we had to kiss two or three times. I rather liked it, especially as she doesnt make-up much. It isnt at all pleasant getting a mouthful of powder or carmine.

I gained my first call on Saturday, before a very full house. Of course I was highly delighted, but I felt terribly nervous about stepping across when the curtain was pulled back. I kept thinking, Suppose its a mistake, and they dont want me. They applauded, though, the moment I appeared, and then I was all right. It was for a low comedy part — Jacques in The Honeymoon. I always do better in low comedy than in anything else, and everybody tells me I ought to stick to it. But that is just what I dont want to do. It is high tragedy that I want to shine in. I dont like low comedy at all. I would rather make the people cry than laugh.

There is one little difficulty that I have to contend with at present in playing comedy, and that is a tendency to laugh myself when I hear the house laughing. I suppose I shall get over this in time, but now, if I succeed in being at all comical, it tickles me as much as it does the audience, and, although I could keep grave enough if they didnt laugh, the moment they start I want to join in. But it is not only at my own doings that I am inclined to laugh. Anything funny on the stage amuses me, and being mixed up in it makes no difference. I played Frank to our Low Comedians Major de Boots the other night. He was in extra good form and very droll, and I could hardly go on with my part for laughing at him. Of course, when a piece is played often, one soon ceases to be amused; but here, where each production enjoys a run of one consecutive night only, the joke does not pall.

There is a man in the town who has been to the theater regularly every night since we opened. The pantomime ran a month, and he came all through that. I know I was sick enough of the thing before it was over, but what I should have been sitting it out from beginning to end every evening, I do not like to think. Most of our patrons, though, are pretty regular customers. The theater-going population of the town is small but determined. Well, you see, ours is the only amusement going. There was a fat woman came last week, but she did not stay long. The people here are all so fat themselves they thought nothing of her.


CHAPTER XII. Mad Mat Takes Advantage of an Opportunity.
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I HAD A day in London before starting off on my next venture, and so looked in at my old theater. I knew none of the company, but the workmen and supers were mostly the same that I had left there. Dear old Jim was in his usual state and greeted me with a pleasant:

Hulloa! you seem jolly fond of the place, you do. What the deuce brings here?

I explained that it was a hankering to see him once again.

Mad Mat was there, too. The pantomime was still running, and Mat played a demon with a pasteboard head. He was suffering great injustice nightly, so it appeared from what he told me. He was recalled regularly at the end of the scene in which he and his brother demons were knocked about by the low comedian, but the management would not allow him to go on again and bow.

They are jealous, whispered Mat to me, as we strolled into The Rodney (it would be unprofessional for an actor to meet a human creature whose swallowing organization was intact, and not propose a drink)— jealous, thats what it is. Im getting too popular, and they think I shall cut them out.

The poor fellow was madder than ever, and I was just thinking so at the very moment that he turned to me and said:

Do you think Im mad? candidly now.

Its a little awkward when a maniac asks you point-blank if you think hes mad. Before I could collect myself sufficiently to reply, he continued:

People often say Im mad — Ive heard them. Even if I am, it isnt the thing to throw in a gentlemans teeth, but Im not — Im not. You dont think I am, do you?

I was that took aback, as Mrs. Brown would put it, that, if I had not had the presence of mind to gulp down a good mouthful of whisky and water, I dont know what I should have done. I then managed to get out something about a few slight eccentricities, perhaps, but — —

Thats it, he cried excitedly, eccentricities  — and they call that being mad. But they wont call me mad long — wait till Ive made my name. They wont call me mad then. Mad! Its theyre the fools, to think a mans mad when he isnt. Ha, ha, my boy, Ill surprise em one day. Ill show the fools — the dolts — the idiots, whos been mad. Great genius is to madness close allied. Who said that, eh? He was a genius, and they called him mad, perhaps. Theyre fools — all fools, I tell you. They cant tell the difference between madness and genius, but Ill show them some day — some day.

Fortunately there was nobody else in the bar where we were, or his ravings would have attracted an unpleasant amount of attention. He wanted to give me a taste of his quality then and there in his favorite rôle of Romeo, and I only kept him quiet by promising to call that night and hear him rehearse the part.

When we were ready to go out, I put my hand in my pocket to pay, but, to my horror, Mat was before me, and laid down the money on the counter. Nor would any argument induce him to take it up again. He was hurt at the suggestion even, and reminded me that I had stood treat on the last occasion — about three months ago. It was impossible to force the money on him. He was as proud on his six shillings a week as Croesus on sixty thousand a year, and I was compelled to let him have his way. So he paid the eightpence, and then we parted on the understanding that I was to see him later on at his lodgings.— They are not what I could wish, he explained, but you will, I am sure, overlook a few bachelor inconveniences. The place suits me well enough — for the present.

Hearing a lunatic go through Romeo is not the pleasantest way of passing the night, but I should not have had pluck enough to disappoint the poor fellow, even if I had not promised, and, accordingly, after having spent the evening enjoying the unusual luxury of sitting quiet, and seeing, other people excite themselves for my amusement, I made my way to the address Mat had given me.

The house was in a narrow court at the back of the New Cut. The front door stood wide open, though it was twelve oclock, and a bitterly cold night. A child lay huddled up on the doorstep, and a woman was sleeping in the passage. I stumbled over the woman, groping my way along in the dark. She seemed used to being trodden upon though, for she only looked up unconcernedly, and went to sleep again at once. Mat had told me his place was at the very top, so I went on until there were no more stairs, and then I looked round me. Seeing a light coming from one of the rooms, I peered in through the halfopen door, and saw a fantastic object, decked in gaudy colors and with long, flowing hair, sitting on the edge of a broken-down bedstead. I didnt know what to make of it at first, but it soon occurred to me that it must be Mat, fully made-up as Romeo, and I went in.

I thought, when I had seen him a few hours before, that he looked queer — even for him — but now, his haggard face daubed with paint, and his great eyes staring out of it more wildly than ever, he positively frightened me. He held out his hand, which was thin and white, but remained seated.

Excuse my rising, he said slowly, in a weak voice, I feel so strange. I dont think I can go through the part to-night. So sorry to have brought you here for nothing, but you must come and see me some other time.

I got him to lie down on the bed just as he was, and covered him with the old rags that were on it. He lay still for a few minutes, then he looked up and said:

I wont forget you, L —— — , when Im well off. Youve been friendly to me when I was poor: I shant forget it, my boy. My opportunity will soon come now — very soon, and then —— —

He didnt finish the sentence, but began to murmur bits of the part to himself, and in a little while he dropped asleep. I stole softly out, and went in search of a doctor. I got hold of one at last, and returned with him to Mats attic. He was still asleep, and after arranging matters as well as I could with the doctor, I left, for I had to-be on my way early in the morning.

I never expected to see Mat again, and I never did. People who have lived for any length of time on six shillings a week dont take long to die when they set about it, and two days after I had seen him, Mad Mats opportunity came, and he took it.


CHAPTER XIII. Lodgings and Landladies.
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THEY CHARGED ME extra for the basket on the Great Eastern Line, and I have hated that company ever since. Of course it was over weight, but actors are good customers to the railways, and a little excess luggage is not, as a rule, too closely inquired into. The myrmidons at Bishopsgate, however, were inexorable. It was in vain I tried to persuade them that the thing was as light as a feather. They insisted on sticking it up edgeways on a shaky iron plate, and wobbling something up and down a bar; afterward giving me an absurd bit of paper with 4s. 4d. on it, which, I explained, I didnt want, but which they charged me for just as though I had specially ordered it.

My destination was a small market-town in the eastern counties, where I arrived about mid-day. It was the most dead and alive place I have ever been to. All eastern county towns are more or less dead and alive — particularly the former — but this one was dreariness personified. Not a soul was to be seen outside the station. In the yard stood a solitary cab to which was attached a limp horse that, with head hanging down and knees bent out, looked the picture of resigned misery; but the driver had disappeared — washed away by the rain, perhaps, which was pouring steadily down. I left my belongings in the cloak room, and walked straight to the theater. I passed two or three green posters on my way, headed:

Theater Royal, and setting forth that  —— —— —— — , the World-Renowned Tragedian from Drury Lane, would give his magnificent impersonations of Richard III. and The Idiot Witness that night, and begging the inhabitants, for their own sakes, to come early. I found the whole company assembled on the stage, and looking as dismal as the town itself. They all had colds in the head, including the manager, the World-Renowned Tragedian from Drury Lane, who had the face-ache into the bargain.

After a rough and ready rehearsal of the tragedy, melodrama, and burlesque to be played that evening (I had had all my parts sent me by post before joining), I started off by myself to look for lodgings, as I had come to the conclusion that my own society would, on the whole, be less depressing than that of any gentleman in the company.

Lodging hunting is by no means the most pleasant business connected with touring. It always means an hour or twos wandering up and down back streets, squinting up at windows, knocking at doors, and waiting about on doorsteps. You are under the impression, all the while that the entire street is watching you, and that it has put you down as either a begging letter impostor, or else as the water-rate man, and despises you accordingly. You never find the place that suits you until you have been everywhere else. If you could only begin at the end and work backwards, the search would be over at once. But, somehow or other, you can never manage to do this, and you have always to go through the same routine. First of all, there are the places that ask about twice as much as you are prepared to give, and at which you promise to call again when you have seen your friend. Then there are the places that are just taken, or just going to be taken, or just not to be taken. There are the places where you can have half a bed with another gentleman, the other gentleman generally being the billiard-marker at the hotel opposite, or some journeyman photographer. There are the people who wont take you because you are not a married couple, and the people who wont take you because you are a play-actor, and the people who want you to be out all day, and the people who want you to be in by ten. Added to these, there is the slatternly woman, who comes to the door, followed by a mob of dirty children, that cling to her skirts and regard you with silent horror, evidently thinking that the big ugly man, so often threatened, has really come this time. Or the fool of a husband, who scratches his head and says you had better call again, when his missus is in. Or, most aggravating of all, the woman who stands on the step, after you have gone, and watches you down the street, so that you dont like to knock anywhere else.

All this I was prepared for when I started, but no such ordeal was in store for me. The difficulty of selecting lodgings was got rid of altogether in the present case by there simply being no lodgings of any kind to be let. It had evidently never occurred to the inhabitants of this delightful spot that any human being could possibly desire to lodge there, and I dont wonder at it. There were a couple of inns in the High Street, but country actors cannot afford inns, however moderate, and of Furnished Apartments or Bed Rooms for Single Gentlemen there were none. I explored every street in the town without coming across a single bill, and then, as a last resource, I went into a bakers shop to inquire. I dont know why bakers should be better acquainted than any other tradesmen with the private affairs of their neighbors, but that they are has always been my impression, or, at least, had been up till then, when it received a rude blow. I asked two bakers, and both of them shook their heads, and knew of no one who let lodgings. I was in despair, and the High Street, when I glanced up and saw a very pleasant face smiling at me from the door of a milliners shop. Somehow, the sight of it inspired me with hope. I smiled back, and — 

Could the owner of the pleasant face recommend me to any lodgings?

The owner of the pleasant face looked surprised. Was Monsieur going to stop in the town? On Monsieur explaining that he was an actor, Madame was delighted, and smiled more pleasantly than ever. Madame did so love the theater. Had not been to one for, Oh! so long time; not since she did leave Regent Street — the Regent Street that was in our London. Did Monsieur know London? Had been to heaps and heaps of theaters then. And at Paris! Ah! Paris! Ah, the theaters at Paris! Ah! But there was nothing to go to here. It was so quiet, so stupid, this town. We English, we did seem so dull. Monsieur, son mari, he did not mind it. He had been born here. He did love the sleepiness — the what we did call the monotony. But Madame, she did love the gayety. This place was, oh, so sad.

Here Madame clasped her hands — pretty little hands they were, too — and looked so piteous, that Monsieur felt, strongly inclined to take her in his arms and comfort her. He, however, on second thoughts, restrained his generous impulse.

Madame then stated her intention to go to the theater that very evening, and requested to know what was to be played.

On Monsieur informing her that  —— —— , the World-Renowned Tragedian from Drury Lane, would give his magnificent impersonations of Richard III. and The Idiot Witness, she seemed greatly impressed, and hoped it was a comedy. Madame loved comedies. To laugh at all the fun — to be made merry — that was so good. Monsieur thought that Madame would have plenty to laugh at in the magnificent impersonations of Richard III. and The Idiot Witness, even if she found the burlesque a little heavy, but he didnt say so.

Then Madame remembered Monsieur was looking for lodgings. Madame put the tip of her forefinger in her mouth, puckered her brows, and looked serious. Yes, there was Miss Kemp, she had sometimes taken a lodger. But Miss Kemp was so strict, so particular. She did want every one to be so good. Was Monsieur good? This with a doubting smile.

Monsieur hazarded the opinion that having gazed into Madames eyes for five minutes was enough to make a saint of any man. Monsieurs opinion was laughed at, but, nevertheless notwithstanding, Miss Kemps address was given him, and thither he repaired, armed with the recommendation of his charming little French friend.

Miss Kemp was an old maid, and lived by herself in a small three-cornered house that stood in a grass-grown courtyard behind the church. She was a prim old lady, with quick eyes and a sharp chin. She looked me up and down with two jerks of her head, and then supposed that I had come to the town to work.

No, I replied, I had come to play. I was an actor.

Oh, said Miss Kemp. Then added severely, Youre married.

I repudiated the insinuation with scorn.

After that, the old lady asked me inside, and we soon became friends. I can always get on with old ladies. Next to young ones, I like them better than any other class of the community. And Miss Kemp was a very nice old lady. She was as motherly as a barnyard hen, though she was an old maid. I suggested going out again to buy a chop for my tea, and to fetch my basket, but she would not hear of it.

Bless the child, said she, do run and take off those wet boots. Ill send some one for your luggage.

So I was made to take off my coat and boots, and to sit by the fire, with my feet wrapped up in a shawl, while Miss Kemp bustled about with toast and steaks, and rattled the tea things and chatted.

I only stopped a week with Miss Kemp, that being the length of time the company remained in the town, but it will be a long while before I forget the odd little old maid with her fussy ways and kindly heart. I can still see, in memory, the neat kitchen with its cheerful fire in polished grate, before which sleek purring Tom lies stretched. The old-fashioned lamp burns brightly on the table, and, between it and the fire, sits the little old lady herself in her high-backed chair, her knitting in her hands and her open Bible on her knee. As I recall the picture, so may it still be now, and so may it still remain for many a year to come.

I must have been singularly fortunate in regard to landladies, or else they are a very much maligned class. I have had a good deal to do with them, and, on the whole, I have found them kind, obliging, and the very reverse of extortionate. With country landladies, especially, I have ever been most comfortable, and even among London ones, who, as a class, are not so pleasant as their provincial sisters, I have never, as yet, come across a single specimen of that terrible she-dragon about which I have heard so much. To champion the cause of landladies is rather an extraordinary proceeding, but, as so much is said against them, I think it only fair to state my own experience. They have their faults. They bully the slavey (but then the slavey sauces them, so perhaps it is only tit for tat), they will fry chops, and they talk enough for an Irish M. P. They persist in telling you all their troubles, and they keep you waiting for your breakfast while they do it. They never tire of recounting to you all they have done for some ungrateful relative, and they bring down a drawerful of letters on the subject, which they would like you to cast your eye through. They bore you to death every day, too, with a complete record of the sayings and doings of some immaculate young man lodger they once had. This young man appears to have been quite overweighted with a crushing sense of the goodness of the landlady in question. Many and many a time has he said to her, with tears in his eyes: Ah, Mrs. So-and-so, you have been more than a mother to me; and then he has pressed her hand, and felt he could never repay her kindness. Which seems to have been the fact, for he has generally gone off, in the end, owing a pretty considerable sum.


CHAPTER XIV. With a Stock Company,
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I WAS MOST miserable with the company I had now joined. What it was like may be gathered from the following:

Dear Jim: If I stop long with this company I shall go mad (not very far to go, perhaps youll say!). I must get out of it soon. Its the most wretched affair you could possibly imagine. Crummiess show was a Comédie Française in its arrangements compared with this. We have neither stage-manager nor acting-manager. If this were all, I shouldnt grumble; but we have to do our own bill posting, help work the scenes, and take the money at the doors — not an arduous task this last. There are no lines. We are all responsibles, and the parts are distributed among us with the utmost impartiality. In the matter of salary, too, there is the same charming equality; we all get a guinea. In theory, that is: in reality, our salaries vary according to our powers of nagging; the maximum ever attained by any one having been fifteen shillings. I wonder we got any, though, considering the audiences we play to. The mere sight of the house gives one the horrors every night. It is so dimly lighted (for, to save expense, the gas is only turned a quarter on) that you can hardly see your way about, and so empty, that every sound echoes and re-echoes through the place, till it seems as though a dozen people are talking in a scene where there are only two. You walk on the stage, and there in front of you are, say, twenty people dotted about the pit, a few more are lolling listlessly over the gallery rails, and there are two or three little groups in the boxes, while, as a background to these patches of unhappy humanity, there stares out the bare boards and the dingy upholstery. It is impossible to act among such surroundings as these. All you can do#is to just drag through your part, and the audience, who one and all have evidently been regretting from the very first that they ever came — a fact they do not even attempt to disguise — are as glad when it is over as you are. We stop a week in each town and play the same pieces, so, of course, there is no study or rehearsal now. But I wish there were; anything would be better than this depressing monotony.

I might have guessed what sort of a company it was by his sending me the parts he did. I play Duncan, Banquo, Seyton, and a murderer in Macbeth; Tybalt and the Apothecary in Romeo and Juliet; and Laertes, Osric, and the Second Player in Hamlet — and so on all through. None of us play less than two parts in the same piece. No sooner are we killed or otherwise disposed of as one person, than we are up again as somebody else, and that, almost before we have time to change our clothes. I sometimes have to come on as an entirely new party with no other change than the addition of a beard. It puts me in mind of the nigger who borrowed his masters hat with the idea of passing himself off as one of them white folks. I should think that if the audience — when there are any — attempt to understand the play, they must have a lively time of it; and if they are at all acquainted with our National Bard, they must be still more puzzled. We have improved so on the originals, that the old gentleman himself would never recognize them. They are one-third Shakespeare, and two-thirds the Renowned Tragedian from Drury Lane.

Of course, I have not had my railway fare, which I was promised after joining, and Ive given up asking for it now.

I got a chance of changing my quarters after a few weeks, and I need scarcely say I jumped at it. We passed through a big town that was the headquarters of an established circuit company, and, hearing that one of their responsibles had just left, I went straight to the manager, offered myself, and was accepted. Of course, in the usual way, I ought to have given a fortnights notice to the other manager, but, under the circumstances, this could hardly have been insisted upon. So I made the Renowned Tragedian from Drury Lane a present of all the arrears of salary he owed me — at which generosity on my part we both grinned — and left him at once. I dont think he was very sorry. It saved him a few shillings weekly, for my place was filled by one of the orchestra, that body being thereby reduced to two.

The company of which I was now a member was one of the very few stock companies then remaining in the provinces. The touring system had fairly set in by this time, and had, as a consequence, driven out the old theatrical troupes that used to act on from year to year within the same narrow circle, and were looked upon as one of the institutions of the half-dozen towns they visited.

I am not going to discuss here the rival merits or demerits of the two systems. There are advantages and disadvantages to be urged on both sides, not only from the school point of view, but also as regards the personal interests and comfort of the actor. I will merely say, with reference to the latter part of the question, that I myself preferred the bustle and change of touring. Indeed, in spite of all the attending anxieties and troubles, it was in this constant change — this continual shifting of the panorama of scenes and circumstances by which I was surrounded — that, for me, the chief charm of stage-life lay. Change of any kind is always delightful to youth; whether in big things or in little ones. We have not been sufficiently seasoned by disappointment in the past, then, to be skeptical as to all favors the Future may be holding for us in her hand. A young man looks upon every change as a fresh chance. Fancy points a more glowing fortune for each new departure, and at every turn in the road he hopes to burst upon his goal.

At each new town I went to, and with each new company I joined, new opportunities for the display of my talents would arise. The genius that one public had ignored, another would recognize and honor. In minor matters, too, there was always pleasant expectation. Agreeable companions and warm friends might be awaiting me in a new company, the lady members might be extraordinarily lovely, and money might be surer. The mere traveling, the seeing strange towns and country, the playing in different theaters, the staying in different lodgings, the occasional passing through London and looking in at home, all added to the undoubted delight I felt in this sort of life, and fully reconciled me to its many annoyances.

But being fixed in a dull country town for about six months at a stretch, with no other recreation than a game of cards, or a gossip in an inn parlor, I didnt find at all pleasant. To the staid, or to the married members, I daresay it was satisfactory enough. They had, some of them, been born in the company, and had been married in the company, and they hoped to die in the company. They were known throughout the circuit. They took an interest in the towns, and the towns took an interest in them, and came to their benefits. They returned again and again to the same lodgings. There was no fear of their forgetting where they lived, as sometimes happened to a touring actor on his first day in a new town. They were not unknown vagabonds wandering houseless from place to place; they were citizens and townsmen, living among their friends and relations. Every stick of furniture-in their rooms was familiar to them. Their lodgings were not mere furnished apartments, but home, or as near to a home as a country player could ever expect to get No doubt they, as madame would have said, did love the sleepiness; but I, an energetic young bachelor, found it oh! so sad. Sad as I might have thought it, though, I stayed there five months, during which time I seem to have written an immense number of letters to the long-suffering Jim. All that is worth recording here, however, is contained in the following extracts:

.....The work is not so hard now. It was very stiff at first, as we changed the bill about every other night, but I got hold of the répertoire and studied up all the parts I knew I should have to play. It still comes heavy when there is a benefit, especially when anything modern is put up, as, then, having a good wardrobe, I generally get cast for the gentlemanly party, and that is always a lengthy part. But what makes it still more difficult, is the way everybody gags. Nobody speaks by the book here. They equivocate, and then I am undone. I never know where I am. The other day, I had a particularly long part given me to play the next evening. I stayed up nearly all night over it. At rehearsal in the morning, the light comedy, with whom I was principally concerned, asked me how Id got on. Well, I think I shall know something about it, I answered. At all events, Ive got the cues perfect. Oh! dont bother yourself about cues, replied he cheerfully. You wont get a blessed cue from me. I use my own words now. Just you look out for the sense.

I did look out for the sense, but Ill be hanged if I could see any in what he said. There was no doubt as to the words being his own. How I got through with it I dont know. He helped me with suggestions when I stuck, such as: Go on, let off your bit about a father, or Have you told me what Sarah said?

Get me a pair of second-hand tights at Stinchcombes, will you, and have them washed and sent down. Any old things will do. I only want them to wear underneath others. I have to appear in black tights next Monday. They make your legs look so awfully thin, and Im not too stout in those parts as it is.

I have got hold of an invaluable pair of boots (well, so they ought to be, I paid fifteen shillings for them). Pulled up to their full height, they reach nearly to the waist, and are a pair of American jack-boots; doubled in round the calf, and with a bit of gold lace and a tassel pinned on, they are hessians; with painted tops instead of the gold lace and tassel, they are hunting boots; and wrinkled down about the ankle, and stuck out round the top, they are either Charles or Cromwell, according to whether they are ornamented with lace and a bow, or left plain. You have to keep a sharp eye on them, though, for they have a habit of executing changes on their own account unbeknown to you, so that while one of your legs is swaggering about as a highwayman, the other is masquerading as a cavalier. We dress the pieces very well indeed here. There is an excellent wardrobe belonging to the theater.

I do wish it were possible to get the programmes made out by intelligent men, instead of by acting-managers. If they do ever happen, by some strange accident, not to place your name opposite the wrong character, they put you down for a part that never existed; and if they get the other things right, they spell your name wrong.

I say, heres a jolly nice thing, you know; theyve fined me half a crown for not attending rehearsal. Why, I was there all the while, only I was over the way, and when I came back they had finished. Thats our fool of a prompter, that is; he knew where I was. Ill serve him out.


CHAPTER XV. Revenge
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MORE EXTRACTS:

... Im afraid I shall have to trouble you to get me another wig. I thought my own hair would do for modern juvenile parts, but it isnt considered light enough. Be virtuous and you will have hair the color of tow, seems to be the basis of the whole theatrical religion. I wish I could be as economical in wigs as our First Old Man is. He makes one do for everything. He wears it the right way when he is a serious old man, and hind part foremost when he wants to be funny.

Talking of wigs puts me in mind of an accident our manager had the other night. He is over fifty, but he fancies he is a sort of Charles Mathews, and will play young parts. So on Saturday evening he came on as the lover in an old English comedy, wearing one of those big three-cornered hats. Who is that handsome young man with the fair hair? says the heroine to her confidante. Oh, that, why that is Sir Harry Monfort, the gallant young gentleman who saved the Princes life. He is the youngest officer in the camp, but already the most famous. Brave boy. murmurs the heroine; I would speak a word with him. Call him hither, Lenora. So Lenora called him thither, and up he skipped. When the heroine spoke to him, he was quite overcome with boyish bashfulness. Ah, madam, sighed he, taking off his hat and making a sweeping bow— What the devils the matter? What are they laughing at? Oh my —— —

He had taken his wig off with his hat, and there was the brave boys poor old bald head exposed to the jeers of a ribald house.

Id half a mind to rush up to town last week. I was out of the bill for three nights running. But the mere railway fare would have cost me nearly half a weeks salary, so I contented myself with a trip over to R —— —— and a look in at the show there. I met W —— — . Hes married little Polly —— —— , who was walking lady at —— — . She is up at Aberdeen now, and he hasnt seen her for over three months. Rather rough on a young couple who havent been married a year. The old ones bear up against this sort of thing very well indeed, but poor W —— —— is quite upset about it.

They kept together as long as they could, but business got so bad that they had to separate, and each take the first thing that offered.

You remember my telling you how our prompter got me fined for not attending a rehearsal some time ago. I said I would serve him out, and so I have. Or rather we have — I and one of the others who had a score against him — for hes a bumptious, interfering sort of fellow, and makes himself disagreeable to everybody. He is awful spoons on a Miss Pinkeen, whose father keeps an ironmongers shop next door to the theater. The old man knows nothing about it, and they are up to all kinds of dodges to get a word with each other. Now, one of our dressing-room windows is exactly opposite their staircase window, and he and the girl often talk across; and, once or twice, he has placed a plank between the two windows, and crawled along it into the house when her father has been away. Well, we got hold of a bit of this girls writing the other day, and forged a letter to him, saying that her father had gone out, and that she wanted to see him very particularly, and that he was to come over through the window and wait on the landing till she came upstairs. Then, just before rehearsal, we went out and gave a stray boy twopence to take it in to him.

Of course no sooner did we see that he was fairly inside the house, and out of sight, than we pulled the board in and shut our window. It got quite exciting on the stage as time went by. Wheres —— —— ? fumed the stage manager. Where the devils —— — ? Its too bad of him to keep us all waiting like this. And then the call-boy was sent round to four public houses, and then to his lodgings; for he had got the book in his pocket, and we couldnt begin without him. Oh, its too bad of him to go away and stop like this, cried the stage manager again at the end of half an hour. Ill fine him five shillings for this. I wont be played the fool with. In about an hour, he came in looking thunder and lightning. He wouldnt give any explanation. All we could get out of him was, that if he could find out whod done it, hed jolly well wring his neck.

From what the ironmongers boy told our call-boy, it seems that he waited about three-quarters of an hour on the stairs, not daring to move, and that then the old man came up and wanted to know what he was doing there. There was a regular scene in the house, and the girl has sworn that shell never speak to him again for getting her into a row, and about four of her biggest male relatives have each expressed a firm determination to break every bone in his body; and the boy adds, that from his knowledge of them they are to be relied upon. We have thought it our duty to let him know these things.

I find nothing further of any theatrical interest, until I come to the following, written about four months after the date of my entering the company:

I was far too busy to write last week. Its been something awful. Weve got —— —— * down here for a fortnight. His list consists of eighteen pieces — eight legitimate, five dramas, four comedies, and a farce; and we only had a week in which to prepare. There have been rehearsals at ten, and rehearsal at three, and rehearsals at eleven, after the performance was over. First I took all the parts given me, and studied them straight off one after the other. Then I found Id got them all jumbled up together in my head, and the more I tried to remember what belonged to which, the more I forgot which belonged to what. At rehearsal I talked Shakespeare in the farce, and put most of the farce and a selection from all the five dramas into one of the comedies. And then the stage manager went to put me right, and then he got mixed up, and wanted to know if anybody could oblige him by informing him what really was being rehearsed; and the Leading Lady and the First Low Comedy said it was one of the dramas, but the Second Low Comedy, the Soubrette, and the Leader of the Orchestra would have it was a comedy, while the rest of us were too bewildered to be capable of forming any opinion on any subject.

*A Star from London,

The strain has so upset me, that I dont even now know whether Im standing on my head or my heels; and, our First Old Man — but Ill come to him later on. My work has been particularly heavy, for, in consequence of a serious accident that has happened to our Walking Gentleman, Ive had to take his place. He was playing a part in which somebody — the Heavy Man — tries to stab him while hes asleep. But just when the would-be murderer has finished soliloquizing, and the blow is about to fall, he starts up, and a grand struggle ensues. I think the other fellow must have been drunk on the last occasion..Anyhow, the business was most clumsily managed, and R —— —— , our Walking Gent, got his eye cut out, and is disfigured for life. It is quite impossible for him now to play his old line, and he has to do heavies or low comedy, or anything where appearance is of no importance. The poor fellow is terribly cut up — dont think Im trying to make a ghastly joke — and he seems to be especially bitter against me for having slipped into his shoes. Im sure he need not be; whatever good his ill wind has blown me has brought with it more work than its worth; and I think, on the whole, taking this star business into consideration, I would rather have stopped where I was. I knew a good many of the parts I should have had to play, but as it is, everything has been fresh study.

Well, I was going to tell you about our old man. He had always boasted that he hadnt studied for the last ten years. I dont know what particular merit there was in this, that he should have so prided himself upon it, but that he considered it as highly clever on his part there could not be the slightest doubt; and he had even got to quite despise any one who did study. You can imagine his feelings, therefore, when sixteen long parts, eleven at least of which he had never seen before, were placed in his hand, with a request that he would be letter perfect in all by the following Thursday. It was observed that he didnt say much at the time. He was a garrulous old gentleman as a rule, but, after once glancing over the bundle, he grew thoughtful and abstracted and did not join in the chorus of curses loud and deep which was being sung with great vigor by the rest of the company. The only person to whom he made any remark was myself, who happened to be standing by the stage-door when he was going out. He took the bundle of parts out of his pocket, and showed them to me. Nice little lot, that — aint it? he said. Ill just go home and study them all up — thats what Ill do. Then he smiled — a sad, wan smile — and went slowly out.

That was on Saturday evening, and on Monday morning we met at ten for rehearsal. We went on without the old man until eleven; and then, as he hadnt turned up, and was much wanted, the boy was despatched to his lodgings to see if he was there. We waited patiently for another quarter of an hour, and then the boy returned.

The old man had not been seen since Sunday.

His landlady had left him in the morning, looking over the parts, and when she returned in the evening, he was gone. A letter, addressed to her, had been found in his room, and this she had given the boy to take back with him.

The stage manager took it and hurriedly opened it. At the first glance, he started and uttered an exclamation of horror; and when he had finished it, it dropped from his hand, and he sank down in the nearest chair, dazed and bewildered, like a man who has heard, but cannot yet grasp, some terrible news.

A cold, sickly feeling came over me. The strange, far-away look, and the quiet, sad smile that I had last seen on the old mans face came back to me with startling vividness, and with a new and awful meaning. He was old and enfeebled. He had not the elastic vigor of youth that can bear up under worry and work. His mind, to all seeming, had never at any time been very powerful. Had the sudden and heavy call upon his energies actually unhinged it? and had the poor old fellow in some mad moment taken up arms against his sea of troubles, and by opposing ended them? Was he now lying in some shady copse, with a gaping wound from ear to ear, or sleeping his last sleep with the deep waters for a coverlet? Was what lay before me a message from the grave? These thoughts flashed like lightning through my brain as I darted forward and picked the letter up. It ran as follows:

Dear Mrs. Hopsam, — Im off to London by the 3.30, and shant come back. Ill write and let you know where to send my things. I left a pair of boots at Jupps to have the toe-caps sewn — please get em; and there was a night-shirt short last week — its got a D on it. If they send from the theater, tell them to go to the devil; and if they want sixteen parts studied in a week, theyd better get a cast-iron actor. Yours truly, D —— — .

This was a great relief to me, but it didnt seem to have soothed the stage manager much. When he recovered from his amazement, he said what he thought of the old man, which I will not repeat. There was a deuce of a row, I can tell you. Our Leading Man, who had consoled himself for being temporarily ousted from his proper position by the thought of having nothing to do all the time, and being able to go in front each night and sneer at the star, had to take the First Old Mans place, and a pretty temper hes in about it. Its as much as ones lifes worth now, even, to sneak a bit of his color. Another old man joins us after next week, but of course that is just too late for the hard work. —— — will be gone then...


CHAPTER XVI. Views on Acting
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I QUOTE FROM two more letters, and then I have done with this stock company. The first was written just after our star had set — or rather gone to the next town — the second about a fortnight later:

... —— —— —— left on Saturday. We had crowded houses all the time he was with us, and Im not surprised. It must have been a treat to these benighted provincials to see real acting. No wonder country people dont care much for theaters, seeing the wretched horse-play presented to them under the name of acting. It does exasperate me to hear people talking all that thundering nonsense about the provinces being such a splendid school for young actors. Why, a couple of months of it is enough to kill any idea of acting a man may have started with. Even if you had time to think of anything but how to gabble through your lines, it would be of no use. You would never be allowed to carry out any ideas of your own. If you attempted to think, you would be requested to look out for, another shop at once. The slightest naturalness or originality would be put down to ignorance. You must walk through each part by the beaten track of rule and tradition — and such rule and tradition! The rule of Richardsons Show, the tradition of some ranting inn-yard hack. To reach the standard of dramatic art in the provinces, you have to climb down, not up. Comedy consists in having a red nose, and tumbling about the stage; being pathetic makes you hoarse for an hour after; and as for tragedy! no one dare attempt that who hasnt the lungs of a politician.

But —— —— changed all that for us. He infused a new spirit into everybody, and, when he, was on the stage, the others acted better than I should ever have thought they could have done. It is the first time I have played with any one who can properly be called an actor, and it was quite a new sensation. I could myself tell that I was acting very differently to the way in which I usually act. I seemed to catch his energy and earnestness; the scene grew almost real, and I began to feel my part. And that is the most any one can do on the stage. As to being the character you are representing, that is absurd. I can hardly believe in any sane person seriously putting forward such a suggestion. It is too ridiculous to argue against. Picture to yourself a whole company forgetting they were merely acting, and all fancying themselves the people they were impersonating. Words and business would of course be out of the question. They would all say and do just what came natural to them, and just when it came natural; so that sometimes everybody would be talking at once, and at other times there would be nobody doing anything. Such enthusiasm as theirs would never bow to the pitiful requirements of stage illusion. They would walk over the footlights on to the heads of the orchestra, and they would lean up against the mountains in the background. It would be a grand performance, but it wouldnt last long. The police would have to be called in before the first act was over. If they were not, the Leading Man would slaughter half the other members of the company; the Juvenile Lead would run off with the Walking Lady and the property jewels; and the First Old Man would die of a broken heart. What the manager would do on the second night I dont know. If he opened at all, I suppose he would go in front and explain matters by saying:

Ladies and Gentlemen, — I must apologize for the incompleteness with which the play will be presented to you this evening. The truth is, the performance last night was so realistic all round, that there is only the Low Comedy and a General Utility left. But weve a good many corpses about the theater, and with these, and the assistance of the two gentlemen mentioned, we will do what we can.

Even when studying in ones own room, one cannot for a moment lose sight of ones identity. A great actor, creating a character, doesnt forget hes himself, and think hes somebody else. Its only lunatics who have those fancies. But he is a man of such vast sympathy that he can understand and enter into all human thoughts and feelings; and, having pictured to himself the character of the man he wishes to represent, he can follow the workings of that supposed mans mind under all possible circumstances.

But even this sympathy must be left outside the theater doors. Once inside, the mind must be kept clear of all distracting thought. What is gone through on the stage is merely an exact repetition of what is conceived in the study, and a cool head and a good memory are the only reliable servants when once the curtain is up. Of course a man should feel what he is acting. Feeling is the breath of acting. It is to the actor what Aphrodites gift was to Pygmalion — it gives life to his statue. But this feeling is as much a matter of memory as the rest. The actual stage is too artificial for emotion to come to one naturally while there. Each passion is assumed and dropped by force of will, together with the words and action which accompany it.

...I made a sensation here last Tuesday. I was playing the very part in which our Walking Gentleman met with his accident, and he was playing the villain, who tries to stab me while I am asleep. (The Heavy Man has left. He went soon after he had done the mischief.) Well, everything had gone very smoothly so far, and I was lying there on the couch at the back of the darkened stage, and he was leaning over me with the knife in his hand. I was quite still, waiting for my cue to awake, and wondering if I could manage to start up quickly, when I raised my eyes and caught sight of R — — s face. I may have done him an injustice. His expression may have been mere acting. The whole idea was, perhaps, due to nothing but my own imagination. I have thought this since. At the time it flashed across me: He means to revenge himself on me for having taken his place. He is going to disfigure me just as he was disfigured. In an instant I sprung up and wrested the knife from his hand.

We stood there looking at one another, and neither of us moved or spoke; he, livid underneath his color, and trembling from head to foot. How long we kept in that position I do not know, for the thud of the curtain upon the stage was the first thing that recalled me to myself. Up to when I had snatched the knife from him, all had been in exact accordance with the book. After that, I should have held him down by the throat, and made a speech of about eight lines. I think our impromptu tableau was more effective.

There was immense applause, and everybody congratulated me on my success. I suppose you know you cut out the end, said the manager; but never mind that. I daresay you were a little nervous, and you acted splendidly, my boy.

I didnt say it wasnt acting, and neither did R —— —— ....

I left here to join a small touring company as Juvenile Lead. I looked upon the offer as a grand opportunity at the time, and following Horaces * advice, grasped it by the forelock. I therefore, one Sunday morning packed my basket, went round the town and shook hands with everybody — not without a pang of regret, for there are few human beings we can be with for any length of time and not be sorry to say good-by to — and then, as the bright summers sun was setting and the church bells beginning to peal, I steamed away, or rather the engine did, and the city and its people faded out of my sight and out of my life.

* Not quite sure whose advice this is. Have put it down to Horace to avoid contradiction.

Sunday is the great traveling day for actors. It loses them no time. A company can finish at one town on the Saturday night, and wake up on Monday morning in the next, ready to get everything ship-shape for the evening. Or an actor can leave one show and join another at the other end of the kingdom without missing a single performance. I have known a man play in Cornwall on the Saturday, and at Inverness on the following Monday. But convenient though it is in this respect, in every other, Sunday traveling is most unpleasant, and, for their gratification, I can assure strict Sabbatarians that it brings with it its own punishment.

Especially to a man with a conscience — an article which, in those early days, I was unfortunate enough to possess. A conscience is a disagreeable sort of thing to have with one at any time. It has a nasty disposition — a cantankerous, fault-finding, interfering disposition. There is nothing sociable about it. It seems to take a pleasure in making itself objectionable, and in rendering its owner as uncomfortable as possible. During these Sunday journeys, it used to vex me by every means in its power. If any mild old gentleman, sitting opposite me in the carriage, raised his eyes and looked at me, I immediately fancied he was silently reproaching me, and I felt ashamed and miserable. It never occurred to me at the time that he was every bit as bad as I was, and that I had as much right to be shocked at him as he to be horrified at me. Then I used to ask myself what my poor aunt would say if she could see me. Not that it was of the slightest consequence what the old lady would have said, but the question was just one of those petty annoyances in which a mean-spirited conscience delights. I was firmly convinced that everybody was pointing the finger of scorn at me. I dont know which particular finger is the finger of scorn: whichever it is, that, I felt, was the one that was pointed at me. At every station, my exasperating inward monitor would whisper to me: But for such abandoned wretches as you, all those porters and guards would be sleeping peacefully in the village church. When the whistle sounded, my tormentor would add; But for you and other such despicable scoundrels, that grimy, toil-stained engine-driver would be dressed in his best clothes, lounging up against a post at his own street corner. Such thoughts maddened me.

My fellow-passengers generally let on that they were going to see sick relatives, and I would have done the same if it hadnt been for that awful basket of mine. But the inventive faculty of a newspaper reporter couldnt have explained away a basket the size of an average chest of drawers. I might have said that it contained a few delicacies for the invalid, but nobody would have believed me, and there would have been a good lie wasted.

But it is not only to people with consciences that Sunday traveling presents vexations. Even you, my dear reader, would find it unpleasant. There is a subdued going-to-a-funeral air about the whole proceeding, which makes you melancholy in spite of yourself. You miss the usual bustling attributes of railway traveling. No crowded platforms! no piles of luggage! no newspaper boys! The refreshment rooms dont seem the same places at all, and the damsels there are haughtier then ever. When you arrive at your destination, you seem to have come to a city of the dead. You pass through deserted streets to your hotel. Nobody is about. You go into the coffee-room and sit down there by yourself. After a while the boots looks in. You yearn toward him as toward a fellow-creature. You would fall upon his neck, and tell him all your troubles. You try to engage him in conversation, so as to detain him in the room, for you dread to be left alone again. But he doesnt enter into your feelings: he answers all questions by monosyllables, and gets away as quickly as possible. You go out for a walk. The streets are dark and silent, and you come back more miserable than you started. You order supper, but have no appetite, and cannot eat it when it comes. You retire to your room early, but cannot go to sleep. You lie there and wonder what the bill will come to, and, while thinking of this, you are softly borne away into the land of dreams, and fancy that the proprietor has asked you for a hundred and eighty-seven pounds nine and fourpence hapenny, and that you have killed him on the spot, and left the house in your nightshirt without paying.


CHAPTER XVII. I Join a Fit-up.
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THE SHOW WHICH I now graced with my presence was a fit-up. I didnt know this beforehand, or I should never have engaged myself. A fit-up is only one grade higher than a booth, which latter branch of the profession, by the way, I have always regretted never having explored. I missed the most picturesque and romantic portion of the theatrical world by not penetrating into that time-forsaken corner. Booth life is a Bohemia within a Bohemia. So far as social and artistic position is concerned, it is at the bottom of the dramatic ladder; but for interest and adventure, it stands at the very top.

However, I never did join a booth, so there is an end of the matter. The nearest I approached to anything of the kind was this fit-up, and that I didnt like at all. We kept to the very small towns, where there was no theater, and fitted up an apology for a stage in any hall or room we could hire for the purpose. The town-hall was what we generally tried for, but we were not too particular; any large room did, and we would even put up with a conveniently situated barn. We carried our own props, scenery, and proscenium, and trusted for the wood work to some local carpenter. A row of candles did duty for footlights, and a piano, hired in the town, represented the orchestra. We couldnt get a piano on one occasion, so the proprietor of the hall lent us his harmonium.

I will not linger over my experience with this company; they were not pleasant ones. Short extracts from two letters, one written just after joining, and the other sent off just before I left, will be sufficient:

Dear Jim: I find Ive dropped the substance and grasped the shadow (I pride myself not so much on the originality of this remark as on its applicability). I shall leave as soon as possible, and try my luck in London. My ambition to play Juvenile Lead vanished the moment I saw the Leading Lady, who is, as usual, the managers wife. She is a fat greasy old woman. She has dirty hands and finger nails, and perspires freely during the course of the performance. She is about three times my size, and if the audiences to which we play have the slightest sense of humor — which, from what I have seen of them, I think extremely doubtful — our love-making must be a rare treat to them. How a London first-night gallery would enjoy it! Im afraid, though, its only wasted down here. My arm, when I try to clasp her waist, reaches to about the middle of her back; and, when we embrace, the house cant see me at all. I have to carry her half-way across the stage in one part! By Jove! Im glad we dont play that piece often.

She says I shall never make a good lover unless I throw more ardor (harder, she calls it) into my acting....

... Shall be with you on Monday next. Cant stand this any longer. Its ruining me. Seven-and-six was all I could get last week, and eleven shillings the week before. We are not doing bad business by any means. Indeed, we have very good houses. The old man has got the knack of making out good gag bills, and that pulls em in for the two or three nights we stay at each place. You know what I mean by a gag bill: The Ruined Mill by Dead Mans Pool. Grace Mervin thinks to meet a friend, but finds a foe. Harry Baddun recalls old days.

Why do you not love me?

Because you are a bad man.

Then die! The struggle on the brink!! Help!! There is none to help you here.

You lie, Harry Baddun; I am here. A hand from the grave!! Harry Baddun meets his doom!!!

Thats what I mean by a gag bill.

Whatever money is made, however, he takes care to keep for himself. He can always put up at the best hotel in the place, while we have to pawn our things to pay for the meanest of lodgings.

It isnt only actors who get robbed by these managers: authors also suffer pretty considerably. We have two copyright pieces in our list, both of which draw very well, but not a penny is paid for performing them. To avoid any chance of unpleasantness, the titles of the pieces and the names of the chief characters are altered. So that even if the author or his friends (supposing it possible for any author to have any friends) were on the lookout, they would never know anything about it. And, if they did, it would be of no use. It would be throwing good money after bad to attempt to enforce payment from the men who do this sort of thing, — and I hear that it is done all over the provinces, — they have no money and none can be got out of them. Your penniless man can comfortably defy half the laws in the statute book.

What a nuisance firearms are on the stage! I thought I was blinded the other night, and my eyes are painful even now. The fellow should have fired up in the air. It is the only safe rule on a small stage, though it does look highly ridiculous to see a man drop down dead because another man fires a pistol at the moon. But there is always some mishap with them. They either dont go off at all, or else they go off in the wrong place, and, when they do go off, there is generally an accident. They can never be depended upon. You rush on to the stage, present a pistol at somebodys head, and say, Die! but the pistol only goes click, and the man doesnt know whether to die or not. He waits while you have another try at him, and the thing clicks again; and then you find out that the property man hasnt put a cap on it, and you turn round to get one. But the other man, thinking it is all over, makes up his mind to die at once from nothing else but fright, and, when you come back to kill him for the last time, you find hes already dead.

We have recourse to some rum makeshifts here, to eke out our wardrobes. My old frock coat, with a little cloth cape which one of the girls has cutout for me pinned on underneath the collar, and with a bit of lace round the cuffs, does for the gallant of half the old comedies; and, when I pin the front corners back and cover them with red calico, Im a French soldier. A pair of white thingumies does admirably for buckskin riding breeches, and for the part of a Spanish conspirator, I generally borrow my landladys tablecloth....

It was about the end of October when I found myself once more in London. The first thing I then did was to go to my old shop on the Surrey-side. Another company and another manager were there, but the latter knew me, and, as I owned a dress suit, engaged me at a salary of twelve shillings weekly to play the part of a swell. When I had been there just one week, he closed. Whether it was paying me that twelve shillings that broke him, I cannot say; but on Monday morning some men came and cut the gas off, and then he said he shouldnt go on any longer, and that we must all do the best we could for ourselves.

I, with two or three others, thereupon started off for a theater at the East End, which was about to be opened for a limited number of nights by some great world-renowned actor. This was about the fortieth world-renowned party. I had heard of for the first time within the last twelvemonth. My education in the matter of world-renowned people had evidently been shamefully neglected.

The theater was cunningly contrived, so that one had to pass through the bar of the adjoining public-house — to the landlord of which it belonged — to get to the stage. Our little party was saved from temptation, however, for I dont think we could have mustered a shilling among the lot of us that morning. I was getting most seriously hard up at this time. The few pounds I had had left, after purchasing my wardrobe and paying my railway fares, etc., had now dwindled down to shillings, and, unless things mended, I felt I should have to throw up the sponge and retire from the stage. I was determined not to do this though, till the very last, for I dreaded the chorus of I told you sos, and I knew very well how twould bes, and such like well-known and exasperating crows of triumph, with which, in these cases, our delighted friends glorify themselves and crush us.

The East End theater proved a stop-gap for a while. I was fortunate enough to be one of those engaged out of the crowd of eager and anxious applicants, among whom I met a couple from the fit-up company I had lately left, they having come to the same conclusion as myself, viz., that it was impossible to live well and dress respectably on and off the stage upon an average salary of ten shillings weekly. The engagement was only for a fortnight, and there is only one incident connected with it that I particularly remember. That was my being guyed on one occasion. We were playing a melodrama, the scene of which was laid in some outlandish place or other, and the stage manager insisted on my wearing a most outrageous costume. I knew it would be laughed at, especially in that neighborhood, and my expectations were more than fulfilled. I hadnt been on the stage five seconds before I heard a voice from the gallery hoarsely inquire: What is it, Bill? And then another voice added: Tell us what it is, and you shall have it.

A good deal of laughter followed these speeches. I got hot all over, and felt exceedingly uncomfortable and nervous. It was as much as I could do to recollect my part, and it was with a great effort that I began my first line. No sooner had I opened my mouth, however, than somebody in the pit exclaimed, in tones of the utmost surprise, Blowed if it aint alive!

After that, the remarks on my personal appearance fell thick and fast: Look well in a shop window, that bloke! Nice suit to take your gal out on a Sunday in!

This style, thirty shillings, etc.; while one good-natured man sought to put me at my ease by roaring out in a stentorian voice, Never you mind, old man; you go on. Theyre jealous cos youve got nice clothes on. How I managed to get through the part I dont know. I became more nervous and awkward every minute, and, of course, the more I bungled, the more the house jeered. I gained a good deal of sympathy behind, for most of them had had similar experiences of their own; but I was most intensely miserable all that evening, and, for the next night or two, quite dreaded to face the audience. Making game of any one is a very amusing occupation, but the game doesnt see the fun till a long while afterward. I cant bear to hear any of the performers chaffed when Im at a theater. Actors are necessarily a sensitive class of people, and I dont think those who make fun of them, when any little thing goes wrong, have any idea of the pain they are inflicting. It is quite right, and quite necessary sometimes, that disapprobation should be expressed, and that unmistakably, but it should be for the purpose of correcting real faults. Guying is, as a rule, indulged in only by the silliest portion of the audience, and for no other object but to display their own vulgar wit.

After my fortnight at the East End, I went as one of the chorus in a new opera-bouffe to be brought out at a West End theater. We rehearsed for three weeks, the piece ran for one, and then I again took a provincial engagement, which, as it was now close upon Christmas, was easy enough to obtain.

My stay in London had not been very profitable to me, but it had given my friends a treat, as they had been able to come and see me act again. At least, I suppose it was a treat to them, though they did not say so. My friends are always most careful never to overdo the thing in the matter of praise. I cannot accuse them of sycophancy. They scorn to say pleasant things that they dont mean. They prefer saying unpleasant things that they do mean. Theres no humbug about them; they never hesitate to tell me just exactly what they think of me. This is good of them. I respect them for saying what they think; but if they would think a little differently, I should respect them still more. I wonder if everybodys friends are as conscientious? Ive heard of people having admiring friends, and flattering friends, and over-indulgent friends, but Ive never had any of that sort myself. Ive often thought I should rather like to, though, and if any gentleman has more friends of that kind than he wants, and would care to have a few of the opposite stamp, I am quite ready to swop with him. I can warrant mine never to admire or flatter under any circumstances whatsoever; neither will he find them over-indulgent. To a man who really wishes to be told of his faults, they would be invaluable; on this point they are candor itself. A conceited man would also derive much benefit from their society. I have myself.


CHAPTER XVIII. My Last Appearance.
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I LEFT LONDON exactly twelve months from the day on which I had started to fulfill my first provincial engagement, and I did not return to it again while I was an actor. I left it with my baggage early in the morning by the newspaper express from Euston; I returned to it late at night, footsore and hungry, and with no other possessions than the clothes I stood upright in.

Of the last few months of my professional life, the following brief extracts will speak. A slightly bitter tone runs through some of them, but at the time they were written I was suffering great disappointment, and everything was going wrong with me — circumstances under which a man is perhaps apt to look upon his surroundings through smoke-colored glasses.

Three weeks after Christmas I write:

... good and money regular.

Business is almost always good, though, at pantomime time: the test will come later on, when we begin to travel. How a provincial audience does love a pantomime! and how I do hate it! I cant say I think very highly of provincial audiences. They need a lot of education in art. They roar over coarse buffoonery, and applaud noisy rant to the echo. One might as well go to Billingsgate to study English as to the provinces to learn acting.

I played First Low Comedy on Saturday night at half an hours notice, the real First Low Comedy being hopelessly intoxicated at the time. Its a pity, amidst all the talk about the elevation of the stage, that the elevation of actors is not a less frequent occurrence. It can hardly improve the reputation of the profession in the eyes of the public, when they take up the Era and read advertisement after advertisement, ending with such lines as, None but sober people need apply, Must contrive to keep sober, at all events during the performance. People who are constantly getting drunk need not write. Ive known some idiots actually make themselves half tipsy on purpose before coming on the stage, evidently thinking, because they cant act when theyve got all their few wits about them, that theyll manage better if they get rid of them altogether. There is a host of wonderful traditions floating about the theatrical world of this, that, and the other great actor having always played this, that, and the other part while drunk; and so, when some wretched little actor has to take one of these parts, he, fired by a noble determination to follow in the footsteps of his famous predecessor, gets drunk too.

Bad language is another thing that the profession might spare a lot of, and still have enough remaining for all ordinary purposes. I remember a penny each time we swore. We gave it up after two hours trial: none of us had any money left.

Six weeks later:

... Business gets worse instead of better. Our manager has behaved very well indeed. He paid us our salaries right up to the end of last week, though any one could see he was losing money every night; and then on Saturday, after treasury, he called us all together, and put the case frankly. He said he could not continue as he had been doing, but that, if we liked, he was ready to keep on with us for a week or two longer upon sharing terms, to see if the luck turned. We agreed to this, and so formed ourselves into what is called a commonwealth — though common poverty would be a more correct one night at —— —— we all agreed to fine ourselves term in my opinion, for the shares each night, after deducting expenses, have been about eighteen-pence. The manager takes three of these shares (one for being manager, one for acting, and the other one to make up the three), and the rest of us have one each. Im getting awfully hard up, though I live for a week, now, on less than what Ive often given for a dinner.....

A week later, this company broke up, and I then joined another that was close handy at the time. It is from this latter that the following is written:

... I just manage to keep my head above water, and that is all. If things get worse, I shall be done for. Ive no money of my own left now.

A very sad thing happened here last week. Our leading man died suddenly from heart disease leaving his wife and two children totally destitute. If he had been a big London actor, for half his life in receipt of a salary of, say, three thousand a year, the theatrical press would have teemed with piteous appeals to the public, all his friends would have written to the papers generously offering to receive subscriptions on his behalf, and all the theaters would have given performances at double prices to help pay his debts and funeral expenses. As, however, he had never earned anything higher than about two pounds a week, Charity could hardly be expected to interest herself about the case; and so the wife supports herself and her children by taking in washing. Not that I believe she would ask for alms, even were there any chance of her getting them, for, when the idea was only suggested to her, she quite fired up, and talked some absurd nonsense about having too much respect for her husbands profession to degrade it into a mere excuse for begging....

This company also went wrong. It was a terrible year for theaters. Trade was bad everywhere, and amusements was the very first item that people with diminishing incomes struck out of the list of their expenditure. One by one I parted with every valuable I had about me, and a visit to the pawnshop, just before leaving each town, became as essential as packing. I went through the country like a distressed ship through troubled waters, marking my track by the riches I cast overboard to save myself. My watch I left behind me in one town, my chain in another; a ring here, my dress suit there; a writing-case I dropped at this place, and a pencil-case at that. And so things went on — or, rather, off — till the beginning of May, when this letter, the last of the series, was written:

Dear Jim: Hurrah! Ive struck oil at last. I think it was time I did after what Ive gone through. I was afraid the profession would have to do without me, but its all safe now. Im in a new company — joined last Saturday, and were doing splendidly. Manager is a magnificent fellow, and a good man of business. He understands how to make the donkey go. He advertises and bills right and left, spares no expense, and does the thing thoroughly well. Hes a jolly nice fellow, too, and evidently a man of intelligence, for he appreciates me. He engaged me without my applying to him at all, after seeing me act one night last week, when he was getting his company together. I play First Walking Gent, at thirty-five shillings a week. He has been a captain in the army, and is a thorough gentlemen. He never bullies or interferes, and everybody likes him. He is going all round the North of England, taking all the big Lancashire and Yorkshire towns, and then going to bring us to London for the winter. He wants me to sign an agreement for one year certain at two pounds five. I havent appeared to be too anxious. Its always best to hang back a bit in such cases, so I told him I would think it over; but of course I shall accept. Cant write any more now. Im just off to dine with him. We stop here three weeks, and then go to —— —— . Very comfortable lodgings. Yours, —— —

That was written on Tuesday. On Saturday we came to the theater at twelve for treasury. The Captain was not there. He had gone that morning to pay a visit to Sir somebody or other, one of the neighboring gentry, who was a great friend of his, and he had not yet returned. He would be back by the evening — so the courteous acting manager assured us — and treasury would take place after the performance.

So in the evening, when the performance was over, we all assembled on the stage, and waited. We waited about ten minutes, and then our Heavy Man, who had gone across the way to get a glass before they shut up, came back with a scared face to say that hed just seen the booking clerk from the station, who had told him that the Captain had left for London by an early train that morning. And no sooner had the Heavy Man made this announcement, than it occurred to the call boy that he had seen the courteous acting manager leave the theater immediately after the play had begun, carrying a small black bag.

I went back to the dressing-room, gathered my things into a bundle, and came down again with it. The others were standing about the stage, talking low, with a weary, listless air. I passed through them without a word, and reached the stage door. It was one of those doors that shut with a spring. I pulled it open, and held it back with my foot, while I stood there on the threshold for a moment, looking out at the night. Then I turned my coat collar up, and stepped into the street: the stage door closed behind me with a bang and a click, and I have never opened another one since.

THE END


Idle Thoughts of an Idle Fellow (1886)
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Jeromes second published book was a great popular success when it first appeared in 1886 (although this success was later eclipsed by Three Men in a Boat). It is made up of short comical essays, which had originally appeared in Home Chimes. The essays are the epitome of the new market for such light pieces that sprang up in the late-Victorian era as reductions in printing costs coincided with an increase in literacy amongst the lower middle-classes, towards whom a large number of new periodicals (such as Home Chimes) were primarily marketed. Jerome became a master of this kind of literature, in which he also championed the experiences of the emerging lower-middle-class audiences, who received such works enthusiastically.

Testament to the books popularity was the appearance in 1891 of an imitation written from the point of view of a young woman — Idle Thoughts of a Lazy Girl — as well as Jeromes own sequel, The Second Thoughts of an Idle Fellow (1898).
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Cover of the first volume of the Idler, which Jerome edited from 1892-1893
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PREFACE
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ONE OR TWO friends to whom I showed these papers in MS. having observed that they were not half bad, and some of my relations having promised to buy the book if it ever came out, I feel I have no right to longer delay its issue. But for this, as one may say, public demand, I perhaps should not have ventured to offer these mere idle thoughts of mine as mental food for the English-speaking peoples of the earth. What readers ask nowadays in a book is that it should improve, instruct, and elevate. This book wouldnt elevate a cow. I cannot conscientiously recommend it for any useful purposes whatever. All I can suggest is that when you get tired of reading the best hundred books, you may take this up for half an hour. It will be a change.


ON BEING IDLE.
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NOW, THIS IS a subject on which I flatter myself I really am au fait. The gentleman who, when I was young, bathed me at wisdoms font for nine guineas a term — no extras — used to say he never knew a boy who could do less work in more time; and I remember my poor grandmother once incidentally observing, in the course of an instruction upon the use of the Prayer-book, that it was highly improbable that I should ever do much that I ought not to do, but that she felt convinced beyond a doubt that I should leave undone pretty well everything that I ought to do.

I am afraid I have somewhat belied half the dear old ladys prophecy. Heaven help me! I have done a good many things that I ought not to have done, in spite of my laziness. But I have fully confirmed the accuracy of her judgment so far as neglecting much that I ought not to have neglected is concerned. Idling always has been my strong point. I take no credit to myself in the matter — it is a gift. Few possess it. There are plenty of lazy people and plenty of slow-coaches, but a genuine idler is a rarity. He is not a man who slouches about with his hands in his pockets. On the contrary, his most startling characteristic is that he is always intensely busy.

It is impossible to enjoy idling thoroughly unless one has plenty of work to do. There is no fun in doing nothing when you have nothing to do. Wasting time is merely an occupation then, and a most exhausting one. Idleness, like kisses, to be sweet must be stolen.

Many years ago, when I was a young man, I was taken very ill — I never could see myself that much was the matter with me, except that I had a beastly cold. But I suppose it was something very serious, for the doctor said that I ought to have come to him a month before, and that if it (whatever it was) had gone on for another week he would not have answered for the consequences. It is an extraordinary thing, but I never knew a doctor called into any case yet but what it transpired that another days delay would have rendered cure hopeless. Our medical guide, philosopher, and friend is like the hero in a melodrama — he always comes upon the scene just, and only just, in the nick of time. It is Providence, that is what it is.

Well, as I was saying, I was very ill and was ordered to Buxton for a month, with strict injunctions to do nothing whatever all the while that I was there. Rest is what you require, said the doctor, perfect rest.

It seemed a delightful prospect. This man evidently understands my complaint, said I, and I pictured to myself a glorious time — a four weeks dolce far niente with a dash of illness in it. Not too much illness, but just illness enough — just sufficient to give it the flavor of suffering and make it poetical. I should get up late, sip chocolate, and have my breakfast in slippers and a dressing-gown. I should lie out in the garden in a hammock and read sentimental novels with a melancholy ending, until the books should fall from my listless hand, and I should recline there, dreamily gazing into the deep blue of the firmament, watching the fleecy clouds floating like white-sailed ships across its depths, and listening to the joyous song of the birds and the low rustling of the trees. Or, on becoming too weak to go out of doors, I should sit propped up with pillows at the open window of the ground-floor front, and look wasted and interesting, so that all the pretty girls would sigh as they passed by.

And twice a day I should go down in a Bath chair to the Colonnade to drink the waters. Oh, those waters! I knew nothing about them then, and was rather taken with the idea. Drinking the waters sounded fashionable and Queen Anne-fied, and I thought I should like them. But, ugh! after the first three or four mornings! Sam Wellers description of them as having a taste of warm flat-irons conveys only a faint idea of their hideous nauseousness. If anything could make a sick man get well quickly, it would be the knowledge that he must drink a glassful of them every day until he was recovered. I drank them neat for six consecutive days, and they nearly killed me; but after then I adopted the plan of taking a stiff glass of brandy-and-water immediately on the top of them, and found much relief thereby. I have been informed since, by various eminent medical gentlemen, that the alcohol must have entirely counteracted the effects of the chalybeate properties contained in the water. I am glad I was lucky enough to hit upon the right thing.

But drinking the waters was only a small portion of the torture I experienced during that memorable month — a month which was, without exception, the most miserable I have ever spent. During the best part of it I religiously followed the doctors mandate and did nothing whatever, except moon about the house and garden and go out for two hours a day in a Bath chair. That did break the monotony to a certain extent. There is more excitement about Bath-chairing — especially if you are not used to the exhilarating exercise — than might appear to the casual observer. A sense of danger, such as a mere outsider might not understand, is ever present to the mind of the occupant. He feels convinced every minute that the whole concern is going over, a conviction which becomes especially lively whenever a ditch or a stretch of newly macadamized road comes in sight. Every vehicle that passes he expects is going to run into him; and he never finds himself ascending or descending a hill without immediately beginning to speculate upon his chances, supposing — as seems extremely probable — that the weak-kneed controller of his destiny should let go.

But even this diversion failed to enliven after awhile, and the ennui became perfectly unbearable. I felt my mind giving way under it. It is not a strong mind, and I thought it would be unwise to tax it too far. So somewhere about the twentieth morning I got up early, had a good breakfast, and walked straight off to Hayfield, at the foot of the Kinder Scout — a pleasant, busy little town, reached through a lovely valley, and with two sweetly pretty women in it. At least they were sweetly pretty then; one passed me on the bridge and, I think, smiled; and the other was standing at an open door, making an unremunerative investment of kisses upon a red-faced baby. But it is years ago, and I dare say they have both grown stout and snappish since that time. Coming back, I saw an old man breaking stones, and it roused such strong longing in me to use my arms that I offered him a drink to let me take his place. He was a kindly old man and he humored me. I went for those stones with the accumulated energy of three weeks, and did more work in half an hour than he had done all day. But it did not make him jealous.

Having taken the plunge, I went further and further into dissipation, going out for a long walk every morning and listening to the band in the pavilion every evening. But the days still passed slowly notwithstanding, and I was heartily glad when the last one came and I was being whirled away from gouty, consumptive Buxton to London with its stern work and life. I looked out of the carriage as we rushed through Hendon in the evening. The lurid glare overhanging the mighty city seemed to warm my heart, and when, later on, my cab rattled out of St. Pancras station, the old familiar roar that came swelling up around me sounded the sweetest music I had heard for many a long day.

I certainly did not enjoy that months idling. I like idling when I ought not to be idling; not when it is the only thing I have to do. That is my pig-headed nature. The time when I like best to stand with my back to the fire, calculating how much I owe, is when my desk is heaped highest with letters that must be answered by the next post. When I like to dawdle longest over my dinner is when I have a heavy evenings work before me. And if, for some urgent reason, I ought to be up particularly early in the morning, it is then, more than at any other time, that I love to lie an extra half-hour in bed.

Ah! how delicious it is to turn over and go to sleep again: just for five minutes. Is there any human being, I wonder, besides the hero of a Sunday-school tale for boys, who ever gets up willingly? There are some men to whom getting up at the proper time is an utter impossibility. If eight oclock happens to be the time that they should turn out, then they lie till half-past. If circumstances change and half-past eight becomes early enough for them, then it is nine before they can rise. They are like the statesman of whom it was said that he was always punctually half an hour late. They try all manner of schemes. They buy alarm-clocks (artful contrivances that go off at the wrong time and alarm the wrong people). They tell Sarah Jane to knock at the door and call them, and Sarah Jane does knock at the door and does call them, and they grunt back awri and then go comfortably to sleep again. I knew one man who would actually get out and have a cold bath; and even that was of no use, for afterward he would jump into bed again to warm himself.

I think myself that I could keep out of bed all right if I once got out. It is the wrenching away of the head from the pillow that I find so hard, and no amount of over-night determination makes it easier. I say to myself, after having wasted the whole evening, Well, I wont do any more work to-night; Ill get up early to-morrow morning; and I am thoroughly resolved to do so — then. In the morning, however, I feel less enthusiastic about the idea, and reflect that it would have been much better if I had stopped up last night. And then there is the trouble of dressing, and the more one thinks about that the more one wants to put it off.

It is a strange thing this bed, this mimic grave, where we stretch our tired limbs and sink away so quietly into the silence and rest. O bed, O bed, delicious bed, that heaven on earth to the weary head, as sang poor Hood, you are a kind old nurse to us fretful boys and girls. Clever and foolish, naughty and good, you take us all in your motherly lap and hush our wayward crying. The strong man full of care — the sick man full of pain — the little maiden sobbing for her faithless lover — like children we lay our aching heads on your white bosom, and you gently soothe us off to by-by.

Our trouble is sore indeed when you turn away and will not comfort us. How long the dawn seems coming when we cannot sleep! Oh! those hideous nights when we toss and turn in fever and pain, when we lie, like living men among the dead, staring out into the dark hours that drift so slowly between us and the light. And oh! those still more hideous nights when we sit by another in pain, when the low fire startles us every now and then with a falling cinder, and the tick of the clock seems a hammer beating out the life that we are watching.

But enough of beds and bedrooms. I have kept to them too long, even for an idle fellow. Let us come out and have a smoke. That wastes time just as well and does not look so bad. Tobacco has been a blessing to us idlers. What the civil-service clerk before Sir Walters time found to occupy their minds with it is hard to imagine. I attribute the quarrelsome nature of the Middle Ages young men entirely to the want of the soothing weed. They had no work to do and could not smoke, and the consequence was they were forever fighting and rowing. If, by any extraordinary chance, there was no war going, then they got up a deadly family feud with the next-door neighbor, and if, in spite of this, they still had a few spare moments on their hands, they occupied them with discussions as to whose sweetheart was the best looking, the arguments employed on both sides being battle-axes, clubs, etc. Questions of taste were soon decided in those days. When a twelfth-century youth fell in love he did not take three paces backward, gaze into her eyes, and tell her she was too beautiful to live. He said he would step outside and see about it. And if, when he got out, he met a man and broke his head — the other mans head, I mean — then that proved that his — the first fellows — girl was a pretty girl. But if the other fellow broke his head — not his own, you know, but the other fellows — the other fellow to the second fellow, that is, because of course the other fellow would only be the other fellow to him, not the first fellow who — well, if he broke his head, then his girl — not the other fellows, but the fellow who was the — Look here, if A broke Bs head, then As girl was a pretty girl; but if B broke As head, then As girl wasnt a pretty girl, but Bs girl was. That was their method of conducting art criticism.

Nowadays we light a pipe and let the girls fight it out among themselves.

They do it very well. They are getting to do all our work. They are doctors, and barristers, and artists. They manage theaters, and promote swindles, and edit newspapers. I am looking forward to the time when we men shall have nothing to do but lie in bed till twelve, read two novels a day, have nice little five-oclock teas all to ourselves, and tax our brains with nothing more trying than discussions upon the latest patterns in trousers and arguments as to what Mr. Jones coat was made of and whether it fitted him. It is a glorious prospect — for idle fellows.


ON BEING IN LOVE.
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YOUVE BEEN IN love, of course! If not youve got it to come. Love is like the measles; we all have to go through it. Also like the measles, we take it only once. One never need be afraid of catching it a second time. The man who has had it can go into the most dangerous places and play the most foolhardy tricks with perfect safety. He can picnic in shady woods, ramble through leafy aisles, and linger on mossy seats to watch the sunset. He fears a quiet country-house no more than he would his own club. He can join a family party to go down the Rhine. He can, to see the last of a friend, venture into the very jaws of the marriage ceremony itself. He can keep his head through the whirl of a ravishing waltz, and rest afterward in a dark conservatory, catching nothing more lasting than a cold. He can brave a moonlight walk adown sweet-scented lanes or a twilight pull among the somber rushes. He can get over a stile without danger, scramble through a tangled hedge without being caught, come down a slippery path without falling. He can look into sunny eyes and not be dazzled. He listens to the siren voices, yet sails on with unveered helm. He clasps white hands in his, but no electric Lulu-like force holds him bound in their dainty pressure.

No, we never sicken with love twice. Cupid spends no second arrow on the same heart. Loves handmaids are our life-long friends. Respect, and admiration, and affection, our doors may always be left open for, but their great celestial master, in his royal progress, pays but one visit and departs. We like, we cherish, we are very, very fond of — but we never love again. A mans heart is a firework that once in its time flashes heavenward. Meteor-like, it blazes for a moment and lights with its glory the whole world beneath. Then the night of our sordid commonplace life closes in around it, and the burned-out case, falling back to earth, lies useless and uncared for, slowly smoldering into ashes. Once, breaking loose from our prison bonds, we dare, as mighty old Prometheus dared, to scale the Olympian mount and snatch from Phoebus chariot the fire of the gods. Happy those who, hastening down again ere it dies out, can kindle their earthly altars at its flame. Love is too pure a light to burn long among the noisome gases that we breathe, but before it is choked out we may use it as a torch to ignite the cozy fire of affection.

And, after all, that warming glow is more suited to our cold little back parlor of a world than is the burning spirit love. Love should be the vestal fire of some mighty temple — some vast dim fane whose organ music is the rolling of the spheres. Affection will burn cheerily when the white flame of love is flickered out. Affection is a fire that can be fed from day to day and be piled up ever higher as the wintry years draw nigh. Old men and women can sit by it with their thin hands clasped, the little children can nestle down in front, the friend and neighbor has his welcome corner by its side, and even shaggy Fido and sleek Titty can toast their noses at the bars.

Let us heap the coals of kindness upon that fire. Throw on your pleasant words, your gentle pressures of the hand, your thoughtful and unselfish deeds. Fan it with good-humor, patience, and forbearance. You can let the wind blow and the rain fall unheeded then, for your hearth will be warm and bright, and the faces round it will make sunshine in spite of the clouds without.

I am afraid, dear Edwin and Angelina, you expect too much from love. You think there is enough of your little hearts to feed this fierce, devouring passion for all your long lives. Ah, young folk! dont rely too much upon that unsteady flicker. It will dwindle and dwindle as the months roll on, and there is no replenishing the fuel. You will watch it die out in anger and disappointment. To each it will seem that it is the other who is growing colder. Edwin sees with bitterness that Angelina no longer runs to the gate to meet him, all smiles and blushes; and when he has a cough now she doesnt begin to cry and, putting her arms round his neck, say that she cannot live without him. The most she will probably do is to suggest a lozenge, and even that in a tone implying that it is the noise more than anything else she is anxious to get rid of.

Poor little Angelina, too, sheds silent tears, for Edwin has given up carrying her old handkerchief in the inside pocket of his waistcoat.

Both are astonished at the falling off in the other one, but neither sees their own change. If they did they would not suffer as they do. They would look for the cause in the right quarter — in the littleness of poor human nature — join hands over their common failing, and start building their house anew on a more earthly and enduring foundation. But we are so blind to our own shortcomings, so wide awake to those of others. Everything that happens to us is always the other persons fault. Angelina would have gone on loving Edwin forever and ever and ever if only Edwin had not grown so strange and different. Edwin would have adored Angelina through eternity if Angelina had only remained the same as when he first adored her.

It is a cheerless hour for you both when the lamp of love has gone out and the fire of affection is not yet lit, and you have to grope about in the cold, raw dawn of life to kindle it. God grant it catches light before the day is too far spent. Many sit shivering by the dead coals till night come.

But, there, of what use is it to preach? Who that feels the rush of young love through his veins can think it will ever flow feeble and slow! To the boy of twenty it seems impossible that he will not love as wildly at sixty as he does then. He cannot call to mind any middle-aged or elderly gentleman of his acquaintance who is known to exhibit symptoms of frantic attachment, but that does not interfere in his belief in himself. His love will never fall, whoever elses may. Nobody ever loved as he loves, and so, of course, the rest of the worlds experience can be no guide in his case. Alas! alas! ere thirty he has joined the ranks of the sneerers. It is not his fault. Our passions, both the good and bad, cease with our blushes. We do not hate, nor grieve, nor joy, nor despair in our thirties like we did in our teens. Disappointment does not suggest suicide, and we quaff success without intoxication.

We take all things in a minor key as we grow older. There are few majestic passages in the later acts of lifes opera. Ambition takes a less ambitious aim. Honor becomes more reasonable and conveniently adapts itself to circumstances. And love — love dies. Irreverence for the dreams of youth soon creeps like a killing frost upon our hearts. The tender shoots and the expanding flowers are nipped and withered, and of a vine that yearned to stretch its tendrils round the world there is left but a sapless stump.

My fair friends will deem all this rank heresy, I know. So far from a mans not loving after he has passed boyhood, it is not till there is a good deal of gray in his hair that they think his protestations at all worthy of attention. Young ladies take their notions of our sex from the novels written by their own, and compared with the monstrosities that masquerade for men in the pages of that nightmare literature, Pythagoras plucked bird and Frankensteins demon were fair average specimens of humanity.

In these so-called books, the chief lover, or Greek god, as he is admiringly referred to — by the way, they do not say which Greek god it is that the gentleman bears such a striking likeness to; it might be hump-backed Vulcan, or double-faced Janus, or even driveling Silenus, the god of abstruse mysteries. He resembles the whole family of them, however, in being a blackguard, and perhaps this is what is meant. To even the little manliness his classical prototypes possessed, though, he can lay no claim whatever, being a listless effeminate noodle, on the shady side of forty. But oh! the depth and strength of this elderly partys emotion for some bread-and-butter school-girl! Hide your heads, ye young Romeos and Leanders! this blase old beau loves with an hysterical fervor that requires four adjectives to every noun to properly describe.

It is well, dear ladies, for us old sinners that you study only books. Did you read mankind, you would know that the lads shy stammering tells a truer tale than our bold eloquence. A boys love comes from a full heart; a mans is more often the result of a full stomach. Indeed, a mans sluggish current may not be called love, compared with the rushing fountain that wells up when a boys heart is struck with the heavenly rod. If you would taste love, drink of the pure stream that youth pours out at your feet. Do not wait till it has become a muddy river before you stoop to catch its waves.

Or is it that you like its bitter flavor — that the clear, limpid water is insipid to your palate and that the pollution of its after-course gives it a relish to your lips? Must we believe those who tell us that a hand foul with the filth of a shameful life is the only one a young girl cares to be caressed by?

That is the teaching that is bawled out day by day from between those yellow covers. Do they ever pause to think, I wonder, those devils ladyhelps, what mischief they are doing crawling about Gods garden, and telling childish Eves and silly Adams that sin is sweet and that decency is ridiculous and vulgar? How many an innocent girl do they not degrade into an evil-minded woman? To how many a weak lad do they not point out the dirty by-path as the shortest cut to a maidens heart? It is not as if they wrote of life as it really is. Speak truth, and right will take care of itself. But their pictures are coarse daubs painted from the sickly fancies of their own diseased imagination.

We want to think of women not — as their own sex would show them — as Lorleis luring us to destruction, but as good angels beckoning us upward. They have more power for good or evil than they dream of. It is just at the very age when a mans character is forming that he tumbles into love, and then the lass he loves has the making or marring of him. Unconsciously he molds himself to what she would have him, good or bad. I am sorry to have to be ungallant enough to say that I do not think they always use their influence for the best. Too often the female world is bounded hard and fast within the limits of the commonplace. Their ideal hero is a prince of littleness, and to become that many a powerful mind, enchanted by love, is lost to life and use and name and fame.

And yet, women, you could make us so much better if you only would. It rests with you, more than with all the preachers, to roll this world a little nearer heaven. Chivalry is not dead: it only sleeps for want of work to do. It is you who must wake it to noble deeds. You must be worthy of knightly worship.

You must be higher than ourselves. It was for Una that the Red Cross Knight did war. For no painted, mincing court dame could the dragon have been slain. Oh, ladies fair, be fair in mind and soul as well as face, so that brave knights may win glory in your service! Oh, woman, throw off your disguising cloaks of selfishness, effrontery, and affectation! Stand forth once more a queen in your royal robe of simple purity. A thousand swords, now rusting in ignoble sloth, shall leap from their scabbards to do battle for your honor against wrong. A thousand Sir Rolands shall lay lance in rest, and Fear, Avarice, Pleasure, and Ambition shall go down in the dust before your colors.

What noble deeds were we not ripe for in the days when we loved? What noble lives could we not have lived for her sake? Our love was a religion we could have died for. It was no mere human creature like ourselves that we adored. It was a queen that we paid homage to, a goddess that we worshiped.

And how madly we did worship! And how sweet it was to worship! Ah, lad, cherish loves young dream while it lasts! You will know too soon how truly little Tom Moore sang when he said that there was nothing half so sweet in life. Even when it brings misery it is a wild, romantic misery, all unlike the dull, worldly pain of after-sorrows. When you have lost her — when the light is gone out from your life and the world stretches before you a long, dark horror, even then a half-enchantment mingles with your despair.

And who would not risk its terrors to gain its raptures? Ah, what raptures they were! The mere recollection thrills you. How delicious it was to tell her that you loved her, that you lived for her, that you would die for her! How you did rave, to be sure, what floods of extravagant nonsense you poured forth, and oh, how cruel it was of her to pretend not to believe you! In what awe you stood of her! How miserable you were when you had offended her! And yet, how pleasant to be bullied by her and to sue for pardon without having the slightest notion of what your fault was! How dark the world was when she snubbed you, as she often did, the little rogue, just to see you look wretched; how sunny when she smiled! How jealous you were of every one about her! How you hated every man she shook hands with, every woman she kissed — the maid that did her hair, the boy that cleaned her shoes, the dog she nursed — though you had to be respectful to the last-named! How you looked forward to seeing her, how stupid you were when you did see her, staring at her without saying a word! How impossible it was for you to go out at any time of the day or night without finding yourself eventually opposite her windows! You hadnt pluck enough to go in, but you hung about the corner and gazed at the outside. Oh, if the house had only caught fire — it was insured, so it wouldnt have mattered — and you could have rushed in and saved her at the risk of your life, and have been terribly burned and injured! Anything to serve her. Even in little things that was so sweet. How you would watch her, spaniel-like, to anticipate her slightest wish! How proud you were to do her bidding! How delightful it was to be ordered about by her! To devote your whole life to her and to never think of yourself seemed such a simple thing. You would go without a holiday to lay a humble offering at her shrine, and felt more than repaid if she only deigned to accept it. How precious to you was everything that she had hallowed by her touch — her little glove, the ribbon she had worn, the rose that had nestled in her hair and whose withered leaves still mark the poems you never care to look at now.

And oh, how beautiful she was, how wondrous beautiful! It was as some angel entering the room, and all else became plain and earthly. She was too sacred to be touched. It seemed almost presumption to gaze at her. You would as soon have thought of kissing her as of singing comic songs in a cathedral. It was desecration enough to kneel and timidly raise the gracious little hand to your lips.

Ah, those foolish days, those foolish days when we were unselfish and pure-minded; those foolish days when our simple hearts were full of truth, and faith, and reverence! Ah, those foolish days of noble longings and of noble strivings! And oh, these wise, clever days when we know that money is the only prize worth striving for, when we believe in nothing else but meanness and lies, when we care for no living creature but ourselves!


ON BEING IN THE BLUES.
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I CAN ENJOY feeling melancholy, and there is a good deal of satisfaction about being thoroughly miserable; but nobody likes a fit of the blues. Nevertheless, everybody has them; notwithstanding which, nobody can tell why. There is no accounting for them. You are just as likely to have one on the day after you have come into a large fortune as on the day after you have left your new silk umbrella in the train. Its effect upon you is somewhat similar to what would probably be produced by a combined attack of toothache, indigestion, and cold in the head. You become stupid, restless, and irritable; rude to strangers and dangerous toward your friends; clumsy, maudlin, and quarrelsome; a nuisance to yourself and everybody about you.

While it is on you can do nothing and think of nothing, though feeling at the time bound to do something. You cant sit still so put on your hat and go for a walk; but before you get to the corner of the street you wish you hadnt come out and you turn back. You open a book and try to read, but you find Shakespeare trite and commonplace, Dickens is dull and prosy, Thackeray a bore, and Carlyle too sentimental. You throw the book aside and call the author names. Then you shoo the cat out of the room and kick the door to after her. You think you will write your letters, but after sticking at Dearest Auntie: I find I have five minutes to spare, and so hasten to write to you, for a quarter of an hour, without being able to think of another sentence, you tumble the paper into the desk, fling the wet pen down upon the table-cloth, and start up with the resolution of going to see the Thompsons. While pulling on your gloves, however, it occurs to you that the Thompsons are idiots; that they never have supper; and that you will be expected to jump the baby. You curse the Thompsons and decide not to go.

By this time you feel completely crushed. You bury your face in your hands and think you would like to die and go to heaven. You picture to yourself your own sick-bed, with all your friends and relations standing round you weeping. You bless them all, especially the young and pretty ones. They will value you when you are gone, so you say to yourself, and learn too late what they have lost; and you bitterly contrast their presumed regard for you then with their decided want of veneration now.

These reflections make you feel a little more cheerful, but only for a brief period; for the next moment you think what a fool you must be to imagine for an instant that anybody would be sorry at anything that might happen to you. Who would care two straws (whatever precise amount of care two straws may represent) whether you are blown up, or hung up, or married, or drowned? Nobody cares for you. You never have been properly appreciated, never met with your due deserts in any one particular. You review the whole of your past life, and it is painfully apparent that you have been ill-used from your cradle.

Half an hours indulgence in these considerations works you up into a state of savage fury against everybody and everything, especially yourself, whom anatomical reasons alone prevent your kicking. Bed-time at last comes, to save you from doing something rash, and you spring upstairs, throw off your clothes, leaving them strewn all over the room, blow out the candle, and jump into bed as if you had backed yourself for a heavy wager to do the whole thing against time. There you toss and tumble about for a couple of hours or so, varying the monotony by occasionally jerking the clothes off and getting out and putting them on again. At length you drop into an uneasy and fitful slumber, have bad dreams, and wake up late the next morning.

At least, this is all we poor single men can do under the circumstances. Married men bully their wives, grumble at the dinner, and insist on the childrens going to bed. All of which, creating, as it does, a good deal of disturbance in the house, must be a great relief to the feelings of a man in the blues, rows being the only form of amusement in which he can take any interest.

The symptoms of the infirmity are much the same in every case, but the affliction itself is variously termed. The poet says that a feeling of sadness comes oer him. Arry refers to the heavings of his wayward heart by confiding to Jimee that he has got the blooming hump. Your sister doesnt know what is the matter with her to-night. She feels out of sorts altogether and hopes nothing is going to happen. The every-day young man is so awful glad to meet you, old fellow, for he does feel so jolly miserable this evening. As for myself, I generally say that I have a strange, unsettled feeling to-night and think Ill go out.

By the way, it never does come except in the evening. In the sun-time, when the world is bounding forward full of life, we cannot stay to sigh and sulk. The roar of the working day drowns the voices of the elfin sprites that are ever singing their low-toned miserere in our ears. In the day we are angry, disappointed, or indignant, but never in the blues and never melancholy. When things go wrong at ten oclock in the morning we — or rather you — swear and knock the furniture about; but if the misfortune comes at ten P.M., we read poetry or sit in the dark and think what a hollow world this is.

But, as a rule, it is not trouble that makes us melancholy. The actuality is too stern a thing for sentiment. We linger to weep over a picture, but from the original we should quickly turn our eyes away. There is no pathos in real misery: no luxury in real grief. We do not toy with sharp swords nor hug a gnawing fox to our breast for choice. When a man or woman loves to brood over a sorrow and takes care to keep it green in their memory, you may be sure it is no longer a pain to them. However they may have suffered from it at first, the recollection has become by then a pleasure. Many dear old ladies who daily look at tiny shoes lying in lavender-scented drawers, and weep as they think of the tiny feet whose toddling march is done, and sweet-faced young ones who place each night beneath their pillow some lock that once curled on a boyish head that the salt waves have kissed to death, will call me a nasty cynical brute and say Im talking nonsense; but I believe, nevertheless, that if they will ask themselves truthfully whether they find it unpleasant to dwell thus on their sorrow, they will be compelled to answer No. Tears are as sweet as laughter to some natures. The proverbial Englishman, we know from old chronicler Froissart, takes his pleasures sadly, and the Englishwoman goes a step further and takes her pleasures in sadness itself.

I am not sneering. I would not for a moment sneer at anything that helps to keep hearts tender in this hard old world. We men are cold and common-sensed enough for all; we would not have women the same. No, no, ladies dear, be always sentimental and soft-hearted, as you are — be the soothing butter to our coarse dry bread. Besides, sentiment is to women what fun is to us. They do not care for our humor, surely it would be unfair to deny them their grief. And who shall say that their mode of enjoyment is not as sensible as ours? Why assume that a doubled-up body, a contorted, purple face, and a gaping mouth emitting a series of ear-splitting shrieks point to a state of more intelligent happiness than a pensive face reposing upon a little white hand, and a pair of gentle tear-dimmed eyes looking back through Times dark avenue upon a fading past?

I am glad when I see Regret walked with as a friend — glad because I know the saltness has been washed from out the tears, and that the sting must have been plucked from the beautiful face of Sorrow ere we dare press her pale lips to ours. Time has laid his healing hand upon the wound when we can look back upon the pain we once fainted under and no bitterness or despair rises in our hearts. The burden is no longer heavy when we have for our past troubles only the same sweet mingling of pleasure and pity that we feel when old knight-hearted Colonel Newcome answers adsum to the great roll-call, or when Tom and Maggie Tulliver, clasping hands through the mists that have divided them, go down, locked in each others arms, beneath the swollen waters of the Floss.

Talking of poor Tom and Maggie Tulliver brings to my mind a saying of George Eliots in connection with this subject of melancholy. She speaks somewhere of the sadness of a summers evening. How wonderfully true — like everything that came from that wonderful pen — the observation is! Who has not felt the sorrowful enchantment of those lingering sunsets? The world belongs to Melancholy then, a thoughtful deep-eyed maiden who loves not the glare of day. It is not till light thickens and the crow wings to the rocky wood that she steals forth from her groves. Her palace is in twilight land. It is there she meets us. At her shadowy gate she takes our hand in hers and walks beside us through her mystic realm. We see no form, but seem to hear the rustling of her wings.

Even in the toiling hum-drum city her spirit comes to us. There is a somber presence in each long, dull street; and the dark river creeps ghostlike under the black arches, as if bearing some hidden secret beneath its muddy waves.

In the silent country, when the trees and hedges loom dim and blurred against the rising night, and the bats wing flutters in our face, and the land-rails cry sounds drearily across the fields, the spell sinks deeper still into our hearts. We seem in that hour to be standing by some unseen death-bed, and in the swaying of the elms we hear the sigh of the dying day.

A solemn sadness reigns. A great peace is around us. In its light our cares of the working day grow small and trivial, and bread and cheese — ay, and even kisses — do not seem the only things worth striving for. Thoughts we cannot speak but only listen to flood in upon us, and standing in the stillness under earths darkening dome, we feel that we are greater than our petty lives. Hung round with those dusky curtains, the world is no longer a mere dingy workshop, but a stately temple wherein man may worship, and where at times in the dimness his groping hands touch Gods.


ON BEING HARD UP.
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IT IS A most remarkable thing. I sat down with the full intention of writing something clever and original; but for the life of me I cant think of anything clever and original — at least, not at this moment. The only thing I can think about now is being hard up. I suppose having my hands in my pockets has made me think about this. I always do sit with my hands in my pockets except when I am in the company of my sisters, my cousins, or my aunts; and they kick up such a shindy — I should say expostulate so eloquently upon the subject — that I have to give in and take them out — my hands I mean. The chorus to their objections is that it is not gentlemanly. I am hanged if I can see why. I could understand its not being considered gentlemanly to put your hands in other peoples pockets (especially by the other people), but how, O ye sticklers for what looks this and what looks that, can putting his hands in his own pockets make a man less gentle? Perhaps you are right, though. Now I come to think of it, I have heard some people grumble most savagely when doing it. But they were mostly old gentlemen. We young fellows, as a rule, are never quite at ease unless we have our hands in our pockets. We are awkward and shifty. We are like what a music-hall Lion Comique would be without his opera-hat, if such a thing can be imagined. But let us put our hands in our trousers pockets, and let there be some small change in the right-hand one and a bunch of keys in the left, and we will face a female post-office clerk.

It is a little difficult to know what to do with your hands, even in your pockets, when there is nothing else there. Years ago, when my whole capital would occasionally come down to what in town the people call a bob, I would recklessly spend a penny of it, merely for the sake of having the change, all in coppers, to jingle. You dont feel nearly so hard up with eleven pence in your pocket as you do with a shilling. Had I been La-di-da, that impecunious youth about whom we superior folk are so sarcastic, I would have changed my penny for two hapennies.

I can speak with authority on the subject of being hard up. I have been a provincial actor. If further evidence be required, which I do not think likely, I can add that I have been a gentleman connected with the press. I have lived on 15 shilling a week. I have lived a week on 10, owing the other 5; and I have lived for a fortnight on a great-coat.

It is wonderful what an insight into domestic economy being really hard up gives one. If you want to find out the value of money, live on 15 shillings a week and see how much you can put by for clothes and recreation. You will find out that it is worth while to wait for the farthing change, that it is worth while to walk a mile to save a penny, that a glass of beer is a luxury to be indulged in only at rare intervals, and that a collar can be worn for four days.

Try it just before you get married. It will be excellent practice. Let your son and heir try it before sending him to college. He wont grumble at a hundred a year pocket-money then. There are some people to whom it would do a world of good. There is that delicate blossom who cant drink any claret under ninety-four, and who would as soon think of dining off cats meat as off plain roast mutton. You do come across these poor wretches now and then, though, to the credit of humanity, they are principally confined to that fearful and wonderful society known only to lady novelists. I never hear of one of these creatures discussing a menu card but I feel a mad desire to drag him off to the bar of some common east-end public-house and cram a sixpenny dinner down his throat — beefsteak pudding, fourpence; potatoes, a penny; half a pint of porter, a penny. The recollection of it (and the mingled fragrance of beer, tobacco, and roast pork generally leaves a vivid impression) might induce him to turn up his nose a little less frequently in the future at everything that is put before him. Then there is that generous party, the cadgers delight, who is so free with his small change, but who never thinks of paying his debts. It might teach even him a little common sense. I always give the waiter a shilling. One cant give the fellow less, you know, explained a young government clerk with whom I was lunching the other day in Regent Street. I agreed with him as to the utter impossibility of making it elevenpence hapenny; but at the same time I resolved to one day decoy him to an eating-house I remembered near Covent Garden, where the waiter, for the better discharge of his duties, goes about in his shirt-sleeves — and very dirty sleeves they are, too, when it gets near the end of the month. I know that waiter. If my friend gives him anything beyond a penny, the man will insist on shaking hands with him then and there as a mark of his esteem; of that I feel sure.

There have been a good many funny things said and written about hardupishness, but the reality is not funny, for all that. It is not funny to have to haggle over pennies. It isnt funny to be thought mean and stingy. It isnt funny to be shabby and to be ashamed of your address. No, there is nothing at all funny in poverty — to the poor. It is hell upon earth to a sensitive man; and many a brave gentleman who would have faced the labors of Hercules has had his heart broken by its petty miseries.

It is not the actual discomforts themselves that are hard to bear. Who would mind roughing it a bit if that were all it meant? What cared Robinson Crusoe for a patch on his trousers? Did he wear trousers? I forget; or did he go about as he does in the pantomimes? What did it matter to him if his toes did stick out of his boots? and what if his umbrella was a cotton one, so long as it kept the rain off? His shabbiness did not trouble him; there was none of his friends round about to sneer him.

Being poor is a mere trifle. It is being known to be poor that is the sting. It is not cold that makes a man without a great-coat hurry along so quickly. It is not all shame at telling lies — which he knows will not be believed — that makes him turn so red when he informs you that he considers great-coats unhealthy and never carries an umbrella on principle. It is easy enough to say that poverty is no crime. No; if it were men wouldnt be ashamed of it. Its a blunder, though, and is punished as such. A poor man is despised the whole world over; despised as much by a Christian as by a lord, as much by a demagogue as by a footman, and not all the copy-book maxims ever set for ink stained youth will make him respected. Appearances are everything, so far as human opinion goes, and the man who will walk down Piccadilly arm in arm with the most notorious scamp in London, provided he is a well-dressed one, will slink up a back street to say a couple of words to a seedy-looking gentleman. And the seedy-looking gentleman knows this — no one better — and will go a mile round to avoid meeting an acquaintance. Those that knew him in his prosperity need never trouble themselves to look the other way. He is a thousand times more anxious that they should not see him than they can be; and as to their assistance, there is nothing he dreads more than the offer of it. All he wants is to be forgotten; and in this respect he is generally fortunate enough to get what he wants.

One becomes used to being hard up, as one becomes used to everything else, by the help of that wonderful old homeopathic doctor, Time. You can tell at a glance the difference between the old hand and the novice; between the case-hardened man who has been used to shift and struggle for years and the poor devil of a beginner striving to hide his misery, and in a constant agony of fear lest he should be found out. Nothing shows this difference more clearly than the way in which each will pawn his watch. As the poet says somewhere: True ease in pawning comes from art, not chance. The one goes into his uncles with as much composure as he would into his tailors — very likely with more. The assistant is even civil and attends to him at once, to the great indignation of the lady in the next box, who, however, sarcastically observes that she dont mind being kept waiting if it is a regular customer. Why, from the pleasant and businesslike manner in which the transaction is carried out, it might be a large purchase in the three per cents. Yet what a piece of work a man makes of his first pop. A boy popping his first question is confidence itself compared with him. He hangs about outside the shop until he has succeeded in attracting the attention of all the loafers in the neighborhood and has aroused strong suspicions in the mind of the policeman on the beat. At last, after a careful examination of the contents of the windows, made for the purpose of impressing the bystanders with the notion that he is going in to purchase a diamond bracelet or some such trifle, he enters, trying to do so with a careless swagger, and giving himself really the air of a member of the swell mob. When inside he speaks in so low a voice as to be perfectly inaudible, and has to say it all over again. When, in the course of his rambling conversation about a friend of his, the word lend is reached, he is promptly told to go up the court on the right and take the first door round the corner. He comes out of the shop with a face that you could easily light a cigarette at, and firmly under the impression that the whole population of the district is watching him. When he does get to the right place he has forgotten his name and address and is in a general condition of hopeless imbecility. Asked in a severe tone how he came by this, he stammers and contradicts himself, and it is only a miracle if he does not confess to having stolen it that very day. He is thereupon informed that they dont want anything to do with his sort, and that he had better get out of this as quickly as possible, which he does, recollecting nothing more until he finds himself three miles off, without the slightest knowledge how he got there.

By the way, how awkward it is, though, having to depend on public-houses and churches for the time. The former are generally too fast and the latter too slow. Besides which, your efforts to get a glimpse of the public house clock from the outside are attended with great difficulties. If you gently push the swing-door ajar and peer in you draw upon yourself the contemptuous looks of the barmaid, who at once puts you down in the same category with area sneaks and cadgers. You also create a certain amount of agitation among the married portion of the customers. You dont see the clock because it is behind the door; and in trying to withdraw quietly you jam your head. The only other method is to jump up and down outside the window. After this latter proceeding, however, if you do not bring out a banjo and commence to sing, the youthful inhabitants of the neighborhood, who have gathered round in expectation, become disappointed.

I should like to know, too, by what mysterious law of nature it is that before you have left your watch to be repaired half an hour, some one is sure to stop you in the street and conspicuously ask you the time. Nobody even feels the slightest curiosity on the subject when youve got it on.

Dear old ladies and gentlemen who know nothing about being hard up — and may they never, bless their gray old heads — look upon the pawn-shop as the last stage of degradation; but those who know it better (and my readers have no doubt, noticed this themselves) are often surprised, like the little boy who dreamed he went to heaven, at meeting so many people there that they never expected to see. For my part, I think it a much more independent course than borrowing from friends, and I always try to impress this upon those of my acquaintance who incline toward wanting a couple of pounds till the day after to-morrow. But they wont all see it. One of them once remarked that he objected to the principle of the thing. I fancy if he had said it was the interest that he objected to he would have been nearer the truth: twenty-five per cent. certainly does come heavy.

There are degrees in being hard up. We are all hard up, more or less — most of us more. Some are hard up for a thousand pounds; some for a shilling. Just at this moment I am hard up myself for a fiver. I only want it for a day or two. I should be certain of paying it back within a week at the outside, and if any lady or gentleman among my readers would kindly lend it me, I should be very much obliged indeed. They could send it to me under cover to Messrs. Field & Tuer, only, in such case, please let the envelope be carefully sealed. I would give you my I.O.U. as security.


ON VANITY AND VANITIES.
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ALL IS VANITY and everybodys vain. Women are terribly vain. So are men — more so, if possible. So are children, particularly children. One of them at this very moment is hammering upon my legs. She wants to know what I think of her new shoes. Candidly I dont think much of them. They lack symmetry and curve and possess an indescribable appearance of lumpiness (I believe, too, theyve put them on the wrong feet). But I dont say this. It is not criticism, but flattery that she wants; and I gush over them with what I feel to myself to be degrading effusiveness. Nothing else would satisfy this self-opinionated cherub. I tried the conscientious-friend dodge with her on one occasion, but it was not a success. She had requested my judgment upon her general conduct and behavior, the exact case submitted being, Wot oo tink of me? Oo peased wi me? and I had thought it a good opportunity to make a few salutary remarks upon her late moral career, and said: No, I am not pleased with you. I recalled to her mind the events of that very morning, and I put it to her how she, as a Christian child, could expect a wise and good uncle to be satisfied with the carryings on of an infant who that very day had roused the whole house at five AM.; had upset a water-jug and tumbled downstairs after it at seven; had endeavored to put the cat in the bath at eight; and sat on her own fathers hat at nine thirty-five.

What did she do? Was she grateful to me for my plain speaking? Did she ponder upon my words and determine to profit by them and to lead from that hour a better and nobler life?

No! she howled.

That done, she became abusive. She said:

Oo naughty — oo naughty, bad unkie — oo bad man — me tell MAR.

And she did, too.

Since then, when my views have been called for I have kept my real sentiments more to myself like, preferring to express unbounded admiration of this young persons actions, irrespective of their actual merits. And she nods her head approvingly and trots off to advertise my opinion to the rest of the household. She appears to employ it as a sort of testimonial for mercenary purposes, for I subsequently hear distant sounds of Unkie says me dood dirl — me dot to have two bikkies [biscuits].

There she goes, now, gazing rapturously at her own toes and murmuring pittie — two-foot-ten of conceit and vanity, to say nothing of other wickednesses.

They are all alike. I remember sitting in a garden one sunny afternoon in the suburbs of London. Suddenly I heard a shrill treble voice calling from a top-story window to some unseen being, presumably in one of the other gardens, Gamma, me dood boy, me wery good boy, gamma; me dot on Bobs knickiebockies.

Why, even animals are vain. I saw a great Newfoundland dog the other day sitting in front of a mirror at the entrance to a shop in Regents Circus, and examining himself with an amount of smug satisfaction that I have never seen equaled elsewhere outside a vestry meeting.

I was at a farm-house once when some high holiday was being celebrated. I dont remember what the occasion was, but it was something festive, a May Day or Quarter Day, or something of that sort, and they put a garland of flowers round the head of one of the cows. Well, that absurd quadruped went about all day as perky as a schoolgirl in a new frock; and when they took the wreath off she became quite sulky, and they had to put it on again before she would stand still to be milked. This is not a Percy anecdote. It is plain, sober truth.

As for cats, they nearly equal human beings for vanity. I have known a cat get up and walk out of the room on a remark derogatory to her species being made by a visitor, while a neatly turned compliment will set them purring for an hour.

I do like cats. They are so unconsciously amusing. There is such a comic dignity about them, such a How dare you! Go away, dont touch me sort of air. Now, there is nothing haughty about a dog. They are Hail, fellow, well met with every Tom, Dick, or Harry that they come across. When I meet a dog of my acquaintance I slap his head, call him opprobrious epithets, and roll him over on his back; and there he lies, gaping at me, and doesnt mind it a bit.

Fancy carrying on like that with a cat! Why, she would never speak to you again as long as you lived. No, when you want to win the approbation of a cat you must mind what you are about and work your way carefully. If you dont know the cat, you had best begin by saying, Poor pussy. After which add did ums in a tone of soothing sympathy. You dont know what you mean any more than the cat does, but the sentiment seems to imply a proper spirit on your part, and generally touches her feelings to such an extent that if you are of good manners and passable appearance she will stick her back up and rub her nose against you. Matters having reached this stage, you may venture to chuck her under the chin and tickle the side of her head, and the intelligent creature will then stick her claws into your legs; and all is friendship and affection, as so sweetly expressed in the beautiful lines — 

I love little pussy, her coat is so warm,

And if I dont tease her shell do me no harm;

So Ill stroke her, and pat her, and feed her with food,

And pussy will love me because I am good.

The last two lines of the stanza give us a pretty true insight into pussys notions of human goodness. It is evident that in her opinion goodness consists of stroking her, and patting her, and feeding her with food. I fear this narrow-minded view of virtue, though, is not confined to pussies. We are all inclined to adopt a similar standard of merit in our estimate of other people. A good man is a man who is good to us, and a bad man is a man who doesnt do what we want him to. The truth is, we each of us have an inborn conviction that the whole world, with everybody and everything in it, was created as a sort of necessary appendage to ourselves. Our fellow men and women were made to admire us and to minister to our various requirements. You and I, dear reader, are each the center of the universe in our respective opinions. You, as I understand it, were brought into being by a considerate Providence in order that you might read and pay me for what I write; while I, in your opinion, am an article sent into the world to write something for you to read. The stars — as we term the myriad other worlds that are rushing down beside us through the eternal silence — were put into the heavens to make the sky look interesting for us at night; and the moon with its dark mysteries and ever-hidden face is an arrangement for us to flirt under.

I fear we are most of us like Mrs. Poysers bantam cock, who fancied the sun got up every morning to hear him crow. Tis vanity that makes the world go round. I dont believe any man ever existed without vanity, and if he did he would be an extremely uncomfortable person to have anything to do with. He would, of course, be a very good man, and we should respect him very much. He would be a very admirable man — a man to be put under a glass case and shown round as a specimen — a man to be stuck upon a pedestal and copied, like a school exercise — a man to be reverenced, but not a man to be loved, not a human brother whose hand we should care to grip. Angels may be very excellent sort of folk in their way, but we, poor mortals, in our present state, would probably find them precious slow company. Even mere good people are rather depressing. It is in our faults and failings, not in our virtues, that we touch one another and find sympathy. We differ widely enough in our nobler qualities. It is in our follies that we are at one. Some of us are pious, some of us are generous. Some few of us are honest, comparatively speaking; and some, fewer still, may possibly be truthful. But in vanity and kindred weaknesses we can all join hands. Vanity is one of those touches of nature that make the whole world kin. From the Indian hunter, proud of his belt of scalps, to the European general, swelling beneath his row of stars and medals; from the Chinese, gleeful at the length of his pigtail, to the professional beauty, suffering tortures in order that her waist may resemble a peg-top; from draggle-tailed little Polly Stiggins, strutting through Seven Dials with a tattered parasol over her head, to the princess sweeping through a drawing-room with a train of four yards long; from Arry, winning by vulgar chaff the loud laughter of his pals, to the statesman whose ears are tickled by the cheers that greet his high-sounding periods; from the dark-skinned African, bartering his rare oils and ivory for a few glass beads to hang about his neck, to the Christian maiden selling her white body for a score of tiny stones and an empty title to tack before her name — all march, and fight, and bleed, and die beneath its tawdry flag.

Ay, ay, vanity is truly the motive-power that moves humanity, and it is flattery that greases the wheels. If you want to win affection and respect in this world, you must flatter people. Flatter high and low, and rich and poor, and silly and wise. You will get on famously. Praise this mans virtues and that mans vices. Compliment everybody upon everything, and especially upon what they havent got. Admire guys for their beauty, fools for their wit, and boors for their breeding. Your discernment and intelligence will be extolled to the skies.

Every one can be got over by flattery. The belted earl—belted earl is the correct phrase, I believe. I dont know what it means, unless it be an earl that wears a belt instead of braces. Some men do. I dont like it myself. You have to keep the thing so tight for it to be of any use, and that is uncomfortable. Anyhow, whatever particular kind of an earl a belted earl may be, he is, I assert, get-overable by flattery; just as every other human being is, from a duchess to a cats-meat man, from a plow boy to a poet — and the poet far easier than the plowboy, for butter sinks better into wheaten bread than into oaten cakes.

As for love, flattery is its very life-blood. Fill a person with love for themselves, and what runs over will be your share, says a certain witty and truthful Frenchman whose name I cant for the life of me remember. (Confound it! I never can remember names when I want to.) Tell a girl she is an angel, only more angelic than an angel; that she is a goddess, only more graceful, queenly, and heavenly than the average goddess; that she is more fairy-like than Titania, more beautiful than Venus, more enchanting than Parthenope; more adorable, lovely, and radiant, in short, than any other woman that ever did live, does live, or could live, and you will make a very favorable impression upon her trusting little heart. Sweet innocent! she will believe every word you say. It is so easy to deceive a woman — in this way.

Dear little souls, they hate flattery, so they tell you; and when you say, Ah, darling, it isnt flattery in your case, its plain, sober truth; you really are, without exaggeration, the most beautiful, the most good, the most charming, the most divine, the most perfect human creature that ever trod this earth, they will smile a quiet, approving smile, and, leaning against your manly shoulder, murmur that you are a dear good fellow after all.

By Jove! fancy a man trying to make love on strictly truthful principles, determining never to utter a word of mere compliment or hyperbole, but to scrupulously confine himself to exact fact! Fancy his gazing rapturously into his mistress eyes and whispering softly to her that she wasnt, on the whole, bad-looking, as girls went! Fancy his holding up her little hand and assuring her that it was of a light drab color shot with red; and telling her as he pressed her to his heart that her nose, for a turned-up one, seemed rather pretty; and that her eyes appeared to him, as far as he could judge, to be quite up to the average standard of such things!

A nice chance he would stand against the man who would tell her that her face was like a fresh blush rose, that her hair was a wandering sunbeam imprisoned by her smiles, and her eyes like two evening stars.

There are various ways of flattering, and, of course, you must adapt your style to your subject. Some people like it laid on with a trowel, and this requires very little art. With sensible persons, however, it needs to be done very delicately, and more by suggestion than actual words. A good many like it wrapped up in the form of an insult, as—Oh, you are a perfect fool, you are. You would give your last sixpence to the first hungry-looking beggar you met; while others will swallow it only when administered through the medium of a third person, so that if C wishes to get at an A of this sort, he must confide to As particular friend B that he thinks A a splendid fellow, and beg him, B, not to mention it, especially to A. Be careful that B is a reliable man, though, otherwise he wont.

Those fine, sturdy John Bulls who hate flattery, sir, Never let anybody get over me by flattery, etc., etc., are very simply managed. Flatter them enough upon their absence of vanity, and you can do what you like with them.

After all, vanity is as much a virtue as a vice. It is easy to recite copy-book maxims against its sinfulness, but it is a passion that can move us to good as well as to evil. Ambition is only vanity ennobled. We want to win praise and admiration — or fame as we prefer to name it — and so we write great books, and paint grand pictures, and sing sweet songs; and toil with willing hands in study, loom, and laboratory.

We wish to become rich men, not in order to enjoy ease and comfort — all that any one man can taste of those may be purchased anywhere for 200 pounds per annum — but that our houses may be bigger and more gaudily furnished than our neighbors; that our horses and servants may be more numerous; that we may dress our wives and daughters in absurd but expensive clothes; and that we may give costly dinners of which we ourselves individually do not eat a shillings worth. And to do this we aid the worlds work with clear and busy brain, spreading commerce among its peoples, carrying civilization to its remotest corners.

Do not let us abuse vanity, therefore. Rather let us use it. Honor itself is but the highest form of vanity. The instinct is not confined solely to Beau Brummels and Dolly Vardens. There is the vanity of the peacock and the vanity of the eagle. Snobs are vain. But so, too, are heroes. Come, oh! my young brother bucks, let us be vain together. Let us join hands and help each other to increase our vanity. Let us be vain, not of our trousers and hair, but of brave hearts and working hands, of truth, of purity, of nobility. Let us be too vain to stoop to aught that is mean or base, too vain for petty selfishness and little-minded envy, too vain to say an unkind word or do an unkind act. Let us be vain of being single-hearted, upright gentlemen in the midst of a world of knaves. Let us pride ourselves upon thinking high thoughts, achieving great deeds, living good lives.


ON GETTING ON IN THE WORLD.
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NOT EXACTLY THE sort of thing for an idle fellow to think about, is it? But outsiders, you know, often see most of the game; and sitting in my arbor by the wayside, smoking my hookah of contentment and eating the sweet lotus-leaves of indolence, I can look out musingly upon the whirling throng that rolls and tumbles past me on the great high-road of life.

Never-ending is the wild procession. Day and night you can hear the quick tramp of the myriad feet — some running, some walking, some halting and lame; but all hastening, all eager in the feverish race, all straining life and limb and heart and soul to reach the ever-receding horizon of success.

Mark them as they surge along — men and women, old and young, gentle and simple, fair and foul, rich and poor, merry and sad — all hurrying, bustling, scrambling. The strong pushing aside the weak, the cunning creeping past the foolish; those behind elbowing those before; those in front kicking, as they run, at those behind. Look close and see the flitting show. Here is an old man panting for breath, and there a timid maiden driven by a hard and sharp-faced matron; here is a studious youth, reading How to Get On in the World and letting everybody pass him as he stumbles along with his eyes on his book; here is a bored-looking man, with a fashionably dressed woman jogging his elbow; here a boy gazing wistfully back at the sunny village that he never again will see; here, with a firm and easy step, strides a broad-shouldered man; and here, with stealthy tread, a thin-faced, stooping fellow dodges and shuffles upon his way; here, with gaze fixed always on the ground, an artful rogue carefully works his way from side to side of the road and thinks he is going forward; and here a youth with a noble face stands, hesitating as he looks from the distant goal to the mud beneath his feet.

And now into sight comes a fair girl, with her dainty face growing more wrinkled at every step, and now a care-worn man, and now a hopeful lad.

A motley throng — a motley throng! Prince and beggar, sinner and saint, butcher and baker and candlestick maker, tinkers and tailors, and plowboys and sailors — all jostling along together. Here the counsel in his wig and gown, and here the old Jew clothes-man under his dingy tiara; here the soldier in his scarlet, and here the undertakers mute in streaming hat-band and worn cotton gloves; here the musty scholar fumbling his faded leaves, and here the scented actor dangling his showy seals. Here the glib politician crying his legislative panaceas, and here the peripatetic Cheap-Jack holding aloft his quack cures for human ills. Here the sleek capitalist and there the sinewy laborer; here the man of science and here the shoe-back; here the poet and here the water-rate collector; here the cabinet minister and there the ballet-dancer. Here a red-nosed publican shouting the praises of his vats and there a temperance lecturer at 50 pounds a night; here a judge and there a swindler; here a priest and there a gambler. Here a jeweled duchess, smiling and gracious; here a thin lodging-house keeper, irritable with cooking; and here a wabbling, strutting thing, tawdry in paint and finery.

Cheek by cheek they struggle onward. Screaming, cursing, and praying, laughing, singing, and moaning, they rush past side by side. Their speed never slackens, the race never ends. There is no wayside rest for them, no halt by cooling fountains, no pause beneath green shades. On, on, on — on through the heat and the crowd and the dust — on, or they will be trampled down and lost — on, with throbbing brain and tottering limbs — on, till the heart grows sick, and the eyes grow blurred, and a gurgling groan tells those behind they may close up another space.

And yet, in spite of the killing pace and the stony track, who but the sluggard or the dolt can hold aloof from the course? Who — like the belated traveler that stands watching fairy revels till he snatches and drains the goblin cup and springs into the whirling circle — can view the mad tumult and not be drawn into its midst? Not I, for one. I confess to the wayside arbor, the pipe of contentment, and the lotus-leaves being altogether unsuitable metaphors. They sounded very nice and philosophical, but Im afraid I am not the sort of person to sit in arbors smoking pipes when there is any fun going on outside. I think I more resemble the Irishman who, seeing a crowd collecting, sent his little girl out to ask if there was going to be a row—Cos, if so, father would like to be in it.

I love the fierce strife. I like to watch it. I like to hear of people getting on in it — battling their way bravely and fairly — that is, not slipping through by luck or trickery. It stirs ones old Saxon fighting blood like the tales of knights who fought gainst fearful odds that thrilled us in our school-boy days.

And fighting the battle of life is fighting against fearful odds, too. There are giants and dragons in this nineteenth century, and the golden casket that they guard is not so easy to win as it appears in the story-books. There, Algernon takes one long, last look at the ancestral hall, dashes the tear-drop from his eye, and goes off — to return in three years time, rolling in riches. The authors do not tell us how its done, which is a pity, for it would surely prove exciting.

But then not one novelist in a thousand ever does tell us the real story of their hero. They linger for a dozen pages over a tea-party, but sum up a lifes history with he had become one of our merchant princes, or he was now a great artist, with the world at his feet. Why, there is more real life in one of Gilberts patter-songs than in half the biographical novels ever written. He relates to us all the various steps by which his office-boy rose to be the ruler of the queens navee, and explains to us how the briefless barrister managed to become a great and good judge, ready to try this breach of promise of marriage. It is in the petty details, not in the great results, that the interest of existence lies.

What we really want is a novel showing us all the hidden under-current of an ambitious mans career — his struggles, and failures, and hopes, his disappointments and victories. It would be an immense success. I am sure the wooing of Fortune would prove quite as interesting a tale as the wooing of any flesh-and-blood maiden, though, by the way, it would read extremely similar; for Fortune is, indeed, as the ancients painted her, very like a woman — not quite so unreasonable and inconsistent, but nearly so — and the pursuit is much the same in one case as in the other. Ben Jonsons couplet — 

Court a mistress, she denies you;

Let her alone, she will court you — 

puts them both in a nutshell. A woman never thoroughly cares for her lover until he has ceased to care for her; and it is not until you have snapped your fingers in Fortunes face and turned on your heel that she begins to smile upon you.

But by that time you do not much care whether she smiles or frowns. Why could she not have smiled when her smiles would have filled you with ecstasy? Everything comes too late in this world.

Good people say that it is quite right and proper that it should be so, and that it proves ambition is wicked.

Bosh! Good people are altogether wrong. (They always are, in my opinion. We never agree on any single point.) What would the world do without ambitious people, I should like to know? Why, it would be as flabby as a Norfolk dumpling. Ambitious people are the leaven which raises it into wholesome bread. Without ambitious people the world would never get up. They are busybodies who are about early in the morning, hammering, shouting, and rattling the fire-irons, and rendering it generally impossible for the rest of the house to remain in bed.

Wrong to be ambitious, forsooth! The men wrong who, with bent back and sweating brow, cut the smooth road over which humanity marches forward from generation to generation! Men wrong for using the talents that their Master has intrusted to them — for toiling while others play!

Of course they are seeking their reward. Man is not given that godlike unselfishness that thinks only of others good. But in working for themselves they are working for us all. We are so bound together that no man can labor for himself alone. Each blow he strikes in his own behalf helps to mold the universe. The stream in struggling onward turns the mill-wheel; the coral insect, fashioning its tiny cell, joins continents to one another; and the ambitious man, building a pedestal for himself, leaves a monument to posterity. Alexander and Caesar fought for their own ends, but in doing so they put a belt of civilization half round the earth. Stephenson, to win a fortune, invented the steam-engine; and Shakespeare wrote his plays in order to keep a comfortable home for Mrs. Shakespeare and the little Shakespeares.

Contented, unambitious people are all very well in their way. They form a neat, useful background for great portraits to be painted against, and they make a respectable, if not particularly intelligent, audience for the active spirits of the age to play before. I have not a word to say against contented people so long as they keep quiet. But do not, for goodness sake, let them go strutting about, as they are so fond of doing, crying out that they are the true models for the whole species. Why, they are the deadheads, the drones in the great hive, the street crowds that lounge about, gaping at those who are working.

And let them not imagine, either — as they are also fond of doing — that they are very wise and philosophical and that it is a very artful thing to be contented. It may be true that a contented mind is happy anywhere, but so is a Jerusalem pony, and the consequence is that both are put anywhere and are treated anyhow. Oh, you need not bother about him, is what is said; he is very contented as he is, and it would be a pity to disturb him. And so your contented party is passed over and the discontented man gets his place.

If you are foolish enough to be contented, dont show it, but grumble with the rest; and if you can do with a little, ask for a great deal. Because if you dont you wont get any. In this world it is necessary to adopt the principle pursued by the plaintiff in an action for damages, and to demand ten times more than you are ready to accept. If you can feel satisfied with a hundred, begin by insisting on a thousand; if you start by suggesting a hundred you will only get ten.

It was by not following this simple plan that poor Jean Jacques Rousseau came to such grief. He fixed the summit of his earthly bliss at living in an orchard with an amiable woman and a cow, and he never attained even that. He did get as far as the orchard, but the woman was not amiable, and she brought her mother with her, and there was no cow. Now, if he had made up his mind for a large country estate, a houseful of angels, and a cattle-show, he might have lived to possess his kitchen garden and one head of live-stock, and even possibly have come across that rara-avis — a really amiable woman.

What a terribly dull affair, too, life must be for contented people! How heavy the time must hang upon their hands, and what on earth do they occupy their thoughts with, supposing that they have any? Reading the paper and smoking seems to be the intellectual food of the majority of them, to which the more energetic add playing the flute and talking about the affairs of the next-door neighbor.

They never knew the excitement of expectation nor the stern delight of accomplished effort, such as stir the pulse of the man who has objects, and hopes, and plans. To the ambitious man life is a brilliant game — a game that calls forth all his tact and energy and nerve — a game to be won, in the long run, by the quick eye and the steady hand, and yet having sufficient chance about its working out to give it all the glorious zest of uncertainty. He exults in it as the strong swimmer in the heaving billows, as the athlete in the wrestle, the soldier in the battle.

And if he be defeated he wins the grim joy of fighting; if he lose the race, he, at least, has had a run. Better to work and fail than to sleep ones life away.

So, walk up, walk up, walk up. Walk up, ladies and gentlemen! walk up, boys and girls! Show your skill and try your strength; brave your luck and prove your pluck. Walk up! The show is never closed and the game is always going. The only genuine sport in all the fair, gentlemen — highly respectable and strictly moral — patronized by the nobility, clergy, and gentry. Established in the year one, gentlemen, and been flourishing ever since — walk up! Walk up, ladies and gentlemen, and take a hand. There are prizes for all and all can play. There is gold for the man and fame for the boy; rank for the maiden and pleasure for the fool. So walk up, ladies and gentlemen, walk up! — all prizes and no blanks; for some few win, and as to the rest, why — 

The rapture of pursuing

Is the prize the vanquished gain.


ON THE WEATHER.
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THINGS DO GO so contrary-like with me. I wanted to hit upon an especially novel, out-of-the-way subject for one of these articles. I will write one paper about something altogether new, I said to myself; something that nobody else has ever written or talked about before; and then I can have it all my own way. And I went about for days, trying to think of something of this kind; and I couldnt. And Mrs. Cutting, our charwoman, came yesterday — I dont mind mentioning her name, because I know she will not see this book. She would not look at such a frivolous publication. She never reads anything but the Bible and Lloyds Weekly News. All other literature she considers unnecessary and sinful.

She said: Lor, sir, you do look worried.

I said: Mrs. Cutting, I am trying to think of a subject the discussion of which will come upon the world in the nature of a startler — some subject upon which no previous human being has ever said a word — some subject that will attract by its novelty, invigorate by its surprising freshness.

She laughed and said I was a funny gentleman.

Thats my luck again. When I make serious observations people chuckle; when I attempt a joke nobody sees it. I had a beautiful one last week. I thought it so good, and I worked it up and brought it in artfully at a dinner-party. I forget how exactly, but we had been talking about the attitude of Shakespeare toward the Reformation, and I said something and immediately added, Ah, that reminds me; such a funny thing happened the other day in Whitechapel. Oh, said they, what was that? Oh, twas awfully funny, I replied, beginning to giggle myself; it will make you roar; and I told it them.

There was dead silence when I finished — it was one of those long jokes, too — and then, at last, somebody said: And that was the joke?

I assured them that it was, and they were very polite and took my word for it. All but one old gentleman at the other end of the table, who wanted to know which was the joke — what he said to her or what she said to him; and we argued it out.

Some people are too much the other way. I knew a fellow once whose natural tendency to laugh at everything was so strong that if you wanted to talk seriously to him, you had to explain beforehand that what you were going to say would not be amusing. Unless you got him to clearly understand this, he would go off into fits of merriment over every word you uttered. I have known him on being asked the time stop short in the middle of the road, slap his leg, and burst into a roar of laughter. One never dared say anything really funny to that man. A good joke would have killed him on the spot.

In the present instance I vehemently repudiated the accusation of frivolity, and pressed Mrs. Cutting for practical ideas. She then became thoughtful and hazarded samplers; saying that she never heard them spoken much of now, but that they used to be all the rage when she was a girl.

I declined samplers and begged her to think again. She pondered a long while, with a tea-tray in her hands, and at last suggested the weather, which she was sure had been most trying of late.

And ever since that idiotic suggestion I have been unable to get the weather out of my thoughts or anything else in.

It certainly is most wretched weather. At all events it is so now at the time I am writing, and if it isnt particularly unpleasant when I come to be read it soon will be.

It always is wretched weather according to us. The weather is like the government — always in the wrong. In summer-time we say it is stifling; in winter that it is killing; in spring and autumn we find fault with it for being neither one thing nor the other and wish it would make up its mind. If it is fine we say the country is being ruined for want of rain; if it does rain we pray for fine weather. If December passes without snow, we indignantly demand to know what has become of our good old-fashioned winters, and talk as if we had been cheated out of something we had bought and paid for; and when it does snow, our language is a disgrace to a Christian nation. We shall never be content until each man makes his own weather and keeps it to himself.

If that cannot be arranged, we would rather do without it altogether.

Yet I think it is only to us in cities that all weather is so unwelcome. In her own home, the country, Nature is sweet in all her moods. What can be more beautiful than the snow, falling big with mystery in silent softness, decking the fields and trees with white as if for a fairy wedding! And how delightful is a walk when the frozen ground rings beneath our swinging tread — when our blood tingles in the rare keen air, and the sheep-dogs distant bark and childrens laughter peals faintly clear like Alpine bells across the open hills! And then skating! scudding with wings of steel across the swaying ice, making whirring music as we fly. And oh, how dainty is spring — Nature at sweet eighteen!

When the little hopeful leaves peep out so fresh and green, so pure and bright, like young lives pushing shyly out into the bustling world; when the fruit-tree blossoms, pink and white, like village maidens in their Sunday frocks, hide each whitewashed cottage in a cloud of fragile splendor; and the cuckoos note upon the breeze is wafted through the woods! And summer, with its deep dark green and drowsy hum — when the rain-drops whisper solemn secrets to the listening leaves and the twilight lingers in the lanes! And autumn! ah, how sadly fair, with its golden glow and the dying grandeur of its tinted woods — its blood-red sunsets and its ghostly evening mists, with its busy murmur of reapers, and its laden orchards, and the calling of the gleaners, and the festivals of praise!

The very rain, and sleet, and hail seem only Natures useful servants when found doing their simple duties in the country; and the East Wind himself is nothing worse than a boisterous friend when we meet him between the hedge-rows.

But in the city where the painted stucco blisters under the smoky sun, and the sooty rain brings slush and mud, and the snow lies piled in dirty heaps, and the chill blasts whistle down dingy streets and shriek round flaring gas lit corners, no face of Nature charms us. Weather in towns is like a skylark in a counting-house — out of place and in the way. Towns ought to be covered in, warmed by hot-water pipes, and lighted by electricity. The weather is a country lass and does not appear to advantage in town. We liked well enough to flirt with her in the hay-field, but she does not seem so fascinating when we meet her in Pall Mall. There is too much of her there. The frank, free laugh and hearty voice that sounded so pleasant in the dairy jars against the artificiality of town-bred life, and her ways become exceedingly trying.

Just lately she has been favoring us with almost incessant rain for about three weeks; and I am a demned damp, moist, unpleasant body, as Mr. Mantalini puts it.

Our next-door neighbor comes out in the back garden every now and then and says its doing the country a world of good — not his coming out into the back garden, but the weather. He doesnt understand anything about it, but ever since he started a cucumber-frame last summer he has regarded himself in the light of an agriculturist, and talks in this absurd way with the idea of impressing the rest of the terrace with the notion that he is a retired farmer. I can only hope that for this once he is correct, and that the weather really is doing good to something, because it is doing me a considerable amount of damage. It is spoiling both my clothes and my temper. The latter I can afford, as I have a good supply of it, but it wounds me to the quick to see my dear old hats and trousers sinking, prematurely worn and aged, beneath the cold worlds blasts and snows.

There is my new spring suit, too. A beautiful suit it was, and now it is hanging up so bespattered with mud I cant bear to look at it.

That was Jims fault, that was. I should never have gone out in it that night if it had not been for him. I was just trying it on when he came in. He threw up his arms with a wild yell the moment he caught sight of it, and exclaimed that he had got em again!

I said: Does it fit all right behind?

Spiffin, old man, he replied. And then he wanted to know if I was coming out.

I said no at first, but he overruled me. He said that a man with a suit like that had no right to stop indoors. Every citizen, said he, owes a duty to the public. Each one should contribute to the general happiness as far as lies in his power. Come out and give the girls a treat.

Jim is slangy. I dont know where he picks it up. It certainly is not from me.

I said: Do you think it will really please em? He said it would be like a day in the country to them.

That decided me. It was a lovely evening and I went.

When I got home I undressed and rubbed myself down with whisky, put my feet in hot water and a mustard-plaster on my chest, had a basin of gruel and a glass of hot brandy-and-water, tallowed my nose, and went to bed.

These prompt and vigorous measures, aided by a naturally strong constitution, were the means of preserving my life; but as for the suit! Well, there, it isnt a suit; its a splash-board.

And I did fancy that suit, too. But thats just the way. I never do get particularly fond of anything in this world but what something dreadful happens to it. I had a tame rat when I was a boy, and I loved that animal as only a boy would love an old water-rat; and one day it fell into a large dish of gooseberry-fool that was standing to cool in the kitchen, and nobody knew what had become of the poor creature until the second helping.

I do hate wet weather in town. At least, it is not so much the wet as the mud that I object to. Somehow or other I seem to possess an irresistible alluring power over mud. I have only to show myself in the street on a muddy day to be half-smothered by it. It all comes of being so attractive, as the old lady said when she was struck by lightning. Other people can go out on dirty days and walk about for hours without getting a speck upon themselves; while if I go across the road I come back a perfect disgrace to be seen (as in my boyish days my poor dear mother tried often to tell me). If there were only one dab of mud to be found in the whole of London, I am convinced I should carry it off from all competitors.

I wish I could return the affection, but I fear I never shall be able to. I have a horror of what they call the London particular. I feel miserable and muggy all through a dirty day, and it is quite a relief to pull ones clothes off and get into bed, out of the way of it all. Everything goes wrong in wet weather. I dont know how it is, but there always seem to me to be more people, and dogs, and perambulators, and cabs, and carts about in wet weather than at any other time, and they all get in your way more, and everybody is so disagreeable — except myself — and it does make me so wild. And then, too, somehow I always find myself carrying more things in wet weather than in dry; and when you have a bag, and three parcels, and a newspaper, and it suddenly comes on to rain, you cant open your umbrella.

Which reminds me of another phase of the weather that I cant bear, and that is April weather (so called because it always comes in May). Poets think it very nice. As it does not know its own mind five minutes together, they liken it to a woman; and it is supposed to be very charming on that account. I dont appreciate it, myself. Such lightning-change business may be all very agreeable in a girl. It is no doubt highly delightful to have to do with a person who grins one moment about nothing at all, and snivels the next for precisely the same cause, and who then giggles, and then sulks, and who is rude, and affectionate, and bad-tempered, and jolly, and boisterous, and silent, and passionate, and cold, and stand-offish, and flopping, all in one minute (mind, I dont say this. It is those poets. And they are supposed to be connoisseurs of this sort of thing); but in the weather the disadvantages of the system are more apparent. A womans tears do not make one wet, but the rain does; and her coldness does not lay the foundations of asthma and rheumatism, as the east wind is apt to. I can prepare for and put up with a regularly bad day, but these haporth-of-all-sorts kind of days do not suit me. It aggravates me to see a bright blue sky above me when I am walking along wet through, and there is something so exasperating about the way the sun comes out smiling after a drenching shower, and seems to say: Lord love you, you dont mean to say youre wet? Well, I am surprised. Why, it was only my fun.

They dont give you time to open or shut your umbrella in an English April, especially if it is an automaton one — the umbrella, I mean, not the April.

I bought an automaton once in April, and I did have a time with it! I wanted an umbrella, and I went into a shop in the Strand and told them so, and they said:

Yes, sir. What sort of an umbrella would you like?

I said I should like one that would keep the rain off, and that would not allow itself to be left behind in a railway carriage.

Try an automaton, said the shopman.

Whats an automaton? said I.

Oh, its a beautiful arrangement, replied the man, with a touch of enthusiasm. It opens and shuts itself.

I bought one and found that he was quite correct. It did open and shut itself. I had no control over it whatever. When it began to rain, which it did that season every alternate five minutes, I used to try and get the machine to open, but it would not budge; and then I used to stand and struggle with the wretched thing, and shake it, and swear at it, while the rain poured down in torrents. Then the moment the rain ceased the absurd thing would go up suddenly with a jerk and would not come down again; and I had to walk about under a bright blue sky, with an umbrella over my head, wishing that it would come on to rain again, so that it might not seem that I was insane.

When it did shut it did so unexpectedly and knocked ones hat off.

I dont know why it should be so, but it is an undeniable fact that there is nothing makes a man look so supremely ridiculous as losing his hat. The feeling of helpless misery that shoots down ones back on suddenly becoming aware that ones head is bare is among the most bitter ills that flesh is heir to. And then there is the wild chase after it, accompanied by an excitable small dog, who thinks it is a game, and in the course of which you are certain to upset three or four innocent children — to say nothing of their mothers — butt a fat old gentleman on to the top of a perambulator, and carom off a ladies seminary into the arms of a wet sweep.

After this, the idiotic hilarity of the spectators and the disreputable appearance of the hat when recovered appear but of minor importance.

Altogether, what between March winds, April showers, and the entire absence of May flowers, spring is not a success in cities. It is all very well in the country, as I have said, but in towns whose population is anything over ten thousand it most certainly ought to be abolished. In the worlds grim workshops it is like the children — out of place. Neither shows to advantage amid the dust and din. It seems so sad to see the little dirt-grimed brats try to play in the noisy courts and muddy streets. Poor little uncared-for, unwanted human atoms, they are not children. Children are bright-eyed, chubby, and shy. These are dingy, screeching elves, their tiny faces seared and withered, their baby laughter cracked and hoarse.

The spring of life and the spring of the year were alike meant to be cradled in the green lap of nature. To us in the town spring brings but its cold winds and drizzling rains. We must seek it among the leafless woods and the brambly lanes, on the heathy moors and the great still hills, if we want to feel its joyous breath and hear its silent voices. There is a glorious freshness in the spring there. The scurrying clouds, the open bleakness, the rushing wind, and the clear bright air thrill one with vague energies and hopes. Life, like the landscape around us, seems bigger, and wider, and freer — a rainbow road leading to unknown ends. Through the silvery rents that bar the sky we seem to catch a glimpse of the great hope and grandeur that lies around this little throbbing world, and a breath of its scent is wafted us on the wings of the wild March wind.

Strange thoughts we do not understand are stirring in our hearts. Voices are calling us to some great effort, to some mighty work. But we do not comprehend their meaning yet, and the hidden echoes within us that would reply are struggling, inarticulate and dumb.

We stretch our hands like children to the light, seeking to grasp we know not what. Our thoughts, like the boys thoughts in the Danish song, are very long, long thoughts, and very vague; we cannot see their end.

It must be so. All thoughts that peer outside this narrow world cannot be else than dim and shapeless. The thoughts that we can clearly grasp are very little thoughts — that two and two make four-that when we are hungry it is pleasant to eat — that honesty is the best policy; all greater thoughts are undefined and vast to our poor childish brains. We see but dimly through the mists that roll around our time-girt isle of life, and only hear the distant surging of the great sea beyond.


ON CATS AND DOGS.

[image: img183.jpg]

WHAT IVE SUFFERED from them this morning no tongue can tell. It began with Gustavus Adolphus. Gustavus Adolphus (they call him Gusty down-stairs for short) is a very good sort of dog when he is in the middle of a large field or on a fairly extensive common, but I wont have him indoors. He means well, but this house is not his size. He stretches himself, and over go two chairs and a what-not. He wags his tail, and the room looks as if a devastating army had marched through it. He breathes, and it puts the fire out.

At dinner-time he creeps in under the table, lies there for awhile, and then gets up suddenly; the first intimation we have of his movements being given by the table, which appears animated by a desire to turn somersaults. We all clutch at it frantically and endeavor to maintain it in a horizontal position; whereupon his struggles, he being under the impression that some wicked conspiracy is being hatched against him, become fearful, and the final picture presented is generally that of an overturned table and a smashed-up dinner sandwiched between two sprawling layers of infuriated men and women.

He came in this morning in his usual style, which he appears to have founded on that of an American cyclone, and the first thing he did was to sweep my coffee-cup off the table with his tail, sending the contents full into the middle of my waistcoat.

I rose from my chair hurriedly and remarking  —— , approached him at a rapid rate. He preceded me in the direction of the door. At the door he met Eliza coming in with eggs. Eliza observed Ugh! and sat down on the floor, the eggs took up different positions about the carpet, where they spread themselves out, and Gustavus Adolphus left the room. I called after him, strongly advising him to go straight downstairs and not let me see him again for the next hour or so; and he seeming to agree with me, dodged the coal-scoop and went, while I returned, dried myself and finished breakfast. I made sure that he had gone in to the yard, but when I looked into the passage ten minutes later he was sitting at the top of the stairs. I ordered him down at once, but he only barked and jumped about, so I went to see what was the matter.

It was Tittums. She was sitting on the top stair but one and wouldnt let him pass.

Tittums is our kitten. She is about the size of a penny roll. Her back was up and she was swearing like a medical student.

She does swear fearfully. I do a little that way myself sometimes, but I am a mere amateur compared with her. To tell you the truth — mind, this is strictly between ourselves, please; I shouldnt like your wife to know I said it — the women folk dont understand these things; but between you and me, you know, I think it does a man good to swear. Swearing is the safety-valve through which the bad temper that might otherwise do serious internal injury to his mental mechanism escapes in harmless vaporing. When a man has said: Bless you, my dear, sweet sir. What the sun, moon, and stars made you so careless (if I may be permitted the expression) as to allow your light and delicate foot to descend upon my corn with so much force? Is it that you are physically incapable of comprehending the direction in which you are proceeding? you nice, clever young man — you! or words to that effect, he feels better. Swearing has the same soothing effect upon our angry passions that smashing the furniture or slamming the doors is so well known to exercise; added to which it is much cheaper. Swearing clears a man out like a penorth of gunpowder does the wash-house chimney. An occasional explosion is good for both. I rather distrust a man who never swears, or savagely kicks the foot-stool, or pokes the fire with unnecessary violence. Without some outlet, the anger caused by the ever-occurring troubles of life is apt to rankle and fester within. The petty annoyance, instead of being thrown from us, sits down beside us and becomes a sorrow, and the little offense is brooded over till, in the hot-bed of rumination, it grows into a great injury, under whose poisonous shadow springs up hatred and revenge.

Swearing relieves the feelings — that is what swearing does. I explained this to my aunt on one occasion, but it didnt answer with her. She said I had no business to have such feelings.

That is what I told Tittums. I told her she ought to be ashamed of herself, brought up in at Christian family as she was, too. I dont so much mind hearing an old cat swear, but I cant bear to see a mere kitten give way to it. It seems sad in one so young.

I put Tittums in my pocket and returned to my desk. I forgot her for the moment, and when I looked I found that she had squirmed out of my pocket on to the table and was trying to swallow the pen; then she put her leg into the ink-pot and upset it; then she licked her leg; then she swore again — at me this time.

I put her down on the floor, and there Tim began rowing with her. I do wish Tim would mind his own business. It was no concern of his what she had been doing. Besides, he is not a saint himself. He is only a two-year-old fox-terrier, and he interferes with everything and gives himself the airs of a gray-headed Scotch collie.

Tittums mother has come in and Tim has got his nose scratched, for which I am remarkably glad. I have put them all three out in the passage, where they are fighting at the present moment. Im in a mess with the ink and in a thundering bad temper; and if anything more in the cat or dog line comes fooling about me this morning, it had better bring its own funeral contractor with it.

Yet, in general, I like cats and dogs very much indeed. What jolly chaps they are! They are much superior to human beings as companions. They do not quarrel or argue with you. They never talk about themselves but listen to you while you talk about yourself, and keep up an appearance of being interested in the conversation. They never make stupid remarks. They never observe to Miss Brown across a dinner-table that they always understood she was very sweet on Mr. Jones (who has just married Miss Robinson). They never mistake your wifes cousin for her husband and fancy that you are the father-in-law. And they never ask a young author with fourteen tragedies, sixteen comedies, seven farces, and a couple of burlesques in his desk why he doesnt write a play.

They never say unkind things. They never tell us of our faults, merely for our own good. They do not at inconvenient moments mildly remind us of our past follies and mistakes. They do not say, Oh, yes, a lot of use you are if you are ever really wanted — sarcastic like. They never inform us, like our inamoratas sometimes do, that we are not nearly so nice as we used to be. We are always the same to them.

They are always glad to see us. They are with us in all our humors. They are merry when we are glad, sober when we feel solemn, and sad when we are sorrowful.

Halloo! happy and want a lark? Right you are; Im your man. Here I am, frisking round you, leaping, barking, pirouetting, ready for any amount of fun and mischief. Look at my eyes if you doubt me. What shall it be? A romp in the drawing-room and never mind the furniture, or a scamper in the fresh, cool air, a scud across the fields and down the hill, and wont we let old Gaffer Goggles geese know what time o day it is, neither! Whoop! come along.

Or youd like to be quiet and think. Very well. Pussy can sit on the arm of the chair and purr, and Montmorency will curl himself up on the rug and blink at the fire, yet keeping one eye on you the while, in case you are seized with any sudden desire in the direction of rats.

And when we bury our face in our hands and wish we had never been born, they dont sit up very straight and observe that we have brought it all upon ourselves. They dont even hope it will be a warning to us. But they come up softly and shove their heads against us. If it is a cat she stands on your shoulder, rumples your hair, and says, Lor, I am sorry for you, old man, as plain as words can speak; and if it is a dog he looks up at you with his big, true eyes and says with them, Well youve always got me, you know. Well go through the world together and always stand by each other, wont we?

He is very imprudent, a dog is. He never makes it his business to inquire whether you are in the right or in the wrong, never bothers as to whether you are going up or down upon lifes ladder, never asks whether you are rich or poor, silly or wise, sinner or saint. You are his pal. That is enough for him, and come luck or misfortune, good repute or bad, honor or shame, he is going to stick to you, to comfort you, guard you, and give his life for you if need be — foolish, brainless, soulless dog!

Ah! old stanch friend, with your deep, clear eyes and bright, quick glances, that take in all one has to say before one has time to speak it, do you know you are only an animal and have no mind? Do you know that that dull-eyed, gin-sodden lout leaning against the post out there is immeasurably your intellectual superior? Do you know that every little-minded, selfish scoundrel who lives by cheating and tricking, who never did a gentle deed or said a kind word, who never had a thought that was not mean and low or a desire that was not base, whose every action is a fraud, whose every utterance is a lie — do you know that these crawling skulks (and there are millions of them in the world), do you know they are all as much superior to you as the sun is superior to rushlight you honorable, brave-hearted, unselfish brute? They are MEN, you know, and MEN are the greatest, and noblest, and wisest, and best beings in the whole vast eternal universe. Any man will tell you that.

Yes, poor doggie, you are very stupid, very stupid indeed, compared with us clever men, who understand all about politics and philosophy, and who know everything, in short, except what we are and where we came from and whither we are going, and what everything outside this tiny world and most things in it are.

Never mind, though, pussy and doggie, we like you both all the better for your being stupid. We all like stupid things. Men cant bear clever women, and a womans ideal man is some one she can call a dear old stupid. It is so pleasant to come across people more stupid than ourselves. We love them at once for being so. The world must be rather a rough place for clever people. Ordinary folk dislike them, and as for themselves, they hate each other most cordially.

But there, the clever people are such a very insignificant minority that it really doesnt much matter if they are unhappy. So long as the foolish people can be made comfortable the world, as a whole, will get on tolerably well.

Cats have the credit of being more worldly wise than dogs — of looking more after their own interests and being less blindly devoted to those of their friends. And we men and women are naturally shocked at such selfishness. Cats certainly do love a family that has a carpet in the kitchen more than a family that has not; and if there are many children about, they prefer to spend their leisure time next door. But, taken altogether, cats are libeled. Make a friend of one, and she will stick to you through thick and thin. All the cats that I have had have been most firm comrades. I had a cat once that used to follow me about everywhere, until it even got quite embarrassing, and I had to beg her, as a personal favor, not to accompany me any further down the High Street. She used to sit up for me when I was late home and meet me in the passage. It made me feel quite like a married man, except that she never asked where I had been and then didnt believe me when I told her.

Another cat I had used to get drunk regularly every day. She would hang about for hours outside the cellar door for the purpose of sneaking in on the first opportunity and lapping up the drippings from the beer-cask. I do not mention this habit of hers in praise of the species, but merely to show how almost human some of them are. If the transmigration of souls is a fact, this animal was certainly qualifying most rapidly for a Christian, for her vanity was only second to her love of drink. Whenever she caught a particularly big rat, she would bring it up into the room where we were all sitting, lay the corpse down in the midst of us, and wait to be praised. Lord! how the girls used to scream.

Poor rats! They seem only to exist so that cats and dogs may gain credit for killing them and chemists make a fortune by inventing specialties in poison for their destruction. And yet there is something fascinating about them. There is a weirdness and uncanniness attaching to them. They are so cunning and strong, so terrible in their numbers, so cruel, so secret. They swarm in deserted houses, where the broken casements hang rotting to the crumbling walls and the doors swing creaking on their rusty hinges. They know the sinking ship and leave her, no one knows how or whither. They whisper to each other in their hiding-places how a doom will fall upon the hall and the great name die forgotten. They do fearful deeds in ghastly charnel-houses.

No tale of horror is complete without the rats. In stories of ghosts and murderers they scamper through the echoing rooms, and the gnawing of their teeth is heard behind the wainscot, and their gleaming eyes peer through the holes in the worm-eaten tapestry, and they scream in shrill, unearthly notes in the dead of night, while the moaning wind sweeps, sobbing, round the ruined turret towers, and passes wailing like a woman through the chambers bare and tenantless.

And dying prisoners, in their loathsome dungeons, see through the horrid gloom their small red eyes, like glittering coals, hear in the death-like silence the rush of their claw-like feet, and start up shrieking in the darkness and watch through the awful night.

I love to read tales about rats. They make my flesh creep so. I like that tale of Bishop Hatto and the rats. The wicked bishop, you know, had ever so much corn stored in his granaries and would not let the starving people touch it, but when they prayed to him for food gathered them together in his barn, and then shutting the doors on them, set fire to the place and burned them all to death. But next day there came thousands upon thousands of rats, sent to do judgment on him. Then Bishop Hatto fled to his strong tower that stood in the middle of the Rhine, and barred himself in and fancied he was safe. But the rats! they swam the river, they gnawed their way through the thick stone walls, and ate him alive where he sat.

They have whetted their teeth against the stones,

And now they pick the bishops bones;

They gnawed the flesh from every limb,

For they were sent to do judgment on him.

Oh, its a lovely tale.

Then there is the story of the Pied Piper of Hamelin, how first he piped the rats away, and afterward, when the mayor broke faith with him, drew all the children along with him and went into the mountain. What a curious old legend that is! I wonder what it means, or has it any meaning at all? There seems something strange and deep lying hid beneath the rippling rhyme. It haunts me, that picture of the quaint, mysterious old piper piping through Hamelins narrow streets, and the children following with dancing feet and thoughtful, eager faces. The old folks try to stay them, but the children pay no heed. They hear the weird, witched music and must follow. The games are left unfinished and the playthings drop from their careless hands. They know not whither they are hastening. The mystic music calls to them, and they follow, heedless and unasking where. It stirs and vibrates in their hearts and other sounds grow faint. So they wander through Pied Piper Street away from Hamelin town.

I get thinking sometimes if the Pied Piper is really dead, or if he may not still be roaming up and down our streets and lanes, but playing now so softly that only the children hear him. Why do the little faces look so grave and solemn when they pause awhile from romping, and stand, deep wrapt, with straining eyes? They only shake their curly heads and dart back laughing to their playmates when we question them. But I fancy myself they have been listening to the magic music of the old Pied Piper, and perhaps with those bright eyes of theirs have even seen his odd, fantastic figure gliding unnoticed through the whirl and throng.

Even we grown-up children hear his piping now and then. But the yearning notes are very far away, and the noisy, blustering world is always bellowing so loud it drowns the dreamlike melody. One day the sweet, sad strains will sound out full and clear, and then we too shall, like the little children, throw our playthings all aside and follow. The loving hands will be stretched out to stay us, and the voices we have learned to listen for will cry to us to stop. But we shall push the fond arms gently back and pass out through the sorrowing house and through the open door. For the wild, strange music will be ringing in our hearts, and we shall know the meaning of its song by then.

I wish people could love animals without getting maudlin over them, as so many do. Women are the most hardened offenders in such respects, but even our intellectual sex often degrade pets into nuisances by absurd idolatry. There are the gushing young ladies who, having read David Copperfield, have thereupon sought out a small, longhaired dog of nondescript breed, possessed of an irritating habit of criticising a mans trousers, and of finally commenting upon the same by a sniff indicative of contempt and disgust. They talk sweet girlish prattle to this animal (when there is any one near enough to overhear them), and they kiss its nose, and put its unwashed head up against their cheek in a most touching manner; though I have noticed that these caresses are principally performed when there are young men hanging about.

Then there are the old ladies who worship a fat poodle, scant of breath and full of fleas. I knew a couple of elderly spinsters once who had a sort of German sausage on legs which they called a dog between them. They used to wash its face with warm water every morning. It had a mutton cutlet regularly for breakfast; and on Sundays, when one of the ladies went to church, the other always stopped at home to keep the dog company.

There are many families where the whole interest of life is centered upon the dog. Cats, by the way, rarely suffer from excess of adulation. A cat possesses a very fair sense of the ridiculous, and will put her paw down kindly but firmly upon any nonsense of this kind. Dogs, however, seem to like it. They encourage their owners in the tomfoolery, and the consequence is that in the circles I am speaking of what dear Fido has done, does do, will do, wont do, can do, cant do, was doing, is doing, is going to do, shall do, shant do, and is about to be going to have done is the continual theme of discussion from morning till night.

All the conversation, consisting, as it does, of the very dregs of imbecility, is addressed to this confounded animal. The family sit in a row all day long, watching him, commenting upon his actions, telling each other anecdotes about him, recalling his virtues, and remembering with tears how one day they lost him for two whole hours, on which occasion he was brought home in a most brutal manner by the butcher-boy, who had been met carrying him by the scruff of his neck with one hand, while soundly cuffing his head with the other.

After recovering from these bitter recollections, they vie with each other in bursts of admiration for the brute, until some more than usually enthusiastic member, unable any longer to control his feelings, swoops down upon the unhappy quadruped in a frenzy of affection, clutches it to his heart, and slobbers over it. Whereupon the others, mad with envy, rise up, and seizing as much of the dog as the greed of the first one has left to them, murmur praise and devotion.

Among these people everything is done through the dog. If you want to make love to the eldest daughter, or get the old man to lend you the garden roller, or the mother to subscribe to the Society for the Suppression of Solo-Cornet Players in Theatrical Orchestras (its a pity there isnt one, anyhow), you have to begin with the dog. You must gain its approbation before they will even listen to you, and if, as is highly probable, the animal, whose frank, doggy nature has been warped by the unnatural treatment he has received, responds to your overtures of friendship by viciously snapping at you, your cause is lost forever.

If Fido wont take to any one, the father has thoughtfully remarked beforehand, I say that man is not to be trusted. You know, Maria, how often I have said that. Ah! he knows, bless him.

Drat him!

And to think that the surly brute was once an innocent puppy, all legs and head, full of fun and play, and burning with ambition to become a big, good dog and bark like mother.

Ah me! life sadly changes us all. The world seems a vast horrible grinding machine, into which what is fresh and bright and pure is pushed at one end, to come out old and crabbed and wrinkled at the other.

Look even at Pussy Sobersides, with her dull, sleepy glance, her grave, slow walk, and dignified, prudish airs; who could ever think that once she was the blue-eyed, whirling, scampering, head-over-heels, mad little firework that we call a kitten?

What marvelous vitality a kitten has. It is really something very beautiful the way life bubbles over in the little creatures. They rush about, and mew, and spring; dance on their hind legs, embrace everything with their front ones, roll over and over, lie on their backs and kick. They dont know what to do with themselves, they are so full of life.

Can you remember, reader, when you and I felt something of the same sort of thing? Can you remember those glorious days of fresh young manhood — how, when coming home along the moonlit road, we felt too full of life for sober walking, and had to spring and skip, and wave our arms, and shout till belated farmers wives thought — and with good reason, too — that we were mad, and kept close to the hedge, while we stood and laughed aloud to see them scuttle off so fast and made their blood run cold with a wild parting whoop, and the tears came, we knew not why? Oh, that magnificent young LIFE! that crowned us kings of the earth; that rushed through every tingling vein till we seemed to walk on air; that thrilled through our throbbing brains and told us to go forth and conquer the whole world; that welled up in our young hearts till we longed to stretch out our arms and gather all the toiling men and women and the little children to our breast and love them all — all. Ah! they were grand days, those deep, full days, when our coming life, like an unseen organ, pealed strange, yearnful music in our ears, and our young blood cried out like a war-horse for the battle. Ah, our pulse beats slow and steady now, and our old joints are rheumatic, and we love our easy-chair and pipe and sneer at boys enthusiasm. But oh for one brief moment of that god-like life again!


ON BEING SHY.
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ALL GREAT LITERARY men are shy. I am myself, though I am told it is hardly noticeable.

I am glad it is not. It used to be extremely prominent at one time, and was the cause of much misery to myself and discomfort to every one about me — my lady friends especially complained most bitterly about it.

A shy mans lot is not a happy one. The men dislike him, the women despise him, and he dislikes and despises himself. Use brings him no relief, and there is no cure for him except time; though I once came across a delicious recipe for overcoming the misfortune. It appeared among the answers to correspondents in a small weekly journal and ran as follows — I have never forgotten it: Adopt an easy and pleasing manner, especially toward ladies.

Poor wretch! I can imagine the grin with which he must have read that advice. Adopt an easy and pleasing manner, especially toward ladies, forsooth! Dont you adopt anything of the kind, my dear young shy friend. Your attempt to put on any other disposition than your own will infallibly result in your becoming ridiculously gushing and offensively familiar. Be your own natural self, and then you will only be thought to be surly and stupid.

The shy man does have some slight revenge upon society for the torture it inflicts upon him. He is able, to a certain extent, to communicate his misery. He frightens other people as much as they frighten him. He acts like a damper upon the whole room, and the most jovial spirits become in his presence depressed and nervous.

This is a good deal brought about by misunderstanding. Many people mistake the shy mans timidity for overbearing arrogance and are awed and insulted by it. His awkwardness is resented as insolent carelessness, and when, terror-stricken at the first word addressed to him, the blood rushes to his head and the power of speech completely fails him, he is regarded as an awful example of the evil effects of giving way to passion.

But, indeed, to be misunderstood is the shy mans fate on every occasion; and whatever impression he endeavors to create, he is sure to convey its opposite. When he makes a joke, it is looked upon as a pretended relation of fact and his want of veracity much condemned. His sarcasm is accepted as his literal opinion and gains for him the reputation of being an ass, while if, on the other hand, wishing to ingratiate himself, he ventures upon a little bit of flattery, it is taken for satire and he is hated ever afterward.

These and the rest of a shy mans troubles are always very amusing to other people, and have afforded material for comic writing from time immemorial. But if we look a little deeper we shall find there is a pathetic, one might almost say a tragic, side to the picture. A shy man means a lonely man — a man cut off from all companionship, all sociability. He moves about the world, but does not mix with it. Between him and his fellow-men there runs ever an impassable barrier — a strong, invisible wall that, trying in vain to scale, he but bruises himself against. He sees the pleasant faces and hears the pleasant voices on the other side, but he cannot stretch his hand across to grasp another hand. He stands watching the merry groups, and he longs to speak and to claim kindred with them. But they pass him by, chatting gayly to one another, and he cannot stay them. He tries to reach them, but his prison walls move with him and hem him in on every side. In the busy street, in the crowded room, in the grind of work, in the whirl of pleasure, amid the many or amid the few — wherever men congregate together, wherever the music of human speech is heard and human thought is flashed from human eyes, there, shunned and solitary, the shy man, like a leper, stands apart. His soul is full of love and longing, but the world knows it not. The iron mask of shyness is riveted before his face, and the man beneath is never seen. Genial words and hearty greetings are ever rising to his lips, but they die away in unheard whispers behind the steel clamps. His heart aches for the weary brother, but his sympathy is dumb. Contempt and indignation against wrong choke up his throat, and finding no safety-valve whence in passionate utterance they may burst forth, they only turn in again and harm him. All the hate and scorn and love of a deep nature such as the shy man is ever cursed by fester and corrupt within, instead of spending themselves abroad, and sour him into a misanthrope and cynic.

Yes, shy men, like ugly women, have a bad time of it in this world, to go through which with any comfort needs the hide of a rhinoceros. Thick skin is, indeed, our moral clothes, and without it we are not fit to be seen about in civilized society. A poor gasping, blushing creature, with trembling knees and twitching hands, is a painful sight to every one, and if it cannot cure itself, the sooner it goes and hangs itself the better.

The disease can be cured. For the comfort of the shy, I can assure them of that from personal experience. I do not like speaking about myself, as may have been noticed, but in the cause of humanity I on this occasion will do so, and will confess that at one time I was, as the young man in the Bab Ballad says, the shyest of the shy, and whenever I was introduced to any pretty maid, my knees they knocked together just as if I was afraid. Now, I would — nay, have — on this very day before yesterday I did the deed. Alone and entirely by myself (as the school-boy said in translating the Bellum Gallicum) did I beard a railway refreshment-room young lady in her own lair. I rebuked her in terms of mingled bitterness and sorrow for her callousness and want of condescension. I insisted, courteously but firmly, on being accorded that deference and attention that was the right of the traveling Briton, and at the end I looked her full in the face. Need I say more?

True, immediately after doing so I left the room with what may possibly have appeared to be precipitation and without waiting for any refreshment. But that was because I had changed my mind, not because I was frightened, you understand.

One consolation that shy folk can take unto themselves is that shyness is certainly no sign of stupidity. It is easy enough for bull-headed clowns to sneer at nerves, but the highest natures are not necessarily those containing the greatest amount of moral brass. The horse is not an inferior animal to the cock-sparrow, nor the deer of the forest to the pig. Shyness simply means extreme sensibility, and has nothing whatever to do with self-consciousness or with conceit, though its relationship to both is continually insisted upon by the poll-parrot school of philosophy.

Conceit, indeed, is the quickest cure for it. When it once begins to dawn upon you that you are a good deal cleverer than any one else in this world, bashfulness becomes shocked and leaves you. When you can look round a roomful of people and think that each one is a mere child in intellect compared with yourself you feel no more shy of them than you would of a select company of magpies or orang-outangs.

Conceit is the finest armor that a man can wear. Upon its smooth, impenetrable surface the puny dagger-thrusts of spite and envy glance harmlessly aside. Without that breast-plate the sword of talent cannot force its way through the battle of life, for blows have to be borne as well as dealt. I do not, of course, speak of the conceit that displays itself in an elevated nose and a falsetto voice. That is not real conceit — that is only playing at being conceited; like children play at being kings and queens and go strutting about with feathers and long trains. Genuine conceit does not make a man objectionable. On the contrary, it tends to make him genial, kind-hearted, and simple. He has no need of affectation — he is far too well satisfied with his own character; and his pride is too deep-seated to appear at all on the outside. Careless alike of praise or blame, he can afford to be truthful. Too far, in fancy, above the rest of mankind to trouble about their petty distinctions, he is equally at home with duke or costermonger. And valuing no ones standard but his own, he is never tempted to practice that miserable pretense that less self-reliant people offer up as an hourly sacrifice to the god of their neighbors opinion.

The shy man, on the other hand, is humble — modest of his own judgment and over-anxious concerning that of others. But this in the case of a young man is surely right enough. His character is unformed. It is slowly evolving itself out of a chaos of doubt and disbelief. Before the growing insight and experience the diffidence recedes. A man rarely carries his shyness past the hobbledehoy period. Even if his own inward strength does not throw it off, the rubbings of the world generally smooth it down. You scarcely ever meet a really shy man — except in novels or on the stage, where, by the bye, he is much admired, especially by the women.

There, in that supernatural land, he appears as a fair-haired and saintlike young man — fair hair and goodness always go together on the stage. No respectable audience would believe in one without the other. I knew an actor who mislaid his wig once and had to rush on to play the hero in his own hair, which was jet-black, and the gallery howled at all his noble sentiments under the impression that he was the villain. He — the shy young man — loves the heroine, oh so devotedly (but only in asides, for he dare not tell her of it), and he is so noble and unselfish, and speaks in such a low voice, and is so good to his mother; and the bad people in the play, they laugh at him and jeer at him, but he takes it all so gently, and in the end it transpires that he is such a clever man, though nobody knew it, and then the heroine tells him she loves him, and he is so surprised, and oh, so happy! and everybody loves him and asks him to forgive them, which he does in a few well-chosen and sarcastic words, and blesses them; and he seems to have generally such a good time of it that all the young fellows who are not shy long to be shy. But the really shy man knows better. He knows that it is not quite so pleasant in reality. He is not quite so interesting there as in the fiction. He is a little more clumsy and stupid and a little less devoted and gentle, and his hair is much darker, which, taken altogether, considerably alters the aspect of the case.

The point where he does resemble his ideal is in his faithfulness. I am fully prepared to allow the shy young man that virtue: he is constant in his love. But the reason is not far to seek. The fact is it exhausts all his stock of courage to look one woman in the face, and it would be simply impossible for him to go through the ordeal with a second. He stands in far too much dread of the whole female sex to want to go gadding about with many of them. One is quite enough for him.

Now, it is different with the young man who is not shy. He has temptations which his bashful brother never encounters. He looks around and everywhere sees roguish eyes and laughing lips. What more natural than that amid so many roguish eyes and laughing lips he should become confused and, forgetting for the moment which particular pair of roguish ayes and laughing lips it is that he belongs to, go off making love to the wrong set. The shy man, who never looks at anything but his own boots, sees not and is not tempted. Happy shy man!

Not but what the shy man himself would much rather not be happy in that way. He longs to go it with the others, and curses himself every day for not being able to. He will now and again, screwing up his courage by a tremendous effort, plunge into roguishness. But it is always a terrible fiasco, and after one or two feeble flounders he crawls out again, limp and pitiable.

I say pitiable, though I am afraid he never is pitied. There are certain misfortunes which, while inflicting a vast amount of suffering upon their victims, gain for them no sympathy. Losing an umbrella, falling in love, toothache, black eyes, and having your hat sat upon may be mentioned as a few examples, but the chief of them all is shyness. The shy man is regarded as an animate joke. His tortures are the sport of the drawing-room arena and are pointed out and discussed with much gusto.

Look, cry his tittering audience to each other; hes blushing!

Just watch his legs, says one.

Do you notice how he is sitting? adds another: right on the edge of the chair.

Seems to have plenty of color, sneers a military-looking gentleman.

Pity hes got so many hands, murmurs an elderly lady, with her own calmly folded on her lap. They quite confuse him.

A yard or two off his feet wouldnt be a disadvantage, chimes in the comic man, especially as he seems so anxious to hide them.

And then another suggests that with such a voice he ought to have been a sea-captain. Some draw attention to the desperate way in which he is grasping his hat. Some comment upon his limited powers of conversation. Others remark upon the troublesome nature of his cough. And so on, until his peculiarities and the company are both thoroughly exhausted.

His friends and relations make matters still more unpleasant for the poor boy (friends and relations are privileged to be more disagreeable than other people). Not content with making fun of him among themselves, they insist on his seeing the joke. They mimic and caricature him for his own edification. One, pretending to imitate him, goes outside and comes in again in a ludicrously nervous manner, explaining to him afterward that that is the way he — meaning the shy fellow — walks into a room; or, turning to him with This is the way you shake hands, proceeds to go through a comic pantomime with the rest of the room, taking hold of every ones hand as if it were a hot plate and flabbily dropping it again. And then they ask him why he blushes, and why he stammers, and why he always speaks in an almost inaudible tone, as if they thought he did it on purpose. Then one of them, sticking out his chest and strutting about the room like a pouter-pigeon, suggests quite seriously that that is the style he should adopt. The old man slaps him on the back and says: Be bold, my boy. Dont be afraid of any one. The mother says, Never do anything that you need be ashamed of, Algernon, and then you never need be ashamed of anything you do, and, beaming mildly at him, seems surprised at the clearness of her own logic. The boys tell him that hes worse than a girl, and the girls repudiate the implied slur upon their sex by indignantly exclaiming that they are sure no girl would be half as bad.

They are quite right; no girl would be. There is no such thing as a shy woman, or, at all events, I have never come across one, and until I do I shall not believe in them. I know that the generally accepted belief is quite the reverse. All women are supposed to be like timid, startled fawns, blushing and casting down their gentle eyes when looked at and running away when spoken to; while we men are supposed to be a bold and rollicky lot, and the poor dear little women admire us for it, but are terribly afraid of us. It is a pretty theory, but, like most generally accepted theories, mere nonsense. The girl of twelve is self-contained and as cool as the proverbial cucumber, while her brother of twenty stammers and stutters by her side. A woman will enter a concert-room late, interrupt the performance, and disturb the whole audience without moving a hair, while her husband follows her, a crushed heap of apologizing misery.

The superior nerve of women in all matters connected with love, from the casting of the first sheeps-eye down to the end of the honeymoon, is too well acknowledged to need comment. Nor is the example a fair one to cite in the present instance, the positions not being equally balanced. Love is womans business, and in business we all lay aside our natural weaknesses — the shyest man I ever knew was a photographic tout.


ON BABIES.
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OH, YES, I do — I know a lot about em. I was one myself once, though not long — not so long as my clothes. They were very long, I recollect, and always in my way when I wanted to kick. Why do babies have such yards of unnecessary clothing? It is not a riddle. I really want to know. I never could understand it. Is it that the parents are ashamed of the size of the child and wish to make believe that it is longer than it actually is? I asked a nurse once why it was. She said:

Lor, sir, they always have long clothes, bless their little hearts.

And when I explained that her answer, although doing credit to her feelings, hardly disposed of my difficulty, she replied:

Lor, sir, you wouldnt have em in short clothes, poor little dears? And she said it in a tone that seemed to imply I had suggested some unmanly outrage.

Since than I have felt shy at making inquiries on the subject, and the reason — if reason there be — is still a mystery to me. But indeed, putting them in any clothes at all seems absurd to my mind. Goodness knows there is enough of dressing and undressing to be gone through in life without beginning it before we need; and one would think that people who live in bed might at all events be spared the torture. Why wake the poor little wretches up in the morning to take one lot of clothes off, fix another lot on, and put them to bed again, and then at night haul them out once more, merely to change everything back? And when all is done, what difference is there, I should like to know, between a babys night-shirt and the thing it wears in the day-time?

Very likely, however, I am only making myself ridiculous — I often do, so I am informed — and I will therefore say no more upon this matter of clothes, except only that it would be of great convenience if some fashion were adopted enabling you to tell a boy from a girl.

At present it is most awkward. Neither hair, dress, nor conversation affords the slightest clew, and you are left to guess. By some mysterious law of nature you invariably guess wrong, and are thereupon regarded by all the relatives and friends as a mixture of fool and knave, the enormity of alluding to a male babe as she being only equaled by the atrocity of referring to a female infant as he. Whichever sex the particular child in question happens not to belong to is considered as beneath contempt, and any mention of it is taken as a personal insult to the family.

And as you value your fair name do not attempt to get out of the difficulty by talking of it.

There are various methods by which you may achieve ignominy and shame. By murdering a large and respected family in cold blood and afterward depositing their bodies in the water companies reservoir, you will gain much unpopularity in the neighborhood of your crime, and even robbing a church will get you cordially disliked, especially by the vicar. But if you desire to drain to the dregs the fullest cup of scorn and hatred that a fellow human creature can pour out for you, let a young mother hear you call dear baby it.

Your best plan is to address the article as little angel. The noun angel being of common gender suits the case admirably, and the epithet is sure of being favorably received. Pet or beauty are useful for varietys sake, but angel is the term that brings you the greatest credit for sense and good-feeling. The word should be preceded by a short giggle and accompanied by as much smile as possible. And whatever you do, dont forget to say that the child has got its fathers nose. This fetches the parents (if I may be allowed a vulgarism) more than anything. They will pretend to laugh at the idea at first and will say, Oh, nonsense! You must then get excited and insist that it is a fact. You need have no conscientious scruples on the subject, because the things nose really does resemble its fathers — at all events quite as much as it does anything else in nature — being, as it is, a mere smudge.

Do not despise these hints, my friends. There may come a time when, with mamma on one side and grand mamma on the other, a group of admiring young ladies (not admiring you, though) behind, and a bald-headed dab of humanity in front, you will be extremely thankful for some idea of what to say. A man — an unmarried man, that is — is never seen to such disadvantage as when undergoing the ordeal of seeing baby. A cold shudder runs down his back at the bare proposal, and the sickly smile with which he says how delighted he shall be ought surely to move even a mothers heart, unless, as I am inclined to believe, the whole proceeding is a mere device adopted by wives to discourage the visits of bachelor friends.

It is a cruel trick, though, whatever its excuse may be. The bell is rung and somebody sent to tell nurse to bring baby down. This is the signal for all the females present to commence talking baby, during which time you are left to your own sad thoughts and the speculations upon the practicability of suddenly recollecting an important engagement, and the likelihood of your being believed if you do. Just when you have concocted an absurdly implausible tale about a man outside, the door opens, and a tall, severe-looking woman enters, carrying what at first sight appears to be a particularly skinny bolster, with the feathers all at one end. Instinct, however, tells you that this is the baby, and you rise with a miserable attempt at appearing eager. When the first gush of feminine enthusiasm with which the object in question is received has died out, and the number of ladies talking at once has been reduced to the ordinary four or five, the circle of fluttering petticoats divides, and room is made for you to step forward. This you do with much the same air that you would walk into the dock at Bow Street, and then, feeling unutterably miserable, you stand solemnly staring at the child. There is dead silence, and you know that every one is waiting for you to speak. You try to think of something to say, but find, to your horror, that your reasoning faculties have left you. It is a moment of despair, and your evil genius, seizing the opportunity, suggests to you some of the most idiotic remarks that it is possible for a human being to perpetrate. Glancing round with an imbecile smile, you sniggeringly observe that it hasnt got much hair has it? Nobody answers you for a minute, but at last the stately nurse says with much gravity:

It is not customary for children five weeks old to have long hair. Another silence follows this, and you feel you are being given a second chance, which you avail yourself of by inquiring if it can walk yet, or what they feed it on.

By this time you have got to be regarded as not quite right in your head, and pity is the only thing felt for you. The nurse, however, is determined that, insane or not, there shall be no shirking and that you shall go through your task to the end. In the tones of a high priestess directing some religious mystery she says, holding the bundle toward you:

Take her in your arms, sir. You are too crushed to offer any resistance and so meekly accept the burden. Put your arm more down her middle, sir, says the high-priestess, and then all step back and watch you intently as though you were going to do a trick with it.

What to do you know no more than you did what to say. It is certain something must be done, and the only thing that occurs to you is to heave the unhappy infant up and down to the accompaniment of oopsee-daisy, or some remark of equal intelligence. I wouldnt jig her, sir, if I were you, says the nurse; a very little upsets her. You promptly decide not to jig her and sincerely hope that you have not gone too far already.

At this point the child itself, who has hitherto been regarding you with an expression of mingled horror and disgust, puts an end to the nonsense by beginning to yell at the top of its voice, at which the priestess rushes forward and snatches it from you with There! there! there! What did ums do to ums? How very extraordinary! you say pleasantly. Whatever made it go off like that? Oh, why, you must have done something to her! says the mother indignantly; the child wouldnt scream like that for nothing. It is evident they think you have been running pins into it.

The brat is calmed at last, and would no doubt remain quiet enough, only some mischievous busybody points you out again with Whos this, baby? and the intelligent child, recognizing you, howls louder than ever.

Whereupon some fat old lady remarks that its strange how children take a dislike to any one. Oh, they know, replies another mysteriously. Its a wonderful thing, adds a third; and then everybody looks sideways at you, convinced you are a scoundrel of the blackest dye; and they glory in the beautiful idea that your true character, unguessed by your fellow-men, has been discovered by the untaught instinct of a little child.

Babies, though, with all their crimes and errors, are not without their use — not without use, surely, when they fill an empty heart; not without use when, at their call, sunbeams of love break through care-clouded faces; not without use when their little fingers press wrinkles into smiles.

Odd little people! They are the unconscious comedians of the worlds great stage. They supply the humor in lifes all-too-heavy drama. Each one, a small but determined opposition to the order of things in general, is forever doing the wrong thing at the wrong time, in the wrong place and in the wrong way. The nurse-girl who sent Jenny to see what Tommy and Totty were doing and tell em they mustnt knew infantile nature. Give an average baby a fair chance, and if it doesnt do something it oughtnt to a doctor should be called in at once.

They have a genius for doing the most ridiculous things, and they do them in a grave, stoical manner that is irresistible. The business-like air with which two of them will join hands and proceed due east at a break-neck toddle, while an excitable big sister is roaring for them to follow her in a westerly direction, is most amusing — except, perhaps, for the big sister. They walk round a soldier, staring at his legs with the greatest curiosity, and poke him to see if he is real. They stoutly maintain, against all argument and much to the discomfort of the victim, that the bashful young man at the end of the bus is dadda. A crowded street-corner suggests itself to their minds as a favorable spot for the discussion of family affairs at a shrill treble. When in the middle of crossing the road they are seized with a sudden impulse to dance, and the doorstep of a busy shop is the place they always select for sitting down and taking off their shoes.

When at home they find the biggest walking-stick in the house or an umbrella — open preferred-of much assistance in getting upstairs. They discover that they love Mary Ann at the precise moment when that faithful domestic is blackleading the stove, and nothing will relieve their feelings but to embrace her then and there. With regard to food, their favorite dishes are coke and cats meat. They nurse pussy upside down, and they show their affection for the dog by pulling his tail.

They are a deal of trouble, and they make a place untidy and they cost a lot of money to keep; but still you would not have the house without them. It would not be home without their noisy tongues and their mischief-making hands. Would not the rooms seem silent without their pattering feet, and might not you stray apart if no prattling voices called you together?

It should be so, and yet I have sometimes thought the tiny hand seemed as a wedge, dividing. It is a bearish task to quarrel with that purest of all human affections — that perfecting touch to a womans life — a mothers love. It is a holy love, that we coarser-fibered men can hardly understand, and I would not be deemed to lack reverence for it when I say that surely it need not swallow up all other affection. The baby need not take your whole heart, like the rich man who walled up the desert well. Is there not another thirsty traveler standing by?

In your desire to be a good mother, do not forget to be a good wife. No need for all the thought and care to be only for one. Do not, whenever poor Edwin wants you to come out, answer indignantly, What, and leave baby! Do not spend all your evenings upstairs, and do not confine your conversation exclusively to whooping-cough and measles. My dear little woman, the child is not going to die every time it sneezes, the house is not bound to get burned down and the nurse run away with a soldier every time you go outside the front door; nor the cat sure to come and sit on the precious childs chest the moment you leave the bedside. You worry yourself a good deal too much about that solitary chick, and you worry everybody else too. Try and think of your other duties, and your pretty face will not be always puckered into wrinkles, and there will be cheerfulness in the parlor as well as in the nursery. Think of your big baby a little. Dance him about a bit; call him pretty names; laugh at him now and then. It is only the first baby that takes up the whole of a womans time. Five or six do not require nearly so much attention as one. But before then the mischief has been done. A house where there seems no room for him and a wife too busy to think of him have lost their hold on that so unreasonable husband of yours, and he has learned to look elsewhere for comfort and companionship.

But there, there, there! I shall get myself the character of a baby-hater if I talk any more in this strain. And Heaven knows I am not one. Who could be, to look into the little innocent faces clustered in timid helplessness round those great gates that open down into the world?

The world — the small round world! what a vast mysterious place it must seem to baby eyes! What a trackless continent the back garden appears! What marvelous explorations they make in the cellar under the stairs! With what awe they gaze down the long street, wondering, like us bigger babies when we gaze up at the stars, where it all ends!

And down that longest street of all — that long, dim street of life that stretches out before them — what grave, old-fashioned looks they seem to cast! What pitiful, frightened looks sometimes! I saw a little mite sitting on a doorstep in a Soho slum one night, and I shall never forget the look that the gas-lamp showed me on its wizen face — a look of dull despair, as if from the squalid court the vista of its own squalid life had risen, ghostlike, and struck its heart dead with horror.

Poor little feet, just commencing the stony journey! We old travelers, far down the road, can only pause to wave a hand to you. You come out of the dark mist, and we, looking back, see you, so tiny in the distance, standing on the brow of the hill, your arms stretched out toward us. God speed you! We would stay and take your little hands in ours, but the murmur of the great sea is in our ears and we may not linger. We must hasten down, for the shadowy ships are waiting to spread their sable sails.


ON EATING AND DRINKING.
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I ALWAYS WAS fond of eating and drinking, even as a child — especially eating, in those early days. I had an appetite then, also a digestion. I remember a dull-eyed, livid-complexioned gentleman coming to dine at our house once. He watched me eating for about five minutes, quite fascinated seemingly, and then he turned to my father with — 

Does your boy ever suffer from dyspepsia?

I never heard him complain of anything of that kind, replied my father. Do you ever suffer from dyspepsia, Colly wobbles? (They called me Colly wobbles, but it was not my real name.)

No, pa, I answered. After which I added:

What is dyspepsia, pa?

My livid-complexioned friend regarded me with a look of mingled amazement and envy. Then in a tone of infinite pity he slowly said:

You will know — some day.

My poor, dear mother used to say she liked to see me eat, and it has always been a pleasant reflection to me since that I must have given her much gratification in that direction. A growing, healthy lad, taking plenty of exercise and careful to restrain himself from indulging in too much study, can generally satisfy the most exacting expectations as regards his feeding powers.

It is amusing to see boys eat when you have not got to pay for it. Their idea of a square meal is a pound and a half of roast beef with five or six good-sized potatoes (soapy ones preferred as being more substantial), plenty of greens, and four thick slices of Yorkshire pudding, followed by a couple of currant dumplings, a few green apples, a penorth of nuts, half a dozen jumbles, and a bottle of ginger-beer. After that they play at horses.

How they must despise us men, who require to sit quiet for a couple of hours after dining off a spoonful of clear soup and the wing of a chicken!

But the boys have not all the advantages on their side. A boy never enjoys the luxury of being satisfied. A boy never feels full. He can never stretch out his legs, put his hands behind his head, and, closing his eyes, sink into the ethereal blissfulness that encompasses the well-dined man. A dinner makes no difference whatever to a boy. To a man it is as a good fairys potion, and after it the world appears a brighter and a better place. A man who has dined satisfactorily experiences a yearning love toward all his fellow-creatures. He strokes the cat quite gently and calls it poor pussy, in tones full of the tenderest emotion. He sympathizes with the members of the German band outside and wonders if they are cold; and for the moment he does not even hate his wifes relations.

A good dinner brings out all the softer side of a man. Under its genial influence the gloomy and morose become jovial and chatty. Sour, starchy individuals, who all the rest of the day go about looking as if they lived on vinegar and Epsom salts, break out into wreathed smiles after dinner, and exhibit a tendency to pat small children on the head and to talk to them — vaguely — about sixpences. Serious men thaw and become mildly cheerful, and snobbish young men of the heavy-mustache type forget to make themselves objectionable.

I always feel sentimental myself after dinner. It is the only time when I can properly appreciate love-stories. Then, when the hero clasps her to his heart in one last wild embrace and stifles a sob, I feel as sad as though I had dealt at whist and turned up only a deuce; and when the heroine dies in the end I weep. If I read the same tale early in the morning I should sneer at it. Digestion, or rather indigestion, has a marvelous effect upon the heart. If I want to write any thing very pathetic — I mean, if I want to try to write anything very pathetic — I eat a large plateful of hot buttered muffins about an hour beforehand, and then by the time I sit down to my work a feeling of unutterable melancholy has come over me. I picture heartbroken lovers parting forever at lonely wayside stiles, while the sad twilight deepens around them, and only the tinkling of a distant sheep-bell breaks the sorrow-laden silence. Old men sit and gaze at withered flowers till their sight is dimmed by the mist of tears. Little dainty maidens wait and watch at open casements; but he cometh not, and the heavy years roll by and the sunny gold tresses wear white and thin. The babies that they dandled have become grown men and women with podgy torments of their own, and the playmates that they laughed with are lying very silent under the waving grass. But still they wait and watch, till the dark shadows of the unknown night steal up and gather round them and the world with its childish troubles fades from their aching eyes.

I see pale corpses tossed on white-foamed waves, and death-beds stained with bitter tears, and graves in trackless deserts. I hear the wild wailing of women, the low moaning of little children, the dry sobbing of strong men. Its all the muffins. I could not conjure up one melancholy fancy upon a mutton chop and a glass of champagne.

A full stomach is a great aid to poetry, and indeed no sentiment of any kind can stand upon an empty one. We have not time or inclination to indulge in fanciful troubles until we have got rid of our real misfortunes. We do not sigh over dead dicky-birds with the bailiff in the house, and when we do not know where on earth to get our next shilling from, we do not worry as to whether our mistress smiles are cold, or hot, or lukewarm, or anything else about them.

Foolish people — when I say foolish people in this contemptuous way I mean people who entertain different opinions to mine. If there is one person I do despise more than another, it is the man who does not think exactly the same on all topics as I do — foolish people, I say, then, who have never experienced much of either, will tell you that mental distress is far more agonizing than bodily. Romantic and touching theory! so comforting to the love-sick young sprig who looks down patronizingly at some poor devil with a white starved face and thinks to himself, Ah, how happy you are compared with me! — so soothing to fat old gentlemen who cackle about the superiority of poverty over riches. But it is all nonsense — all cant. An aching head soon makes one forget an aching heart. A broken finger will drive away all recollections of an empty chair. And when a man feels really hungry he does not feel anything else.

We sleek, well-fed folk can hardly realize what feeling hungry is like. We know what it is to have no appetite and not to care for the dainty victuals placed before us, but we do not understand what it means to sicken for food — to die for bread while others waste it — to gaze with famished eyes upon coarse fare steaming behind dingy windows, longing for a penorth of pea pudding and not having the penny to buy it — to feel that a crust would be delicious and that a bone would be a banquet.

Hunger is a luxury to us, a piquant, flavor-giving sauce. It is well worth while to get hungry and thirsty merely to discover how much gratification can be obtained from eating and drinking. If you wish to thoroughly enjoy your dinner, take a thirty-mile country walk after breakfast and dont touch anything till you get back. How your eyes will glisten at sight of the white table-cloth and steaming dishes then! With what a sigh of content you will put down the empty beer tankard and take up your knife and fork! And how comfortable you feel afterward as you push back your chair, light a cigar, and beam round upon everybody.

Make sure, however, when adopting this plan, that the good dinner is really to be had at the end, or the disappointment is trying. I remember once a friend and I — dear old Joe, it was. Ah! how we lose one another in lifes mist. It must be eight years since I last saw Joseph Taboys. How pleasant it would be to meet his jovial face again, to clasp his strong hand, and to hear his cheery laugh once more! He owes me 14 shillings, too. Well, we were on a holiday together, and one morning we had breakfast early and started for a tremendous long walk. We had ordered a duck for dinner over night. We said, Get a big one, because we shall come home awfully hungry; and as we were going out our landlady came up in great spirits. She said, I have got you gentlemen a duck, if you like. If you get through that youll do well; and she held up a bird about the size of a door-mat. We chuckled at the sight and said we would try. We said it with self-conscious pride, like men who know their own power. Then we started.

We lost our way, of course. I always do in the country, and it does make me so wild, because it is no use asking direction of any of the people you meet. One might as well inquire of a lodging-house slavey the way to make beds as expect a country bumpkin to know the road to the next village. You have to shout the question about three times before the sound of your voice penetrates his skull. At the third time he slowly raises his head and stares blankly at you. You yell it at him then for a fourth time, and he repeats it after you. He ponders while you count a couple of hundred, after which, speaking at the rate of three words a minute, he fancies you couldnt do better than— Here he catches sight of another idiot coming down the road and bawls out to him the particulars, requesting his advice. The two then argue the case for a quarter of an hour or so, and finally agree that you had better go straight down the lane, round to the right and cross by the third stile, and keep to the left by old Jimmy Milchers cow-shed, and across the seven-acre field, and through the gate by Squire Grubbins hay-stack, keeping the bridle-path for awhile till you come opposite the hill where the windmill used to be — but its gone now — and round to the right, leaving Stiggins plantation behind you; and you say Thank you and go away with a splitting headache, but without the faintest notion of your way, the only clear idea you have on the subject being that somewhere or other there is a stile which has to be got over; and at the next turn you come upon four stiles, all leading in different directions!

We had undergone this ordeal two or three times. We had tramped over fields. We had waded through brooks and scrambled over hedges and walls. We had had a row as to whose fault it was that we had first lost our way. We had got thoroughly disagreeable, footsore, and weary. But throughout it all the hope of that duck kept us up. A fairy-like vision, it floated before our tired eyes and drew us onward. The thought of it was as a trumpet-call to the fainting. We talked of it and cheered each other with our recollections of it. Come along, we said; the duck will be spoiled.

We felt a strong temptation, at one point, to turn into a village inn as we passed and have a cheese and a few loaves between us, but we heroically restrained ourselves: we should enjoy the duck all the better for being famished.

We fancied we smelled it when we go into the town and did the last quarter of a mile in three minutes. We rushed upstairs, and washed ourselves, and changed our clothes, and came down, and pulled our chairs up to the table, and sat and rubbed our hands while the landlady removed the covers, when I seized the knife and fork and started to carve.

It seemed to want a lot of carving. I struggled with it for about five minutes without making the slightest impression, and then Joe, who had been eating potatoes, wanted to know if it wouldnt be better for some one to do the job that understood carving. I took no notice of his foolish remark, but attacked the bird again; and so vigorously this time that the animal left the dish and took refuge in the fender.

We soon had it out of that, though, and I was prepared to make another effort. But Joe was getting unpleasant. He said that if he had thought we were to have a game of blind hockey with the dinner he would have got a bit of bread and cheese outside.

I was too exhausted to argue. I laid down the knife and fork with dignity and took a side seat and Joe went for the wretched creature. He worked away in silence for awhile, and then he muttered Damn the duck and took his coat off.

We did break the thing up at length with the aid of a chisel, but it was perfectly impossible to eat it, and we had to make a dinner off the vegetables and an apple tart. We tried a mouthful of the duck, but it was like eating India-rubber.

It was a wicked sin to kill that drake. But there! theres no respect for old institutions in this country.

I started this paper with the idea of writing about eating and drinking, but I seem to have confined my remarks entirely to eating as yet. Well, you see, drinking is one of those subjects with which it is inadvisable to appear too well acquainted. The days are gone by when it was considered manly to go to bed intoxicated every night, and a clear head and a firm hand no longer draw down upon their owner the reproach of effeminacy. On the contrary, in these sadly degenerate days an evil-smelling breath, a blotchy face, a reeling gait, and a husky voice are regarded as the hall marks of the cad rather than or the gentleman.

Even nowadays, though, the thirstiness of mankind is something supernatural. We are forever drinking on one excuse or another. A man never feels comfortable unless he has a glass before him. We drink before meals, and with meals, and after meals. We drink when we meet a friend, also when we part from a friend. We drink when we are talking, when we are reading, and when we are thinking. We drink one anothers healths and spoil our own. We drink the queen, and the army, and the ladies, and everybody else that is drinkable; and I believe if the supply ran short we should drink our mothers-in-law.

By the way, we never eat anybodys health, always drink it. Why should we not stand up now and then and eat a tart to somebodys success?

To me, I confess the constant necessity of drinking under which the majority of men labor is quite unaccountable. I can understand people drinking to drown care or to drive away maddening thoughts well enough. I can understand the ignorant masses loving to soak themselves in drink — oh, yes, its very shocking that they should, of course — very shocking to us who live in cozy homes, with all the graces and pleasures of life around us, that the dwellers in damp cellars and windy attics should creep from their dens of misery into the warmth and glare of the public-house bar, and seek to float for a brief space away from their dull world upon a Lethe stream of gin.

But think, before you hold up your hands in horror at their ill-living, what life for these wretched creatures really means. Picture the squalid misery of their brutish existence, dragged on from year to year in the narrow, noisome room where, huddled like vermin in sewers, they welter, and sicken, and sleep; where dirt-grimed children scream and fight and sluttish, shrill-voiced women cuff, and curse, and nag; where the street outside teems with roaring filth and the house around is a bedlam of riot and stench.

Think what a sapless stick this fair flower of life must be to them, devoid of mind and soul. The horse in his stall scents the sweet hay and munches the ripe corn contentedly. The watch-dog in his kennel blinks at the grateful sun, dreams of a glorious chase over the dewy fields, and wakes with a yelp of gladness to greet a caressing hand. But the clod-like life of these human logs never knows one ray of light. From the hour when they crawl from their comfortless bed to the hour when they lounge back into it again they never live one moment of real life. Recreation, amusement, companionship, they know not the meaning of. Joy, sorrow, laughter, tears, love, friendship, longing, despair, are idle words to them. From the day when their baby eyes first look out upon their sordid world to the day when, with an oath, they close them forever and their bones are shoveled out of sight, they never warm to one touch of human sympathy, never thrill to a single thought, never start to a single hope. In the name of the God of mercy; let them pour the maddening liquor down their throats and feel for one brief moment that they live!

Ah! we may talk sentiment as much as we like, but the stomach is the real seat of happiness in this world. The kitchen is the chief temple wherein we worship, its roaring fire is our vestal flame, and the cook is our great high-priest. He is a mighty magician and a kindly one. He soothes away all sorrow and care. He drives forth all enmity, gladdens all love. Our God is great and the cook is his prophet. Let us eat, drink, and be merry.


ON FURNISHED APARTMENTS.
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OH, YOU HAVE some rooms to let.

Mother!

Well, what is it?

Eres a gentleman about the rooms.

Ask im in. Ill be up in a minute.

Will yer step inside, sir? Motherll be up in a minute.

So you step inside and after a minute mother comes slowly up the kitchen stairs, untying her apron as she comes and calling down instructions to some one below about the potatoes.

Good-morning, sir, says mother, with a washed-out smile. Will you step this way, please?

Oh, its hardly worth while my coming up, you say. What sort of rooms are they, and how much?

Well, says the landlady, if youll step upstairs Ill show them to you.

So with a protesting murmur, meant to imply that any waste of time complained of hereafter must not be laid to your charge, you follow mother upstairs.

At the first landing you run up against a pail and a broom, whereupon mother expatiates upon the unreliability of servant-girls, and bawls over the balusters for Sarah to come and take them away at once. When you get outside the rooms she pauses, with her hand upon the door, to explain to you that they are rather untidy just at present, as the last lodger left only yesterday; and she also adds that this is their cleaning-day — it always is. With this understanding you enter, and both stand solemnly feasting your eyes upon the scene before you. The rooms cannot be said to appear inviting. Even mothers face betrays no admiration. Untenanted furnished apartments viewed in the morning sunlight do not inspire cheery sensations. There is a lifeless air about them. It is a very different thing when you have settled down and are living in them. With your old familiar household gods to greet your gaze whenever you glance up, and all your little knick-knacks spread around you — with the photos of all the girls that you have loved and lost ranged upon the mantel-piece, and half a dozen disreputable-looking pipes scattered about in painfully prominent positions — with one carpet slipper peeping from beneath the coal-box and the other perched on the top of the piano — with the well-known pictures to hide the dingy walls, and these dear old friends, your books, higgledy-piggledy all over the place — with the bits of old blue china that your mother prized, and the screen she worked in those far by-gone days, when the sweet old face was laughing and young, and the white soft hair tumbled in gold-brown curls from under the coal-scuttle bonnet — 

Ah, old screen, what a gorgeous personage you must have been in your young days, when the tulips and roses and lilies (all growing from one stem) were fresh in their glistening sheen! Many a summer and winter have come and gone since then, my friend, and you have played with the dancing firelight until you have grown sad and gray. Your brilliant colors are fast fading now, and the envious moths have gnawed your silken threads. You are withering away like the dead hands that wove you. Do you ever think of those dead hands? You seem so grave and thoughtful sometimes that I almost think you do. Come, you and I and the deep-glowing embers, let us talk together. Tell me in your silent language what you remember of those young days, when you lay on my little mothers lap and her girlish fingers played with your rainbow tresses. Was there never a lad near sometimes — never a lad who would seize one of those little hands to smother it with kisses, and who would persist in holding it, thereby sadly interfering with the progress of your making? Was not your frail existence often put in jeopardy by this same clumsy, headstrong lad, who would toss you disrespectfully aside that he — not satisfied with one — might hold both hands and gaze up into the loved eyes? I can see that lad now through the haze of the flickering twilight. He is an eager bright-eyed boy, with pinching, dandy shoes and tight-fitting smalls, snowy shirt frill and stock, and — oh! such curly hair. A wild, light-hearted boy! Can he be the great, grave gentleman upon whose stick I used to ride crosslegged, the care-worn man into whose thoughtful face I used to gaze with childish reverence and whom I used to call father? You say yes, old screen; but are you quite sure? It is a serious charge you are bringing. Can it be possible? Did he have to kneel down in those wonderful smalls and pick you up and rearrange you before he was forgiven and his curly head smoothed by my mothers little hand? Ah! old screen, and did the lads and the lassies go making love fifty years ago just as they do now? Are men and women so unchanged? Did little maidens hearts beat the same under pearl-embroidered bodices as they do under Mother Hubbard cloaks? Have steel casques and chimney-pot hats made no difference to the brains that work beneath them? Oh, Time! great Chronos! and is this your power? Have you dried up seas and leveled mountains and left the tiny human heart-strings to defy you? Ah, yes! they were spun by a Mightier than thou, and they stretch beyond your narrow ken, for their ends are made fast in eternity. Ay, you may mow down the leaves and the blossoms, but the roots of life lie too deep for your sickle to sever. You refashion Natures garments, but you cannot vary by a jot the throbbings of her pulse. The world rolls round obedient to your laws, but the heart of man is not of your kingdom, for in its birthplace a thousand years are but as yesterday.

I am getting away, though, I fear, from my furnished apartments, and I hardly know how to get back. But I have some excuse for my meanderings this time. It is a piece of old furniture that has led me astray, and fancies gather, somehow, round old furniture, like moss around old stones. Ones chairs and tables get to be almost part of ones life and to seem like quiet friends. What strange tales the wooden-headed old fellows could tell did they but choose to speak! At what unsuspected comedies and tragedies have they not assisted! What bitter tears have been sobbed into that old sofa cushion! What passionate whisperings the settee must have overheard!

New furniture has no charms for me compared with old. It is the old things that we love — the old faces, the old books, the old jokes. New furniture can make a palace, but it takes old furniture to make a home. Not merely old in itself — lodging-house furniture generally is that — but it must be old to us, old in associations and recollections. The furniture of furnished apartments, however ancient it may be in reality, is new to our eyes, and we feel as though we could never get on with it. As, too, in the case of all fresh acquaintances, whether wooden or human (and there is very little difference between the two species sometimes), everything impresses you with its worst aspect. The knobby wood-work and shiny horse-hair covering of the easy-chair suggest anything but ease. The mirror is smoky. The curtains want washing. The carpet is frayed. The table looks as if it would go over the instant anything was rested on it. The grate is cheerless, the wall-paper hideous. The ceiling appears to have had coffee spilt all over it, and the ornaments — well, they are worse than the wallpaper.

There must surely be some special and secret manufactory for the production of lodging-house ornaments. Precisely the same articles are to be found at every lodging-house all over the kingdom, and they are never seen anywhere else. There are the two — what do you call them? they stand one at each end of the mantel-piece, where they are never safe, and they are hung round with long triangular slips of glass that clank against one another and make you nervous. In the commoner class of rooms these works of art are supplemented by a couple of pieces of china which might each be meant to represent a cow sitting upon its hind legs, or a model of the temple of Diana at Ephesus, or a dog, or anything else you like to fancy. Somewhere about the room you come across a bilious-looking object, which at first you take to be a lump of dough left about by one of the children, but which on scrutiny seems to resemble an underdone cupid. This thing the landlady calls a statue. Then there is a sampler worked by some idiot related to the family, a picture of the Huguenots, two or three Scripture texts, and a highly framed and glazed certificate to the effect that the father has been vaccinated, or is an Odd Fellow, or something of that sort.

You examine these various attractions and then dismally ask what the rent is.

Thats rather a good deal, you say on hearing the figure.

Well, to tell you the truth, answers the landlady with a sudden burst of candor, Ive always had (mentioning a sum a good deal in excess of the first-named amount), and before that I used to have (a still higher figure).

What the rent of apartments must have been twenty years ago makes one shudder to think of. Every landlady makes you feel thoroughly ashamed of yourself by informing you, whenever the subject crops up, that she used to get twice as much for her rooms as you are paying. Young men lodgers of the last generation must have been of a wealthier class than they are now, or they must have ruined themselves. I should have had to live in an attic.

Curious, that in lodgings the rule of life is reversed. The higher you get up in the world the lower you come down in your lodgings. On the lodging-house ladder the poor man is at the top, the rich man underneath. You start in the attic and work your way down to the first floor.

A good many great men have lived in attics and some have died there. Attics, says the dictionary, are places where lumber is stored, and the world has used them to store a good deal of its lumber in at one time or another. Its preachers and painters and poets, its deep-browed men who will find out things, its fire-eyed men who will tell truths that no one wants to hear — these are the lumber that the world hides away in its attics. Haydn grew up in an attic and Chatterton starved in one. Addison and Goldsmith wrote in garrets. Faraday and De Quincey knew them well. Dr. Johnson camped cheerfully in them, sleeping soundly — too soundly sometimes — upon their trundle-beds, like the sturdy old soldier of fortune that he was, inured to hardship and all careless of himself. Dickens spent his youth among them, Morland his old age — alas! a drunken, premature old age. Hans Andersen, the fairy king, dreamed his sweet fancies beneath their sloping roofs. Poor, wayward-hearted Collins leaned his head upon their crazy tables; priggish Benjamin Franklin; Savage, the wrong-headed, much troubled when he could afford any softer bed than a doorstep; young Bloomfield, Bobby Burns, Hogarth, Watts the engineer — the roll is endless. Ever since the habitations of men were reared two stories high has the garret been the nursery of genius.

No one who honors the aristocracy of mind can feel ashamed of acquaintanceship with them. Their damp-stained walls are sacred to the memory of noble names. If all the wisdom of the world and all its art — all the spoils that it has won from nature, all the fire that it has snatched from heaven — were gathered together and divided into heaps, and we could point and say, for instance, these mighty truths were flashed forth in the brilliant salon amid the ripple of light laughter and the sparkle of bright eyes; and this deep knowledge was dug up in the quiet study, where the bust of Pallas looks serenely down on the leather-scented shelves; and this heap belongs to the crowded street; and that to the daisied field — the heap that would tower up high above the rest as a mountain above hills would be the one at which we should look up and say: this noblest pile of all — these glorious paintings and this wondrous music, these trumpet words, these solemn thoughts, these daring deeds, they were forged and fashioned amid misery and pain in the sordid squalor of the city garret. There, from their eyries, while the world heaved and throbbed below, the kings of men sent forth their eagle thoughts to wing their flight through the ages. There, where the sunlight streaming through the broken panes fell on rotting boards and crumbling walls; there, from their lofty thrones, those rag-clothed Joves have hurled their thunderbolts and shaken, before now, the earth to its foundations.

Huddle them up in your lumber-rooms, oh, world! Shut them fast in and turn the key of poverty upon them. Weld close the bars, and let them fret their hero lives away within the narrow cage. Leave them there to starve, and rot, and die. Laugh at the frenzied beatings of their hands against the door. Roll onward in your dust and noise and pass them by, forgotten.

But take care lest they turn and sting you. All do not, like the fabled phoenix, warble sweet melodies in their agony; sometimes they spit venom — venom you must breathe whether you will or no, for you cannot seal their mouths, though you may fetter their limbs. You can lock the door upon them, but they burst open their shaky lattices and call out over the house-tops so that men cannot but hear. You hounded wild Rousseau into the meanest garret of the Rue St. Jacques and jeered at his angry shrieks. But the thin, piping tones swelled a hundred years later into the sullen roar of the French Revolution, and civilization to this day is quivering to the reverberations of his voice.

As for myself, however, I like an attic. Not to live in: as residences they are inconvenient. There is too much getting up and down stairs connected with them to please me. It puts one unpleasantly in mind of the tread-mill. The form of the ceiling offers too many facilities for bumping your head and too few for shaving. And the note of the tomcat as he sings to his love in the stilly night outside on the tiles becomes positively distasteful when heard so near.

No, for living in give me a suit of rooms on the first floor of a Piccadilly mansion (I wish somebody would!); but for thinking in let me have an attic up ten flights of stairs in the densest quarter of the city. I have all Herr Teufelsdrockhs affection for attics. There is a sublimity about their loftiness. I love to sit at ease and look down upon the wasps nest beneath; to listen to the dull murmur of the human tide ebbing and flowing ceaselessly through the narrow streets and lanes below. How small men seem, how like a swarm of ants sweltering in endless confusion on their tiny hill! How petty seems the work on which they are hurrying and skurrying! How childishly they jostle against one another and turn to snarl and scratch! They jabber and screech and curse, but their puny voices do not reach up here. They fret, and fume, and rage, and pant, and die; but I, mein Werther, sit above it all; I am alone with the stars.

The most extraordinary attic I ever came across was one a friend and I once shared many years ago. Of all eccentrically planned things, from Bradshaw to the maze at Hampton Court, that room was the most eccentric. The architect who designed it must have been a genius, though I cannot help thinking that his talents would have been better employed in contriving puzzles than in shaping human habitations. No figure in Euclid could give any idea of that apartment. It contained seven corners, two of the walls sloped to a point, and the window was just over the fireplace. The only possible position for the bedstead was between the door and the cupboard. To get anything out of the cupboard we had to scramble over the bed, and a large percentage of the various commodities thus obtained was absorbed by the bedclothes. Indeed, so many things were spilled and dropped upon the bed that toward night-time it had become a sort of small cooperative store. Coal was what it always had most in stock. We used to keep our coal in the bottom part of the cupboard, and when any was wanted we had to climb over the bed, fill a shovelful, and then crawl back. It was an exciting moment when we reached the middle of the bed. We would hold our breath, fix our eyes upon the shovel, and poise ourselves for the last move. The next instant we, and the coals, and the shovel, and the bed would be all mixed up together.

Ive heard of the people going into raptures over beds of coal. We slept in one every night and were not in the least stuck up about it.

But our attic, unique though it was, had by no means exhausted the architects sense of humor. The arrangement of the whole house was a marvel of originality. All the doors opened outward, so that if any one wanted to leave a room at the same moment that you were coming downstairs it was unpleasant for you. There was no ground-floor — its ground-floor belonged to a house in the next court, and the front door opened direct upon a flight of stairs leading down to the cellar. Visitors on entering the house would suddenly shoot past the person who had answered the door to them and disappear down these stairs. Those of a nervous temperament used to imagine that it was a trap laid for them, and would shout murder as they lay on their backs at the bottom till somebody came and picked them up.

It is a long time ago now that I last saw the inside of an attic. I have tried various floors since but I have not found that they have made much difference to me. Life tastes much the same, whether we quaff it from a golden goblet or drink it out of a stone mug. The hours come laden with the same mixture of joy and sorrow, no matter where we wait for them. A waistcoat of broadcloth or of fustian is alike to an aching heart, and we laugh no merrier on velvet cushions than we did on wooden chairs. Often have I sighed in those low-ceilinged rooms, yet disappointments have come neither less nor lighter since I quitted them. Life works upon a compensating balance, and the happiness we gain in one direction we lose in another. As our means increase, so do our desires; and we ever stand midway between the two. When we reside in an attic we enjoy a supper of fried fish and stout. When we occupy the first floor it takes an elaborate dinner at the Continental to give us the same amount of satisfaction.


ON DRESS AND DEPORTMENT.
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THEY SAY — people who ought to be ashamed of themselves do — that the consciousness of being well dressed imparts a blissfulness to the human heart that religion is powerless to bestow. I am afraid these cynical persons are sometimes correct. I know that when I was a very young man (many, many years ago, as the story-books say) and wanted cheering up, I used to go and dress myself in all my best clothes. If I had been annoyed in any manner — if my washerwoman had discharged me, for instance; or my blank-verse poem had been returned for the tenth time, with the editors compliments and regrets that owing to want of space he is unable to avail himself of kind offer; or I had been snubbed by the woman I loved as man never loved before — by the way, its really extraordinary what a variety of ways of loving there must be. We all do it as it was never done before. I dont know how our great-grandchildren will manage. They will have to do it on their heads by their time if they persist in not clashing with any previous method.

Well, as I was saying, when these unpleasant sort of things happened and I felt crushed, I put on all my best clothes and went out. It brought back my vanishing self-esteem. In a glossy new hat and a pair of trousers with a fold down the front (carefully preserved by keeping them under the bed — I dont mean on the floor, you know, but between the bed and the mattress), I felt I was somebody and that there were other washerwomen: ay, and even other girls to love, and who would perhaps appreciate a clever, good-looking young fellow. I didnt care; that was my reckless way. I would make love to other maidens. I felt that in those clothes I could do it.

They have a wonderful deal to do with courting, clothes have. It is half the battle. At all events, the young man thinks so, and it generally takes him a couple of hours to get himself up for the occasion. His first half-hour is occupied in trying to decide whether to wear his light suit with a cane and drab billycock, or his black tails with a chimney-pot hat and his new umbrella. He is sure to be unfortunate in either decision. If he wears his light suit and takes the stick it comes on to rain, and he reaches the house in a damp and muddy condition and spends the evening trying to hide his boots. If, on the other hand, he decides in favor of the top hat and umbrella — nobody would ever dream of going out in a top hat without an umbrella; it would be like letting baby (bless it!) toddle out without its nurse. How I do hate a top hat! One lasts me a very long while, I can tell you. I only wear it when — well, never mind when I wear it. It lasts me a very long while. Ive had my present one five years. It was rather old-fashioned last summer, but the shape has come round again now and I look quite stylish.

But to return to our young man and his courting. If he starts off with the top hat and umbrella the afternoon turns out fearfully hot, and the perspiration takes all the soap out of his mustache and converts the beautifully arranged curl over his forehead into a limp wisp resembling a lump of seaweed. The Fates are never favorable to the poor wretch. If he does by any chance reach the door in proper condition, she has gone out with her cousin and wont be back till late.

How a young lover made ridiculous by the gawkiness of modern costume must envy the picturesque gallants of seventy years ago! Look at them (on the Christmas cards), with their curly hair and natty hats, their well-shaped legs incased in smalls, their dainty Hessian boots, their ruffling frills, their canes and dangling seals. No wonder the little maiden in the big poke-bonnet and the light-blue sash casts down her eyes and is completely won. Men could win hearts in clothes like that. But what can you expect from baggy trousers and a monkeyjacket?

Clothes have more effect upon us than we imagine. Our deportment depends upon our dress. Make a man get into seedy, worn-out rags, and he will skulk along with his head hanging down, like a man going out to fetch his own supper beer. But deck out the same article in gorgeous raiment and fine linen, and he will strut down the main thoroughfare, swinging his cane and looking at the girls as perky as a bantam cock.

Clothes alter our very nature. A man could not help being fierce and daring with a plume in his bonnet, a dagger in his belt, and a lot of puffy white things all down his sleeves. But in an ulster he wants to get behind a lamp-post and call police.

I am quite ready to admit that you can find sterling merit, honest worth, deep affection, and all such like virtues of the roast-beef-and-plum-pudding school as much, and perhaps more, under broadcloth and tweed as ever existed beneath silk and velvet; but the spirit of that knightly chivalry that rode a tilt for ladys love and fought for ladys smiles needs the clatter of steel and the rustle of plumes to summon it from its grave between the dusty folds of tapestry and underneath the musty leaves of moldering chronicles.

The world must be getting old, I think; it dresses so very soberly now. We have been through the infant period of humanity, when we used to run about with nothing on but a long, loose robe, and liked to have our feet bare. And then came the rough, barbaric age, the boyhood of our race. We didnt care what we wore then, but thought it nice to tattoo ourselves all over, and we never did our hair. And after that the world grew into a young man and became foppish. It decked itself in flowing curls and scarlet doublets, and went courting, and bragging, and bouncing — making a brave show.

But all those merry, foolish days of youth are gone, and we are very sober, very solemn — and very stupid, some say — now. The world is a grave, middle-aged gentleman in this nineteenth century, and would be shocked to see itself with a bit of finery on. So it dresses in black coats and trousers, and black hats, and black boots, and, dear me, it is such a very respectable gentleman — to think it could ever have gone gadding about as a troubadour or a knight-errant, dressed in all those fancy colors! Ah, well! we are more sensible in this age.

Or at least we think ourselves so. It is a general theory nowadays that sense and dullness go together.

Goodness is another quality that always goes with blackness. Very good people indeed, you will notice, dress altogether in black, even to gloves and neckties, and they will probably take to black shirts before long. Medium goods indulge in light trousers on week-days, and some of them even go so far as to wear fancy waistcoats. On the other hand, people who care nothing for a future state go about in light suits; and there have been known wretches so abandoned as to wear a white hat. Such people, however, are never spoken of in genteel society, and perhaps I ought not to have referred to them here.

By the way, talking of light suits, have you ever noticed how people stare at you the first time you go out in a new light suit They do not notice it so much afterward. The population of London have got accustomed to it by the third time you wear it. I say you, because I am not speaking from my own experience. I do not wear such things at all myself. As I said, only sinful people do so.

I wish, though, it were not so, and that one could be good, and respectable, and sensible without making ones self a guy. I look in the glass sometimes at my two long, cylindrical bags (so picturesquely rugged about the knees), my stand-up collar and billycock hat, and wonder what right I have to go about making Gods world hideous. Then wild and wicked thoughts come into my heart. I dont want to be good and respectable. (I never can be sensible, Im told; so that dont matter.) I want to put on lavender-colored tights, with red velvet breeches and a green doublet slashed with yellow; to have a light-blue silk cloak on my shoulder, and a black eagles plume waving from my hat, and a big sword, and a falcon, and a lance, and a prancing horse, so that I might go about and gladden the eyes of the people. Why should we all try to look like ants crawling over a dust-heap? Why shouldnt we dress a little gayly? I am sure if we did we should be happier. True, it is a little thing, but we are a little race, and what is the use of our pretending otherwise and spoiling fun? Let philosophers get themselves up like old crows if they like. But let me be a butterfly.

Women, at all events, ought to dress prettily. It is their duty. They are the flowers of the earth and were meant to show it up. We abuse them a good deal, we men; but, goodness knows, the old world would be dull enough without their dresses and fair faces. How they brighten up every place they come into! What a sunny commotion they — relations, of course — make in our dingy bachelor chambers! and what a delightful litter their ribbons and laces, and gloves and hats, and parasols and kerchiefs make! It is as if a wandering rainbow had dropped in to pay us a visit.

It is one of the chief charms of the summer, to my mind, the way our little maids come out in pretty colors. I like to see the pink and blue and white glancing between the trees, dotting the green fields, and flashing back the sunlight. You can see the bright colors such a long way off. There are four white dresses climbing a hill in front of my window now. I can see them distinctly, though it is three miles away. I thought at first they were mile-stones out for a lark. Its so nice to be able to see the darlings a long way off. Especially if they happen to be your wife and your mother-in-law.

Talking of fields and mile-stones reminds me that I want to say, in all seriousness, a few words about womens boots. The women of these islands all wear boots too big for them. They can never get a boot to fit. The bootmakers do not keep sizes small enough.

Over and over again have I known women sit down on the top rail of a stile and declare they could not go a step further because their boots hurt them so; and it has always been the same complaint — too big.

It is time this state of things was altered. In the name of the husbands and fathers of England, I call upon the bootmakers to reform. Our wives, our daughters, and our cousins are not to be lamed and tortured with impunity. Why cannot narrow twos be kept more in stock? That is the size I find most women take.

The waist-band is another item of feminine apparel that is always too big. The dressmakers make these things so loose that the hooks and eyes by which they are fastened burst off, every now and then, with a report like thunder.

Why women suffer these wrongs — why they do not insist in having their clothes made small enough for them I cannot conceive. It can hardly be that they are disinclined to trouble themselves about matters of mere dress, for dress is the one subject that they really do think about. It is the only topic they ever get thoroughly interested in, and they talk about it all day long. If you see two women together, you may bet your bottom dollar they are discussing their own or their friends clothes. You notice a couple of child-like beings conversing by a window, and you wonder what sweet, helpful words are falling from their sainted lips. So you move nearer and then you hear one say:

So I took in the waist-band and let out a seam, and it fits beautifully now.

Well, says the other, I shall wear my plum-colored body to the Jones, with a yellow plastron; and theyve got some lovely gloves at Putticks, only one and eleven pence.

I went for a drive through a part of Derbyshire once with a couple of ladies. It was a beautiful bit of country, and they enjoyed themselves immensely. They talked dressmaking the whole time.

Pretty view, that, I would say, waving my umbrella round. Look at those blue distant hills! That little white speck, nestling in the woods, is Chatsworth, and over there—

Yes, very pretty indeed, one would reply. Well, why not get a yard of sarsenet?

What, and leave the skirt exactly as it is?

Certainly. What place dye call this?

Then I would draw their attention to the fresh beauties that kept sweeping into view, and they would glance round and say charming, sweetly pretty, and immediately go off into raptures over each others pocket-handkerchiefs, and mourn with one another over the decadence of cambric frilling.

I believe if two women were cast together upon a desert island, they would spend each day arguing the respective merits of sea-shells and birds eggs considered as trimmings, and would have a new fashion in fig-leaves every month.

Very young men think a good deal about clothes, but they dont talk about them to each other. They would not find much encouragement. A fop is not a favorite with his own sex. Indeed, he gets a good deal more abuse from them than is necessary. His is a harmless failing and it soon wears out. Besides, a man who has no foppery at twenty will be a slatternly, dirty-collar, unbrushed-coat man at forty. A little foppishness in a young man is good; it is human. I like to see a young cock ruffle his feathers, stretch his neck, and crow as if the whole world belonged to him. I dont like a modest, retiring man. Nobody does — not really, however much they may prate about modest worth and other things they do not understand.

A meek deportment is a great mistake in the world. Uriah Heaps father was a very poor judge of human nature, or he would not have told his son, as he did, that people liked humbleness. There is nothing annoys them more, as a rule. Rows are half the fun of life, and you cant have rows with humble, meek-answering individuals. They turn away our wrath, and that is just what we do not want. We want to let it out. We have worked ourselves up into a state of exhilarating fury, and then just as we are anticipating the enjoyment of a vigorous set-to, they spoil all our plans with their exasperating humility.

Xantippes life must have been one long misery, tied to that calmly irritating man, Socrates. Fancy a married woman doomed to live on from day to day without one single quarrel with her husband! A man ought to humor his wife in these things.

Heaven knows their lives are dull enough, poor girls. They have none of the enjoyments we have. They go to no political meetings; they may not even belong to the local amateur parliament; they are excluded from smoking-carriages on the Metropolitan Railway, and they never see a comic paper — or if they do, they do not know it is comic: nobody tells them.

Surely, with existence such a dreary blank for them as this, we might provide a little row for their amusement now and then, even if we do not feel inclined for it ourselves. A really sensible man does so and is loved accordingly, for it is little acts of kindness such as this that go straight to a womans heart. It is such like proofs of loving self-sacrifice that make her tell her female friends what a good husband he was — after he is dead.

Yes, poor Xantippe must have had a hard time of it. The bucket episode was particularly sad for her. Poor woman! she did think she would rouse him up a bit with that. She had taken the trouble to fill the bucket, perhaps been a long way to get specially dirty water. And she waited for him. And then to be met in such a way, after all! Most likely she sat down and had a good cry afterward. It must have seemed all so hopeless to the poor child; and for all we know she had no mother to whom she could go and abuse him.

What was it to her that her husband was a great philosopher? Great philosophy dont count in married life.

There was a very good little boy once who wanted to go to sea. And the captain asked him what he could do. He said he could do the multiplication-table backward and paste sea-weed in a book; that he knew how many times the word begat occurred in the Old Testament; and could recite The Boy Stood on the Burning Deck and Wordsworths We Are Seven.

Werry good — werry good, indeed, said the man of the sea, and ken ye kerry coals?

It is just the same when you want to marry. Great ability is not required so much as little usefulness. Brains are at a discount in the married state. There is no demand for them, no appreciation even. Our wives sum us up according to a standard of their own, in which brilliancy of intellect obtains no marks. Your lady and mistress is not at all impressed by your cleverness and talent, my dear reader — not in the slightest. Give her a man who can do an errand neatly, without attempting to use his own judgment over it or any nonsense of that kind; and who can be trusted to hold a child the right way up, and not make himself objectionable whenever there is lukewarm mutton for dinner. That is the sort of a husband a sensible woman likes; not one of your scientific or literary nuisances, who go upsetting the whole house and putting everybody out with their foolishness.


ON MEMORY.
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I remember, I remember,

In the days of chill November,

How the blackbird on the—



I forget the rest. It is the beginning of the first piece of poetry I ever learned; for



Hey, diddle diddle,

The cat and the fiddle,

I take no note of, it being of a frivolous character and lacking in the qualities of true poetry. I collected fourpence by the recital of I remember, I remember. I knew it was fourpence, because they told me that if I kept it until I got twopence more I should have sixpence, which argument, albeit undeniable, moved me not, and the money was squandered, to the best of my recollection, on the very next morning, although upon what memory is a blank.

That is just the way with Memory; nothing that she brings to us is complete. She is a willful child; all her toys are broken. I remember tumbling into a huge dust-hole when a very small boy, but I have not the faintest recollection of ever getting out again; and if memory were all we had to trust to, I should be compelled to believe I was there still.

At another time — some years later — I was assisting at an exceedingly interesting love scene; but the only thing about it I can call to mind distinctly is that at the most critical moment somebody suddenly opened the door and said, Emily, youre wanted, in a sepulchral tone that gave one the idea the police had come for her. All the tender words she said to me and all the beautiful things I said to her are utterly forgotten.

Life altogether is but a crumbling ruin when we turn to look behind: a shattered column here, where a massive portal stood; the broken shaft of a window to mark my ladys bower; and a moldering heap of blackened stones where the glowing flames once leaped, and over all the tinted lichen and the ivy clinging green.

For everything looms pleasant through the softening haze of time. Even the sadness that is past seems sweet. Our boyish days look very merry to us now, all nutting, hoop, and gingerbread. The snubbings and toothaches and the Latin verbs are all forgotten — the Latin verbs especially. And we fancy we were very happy when we were hobbledehoys and loved; and we wish that we could love again. We never think of the heartaches, or the sleepless nights, or the hot dryness of our throats, when she said she could never be anything to us but a sister — as if any man wanted more sisters!

Yes, it is the brightness, not the darkness, that we see when we look back. The sunshine casts no shadows on the past. The road that we have traversed stretches very fair behind us. We see not the sharp stones. We dwell but on the roses by the wayside, and the strong briers that stung us are, to our distant eyes, but gentle tendrils waving in the wind. God be thanked that it is so — that the ever-lengthening chain of memory has only pleasant links, and that the bitterness and sorrow of to-day are smiled at on the morrow.

It seems as though the brightest side of everything were also its highest and best, so that as our little lives sink back behind us into the dark sea of forgetfulness, all that which is the lightest and the most gladsome is the last to sink, and stands above the waters, long in sight, when the angry thoughts and smarting pain are buried deep below the waves and trouble us no more.

It is this glamour of the past, I suppose, that makes old folk talk so much nonsense about the days when they were young. The world appears to have been a very superior sort of place then, and things were more like what they ought to be. Boys were boys then, and girls were very different. Also winters were something like winters, and summers not at all the wretched-things we get put off with nowadays. As for the wonderful deeds people did in those times and the extraordinary events that happened, it takes three strong men to believe half of them.

I like to hear one of the old boys telling all about it to a party of youngsters who he knows cannot contradict him. It is odd if, after awhile, he doesnt swear that the moon shone every night when he was a boy, and that tossing mad bulls in a blanket was the favorite sport at his school.

It always has been and always will be the same. The old folk of our grandfathers young days sang a song bearing exactly the same burden; and the young folk of to-day will drone out precisely similar nonsense for the aggravation of the next generation. Oh, give me back the good old days of fifty years ago, has been the cry ever since Adams fifty-first birthday. Take up the literature of 1835, and you will find the poets and novelists asking for the same impossible gift as did the German Minnesingers long before them and the old Norse Saga writers long before that. And for the same thing sighed the early prophets and the philosophers of ancient Greece. From all accounts, the world has been getting worse and worse ever since it was created. All I can say is that it must have been a remarkably delightful place when it was first opened to the public, for it is very pleasant even now if you only keep as much as possible in the sunshine and take the rain good-temperedly.

Yet there is no gainsaying but that it must have been somewhat sweeter in that dewy morning of creation, when it was young and fresh, when the feet of the tramping millions had not trodden its grass to dust, nor the din of the myriad cities chased the silence forever away. Life must have been noble and solemn to those free-footed, loose-robed fathers of the human race, walking hand in hand with God under the great sky. They lived in sunkissed tents amid the lowing herds. They took their simple wants from the loving hand of Nature. They toiled and talked and thought; and the great earth rolled around in stillness, not yet laden with trouble and wrong.

Those days are past now. The quiet childhood of Humanity, spent in the far-off forest glades and by the murmuring rivers, is gone forever; and human life is deepening down to manhood amid tumult, doubt, and hope. Its age of restful peace is past. It has its work to finish and must hasten on. What that work may be — what this worlds share is in the great design — we know not, though our unconscious hands are helping to accomplish it. Like the tiny coral insect working deep under the dark waters, we strive and struggle each for our own little ends, nor dream of the vast fabric we are building up for God.

Let us have done with vain regrets and longings for the days that never will be ours again. Our work lies in front, not behind us; and Forward! is our motto. Let us not sit with folded hands, gazing upon the past as if it were the building; it is but the foundation. Let us not waste heart and life thinking of what might have been and forgetting the may be that lies before us. Opportunities flit by while we sit regretting the chances we have lost, and the happiness that comes to us we heed not, because of the happiness that is gone.

Years ago, when I used to wander of an evening from the fireside to the pleasant land of fairy-tales, I met a doughty knight and true. Many dangers had he overcome, in many lands had been; and all men knew him for a brave and well-tried knight, and one that knew not fear; except, maybe, upon such seasons when even a brave man might feel afraid and yet not be ashamed. Now, as this knight one day was pricking wearily along a toilsome road, his heart misgave him and was sore within him because of the trouble of the way. Rocks, dark and of a monstrous size, hung high above his head, and like enough it seemed unto the knight that they should fall and he lie low beneath them. Chasms there were on either side, and darksome caves wherein fierce robbers lived, and dragons, very terrible, whose jaws dripped blood. And upon the road there hung a darkness as of night. So it came over that good knight that he would no more press forward, but seek another road, less grievously beset with difficulty unto his gentle steed. But when in haste he turned and looked behind, much marveled our brave knight, for lo! of all the way that he had ridden there was naught for eye to see; but at his horses heels there yawned a mighty gulf, whereof no man might ever spy the bottom, so deep was that same gulf. Then when Sir Ghelent saw that of going back there was none, he prayed to good Saint Cuthbert, and setting spurs into his steed rode forward bravely and most joyously. And naught harmed him.

There is no returning on the road of life. The frail bridge of time on which we tread sinks back into eternity at every step we take. The past is gone from us forever. It is gathered in and garnered. It belongs to us no more. No single word can ever be unspoken; no single step retraced. Therefore it beseems us as true knights to prick on bravely, not idly weep because we cannot now recall.

A new life begins for us with every second. Let us go forward joyously to meet it. We must press on whether we will or no, and we shall walk better with our eyes before us than with them ever cast behind.

A friend came to me the other day and urged me very eloquently to learn some wonderful system by which you never forgot anything. I dont know why he was so eager on the subject, unless it be that I occasionally borrow an umbrella and have a knack of coming out, in the middle of a game of whist, with a mild Lor! Ive been thinking all along that clubs were trumps. I declined the suggestion, however, in spite of the advantages he so attractively set forth. I have no wish to remember everything. There are many things in most mens lives that had better be forgotten. There is that time, many years ago, when we did not act quite as honorably, quite as uprightly, as we perhaps should have done — that unfortunate deviation from the path of strict probity we once committed, and in which, more unfortunate still, we were found out — that act of folly, of meanness, of wrong. Ah, well! we paid the penalty, suffered the maddening hours of vain remorse, the hot agony of shame, the scorn, perhaps, of those we loved. Let us forget. Oh, Father Time, lift with your kindly hands those bitter memories from off our overburdened hearts, for griefs are ever coming to us with the coming hours, and our little strength is only as the day.

Not that the past should be buried. The music of life would be mute if the chords of memory were snapped asunder. It is but the poisonous weeds, not the flowers, that we should root out from the garden of Mnemosyne. Do you remember Dickens Haunted Man — how he prayed for forgetfulness, and how, when his prayer was answered, he prayed for memory once more? We do not want all the ghosts laid. It is only the haggard, cruel-eyed specters that we flee from. Let the gentle, kindly phantoms haunt us as they will; we are not afraid of them.

Ah me! the world grows very full of ghosts as we grow older. We need not seek in dismal church-yards nor sleep in moated granges to see the shadowy faces and hear the rustling of their garments in the night. Every house, every room, every creaking chair has its own particular ghost. They haunt the empty chambers of our lives, they throng around us like dead leaves whirled in the autumn wind. Some are living, some are dead. We know not. We clasped their hands once, loved them, quarreled with them, laughed with them, told them our thoughts and hopes and aims, as they told us theirs, till it seemed our very hearts had joined in a grip that would defy the puny power of Death. They are gone now; lost to us forever. Their eyes will never look into ours again and their voices we shall never hear. Only their ghosts come to us and talk with us. We see them, dim and shadowy, through our tears. We stretch our yearning hands to them, but they are air.

Ghosts! They are with us night and day. They walk beside us in the busy street under the glare of the sun. They sit by us in the twilight at home. We see their little faces looking from the windows of the old school-house. We meet them in the woods and lanes where we shouted and played as boys. Hark! cannot you hear their low laughter from behind the blackberry-bushes and their distant whoops along the grassy glades? Down here, through the quiet fields and by the wood, where the evening shadows are lurking, winds the path where we used to watch for her at sunset. Look, she is there now, in the dainty white frock we knew so well, with the big bonnet dangling from her little hands and the sunny brown hair all tangled. Five thousand miles away! Dead for all we know! What of that? She is beside us now, and we can look into her laughing eyes and hear her voice. She will vanish at the stile by the wood and we shall be alone; and the shadows will creep out across the fields and the night wind will sweep past moaning. Ghosts! they are always with us and always will be while the sad old world keeps echoing to the sob of long good-bys, while the cruel ships sail away across the great seas, and the cold green earth lies heavy on the hearts of those we loved.

But, oh, ghosts, the world would be sadder still without you. Come to us and speak to us, oh you ghosts of our old loves! Ghosts of playmates, and of sweethearts, and old friends, of all you laughing boys and girls, oh, come to us and be with us, for the world is very lonely, and new friends and faces are not like the old, and we cannot love them, nay, nor laugh with them as we have loved and laughed with you. And when we walked together, oh, ghosts of our youth, the world was very gay and bright; but now it has grown old and we are growing weary, and only you can bring the brightness and the freshness back to us.

Memory is a rare ghost-raiser. Like a haunted house, its walls are ever echoing to unseen feet. Through the broken casements we watch the flitting shadows of the dead, and the saddest shadows of them all are the shadows of our own dead selves.

Oh, those young bright faces, so full of truth and honor, of pure, good thoughts, of noble longings, how reproachfully they look upon us with their deep, clear eyes!

I fear they have good cause for their sorrow, poor lads. Lies and cunning and disbelief have crept into our hearts since those preshaving days — and we meant to be so great and good.

It is well we cannot see into the future. There are few boys of fourteen who would not feel ashamed of themselves at forty.

I like to sit and have a talk sometimes with that odd little chap that was myself long ago. I think he likes it too, for he comes so often of an evening when I am alone with my pipe, listening to the whispering of the flames. I see his solemn little face looking at me through the scented smoke as it floats upward, and I smile at him; and he smiles back at me, but his is such a grave, old-fashioned smile. We chat about old times; and now and then he takes me by the hand, and then we slip through the black bars of the grate and down the dusky glowing caves to the land that lies behind the firelight. There we find the days that used to be, and we wander along them together. He tells me as we walk all he thinks and feels. I laugh at him now and then, but the next moment I wish I had not, for he looks so grave I am ashamed of being frivolous. Besides, it is not showing proper respect to one so much older than myself — to one who was myself so very long before I became myself.

We dont talk much at first, but look at one another; I down at his curly hair and little blue bow, he up sideways at me as he trots. And some-how I fancy the shy, round eyes do not altogether approve of me, and he heaves a little sigh, as though he were disappointed. But after awhile his bashfulness wears off and he begins to chat. He tells me his favorite fairy-tales, he can do up to six times, and he has a guinea-pig, and pa says fairy-tales aint true; and isnt it a pity? cos he would so like to be a knight and fight a dragon and marry a beautiful princess. But he takes a more practical view of life when he reaches seven, and would prefer to grow up be a bargee, and earn a lot of money. Maybe this is the consequence of falling in love, which he does about this time with the young lady at the milk shop aet. six. (God bless her little ever-dancing feet, whatever size they may be now!) He must be very fond of her, for he gives her one day his chiefest treasure, to wit, a huge pocket-knife with four rusty blades and a corkscrew, which latter has a knack of working itself out in some mysterious manner and sticking into its owners leg. She is an affectionate little thing, and she throws her arms round his neck and kisses him for it, then and there, outside the shop. But the stupid world (in the person of the boy at the cigar emporium next door) jeers at such tokens of love. Whereupon my young friend very properly prepares to punch the head of the boy at the cigar emporium next door; but fails in the attempt, the boy at the cigar emporium next door punching his instead.

And then comes school life, with its bitter little sorrows and its joyous shoutings, its jolly larks, and its hot tears falling on beastly Latin grammars and silly old copy-books. It is at school that he injures himself for life — as I firmly believe — trying to pronounce German; and it is there, too, that he learns of the importance attached by the French nation to pens, ink, and paper. Have you pens, ink, and paper? is the first question asked by one Frenchman of another on their meeting. The other fellow has not any of them, as a rule, but says that the uncle of his brother has got them all three. The first fellow doesnt appear to care a hang about the uncle of the other fellows brother; what he wants to know now is, has the neighbor of the other fellows mother got em? The neighbor of my mother has no pens, no ink, and no paper, replies the other man, beginning to get wild. Has the child of thy female gardener some pens, some ink, or some paper? He has him there. After worrying enough about these wretched inks, pens, and paper to make everybody miserable, it turns out that the child of his own female gardener hasnt any. Such a discovery would shut up any one but a French exercise man. It has no effect at all, though, on this shameless creature. He never thinks of apologizing, but says his aunt has some mustard.

So in the acquisition of more or less useless knowledge, soon happily to be forgotten, boyhood passes away. The red-brick school-house fades from view, and we turn down into the worlds high-road. My little friend is no longer little now. The short jacket has sprouted tails. The battered cap, so useful as a combination of pocket-handkerchief, drinking-cup, and weapon of attack, has grown high and glossy; and instead of a slate-pencil in his mouth there is a cigarette, the smoke of which troubles him, for it will get up his nose. He tries a cigar a little later on as being more stylish — a big black Havanna. It doesnt seem altogether to agree with him, for I find him sitting over a bucket in the back kitchen afterward, solemnly swearing never to smoke again.

And now his mustache begins to be almost visible to the naked eye, whereupon he immediately takes to brandy-and-sodas and fancies himself a man. He talks about two to one against the favorite, refers to actresses as Little Emmy and Kate and Baby, and murmurs about his losses at cards the other night in a style implying that thousands have been squandered, though, to do him justice, the actual amount is most probably one-and-twopence. Also, if I see aright — for it is always twilight in this land of memories — he sticks an eyeglass in his eye and stumbles over everything.

His female relations, much troubled at these things, pray for him (bless their gentle hearts!) and see visions of Old Bailey trials and halters as the only possible outcome of such reckless dissipation; and the prediction of his first school-master, that he would come to a bad end, assumes the proportions of inspired prophecy.

He has a lordly contempt at this age for the other sex, a blatantly good opinion of himself, and a sociably patronizing manner toward all the elderly male friends of the family. Altogether, it must be confessed, he is somewhat of a nuisance about this time.

It does not last long, though. He falls in love in a little while, and that soon takes the bounce out of him. I notice his boots are much too small for him now, and his hair is fearfully and wonderfully arranged. He reads poetry more than he used, and he keeps a rhyming dictionary in his bedroom. Every morning Emily Jane finds scraps of torn-up paper on the floor and reads thereon of cruel hearts and loves deep darts, of beauteous eyes and lovers sighs, and much more of the old, old song that lads so love to sing and lassies love to listen to while giving their dainty heads a toss and pretending never to hear.

The course of love, however, seems not to have run smoothly, for later on he takes more walking exercise and less sleep, poor boy, than is good for him; and his face is suggestive of anything but wedding-bells and happiness ever after.

And here he seems to vanish. The little, boyish self that has grown up beside me as we walked is gone.

I am alone and the road is very dark. I stumble on, I know not how nor care, for the way seems leading nowhere, and there is no light to guide.

But at last the morning comes, and I find that I have grown into myself.

THE END


Stageland (1889)
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THE HERO.

[image: img185.jpg]

HIS NAME IS George, generally speaking. Call me George! he says to the heroine. She calls him George (in a very low voice, because she is so young and timid). Then he is happy.

The stage hero never has any work to do. He is always hanging about and getting into trouble. His chief aim in life is to be accused of crimes he has never committed, and if he can muddle things up with a corpse in some complicated way so as to get himself reasonably mistaken for the murderer, he feels his day has not been wasted.

He has a wonderful gift of speech and a flow of language calculated to strike terror to the bravest heart. It is a grand thing to hear him bullyragging the villain.

The stage hero is always entitled to estates, chiefly remarkable for their high state of cultivation and for the eccentric ground plan of the manor house upon them. The house is never more than one story high, but it makes up in green stuff over the porch what it lacks in size and convenience.

The chief drawback in connection with it, to our eyes, is that all the inhabitants of the neighboring village appear to live in the front garden, but the hero evidently thinks it rather nice of them, as it enables him to make speeches to them from the front doorstep — his favorite recreation.

There is generally a public-house immediately opposite. This is handy.

These estates are a great anxiety to the stage hero. He is not what you would call a business man, as far as we can judge, and his attempts to manage his own property invariably land him in ruin and distraction. His estates, however, always get taken away from him by the villain before the first act is over, and this saves him all further trouble with regard to them until the end of the play, when he gets saddled with them once more.

Not but what it must be confessed that there is much excuse for the poor fellows general bewilderment concerning his affairs and for his legal errors and confusions generally. Stage law may not be quite the most fearful and wonderful mystery in the whole universe, but its near it — very near it. We were under the impression at one time that we ourselves knew something — just a little — about statutory and common law, but after paying attention to the legal points of one or two plays we found that we were mere children at it.

We thought we would not be beaten, and we determined to get to the bottom of stage law and to understand it; but after some six months effort our brain (a singularly fine one) began to soften, and we abandoned the study, believing it would come cheaper in the end to offer a suitable reward, of about 50,000 pounds or 60,000 pounds, say, to any one who would explain it to us.

The reward has remained unclaimed to the present day and is still open.

One gentleman did come to our assistance a little while ago, but his explanations only made the matter more confusing to our minds than it was before. He was surprised at what he called our density, and said the thing was all clear and simple to him. But we discovered afterward that he was an escaped lunatic.

The only points of stage law on which we are at all clear are as follows:

That if a man dies without leaving a will, then all his property goes to the nearest villain.

But if a man dies and leaves a will, then all his property goes to whoever can get possession of that will.

That the accidental loss of the three-and-sixpenny copy of a marriage certificate annuls the marriage.

That the evidence of one prejudiced witness of shady antecedents is quite sufficient to convict the most stainless and irreproachable gentleman of crimes for the committal of which he could have had no possible motive.

But that this evidence may be rebutted years afterward, and the conviction quashed without further trial by the unsupported statement of the comic man.

That if A forges Bs name to a check, then the law of the land is that B shall be sentenced to ten years penal servitude.

That ten minutes notice is all that is required to foreclose a mortgage.

That all trials of criminal cases take place in the front parlor of the victims house, the villain acting as counsel, judge, and jury rolled into one, and a couple of policemen being told off to follow his instructions.

These are a few of the more salient features of stage law so far as we have been able to grasp it up to the present; but as fresh acts and clauses and modifications appear to be introduced for each new play, we have abandoned all hope of ever being able to really comprehend the subject.

To return to our hero, the state of the law, as above sketched, naturally confuses him, and the villain, who is the only human being who does seem to understand stage legal questions, is easily able to fleece and ruin him. The simple-minded hero signs mortgages, bills of sale, deeds of gift, and such like things, under the impression that he is playing some sort of a round game; and then when he cannot pay the interest they take his wife and children away from him and turn him adrift into the world.

Being thrown upon his own resources, he naturally starves.

He can make long speeches, he can tell you all his troubles, he can stand in the lime-light and strike attitudes, he can knock the villain down, and he can defy the police, but these requirements are not much in demand in the labor market, and as they are all he can do or cares to do, he finds earning his living a much more difficult affair than he fancied.

There is a deal too much hard work about it for him. He soon gives up trying it at all, and prefers to eke out an uncertain existence by sponging upon good-natured old Irish women and generous but weak-minded young artisans who have left their native village to follow him and enjoy the advantage of his company and conversation.

And so he drags out his life during the middle of the piece, raving at fortune, raging at humanity, and whining about his miseries until the last act.

Then he gets back those estates of his into his possession once again, and can go back to the village and make more moral speeches and be happy.

Moral speeches are undoubtedly his leading article, and of these, it must be owned, he has an inexhaustible stock. He is as chock-full of noble sentiments as a bladder is of wind. They are weak and watery sentiments of the sixpenny tea-meeting order. We have a dim notion that we have heard them before. The sound of them always conjures up to our mind the vision of a dull long room, full of oppressive silence, broken only by the scratching of steel pens and an occasional whispered Give us a suck, Bill. You know I always liked you; or a louder Please, sir, speak to Jimmy Boggles. Hes a-jogging my elbow.

The stage hero, however, evidently regards these meanderings as gems of brilliant thought, fresh from the philosophic mine.

The gallery greets them with enthusiastic approval. They are a warm-hearted people, galleryites, and they like to give a hearty welcome to old friends.

And then, too, the sentiments are so good and a British gallery is so moral. We doubt if there could be discovered on this earth any body of human beings half so moral — so fond of goodness, even when it is slow and stupid — so hateful of meanness in word or deed — as a modern theatrical gallery.

The early Christian martyrs were sinful and worldly compared with an Adelphi gallery.

The stage hero is a very powerful man. You wouldnt think it to look at him, but you wait till the heroine cries Help! Oh, George, save me! or the police attempt to run him in. Then two villains, three extra hired ruffians and four detectives are about his fighting-weight.

If he knocks down less than three men with one blow, he fears that he must be ill, and wonders Why this strange weakness?

The hero has his own way of making love. He always does it from behind. The girl turns away from him when he begins (she being, as we have said, shy and timid), and he takes hold of her hands and breathes his attachment down her back.

The stage hero always wears patent-leather boots, and they are always spotlessly clean. Sometimes he is rich and lives in a room with seven doors to it, and at other times he is starving in a garret; but in either event he still wears brand-new patent-leather boots.

He might raise at least three-and-sixpence on those boots, and when the baby is crying for food, it occurs to us that it would be better if, instead of praying to Heaven, he took off those boots and pawned them; but this does not seem to occur to him.

He crosses the African desert in patent-leather boots, does the stage hero. He takes a supply with him when he is wrecked on an uninhabited island. He arrives from long and trying journeys; his clothes are ragged and torn, but his boots are new and shiny. He puts on patent-leather boots to tramp through the Australian bush, to fight in Egypt, to discover the north pole.

Sometimes he is a gold-digger, sometimes a dock laborer, sometimes a soldier, sometimes a sailor, but whatever he is he wears patent-leather boots.

He goes boating in patent leather boots, he plays cricket in them; he goes fishing and shooting in them. He will go to heaven in patent-leather boots or he will decline the invitation.

The stage hero never talks in a simple, straightforward way, like a mere ordinary mortal.

You will write to me when you are away, dear, wont you? says the heroine.

A mere human being would reply:

Why, of course I shall, ducky, every day.

But the stage hero is a superior creature. He says:

Dost see yonder star, sweet?

She looks up and owns that she does see yonder star; and then off he starts and drivels on about that star for full five minutes, and says he will cease to write to her when that pale star has fallen from its place amid the firmament of heaven.

The result of a long course of acquaintanceship with stage heroes has been, so far as we are concerned, to create a yearning for a new kind of stage hero. What we would like for a change would be a man who wouldnt cackle and brag quite so much, but who was capable of taking care of himself for a day without getting into trouble.


THE VILLAIN.
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HE WEARS A clean collar and smokes a cigarette; that is how we know he is a villain. In real life it is often difficult to tell a villain from an honest man, and this gives rise to mistakes; but on the stage, as we have said villains wear clean collars and smoke cigarettes, and thus all fear of blunder is avoided.

It is well that the rule does not hold off the stage, or good men might be misjudged. We ourselves, for instance, wear a clean collar — sometimes.

It might be very awkward for our family, especially on Sundays.

He has no power of repartee, has the stage villain. All the good people in the play say rude and insulting things to him, and smack at him, and score off him all through the act, but he can never answer them back — can never think of anything clever to say in return.

Ha! ha! wait till Monday week, is the most brilliant retort that he can make, and he has to get into a corner by himself to think of even that.

The stage villains career is always very easy and prosperous up to within a minute of the end of each act. Then he gets suddenly let in, generally by the comic man. It always happens so. Yet the villain is always intensely surprised each time. He never seems to learn anything from experience.

A few years ago the villain used to be blessed with a hopeful and philosophical temperament, which enabled him to bear up under these constantly recurring disappointments and reverses. It was no matter, he would say. Crushed for the moment though he might be, his buoyant heart never lost courage. He had a simple, child-like faith in Providence. A time will come, he would remark, and this idea consoled him.

Of late, however, this trusting hopefulness of his, as expressed in the beautiful lines we have quoted, appears to have forsaken him. We are sorry for this. We always regarded it as one of the finest traits in his character.

The stage villains love for the heroine is sublime in its steadfastness. She is a woman of lugubrious and tearful disposition, added to which she is usually incumbered with a couple of priggish and highly objectionable children, and what possible attraction there is about her we ourselves can never understand; but the stage villain — well, there, he is fairly mashed on her.

Nothing can alter his affection. She hates him and insults him to an extent that is really unladylike. Every time he tries to explain his devotion to her, the hero comes in and knocks him down in the middle of it, or the comic man catches him during one or the other of his harassing love-scenes with her, and goes off and tells the villagers or the guests, and they come round and nag him (we should think that the villain must grow to positively dislike the comic man before the piece is over).

Notwithstanding all this he still hankers after her and swears she shall be his. He is not a bad-looking fellow, and from what we know of the market, we should say there are plenty of other girls who would jump at him; yet for the sake of settling down with this dismal young female as his wife, he is prepared to go through a laborious and exhaustive course of crime and to be bullied and insulted by every one he meets. His love sustains him under it all. He robs and forges, and cheats, and lies, and murders, and arsons. If there were any other crimes he could commit to win her affection, he would, for her sweet sake, commit them cheerfully. But he doesnt know any others — at all events, he is not well up in any others — and she still does not care for him, and what is he to do?

It is very unfortunate for both of them. It is evident to the merest spectator that the ladys life would be much happier if the villain did not love her quite so much; and as for him, his career might be calmer and less criminal but for his deep devotion to her.

You see, it is having met her in early life that is the cause of all the trouble. He first saw her when she was a child, and he loved her, ay, even then. Ah, and he would have worked — slaved for her, and have made her rich and happy. He might perhaps even have been a good man.

She tries to soothe him. She says she loathed him with an unspeakable horror from the first moment that her eyes met his revolting form. She says she saw a hideous toad once in a nasty pond, and she says that rather would she take that noisome reptile and clasp its slimy bosom to her own than tolerate one instants touch from his (the villains) arms.

This sweet prattle of hers, however, only charms him all the more. He says he will win her yet.

Nor does the villain seem much happier in his less serious love episodes. After he has indulged in a little badinage of the above character with his real lady-love, the heroine, he will occasionally try a little light flirtation passage with her maid or lady friend.

The maid or friend does not waste time in simile or in metaphor. She calls him a black-hearted scoundrel and clumps him over the head.

Of recent years it has been attempted to cheer the stage villains loveless life by making the village clergymans daughter gone on him. But it is generally about ten years ago when even she loved him, and her love has turned to hate by the time the play opens; so that on the whole his lot can hardly be said to have been much improved in this direction.

Not but what it must be confessed that her change of feeling is, under the circumstances, only natural. He took her away from her happy, peaceful home when she was very young and brought her up to this wicked overgrown London. He did not marry her. There is no earthly reason why he should not have married her. She must have been a fine girl at that time (and she is a good-looking woman as it is, with dash and go about her), and any other man would have settled down cozily with her and have led a simple, blameless life.

But the stage villain is built cussed.

He ill-uses this female most shockingly — not for any cause or motive whatever; indeed, his own practical interests should prompt him to treat her well and keep friends with her — but from the natural cussedness to which we have just alluded. When he speaks to her he seizes her by the wrist and breathes what hes got to say into her ear, and it tickles and revolts her.

The only thing in which he is good to her is in the matter of dress. He does not stint her in dress.

The stage villain is superior to the villain of real life. The villain of real life is actuated by mere sordid and selfish motives. The stage villain does villainy, not for any personal advantage to himself, but merely from the love of the thing as an art. Villainy is to him its own reward; he revels in it.

Better far be poor and villainous, he says to himself, than possess all the wealth of the Indies with a clear conscience. I will be a villain, he cries. I will, at great expense and inconvenience to myself, murder the good old man, get the hero accused of the crime, and make love to his wife while he is in prison. It will be a risky and laborious business for me from beginning to end, and can bring me no practical advantage whatever. The girl will call me insulting names when I pay her a visit, and will push me violently in the chest when I get near her; her golden-haired infant will say I am a bad man and may even refuse to kiss me. The comic man will cover me with humorous opprobrium, and the villagers will get a day off and hang about the village pub and hoot me. Everybody will see through my villainy, and I shall be nabbed in the end. I always am. But it is no matter, I will be a villain — ha! ha!

On the whole, the stage villain appears to us to be a rather badly used individual. He never has any estates or property himself, and his only chance of getting on in the world is to sneak the heros. He has an affectionate disposition, and never having any wife of his own he is compelled to love other peoples; but his affection is ever unrequited, and everything comes wrong for him in the end.

Our advice to stage villains generally, after careful observation of (stage) life and (stage) human nature, is as follows:

Never be a stage villain at all if you can help it. The life is too harassing and the remuneration altogether disproportionate to the risks and labor.

If you have run away with the clergymans daughter and she still clings to you, do not throw her down in the center of the stage and call her names. It only irritates her, and she takes a dislike to you and goes and warns the other girl.

Dont have too many accomplices; and if you have got them, dont keep sneering at them and bullying them. A word from them can hang you, and yet you do all you can to rile them. Treat them civilly and let them have their fair share of the swag.

Beware of the comic man. When you are committing a murder or robbing a safe you never look to see where the comic man is. You are so careless in that way. On the whole, it might be as well if you murdered the comic man early in the play.

Dont make love to the heros wife. She doesnt like you; how can you expect her to? Besides, it isnt proper. Why dont you get a girl of your own?

Lastly, dont go down to the scenes of your crimes in the last act. You always will do this. We suppose it is some extra cheap excursion down there that attracts you. But take our advice and dont go. That is always where you get nabbed. The police know your habits from experience. They do not trouble to look for you. They go down in the last act to the old hall or the ruined mill where you did the deed and wait for you.

In nine cases out of ten you would get off scot-free but for this idiotic custom of yours. Do keep away from the place. Go abroad or to the sea-side when the last act begins and stop there till it is over. You will be safe then.


THE HEROINE.
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SHE IS ALWAYS in trouble — and dont she let you know it, too! Her life is undeniably a hard one. Nothing goes right with her. We all have our troubles, but the stage heroine never has anything else. If she only got one afternoon a week off from trouble or had her Sundays free it would be something.

But no; misfortune stalks beside her from weeks beginning to weeks end.

After her husband has been found guilty of murder, which is about the least thing that can ever happen to him, and her white-haired father has become a bankrupt and has died of a broken heart, and the home of her childhood has been sold up, then her infant goes and contracts a lingering fever.

She weeps a good deal during the course of her troubles, which we suppose is only natural enough, poor woman. But it is depressing from the point of view of the audience, and we almost wish before the evening is out that she had not got quite so much trouble.

It is over the child that she does most of her weeping. The child has a damp time of it altogether. We sometimes wonder that it never catches rheumatism.

She is very good, is the stage heroine. The comic man expresses a belief that she is a born angel. She reproves him for this with a tearful smile (it wouldnt be her smile if it wasnt tearful).

Oh, no, she says (sadly of course); I have many, many faults.

We rather wish that she would show them a little more. Her excessive goodness seems somehow to pall upon us. Our only consolation while watching her is that there are not many good women off the stage. Life is bad enough as it is; if there were many women in real life as good as the stage heroine, it would be unbearable.

The stage heroines only pleasure in life is to go out in a snow-storm without an umbrella and with no bonnet on. She has a bonnet, we know (rather a tasteful little thing); we have seen it hanging up behind the door of her room; but when she comes out for a night stroll during a heavy snow-storm (accompanied by thunder), she is most careful to leave it at home. Maybe she fears the snow will spoil it, and she is a careful girl.

She always brings her child out with her on these occasions. She seems to think that it will freshen it up. The child does not appreciate the snow as much as she does. He says its cold.

One thing that must irritate the stage heroine very much on these occasions is the way in which the snow seems to lie in wait for her and follow her about. It is quite a fine night before she comes on the scene: the moment she appears it begins to snow. It snows heavily all the while she remains about, and the instant she goes it clears up again and keeps dry for the rest of the evening.

The way the snow goes for that poor woman is most unfair. It always snows much heavier in the particular spot where she is sitting than it does anywhere else in the whole street. Why, we have sometimes seen a heroine sitting in the midst of a blinding snow-storm while the other side of the road was as dry as a bone. And it never seemed to occur to her to cross over.

We have even known a more than unusually malignant snow-storm to follow a heroine three times round the stage and then go off (R.) with her.

Of course you cant get away from a snow-storm like that! A stage snow-storm is the kind of snow-storm that would follow you upstairs and want to come into bed with you.

Another curious thing about these stage snow-storms is that the moon is always shining brightly through the whole of them. And it shines only on the heroine, and it follows her about just like the snow does.

Nobody fully understands what a wonderful work of nature the moon is except people acquainted with the stage. Astronomy teaches you something about the moon, but you learn a good deal more from a few visits to a theater. You will find from the latter that the moon only shines on heroes and heroines, with perhaps an occasional beam on the comic man: it always goes out when it sees the villain coming.

It is surprising, too, how quickly the moon can go out on the stage. At one moment it is riding in full radiance in the midst of a cloudless sky, and the next instant it is gone! Just as though it had been turned off at a meter. It makes you quite giddy at first until you get used to it.

The stage heroine is inclined to thoughtfulness rather than gayety.

In her cheerful moments the stage heroine thinks she sees the spirit of her mother, or the ghost of her father, or she dreams of her dead baby.

But this is only in her very merry moods. As a rule, she is too much occupied with weeping to have time for frivolous reflections.

She has a great flow of language and a wonderful gift of metaphor and simile — more forcible than elegant — and this might be rather trying in a wife under ordinary circumstances. But as the hero is generally sentenced to ten years penal servitude on his wedding-morn, he escapes for a period from a danger that might well appall a less fortunate bridegroom.

Sometimes the stage heroine has a brother, and if so he is sure to be mistaken for her lover. We never came across a brother and sister in real life who ever gave the most suspicious person any grounds for mistaking them for lovers; but the stage brother and sister are so affectionate that the error is excusable.

And when the mistake does occur and the husband comes in suddenly and finds them kissing and raves she doesnt turn round and say:

Why, you silly cuckoo, its only my brother.

That would be simple and sensible, and would not suit the stage heroine at all. No; she does all in her power to make everybody believe it is true, so that she can suffer in silence.

She does so love to suffer.

Marriage is undoubtedly a failure in the case of the stage heroine.

If the stage heroine were well advised she would remain single. Her husband means well. He is decidedly affectionate. But he is unfortunate and inexperienced in worldly affairs. Things come right for him at the end of the play, it is true; but we would not recommend the heroine to place too much reliance upon the continuance of this happy state of affairs. From what we have seen of her husband and his business capabilities during the five acts preceding, we are inclined to doubt the possibility of his being anything but unfortunate to the end of his career.

True, he has at last got his rights (which he would never have lost had he had a head instead of a sentimental bladder on his shoulders), the Villain is handcuffed, and he and the heroine have settled down comfortably next door to the comic man.

But this heavenly existence will never last. The stage hero was built for trouble, and he will be in it again in another month, you bet. Theyll get up another mortgage for him on the estates; and he wont know, bless you, whether he really did sign it or whether he didnt, and out he will go.

And hell slop his name about to documents without ever looking to see what hes doing, and be let in for Lord knows what; and another wife will turn up for him that he had married when a boy and forgotten all about.

And the next corpse that comes to the village hell get mixed up with — sure to — and have it laid to his door, and therell be all the old business over again.

No, our advice to the stage heroine is to get rid of the hero as soon as possible, marry the villain, and go and live abroad somewhere where the comic man wont come fooling around.

She will be much happier.


THE COMIC MAN.

He follows the hero all over the world. This is rough on the hero.
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WHAT MAKES HIM so gone on the hero is that when they were boys together the hero used to knock him down and kick him. The comic man remembers this with a glow of pride when he is grown up, and it makes him love the hero and determine to devote his life to him.

He is a man of humble station — the comic man. The village blacksmith or a peddler. You never see a rich or aristocratic comic man on the stage. You can have your choice on the stage; you can be funny and of lowly origin, or you can be well-to-do and without any sense of humor. Peers and policemen are the people most utterly devoid of humor on the stage.

The chief duty of the comic mans life is to make love to servant-girls, and they slap his face; but it does not discourage him; he seems to be more smitten by them than ever.

The comic man is happy under any fate, and he says funny things at funerals and when the bailiffs are in the house or the hero is waiting to be hanged.

This sort of man is rather trying in real life. In real life such a man would probably be slaughtered to death and buried at an early period of his career, but on the stage they put up with him.

He is very good, is the comic man. He cant bear villainy. To thwart villainy is his lifes ambition, and in this noble object fortune backs him up grandly. Bad people come and commit their murders and thefts right under his nose, so that he can denounce them in the last act.

They never see him there, standing close beside them, while they are performing these fearful crimes.

It is marvelous how short-sighted people on the stage are. We always thought that the young lady in real life was moderately good at not seeing folks she did not want to when they were standing straight in front of her, but her affliction in this direction is as nothing compared with that of her brothers and sisters on the stage.

These unfortunate people come into rooms where there are crowds of people about — people that it is most important that they should see, and owing to not seeing whom they get themselves into fearful trouble, and they never notice any of them. They talk to somebody opposite, and they cant see a third person that is standing bang between the two of them.

You might fancy they wore blinkers.

Then, again, their hearing is so terribly weak. It really ought to be seen to. People talk and chatter at the very top of their voices close behind them, and they never hear a word — dont know anybodys there, even. After it has been going on for half an hour, and the people up stage have made themselves hoarse with shouting, and somebody has been boisterously murdered and all the furniture upset, then the people down stage think they hear a noise.

The comic man always rows with his wife if he is married or with his sweetheart if he is not married. They quarrel all day long. It must be a trying life, you would think, but they appear to like it.

How the comic man lives and supports his wife (she looks as if it wanted something to support her, too) and family is always a mystery to us. As we have said, he is not a rich man and he never seems to earn any money. Sometimes he keeps a shop, and in the way he manages business it must be an expensive thing to keep, for he never charges anybody for anything, he is so generous. All his customers seem to be people more or less in trouble, and he cant find it in his heart to ask them to pay for their goods under such distressing circumstances.

He stuffs their basket full with twice as much as they came to buy, pushes their money back into their hands, and wipes away a tear.

Why doesnt a comic man come and set up a grocery store in our neighborhood?

When the shop does not prove sufficiently profitable (as under the above-explained method sometimes happens to be the case) the comic mans wife seeks to add to the income by taking in lodgers. This is a bad move on her part, for it always ends in the lodgers taking her in. The hero and heroine, who seem to have been waiting for something of the sort, immediately come and take possession of the whole house.

Of course the comic man could not think of charging for mere board and lodging the man who knocked him down when they were boys together! Besides, was not the heroine (now the heros wife) the sweetest and the blithest girl in all the village of Deepdale? (They must have been a gloomy band, the others!) How can any one with a human heart beneath his bosom suggest that people like that should pay for their rest and washing? The comic man is shocked at his wife for even thinking of such a thing, and the end of it is that Mr. and Mrs. Hero live there for the rest of the play rent free; coals, soap, candles, and hair-oil for the child being provided for them on the same terms.

The hero raises vague and feeble objections to this arrangement now and again. He says he will not hear of such a thing, that he will stay no longer to be a burden upon these honest folk, but will go forth unto the roadside and there starve. The comic man has awful work with him, but wins at last and persuades the noble fellow to stop on and give the place another trial.

When, a morning or so after witnessing one of these beautiful scenes, our own landlady knocks at our door and creates a disturbance over a paltry matter of three or four weeks rent, and says shell have her money or out we go that very day, and drifts slowly away down toward the kitchen, abusing us in a rising voice as she descends, then we think of these things and grow sad.

It is the example of the people round him that makes the comic man so generous. Everybody is generous on the stage. They are giving away their purses all day long; that is the regulation tip on the stage — ones purse. The moment you hear a tale of woe, you grab it out of your pocket, slap it in to the woe-ers palm, grip his hand, dash away a tear, and exit; you dont even leave yourself a bus fare home. You walk back quickly and get another purse.

Middle-class people and others on the stage who are short of purses have to content themselves with throwing about rolls of bank-notes and tipping servants with five-pound checks. Very stingy people on the stage have been known to be so cussed mean as to give away mere sovereigns.

But they are generally only villains or lords that descend to this sort of thing. Respectable stage folk never offer anything less than a purse.

The recipient is very grateful on receiving the purse (he never looks inside) and thinks that Heaven ought to reward the donor. They get a lot of work out of Heaven on the stage. Heaven does all the odd jobs for them that they dont want to go to the trouble and expense of doing for themselves. Heavens chief duty on the stage is to see to the repayment of all those sums of money that are given or lent to the good people. It is generally requested to do this to the tune of a thousand-fold — an exorbitant rate when you come to think of it.

Heaven is also expected to take care that the villain gets properly cursed, and to fill up its spare time by bringing misfortune upon the local landlord. It has to avenge everybody and to help all the good people whenever they are in trouble. And they keep it going in this direction.

And when the hero leaves for prison Heaven has to take care of his wife and child till he comes out; and if this isnt a handful for it, we dont know what would be!

Heaven on the stage is always on the side of the hero and heroine and against the police.

Occasionally, of late years, the comic man has been a bad man, but you cant hate him for it. What if he does ruin the hero and rob the heroine and help to murder the good old man? He does it all in such a genial, light-hearted spirit that it is not in ones heart to feel angry with him. It is the way in which a thing is done that makes all the difference.

Besides, he can always round on his pal, the serious villain, at the end, and that makes it all right.

The comic man is not a sportsman. If he goes out shooting, we know that when he returns we shall hear that he has shot the dog. If he takes his girl out on the river he upsets her (literally we mean). The comic man never goes out for a days pleasure without coming home a wreck.

If he merely goes to tea with his girl at her mothers, he swallows a muffin and chokes himself.

The comic man is not happy in his married life, nor does it seem to us that he goes the right way to be so. He calls his wife his old Dutch clock, the old geyser, and such like terms of endearment, and addresses her with such remarks as Ah, you old cat, You ugly old nutmeg grater, You orangamatang, you! etc., etc.

Well, you know that is not the way to make things pleasant about a house.

Still, with all his faults we like the comic man. He is not always in trouble and he does not make long speeches.

Let us bless him.


THE LAWYER.
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HE IS VERY old, and very long, and very thin. He has white hair. He dresses in the costume of the last generation but seven. He has bushy eyebrows and is clean shaven. His chin itches considerably, so that he has to be always scratching it. His favorite remark is Ah!

In real life we have heard of young solicitors, of foppish solicitors, of short solicitors; but on the stage they are always very thin and very old. The youngest stage solicitor we ever remember to have seen looked about sixty — the oldest about a hundred and forty-five.

By the bye, it is never very safe to judge peoples ages on the stage by their personal appearance. We have known old ladies who looked seventy, if they were a day, turn out to be the mothers of boys of fourteen, while the middle-aged husband of the young wife generally gives one the idea of ninety.

Again, what appears at first sight to be a comfortable-looking and eminently respectable elderly lady is often discovered to be, in reality, a giddy, girlish, and inexperienced young thing, the pride of the village or the darling of the regiment.

So, too, an exceptionally stout and short-winded old gentleman, who looks as if he had been living too well and taking too little exercise for the last forty-five years, is not the heavy father, as you might imagine if you judged from mere external evidence, but a wild, reckless boy.

You would not think so to look at him, but his only faults are that he is so young and light-headed. There is good in him, however, and he will no doubt be steady enough when he grows up. All the young men of the neighborhood worship him and the girls love him.

Here he comes, they say; dear, dear old Jack — Jack, the darling boy — the headstrong youth — Jack, the leader of our juvenile sports — Jack, whose childish innocence wins all hearts. Three cheers for dancing, bright-eyed Jack!

On the other hand, ladies with the complexion of eighteen are, you learn as the story progresses, quite elderly women, the mothers of middle-aged heroes.

The experienced observer of stage-land never jumps to conclusions from what he sees. He waits till he is told things.

The stage lawyer never has any office of his own. He transacts all his business at his clients houses. He will travel hundreds of miles to tell them the most trivial piece of legal information.

It never occurs to him how much simpler it would be to write a letter. The item for traveling expenses in his bill of costs must be something enormous.

There are two moments in the course of his clients career that the stage lawyer particularly enjoys. The first is when the client comes unexpectedly into a fortune; the second when he unexpectedly loses it.

In the former case, upon learning the good news the stage lawyer at once leaves his business and hurries off to the other end of the kingdom to bear the glad tidings. He arrives at the humble domicile of the beneficiary in question, sends up his card, and is ushered into the front parlor. He enters mysteriously and sits left — client sits right. An ordinary, common lawyer would come to the point at once, state the matter in a plain, business-like way, and trust that he might have the pleasure of representing, etc., etc.; but such simple methods are not those of the stage lawyer. He looks at the client and says:

You had a father.

The client starts. How on earth did this calm, thin, keen-eyed old man in black know that he had a father? He shuffles and stammers, but the quiet, impenetrable lawyer fixes his cold, glassy eye on him, and he is helpless. Subterfuge, he feels, is useless, and amazed, bewildered at the knowledge of his most private affairs possessed by his strange visitant, he admits the fact: he had a father.

The lawyer smiles with a quiet smile of triumph and scratches his chin.

You had a mother, too, if I am informed correctly, he continues.

It is idle attempting to escape this mans supernatural acuteness, and the client owns up to having had a mother also.

From this the lawyer goes on to communicate to the client, as a great secret, the whole of his (the clients) history from his cradle upward, and also the history of his nearer relatives, and in less than half an hour from the old mans entrance, or say forty minutes at the outside, the client almost knows what the business is about.

On the other occasion, when the client has lost his fortune, the stage lawyer is even still happier. He comes down himself to tell the misfortune (he would not miss the job for worlds), and he takes care to choose the most unpropitious moment possible for breaking the news. On the eldest daughters birthday, when there is a big party on, is his favorite time. He comes in about midnight and tells them just as they are going down to supper.

He has no idea of business hours, has the stage lawyer — to make the thing as unpleasant as possible seems to be his only anxiety.

If he cannot work it for a birthday, then he waits till theres a wedding on, and gets up early in the morning on purpose to run down and spoil the show. To enter among a crowd of happy, joyous fellow-creatures and leave them utterly crushed and miserable is the stage lawyers hobby.

The stage lawyer is a very talkative gentleman. He regards the telling of his clients most private affairs to every stranger that he meets as part of his professional duties. A good gossip with a few chance acquaintances about the family secrets of his employers is food and drink for the stage lawyer.

They all go about telling their own and their friends secrets to perfect strangers on the stage. Whenever two people have five minutes to spare on the stage they tell each other the story of their lives. Sit down and I will tell you the story of my life is the stage equivalent for the Come and have a drink of the outside world.

The good stage lawyer has generally nursed the heroine on his knee when a baby (when she was a baby, we mean) — when she was only so high. It seems to have been a part of his professional duties. The good stage lawyer also kisses all the pretty girls in the play and is expected to chuck the housemaid under the chin. It is good to be a good stage lawyer.

The good stage lawyer also wipes away a tear when sad things happen; and he turns away to do this and blows his nose, and says he thinks he has a fly in his eye. This touching trait in his character is always held in great esteem by the audience and is much applauded.

The good stage lawyer is never by any chance a married man. (Few good men are, so we gather from our married lady friends.) He loved in early life the heroines mother. That sainted woman (tear and nose business) died and is now among the angels — the gentleman who did marry her, by the bye, is not quite so sure about this latter point, but the lawyer is fixed on the idea.

In stage literature of a frivolous nature the lawyer is a very different individual. In comedy he is young, he possesses chambers, and he is married (there is no doubt about this latter fact); and his wife and his mother-in-law spend most of the day in his office and make the dull old place quite lively for him.

He only has one client. She is a nice lady and affable, but her antecedents are doubtful, and she seems to be no better than she ought to be — possibly worse. But anyhow she is the sole business that the poor fellow has — is, in fact, his only source of income, and might, one would think, under such circumstances be accorded a welcome by his family. But his wife and his mother-in-law, on the contrary, take a violent dislike to her, and the lawyer has to put her in the coal-scuttle or lock her up in the safe whenever he hears either of these female relatives of his coming up the stairs.

We should not care to be the client of a farcical comedy stage lawyer. Legal transactions are trying to the nerves under the most favorable circumstances; conducted by a farcical stage lawyer, the business would be too exciting for us.


THE ADVENTURESS.
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SHE SITS ON a table and smokes a cigarette. A cigarette on the stage is always the badge of infamy.

In real life the cigarette is usually the hall-mark of the particularly mild and harmless individual. It is the dissipation of the Y.M.C.A.; the innocent joy of the pure-hearted boy long ere the demoralizing influence of our vaunted civilization has dragged him down into the depths of the short clay.

But behind the cigarette on the stage lurks ever black-hearted villainy and abandoned womanhood.

The adventuress is generally of foreign extraction. They do not make bad women in England — the article is entirely of continental manufacture and has to be imported. She speaks English with a charming little French accent, and she makes up for this by speaking French with a good sound English one.

She seems a smart business woman, and she would probably get on very well if it were not for her friends and relations. Friends and relations are a trying class of people even in real life, as we all know, but the friends and relations of the stage adventuress are a particularly irritating lot. They never leave her; never does she get a day or an hour off from them. Wherever she goes, there the whole tribe goes with her.

They all go with her in a body when she calls on her young man, and it is as much as she can do to persuade them to go into the next room even for five minutes, and give her a chance. When she is married they come and live with her.

They know her dreadful secret and it keeps them in comfort for years. Knowing somebodys secret seems, on the stage, to be one of the most profitable and least exhausting professions going.

She is fond of married life, is the adventuress, and she goes in for it pretty extensively. She has husbands all over the globe, most of them in prison, but they escape and turn up in the last act and spoil all the poor girls plans. That is so like husbands — no consideration, no thought for their poor wives. They are not a prepossessing lot, either, those early husbands of hers. What she could have seen in them to induce her to marry them is indeed a mystery.

The adventuress dresses magnificently. Where she gets the money from we never could understand, for she and her companions are always more or less complaining of being stone broke. Dressmakers must be a trusting people where she comes from.

The adventuress is like the proverbial cat as regards the number of lives she is possessed of. You never know when she is really dead. Most people like to die once and have done with it, but the adventuress, after once or twice trying it, seems to get quite to like it, and goes on giving way to it, and then it grows upon her until she cant help herself, and it becomes a sort of craving with her.

This habit of hers is, however, a very trying one for her friends and husbands — it makes things so uncertain. Something ought to be done to break her of it. Her husbands, on hearing that she is dead, go into raptures and rush off and marry other people, and then just as they are starting off on their new honeymoon up she crops again, as fresh as paint. It is really most annoying.

For ourselves, were we the husband of a stage adventuress we should never, after what we have seen of the species, feel quite justified in believing her to be dead unless we had killed and buried her ourselves; and even then we should be more easy in our minds if we could arrange to sit on her grave for a week or so afterward. These women are so artful!

But it is not only the adventuress who will persist in coming to life again every time she is slaughtered. They all do it on the stage. They are all so unreliable in this respect. It must be most disheartening to the murderers.

And then, again, it is something extraordinary, when you come to think of it, what a tremendous amount of killing some of them can stand and still come up smiling in the next act, not a penny the worse for it. They get stabbed, and shot, and thrown over precipices thousands of feet high and, bless you, it does them good — it is like a tonic to them.

As for the young man that is coming home to see his girl, you simply cant kill him. Achilles was a summer rose compared with him. Nature and mankind have not sufficient materials in hand as yet to kill that man. Science has but the strength of a puling babe against his invulnerability. You can waste your time on earthquakes and shipwrecks, volcanic eruptions, floods, explosions, railway accidents, and such like sort of things, if you are foolish enough to do so; but it is no good your imagining that anything of the kind can hurt him, because it cant.

There will be thousands of people killed, thousands in each instance, but one human being will always escape, and that one human being will be the stage young man who is coming home to see his girl.

He is forever being reported as dead, but it always turns out to be another fellow who was like him or who had on his (the young mans) hat. He is bound to be out of it, whoever else may be in.

If I had been at my post that day, he explains to his sobbing mother, I should have been blown up, but the Providence that watches over good men had ordained that I should be laying blind drunk in Bloggs saloon at the time the explosion took place, and so the other engineer, who had been doing my work when it was his turn to be off, was killed along with the whole of the crew.

Ah, thank Heaven, thank Heaven for that! ejaculates the pious old lady, and the comic man is so overcome with devout joy that he has to relieve his overstrained heart by drawing his young woman on one side and grossly insulting her.

All attempts to kill this young man ought really to be given up now. The job has been tried over and over again by villains and bad people of all kinds, but no one has ever succeeded. There has been an amount of energy and ingenuity expended in seeking to lay up that one man which, properly utilized, might have finished off ten million ordinary mortals. It is sad to think of so much wasted effort.

He, the young man coming home to see his girl, need never take an insurance ticket or even buy a Tit Bits. It would be needless expenditure in his case.

On the other hand, and to make matters equal, as it were, there are some stage people so delicate that it is next door to impossible to keep them alive.

The inconvenient husband is a most pathetic example of this. Medical science is powerless to save that man when the last act comes round; indeed, we doubt whether medical science, in its present state of development, could even tell what is the matter with him or why he dies at all. He looks healthy and robust enough and nobody touches him, yet down he drops, without a word of warning, stone-dead, in the middle of the floor — he always dies in the middle of the floor. Some folks like to die in bed, but stage people dont. They like to die on the floor. We all have our different tastes.

The adventuress herself is another person who dies with remarkable ease. We suppose in her case it is being so used to it that makes her so quick and clever at it. There is no lingering illness and doctors bills and upsetting of the whole household arrangements about her method. One walk round the stage and the thing is done.

All bad characters die quickly on the stage. Good characters take a long time over it, and have a sofa down in the drawing-room to do it on, and have sobbing relatives and good old doctors fooling around them, and can smile and forgive everybody. Bad stage characters have to do the whole job, dying speech and all, in about ten seconds, and do it with all their clothes on into the bargain, which must make it most uncomfortable.

It is repentance that kills off the bad people in plays. They always repent, and the moment they repent they die. Repentance on the stage seems to be one of the most dangerous things a man can be taken with. Our advice to stage wicked people would undoubtedly be, Never repent. If you value your life, dont repent. It always means sudden death!

To return to our adventuress. She is by no means a bad woman. There is much good in her. This is more than proved by the fact that she learns to love the hero before she dies; for no one but a really good woman capable of extraordinary patience and gentleness could ever, we are convinced, grow to feel any other sentiment for that irritating ass, than a desire to throw bricks at him.

The stage adventuress would be a much better woman, too, if it were not for the heroine. The adventuress makes the most complete arrangements for being noble and self-sacrificing — that is, for going away and never coming back, and is just about to carry them out, when the heroine, who has a perfect genius for being in the wrong place at the right time, comes in and spoils it all. No stage adventuress can be good while the heroine is about. The sight of the heroine rouses every bad feeling in her breast.

We can sympathize with her in this respect. The heroine often affects ourselves in precisely the same way.

There is a good deal to be said in favor of the adventuress. True, she possesses rather too much sarcasm and repartee to make things quite agreeable round the domestic hearth, and when she has got all her clothes on there is not much room left in the place for anybody else; but taken on the whole she is decidedly attractive. She has grit and go in her. She is alive. She can do something to help herself besides calling for George.

She has not got a stage child — if she ever had one, she has left it on somebody elses doorstep which, presuming there was no water handy to drown it in, seems to be about the most sensible thing she could have done with it. She is not oppressively good.

She never wants to be unhanded or let to pass.

She is not always being shocked or insulted by people telling her that they love her; she does not seem to mind it if they do. She is not always fainting, and crying, and sobbing, and wailing, and moaning, like the good people in the play are.

Oh, they do have an unhappy time of it — the good people in plays! Then she is the only person in the piece who can sit on the comic man.

We sometimes think it would be a fortunate thing — for him — if they allowed her to marry and settle down quietly with the hero. She might make a man of him in time.


THE SERVANT-GIRL.
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THERE ARE TWO types of servant-girl to be met with on the stage. This is an unusual allowance for one profession.

There is the lodging-house slavey. She has a good heart and a smutty face and is always dressed according to the latest fashion in scarecrows. Her leading occupation is the cleaning of boots. She cleans boots all over the house, at all hours of the day. She comes and sits down on the heros breakfast-table and cleans them over the poor fellows food. She comes into the drawing-room cleaning boots.

She has her own method of cleaning them, too. She rubs off the mud, puts on the blacking, and polishes up all with the same brush. They take an enormous amount of polishing. She seems to do nothing else all day long but walk about shining one boot, and she breathes on it and rubs it till you wonder there is any leather left, yet it never seems to get any brighter, nor, indeed, can you expect it to, for when you look close you see it is a patent-leather boot that she has been throwing herself away upon all this time.

Somebody has been having a lark with the poor girl.

The lodging-house slavey brushes her hair with the boot brush and blacks the end of her nose with it.

We were acquainted with a lodging-house slavey once — a real one, we mean. She was the handmaiden at a house in Bloomsbury where we once hung out. She was untidy in her dress, it is true, but she had not quite that castaway and gone-to-sleep-in-a-dust-bin appearance that we, an earnest student of the drama, felt she ought to present, and we questioned her one day on the subject.

How is it, Sophronia, we said, that you distantly resemble a human being instead of giving one the idea of an animated rag-shop? Dont you ever polish your nose with the blacking-brush, or rub coal into your head, or wash your face in treacle, or put skewers into your hair, or anything of that sort, like they do on the stage?

She said: Lord love you, what should I want to go and be a bally idiot like that for?

And we have not liked to put the question elsewhere since then.

The other type of servant-girl on the stage — the villa servant-girl — is a very different personage. She is a fetching little thing, dresses bewitchingly, and is always clean. Her duties are to dust the legs of the chairs in the drawing-room. That is the only work she ever has to do, but it must be confessed she does that thoroughly. She never comes into the room without dusting the legs of these chairs, and she dusts them again before she goes out.

If anything ought to be free from dust in a stage house, it should be the legs of the drawing-room chairs.

She is going to marry the man-servant, is the stage servant-girl, as soon as they have saved up sufficient out of their wages to buy a hotel. They think they will like to keep a hotel. They dont understand a bit about the business, which we believe is a complicated one, but this does not trouble them in the least.

They quarrel a good deal over their love-making, do the stage servant-girl and her young man, and they always come into the drawing-room to do it. They have got the kitchen, and there is the garden (with a fountain and mountains in the background — you can see it through the window), but no! no place in or about the house is good enough for them to quarrel in except the drawing-room. They quarrel there so vigorously that it even interferes with the dusting of the chair-legs.

She ought not to be long in saving up sufficient to marry on, for the generosity of people on the stage to the servants there makes one seriously consider the advisability of ignoring the unremunerative professions of ordinary life and starting a new and more promising career as a stage servant.

No one ever dreams of tipping the stage servant with less than a sovereign when they ask her if her mistress is at home or give her a letter to post, and there is quite a rush at the end of the piece to stuff five-pound notes into her hand. The good old man gives her ten.

The stage servant is very impudent to her mistress, and the master — he falls in love with her and it does upset the house so.

Sometimes the servant-girl is good and faithful, and then she is Irish. All good servant-girls on the stage are Irish.

All the male visitors are expected to kiss the stage servant-girl when they come into the house, and to dig her in the ribs and to say: Do you know, Jane, I think youre an uncommonly nice girl — click. They always say this, and she likes it.

Many years ago, when we were young, we thought we would see if things were the same off the stage, and the next time we called at a certain friends house we tried this business on.

She wasnt quite so dazzlingly beautiful as they are on the stage, but we passed that. She showed us up into the drawing-room, and then said she would go and tell her mistress we were there.

We felt this was the time to begin. We skipped between her and the door. We held our hat in front of us, cocked our head on one side, and said: Dont go! dont go!

The girl seemed alarmed. We began to get a little nervous ourselves, but we had begun it and we meant to go through with it.

We said, Do you know, Jane (her name wasnt Jane, but that wasnt our fault), do you know, Jane, I think youre an uncommonly nice girl, and we said click, and dug her in the ribs with our elbow, and then chucked her under the chin. The whole thing seemed to fall flat. There was nobody there to laugh or applaud. We wished we hadnt done it. It seemed stupid when you came to think of it. We began to feel frightened. The business wasnt going as we expected; but we screwed up our courage and went on.

We put on the customary expression of comic imbecility and beckoned the girl to us. We have never seen this fail on the stage.

But this girl seemed made wrong. She got behind the sofa and screamed Help!

We have never known them to do this on the stage, and it threw us out in our plans. We did not know exactly what to do. We regretted that we had ever begun this job and heartily wished ourselves out of it. But it appeared foolish to pause then, when we were more than half-way through, and we made a rush to get it over.

We chivvied the girl round the sofa and caught her near the door and kissed her. She scratched our face, yelled police, murder, and fire, and fled from the room.

Our friend came in almost immediately. He said:

I say, J., old man, are you drunk?

We told him no, that we were only a student of the drama. His wife then entered in a towering passion. She didnt ask us if we were drunk. She said:

How dare you come here in this state!

We endeavored unsuccessfully to induce her to believe that we were sober, and we explained that our course of conduct was what was always pursued on the stage.

She said she didnt care what was done on the stage, it wasnt going to be pursued in her house; and that if her husbands friends couldnt behave as gentlemen they had better stop away.

The following morning we received a letter from a firm of solicitors in Lincolns Inn with reference, so they put it, to the brutal and unprovoked assault committed by us on the previous afternoon upon the person of their client, Miss Matilda Hemmings. The letter stated that we had punched Miss Hemmings in the side, struck her under the chin, and afterward, seizing her as she was leaving the room, proceeded to commit a gross assault, into the particulars of which it was needless for them to enter at greater length.

It added that if we were prepared to render an ample written apology and to pay 50 pounds compensation, they would advise their client, Miss Matilda Hemmings, to allow the matter to drop; otherwise criminal proceedings would at once be commenced against us.

We took the letter to our own solicitors and explained the circumstances to them. They said it seemed to be a very sad case, but advised us to pay the 50 pounds, and we borrowed the money and did so.

Since then we have lost faith, somehow, in the British drama as a guide to the conduct of life.


THE CHILD.
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IT IS NICE and quiet and it talks prettily.

We have come across real infants now and then in the course of visits to married friends; they have been brought to us from outlying parts of the house and introduced to us for our edification; and we have found them gritty and sticky. Their boots have usually been muddy, and they have wiped them up against our new trousers. And their hair has suggested the idea that they have been standing on their heads in the dust-bin.

And they have talked to us — but not prettily, not at all — rather rude we should call it.

But the stage child is very different. It is clean and tidy. You can touch it anywhere and nothing comes off. Its face glows with soap and water. From the appearance of its hands it is evident that mud-pies and tar are joys unknown to it. As for its hair, there is something uncanny about its smoothness and respectability. Even its boot-laces are done up.

We have never seen anything like the stage child outside a theater excepting one — that was on the pavement in front of a tailors shop in Tottenham Court Road. He stood on a bit of round wood, and it was fifteen and nine, his style.

We thought in our ignorance prior to this that there could not be anything in the world like the stage child, but you see we were mistaken.

The stage child is affectionate to its parents and its nurse and is respectful in its demeanor toward those whom Providence has placed in authority over it; and so far it is certainly much to be preferred to the real article. It speaks of its male and female progenitors as dear, dear papa and dear, dear mamma, and it refers to its nurse as darling nursey. We are connected with a youthful child ourselves — a real one — a nephew. He alludes to his father (when his father is not present) as the old man, and always calls the nurse old nut-crackers. Why cannot they make real children who say dear, dear mamma and dear, dear papa?

The stage child is much superior to the live infant in every way. The stage child does not go rampaging about a house and screeching and yelling till nobody knows whether they are on their heads or their heels.

A stage child does not get up at five oclock in the morning to practice playing on a penny whistle. A stage child never wants a bicycle and drives you mad about it. A stage child does not ask twenty complicated questions a minute about things that you dont understand, and then wind up by asking why you dont seem to know anything, and why wouldnt anybody teach you anything when you were a little boy.

The stage child does not wear a hole in the seat of its knickerbockers and have to have a patch let in. The stage child comes downstairs on its feet.

The stage child never brings home six other children to play at horses in the front garden, and then wants to know if they can all come in to tea. The stage child never has the wooping-cough, and the measles, and every other disease that it can lay its hands on, and be laid up with them one after the other and turn the house upside down.

The stage childs department in the scheme of life is to harrow up its mothers feelings by ill-timed and uncalled-for questions about its father. It always wants to know, before a roomful of people, where dear papa is, and why he has left dear mamma; when, as all the guests know, the poor man is doing his two years hard or waiting to be hanged. It makes everybody so uncomfortable.

It is always harrowing up somebody — the stage child; it really ought not to be left about as it is. When it has done upsetting its mother it fishes out some broken-hearted maid, who has just been cruelly severed forever from her lover, and asks her in a high falsetto voice why she doesnt get married, and prattles to her about love, and domestic bliss, and young men, and any other subject it can think of particularly calculated to lacerate the poor girls heart until her brain nearly gives way.

After that it runs amuck up and down the whole play and makes everybody sit up all round. It asks eminently respectable old maids if they wouldnt like to have a baby; and it wants to know why bald-headed old men have left off wearing hair, and why other old gentlemen have red noses and if they were always that color.

In some plays it so happens that the less said about the origin and source of the stage child the better; and in such cases nothing will appear so important to that contrary brat as to know, in the middle of an evening-party, who its father was!

Everybody loves the stage child. They catch it up in their bosoms every other minute and weep over it. They take it in turns to do this.

Nobody — on the stage, we mean — ever has enough of the stage child. Nobody ever tells the stage child to shut up or to get out of this. Nobody ever clumps the stage child over the head.

When the real child goes to the theater it must notice these things and wish it were a stage child.

The stage child is much admired by the audience. Its pathos makes them weep; its tragedy thrills them; its declamation — as for instance when it takes the center of the stage and says it will kill the wicked man, and the police, and everybody who hurts its mar — stirs them like a trumpet note; and its light comedy is generally held to be the most truly humorous thing in the whole range of dramatic art.

But there are some people so strangely constituted that they do not appreciate the stage child; they do not comprehend its uses; they do not understand its beauties. We should not be angry with them. We should the rather pity them.

We ourselves had a friend once who suffered from this misfortune. He was a married man, and Providence had been very gracious, very good to him: he had been blessed with eleven children, and they were all growing up well and strong.

The baby was eleven weeks old, and then came the twins, who were getting on for fifteen months and were cutting their double teeth nicely. The youngest girl was three; there were five boys aged seven, eight, nine, ten, and twelve respectively — good enough lads, but — well, there, boys will be boys, you know; we were just the same ourselves when we were young. The two eldest were both very pleasant girls, as their mother said; the only pity was that they would quarrel so with each other.

We never knew a healthier set of boys and girls. They were so full of energy and dash.

Our friend was very much out of sorts one evening when we called on him. It was holiday-time and wet weather. He had been at home all day, and so had all the children. He was telling his wife when we entered the room that if the holidays were to last much longer and those twins did not hurry up and get their teeth quickly, he should have to go away and join the County Council. He could not stand the racket.

His wife said she could not see what he had to complain of. She was sure better-hearted children no man could have.

Our friend said he didnt care a straw about their hearts. It was their legs and arms and lungs that were driving him crazy.

He also said that he would go out with us and get away from it for a bit, or he should go mad.

He proposed a theater, and we accordingly made our way toward the Strand. Our friend, in closing the door behind him, said he could not tell us what a relief it was to get away from those children. He said he loved children very much indeed, but that it was a mistake to have too much of anything, however much you liked it, and that he had come to the conclusion that twenty-two hours a day of them was enough for any one.

He said he did not want to see another child or hear another child until he got home. He wanted to forget that there were such things as children in the world.

We got up to the Strand and dropped into the first theater we came to. The curtain went up, and on the stage was a small child standing in its nightshirt and screaming for its mother.

Our friend looked, said one word and bolted, and we followed.

We went a little further and dropped into another theater.

Here there were two children on the stage. Some grown-up people were standing round them listening, in respectful attitudes, while the children talked. They appeared to be lecturing about something.

Again we fled, swearing, and made our way to a third theater. They were all children there. It was somebody or others Childrens Company performing an opera, or pantomime, or something of that sort.

Our friend said he would not venture into another theater. He said he had heard there were places called music-halls, and he begged us to take him to one of these and not to tell his wife.

We inquired of a policeman and found that there really were such places, and we took him into one.

The first thing we saw were two little boys doing tricks on a horizontal bar.

Our friend was about to repeat his customary programme of flying and cursing, but we restrained him. We assured him that he would really see a grown-up person if he waited a bit, so he sat out the boys and also their little sister on a bicycle and waited for the next item.

It turned out to be an infant phenomenon who sang and danced in fourteen different costumes, and we once more fled.

Our friend said he could not go home in the state he was then; he felt sure he should kill the twins if he did. He pondered for awhile, and then he thought he would go and hear some music. He said he thought a little music would soothe and ennoble him — make him feel more like a Christian than he did at that precise moment.

We were near St. James Hall, so we went in there.

The hall was densely crowded, and we had great difficulty in forcing our way to our seats. We reached them at length, and then turned our eyes toward the orchestra.

The marvelous boy pianist — only ten years old! was giving a recital.

Then our friend rose and said he thought he would give it up and go home.

We asked him if he would like to try any other place of amusement, but he said No. He said that when you came to think of it, it seemed a waste of money for a man with eleven children of his own to go about to places of entertainment nowadays.


THE COMIC LOVERS.
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OH, THEY ARE funny! The comic lovers mission in life is to serve as a sort of relief to the misery caused the audience by the other characters in the play; and all that is wanted now is something that will be a relief to the comic lovers.

They have nothing to do with the play, but they come on immediately after anything very sad has happened and make love. This is why we watch sad scenes on the stage with such patience. We are not eager for them to be got over. Maybe they are very uninteresting scenes, as well as sad ones, and they make us yawn; but we have no desire to see them hurried through. The longer they take the better pleased we are: we know that when they are finished the comic lovers will come on.

They are always very rude to each other, the comic lovers. Everybody is more or less rude and insulting to every body else on the stage; they call it repartee there! We tried the effect of a little stage repartee once upon some people in real life, and we wished we hadnt afterward. It was too subtle for them. They summoned us before a magistrate for using language calculated to cause a breach of the peace. We were fined 2 pounds and costs!

They are more lenient to wit and humor on the stage, and know how to encourage the art of vituperation. But the comic lovers carry the practice almost to excess. They are more than rude — they are abusive. They insult each other from morning to night. What their married life will be like we shudder to think!

In the various slanging matches and bullyragging competitions which form their courtship it is always the maiden that is most successful. Against her merry flow of invective and her girlish wealth of offensive personalities the insolence and abuse of her boyish adorer cannot stand for one moment.

To give an idea of how the comic lovers woo, we perhaps cannot do better than subjoin the following brief example:

SCENE: Main thoroughfare in populous district of London. Time:

Noon. Not a soul to be seen anywhere.



Enter comic loveress R., walking in the middle of the road.



Enter comic lover L., also walking in the middle of the road.



They neither see the other until they bump against each other in

the center.

HE. Why, Jane! Whod a thought o meeting you here!

SHE. You evidently didnt — stoopid!

HE. Halloo! got out o bed the wrong side again? I say, Jane, if you go on like that youll never get a man to marry you.

SHE. So I thought when I engaged myself to you.

HE. Oh! come, Jane, dont be hard.

SHE. Well, one of us must be hard. Youre soft enough.

HE. Yes, I shouldnt want to marry you if I werent. Ha! ha! ha!

SHE. Oh, you gibbering idiot! (Said archly.)

HE. So glad I am. We shall make a capital match (attempts to kiss her).

SHE (slipping away). Yes, and youll find Im a match that can strike (fetches him a violent blow over the side if the head).

HE (holding his jaw — in a literal sense, we mean). I cant help feeling smitten by her.

SHE. Yes, Im a bit of a spanker, aint I?

HE. Spanker. I call you a regular stunner. Youve nearly made me silly.

SHE (laughing playfully). No, nature did that for you, Joe, long ago.

HE. Ah, well, youve made me smart enough now, you boss-eyed old cow, you!

SHE. Cow! am I? Ah, I suppose thats what makes me so fond of a calf, you German sausage on legs! You — 

HE. Go along. Your mother brought you up on sour milk.

SHE. Yah! They weaned you on thistles, didnt they?

And so on, with such like badinage do they hang about in the middle of that road, showering derision and contumely upon each other for full ten minutes, when, with one culminating burst of mutual abuse, they go off together fighting and the street is left once more deserted.

It is very curious, by the bye, how deserted all public places become whenever a stage character is about. It would seem as though ordinary citizens sought to avoid them. We have known a couple of stage villains to have Waterloo Bridge, Lancaster Place, and a bit of the Strand entirely to themselves for nearly a quarter of an hour on a summers afternoon while they plotted a most diabolical outrage.

As for Trafalgar Square, the hero always chooses that spot when he wants to get away from the busy crowd and commune in solitude with his own bitter thoughts; and the good old lawyer leaves his office and goes there to discuss any very delicate business over which he particularly does not wish to be disturbed.

And they all make speeches there to an extent sufficient to have turned the hair of the late lamented Sir Charles Warren White with horror. But it is all right, because there is nobody near to hear them. As far as the eye can reach, not a living thing is to be seen. Northumberland Avenue, the Strand, and St. Martins Lane are simply a wilderness. The only sign of life about is a bus at the top of Whitehall, and it appears to be blocked.

How it has managed to get blocked we cannot say. It has the whole road to itself, and is, in fact, itself the only traffic for miles round. Yet there it sticks for hours. The police make no attempt to move it on and the passengers seem quite contented.

The Thames Embankment is an even still more lonesome and desolate part. Wounded (stage) spirits fly from the haunts of men and, leaving the hard, cold world far, far behind them, go and die in peace on the Thames Embankment. And other wanderers, finding their skeletons afterward, bury them there and put up rude crosses over the graves to mark the spot.

The comic lovers are often very young, and when people on the stage are young they are young. He is supposed to be about sixteen and she is fifteen. But they both talk as if they were not more than seven.

In real life boys of sixteen know a thing or two, we have generally found. The average boy of sixteen nowadays usually smokes cavendish and does a little on the Stock Exchange or makes a book; and as for love! he has quite got over it by that age. On the stage, however, the new-born babe is not in it for innocence with the boy lover of sixteen.

So, too, with the maiden. Most girls of fifteen off the stage, so our experience goes, know as much as there is any actual necessity for them to know, Mr. Gilbert notwithstanding; but when we see a young lady of fifteen on the stage we wonder where her cradle is.

The comic lovers do not have the facilities for love-making that the hero and heroine do. The hero and heroine have big rooms to make love in, with a fire and plenty of easy-chairs, so that they can sit about in picturesque attitudes and do it comfortably. Or if they want to do it out of doors they have a ruined abbey, with a big stone seat in the center, and moonlight.

The comic lovers, on the other hand, have to do it standing up all the time, in busy streets, or in cheerless-looking and curiously narrow rooms in which there is no furniture whatever and no fire.

And there is always a tremendous row going on in the house when the comic lovers are making love. Somebody always seems to be putting up pictures in the next room, and putting them up boisterously, too, so that the comic lovers have to shout at each other.


THE PEASANTS.
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THEY ARE SO clean. We have seen peasantry off the stage, and it has presented an untidy — occasionally a disreputable and unwashed — appearance; but the stage peasant seems to spend all his wages on soap and hair-oil.

They are always round the corner — or rather round the two corners — and they come on in a couple of streams and meet in the center; and when they are in their proper position they smile.

There is nothing like the stage peasants smile in this world — nothing so perfectly inane, so calmly imbecile.

They are so happy. They dont look it, but we know they are because they say so. If you dont believe them, they dance three steps to the right and three steps to the left back again. They cant help it. It is because they are so happy.

When they are more than usually rollicking they stand in a semicircle, with their hands on each others shoulders, and sway from side to side, trying to make themselves sick. But this is only when they are simply bursting with joy.

Stage peasants never have any work to do.

Sometimes we see them going to work, sometimes coming home from work, but nobody has ever seen them actually at work. They could not afford to work — it would spoil their clothes.

They are very sympathetic, are stage peasants. They never seem to have any affairs of their own to think about, but they make up for this by taking a three-hundred-horse-power interest in things in which they have no earthly concern.

What particularly rouses them is the heroines love affairs. They could listen to them all day.

They yearn to hear what she said to him and to be told what he replied to her, and they repeat it to each other.

In our own love-sick days we often used to go and relate to various people all the touching conversations that took place between our lady-love and ourselves; but our friends never seemed to get excited over it. On the contrary, a casual observer might even have been led to the idea that they were bored by our recital. And they had trains to catch and men to meet before we had got a quarter through the job.

Ah, how often in those days have we yearned for the sympathy of a stage peasantry, who would have crowded round us, eager not to miss one word of the thrilling narrative, who would have rejoiced with us with an encouraging laugh, and have condoled with us with a grieved Oh, and who would have gone off, when we had had enough of them, singing about it.

By the way, this is a very beautiful trait in the character of the stage peasantry, their prompt and unquestioning compliance with the slightest wish of any of the principals.

Leave me, friends, says the heroine, beginning to make preparations for weeping, and before she can turn round they are clean gone — one lot to the right, evidently making for the back entrance of the public-house, and the other half to the left, where they visibly hide themselves behind the pump and wait till somebody else wants them.

The stage peasantry do not talk much, their strong point being to listen. When they cannot get any more information about the state of the heroines heart, they like to be told long and complicated stories about wrongs done years ago to people that they never heard of. They seem to be able to grasp and understand these stories with ease. This makes the audience envious of them.

When the stage peasantry do talk, however, they soon make up for lost time. They start off all together with a suddenness that nearly knocks you over.

They all talk. Nobody listens. Watch any two of them. They are both talking as hard as they can go. They have been listening quite enough to other people: you cant expect them to listen to each other. But the conversation under such conditions must be very trying.

And then they flirt so sweetly! so idyllicly!

It has been our privilege to see real peasantry flirt, and it has always struck us as a singularly solid and substantial affair — makes one think, somehow, of a steam-roller flirting with a cow — but on the stage it is so sylph-like. She has short skirts, and her stockings are so much tidier and better fitting than these things are in real peasant life, and she is arch and coy. She turns away from him and laughs — such a silvery laugh. And he is ruddy and curly haired and has on such a beautiful waistcoat! how can she help but love him? And he is so tender and devoted and holds her by the waist; and she slips round and comes up the other side. Oh, it is so bewitching!

The stage peasantry like to do their love-making as much in public as possible. Some people fancy a place all to themselves for this sort of thing — where nobody else is about. We ourselves do. But the stage peasant is more sociably inclined. Give him the village green, just outside the public-house, or the square on market-day to do his spooning in.

They are very faithful, are stage peasants. No jilting, no fickleness, no breach of promise. If the gentleman in pink walks out with the lady in blue in the first act, pink and blue will be married in the end. He sticks to her all through and she sticks to him.

Girls in yellow may come and go, girls in green may laugh and dance — the gentleman in pink heeds them not. Blue is his color, and he never leaves it. He stands beside it, he sits beside it. He drinks with her, he smiles with her, he laughs with her, he dances with her, he comes on with her, he goes off with her.

When the time comes for talking he talks to her and only her, and she talks to him and only him. Thus there is no jealousy, no quarreling. But we should prefer an occasional change ourselves.

There are no married people in stage villages and no children (consequently, of course-happy village! oh, to discover it and spend a month there!). There are just the same number of men as there are women in all stage villages, and they are all about the same age and each young man loves some young woman. But they never marry.

They talk a lot about it, but they never do it. The artful beggars! They see too much what its like among the principals.

The stage peasant is fond of drinking, and when he drinks he likes to let you know he is drinking. None of your quiet half-pint inside the bar for him. He likes to come out in the street and sing about it and do tricks with it, such as turning it topsy-turvy over his head.

Notwithstanding all this he is moderate, mind you. You cant say he takes too much. One small jug of ale among forty is his usual allowance.

He has a keen sense of humor and is easily amused. There is something almost pathetic about the way he goes into convulsions of laughter over such very small jokes. How a man like that would enjoy a real joke! One day he will perhaps hear a real joke. Who knows? It will, however, probably kill him. One grows to love the stage peasant after awhile. He is so good, so child-like, so unworldly. He realizes ones ideal of Christianity.


THE GOOD OLD MAN.
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HE HAS LOST his wife. But he knows where she is — among the angels!

She isnt all gone, because the heroine has her hair. Ah, youve got your mothers hair, says the good old man, feeling the girls head all over as she kneels beside him. Then they all wipe away a tear.

The people on the stage think very highly of the good old man, but they dont encourage him much after the first act. He generally dies in the first act.

If he does not seem likely to die they murder him.

He is a most unfortunate old gentleman. Anything he is mixed up in seems bound to go wrong. If he is manager or director of a bank, smash it goes before even one act is over. His particular firm is always on the verge of bankruptcy. We have only to be told that he has put all his savings into a company — no matter how sound and promising an affair it may always have been and may still seem — to know that that company is a goner.

No power on earth can save it after once the good old man has become a shareholder.

If we lived in stage-land and were asked to join any financial scheme, our first question would be:

Is the good old man in it? If so, that would decide us.

When the good old man is a trustee for any one he can battle against adversity much longer. He is a plucky old fellow, and while that trust money lasts he keeps a brave heart and fights on boldly. It is not until he has spent the last penny of it that he gives way.

It then flashes across the old mans mind that his motives for having lived in luxury upon that trust money for years may possibly be misunderstood. The world — the hollow, heartless world — will call it a swindle and regard him generally as a precious old fraud.

This idea quite troubles the good old man.

But the world really ought not to blame him. No one, we are sure, could be more ready and willing to make amends (when found out); and to put matters right he will cheerfully sacrifice his daughters happiness and marry her to the villain.

The villain, by the way, has never a penny to bless himself with, and cannot even pay his own debts, let alone helping anybody else out of a scrape. But the good old man does not think of this.

Our own personal theory, based upon a careful comparison of similarities, is that the good old man is in reality the stage hero grown old. There is something about the good old mans chuckle-headed simplicity, about his helpless imbecility, and his irritating damtom foolishness that is strangely suggestive of the hero.

He is just the sort of old man that we should imagine the hero would develop into.

We may, of course, be wrong; but that is our idea.


THE IRISHMAN.
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HE SAYS SHURE and Bedad and in moments of exultation Beghorra. That is all the Irish he knows.

He is very poor, but scrupulously honest. His great ambition is to pay his rent, and he is devoted to his landlord.

He is always cheerful and always good. We never knew a bad Irishman on the stage. Sometimes a stage Irishman seems to be a bad man — such as the agent or the informer — but in these cases it invariably turns out in the end that this man was all along a Scotchman, and thus what had been a mystery becomes clear and explicable.

The stage Irishman is always doing the most wonderful things imaginable. We do not see him do those wonderful things. He does them when nobody is by and tells us all about them afterward: that is how we know of them.

We remember on one occasion, when we were young and somewhat inexperienced, planking our money down and going into a theater solely and purposely to see the stage Irishman do the things he was depicted as doing on the posters outside.

They were really marvelous, the things he did on that poster.

In the right-hand upper corner he appeared running across country on all fours, with a red herring sticking out from his coat-tails, while far behind came hounds and horsemen hunting him. But their chance of ever catching him up was clearly hopeless.

To the left he was represented as running away over one of the wildest and most rugged bits of landscape we have ever seen with a very big man on his back. Six policemen stood scattered about a mile behind him. They had evidently been running after him, but had at last given up the pursuit as useless.

In the center of the poster he was having a friendly fight with seventeen ladies and gentlemen. Judging from the costumes, the affair appeared to be a wedding. A few of the guests had already been killed and lay dead about the floor. The survivors, however, were enjoying themselves immensely, and of all that gay group he was the gayest.

At the moment chosen by the artist, he had just succeeded in cracking the bridegrooms skull.

We must see this, said we to ourselves. This is good. And we had a bobs worth.

But he did not do any of the things that we have mentioned, after all — at least, we mean we did not see him do any of them. It seems he did them off, and then came on and told his mother all about it afterward.

He told it very well, but somehow or other we were disappointed. We had so reckoned on that fight.

By the bye, we have noticed, even among the characters of real life, a tendency to perform most of their wonderful feats off.

It has been our privilege since then to gaze upon many posters on which have been delineated strange and moving stage events.

We have seen the hero holding the villain up high above his head, and throwing him about that carelessly that we have felt afraid he would break something with him.

We have seen a heroine leaping from the roof of a house on one side of the street and being caught by the comic man standing on the roof of a house on the other side of the street and thinking nothing of it.

We have seen railway trains rushing into each other at the rate of sixty miles an hour. We have seen houses blown up by dynamite two hundred feet into the air. We have seen the defeat of the Spanish Armada, the destruction of Pompeii, and the return of the British army from Egypt in one set each.

Such incidents as earthquakes, wrecks in mid-ocean, revolutions and battles we take no note of, they being commonplace and ordinary.

But we do not go inside to see these things now. We have two looks at the poster instead; it is more satisfying.

The Irishman, to return to our friend, is very fond of whisky — the stage Irishman, we mean. Whisky is forever in his thoughts — and often in other places belonging to him, besides.

The fashion in dress among stage Irishmen is rather picturesque than neat. Tailors must have a hard time of it in stage Ireland.

The stage Irishman has also an original taste in hats. He always wears a hat without a crown; whether to keep his head cool or with any political significance we cannot say.


THE DETECTIVE.
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AH! HE IS a cute one, he is. Possibly in real life he would not be deemed anything extraordinary, but by contrast with the average of stage men and women, any one who is not a born fool naturally appears somewhat Machiavellian.

He is the only man in the play who does not swallow all the villain tells him and believe it, and come up with his mouth open for more. He is the only man who can see through the disguise of an overcoat and a new hat.

There is something very wonderful about the disguising power of cloaks and hats upon the stage. This comes from the habit people on the stage have of recognizing their friends, not by their faces and voices, but by their cloaks and hats.

A married man on the stage knows his wife, because he knows she wears a blue ulster and a red bonnet. The moment she leaves off that blue ulster and red bonnet he is lost and does not know where she is.

She puts on a yellow cloak and a green hat, and coming in at another door says she is a lady from the country, and does he want a housekeeper?

Having lost his beloved wife, and feeling that there is no one now to keep the children quiet, he engages her. She puzzles him a good deal, this new housekeeper. There is something about her that strangely reminds him of his darling Nell — maybe her boots and dress, which she has not had time to change.

Sadly the slow acts pass away until one day, as it is getting near closing-time, she puts on the blue ulster and the red bonnet again and comes in at the old original door.

Then he recognizes her and asks her where she has been all these cruel years.

Even the bad people, who as a rule do possess a little sense — indeed, they are the only persons in the play who ever pretend to any — are deceived by singularly thin disguises.

The detective comes in to their secret councils, with his hat drawn down over his eyes, and followed by the hero speaking in a squeaky voice; and the villains mistake them for members of the band and tell them all their plans.

If the villains cant get themselves found out that way, then they go into a public tea-garden and recount their crimes to one another in a loud tone of voice.

They evidently think that it is only fair to give the detective a chance.

The detective must not be confounded with the policeman. The stage policeman is always on the side of the villain; the detective backs virtue.

The stage detective is, in fact, the earthly agent of a discerning and benevolent Providence. He stands by and allows vice to be triumphant and the good people to be persecuted for awhile without interference. Then when he considers that we have all had about enough of it (to which conclusion, by the bye, he arrives somewhat late) he comes forward, handcuffs the bad people, sorts out and gives back to the good people all their various estates and wives, promises the chief villain twenty years penal servitude, and all is joy.


THE SAILOR.
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HE DOES SUFFER so with his trousers. He has to stop and pull them up about twice every minute.

One of these days, if he is not careful, there will be an accident happen to those trousers.

If the stage sailor will follow our advice, he will be warned in time and will get a pair of braces.

Sailors in real life do not have nearly so much trouble with their trousers as sailors on the stage do. Why is this? We have seen a good deal of sailors in real life, but on only one occasion, that we can remember, did we ever see a real sailor pull his trousers up.

And then he did not do it a bit like they do it on the stage.

The stage sailor places his right hand behind him and his left in front, leaps up into the air, kicks out his leg behind in a gay and bird-like way, and the thing is done.

The real sailor that we saw began by saying a bad word. Then he leaned up against a brick wall and undid his belt, pulled up his bags as he stood there (he never attempted to leap up into the air), tucked in his jersey, shook his legs, and walked on.

It was a most unpicturesque performance to watch.

The thing that the stage sailor most craves in this life is that somebody should shiver his timbers.

Shiver my timbers! is the request he makes to every one he meets. But nobody ever does it.

His chief desire with regard to the other people in the play is that they should belay there, avast! We do not know how this is done; but the stage sailor is a good and kindly man, and we feel convinced he would not recommend the exercise if it were not conducive to piety and health.

The stage sailor is good to his mother and dances the hornpipe beautifully. We have never found a real sailor who could dance a hornpipe, though we have made extensive inquiries throughout the profession. We were introduced to a ships steward who offered to do us a cellar-flap for a pot of four-half, but that was not what we wanted.

The stage sailor is gay and rollicking: the real sailors we have met have been, some of them, the most worthy and single-minded of men, but they have appeared sedate rather than gay, and they havent rollicked much.

The stage sailor seems to have an easy time of it when at sea. The hardest work we have ever seen him do then has been folding up a rope or dusting the sides of the ship.

But it is only in his very busy moments that he has to work to this extent; most of his time is occupied in chatting with the captain.

By the way, speaking of the sea, few things are more remarkable in their behavior than a stage sea. It must be difficult to navigate in a stage sea, the currents are so confusing.

As for the waves, there is no knowing how to steer for them; they are so tricky. At one moment they are all on the larboard, the sea on the other side of the vessel being perfectly calm, and the next instant they have crossed over and are all on the starboard, and before the captain can think how to meet this new dodge, the whole ocean has slid round and got itself into a heap at the back of him.

Seamanship is useless against such very unprofessional conduct as this, and the vessel is wrecked.

A wreck at (stage) sea is a truly awful sight. The thunder and lightning never leave off for an instant; the crew run round and round the mast and scream; the heroine, carrying the stage child in her arms and with her back hair down, rushes about and gets in everybodys way. The comic man alone is calm!

The next instant the bulwarks fall down flat on the deck and the mast goes straight up into the sky and disappears, then the water reaches the powder magazine and there is a terrific explosion.

This is followed by a sound as of linen sheets being ripped up, and the passengers and crew hurry downstairs into the cabin, evidently with the idea of getting out of the way of the sea, which has climbed up and is now level with the deck.

The next moment the vessel separates in the middle and goes off R. and L., so as to make room for a small boat containing the heroine, the child, the comic man, and one sailor.

The way small boats are managed at (stage) sea is even more wonderful than the way in which ships are sailed.

To begin with, everybody sits sideways along the middle of the boat, all facing the starboard. They do not attempt to row. One man does all the work with one scull. This scull he puts down through the water till it touches the bed of the ocean, and then he shoves.

Deep-sea punting would be the technical term for the method, we presume.

In this way do they toil — or rather, to speak correctly, does the one man toil — through the awful night, until with joy they see before them the light-house rocks.

The light-house keeper comes out with a lantern. The boat is run in among the breakers and all are saved.

And then the band plays.

THE END


The Diary of a Pilgrimage, and Six Essays (1891)
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Initially published with six separate essays, The Diary of a Pilgrimage is a fictionalised travelogue, written at the height of Jeromes popular success in 1891. It was first serialised in the Graphic. The subject matter is a trip taken by Jerome and his friend B. to see the Oberammergau Passion Play in Oberau, Germany. The book foreshadows the satire on German culture that was also to make its appearance in Three Men on the Bummel, but it also satirises the purple passages of description that had made Three Men on a Boat such an uneven read for some critics. Jerome comments humorously on this by including deliberately fatuous notes for such passages, rather than the passages themselves. Its lower-middle-class perspective and humorous tone earned it reviews as hostile as those that had greeted Three Men in a Boat, with many seeing Jeromes satirical commentary on the Passion Play as unforgivably sacrilegious. 
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Cover of the first edition
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A scene from the 1900 Oberammergau Passion Play, depicting Jesus and St John


The Diary of a Pilgrimage

PREFACE
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SAID A FRIEND of mine to me some months ago: Well now, why dont you write a sensible book? I should like to see you make people think.

Do you believe it can be done, then? I asked.

Well, try, he replied.

Accordingly, I have tried. This is a sensible book. I want you to understand that. This is a book to improve your mind. In this book I tell you all about Germany — at all events, all I know about Germany — and the Ober-Ammergau Passion Play. I also tell you about other things. I do not tell you all I know about all these other things, because I do not want to swamp you with knowledge. I wish to lead you gradually. When you have learnt this book, you can come again, and I will tell you some more. I should only be defeating my own object did I, by making you think too much at first, give you a perhaps, lasting dislike to the exercise. I have purposely put the matter in a light and attractive form, so that I may secure the attention of the young and the frivolous. I do not want them to notice, as they go on, that they are being instructed; and I have, therefore, endeavoured to disguise from them, so far as is practicable, that this is either an exceptionally clever or an exceptionally useful work. I want to do them good without their knowing it. I want to do you all good — to improve your minds and to make you think, if I can.

What you will think after you have read the book, I do not want to know; indeed, I would rather not know. It will be sufficient reward for me to feel that I have done my duty, and to receive a percentage on the gross sales.

London, March, 1891.


MONDAY, 19TH
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MY FRIEND B. — Invitation to the Theatre. — A Most Unpleasant Regulation. — Yearnings of the Embryo Traveller. — How to Make the Most of Ones Own Country. — Friday, a Lucky Day. — The Pilgrimage Decided On.

My friend B. called on me this morning and asked me if I would go to a theatre with him on Monday next.

Oh, yes! certainly, old man, I replied. Have you got an order, then?

He said:

No; they dont give orders. We shall have to pay.

Pay! Pay to go into a theatre! I answered, in astonishment. Oh, nonsense! You are joking.

My dear fellow, he rejoined, do you think I should suggest paying if it were possible to get in by any other means? But the people who run this theatre would not even understand what was meant by a free list, the uncivilised barbarians! It is of no use pretending to them that you are on the Press, because they dont want the Press; they dont think anything of the Press. It is no good writing to the acting manager, because there is no acting manager. It would be a waste of time offering to exhibit bills, because they dont have any bills — not of that sort. If you want to go in to see the show, youve got to pay. If you dont pay, you stop outside; thats their brutal rule.

Dear me, I said, what a very unpleasant arrangement! And whereabouts is this extraordinary theatre? I dont think I can ever have been inside it.

I dont think you have, he replied; it is at Ober-Ammergau — first turning on the left after you leave Ober railway-station, fifty miles from Munich.

Um! rather out of the way for a theatre, I said. I should not have thought an outlying house like that could have afforded to give itself airs.

The house holds seven thousand people, answered my friend B., and money is turned away at each performance. The first production is on Monday next. Will you come?

I pondered for a moment, looked at my diary, and saw that Aunt Emma was coming to spend Saturday to Wednesday next with us, calculated that if I went I should miss her, and might not see her again for years, and decided that I would go.

To tell the truth, it was the journey more than the play that tempted me. To be a great traveller has always been one of my cherished ambitions. I yearn to be able to write in this sort of strain: — 

I have smoked my fragrant Havana in the sunny streets of old Madrid, and I have puffed the rude and not sweet-smelling calumet of peace in the draughty wigwam of the Wild West; I have sipped my evening coffee in the silent tent, while the tethered camel browsed without upon the desert grass, and I have quaffed the fiery brandy of the North while the reindeer munched his fodder beside me in the hut, and the pale light of the midnight sun threw the shadows of the pines across the snow; I have felt the stab of lustrous eyes that, ghostlike, looked at me from out veil-covered faces in Byzantiums narrow ways, and I have laughed back (though it was wrong of me to do so) at the saucy, wanton glances of the black-eyed girls of Jedo; I have wandered where good — but not too good — Haroun Alraschid crept disguised at nightfall, with his faithful Mesrour by his side; I have stood upon the bridge where Dante watched the sainted Beatrice pass by; I have floated on the waters that once bore the barge of Cleopatra; I have stood where Cæsar fell; I have heard the soft rustle of rich, rare robes in the drawing-rooms of Mayfair, and I have heard the teeth-necklaces rattle around the ebony throats of the belles of Tongataboo; I have panted beneath the suns fierce rays in India, and frozen under the icy blasts of Greenland; I have mingled with the teeming hordes of old Cathay, and, deep in the great pine forests of the Western World, I have lain, wrapped in my blanket, a thousand miles beyond the shores of human life.

B., to whom I explained my leaning towards this style of diction, said that exactly the same effect could be produced by writing about places quite handy. He said: — 

I could go on like that without having been outside England at all. I should say:

I have smoked my fourpenny shag in the sanded bars of Fleet Street, and I have puffed my twopenny Manilla in the gilded balls of the Criterion; I have quaffed my foaming beer of Burton where Islingtons famed Angel gathers the little thirsty ones beneath her shadowing wings, and I have sipped my tenpenny ordinaire in many a garlic-scented salon of Soho. On the back of the strangely-moving ass I have urged — or, to speak more correctly, the proprietor of the ass, or his agent, from behind has urged — my wild career across the sandy heaths of Hampstead, and my canoe has startled the screaming wild-fowl from their lonely haunts amid the sub-tropical regions of Battersea. Adown the long, steep slope of One Tree Hill have I rolled from top to foot, while laughing maidens of the East stood round and clapped their hands and yelled; and, in the old-world garden of that pleasant Court, where played the fair-haired children of the ill-starred Stuarts, have I wandered long through many paths, my arm entwined about the waist of one of Eves sweet daughters, while her mother raged around indignantly on the other side of the hedge, and never seemed to get any nearer to us. I have chased the lodging-house Norfolk Howard to his watery death by the pale lamps light; I have, shivering, followed the leaping flea oer many a mile of pillow and sheet, by the great Atlantics margin. Round and round, till the heart — and not only the heart — grows sick, and the mad brain whirls and reels, have I ridden the small, but extremely hard, horse, that may, for a penny, be mounted amid the plains of Peckham Rye; and high above the heads of the giddy throngs of Barnet (though it is doubtful if anyone among them was half so giddy as was I) have I swung in highly-coloured car, worked by a man with a rope. I have trod in stately measure the floor of Kensingtons Town Hall (the tickets were a guinea each, and included refreshments — when you could get to them through the crowd), and on the green sward of the forest that borders eastern Anglia by the oft-sung town of Epping I have performed quaint ceremonies in a ring; I have mingled with the teeming hordes of Drury Lane on Boxing Night, and, during the run of a high-class piece, I have sat in lonely grandeur in the front row of the gallery, and wished that I had spent my shilling instead in the Oriental halls of the Alhambra.

There you are, said B., that is just as good as yours; and you can write like that without going more than a few hours journey from London.

We will discuss the matter no further, I replied. You cannot, I see, enter into my feelings. The wild heart of the traveller does not throb within your breast; you cannot understand his longings. No matter! Suffice it that I will come this journey with you. I will buy a German conversation book, and a check-suit, and a blue veil, and a white umbrella, and suchlike necessities of the English tourist in Germany, this very afternoon. When do you start?

Well, he said, it is a good two days journey. I propose to start on Friday.

Is not Friday rather an unlucky day to start on? I suggested.

Oh, good gracious! he retorted quite sharply, what rubbish next? As if the affairs of Europe were going to be arranged by Providence according to whether you and I start for an excursion on a Thursday or a Friday!

He said he was surprised that a man who could be so sensible, occasionally, as myself, could have patience to even think of such old-womanish nonsense. He said that years ago, when he was a silly boy, he used to pay attention to this foolish superstition himself, and would never upon any consideration start for a trip upon a Friday.

But, one year, he was compelled to do so. It was a case of either starting on a Friday or not going at all, and he determined to chance it.

He went, prepared for and expecting a series of accidents and misfortunes. To return home alive was the only bit of pleasure he hoped for from that trip.

As it turned out, however, he had never had a more enjoyable holiday in his life before. The whole event was a tremendous success.

And after that, he had made up his mind to always start on a Friday; and he always did, and always had a good time.

He said that he would never, upon any consideration, start for a trip upon any other day but a Friday now. It was so absurd, this superstition about Friday.

So we agreed to start on the Friday, and I am to meet him at Victoria Station at a quarter to eight in the evening.


THURSDAY, 22ND

[image: img188.jpg]

THE QUESTION OF Luggage. — First Friends Suggestion. — Second Friends Suggestion. — Third Friends Suggestion. — Mrs. Briggs Advice. — Our Vicars Advice. — His Wifes Advice. — Medical Advice. — Literary Advice. — Georges Recommendation. — My Sister-in-Laws Help. — Young Smiths Counsel. — My Own Ideas. — B.s Idea.

I have been a good deal worried to-day about the question of what luggage to take with me. I met a man this morning, and he said:

Oh, if you are going to Ober-Ammergau, mind you take plenty of warm clothing with you. Youll need all your winter things up there.

He said that a friend of his had gone up there some years ago, and had not taken enough warm things with him, and had caught a chill there, and had come home and died. He said:

You be guided by me, and take plenty of warm things with you.

I met another man later on, and he said:

I hear you are going abroad. Now, tell me, what part of Europe are you going to?

I replied that I thought it was somewhere about the middle. He said:

Well, now, you take my advice, and get a calico suit and a sunshade. Never mind the look of the thing. You be comfortable. Youve no idea of the heat on the Continent at this time of the year. English people will persist in travelling about the Continent in the same stuffy clothes that they wear at home. Thats how so many of them get sunstrokes, and are ruined for life.

I went into the club, and there I met a friend of mine — a newspaper correspondent — who has travelled a good deal, and knows Europe pretty well. I told him what my two other friends had said, and asked him which I was to believe. He said:

Well, as a matter of fact, they are both right. You see, up in those hilly districts, the weather changes very quickly. In the morning it may be blazing hot, and you will be melting, and in the evening you may be very glad of a flannel shirt and a fur coat.

Why, that is exactly the sort of weather we have in England! I exclaimed. If thats all these foreigners can manage in their own country, what right have they to come over here, as they do, and grumble about our weather?

Well, as a matter of fact, he replied, they havent any right; but you cant stop them — they will do it. No, you take my advice, and be prepared for everything. Take a cool suit and some thin things, for if its hot, and plenty of warm things in case it is cold.

When I got home I found Mrs. Briggs there, she having looked in to see how the baby was. She said: — 

Oh! if youre going anywhere near Germany, you take a bit of soap with you.

She said that Mr. Briggs had been called over to Germany once in a hurry, on business, and had forgotten to take a piece of soap with him, and didnt know enough German to ask for any when he got over there, and didnt see any to ask for even if he had known, and was away for three weeks, and wasnt able to wash himself all the time, and came home so dirty that they didnt know him, and mistook him for the man that was to come to see what was the matter with the kitchen boiler.

Mrs. Briggs also advised me to take some towels with me, as they give you such small towels to wipe on.

I went out after lunch, and met our Vicar. He said:

Take a blanket with you.

He said that not only did the German hotel-keepers never give you sufficient bedclothes to keep you warm of a night, but they never properly aired their sheets. He said that a young friend of his had gone for a tour through Germany once, and had slept in a damp bed, and had caught rheumatic fever, and had come home and died.

His wife joined us at this point. (He was waiting for her outside a drapers shop when I met him.) He explained to her that I was going to Germany, and she said:

Oh! take a pillow with you. They dont give you any pillows — not like our pillows — and its so wretched, youll never get a decent nights rest if you dont take a pillow. She said: You can have a little bag made for it, and it doesnt look anything.

I met our doctor a few yards further on. He said:

Dont forget to take a bottle of brandy with you. It doesnt take up much room, and, if youre not used to German cooking, youll find it handy in the night.

He added that the brandy you get at foreign hotels was mere poison, and that it was really unsafe to travel abroad without a bottle of brandy. He said that a simple thing like a bottle of brandy in your bag might often save your life.

Coming home, I ran against a literary friend of mine. He said:

Youll have a goodish time in the train old fellow. Are you used to long railway journeys?

I said:

Well, Ive travelled down from London into the very heart of Surrey by a South Eastern express.

Oh! thats a mere nothing, compared with what youve got before you now, he answered. Look here, Ill tell you a very good idea of how to pass the time. You take a chessboard with you and a set of men. Youll thank me for telling you that!

George dropped in during the evening. He said:

Ill tell you one thing youll have to take with you, old man, and thats a box of cigars and some tobacco.

He said that the German cigar — the better class of German cigar — was of the brand that is technically known over here as the Penny Pickwick — Spring Crop; and he thought that I should not have time, during the short stay I contemplated making in the country, to acquire a taste for its flavour.

My sister-in-law came in later on in the evening (she is a thoughtful girl), and brought a box with her about the size of a tea-chest. She said:

Now, you slip that in your bag; youll be glad of that. Theres everything there for making yourself a cup of tea.

She said that they did not understand tea in Germany, but that with that I should be independent of them.

She opened the case, and explained its contents to me. It certainly was a wonderfully complete arrangement. It contained a little caddy full of tea, a little bottle of milk, a box of sugar, a bottle of methylated spirit, a box of butter, and a tin of biscuits: also, a stove, a kettle, a teapot, two cups, two saucers, two plates, two knives, and two spoons. If there had only been a bed in it, one need not have bothered about hotels at all.

Young Smith, the Secretary of our Photographic Club, called at nine to ask me to take him a negative of the statue of the dying Gladiator in the Munich Sculpture Gallery. I told him that I should be delighted to oblige him, but that I did not intend to take my camera with me.

Not take your camera! he said. You are going to Germany — to Rhineland! You are going to pass through some of the most picturesque scenery, and stay at some of the most ancient and famous towns of Europe, and are going to leave your photographic apparatus behind you, and you call yourself an artist!

He said I should never regret a thing more in my life than going without that camera.

I think it is always right to take other peoples advice in matters where they know more than you do. It is the experience of those who have gone before that makes the way smooth for those who follow. So, after supper, I got together the things I had been advised to take with me, and arranged them on the bed, adding a few articles I had thought of all by myself.

I put up plenty of writing paper and a bottle of ink, along with a dictionary and a few other books of reference, in case I should feel inclined to do any work while I was away. I always like to be prepared for work; one never knows when one may feel inclined for it. Sometimes, when I have been away, and have forgotten to bring any paper and pens and ink with me, I have felt so inclined for writing; and it has quite upset me that, in consequence of not having brought any paper and pens and ink with me, I have been unable to sit down and do a lot of work, but have been compelled, instead, to lounge about all day with my hands in my pockets.

Accordingly, I always take plenty of paper and pens and ink with me now, wherever I go, so that when the desire for work comes to me I need not check it.

That this craving for work should have troubled me so often, when I had no paper, pens, and ink by me, and that it never, by any chance, visits me now, when I am careful to be in a position to gratify it, is a matter over which I have often puzzled.

But when it does come I shall be ready for it.

I also put on the bed a few volumes of Goethe, because I thought it would be so pleasant to read him in his own country. And I decided to take a sponge, together with a small portable bath, because a cold bath is so refreshing the first thing in the morning.

B. came in just as I had got everything into a pile. He stared at the bed, and asked me what I was doing. I told him I was packing.

Great Heavens! he exclaimed. I thought you were moving! What do you think we are going to do — camp out?

No! I replied. But these are the things I have been advised to take with me. What is the use of people giving you advice if you dont take it?

He said:

Oh! take as much advice as you like; that always comes in useful to give away. But, for goodness sake, dont get carrying all that stuff about with you. People will take us for Gipsies.

I said:

Now, its no use your talking nonsense. Half the things on this bed are life-preserving things. If people go into Germany without these things, they come home and die.

And I related to him what the doctor and the vicar and the other people had told me, and explained to him how my life depended upon my taking brandy and blankets and sunshades and plenty of warm clothing with me.

He is a man utterly indifferent to danger and risk — incurred by other people — is B. He said:

Oh, rubbish! Youre not the sort that catches a cold and dies young. You leave that co-operative stores of yours at home, and pack up a tooth-brush, a comb, a pair of socks, and a shirt. Thats all youll want.

* * * * *

I have packed more than that, but not much. At all events, I have got everything into one small bag. I should like to have taken that tea arrangement — it would have done so nicely to play at shop with in the train! — but B. would not hear of it.

I hope the weather does not change.


FRIDAY, 23RD
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EARLY RISING. — Ballast should be Stowed Away in the Hold before Putting to Sea. — Annoying Interference of Providence in Matters that it Does Not Understand. — A Socialistic Society. — B. Misjudges Me. — An Uninteresting Anecdote. — We Lay in Ballast. — A Moderate Sailor. — A Playful Boat.

I got up very early this morning. I do not know why I got up early. We do not start till eight oclock this evening. But I dont regret it — the getting up early I mean. It is a change. I got everybody else up too, and we all had breakfast at seven.

I made a very good lunch. One of those seafaring men said to me once:

Now, if ever you are going a short passage, and are at all nervous, you lay in a good load. Its a good load in the hold what steadies the ship. Its them half-empty cruisers as goes a-rollin and a-pitchin and a-heavin all over the place, with their stern upards half the time. You lay in ballast.

It seemed very reasonable advice.

Aunt Emma came in the afternoon. She said she was so glad she had caught me. Something told her to change her mind and come on Friday instead of Saturday. It was Providence, she said.

I wish Providence would mind its own business, and not interfere in my affairs: it does not understand them.

She says she shall stop till I come back, as she wants to see me again before she goes. I told her I might not be back for a month. She said it didnt matter; she had plenty of time, and would wait for me.

The family entreat me to hurry home.

I ate a very fair dinner—laid in a good stock of ballast, as my seafaring friend would have said; wished Good-bye! to everybody, and kissed Aunt Emma; promised to take care of myself — a promise which, please Heaven, I will faithfully keep, cost me what it may — hailed a cab and started.

I reached Victoria some time before B. I secured two corner seats in a smoking-carriage, and then paced up and down the platform waiting for him.

When men have nothing else to occupy their minds, they take to thinking. Having nothing better to do until B. arrived, I fell to musing.

What a wonderful piece of Socialism modern civilisation has become! — not the Socialism of the so-called Socialists — a system modelled apparently upon the methods of the convict prison — a system under which each miserable sinner is to be compelled to labour, like a beast of burden, for no personal benefit to himself, but only for the good of the community — a world where there are to be no men, but only numbers — where there is to be no ambition and no hope and no fear, — but the Socialism of free men, working side by side in the common workshop, each one for the wage to which his skill and energy entitle him; the Socialism of responsible, thinking individuals, not of State-directed automata.

Here was I, in exchange for the result of some of my labour, going to be taken by Society for a treat, to the middle of Europe and back. Railway lines had been laid over the whole 700 or 800 miles to facilitate my progress; bridges had been built, and tunnels made; an army of engineers, and guards, and signal-men, and porters, and clerks were waiting to take charge of me, and to see to my comfort and safety. All I had to do was to tell Society (here represented by a railway booking-clerk) where I wanted to go, and to step into a carriage; all the rest would be done for me. Books and papers had been written and printed; so that if I wished to beguile the journey by reading, I could do so. At various places on the route, thoughtful Society had taken care to be ready for me with all kinds of refreshment (her sandwiches might be a little fresher, but maybe she thinks new bread injurious for me). When I am tired of travelling and want to rest, I find Society waiting for me with dinner and a comfortable bed, with hot and cold water to wash in and towels to wipe upon. Wherever I go, whatever I need, Society, like the enslaved genii of some Eastern tale, is ready and anxious to help me, to serve me, to do my bidding, to give me enjoyment and pleasure. Society will take me to Ober-Ammergau, will provide for all my wants on the way, and, when I am there, will show me the Passion Play, which she has arranged and rehearsed and will play for my instruction; will bring me back any way I like to come, explaining, by means of her guide-books and histories, everything upon the way that she thinks can interest me; will, while I am absent, carry my messages to those I have left behind me in England, and will bring me theirs in return; will look after me and take care of me and protect me like a mother — as no mother ever could.

All that she asks in return is, that I shall do the work she has given me to do. As a man works, so Society deals by him.

To me Society says: You sit at your desk and write, that is all I want you to do. You are not good for much, but you can spin out yards of what you and your friends, I suppose, call literature; and some people seem to enjoy reading it. Very well: you sit there and write this literature, or whatever it is, and keep your mind fixed on that. I will see to everything else for you. I will provide you with writing materials, and books of wit and humour, and paste and scissors, and everything else that may be necessary to you in your trade; and I will feed you and clothe you and lodge you, and I will take you about to places that you wish to go to; and I will see that you have plenty of tobacco and all other things practicable that you may desire — provided that you work well. The more work you do, and the better work you do, the better I shall look after you. You write — that is all I want you to do.

But, I say to Society, I dont like work; I dont want to work. Why should I be a slave and work?

All right, answers Society, dont work. Im not forcing you. All I say is, that if you dont work for me, I shall not work for you. No work from you, no dinner from me — no holidays, no tobacco.

And I decide to be a slave, and work.

Society has no notion of paying all men equally. Her great object is to encourage brain. The man who merely works by his muscles she regards as very little superior to the horse or the ox, and provides for him just a little better. But the moment he begins to use his head, and from the labourer rises to the artisan, she begins to raise his wages.

Of course hers is a very imperfect method of encouraging thought. She is of the world, and takes a worldly standard of cleverness. To the shallow, showy writer, I fear, she generally pays far more than to the deep and brilliant thinker; and clever roguery seems often more to her liking than honest worth. But her scheme is a right and sound one; her aims and intentions are clear; her methods, on the whole, work fairly well; and every year she grows in judgment.

One day she will arrive at perfect wisdom, and will pay each man according to his deserts.

But do not be alarmed. This will not happen in our time.

Turning round, while still musing about Society, I ran against B. (literally). He thought I was a clumsy ass at first, and said so; but, on recognising me, apologised for his mistake. He had been there for some time also, waiting for me. I told him that I had secured two corner seats in a smoking-carriage, and he replied that he had done so too. By a curious coincidence, we had both fixed upon the same carriage. I had taken the corner seats near the platform, and he had booked the two opposite corners. Four other passengers sat huddled up in the middle. We kept the seats near the door, and gave the other two away. One should always practise generosity.

There was a very talkative man in our carriage. I never came across a man with such a fund of utterly uninteresting anecdotes. He had a friend with him — at all events, the man was his friend when they started — and he talked to this friend incessantly, from the moment the train left Victoria until it arrived at Dover. First of all he told him a long story about a dog. There was no point in the story whatever. It was simply a bald narrative of the dogs daily doings. The dog got up in the morning and barked at the door, and when they came down and opened the door there he was, and he stopped all day in the garden; and when his wife (not the dogs wife, the wife of the man who was telling the story) went out in the afternoon, he was asleep on the grass, and they brought him into the house, and he played with the children, and in the evening he slept in the coal-shed, and next morning there he was again. And so on, for about forty minutes.

A very dear chum or near relative of the dogs might doubtless have found the account enthralling; but what possible interest a stranger — a man who evidently didnt even know the dog — could be expected to take in the report, it was difficult to conceive.

The friend at first tried to feel excited, and murmured: Wonderful! Very strange, indeed! How curious! and helped the tale along by such ejaculations as, No, did he though? And what did you do then? or, Was that on the Monday or the Tuesday, then? But as the story progressed, he appeared to take a positive dislike to the dog, and only yawned each time that it was mentioned.

Indeed, towards the end, I think, though I trust I am mistaken, I heard him mutter, Oh, damn the dog!

After the dog story, we thought we were going to have a little quiet. But we were mistaken; for, with the same breath with which he finished the dog rigmarole, our talkative companion added:

But I can tell you a funnier thing than that—

We all felt we could believe that assertion. If he had boasted that he could tell a duller, more uninteresting story, we should have doubted him; but the possibility of his being able to relate something funnier, we could readily grasp.

But it was not a bit funnier, after all. It was only longer and more involved. It was the history of a man who grew his own celery; and then, later on, it turned out that his wife was the niece, by the mothers side, of a man who had made an ottoman out of an old packing-case.

The friend glanced round the carriage apologetically about the middle of this story, with an expression that said:

Im awfully sorry, gentlemen; but it really is not my fault. You see the position Im in. Dont blame me. Dont make it worse for me to bear than it is.

And we each replied with pitying, sympathetic looks that implied:

Thats all right, my dear sir; dont you fret about that. We see how it is. We only wish we could do something to help you.

The poor fellow seemed happier and more resigned after that.

B. and I hurried on board at Dover, and were just in time to secure the last two berths in the boat; and we were glad that we had managed to do this because our idea was that we should, after a good supper, turn in and go comfortably to sleep.

B. said:

What I like to do, during a sea passage, is to go to sleep, and then wake up and find that I am there.

We made a very creditable supper. I explained to B. the ballast principle held by my seafaring friend, and he agreed with me that the idea seemed reasonable; and, as there was a fixed price for supper, and you had as much as you liked, we determined to give the plan a fair trial.

B. left me after supper somewhat abruptly, as it appeared to me, and I took a stroll on deck by myself. I did not feel very comfortable. I am what I call a moderate sailor. I do not go to excess in either direction. On ordinary occasions, I can swagger about and smoke my pipe, and lie about my Channel experiences with the best of them. But when there is what the captain calls a bit of a sea on, I feel sad, and try to get away from the smell of the engines and the proximity of people who smoke green cigars.

There was a man smoking a peculiarly mellow and unctuous cigar on deck when I got there. I dont believe he smoked it because he enjoyed it. He did not look as if he enjoyed it. I believe he smoked it merely to show how well he was feeling, and to irritate people who were not feeling very well.

There is something very blatantly offensive about the man who feels well on board a boat.

I am very objectionable myself, I know, when I am feeling all right. It is not enough for me that I am not ill. I want everybody to see that I am not ill. It seems to me that I am wasting myself if I dont let every human being in the vessel know that I am not ill. I cannot sit still and be thankful, like youd imagine a sensible man would. I walk about the ship — smoking, of course — and look at people who are not well with mild but pitying surprise, as if I wondered what it was like and how they did it. It is very foolish of me, I know, but I cannot help it. I suppose it is the human nature that exists in even the best of us that makes us act like this.

I could not get away from this mans cigar; or when I did, I came within range of the perfume from the engine-room, and felt I wanted to go back to the cigar. There seemed to be no neutral ground between the two.

If it had not been that I had paid for saloon, I should have gone fore. It was much fresher there, and I should have been much happier there altogether. But I was not going to pay for first-class and then ride third — that was not business. No, I would stick to the swagger part of the ship, and feel aristocratic and sick.

A mate, or a boatswain, or an admiral, or one of those sort of people — I could not be sure, in the darkness, which it was — came up to me as I was leaning with my head against the paddle-box, and asked me what I thought of the ship. He said she was a new boat, and that this was her first voyage.

I said I hoped she would get a bit steadier as she grew older.

He replied: Yes, she is a bit skittish to-night.

What it seemed to me was, that the ship would try to lie down and go to sleep on her right side; and then, before she had given that position a fair trial, would suddenly change her mind, and think she could do it better on her left. At the moment the man came up to me she was trying to stand on her head; and before he had finished speaking she had given up this attempt, in which, however, she had very nearly succeeded, and had, apparently, decided to now play at getting out of the water altogether.

And this is what he called being a bit skittish!

Seafaring people talk like this, because they are silly, and do not know any better. It is no use being angry with them.

I got a little sleep at last. Not in the bunk I had been at such pains to secure: I would not have stopped down in that stuffy saloon, if anybody had offered me a hundred pounds for doing so. Not that anybody did; nor that anybody seemed to want me there at all. I gathered this from the fact that the first thing that met my eye, after I had succeeded in clawing my way down, was a boot. The air was full of boots. There were sixty men sleeping there — or, as regards the majority, I should say trying to sleep there — some in bunks, some on tables, and some under tables. One man was asleep, and was snoring like a hippopotamus — like a hippopotamus that had caught a cold, and was hoarse; and the other fifty-nine were sitting up, throwing their boots at him. It was a snore, very difficult to locate. From which particular berth, in that dimly-lighted, evil-smelling place, it proceeded nobody was quite sure. At one moment, it appeared to come, wailing and sobbing, from the larboard, and the next instant it thundered forth, seemingly from the starboard. So every man who could reach a boot picked it up, and threw it promiscuously, silently praying to Providence, as he did so, to guide it aright and bring it safe to its desired haven.

I watched the weird scene for a minute or two, and then I hauled myself on deck again, and sat down — and went to sleep on a coil of rope; and was awakened, in the course of time, by a sailor who wanted that coil of rope to throw at the head of a man who was standing, doing no harm to anybody, on the quay at Ostend.


SATURDAY, 24TH
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ARRIVAL AT OSTEND. — Coffee and Rolls. — Difficulty of Making French Waiters understand German. — Advantages of Possessing a Conscience That Does Not Get Up Too Early. — Villainy Triumphant. — Virtue Ordered Outside. — A Homely English Row.

When I say I was awakened at Ostend, I do not speak the strict truth. I was not awakened — not properly. I was only half-awakened. I never did get fairly awake until the afternoon. During the journey from Ostend to Cologne I was three-parts asleep and one-part partially awake.

At Ostend, however, I was sufficiently aroused to grasp the idea that we had got somewhere, and that I must find my luggage and B., and do something or other; in addition to which, a strange, vague instinct, but one which I have never yet known deceive me, hovering about my mind, and telling me that I was in the neighbourhood of something to eat and drink, spurred me to vigour and action.

I hurried down into the saloon and there found B. He excused himself for having left me alone all night — he need not have troubled himself. I had not pined for him in the least. If the only woman I had ever loved had been on board, I should have sat silent, and let any other fellow talk to her that wanted to, and that felt equal to it — by explaining that he had met a friend and that they had been talking. It appeared to have been a trying conversation.

I also ran against the talkative man and his companion. Such a complete wreck of a once strong man as the latter looked I have never before seen. Mere sea-sickness, however severe, could never have accounted for the change in his appearance since, happy and hopeful, he entered the railway-carriage at Victoria six short hours ago. His friend, on the other hand, appeared fresh and cheerful, and was relating an anecdote about a cow.

We took our bags into the Custom House and opened them, and I sat down on mine, and immediately went to sleep.

When I awoke, somebody whom I mistook at first for a Field-Marshal, and from force of habit — I was once a volunteer — saluted, was standing over me, pointing melodramatically at my bag. I assured him in picturesque German that I had nothing to declare. He did not appear to comprehend me, which struck me as curious, and took the bag away from me, which left me nothing to sit upon but the floor. But I felt too sleepy to be indignant.

After our luggage had been examined, we went into the buffet. My instinct had not misled me: there I found hot coffee, and rolls and butter. I ordered two coffees with milk, some bread, and some butter. I ordered them in the best German I knew. As nobody understood me, I went and got the things for myself. It saves a deal of argument, that method. People seem to know what you mean in a moment then.

B. suggested that while we were in Belgium, where everybody spoke French, while very few indeed knew German, I should stand a better chance of being understood if I talked less German and more French.

He said:

It will be easier for you, and less of a strain upon the natives. You stick to French, he continued, as long as ever you can. You will get along much better with French. You will come across people now and then — smart, intelligent people — who will partially understand your French, but no human being, except a thought-reader, will ever obtain any glimmering of what you mean from your German.

Oh, are we in Belgium, I replied sleepily; I thought we were in Germany. I didnt know. And then, in a burst of confidence, I added, feeling that further deceit was useless, I dont know where I am, you know.

No, I thought you didnt, he replied. That is exactly the idea you give anybody. I wish youd wake up a bit.

We waited about an hour at Ostend, while our train was made up. There was only one carriage labelled for Cologne, and four more passengers wanted to go there than the compartment would hold.

Not being aware of this, B. and I made no haste to secure places, and, in consequence, when, having finished our coffee, we leisurely strolled up and opened the carriage door we saw that every seat was already booked. A bag was in one space and a rug in another, an umbrella booked a third, and so on. Nobody was there, but the seats were gone!

It is the unwritten law among travellers that a mans luggage deposited upon a seat, shall secure that seat to him until he comes to sit upon it himself. This is a good law and a just law, and one that, in my normal state, I myself would die to uphold and maintain.

But at three oclock on a chilly morning ones moral sensibilities are not properly developed. The average mans conscience does not begin work till eight or nine oclock — not till after breakfast, in fact. At three a.m. he will do things that at three in the afternoon his soul would revolt at.

Under ordinary circumstances I should as soon have thought of shifting a mans bag and appropriating his seat as an ancient Hebrew squatter would have thought of removing his neighbours landmark; but at this time in the morning my better nature was asleep.

I have often read of a mans better nature being suddenly awakened. The business is generally accomplished by an organ-grinder or a little child (I would back the latter, at all events — give it a fair chance — to awaken anything in this world that was not stone deaf, or that had not been dead for more than twenty-four hours); and if an organ-grinder or a little child had been around Ostend station that morning, things might have been different.

B. and I might have been saved from crime. Just as we were in the middle of our villainy, the organ-grinder or the child would have struck up, and we should have burst into tears, and have rushed from the carriage, and have fallen upon each others necks outside on the platform, and have wept, and waited for the next train.

As it was, after looking carefully round to see that nobody was watching us, we slipped quickly into the carriage, and, making room for ourselves among the luggage there, sat down and tried to look innocent and easy.

B. said that the best thing we could do, when the other people came, would be to pretend to be dead asleep, and too stupid to understand anything.

I replied that as far as I was concerned, I thought I could convey the desired impression without stooping to deceit at all, and prepared to make myself comfortable.

A few seconds later another man got into the carriage. He also made room for himself among the luggage and sat down.

I am afraid that seats taken, sir, said B. when he had recovered his surprise at the mans coolness. In fact, all the seats in this carriage are taken.

I cant help that, replied the ruffian, cynically. Ive got to get to Cologne some time to-day, and there seems no other way of doing it that I can see.

Yes, but so has the gentleman whose seat you have taken got to get there, I remonstrated; what about him? You are thinking only of yourself!

My sense of right and justice was beginning to assert itself, and I felt quite indignant with the fellow. Two minutes ago, as I have explained, I could contemplate the taking of another mans seat with equanimity. Now, such an act seemed to me shameful. The truth is that my better nature never sleeps for long. Leave it alone and it wakens of its own accord. Heaven help me! I am a sinful, worldly man, I know; but there is good at the bottom of me. It wants hauling up, but its there.

This man had aroused it. I now saw the sinfulness of taking another passengers place in a railway-carriage.

But I could not make the other man see it. I felt that some service was due from me to Justice, in compensation of the wrong I had done her a few moments ago, and I argued most eloquently.

My rhetoric was, however, quite thrown away. Oh! its only a vice-consul, he said; heres his name on the bag. Theres plenty of room for him in with the guard.

It was no use my defending the sacred cause of Right before a man who held sentiments like that; so, having lodged a protest against his behaviour, and thus eased my conscience, I leant back and dozed the doze of the just.

Five minutes before the train started, the rightful owners of the carriage came up and crowded in. They seemed surprised at finding only five vacant seats available between seven of them, and commenced to quarrel vigorously among themselves.

B. and I and the unjust man in the corner tried to calm them, but passion ran too high at first for the voice of Reason to be heard. Each combination of five, possible among them, accused each remaining two of endeavouring to obtain seats by fraud, and each one more than hinted that the other six were liars.

What annoyed me was that they quarrelled in English. They all had languages of their own, — there were four Belgians, two Frenchmen, and a German, — but no language was good enough for them to insult each other in but English.

Finding that there seemed to be no chance of their ever agreeing among themselves, they appealed to us. We unhesitatingly decided in favour of the five thinnest, who, thereupon, evidently regarding the matter as finally settled, sat down, and told the other two to get out.

These two stout ones, however — the German and one of the Belgians — seemed inclined to dispute the award, and called up the station-master.

The station-master did not wait to listen to what they had to say, but at once began abusing them for being in the carriage at all. He told them they ought to be ashamed of themselves for forcing their way into a compartment that was already more than full, and inconveniencing the people already there.

He also used English to explain this to them, and they got out on the platform and answered him back in English.

English seems to be the popular language for quarrelling in, among foreigners. I suppose they find it more expressive.

We all watched the group from the window. We were amused and interested. In the middle of the argument an early gendarme arrived on the scene. The gendarme naturally supported the station-master. One man in uniform always supports another man in uniform, no matter what the row is about, or who may be in the right — that does not trouble him. It is a fixed tenet of belief among uniform circles that a uniform can do no wrong. If burglars wore uniform, the police would be instructed to render them every assistance in their power, and to take into custody any householder attempting to interfere with them in the execution of their business. The gendarme assisted the station-master to abuse the two stout passengers, and he also abused them in English. It was not good English in any sense of the word. The man would probably have been able to give his feelings much greater variety and play in French or Flemish, but that was not his object. His ambition, like every other foreigners, was to become an accomplished English quarreller, and this was practice for him.

A Customs House clerk came out and joined in the babel. He took the part of the passengers, and abused the station-master and the gendarme, and he abused them in English.

B. said he thought it very pleasant here, far from our native shores, in the land of the stranger, to come across a little homely English row like this.


SATURDAY, 24TH — CONTINUED
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A MAN OF Family. — An Eccentric Train. — Outrage on an Englishman. — Alone in Europe. — Difficulty of Making German Waiters Understand Scandinavian. — Danger of Knowing Too Many Languages. — A Wearisome Journey. — Cologne, Ahoy!

There was a very well-informed Belgian in the carriage, and he told us something interesting about nearly every town through which we passed. I felt that if I could have kept awake, and have listened to that man, and remembered what he said, and not mixed things up, I should have learnt a good deal about the country between Ostend and Cologne.

He had relations in nearly every town, had this man. I suppose there have been, and are, families as large and as extensive as his; but I never heard of any other family that made such a show. They seemed to have been planted out with great judgment, and were now all over the country. Every time I awoke, I caught some such scattered remark as:

Bruges — you can see the belfry from this side — plays a polka by Haydn every hour. My aunt lives here. Ghent — Hôtel de Ville, some say finest specimen of Gothic architecture in Europe — where my mother lives. You could see the house if that church wasnt there. Just passed Alost — great hop centre. My grandfather used to live there; hes dead now. Theres the Royal chateau — here, just on this side. My sister is married to a man who lives there — not in the palace, I dont mean, but in Laeken. Thats the dome of the Palais de Justice — they call Brussels Paris in little — I like it better than Paris, myself — not so crowded. I live in Brussels. Louvain — theres Van de Weyers statue, the 1830 revolutionist. My wifes mother lives in Louvain. She wants us to come and live there. She says we are too far away from her at Brussels, but I dont think so. Leige — see the citadel? Got some cousins at Leige — only second ones. Most of my first ones live at Maestricht; and so on all the way to Cologne.

I do not believe we passed a single town or village that did not possess one or more specimens of this mans relatives. Our journey seemed, not so much like a tour through Belgium and part of Northern Germany, as a visit to the neighbourhood where this mans family resided.

I was careful to take a seat facing the engine at Ostend. I prefer to travel that way. But when I awoke a little later on, I found myself going backwards.

I naturally felt indignant. I said:

Whos put me over here? I was over there, you know. Youve no right to do that!

They assured me, however, that nobody had shifted me, but that the train had turned round at Ghent.

I was annoyed at this. It seemed to me a mean trick for a train to start off in one direction, and thus lure you into taking your seat (or somebody elses seat, as the case might be) under the impression that you were going to travel that way, and then, afterwards, turn round and go the other way. I felt very doubtful, in my own mind, as to whether the train knew where it was going at all.

At Brussels we got out and had some more coffee and rolls. I forget what language I talked at Brussels, but nobody understood me. When I next awoke, after leaving Brussels, I found myself going forwards again. The engine had apparently changed its mind for the second time, and was pulling the carriages the other way now. I began to get thoroughly alarmed. This train was simply doing what it liked. There was no reliance to be placed upon it whatever. The next thing it would do would be to go sideways. It seemed to me that I ought to get up and see into this matter; but, while pondering the business, I fell asleep again.

I was very sleepy indeed when they routed us out at Herbesthal, to examine our luggage for Germany. I had a vague idea that we were travelling in Turkey, and had been stopped by brigands. When they told me to open my bag, I said, Never! and remarked that I was an Englishman, and that they had better be careful. I also told them that they could dismiss any idea of ransom from their minds at once, unless they were prepared to take I.O.U.s, as it was against the principles of our family to pay cash for anything — certainly not for relatives.

They took no notice of my warning, and caught hold of my Gladstone. I resisted feebly, but was over-powered, and went to sleep again.

On awakening, I discovered myself in the buffet. I have no recollection of going there. My instinct must have guided me there during my sleep.

I ordered my usual repast of coffee and rolls. (I must have been full of coffee and rolls by this time.) I had got the idea into my head now that I was in Norway, and so I ordered them in broken Scandinavian, a few words of which I had picked up during a trip through the fiords last summer.

Of course, the man did not understand; but I am accustomed to witnessing the confusion of foreigners when addressed in their native tongue, and so forgave him — especially as, the victuals being well within reach, language was a matter of secondary importance.

I took two cups of coffee, as usual — one for B., and one for myself — and, bringing them to the table, looked round for B. I could not see him anywhere. What had become of him? I had not seen him, that I could recollect, for hours. I did not know where I was, or what I was doing. I had a hazy knowledge that B. and I had started off together — whether yesterday or six months ago, I could not have said to save my life — with the intention, if I was not mistaken, of going somewhere and seeing something. We were now somewhere abroad — somewhere in Norway was my idea; though why I had fixed on Norway is a mystery to me to this day — and I had lost him!

How on earth were we ever to find each other again? A horrible picture presented itself to my mind of our both wandering distractedly up and down Europe, perhaps for years, vainly seeking each other. The touching story of Evangeline recurred to me with terrible vividness.

Something must be done, and that immediately. Somehow or another I must find B. I roused myself, and summoned to my aid every word of Scandinavian that I knew.

It was no good these people pretending that they did not understand their own language, and putting me off that way. They had got to understand it this time. This was no mere question of coffee and rolls; this was a serious business. I would make that waiter understand my Scandinavian, if I had to hammer it into his head with his own coffee-pot!

I seized him by the arm, and, in Scandinavian that must have been quite pathetic in its tragic fervour, I asked him if he had seen my friend — my friend B.

The man only stared.

I grew desperate. I shook him. I said:

My friend — big, great, tall, large — is he where? Have you him to see where? Here?

(I had to put it that way because Scandinavian grammar is not a strong point with me, and my knowledge of the verbs is as yet limited to the present tense of the infinitive mood. Besides, this was no time to worry about grace of style.)

A crowd gathered round us, attracted by the mans terrified expression. I appealed to them generally. I said:

My friend B. — head, red — boots, yellow, brown, gold — coat, little squares — nose, much, large! Is he where? Him to see — anybody — where?

Not a soul moved a hand to help me. There they stood and gaped!

I repeated it all over again louder, in case anybody on the outskirts of the mob had not heard it; and I repeated it in an entirely new accent. I gave them every chance I could.

They chatted excitedly among themselves, and, then a bright idea seemed to strike one of them, a little more intelligent-looking than the rest, and he rushed outside and began running up and down, calling out something very loudly, in which the word Norwegian kept on occurring.

He returned in a few seconds, evidently exceedingly pleased with himself, accompanied by a kindly-looking old gentleman in a white hat.

Way was made in the crowd, and the old gentleman pressed forward. When he got near, he smiled at me, and then proceeded to address to me a lengthy, but no doubt kindly meant, speech in Scandinavian.

Of course, it was all utterly unintelligible to me from beginning to end, and my face clearly showed this. I can grasp a word or two of Scandinavian here and there, if pronounced slowly and distinctly; but that is all.

The old gentleman regarded me with great surprise. He said (in Scandinavian, of course):

You speak Norwegian?

I replied, in the same tongue:

A little, a very little — very.

He seemed not only disappointed, but indignant. He explained the matter to the crowd, and they all seemed indignant.

Why everybody should be indignant with me I could not comprehend. There are plenty of people who do not understand Scandinavian. It was absurd to be vexed with me because I did not. I do know a little, and that is more than some people do.

I inquired of the old gentleman about B. He did understand me. I must give him credit for that. But beyond understanding me, he was of no more use than the others; and why they had taken so much trouble to fetch him, I could not imagine.

What would have happened if the difficulty had continued much longer (for I was getting thoroughly wild with the lot of them) I cannot say. Fortunately, at this moment I caught sight of B. himself, who had just entered the room.

I could not have greeted him more heartily if I had wanted to borrow money of him.

Well, I am glad to see you again! I cried. Well, this is pleasant! I thought I had lost you!

Why, you are English! cried out the old gentleman in the white hat, in very good Saxon, on hearing me speak to B.

Well, I know that, I replied, and Im proud of it. Have you any objection to my being English?

Not in the least, he answered, if youd only talk English instead of Norwegian. Im English myself; and he walked away, evidently much puzzled.

B. said to me as we sat down:

Ill tell you whats the matter with you, J. — you know too many languages for this continent. Your linguistic powers will be the ruin of us if you dont hold them in a bit. You dont know any Sanscrit or Chaldean, do you?

I replied that I did not.

Any Hebrew or Chinese?

Not a word.

Sure?

Not so much as a full stop in any of them.

Thats a blessing, said B., much relieved. You would be trying to palm off one or other of them on some simple-minded peasant for German, if you did!

It is a wearisome journey, through the long, hot hours of the morning, to Cologne. The carriage is stifling. Railway travellers, I have always noticed, regard fresh air as poison. They like to live on the refuse of each others breath, and close up every window and ventilator tight. The sun pours down through glass and blind and scorches our limbs. Our heads and our bodies ache. The dust and soot drift in and settle on our clothes, and grime our hands and face. We all doze and wake up with a start, and fall to sleep again upon each other. I wake, and find my neighbour with his head upon my shoulder. It seems a shame to cast him off; he looks so trustful. But he is heavy. I push him on to the man the other side. He is just as happy there. We roll about; and when the train jerks, we butt each other with our heads. Things fall from the rack upon us. We look up surprised, and go to sleep again. My bag tumbles down upon the head of the unjust man in the corner. (Is it retribution?) He starts up, begs my pardon, and sinks back into oblivion. I am too sleepy to pick up the bag. It lies there on the floor. The unjust man uses it for a footstool.

We look out, through half-closed eyes, upon the parched, level, treeless land; upon the little patchwork farms of corn and beetroot, oats and fruit, growing undivided, side by side, each looking like a little garden dropped down into the plain; upon the little dull stone houses.

A steeple appears far away upon the horizon. (The first thing that we ask of men is their faith: What do you believe? The first thing that they show us is their church: This we believe.) Then a tall chimney ranges itself alongside. (First faith, then works.) Then a confused jumble of roofs, out of which, at last, stand forth individual houses, factories, streets, and we draw up in a sleeping town.

People open the carriage door, and look in upon us. They do not appear to think much of us, and close the door again quickly, with a bang, and we sleep once more.

As we rumble on, the country slowly wakes. Rude V-shaped carts, drawn by yoked oxen, and even sometimes by cows, wait patiently while we cross the long, straight roads stretching bare for many a mile across the plain. Peasants trudge along the fields to work. Smoke rises from the villages and farm-houses. Passengers are waiting at the wayside stations.

Towards mid-day, on looking out, we see two tiny spires standing side by side against the sky. They seem to be twins, and grow taller as we approach. I describe them to B., and he says they are the steeples of Cologne Cathedral; and we all begin to yawn and stretch, and to collect our bags and coats and umbrellas.


HALF OF SATURDAY 24TH, AND SOME OF SUNDAY, 25TH
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DIFFICULTY OF KEEPING this Diary. — A Big Wash. — The German Bed. — Its Goings On. — Manners and Customs of the German Army. — B.s Besetting Sin. — Cologne Cathedral. — Thoughts Without Words. — A Curious Custom.

This diary is getting mixed. The truth is, I am not living as a man who keeps a diary should live. I ought, of course, to sit down in front of this diary at eleven oclock at night, and write down all that has occurred to me during the day. But at eleven oclock at night, I am in the middle of a long railway journey, or have just got up, or am just going to bed for a couple of hours. We go to bed at odd moments, when we happen to come across a bed, and have a few minutes to spare. We have been to bed this afternoon, and are now having another breakfast; and I am not quite sure whether it is yesterday or to-morrow, or what day it is.

I shall not attempt to write up this diary in the orthodox manner, therefore; but shall fix in a few lines whenever I have half-an-hour with nothing better to do.

We washed ourselves in the Rhine at Cologne (we had not had a wash since we had left our happy home in England). We started with the idea of washing ourselves at the hotel; but on seeing the basin and water and towel provided, I decided not to waste my time playing with them. As well might Hercules have attempted to tidy up the Augean stables with a squirt.

We appealed to the chambermaid. We explained to her that we wanted to wash — to clean ourselves — not to blow bubbles. Could we not have bigger basins and more water and more extensive towels? The chambermaid (a staid old lady of about fifty) did not think that anything better could be done for us by the hotel fraternity of Cologne, and seemed to think that the river was more what we wanted.

I fancied that the old soul was speaking sarcastically, but B. said No; she was thinking of the baths alongside the river, and suggested that we should go there. I agreed. It seemed to me that the river — the Rhine — would, if anything could, meet the case. There ought to be plenty of water in it now, after the heavy spring rains.

When I saw it, I felt satisfied. I said to B.:

Thats all right, old man; thats the sort of thing we need. That is just the sized river I feel I can get myself clean in this afternoon.

I have heard a good deal in praise of the Rhine, and I am glad to be able to speak well of it myself. I found it most refreshing.

I was, however, sorry that we had washed in it afterwards. I have heard from friends who have travelled since in Germany that we completely spoiled that river for the rest of the season. Not for business purposes, I do not mean. The barge traffic has been, comparatively speaking, uninterfered with. But the tourist trade has suffered terribly. Parties who usually go up the Rhine by steamer have, after looking at the river, gone by train this year. The boat agents have tried to persuade them that the Rhine is always that colour: that it gets like that owing to the dirt and refuse washed down into it during its course among the mountains.

But the tourists have refused to accept this explanation. They have said:

No. Mountains will account for a good deal, we admit, but not for all that. We are acquainted with the ordinary condition of the Rhine, and although muddy, and at times unpleasant, it is passable. As it is this summer, however, we would prefer not to travel upon it. We will wait until after next years spring-floods.

We went to bed after our wash. To the blasé English bed-goer, accustomed all his life to the same old hackneyed style of bed night after night, there is something very pleasantly piquant about the experience of trying to sleep in a German bed. He does not know it is a bed at first. He thinks that someone has been going round the room, collecting all the sacks and cushions and antimacassars and such articles that he has happened to find about, and has piled them up on a wooden tray ready for moving. He rings for the chambermaid, and explains to her that she has shown him into the wrong room. He wanted a bedroom.

She says: This is a bedroom.

He says: Wheres the bed?

There! she says, pointing to the box on which the sacks and antimacassars and cushions lie piled.

That! he cries. How am I going to sleep in that?

The chambermaid does not know how he is going to sleep there, never having seen a gentleman go to sleep anywhere, and not knowing how they set about it; but suggests that he might try lying down flat, and shutting his eyes.

But it is not long enough, he says.

The chambermaid thinks he will be able to manage, if he tucks his legs up.

He sees that he will not get anything better, and that he must put up with it.

Oh, very well! he says. Look sharp and get it made, then.

She says: It is made.

He turns and regards the girl sternly. Is she taking advantage of his being a lonely stranger, far from home and friends, to mock him? He goes over to what she calls the bed, and snatching off the top-most sack from the pile and holding it up, says:

Perhaps youll tell me what this is, then?

That, says the girl, thats the bed!

He is somewhat nonplussed at the unexpected reply.

Oh! he says. Oh! the bed, is it? I thought it was a pincushion! Well, if it is the bed, then what is it doing out here, on the top of everything else? You think that because Im only a man, I dont understand a bed!

Thats the proper place for it, responds the chambermaid.

What! on top?

Yes, sir.

Well, then where are the clothes?

Underneath, sir.

Look here, my good girl, he says; you dont understand me, or I dont understand you, one or the other. When I go to sleep, I lie on a bed and pull the clothes over me. I dont want to lie on the clothes, and cover myself with the bed. This isnt a comic ballet, you know!

The girl assures him that there is no mistake about the matter at all. There is the bed, made according to German notions of how a bed should be made. He can make the best of it and try to go to sleep upon it, or he can be sulky and go to sleep on the floor.

He is very much surprised. It looks to him the sort of bed that a man would make for himself on coming home late from a party. But it is no use arguing the matter with the girl.

All right, he says; bring me a pillow, and Ill risk it!

The chambermaid explains that there are two pillows on the bed already, indicating, as she does so, two flat cushions, each one a yard square, placed one on top of the other at one end of the mixture.

These! exclaims the weary traveller, beginning to feel that he does not want to go to bed at all. These are not pillows! I want something to put my head on; not a thing that comes down to the middle of my back! Dont tell me that Ive got to sleep on these things!

But the girl does tell him so, and also implies that she has something else to do than to stand there all day talking bed-gossip with him.

Well, just show me how to start, he says, which way you get into it, and then I wont keep you any longer; Ill puzzle out the rest for myself.

She explains the trick to him and leaves, and he undresses and crawls in.

The pillows give him a good deal of worry. He does not know whether he is meant to sit on them or merely to lean up against them. In experimenting upon this point, he bumps his head against the top board of the bedstead. At this, he says, Oh! and shoots himself down to the bottom of the bed. Here all his ten toes simultaneously come into sharp contact with the board at the bottom.

Nothing irritates a man more than being rapped over the toes, especially if he feels that he has done nothing to deserve it. He says, Oh, damn! this time, and spasmodically doubles up his legs, thus giving his knees a violent blow against the board at the side of the bed. (The German bedstead, be it remembered, is built in the form of a shallow, open box, and the victim is thus completely surrounded by solid pieces of wood with sharp edges. I do not know what species of wood it is that is employed. It is extremely hard, and gives forth a curious musical sound when struck sharply with a bone.)

After this he lies perfectly still for a while, wondering where he is going to be hit next. Finding that nothing happens, he begins to regain confidence, and ventures to gently feel around with his left leg and take stock of his position.

For clothes, he has only a very thin blanket and sheet, and beneath these he feels decidedly chilly. The bed is warm enough, so far as it goes, but there is not enough of it. He draws it up round his chin, and then his feet begin to freeze. He pushes it down over his feet, and then all the top part of him shivers.

He tries to roll up into a ball, so as to get the whole of himself underneath it, but does not succeed; there is always some of him left outside in the cold.

He reflects that a boneless wonder or a man serpent would be comfortable enough in this bed, and wishes that he had been brought up as a contortionist. If he could only tie his legs round his neck, and tuck his head in under his arm, all would yet be well.

Never having been taught to do any really useful tricks such as these, however, he has to be content to remain spread out, warming a bit of himself at a time.

It is, perhaps, foolish of him, amid so many real troubles, to allow a mere æsthetical consideration to worry him, but as he lies there on his back, looking down at himself, the sight that he presents to himself considerably annoys him. The puffed-up bed, resting on the middle of him, gives him the appearance of a man suffering from some monstrous swelling, or else of some exceptionally well-developed frog that has been turned up the wrong way and does not know how to get on to its legs again.

Another vexation that he has to contend with is, that every time he moves a limb or breathes extra hard, the bed (which is only of down) tumbles off on to the floor.

You cannot lean out of a German bed to pick up anything off the floor, owing to its box-like formation; so he has to scramble out after it, and of course every time he does this he barks both his shins twice against the sides of the bed.

When he has performed this feat for about the tenth time, he concludes that it was madness for him, a mere raw amateur at the business, to think that he could manage a complicated, tricky bed of this sort, that must take even an experienced man all he knows to sleep in it; and gets out and camps on the floor.

At least, that is what I did. B. is accustomed to German beds, and doubled himself up and went off to sleep without the slightest difficulty.

We slept for two hours, and then got up and went back to the railway-station, where we dined. The railway refreshment-room in German towns appears to be as much patronised by the inhabitants of the town as by the travellers passing through. It is regarded as an ordinary restaurant, and used as such by the citizens. We found the dining-room at Cologne station crowded with Cologneists.

All classes of citizens were there, but especially soldiers. There were all sorts of soldiers — soldiers of rank, and soldiers of rank and file; attached soldiers (very much attached, apparently) and soldiers unattached; stout soldiers, thin soldiers; old soldiers, young soldiers. Four very young soldiers sat opposite us, drinking beer. I never saw such young soldiers out by themselves before. They each looked about twelve years old, but may have been thirteen; and they each looked, also, ready and willing to storm a battery, if the order were given to them to do it. There they sat, raising and lowering their huge mugs of beer, discussing military matters, and rising every now and again to gravely salute some officer as he passed, and to receive as gravely his grave salute in return.

There seemed to be a deal of saluting to be gone through. Officers kept entering and passing through the room in an almost continual stream, and every time one came in sight all the military drinkers and eaters rose and saluted, and remained at the salute until the officer had passed.

One young soldier, who was trying to eat a plate of soup near us, I felt quite sorry for. Every time he got the spoon near his mouth an officer invariably hove in view, and down would have to go the spoon, soup and all, and up he would have to rise. It never seemed to occur to the silly fellow to get under the table and finish his dinner there.

We had half-an-hour to spare between dinner and the starting of our train, and B. suggested that we should go into the cathedral. That is B.s one weakness, churches. I have the greatest difficulty in getting him past a church-door. We are walking along a street, arm in arm, talking as rationally and even as virtuously as need be, when all at once I find that B. has become silent and abstracted.

I know what it is; he has caught sight of a church. I pretend not to notice any change in him, and endeavour to hurry him on. He lags more and more behind, however, and at last stops altogether.

Come, come, I say to him, encouragingly, pull yourself together, and be a man. Dont think about it. Put it behind you, and determine that you wont be conquered. Come, we shall be round the corner in another minute, where you wont be able to see it. Take my hand, and lets run!

He makes a few feeble steps forward with me, and then stops again.

Its no good, old man, he says, with a sickly smile, so full of pathos that it is impossible to find it in ones heart to feel anything but pity for him. I cant help it. I have given way to this sort of thing too long. It is too late to reform now. You go on and get a drink somewhere; Ill join you again in a few minutes. Dont worry about me; its no good.

And back he goes with tottering steps, while I sadly pass on into the nearest café, and, over a glass of absinthe or cognac, thank Providence that I learnt to control my craving for churches in early youth, and so am not now like this poor B.

In a little while he comes in, and sits down beside me. There is a wild, unhealthy excitement in his eye, and, under a defiant air of unnatural gaiety, he attempts to hide his consciousness of guilt.

It was a lovely altar-cloth, he whispers to me, with an enthusiasm that only makes one sorrow for him the more, so utterly impossible does it cause all hope of cure to seem. And theyve got a coffin in the north crypt that is simply a poem. I never enjoyed a sarcophagus more in all my life.

I do not say much at the time; it would be useless. But after the day is done, and we are standing beside our little beds, and all around is as silent as one can expect it to be in an hotel where people seem to be arriving all night long with heavy luggage, and to be all, more or less, in trouble, I argue with him, and gently reprove him. To avoid the appearance of sermonising as much as possible, I put it on mere grounds of expediency.

How are we to find time, I say, to go to all the places that we really ought to go to — to all the cafés and theatres and music-halls and beer-gardens and dancing-saloons that we want to visit — if you waste half the precious day loafing about churches and cathedrals?

He is deeply moved, and promises to swear off. He vows, with tears in his voice, that he will never enter a church-door again. But next morning, when the temptation comes, all his good resolutions are swept away, and again he yields. It is no good being angry with him, because he evidently does really try; but there is something about the mere odour of a church that he simply cannot withstand.

Not knowing, then, that this weakness of his for churches was so strong, I made no objection to the proposed visit to Cologne Cathedral, and, accordingly, towards it we wended our way. B. has seen it before, and knows all about it. He tells me it was begun about the middle of the thirteenth century, and was only completed ten years ago. It seems to me that there must have been gross delay on the part of the builder. Why, a plumber would be ashamed to take as long as that over a job!

B. also asserts that the two towers are the highest church towers in the world. I dispute this, and deprecate the towers generally. B. warmly defends them. He says they are higher than any building in Europe, except the Eiffel Tower.

Oh, dear no! I say, there are many buildings higher than they in Europe — to say nothing of Asia and America.

I have no authority for making this assertion. As a matter of fact, I know nothing whatever about the matter. I merely say it to irritate B. He appears to take a sort of personal interest in the building, and enlarges upon its beauties and advantages with as much fervour as if he were an auctioneer trying to sell the place.

He retorts that the towers are 512 feet high.

I say:

Nonsense! Somebody has imposed upon you, because they see you are a foreigner.

He becomes quite angry at this, and says he can show me the figures in the guide-book.

The guide-book! I reply, scornfully. Youll believe a newspaper next!

B. asks me, indignantly, what height I should say they are, then. I examine them critically for a few minutes, and then give it as my opinion that they do not exceed 510 feet at the very outside. B. seems annoyed with me, and we enter the church in silence.

There is little to be said about a cathedral. Except to the professional sightseer, one is very much like another. Their beauty to me lies, not in the paintings and sculpture they give houseroom to, nor in the bones and bric-à-brac piled up in their cellars, but in themselves — their echoing vastness, their deep silence.

Above the little homes of men, above the noisy teeming streets, they rise like some soft strain of perfect music, cleaving its way amid the jangle of discordant notes. Here, where the voices of the world sound faint; here, where the citys glamour comes not in, it is good to rest for a while — if only the pestering guides would leave one alone — and think.

There is much help in Silence. From its touch we gain renewed life. Silence is to the Soul what his Mother Earth was to Briareus. From contact with it we rise healed of our hurts and strengthened for the fight.

Amid the babel of the schools we stand bewildered and affrighted. Silence gives us peace and hope. Silence teaches us no creed, only that Gods arms are around the universe.

How small and unimportant seem all our fretful troubles and ambitions when we stand with them in our hand before the great calm face of Silence! We smile at them ourselves, and are ashamed.

Silence teaches us how little we are — how great we are. In the worlds market-places we are tinkers, tailors, apothecaries, thieves — respectable or otherwise, as the case may be — mere atoms of a mighty machine — mere insects in a vast hive.

It is only in Silence that it comes home to us that we are something much greater than this — that we are men, with all the universe and all eternity before us.

It is in Silence we hear the voice of Truth. The temples and the marts of men echo all night and day to the clamour of lies and shams and quackeries. But in Silence falsehood cannot live. You cannot float a lie on Silence. A lie has to be puffed aloft, and kept from falling by mens breath. Leave a lie on the bosom of Silence, and it sinks. A truth floats there fair and stately, like some stout ship upon a deep ocean. Silence buoys her up lovingly for all men to see. Not until she has grown worn-out and rotten, and is no longer a truth, will the waters of Silence close over her.

Silence is the only real thing we can lay hold of in this world of passing dreams. Time is a shadow that will vanish with the twilight of humanity; but Silence is a part of the eternal. All things that are true and lasting have been taught to mens hearts by Silence.

Among all nations, there should be vast temples raised where the people might worship Silence and listen to it, for it is the voice of God.

These fair churches and cathedrals that men have reared around them throughout the world, have been built as homes for mere creeds — this one for Protestantism, that one for Romanism, another for Mahomedanism. But Gods Silence dwells in all alike, only driven forth at times by the tinkling of bells and the mumbling of prayers; and, in them, it is good to sit awhile and have communion with her.

We strolled round, before we came out. Just by the entrance to the choir an official stopped me, and asked me if I wanted to go and see a lot of fal-lal things he had got on show — relics and bones, and old masters, and such-like Wardour-street rubbish.

I told him, No; and attempted to pass on, but he said:

No, no! You dont pay, you dont go in there, and shut the gate.

He said this sentence in English; and the precision and fluency with which he delivered it rather suggested the idea that it was a phrase much in request, and one that he had had a good deal of practice in.

It is very prevalent throughout Germany, this custom of not allowing you to go in to see a thing unless you pay.


END OF SATURDAY, 24TH, AND BEGINNING OF SUNDAY, 25TH — CONTINUED
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THE RHINE! — How History is Written. — Complicated Villages. — How a Peaceful Community Was Very Much Upset. — The German Railway Guard. — His Passion for Tickets. — We Diffuse Comfort and Joy Wherever We Go, Gladdening the Weary, and Bringing Smiles to Them that Weep.—Tickets, Please. — Hunting Experiences. — A Natural Mistake. — Free Acrobatic Performance by the Guard. — The Railway Authorities Little Joke. — Why We Should Think of the Sorrows of Others.

We returned to the station just in time to secure comfortable seats, and at 5.10 steamed out upon our fifteen hours run to Munich. From Bonn to Mayence the line keeps by the side of the Rhine nearly the whole of the way, and we had a splendid view of the river, with the old-world towns and villages that cluster round its bank, the misty mountains that make early twilight upon its swiftly rolling waves, the castled crags and precipices that rise up sheer and majestic from its margin, the wooded rocks that hang with threatening frown above its sombre depths, the ruined towers and turrets that cap each point along its shores, the pleasant isles that stud like gems its broad expanse of waters.

Few things in this world come up to expectation, especially those things of which one has been led to expect much, and about which one has heard a good deal. With this philosophy running in my head, I was prepared to find the Rhine a much over-rated river.

I was pleasantly disappointed. The panorama which unfolded itself before our eyes, as we sped along through the quiet twilight that was deepening into starry night, was wonderfully beautiful, entrancing and expressive.

I do not intend to describe it to you. To do justice to the theme, I should have to be even a more brilliant and powerful writer than I am. To attempt the subject, without doing it justice, would be a waste of your time, sweet reader, and of mine — a still more important matter.

I confess it was not my original intention to let you off so easily. I started with the idea of giving you a rapid but glowing and eloquent word-picture of the valley of the Rhine from Cologne to Mayence. For background, I thought I would sketch in the historical and legendary events connected with the district, and against this, for a foreground, I would draw, in vivid colours, the modern aspect of the scene, with remarks and observations thereon.

Here are my rough notes, made for the purpose: — 

Mems. for Chapter on Rhine: Constantine the Great used to come here — so did Agrippa. (N.B. — Try and find out something about Agrippa.) Cæsar had a good deal to do with the Rhine — also Neros mother.

(To the reader. — The brevity of these memoranda renders their import, at times, confusing. For instance, this means that Cæsar and Neros mother both had a good deal to do with the Rhine; not that Cæsar had a good deal to do with Neros mother. I explain this because I should be sorry to convey any false impression concerning either the lady or Cæsar. Scandal is a thing abhorrent to my nature.)

Notes continued: The Ubii did something on the right bank of the Rhine at an early period, and afterwards were found on the other side. (Expect the Ubii were a tribe; but make sure of this, as they might be something in the fossil line.) Cologne was the cradle of German art. Talk about art and the old masters. Treat them in a kindly and gentle spirit. They are dead now. Saint Ursula was murdered at Cologne, with eleven thousand virgin attendants. There must have been quite a party of them. Draw powerful and pathetic imaginary picture of the slaughter. (N.B. — Find out who murdered them all.) Say something about the Emperor Maximilian. Call him the mighty Maximilian. Mention Charlemagne (a good deal should be made out of Charlemagne) and the Franks. (Find out all about the Franks, and where they lived, and what has become of them.) Sketch the various contests between the Romans and the Goths. (Read up Gibbon for this, unless you can get enough out of Mangnalls Questions.) Give picturesque account — with comments — of the battles between the citizens of Cologne and their haughty archbishops. (N.B. — Let them fight on a bridge over the Rhine, unless it is distinctly stated somewhere that they didnt.) Bring in the Minne-singers, especially Walter von Vogelweid; make him sing under a castle-wall somewhere, and let the girl die. Talk about Albert Dürer. Criticise his style. Say its flat. (If possible, find out if it is flat.) The rat tower on the Rhine, near Bingen. Describe the place and tell the whole story. Dont spin it out too long, because everybody knows it. The Brothers of Bornhofen, story connected with the twin castles of Sterrenberg and Liebenstein, Conrad and Heinrich — brothers — both love Hildegarde. She was very beautiful. Heinrich generously refuses to marry the beautiful Hildegarde, and goes away to the Crusades, leaving her to his brother Conrad. Conrad considers over the matter for a year or two, and then he decides that he wont marry her either, but will leave her for his brother Heinrich, and he goes off to the Crusades, from whence he returns, a few years later on, with a Grecian bride. The beautiful H., muddled up between the pair of them, and the victim of too much generosity, gets sulky (dont blame her), and shuts herself up in a lonely part of the castle, and wont see anybody for years. Chivalrous Heinrich returns, and is wild that his brother C. has not married the beautiful H. It does not occur to him to marry the girl even then. The feverish yearning displayed by each of these two brothers, that the other one should marry the beloved Hildegarde, is very touching. Heinrich draws his sword, and throws himself upon his brother C. to kill him. The beautiful Hildegarde, however, throws herself between them and reconciliates them, and then, convinced that neither of them means business, and naturally disgusted with the whole affair, retires into a nunnery. Conrads Grecian bride subsequently throws herself away on another man, upon which Conrad throws himself on his brother H.s breast, and they swear eternal friendship. (Make it pathetic. Pretend you have sat amid the ruins in the moonlight, and give the scene — with ghosts.) Rolandseck, near Bonn. Tell the story of Roland and Hildegunde (see Baedeker, ). Dont make it too long, because it is so much like the other. Describe the funeral? The Watch Tower on the Rhine below Audernach. Query, isnt there a song about this? If so, put it in. Coblentz and Ehrenbreitstein. Great fortresses. Call them the Frowning Sentinels of the State. Make reflections on the German army, also on war generally. Chat about Frederick the Great. (Read Carlyles history of him, and pick out the interesting bits.) The Drachenfels. Quote Byron. Moralise about ruined castles generally, and describe the middle ages, with your views and opinions on same.

There is much more of it, but that is sufficient to let you see the scheme I had in my head. I have not carried out my scheme, because, when I came to reflect upon the matter, it seemed to me that the idea would develop into something that would be more in the nature of a history of Europe than a chapter in a tourists diary, and I determined not to waste my time upon it, until there arose a greater public demand for a new History of Europe than there appears to exist at present.

Besides, I argued to myself, such a work would be just the very thing with which to beguile the tedium of a long imprisonment. At some future time I may be glad of a labour of this magnitude to occupy a period of involuntary inaction.

This is the sort of thing, I said to myself, to save up for Holloway or Pentonville.

It would have been a very enjoyable ride altogether, that evenings spin along the banks of the Rhine, if I had not been haunted at the time by the idea that I should have to write an account of it next day in my diary. As it was, I enjoyed it as a man enjoys a dinner when he has got to make a speech after it, or as a critic enjoys a play.

We passed such odd little villages every here and there. Little places so crowded up between the railway and the river that there was no room in them for any streets. All the houses were jumbled up together just anyhow, and how any man who lived in the middle could get home without climbing over half the other houses in the place I could not make out. They were the sort of villages where a mans mother-in-law, coming to pay him a visit, might wander around all day, hearing him, and even now and then seeing him, yet never being able to get at him in consequence of not knowing the way in.

A drunken man, living in one of these villages, could never hope to get home. He would have to sit down outside, and wait till his head was clear.

We witnessed the opening scenes of a very amusing little comedy at one of the towns where the train drew up. The chief characters were played by an active young goat, a small boy, an elderly man and a woman, parents of the small boy and owners of the goat, and a dog.

First we heard a yell, and then, from out a cottage opposite the station, bounded an innocent and happy goat, and gambolled around. A long rope, one end of which was fastened to his neck, trailed behind him. After the goat (in the double sense of the phrase) came a child. The child tried to catch the goat by means of the rope, caught itself in the rope instead, and went down with a bump and a screech. Whereupon a stout woman, the boys mother apparently, ran out from the cottage, and also made for the goat. The goat flew down the road, and the woman flew after it. At the first corner, the woman trod on the rope, and then she went down with a bump and a screech. Then the goat turned and ran up the street, and, as it passed the cottage, the father ran out and tried to stop it. He was an old man, but still seemed to have plenty of vigour in him. He evidently guessed how his wife and child had gone down, and he endeavoured to avoid the rope and to skip over it when it came near him. But the goats movements were too erratic for him. His turn came, and he trod on the rope, and went down in the middle of the road, opposite his own door, with a thud that shook us all up against each other as we stood looking out of the carriage-window, and sat there and cursed the goat. Then out ran a dog, barking furiously, and he went for the goat, and got the end of the rope in his teeth and held on to it like grim death. Away went the goat, at his end of the rope, and, with him, the dog at the other end. Between them, they kept the rope about six inches above the ground, and with it they remorselessly mowed down every living thing they came across in that once peaceful village. In the course of less than half a minute we counted fourteen persons sitting down in the middle of the road. Eight of them were cursing the goat, four were cursing the dog, and two of them were cursing the old man for keeping the goat, one of these two, and the more violent one, being the mans own wife.

The train left at this juncture. We entreated the railway officials to let us stop and see the show out. The play was becoming quite interesting. It was so full of movement. But they said that we were half-an-hour late as it was, and that they dared not.

We leaned out of the window, and watched for as long as we could; and after the village was lost to view in the distance, we could still, by listening carefully, hear the thuds, as one after another of the inhabitants sat down and began to swear.

At about eleven oclock we had some beer — you can generally obtain such light refreshment as bottled beer and coffee and rolls from the guard on a through long-distance train in Germany — took off our boots, and saying Good-night to each other, made a great show of going to sleep. But we never succeeded in getting there. They wanted to see ones ticket too often for one to get fairly off.

Every few minutes, so it seemed to me, though in reality the intervals may perhaps have been longer, a ghostly face would appear at the carriage-window, and ask to see our tickets.

Whenever a German railway-guard feels lonesome, and does not know what else to do with himself, he takes a walk round the train, and gets the passengers to show him their tickets, after which he returns to his box cheered and refreshed. Some people rave about sunsets and mountains and old masters; but to the German railway-guard the world can show nothing more satisfying, more inspiring, than the sight of a railway-ticket.

Nearly all the German railway officials have this same craving for tickets. If only they get somebody to show them a railway-ticket, they are happy. It seemed a harmless weakness of theirs, and B. and I decided that it would be only kind to humour them in it during our stay.

Accordingly, whenever we saw a German railway official standing about, looking sad and weary, we went up to him and showed him our tickets. The sight was like a ray of sunshine to him; and all his care was immediately forgotten. If we had not a ticket with us at the time, we went and bought one. A mere single third to the next station would gladden him sufficiently in most cases; but if the poor fellow appeared very woe-begone, and as if he wanted more than ordinary cheering up, we got him a second-class return.

For the purpose of our journey to Ober-Ammergau and back, we each carried with us a folio containing some ten or twelve first-class tickets between different towns, covering in all a distance of some thousand miles; and one afternoon, at Munich, seeing a railway official, a cloak-room keeper, who they told us had lately lost his aunt, and who looked exceptionally dejected, I proposed to B. that we should take this man into a quiet corner, and both of us show him all our tickets at once — the whole twenty or twenty-four of them — and let him take them in his hand and look at them for as long as he liked. I wanted to comfort him.

B., however, advised against the suggestion. He said that even if it did not turn the mans head (and it was more than probable that it would), so much jealousy would be created against him among the other railway people throughout Germany, that his life would be made a misery to him.

So we bought and showed him a first-class return to the next station but one; and it was quite pathetic to watch the poor fellows face brighten up at the sight, and to see the faint smile creep back to the lips from which it had so long been absent.

But at times, one wishes that the German railway official would control his passion for tickets — or, at least, keep it within due bounds.

Even the most kindly-hearted man grows tired of showing his ticket all day and night long, and the middle of a wearisome journey is not the proper time for a man to come to the carriage-window and clamour to see your billet.

You are weary and sleepy. You do not know where your ticket is. You are not quite sure that you have got a ticket; or if you ever had one, somebody has taken it away from you. You have put it by very carefully, thinking that it would not be wanted for hours, and have forgotten where.

There are eleven pockets in the suit you have on, and five more in the overcoat on the rack. Maybe, it is in one of those pockets. If not, it is possibly in one of the bags — somewhere, or in your pocket-book, if you only knew where that was, or your purse.

You begin a search. You stand up and shake yourself. Then you have another feel all over. You look round in the course of the proceedings; and the sight of the crowd of curious faces watching you, and of the man in uniform waiting with his eye fixed severely upon you, convey to you, in your then state of confusion, the momentary idea that this is a police-court scene, and that if the ticket is found upon you, you will probably get five years.

Upon this you vehemently protest your innocence.

I tell you I havent got it! you exclaim;—never seen the gentlemans ticket. You let me go! I—

Here the surprise of your fellow-passengers recalls you to yourself, and you proceed on your exploration. You overhaul the bags, turning everything out on to the floor, muttering curses on the whole railway system of Germany as you do so. Then you feel in your boots. You make everybody near you stand up to see if they are sitting upon it, and you go down on your knees and grovel for it under the seat.

You didnt throw it out of the window with your sandwiches, did you? asks your friend.

No! Do you think Im a fool? you answer, irritably. What should I want to do that for?

On going systematically over yourself for about the twentieth time, you discover it in your waistcoat pocket, and for the next half-hour you sit and wonder how you came to miss it on the previous nineteen occasions.

Meanwhile, during this trying scene, the conduct of the guard has certainly not tended to allay your anxiety and nervousness. All the time that you have been looking for your ticket, he has been doing silly tricks on the step outside, imperilling his life by every means that experience and ingenuity can suggest.

The train is going at the rate of thirty miles an hour, the express speed in Germany, and a bridge comes in sight crossing over the line. On seeing this bridge, the guard, holding on by the window, leans his body as far back as ever it will go. You look at him, and then at the rapidly-nearing bridge, and calculate that the arch will just take his head off without injuring any other part of him whatever, and you wonder whether the head will be jerked into the carriage or will fall outside.

When he is three inches off the bridge, he pulls himself up straight, and the brickwork, as the train dashes through, kills a fly that was trespassing on the upper part of his right ear.

Then, when the bridge is passed, and the train is skirting the very edge of a precipice, so that a stone dropped just outside the window would tumble straight down 300 feet, he suddenly lets go, and, balancing himself on the foot-board without holding on to anything, commences to dance a sort of Teutonic cellar-flap, and to warm his body by flinging his arms about in the manner of cabmen on a cold day.

The first essential to comfortable railway travelling in Germany is to make up your mind not to care a rap whether the guard gets killed in the course of the journey or not. Any tender feeling towards the guard makes railway travelling in the Fatherland a simple torture.

At five a.m. (how fair and sweet and fresh the earth looks in the early morning! Those lazy people who lie in bed till eight or nine miss half the beauty of the day, if they but knew it. It is only we who rise early that really enjoy Nature properly) I gave up trying to get to sleep, and made my way to the dressing-room at the end of the car, and had a wash.

It is difficult to wash in these little places, because the cars shake so; and when you have got both your hands and half your head in the basin, and are unable to protect yourself, the sides of the room, and the water-tap and the soap-dish, and other cowardly things, take a mean advantage of your helplessness to punch you as hard as ever they can; and when you back away from these, the door swings open and slaps you from behind.

I succeeded, however, in getting myself fairly wet all over, even if I did nothing else, and then I looked about for a towel. Of course, there was no towel. That is the trick. The idea of the railway authorities is to lure the passenger, by providing him with soap and water and a basin, into getting himself thoroughly soaked, and then to let it dawn upon him that there is no towel. That is their notion of fun!

I thought of the handkerchiefs in my bag, but to get to them I should have to pass compartments containing ladies, and I was only in early morning dress.

So I had to wipe myself with a newspaper which I happened to have in my pocket, and a more unsatisfactory thing to dry oneself upon I cannot conceive.

I woke up B. when I got back to the carriage, and persuaded him to go and have a wash; and in listening to the distant sound of his remarks when he likewise discovered that there was no towel, the recollection of my own discomfiture passed gently away.

Ah! how true it is, as good people tell us, that in thinking of the sorrows of others, we learn to forget our own!

For fifty miles before one reaches Munich, the land is flat, stale, and apparently very unprofitable, and there is little to interest the looker-out. He sits straining his eyes towards the horizon, eagerly longing for some sign of the city to come in sight.

It lies very low, however, and does all it can to escape observation; and it is not until he is almost within its streets that he discovers it.


THE REST OF SUNDAY, THE 25TH
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WE SEEK BREAKFAST. — I Air My German. — The Art of Gesture. — The Intelligence of the Première Danseuse. — Performance of English Pantomime in the Pyrenees. — Sad Result Therefrom. — The German Conversation Book. — Its Narrow-minded View of Human Wants and Aspirations. — Sunday in Munich. — Hans and Gretchen. — High Life v. Low Life.—A Beer-Cellar.

At Munich we left our luggage at the station, and went in search of breakfast. Of course, at eight oclock in the morning none of the big cafés were open; but at length, beside some gardens, we found an old-fashioned looking restaurant, from which came a pleasant odour of coffee and hot onions; and walking through and seating ourselves at one of the little tables, placed out under the trees, we took the bill of fare in our hands, and summoned the waiter to our side.

I ordered the breakfast. I thought it would be a good opportunity for me to try my German. I ordered coffee and rolls as a groundwork. I got over that part of my task very easily. With the practice I had had during the last two days, I could have ordered coffee and rolls for forty. Then I foraged round for luxuries, and ordered a green salad. I had some difficulty at first in convincing the man that it was not a boiled cabbage that I wanted, but succeeded eventually in getting that silly notion out of his head.

I still had a little German left, even after that. So I ordered an omelette also.

Tell him a savoury one, said B., or he will be bringing us something full of hot jam and chocolate-creams. You know their style.

Oh, yes, I answered. Of course. Yes. Let me see. What is the German for savoury?

Savoury? mused B. Oh! ah! hum! Bothered if I know! Confound the thing — I cant think of it!

I could not think of it either. As a matter of fact, I never knew it. We tried the man with French. We said:

Une omelette aux fines herbes.

As he did not appear to understand that, we gave it him in bad English. We twisted and turned the unfortunate word savoury into sounds so quaint, so sad, so unearthly, that you would have thought they might have touched the heart of a savage. This stoical Teuton, however, remained unmoved. Then we tried pantomime.

Pantomime is to language what marmalade, according to the label on the pot, is to butter, an excellent (occasional) substitute. But its powers as an interpreter of thought are limited. At least, in real life they are so. As regards a ballet, it is difficult to say what is not explainable by pantomime. I have seen the bad man in a ballet convey to the première danseuse by a subtle movement of the left leg, together with some slight assistance from the drum, the heartrending intelligence that the lady she had been brought up to believe was her mother was in reality only her aunt by marriage. But then it must be borne in mind that the première danseuse is a lady whose quickness of perception is altogether unique. The première danseuse knows precisely what a gentleman means when he twirls round forty-seven times on one leg, and then stands on his head. The average foreigner would, in all probability, completely misunderstand the man.

A friend of mine once, during a tour in the Pyrenees, tried to express gratitude by means of pantomime. He arrived late one evening at a little mountain inn, where the people made him very welcome, and set before him their best; and he, being hungry, appreciated their kindness, and ate a most excellent supper.

Indeed, so excellent a meal did he make, and so kind and attentive were his hosts to him, that, after supper, he felt he wanted to thank them, and to convey to them some idea of how pleased and satisfied he was.

He could not explain himself in language. He only knew enough Spanish to just ask for what he wanted — and even to do that he had to be careful not to want much. He had not got as far as sentiment and emotion at that time. Accordingly he started to express himself in action. He stood up and pointed to the empty table where the supper had been, then opened his mouth and pointed down his throat. Then he patted that region of his anatomy where, so scientific people tell us, supper goes to, and smiled.

He has a rather curious smile, has my friend. He himself is under the impression that there is something very winning in it, though, also, as he admits, a touch of sadness. They use it in his family for keeping the children in order.

The people of the inn seemed rather astonished at his behaviour. They regarded him, with troubled looks, and then gathered together among themselves and consulted in whispers.

I evidently have not made myself sufficiently clear to these simple peasants, said my friend to himself. I must put more vigour into this show.

Accordingly he rubbed and patted that part of himself to which I have previously alluded — and which, being a modest and properly brought-up young man, nothing on earth shall induce me to mention more explicitly — with greater energy than ever, and added another inch or two of smile; and he also made various graceful movements indicative, as he thought, of friendly feeling and contentment.

At length a ray of intelligence burst upon the faces of his hosts, and they rushed to a cupboard and brought out a small black bottle.

Ah! thats done it, thought my friend. Now they have grasped my meaning. And they are pleased that I am pleased, and are going to insist on my drinking a final friendly bumper of wine with them, the good old souls!

They brought the bottle over, and poured out a wineglassful, and handed it to him, making signs that he should drink it off quickly.

Ah! said my friend to himself, as he took the glass and raised it to the light, and winked at it wickedly, this is some rare old spirit peculiar to the district — some old heirloom kept specially for the favoured guest.

And he held the glass aloft and made a speech, in which he wished long life and many grand-children to the old couple, and a handsome husband to the daughter, and prosperity to the whole village. They could not understand him, he knew; but he thought there might be that in his tones and gestures from which they would gather the sense of what he was saying, and understand how kindly he felt towards them all. When he had finished, he put his hand upon his heart and smiled some more, and then tossed the liquor off at a gulp.

Three seconds later he discovered that it was a stringent and trustworthy emetic that he had swallowed. His audience had mistaken his signs of gratitude for efforts on his part to explain to them that he was poisoned, or, at all events, was suffering from acute and agonising indigestion, and had done what they could to comfort him.

The drug that they had given him was not one of those common, cheap medicines that lose their effect before they have been in the system half-an-hour. He felt that it would be useless to begin another supper then, even if he could get one, and so he went to bed a good deal hungrier and a good deal less refreshed than when he arrived at the inn.

Gratitude is undoubtedly a thing that should not be attempted by the amateur pantomimist.

Savoury is another. B. and I very nearly did ourselves a serious internal injury, trying to express it. We slaved like cab-horses at it — for about five minutes, and succeeded in conveying to the mind of the waiter that we wanted to have a game at dominoes.

Then, like a beam of sunlight to a man lost in some dark, winding cave, came to me the reflection that I had in my pocket a German conversation book.

How stupid of me not to have thought of it before. Here had we been racking our brains and our bodies, trying to explain our wants to an uneducated German, while, all the time, there lay to our hands a book specially written and prepared to assist people out of the very difficulty into which we had fallen — a book carefully compiled with the express object of enabling English travellers who, like ourselves, only spoke German in a dilettante fashion, to make their modest requirements known throughout the Fatherland, and to get out of the country alive and uninjured.

I hastily snatched the book from my pocket, and commenced to search for dialogues dealing with the great food question. There were none!

There were lengthy and passionate Conversations with a laundress about articles that I blush to remember. Some twenty pages of the volume were devoted to silly dialogues between an extraordinarily patient shoemaker and one of the most irritating and constitutionally dissatisfied customers that an unfortunate shop-keeper could possibly be cursed with; a customer who, after twaddling for about forty minutes, and trying on, apparently, every pair of boots in the place, calmly walks out with:

Ah! well, I shall not purchase anything to-day. Good-morning!

The shopkeepers reply, by-the-by, is not given. It probably took the form of a boot-jack, accompanied by phrases deemed useless for the purposes of the Christian tourist.

There was really something remarkable about the exhaustiveness of this conversation at the shoemakers. I should think the book must have been written by someone who suffered from corns. I could have gone to a German shoemaker with this book and have talked the mans head off.

Then there were two pages of watery chatter on meeting a friend in the street—Good-morning, sir (or madam). I wish you a merry Christmas. How is your mother? As if a man who hardly knew enough German to keep body and soul together, would want to go about asking after the health of a foreign persons mother.

There were also conversations in the railway carriage, conversations between travelling lunatics, apparently, and dialogues during the passage. How do you feel now? Pretty well as yet; but I cannot say how long it will last. Oh, what waves! I now feel very unwell and shall go below. Ask for a basin for me. Imagine a person who felt like that wanting to know the German for it.

At the end of the book were German proverbs and Idiomatic Phrases, by which latter would appear to be meant in all languages, phrases for the use of idiots:—A sparrow in the hand is better than a pigeon on the roof.—Time brings roses.—The eagle does not catch flies.—One should not buy a cat in a sack, — as if there were a large class of consumers who habitually did purchase their cats in that way, thus enabling unscrupulous dealers to palm off upon them an inferior cat, and whom it was accordingly necessary to advise against the custom.

I skimmed through all this nonsense, but not a word could I discover anywhere about a savoury omelette. Under the head of Eating and Drinking, I found a short vocabulary; but it was mainly concerned with raspberries and figs and medlars (whatever they may be; I never heard of them myself), and chestnuts, and such like things that a man hardly ever wants, even when he is in his own country. There was plenty of oil and vinegar, and pepper and salt and mustard in the list, but nothing to put them on. I could have had a hard-boiled egg, or a slice of ham; but I did not want a hard-boiled egg, or a slice of ham. I wanted a savoury omelette; and that was an article of diet that the authors of this Handy Little Guide, as they termed it in their preface, had evidently never heard of.

Since my return home, I have, out of curiosity, obtained three or four English-German Dialogues and Conversation Books, intended to assist the English traveller in his efforts to make himself understood by the German people, and I have come to the conclusion that the work I took out with me was the most sensible and practical of the lot.

Finding it utterly hopeless to explain ourselves to the waiter, we let the thing go, and trusted to Providence; and in about ten minutes the man brought us a steaming omelette, with about a pound of strawberry jam inside, and powdered sugar all over the outside. We put a deal of pepper and salt on it to try and counteract the flavour of the sweets, but we did not really enjoy it even then.

After breakfast we got a time-table, and looked out for a train to Ober-Ammergau. I found one which started at 3.10. It seemed a very nice train indeed; it did not stop anywhere. The railway authorities themselves were evidently very proud of it, and had printed particulars of it in extra thick type. We decided to patronise it.

To pass away the time, we strolled about the city. Munich is a fine, handsome, open town, full of noble streets and splendid buildings; but in spite of this and of its hundred and seventy thousand inhabitants, an atmosphere of quiet and provincialism hovers over it. There is but little traffic on ordinary occasions along its broad ways, and customers in its well-stocked shops are few and far between. This day being Sunday, it was busier than usual, and its promenades were thronged with citizens and country folk in holiday attire, among whom the Southern peasants, wearing their quaint, centuries-old costume, stood out in picturesque relief. Fashion, in its world-wide crusade against variety and its bitter contest with form and colour, has recoiled, defeated for the present from the mountain fastnesses of Bavaria. Still, as Sunday or gala-day comes round, the broad-shouldered, sunburnt shepherd of the Oberland dons his gay green-embroidered jacket over his snowy shirt, fastens his short knee-breeches with a girdle round his waist, claps his high, feather-crowned hat upon his waving curls, and with bare legs, shod in mighty boots, strides over the hill-sides to his Gretchens door.

She is waiting for him, you may be sure, ready dressed; and a very sweet, old-world picture she makes, standing beneath the great overhanging gables of the wooden châlet. She, too, favours the national green; but, as relief, there is no lack of bonny red ribbons, to flutter in the wind, and, underneath the ornamented skirt, peeps out a bright-hued petticoat. Around her ample breast she wears a dark tight-fitting bodice, laced down the front. (I think this garment is called a stomacher, but I am not sure, as I have never liked to ask.) Her square shoulders are covered with the whitest of white linen. Her sleeves are also white; and being very full, and of some soft lawnlike material, suggest the idea of folded wings. Upon her flaxen hair is perched a saucy round green hat. The buckles of her dainty shoes, the big eyes in her pretty face, are all four very bright. One feels one would like much to change places for the day with Hans.

Arm-in-arm, looking like some china, but exceedingly substantial china, shepherd and shepherdess, they descend upon the town. One rubs ones eyes and stares after them as they pass. They seem to have stepped from the pictured pages of one of those old story-books that we learnt to love, sitting beside the high brass guard that kept ourselves and the nursery-fire from doing each other any serious injury, in the days when the world was much bigger than it is now, and much more real and interesting.

Munich and the country round about it make a great exchange of peoples every Sunday. In the morning, trainload after trainload of villagers and mountaineers pour into the town, and trainload after trainload of good and other citizens steam out to spend the day in wood and valley, and upon lake and mountain-side.

We went into one or two of the beer-halls — not into the swell cafés, crowded with tourists and Munich masherdom, but into the low-ceilinged, smoke-grimed cellars where the life of the people is to be seen.

The ungenteel people in a country are so much more interesting than the gentlefolks. One lady or gentleman is painfully like every other lady or gentleman. There is so little individuality, so little character, among the upper circles of the world. They talk like each other, they think and act like each other, they dress like each other, and look very much like each other. We gentlefolks only play at living. We have our rules and regulations for the game, which must not be infringed. Our unwritten guide-books direct us what to do and what to say at each turn of the meaningless sport.

To those at the bottom of the social pyramid, however, who stand with their feet upon the earth, Nature is not a curious phenomenon to be looked down at and studied, but a living force to be obeyed. They front grim, naked Life, face to face, and wrestle with it through the darkness; and, as did the angel that strove with Jacob, it leaves its stamp upon them.

There is only one type of a gentleman. There are five hundred types of men and women. That is why I always seek out and frequent the places where the common people congregate, in preference to the haunts of respectability. I have to be continually explaining all this to my friends, to account to them for what they call my love of low life.

With a mug of beer before me, and a pipe in my mouth, I could sit for hours contentedly, and watch the life that ebbs and flows into and out of these old ale-kitchens.

The brawny peasant lads bring in their lasses to treat them to the beloved nectar of Munich, together with a huge onion. How they enjoy themselves! What splendid jokes they have! How they laugh and roar and sing! At one table sit four old fellows, playing cards. How full of character is each gnarled face. One is eager, quick, vehement. How his eyes dance! You can read his every thought upon his face. You know when he is going to dash down the king with a shout of triumph on the queen. His neighbour looks calm, slow, and dogged, but wears a confident expression. The game proceeds, and you watch and wait for him to play the winning cards that you feel sure he holds. He must intend to win. Victory is written in his face. No! he loses. A seven was the highest card in his hand. Everyone turns to him, surprised. He laughs — A difficult man to deal with, that, in other matters besides cards. A man whose thoughts lie a good deal below his skin.

Opposite, a cross-looking old woman clamours for sausages, gets them, and seems crosser than ever. She scowls round on everyone, with a malignant expression that is quite terrifying. A small dog comes and sits down in front of her, and grins at her. Still, with the same savage expression of hatred towards all living things, she feeds him with sausage at the end of a fork, regarding him all the while with an aspect of such concentrated dislike, that one wonders it does not interfere with his digestion. In a corner, a stout old woman talks incessantly to a solemn-looking man, who sits silent and drinks steadily. It is evident that he can stand her conversation just so long as he has a mug of beer in front of him. He has brought her in here to give her a treat. He will let her have her talk out while he drinks. Heavens! how she does talk! She talks without movement, without expression; her voice never varies, it flows on, and on, and on, like a great resistless river. Four young artisans come clamping along in their hob-nailed boots, and seating themselves at one of the rude wooden tables, call for beer. With their arms round the waist of the utterly indifferent Fraulein, they shout and laugh and sing. Nearly all the young folks here are laughing — looking forward to life. All the old folks are talking, remembering it.

What grand pictures some of these old, seared faces round us would make, if a man could only paint them — paint all that is in them, all the tragedy — and comedy that the great playwright, Life, has written upon the withered skins! Joys and sorrows, sordid hopes and fears, child-like strivings to be good, mean selfishness and grand unselfishness, have helped to fashion these old wrinkled faces. The curves of cunning and kindliness lurk round these fading eyes. The lines of greed hover about these bloodless lips, that have so often been tight-pressed in patient heroism.


SUNDAY, 25TH — CONTINUED
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WE DINE. — A Curious Dish.—A Feeling of Sadness Comes Oer Me. — The German Cigar. — The Handsomest Match in Europe.—How Easy tis for Friends to Drift Apart, especially in a place like Munich Railway Station. — The Victim of Fate. — A Faithful Bradshaw. — Among the Mountains. — Prince and Pauper. — A Modern Romance. — Arrival at Oberau. — Wise and Foolish Pilgrims. — An Interesting Drive. — Ettal and its Monastery. — We Reach the Goal of our Pilgrimage.

At one oclock we turned into a restaurant for dinner. The Germans themselves always dine in the middle of the day, and a very substantial meal they make of it. At the hotels frequented by tourists table dhôte is, during the season, fixed for about six or seven, but this is only done to meet the views of foreign customers.

I mention that we had dinner, not because I think that the information will prove exciting to the reader, but because I wish to warn my countrymen, travelling in Germany, against undue indulgence in Liptauer cheese.

I am fond of cheese, and of trying new varieties of cheese; so that when I looked down the cheese department of the bill of fare, and came across liptauer garnit, an article of diet I had never before heard of, I determined to sample it.

It was not a tempting-looking cheese. It was an unhealthy, sad-looking cheese. It looked like a cheese that had seen trouble. In appearance it resembled putty more than anything else. It even tasted like putty — at least, like I should imagine putty would taste. To this hour I am not positive that it was not putty. The garnishing was even more remarkable than the cheese. All the way round the plate were piled articles that I had never before seen at a dinner, and that I do not ever want to see there again. There was a little heap of split-peas, three or four remarkably small potatoes — at least, I suppose they were potatoes; if not, they were pea-nuts boiled soft, — some caraway-seeds, a very young-looking fish, apparently of the stickleback breed, and some red paint. It was quite a little dinner all to itself.

What the red paint was for, I could not understand. B. thought that it was put there for suicidal purposes. His idea was that the customer, after eating all the other things in the plate, would wish he were dead, and that the restaurant people, knowing this, had thoughtfully provided him with red paint for one, so that he could poison himself off and get out of his misery.

I thought, after swallowing the first mouthful, that I would not eat any more of this cheese. Then it occurred to me that it was a pity to waste it after having ordered it, and, besides, I might get to like it before I had finished. The taste for most of the good things of this world has to be acquired. I can remember the time when I did not like beer.

So I mixed up everything on the plate all together — made a sort of salad of it, in fact — and ate it with a spoon. A more disagreeable dish I have never tasted since the days when I used to do Willie Evanss dags, by walking twice through a sewer, and was subsequently, on returning home, promptly put to bed, and made to eat brimstone and treacle.

I felt very sad after dinner. All the things I have done in my life that I should not have done recurred to me with painful vividness. (There seemed to be a goodish number of them, too.) I thought of all the disappointments and reverses I had experienced during my career; of all the injustice that I had suffered, and of all the unkind things that had been said and done to me. I thought of all the people I had known who were now dead, and whom I should never see again, of all the girls that I had loved, who were now married to other fellows, while I did not even know their present addresses. I pondered upon our earthly existence, upon how hollow, false, and transient it is, and how full of sorrow. I mused upon the wickedness of the world and of everybody in it, and the general cussedness of all things.

I thought how foolish it was for B. and myself to be wasting our time, gadding about Europe in this silly way. What earthly enjoyment was there in travelling — being jolted about in stuffy trains, and overcharged at uncomfortable hotels?

B. was cheerful and frivolously inclined at the beginning of our walk (we were strolling down the Maximilian Strasse, after dinner); but as I talked to him, I was glad to notice that he gradually grew more serious and subdued. He is not really bad, you know, only thoughtless.

B. bought some cigars and offered me one. I did not want to smoke. Smoking seemed to me, just then, a foolish waste of time and money. As I said to B.:

In a few more years, perhaps before this very month is gone, we shall be lying in the silent tomb, with the worms feeding on us. Of what advantage will it be to us then that we smoked these cigars to-day?

B. said:

Well, the advantage it will be to me now is, that if you have a cigar in your mouth I shant get quite so much of your chatty conversation. Take one, for my sake.

To humour him, I lit up.

I do not admire the German cigar. B. says that when you consider they only cost a penny, you cannot grumble. But what I say is, that when you consider they are dear at six a half-penny, you can grumble. Well boiled, they might serve for greens; but as smoking material they are not worth the match with which you light them, especially not if the match be a German one. The German match is quite a high art work. It has a yellow head and a magenta or green stem, and can certainly lay claim to being the handsomest match in Europe.

We smoked a good many penny cigars during our stay in Germany, and that we were none the worse for doing so I consider as proof of our splendid physique and constitution. I think the German cigar test might, with reason, be adopted by life insurance offices. — Question: Are you at present, and have you always been, of robust health? Answer: I have smoked a German cigar, and still live. Life accepted.

Towards three oclock we worked our way round to the station, and began looking for our train. We hunted all over the place, but could not find it anywhere. The central station at Munich is an enormous building, and a perfect maze of passages and halls and corridors. It is much easier to lose oneself in it, than to find anything in it one may happen to want. Together and separately B. and I lost ourselves and each other some twenty-four times. For about half an hour we seemed to be doing nothing else but rushing up and down the station looking for each other, suddenly finding each other, and saying, Why, where the dickens have you been? I have been hunting for you everywhere. Dont go away like that, and then immediately losing each other again.

And what was so extraordinary about the matter was that every time, after losing each other, we invariably met again — when we did meet — outside the door of the third-class refreshment room.

We came at length to regard the door of the third-class refreshment room as home, and to feel a thrill of joy when, in the course of our weary wanderings through far-off waiting-rooms and lost-luggage bureaus and lamp depots, we saw its old familiar handle shining in the distance, and knew that there, beside it, we should find our loved and lost one.

When any very long time elapsed without our coming across it, we would go up to one of the officials, and ask to be directed to it.

Please can you tell me, we would say, the nearest way to the door of the third-class refreshment room?

When three oclock came, and still we had not found the 3.10 train, we became quite anxious about the poor thing, and made inquiries concerning it.

The 3.10 train to Ober-Ammergau, they said. Oh, weve not thought about that yet.

Havent thought about it! we exclaimed indignantly. Well, do for heavens sake wake up a bit. It is 3.5 now!

Yes, they answered, 3.5 in the afternoon; the 3.10 is a night train. Dont you see its printed in thick type? All the trains between six in the evening and six in the morning are printed in fat figures, and the day trains in thin. You have got plenty of time. Look around after supper.

I do believe I am the most unfortunate man at a time-table that ever was born. I do not think it can be stupidity; for if it were mere stupidity, I should occasionally, now and then when I was feeling well, not make a mistake. It must be fate.

If there is one train out of forty that goes on Saturdays only to some place I want to get to, that is the train I select to travel by on a Friday. On Saturday morning I get up at six, swallow a hasty breakfast, and rush off to catch a return train that goes on every day in the week except Saturdays.

I go to London, Brighton and South Coast Railway-stations and clamour for South-Eastern trains. On Bank Holidays I forget it is Bank Holiday, and go and sit on draughty platforms for hours, waiting for trains that do not run on Bank Holidays.

To add to my misfortunes, I am the miserable possessor of a demon time-table that I cannot get rid of, a Bradshaw for August, 1887. Regularly, on the first of each month, I buy and bring home with me a new Bradshaw and a new A.B.C. What becomes of them after the second of the month, I do not know. After the second of the month, I never see either of them again. What their fate is, I can only guess. In their place is left, to mislead me, this wretched old 1887 corpse.

For three years I have been trying to escape from it, but it will not leave me.

I have thrown it out of the window, and it has fallen on peoples heads, and those people have picked it up and smoothed it out, and brought it back to the house, and members of my family—friends they call themselves — people of my own flesh and blood — have thanked them and taken it in again!

I have kicked it into a dozen pieces, and kicked the pieces all the way downstairs and out into the garden, and persons — persons, mind you, who will not sew a button on the back of my shirt to save me from madness — have collected the pieces and stitched them carefully together, and made the book look as good as new, and put it back in my study!

It has acquired the secret of perpetual youth, has this time-table. Other time-tables that I buy become dissipated-looking wrecks in about a week. This book looks as fresh and new and clean as it did on the day when it first lured me into purchasing it. There is nothing about its appearance to suggest to the casual observer that it is not this months Bradshaw. Its evident aim and object in life is to deceive people into the idea that it is this months Bradshaw.

It is undermining my moral character, this book is. It is responsible for at least ten per cent. of the bad language that I use every year. It leads me into drink and gambling. I am continually finding myself with some three or four hours to wait at dismal provincial railway stations. I read all the advertisements on both platforms, and then I get wild and reckless, and plunge into the railway hotel and play billiards with the landlord for threes of Scotch.

I intend to have that Bradshaw put into my coffin with me when I am buried, so that I can show it to the recording angel and explain matters. I expect to obtain a discount of at least five-and-twenty per cent. off my bill of crimes for that Bradshaw.

The 3.10 train in the morning was, of course, too late for us. It would not get us to Ober-Ammergau until about 9 a.m. There was a train leaving at 7.30 (I let B. find out this) by which we might reach the village some time during the night, if only we could get a conveyance from Oberau, the nearest railway-station. Accordingly, we telegraphed to Cooks agent, who was at Ober-Ammergau (we all of us sneer at Mr. Cook and Mr. Gaze, and such-like gentlemen, who kindly conduct travellers that cannot conduct themselves properly, when we are at home; but I notice most of us appeal, on the quiet, to one or the other of them the moment we want to move abroad), to try and send a carriage to meet us by that train; and then went to an hotel, and turned into bed until it was time to start.

We had another grand railway-ride from Munich to Oberau. We passed by the beautiful lake of Starnberg just as the sun was setting and gilding with gold the little villages and pleasant villas that lie around its shores. It was in the lake of Starnberg, near the lordly pleasure-house that he had built for himself in that fair vale, that poor mad Ludwig, the late King of Bavaria, drowned himself. Poor King! Fate gave him everything calculated to make a man happy, excepting one thing, and that was the power of being happy. Fate has a mania for striking balances. I knew a little shoeblack once who used to follow his profession at the corner of Westminster Bridge. Fate gave him an average of sixpence a day to live upon and provide himself with luxuries; but she also gave him a power of enjoying that kept him jolly all day long. He could buy as much enjoyment for a penny as the average man could for a ten-pound note — more, I almost think. He did not know he was badly off, any more than King Ludwig knew he was well off; and all day long he laughed and played, and worked a little — not more than he could help — and ate and drank, and gambled. The last time I saw him was in St. Thomass Hospital, into which he had got himself owing to his fatal passion for walking along outside the stone coping of Westminster Bridge. He thought it was prime, being in the hospital, and told me that he was living like a fighting-cock, and that he did not mean to go out sooner than he could help. I asked him if he were not in pain, and he said Yes, when he thought about it.

Poor little chap! he only managed to live like a fighting-cock for three days more. Then he died, cheerful up to the last, so they told me, like the plucky little English game-cock he was. He could not have been more than twelve years old when he crowed his last. It had been a short life for him, but a very merry one.

Now, if only this little beggar and poor old Ludwig could have gone into partnership, and so have shared between them the shoeblacks power of enjoying and the kings stock of enjoyments, what a good thing it would have been for both of them — especially for King Ludwig. He would never have thought of drowning himself then — life would have been too delightful.

But that would not have suited Fate. She loves to laugh at men, and to make of life a paradox. To the one, she played ravishing strains, having first taken the precaution to make him stone-deaf. To the other, she piped a few poor notes on a cracked tin-whistle, and he thought it was music, and danced!

A few years later on, at the very same spot where King Ludwig threw back to the gods their gift of life, a pair of somewhat foolish young lovers ended their disappointments, and, finding they could not be wedded together in life, wedded themselves together in death. The story, duly reported in the newspapers as an item of foreign intelligence, read more like some old Rhine-legend than the record of a real occurrence in this prosaic nineteenth century.

He was a German Count, if I remember rightly, and, like most German Counts, had not much money; and her father, as fathers will when proposed to by impecunious would-be sons-in-law, refused his consent. The Count then went abroad to try and make, or at all events improve, his fortune. He went to America, and there he prospered. In a year or two he came back, tolerably rich — to find, however, that he was too late. His lady, persuaded of his death, had been urged into a marriage with a rich somebody else. In ordinary life, of course, the man would have contented himself with continuing to make love to the lady, leaving the rich somebody else to pay for her keep. This young couple, however, a little lighter headed, or a little deeper hearted than the most of us, whichever it may have been, and angry at the mocking laughter with which the air around them seemed filled, went down one stormy night together to the lake, and sobered droll Fate for an instant by turning her grim comedy into a somewhat grimmer tragedy.

Soon after losing sight of Starnbergs placid waters, we plunged into the gloom of the mountains, and began a long, winding climb among their hidden recesses. At times, shrieking as if in terror, we passed some ghostly hamlet, standing out white and silent in the moonlight against the shadowy hills; and, now and then, a dark, still lake, or mountain torrent whose foaming waters fell in a long white streak across the blackness of the night.

We passed by Murnau in the valley of the Dragon, a little town which possessed a Passion Play of its own in the olden times, and which, until a few years ago, when the railway-line was pushed forward to Partenkirchen, was the nearest station to Ober-Ammergau. It was a tolerably steep climb up the road from Murnau, over Mount Ettal, to Ammergau — so steep, indeed, that one stout pilgrim not many years ago, died from the exertion while walking up. Sturdy-legged mountaineer and pulpy citizen both had to clamber up side by side, for no horses could do more than drag behind them the empty vehicle.

Every season, however, sees the European tourist more and more pampered, and the difficulties and consequent pleasure and interest of his journey more and more curtailed and spoilt. In a few years time, he will be packed in cotton-wool in his own back-parlour, labelled for the place he wants to go to, and unpacked and taken out when he gets there. The railway now carries him round Mount Ettal to Oberau, from which little village a tolerably easy road, as mountain roadways go, of about four or five English miles takes him up to the valley of the Ammer.

It was midnight when our train landed us at Oberau station; but the place was far more busy and stirring than on ordinary occasions it is at mid-day. Crowds of tourists and pilgrims thronged the little hotel, wondering, as also did the landlord, where they were all going to sleep; and wondering still more, though this latter consideration evidently did not trouble their host, how they were going to get up to Ober-Ammergau in the morning in time for the play, which always begins at 8 a.m.

Some were engaging carriages at fabulous prices to call for them at five; and others, who could not secure carriages, and who had determined to walk, were instructing worried waiters to wake them at 2.30, and ordering breakfast for a quarter-past three sharp. (I had no idea there were such times in the morning!)

We were fortunate enough to find our land-lord, a worthy farmer, waiting for us with a tumble-down conveyance, in appearance something between a circus-chariot and a bath-chair, drawn by a couple of powerful-looking horses; and in this, after a spirited skirmish between our driver and a mob of twenty or so tourists, who pretended to mistake the affair for an omnibus, and who would have clambered into it and swamped it, we drove away.

Higher and higher we climbed, and grander and grander towered the frowning moon-bathed mountains round us, and chillier and chillier grew the air. For most of the way we crawled along, the horses tugging us from side to side of the steep road; but, wherever our coachman could vary the monotony of the pace by a stretch-gallop — as, for instance, down the precipitous descents that occasionally followed upon some extra long and toilsome ascent — he thoughtfully did so. At such times the drive became really quite exciting, and all our weariness was forgotten.

The steeper the descent, the faster, of course, we could go. The rougher the road, the more anxious the horses seemed to be to get over it quickly. During the gallop, B. and I enjoyed, in a condensed form, all the advantages usually derived from crossing the Channel on a stormy day, riding on a switchback railway, and being tossed in a blanket — a hard, nobbly blanket, full of nasty corners and sharp edges. I should never have thought that so many different sensations could have been obtained from one machine!

About half-way up we passed Ettal, at the entrance to the Valley of the Ammer. The great white temple, standing, surrounded by its little village, high up amid the mountain solitudes, is a famous place of pilgrimage among devout Catholics. Many hundreds of years ago, one of the early Bavarian kings built here a monastery as a shrine for a miraculous image of the Virgin that had been sent down to him from Heaven to help him when, in a foreign land, he had stood sore in need, encompassed by his enemies. Maybe the stout arms and hearts of his Bavarian friends were of some service in the crisis also; but the living helpers were forgotten. The old church and monastery, which latter was a sort of ancient Chelsea Hospital for decayed knights, was destroyed one terrible night some hundred and fifty years ago by a flash of lightning; but the wonder-working image was rescued unhurt, and may still be seen and worshipped beneath the dome of the present much less imposing church which has been reared upon the ruins of its ancestor.

The monastery, which was also rebuilt at the same time, now serves the more useful purpose of a brewery.

From Ettal the road is comparatively level, and, jolting swiftly over it, we soon reached Ober-Ammergau. Lights were passing to and fro behind the many windows of the square stone houses, and dark, strange-looking figures were moving about the streets, busy with preparations for the great business that would commence with the dawn.

We rattled noisily through the village, our driver roaring out Good Night! to everyone he passed in a voice sufficient to wake up everybody who might be sleeping within a mile, charged light-heartedly round half-a-dozen corners, trotted down the centre path of somebodys front garden, squeezed our way through a gate, and drew up at an open door, through which the streaming light poured out upon two tall, comely lasses, our hosts daughters, who were standing waiting for us in the porch. They led us into a large, comfortably furnished room, where a tempting supper of hot veal-chops (they seem to live on veal in Germany) and white wine was standing ready. Under ordinary circumstances I should have been afraid that such a supper would cause me to be more eager for change and movement during the ensuing six hours than for sleep; but I felt that to-night it would take a dozen half-baked firebricks to keep me awake five seconds after I had got my head on the pillow — or what they call a pillow in Germany; and so, without hesitation, I made a very satisfactory meal.

After supper our host escorted us to our bedroom, an airy apartment adorned with various highly-coloured wood-carvings of a pious but somewhat ghastly character, calculated, I should say, to exercise a disturbing influence upon the nights rest of a nervous or sensitive person.

Mind that we are called at proper time in the morning, said B. to the man. We dont want to wake up at four oclock in the afternoon and find that we have missed the play, after coming all this way to see it.

Oh! that will be all right, answered the old fellow. You wont get much chance of oversleeping yourself. We shall all be up and about, and the whole village stirring, before five; and besides, the band will be playing at six just beneath the window here, and the cannon on the Kofel goes off at—

Look here, I interrupted, that wont do for me, you know. Dont you think that I am going to be woke up by mere riots outside the window, and brass-band contests, and earthquakes, and explosions, and those sort of things, because it cant be done that way. Somebodys got to come into this room and haul me out of bed, and sit down on the bed and see that I dont get into it again, and that I dont go to sleep on the floor. That will be the way to get me up to-morrow morning. Dont lets have any nonsense about stirring villages and guns and German bands. I know what all that will end in, my going back to England without seeing the show. I want to be roused in the morning, not lulled off to sleep again.

B. translated the essential portions of this speech to the man, and he laughed and promised upon his sacred word of honour that he would come up himself and have us both out; and as he was a stalwart and determined-looking man, I felt satisfied, and wished him Good-night, and made haste to get off my boots before I fell asleep.


TUESDAY, THE 27TH
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A PLEASANT MORNING. — What can one Say about the Passion Play? — B. Lectures. — Unreliable Description of Ober-Ammergau. — Exaggerated Description of its Weather. — Possibly Untruthful Account of how the Passion Play came to be Played. — A Good Face. — The Cultured Schoolboy and his Ignorant Relations.

I am lying in bed, or, to speak more truthfully, I am sitting up on a green satin, lace-covered pillow, writing these notes. A green satin, lace-covered bed is on the floor beside me. It is about eleven oclock in the morning. B. is sitting up in his bed a few feet off, smoking a pipe. We have just finished a light repast of — what do you think? you will never guess — coffee and rolls. We intend to put the week straight by stopping in bed all day, at all events until the evening. Two English ladies occupy the bedroom next to ours. They seem to have made up their minds to also stay upstairs all day. We can hear them walking about their room, muttering. They have been doing this for the last three-quarters of an hour. They seem troubled about something.

It is very pleasant here. An overflow performance is being given in the theatre to-day for the benefit of those people who could not gain admittance yesterday, and, through the open windows, we can hear the rhythmic chant of the chorus. Mellowed by the distance, the wailing cadence of the plaintive songs, mingled with the shrill Haydnistic strains of the orchestra, falls with a mournful sweetness on our ears.

We ourselves saw the play yesterday, and we are now discussing it. I am explaining to B. the difficulty I experience in writing an account of it for my diary. I tell him that I really do not know what to say about it.

He smokes for a while in silence, and then, taking the pipe from his lips, he says:

Does it matter very much what you say about it?

I find much relief in that thought. It at once lifts from my shoulders the oppressive feeling of responsibility that was weighing me down. After all, what does it matter what I say? What does it matter what any of us says about anything? Nobody takes much notice of it, luckily for everybody. This reflection must be of great comfort to editors and critics. A conscientious man who really felt that his words would carry weight and influence with them would be almost afraid to speak at all. It is the man who knows that it will not make an ounce of difference to anyone what he says, that can grow eloquent and vehement and positive. It will not make any difference to anybody or anything what I say about the Ober-Ammergau Passion Play. So I shall just say what I want to.

But what do I want to say? What can I say that has not been said, and said much better, already? (An author must always pretend to think that every other author writes better than he himself does. He does not really think so, you know, but it looks well to talk as though he did.) What can I say that the reader does not know, or that, not knowing, he cares to know? It is easy enough to talk about nothing, like I have been doing in this diary hitherto. It is when one is confronted with the task of writing about something, that one wishes one were a respectable well-to-do sweep — a sweep with a comfortable business of his own, and a pony — instead of an author.

B. says:

Well, why not begin by describing Ober-Ammergau.

I say it has been described so often.

He says:

So has the Oxford and Cambridge Boat Race and the Derby Day, but people go on describing them all the same, and apparently find other people to read their descriptions. Say that the little village, clustered round its mosque-domed church, nestles in the centre of a valley, surrounded by great fir-robed hills, which stand, with the cross-crowned Kofel for their chief, like stern, strong sentinels guarding its old-world peace from the din and clamour of the outer world. Describe how the square, whitewashed houses are sheltered beneath great overhanging gables, and are encircled by carved wooden balconies and verandahs, where, in the cool of the evening, peasant wood-carver and peasant farmer sit to smoke the long Bavarian pipe, and chat about the cattle and the Passion Play and village politics; and how, in gaudy colours above the porch, are painted glowing figures of saints and virgins and such-like good folk, which the rains have sadly mutilated, so that a legless angel on one side of the road looks dejectedly across at a headless Madonna on the other, while at an exposed corner some unfortunate saint, more cruelly dealt with by the weather than he ever was even by the heathen, has been deprived of everything that he could call his own, with the exception of half a head and a pair of extra-sized feet.

Explain how all the houses are numbered according to the date they were built, so that number sixteen comes next to number forty-seven, and there is no number one because it has been pulled down. Tell how unsophisticated visitors, informed that their lodgings are at number fifty-three, go wandering for days and days round fifty-two, under the not unreasonable impression that their house must be next door, though, as a matter of fact, it is half a mile off at the other end of the village, and are discovered one sunny morning, sitting on the doorstep of number eighteen, singing pathetic snatches of nursery rhymes, and trying to plat their toes into door-mats, and are taken up and carried away screaming, to end their lives in the madhouse at Munich.

Talk about the weather. People who have stayed here for any length of time tell me that it rains at Ober-Ammergau three days out of every four, the reason that it does not rain on the fourth day being that every fourth day is set apart for a deluge. They tell me, also, that while it will be pouring with rain just in the village the sun will be shining brightly all round about, and that the villagers, when the water begins to come in through their roofs, snatch up their children and hurry off to the nearest field, where they sit and wait until the storm is over.

Do you believe them — the persons that you say tell you these tales? I ask.

Personally I do not, he replies. I think people exaggerate to me because I look young and innocent, but no doubt there is a ground-work of truth in their statements. I have myself left Ober-Ammergau under a steady drenching rain, and found a cloudless sky the other side of the Kofel.

Then, he continues, you can comment upon the hardihood of the Bavarian peasant. How he or she walks about bare-headed and bare-footed through the fiercest showers, and seems to find the rain only pleasantly cooling. How, during the performance of the Passion Play, they act and sing and stand about upon the uncovered stage without taking the slightest notice of the downpour of water that is soaking their robes and running from their streaming hair, to make great pools upon the boards; and how the audience, in the cheaper, unroofed portion of the theatre, sit with equal stoicism, watching them, no one ever dreaming even of putting up an umbrella — or, if he does dream of doing so, experiencing a very rude awakening from the sticks of those behind.

B. stops to relight his pipe at this point, and I hear the two ladies in the next room fidgeting about and muttering worse than ever. It seems to me they are listening at the door (our room and theirs are connected by a door); I do wish that they would either get into bed again or else go downstairs. They worry me.

And what shall I say after I have said all that? I ask B. when at last he has started his pipe again.

Oh! well, after that, he replies, you can give the history of the Passion Play; how it came to be played.

Oh, but so many people have done that already, I say again.

So much the better for you, is his reply. Having previously heard precisely the same story from half a dozen other sources, the public will be tempted to believe you when you repeat the account. Tell them that during the thirty years war a terrible plague (as if half a dozen different armies, marching up and down their country, fighting each other about the Lord only knows what, and living on them while doing it, was not plague enough) swept over Bavaria, devastating each town and hamlet. Of all the highland villages, Ober-Ammergau by means of a strictly enforced quarantine alone kept, for a while, the black foe at bay. No soul was allowed to leave the village; no living thing to enter it.

But one dark night Caspar Schuchler, an inhabitant of Ober-Ammergau, who had been working in the plague-stricken neighbouring village of Eschenlohe, creeping low on his belly, passed the drowsy sentinels, and gained his home, and saw what for many a day he had been hungering for — a sight of his wife and bairns. It was a selfish act to do, and he and his fellow-villagers paid dearly for it. Three days after he had entered his house he and all his family lay dead, and the plague was raging through the valley, and nothing seemed able to stay its course.

When human means fail, we feel it is only fair to give Heaven a chance. The good people who dwelt by the side of the Ammer vowed that, if the plague left them, they would, every ten years, perform a Passion Play. The celestial powers seem to have at once closed with this offer. The plague disappeared as if by magic, and every recurring tenth year since, the Ober-Ammergauites have kept their promise and played their Passion Play. They act it to this day as a pious observance. Before each performance all the characters gather together on the stage around their pastor, and, kneeling, pray for a blessing upon the work then about to commence. The profits that are made, after paying the performers a wage that just compensates them for their loss of time — wood-carver Maier, who plays the Christ, only receives about fifty pounds for the whole of the thirty or so performances given during the season, to say nothing of the winters rehearsals — is put aside, part for the temporal benefit of the community, and the rest for the benefit of the Church. From burgomaster down to shepherd lad, from the Mary and the Jesus down to the meanest super, all work for the love of their religion, not for money. Each one feels that he is helping forward the cause of Christianity.

And I could also speak, I add, of grand old Daisenberger, the gentle, simple old priest, the father of the valley, who now lies in silence among his children that he loved so well. It was he, you know, that shaped the rude burlesque of a coarser age into the impressive reverential drama that we saw yesterday. That is a portrait of him over the bed. What a plain, homely, good face it is! How pleasant, how helpful it is to come across a good face now and then! I do not mean a sainted face, suggestive of stained glass and marble tombs, but a rugged human face that has had the grit, and rain, and sunshine of life rubbed into it, and that has gained its expression, not by looking up with longing at the stars, but by looking down with eyes full of laughter and love at the human things around it.

Yes, assented B. You can put in that if you like. There is no harm in it. And then you can go on to speak of the play itself, and give your impressions concerning it. Never mind their being silly. They will be all the better for that. Silly remarks are generally more interesting than sensible ones.

But what is the use of saying anything about it at all? I urge. The merest school-boy must know all about the Ober-Ammergau Passion Play by this time.

What has that to do with you? answers B. You are not writing for cultured school-boys. You are writing for mere simple men and women. They will be glad of a little information on the subject, and then when the schoolboy comes home for his holiday they will be able, so far as this topic, at all events, is concerned, to converse with him on his own level and not appear stupid.

Come, he says, kindly, trying to lead me on, what did you think about it?

Well, I reply, after musing for a while, I think that a play of eighteen acts and some forty scenes, which commences at eight oclock in the morning, and continues, with an interval of an hour and a half for dinner, until six oclock in the evening, is too long. I think the piece wants cutting. About a third of it is impressive and moving, and what the earnest student of the drama at home is for ever demanding that a play should be — namely, elevating; but I consider that the other two-thirds are tiresome.

Quite so, answers B. But then we must remember that the performance is not intended as an entertainment, but as a religious service. To criticise any part of it as uninteresting, is like saying that half the Bible might very well have been omitted, and that the whole story could have been told in a third of the space.


TUESDAY, THE 27TH — CONTINUED
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WE TALK ON. — An Argument. — The Story that Transformed the World.

And now, as to the right or wrong of the performance as a whole. Do you see any objection to the play from a religious point of view?

No, I reply, I do not; nor do I understand how anybody else, and least of all a really believing Christian, can either. To argue as some do, that Christianity should be treated as a sacred mystery, is to argue against the whole scheme of Christianity. It was Christ himself that rent the veil of the Temple, and brought religion down into the streets and market-places of the world. Christ was a common man. He lived a common life, among common men and women. He died a common death. His own methods of teaching were what a Saturday reviewer, had he to deal with the case, would undoubtedly term vulgar. The roots of Christianity are planted deep down in the very soil of life, amid all that is commonplace, and mean, and petty, and everyday. Its strength lies in its simplicity, its homely humanness. It has spread itself through the world by speaking to the hearts, rather than to the heads of men. If it is still to live and grow, it must be helped along by such methods as these peasant players of Ober-Ammergau employ, not by high-class essays and the learned discussions of the cultured.

The crowded audience that sat beside us in the theatre yesterday saw Christ of Nazareth nearer than any book, however inspired, could bring him to them; clearer than any words, however eloquent, could show him. They saw the sorrow of his patient face. They heard his deep tones calling to them. They saw him in the hour of his so-called triumph, wending his way through the narrow streets of Jerusalem, the multitude that thronged round him waving their branches of green palms and shouting loud hosannas.

What a poor scene of triumph! — a poor-clad, pale-faced man, mounted upon the back of a shuffling, unwilling little grey donkey, passing slowly through the byways of a city, busy upon other things. Beside him, a little band of worn, anxious men, clad in thread-bare garments — fishermen, petty clerks, and the like; and, following, a noisy rabble, shouting, as crowds in all lands and in all times shout, and as dogs bark, they know not why — because others are shouting, or barking. And that scene marks the highest triumph won while he lived on earth by the village carpenter of Galilee, about whom the world has been fighting and thinking and talking so hard for the last eighteen hundred years.

They saw him, angry and indignant, driving out the desecrators from the temple. They saw the rabble, who a few brief moments before had followed him, shouting Hosanna, slinking away from him to shout with his foes.

They saw the high priests in their robes of white, with the rabbis and doctors, all the great and learned in the land, sitting late into the night beneath the vaulted roof of the Sanhedrins council-hall, plotting his death.

They saw him supping with his disciples in the house of Simon. They saw poor, loving Mary Magdalen wash his feet with costly ointment, that might have been sold for three hundred pence, and the money given to the poor—and us. Judas was so thoughtful for the poor, so eager that other people should sell all they had, and give the money to the poor—and us. Methinks that, even in this nineteenth century, one can still hear from many a tub and platform the voice of Judas, complaining of all waste, and pleading for the poor—and us.

They were present at the parting of Mary and Jesus by Bethany, and it will be many a day before the memory of that scene ceases to vibrate in their hearts. It is the scene that brings the humanness of the great tragedy most closely home to us. Jesus is going to face sorrow and death at Jerusalem. Marys instinct tells her that this is so, and she pleads to him to stay.

Poor Mary! To others he is the Christ, the Saviour of mankind, setting forth upon his mighty mission to redeem the world. To loving Mary Mother, he is her son: the baby she has suckled at her breast, the little one she has crooned to sleep upon her lap, whose little cheek has lain against her heart, whose little feet have made sweet music through the poor home at Bethany: he is her boy, her child; she would wrap her mothers arms around him and hold him safe against all the world, against even heaven itself.

Never, in any human drama, have I witnessed a more moving scene than this. Never has the voice of any actress (and I have seen some of the greatest, if any great ones are living) stirred my heart as did the voice of Rosa Lang, the Burgomasters daughter. It was not the voice of one woman, it was the voice of Motherdom, gathered together from all the world over.

Oliver Wendell Holmes, in The Autocrat of the Breakfast Table, I think, confesses to having been bewitched at different times by two womens voices, and adds that both these voices belonged to German women. I am not surprised at either statement of the good doctors. I am sure if a man did fall in love with a voice, he would find, on tracing it to its source, that it was the voice of some homely-looking German woman. I have never heard such exquisite soul-drawing music in my life, as I have more than once heard float from the lips of some sweet-faced German Fraulein when she opened her mouth to speak. The voice has been so pure, so clear, so deep, so full of soft caressing tenderness, so strong to comfort, so gentle to soothe, it has seemed like one of those harmonies musicians tell us that they dream of, but can never chain to earth.

As I sat in the theatre, listening to the wondrous tones of this mountain peasant-woman, rising and falling like the murmur of a sea, filling the vast sky-covered building with their yearning notes, stirring like a great wind stirs Æolian strings, the thousands of trembling hearts around her, it seemed to me that I was indeed listening to the voice of the mother of the world, of mother Nature herself.

They saw him, as they had often seen him in pictures, sitting for the last time with his disciples at supper. But yesterday they saw him, not a mute, moveless figure, posed in conventional, meaningless attitude, but a living, loving man, sitting in fellowship with the dear friends that against all the world had believed in him, and had followed his poor fortunes, talking with them for the last sweet time, comforting them.

They heard him bless the bread and wine that they themselves to this day take in remembrance of him.

They saw his agony in the Garden of Gethsemane, the human shrinking from the cup of pain. They saw the false friend, Judas, betray him with a kiss. (Alas! poor Judas! He loved Jesus, in a way, like the rest did. It was only his fear of poverty that made him betray his Master. He was so poor — he wanted the money so badly! We cry out in horror against Judas. Let us pray rather that we are never tempted to do a shameful action for a few pieces of silver. The fear of poverty ever did, and ever will, make scamps of men. We would like to be faithful, and noble, and just, only really times are so bad that we cannot afford it! As Becky Sharp says, it is so easy to be good and noble on five thousand a year, so very hard to be it on the mere five. If Judas had only been a well-to-do man, he might have been Saint Judas this day, instead of cursed Judas. He was not bad. He had only one failing — the failing that makes the difference between a saint and a villain, all the world over — he was a coward; he was afraid of being poor.)

They saw him, pale and silent, dragged now before the priests of his own countrymen, and now before the Roman Governor, while the voice of the people — the people who had cried Hosanna to him — shouted Crucify him! crucify him! They saw him bleeding from the crown of thorns. They saw him, still followed by the barking mob, sink beneath the burden of his cross. They saw the woman wipe the bloody sweat from off his face. They saw the last, long, silent look between the mother and the son, as, journeying upward to his death, he passed her in the narrow way through which he once had ridden in brief-lived triumph. They heard her low sob as she turned away, leaning on Mary Magdalen. They saw him nailed upon the cross between the thieves. They saw the blood start from his side. They heard his last cry to his God. They saw him rise victorious over death.

Few believing Christians among the vast audience but must have passed out from that strange playhouse with their belief and love strengthened. The God of the Christian, for his sake, became a man, and lived and suffered and died as a man; and, as a man, living, suffering, dying among other men, he had that day seen him.

The man of powerful imagination needs no aid from mimicry, however excellent, however reverent, to unroll before him in its simple grandeur the great tragedy on which the curtain fell at Calvary some eighteen and a half centuries ago.

A cultivated mind needs no story of human suffering to win or hold it to a faith.

But the imaginative and cultured are few and far between, and the peasants of Ober-Ammergau can plead, as their Master himself once pleaded, that they seek not to help the learned but the lowly.

The unbeliever, also, passes out into the village street full of food for thought. The rude sermon preached in this hillside temple has shown to him, clearer than he could have seen before, the secret wherein lies the strength of Christianity; the reason why, of all the faiths that Nature has taught to her children to help them in their need, to satisfy the hunger of their souls, this faith, born by the Sea of Galilee, has spread the farthest over the world, and struck its note the deepest into human life. Not by his doctrines, not even by his promises, has Christ laid hold upon the hearts of men, but by the story of his life.


TUESDAY, THE 27TH — CONTINUED
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WE DISCUSS THE Performance. — A Marvellous Piece of Workmanship. — The Adam Family. — Some Living Groups. — The Chief Performers. — A Good Man, but a Bad Judas. — Where the Histrionic Artist Grows Wild. — An Alarm!

And what do you think of the performance as a performance? asks B.

Oh, as to that, I reply, I think what everyone who has seen the play must think, that it is a marvellous piece of workmanship.

Experienced professional stage-managers, with all the tricks and methods of the theatre at their fingers ends, find it impossible, out of a body of men and women born and bred in the atmosphere of the playhouse, to construct a crowd that looks like anything else except a nervous group of broken-down paupers waiting for soup.

At Ober-Ammergau a few village priests and representative householders, who have probably never, any one of them, been inside the walls of a theatre in their lives, dealing with peasants who have walked straight upon the stage from their carving benches and milking-stools, produce swaying multitudes and clamouring mobs and dignified assemblages, so natural and truthful, so realistic of the originals they represent, that you feel you want to leap upon the stage and strangle them.

It shows that earnestness and effort can very easily overtake and pass mere training and technical skill. The object of the Ober-Ammergau super is, not to get outside and have a drink, but to help forward the success of the drama.

The groupings, both in the scenes of the play itself and in the various tableaux that precede each act, are such as I doubt if any artist could improve upon. The tableau showing the life of Adam and Eve after their expulsion from Eden makes a beautiful picture. Father Adam, stalwart and sunbrowned, clad in sheepskins, rests for a moment from his delving, to wipe the sweat from his brow. Eve, still looking fair and happy — though I suppose she ought not to, — sits spinning and watching the children playing at helping father. The chorus from each side of the stage explained to us that this represented a scene of woe, the result of sin; but it seemed to me that the Adam family were very contented, and I found myself wondering, in my common, earthly way, whether, with a little trouble to draw them closer together, and some honest work to keep them from getting into mischief, Adam and Eve were not almost better off than they would have been mooning about Paradise with nothing to do but talk.

In the tableau representing the return of the spies from Canaan, some four or five hundred men, women and children are most effectively massed. The feature of the foreground is the sample bunch of grapes, borne on the shoulders of two men, which the spies have brought back with them from the promised land. The sight of this bunch of grapes, we are told, astonished the children of Israel. I can quite understand its doing so. The picture of it used to astonish me, too, when I was a child.

The scene of Christs entry into Jerusalem surrounded by the welcoming multitude, is a wonderful reproduction of life and movement, and so also is the scene, towards the end, showing his last journey up to Calvary. All Jerusalem seems to have turned out to see him pass and to follow him, the many laughing, the few sad. The people fill the narrow streets to overflowing, and press round the spears of the Roman Guard.

They throng the steps and balconies of every house, they strain to catch a sight of Christ above each others heads. They leap up on each others backs to gain a better vantage-ground from which to hurl their jeers at him. They jostle irreverently against their priests. Each individual man, woman, and child on the stage acts, and acts in perfect harmony with all the rest.

Of the chief members of the cast — Maier, the gentle and yet kingly Christ; Burgomaster Lang, the stern, revengeful High Priest; his daughter Rosa, the sweet-faced, sweet-voiced Virgin; Rendl, the dignified, statesman-like Pilate; Peter Rendl, the beloved John, with the purest and most beautiful face I have ever seen upon a man; old Peter Hett, the rugged, loving, weak friend, Peter; Rutz, the leader of the chorus (no sinecure, his post); and Amalie Deschler, the Magdalen — it would be difficult to speak in terms of too high praise. Themselves mere peasants — There are those two women again, spying round our door; I am sure of it! I exclaim, breaking off, and listening to the sounds that come from the next room. I wish they would go downstairs; I am beginning to get quite nervous.

Oh, I dont think we need worry, answers B. They are quite old ladies, both of them. I met them on the stairs yesterday. I am sure they look harmless enough.

Well, I dont know, I reply. We are all by ourselves, you know. Nearly everyone in the village is at the theatre, I wish we had got a dog.

B. reassures me, however, and I continue:

Themselves mere peasants, I repeat, they represent some of the greatest figures in the worlds history with as simple a dignity and as grand a bearing as could ever have been expected from the originals themselves. There must be a natural inborn nobility in the character of these highlanders. They could never assume or act that manner au grand seigneur with which they imbue their parts.

The only character poorly played was that of Judas. The part of Judas is really the part of the piece, so far as acting is concerned; but the exemplary householder who essayed it seemed to have no knowledge or experience of the ways and methods of bad men. There seemed to be no side of his character sufficiently in sympathy with wickedness to enable him to understand and portray it. His amateur attempts at scoundrelism quite irritated me. It sounds conceited to say so, but I am convinced I could have given a much more truthful picture of the blackguard myself.

Dear, dear me, I kept on saying under my breath, he is doing it all wrong. A downright unmitigated villain would never go on like that; he would do so and so, he would look like this, and speak like that, and act like the other. I know he would. My instinct tells me so.

This actor was evidently not acquainted with even the rudiments of knavery. I wanted to get up and instruct him in them. I felt that there were little subtleties of rascaldom, little touches of criminality, that I could have put that man up to, which would have transformed his Judas from woodenness into breathing life. As it was, with no one in the village apparently who was worth his salt as a felon to teach him, his performance was unconvincing, and Judas became a figure to laugh rather than to shudder at.

With that exception, the whole company, from Maier down to the donkey, seemed to be fitted to their places like notes into a masters melody. It would appear as though, on the banks of the Ammer, the histrionic artist grew wild.

They are real actors, all of them, murmurs B. enthusiastically, the whole village full; and they all live happily together in one small valley, and never try to kill each other. It is marvellous!

At this point, we hear a sharp knock at the door that separates the before-mentioned ladies room from our own. We both start and turn pale, and then look at each other. B. is the first to recover his presence of mind. Eliminating, by a strong effort, all traces of nervousness from his voice, he calls out in a tone of wonderful coolness:

Yes, what is it?

Are you in bed? comes a voice from the other side of the door.

Yes, answers B. Why?

Oh! Sorry to disturb you, but we shall be so glad when you get up. We cant go downstairs without coming through your room. This is the only door. We have been waiting here for two hours, and our train goes at three.

Great Scott! So that is why the poor old souls have been hanging round the door, terrifying us out of our lives.

All right, well be out in five minutes. So sorry. Why didnt you call out before?


FRIDAY, 30TH, OR SATURDAY, I AM NOT SURE WHICH
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TROUBLES OF A Tourist Agent. — His Views on Tourists. — The English Woman Abroad. — And at Home. — The Ugliest Cathedral in Europe. — Old Masters and New. — Victual-and-Drink-Scapes. — The German Band. — A Beer Garden. — Not the Women to Turn a Mans Head. — Difficulty of Dining to Music. — Why one should Keep ones Mug Shut.

I think myself it is Saturday. B. says it is only Friday; but I am positive I have had three cold baths since we left Ober-Ammergau, which we did on Wednesday morning. If it is only Friday, then I have had two morning baths in one day. Anyhow, we shall know to-morrow by the shops being open or shut.

We travelled from Oberau with a tourist agent, and he told us all his troubles. It seems that a tourist agent is an ordinary human man, and has feelings just like we have. This had never occurred to me before. I told him so.

No, he replied, it never does occur to you tourists. You treat us as if we were mere Providence, or even the Government itself. If all goes well, you say, what is the good of us, contemptuously; and if things go wrong, you say, what is the good of us, indignantly. I work sixteen hours a day to fix things comfortably for you, and you cannot even look satisfied; while if a train is late, or a hotel proprietor overcharges, you come and bully me about it. If I see after you, you mutter that I am officious; and if I leave you alone, you grumble that I am neglectful. You swoop down in your hundreds upon a tiny village like Ober-Ammergau without ever letting us know even that you are coming, and then threaten to write to the Times because there is not a suite of apartments and a hot dinner waiting ready for each of you.

You want the best lodgings in the place, and then, when at a tremendous cost of trouble, they have been obtained for you, you object to pay the price asked for them. You all try and palm yourselves off for dukes and duchesses, travelling in disguise. You have none of you ever heard of a second-class railway carriage — didnt know that such things were made. You want a first-class Pullman car reserved for each two of you. Some of you have seen an omnibus in the distance, and have wondered what it was used for. To suggest that you should travel in such a plebeian conveyance, is to give you a shock that takes you two days to recover from. You expect a private carriage, with a footman in livery, to take you through the mountains. You, all of you, must have the most expensive places in the theatre. The eight-mark and six-mark places are every bit as good as the ten-mark seats, of which there are only a very limited number; but you are grossly insulted if it is hinted that you should sit in anything but the dearest chairs. If the villagers would only be sensible and charge you ten marks for the eight-mark places you would be happy; but they wont.

I must candidly confess that the English-speaking people one meets with on the Continent are, taken as a whole, a most disagreeable contingent. One hardly ever hears the English language spoken on the Continent, without hearing grumbling and sneering.

The women are the most objectionable. Foreigners undoubtedly see the very poorest specimens of the female kind we Anglo-Saxons have to show. The average female English or American tourist is rude and self-assertive, while, at the same time, ridiculously helpless and awkward. She is intensely selfish, and utterly inconsiderate of others; everlastingly complaining, and, in herself, drearily uninteresting. We travelled down in the omnibus from Ober-Ammergau with three perfect specimens of the species, accompanied by the usual miserable-looking man, who has had all the life talked out of him. They were grumbling the whole of the way at having been put to ride in an omnibus. It seemed that they had never been so insulted in their lives before, and they took care to let everybody in the vehicle know that they had paid for first-class, and that at home they kept their own carriage. They were also very indignant because the people at the house where they had lodged had offered to shake hands with them at parting. They did not come to Ober-Ammergau to be treated on terms of familiarity by German peasants, they said.

There are many women in the world who are in every way much better than angels. They are gentle and gracious, and generous and kind, and unselfish and good, in spite of temptations and trials to which mere angels are never subjected. And there are also many women in the world who, under the clothes, and not unfrequently under the title of a lady, wear the heart of an underbred snob. Having no natural dignity, they think to supply its place with arrogance. They mistake noisy bounce for self-possession, and supercilious rudeness as the sign of superiority. They encourage themselves in sleepy stupidity under the impression that they are acquiring aristocratic repose. They would appear to have studied attitude from the pages of the London Journal, coquetry from barmaids — the commoner class of barmaids, I mean — wit from three-act farces, and manners from the servants-hall. To be gushingly fawning to those above them, and vulgarly insolent to everyone they consider below them, is their idea of the way to hold and improve their position, whatever it may be, in society; and to be brutally indifferent to the rights and feelings of everybody else in the world is, in their opinion, the hall-mark of gentle birth.

They are the women you see at private views, pushing themselves in front of everybody else, standing before the picture so that no one can get near it, and shouting out their silly opinions, which they evidently imagine to be brilliantly satirical remarks, in strident tones: the women who, in the stalls of the theatre, talk loudly all through the performance; and who, having arrived in the middle of the first act, and made as much disturbance as they know how, before settling down in their seats, ostentatiously get up and walk out before the piece is finished: the women who, at dinner-party and At Home — that cheapest and most deadly uninteresting of all deadly uninteresting social functions — (You know the receipt for a fashionable At Home, dont you? Take five hundred people, two-thirds of whom do not know each other, and the other third of whom cordially dislike each other, pack them, on a hot day, into a room capable of accommodating forty, leave them there to bore one another to death for a couple of hours with drawing-room philosophy and second-hand scandal; then give them a cup of weak tea, and a piece of crumbly cake, without any plate to eat it on; or, if it is an evening affair, a glass of champagne of the you-dont-forget-youve-had-it-for-a-week brand, and a ham-sandwich, and put them out into the street again) — can do nothing but make spiteful remarks about everybody whose name and address they happen to know: the women who, in the penny bus (for, in her own country, the lady of the new school is wonderfully economical and business-like), spreads herself out over the seat, and, looking indignant when a tired little milliner gets in, would leave the poor girl standing with her bundle for an hour, rather than make room for her — the women who write to the papers to complain that chivalry is dead!

B., who has been looking over my shoulder while I have been writing the foregoing, after the manner of a Family Herald story-tellers wife in the last chapter (fancy a man having to write the story of his early life and adventures with his wife looking over his shoulder all the time! no wonder the tales lack incident), says that I have been living too much on sauerkraut and white wine; but I reply that if anything has tended to interfere for a space with the deep-seated love and admiration that, as a rule, I entertain for all man and woman-kind, it is his churches and picture-galleries.

We have seen enough churches and pictures since our return to Munich to last me for a very long while. I shall not go to church, when I get home again, more than twice a Sunday, for months to come.

The inhabitants of Munich boast that their Cathedral is the ugliest in Europe; and, judging from appearances, I am inclined to think that the claim must be admitted. Anyhow, if there be an uglier one, I hope I am feeling well and strong when I first catch sight of it.

As for pictures and sculptures, I am thoroughly tired of them. The greatest art critic living could not dislike pictures and sculptures more than I do at this moment. We began by spending a whole morning in each gallery. We examined each picture critically, and argued with each other about its form and colour and treatment and perspective and texture and atmosphere. I generally said it was flat, and B. that it was out of drawing. A stranger overhearing our discussions would have imagined that we knew something about painting. We would stand in front of a canvas for ten minutes, drinking it in. We would walk round it, so as to get the proper light upon it and to better realise the artists aim. We would back away from it on to the toes of the people behind, until we reached the correct distance, and then sit down and shade our eyes, and criticise it from there; and then we would go up and put our noses against it, and examine the workmanship in detail.

This is how we used to look at pictures in the early stages of our Munich art studies. Now we use picture galleries to practise spurts in.

I did a hundred yards this morning through the old Pantechnicon in twenty-two and a half seconds, which, for fair heel-and-toe walking, I consider very creditable. B. took five-eighths of a second longer for the same distance; but then he dawdled to look at a Raphael.

The Pantechnicon, I should explain, is the name we have, for our own purposes, given to what the Munichers prefer to call the Pinakothek. We could never pronounce Pinakothek properly. We called it Pynniosec, Pintactec, and the Happy Tack. B. one day after dinner called it the Penny Cock, and then we both got frightened, and agreed to fix up some sensible, practical name for it before any mischief was done. We finally decided on Pantechnicon, which begins with a P, and is a dignified, old-established name, and one that we can both pronounce. It is quite as long, and nearly as difficult to spell, before you know how, as the other, added to which it has a homely sound. It seemed to be the very word.

The old Pantechnicon is devoted to the works of the old masters; I shall not say anything about these, as I do not wish to disturb in any way the critical opinion that Europe has already formed concerning them. I prefer that the art schools of the world should judge for themselves in the matter. I will merely remark here, for purposes of reference, that I thought some of the pictures very beautiful, and that others I did not care for.

What struck me as most curious about the exhibition was the number of canvases dealing with food stuffs. Twenty-five per cent. of the pictures in the place seem to have been painted as advertisements for somebodys home-grown seeds, or as coloured supplements to be given away with the summer number of the leading gardening journal of the period.

What could have induced these old fellows, I said to B., to choose such very uninteresting subjects? Who on earth cares to look at the life-sized portrait of a cabbage and a peck of peas, or at these no doubt masterly representations of a cut from the joint with bread and vegetables? Look at that View in a ham-and-beef shop, No. 7063, size sixty feet by forty. It must have taken the artist a couple of years to paint. Who did he expect was going to buy it? And that Christmas-hamper scene over in the corner; was it painted, do you think, by some poor, half-starved devil, who thought he would have something to eat in the house, if it were only a picture of it?

B. said he thought that the explanation was that the ancient patrons of art were gentry with a very strong idea of the fitness of things. For their churches and cathedrals, said B., they had painted all those virgins and martyrs and over-fed angels that you see everywhere about Europe. For their bedrooms, they ordered those — well, those bedroom sort of pictures, that you may have noticed here and there; and then I expect they used these victual-and-drink-scapes for their banqueting halls. It must have been like a gin-and-bitters to them, the sight of all that food.

In the new Pantechnicon is exhibited the modern art of Germany. This appeared to me to be exceedingly poor stuff. It seemed to belong to the illustrated Christmas number school of art. It was good, sound, respectable work enough. There was plenty of colour about it, and you could tell what everything was meant for. But there seemed no imagination, no individuality, no thought, anywhere. Each picture looked as though it could have been produced by anyone who had studied and practised art for the requisite number of years, and who was not a born fool. At all events, this is my opinion; and, as I know nothing whatever about art, I speak without prejudice.

One thing I have enjoyed at Munich very much, and that has been the music. The German band that you hear in the square in London while you are trying to compose an essay on the civilising influence of music, is not the sort of band that you hear in Germany. The German bands that come to London are bands that have fled from Germany, in order to save their lives. In Germany, these bands would be slaughtered at the public expense and their bodies given to the poor for sausages. The bands that the Germans keep for themselves are magnificent bands.

Munich of all places in the now united Fatherland, has, I suppose, the greatest reputation for its military bands, and the citizens are allowed, not only to pay for them, but to hear them. Two or three times a day in different parts of the city one or another of them will be playing pro bono publico, and, in the evening, they are loaned out by the authorities to the proprietors of the big beer-gardens.

Go and dash are the chief characteristics of their method; but, when needed, they can produce from the battered, time-worn trumpets, which have been handed down from player to player since the regiment was first formed, notes as soft and full and clear as any that could start from the strings of some old violin.

The German band in Germany has to know its business to be listened to by a German audience. The Bavarian artisan or shopkeeper understands and appreciates good music, as he understands and appreciates good beer. You cannot impose upon him with an inferior article. A music-hall audience in Munich are very particular as to how their beloved Wagner is rendered, and the trifles from Mozart and Haydn that they love to take in with their sausages and salad, and which, when performed to their satisfaction, they will thunderously applaud, must not be taken liberties with, or they will know the reason why.

The German beer-garden should be visited by everyone who would see the German people as well as their churches and castles. It is here that the workers of all kinds congregate in the evening. Here, after the labours of the day, come the tradesman with his wife and family, the young clerk with his betrothed and — also her mother, alack and well-a-day! — the soldier with his sweetheart, the students in twos and threes, the little grisette with her cousin, the shop-boy and the workman.

Here come grey-haired Darby and Joan, and, over the mug of beer they share between them, they sit thinking of the children — of little Lisa, married to clever Karl, who is pushing his way in the far-off land that lies across the great sea; of laughing Elsie, settled in Hamburg, who has grandchildren of her own now; of fair-haired Franz, his mothers pet, who fell in sunny France, fighting for the fatherland. At the next table sits a blushing, happy little maid, full of haughty airs and graces, such as may be excused to a little maid who has just saved a no doubt promising, but at present somewhat awkward-looking, youth from lifelong misery, if not madness and suicide (depend upon it, that is the alternative he put before her), by at last condescending to give him the plump little hand, that he, thinking nobody sees him, holds so tightly beneath the table-cloth. Opposite, a family group sit discussing omelettes and a bottle of white wine. The father contented, good-humoured, and laughing; the small child grave and solemn, eating and drinking in business-like fashion; the mother smiling at both, yet not forgetting to eat.

I think one would learn to love these German women if one lived among them for long. There is something so sweet, so womanly, so genuine about them. They seem to shed around them, from their bright, good-tempered faces, a healthy atmosphere of all that is homely, and simple, and good. Looking into their quiet, steadfast eyes, one dreams of white household linen, folded in great presses; of sweet-smelling herbs; of savoury, appetising things being cooked for supper; of bright-polished furniture; of the patter of tiny feet; of little high-pitched voices, asking silly questions; of quiet talks in the lamp-lit parlour after the children are in bed, upon important questions of house management and home politics, while long stockings are being darned.

They are not the sort of women to turn a mans head, but they are the sort of women to lay hold of a mans heart — very gently at first, so that he hardly knows that they have touched it, and then, with soft, clinging tendrils that wrap themselves tighter and tighter year by year around it, and draw him closer and closer — till, as, one by one, the false visions and hot passions of his youth fade away, the plain homely figure fills more and more his days — till it grows to mean for him all the better, more lasting, true part of life — till he feels that the strong, gentle mother-nature that has stood so long beside him has been welded firmly into his own, and that they twain are now at last one finished whole.

We had our dinner at a beer-garden the day before yesterday. We thought it would be pleasant to eat and drink to the accompaniment of music, but we found that in practice this was not so. To dine successfully to music needs a very strong digestion — especially in Bavaria.

The band that performs at a Munich beer-garden is not the sort of band that can be ignored. The members of a Munich military band are big, broad-chested fellows, and they are not afraid of work. They do not talk much, and they never whistle. They keep all their breath to do their duty with. They do not blow their very hardest, for fear of bursting their instruments; but whatever pressure to the square inch the trumpet, cornet, or trombone, as the case may be, is calculated to be capable of sustaining without permanent injury (and they are tolerably sound and well-seasoned utensils), that pressure the conscientious German bandsman puts upon each square inch of the trumpet, cornet, or trombone, as the case may be.

If you are within a mile of a Munich military band, and are not stone deaf, you listen to it, and do not think of much else. It compels your attention by its mere noise; it dominates your whole being by its sheer strength. Your mind has to follow it as the feet of the little children followed the playing of the Pied Piper. Whatever you do, you have to do in unison with the band. All through our meal we had to keep time with the music.

We ate our soup to slow waltz time, with the result that every spoonful was cold before we got it up to our mouth. Just as the fish came, the band started a quick polka, and the consequence of that was that we had not time to pick out the bones. We gulped down white wine to the Blacksmiths Galop, and if the tune had lasted much longer we should both have been blind drunk. With the advent of our steaks, the band struck up a selection from Wagner.

I know of no modern European composer so difficult to eat beefsteak to as Wagner. That we did not choke ourselves is a miracle. Wagners orchestration is most trying to follow. We had to give up all idea of mustard. B. tried to eat a bit of bread with his steak, and got most hopelessly out of tune. I am afraid I was a little flat myself during the Valkyries Ride. My steak was rather underdone, and I could not work it quickly enough.

After getting outside hard beefsteak to Wagner, putting away potato salad to the garden music out of Faust was comparatively simple. Once or twice a slice of potato stuck in our throat during a very high note, but, on the whole, our rendering was fairly artistic.

We rattled off a sweet omelette to a symphony in G — or F, or else K; I wont be positive as to the precise letter; but it was something in the alphabet, I know — and bolted our cheese to the ballet music from Carmen. After which we rolled about in agonies to all the national airs of Europe.

If ever you visit a German beer-hall or garden — to study character or anything of that kind — be careful, when you have finished drinking your beer, to shut the cover of the mug down tight. If you leave it with the cover standing open, that is taken as a sign that you want more beer, and the girl snatches it away and brings it back refilled.

B. and I very nearly had an accident one warm night, owing to our ignorance of this custom. Each time after we had swallowed the quart, we left the pot, standing before us with the cover up, and each time it was, in consequence, taken away, and brought back to us, brimming full again. After about the sixth time, we gently remonstrated.

This is very kind of you, my good girl, B. said, but really I dont think we can. I dont think we ought to. You must not go on doing this sort of thing. We will drink this one now that you have brought it, but we really must insist on its being the last.

After about the tenth time we expostulated still more strongly.

Now, you know what I told you four quarts ago! remarked B., severely. This cant go on for ever. Something serious will be happening. We are not used to your German school of drinking. We are only foreigners. In our own country we are considered rather swagger at this elbow-raising business, and for the credit of old England we have done our best. But now there must be an end to it. I simply decline to drink any more. No, do not press me. Not even another gallon!

But you both sit there with both your mugs open, replies the girl in an injured tone.

What do you mean, we sit with our mugs open? asks B. Cant we have our mugs open if we like?

Ah, yes, she explains pathetically; but then I think you want more beer. Gentlemen always open their mugs when they want them filled with beer.

We kept our mugs shut after that.
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A LONG CHAPTER, but happily the Last. — The Pilgrims Return. — A Deserted Town. — Heidelberg. — The Common, or Bed, Sheet, Considered as a Towel. — B. Grapples with a Continental Time Table. — An Untractable Train. — A Quick Run. — Trains that Start from Nowhere. — Trains that Arrive at Nowhere. — Trains that Dont Do Anything. — B. Goes Mad. — Railway Travelling in Germany. — B. is Taken Prisoner. — His Fortitude. — Advantages of Ignorance. — First Impressions of Germany and of the Germans.

We are at Ostend. Our pilgrimage has ended. We sail for Dover in three hours time. The wind seems rather fresh, but they say that it will drop towards the evening. I hope they are not deceiving us.

We are disappointed with Ostend. We thought that Ostend would be gay and crowded. We thought that there would be bands and theatres and concerts, and busy table-dhôtes, and lively sands, and thronged parades, and pretty girls at Ostend.

I bought a stick and a new pair of boots at Brussels on purpose for Ostend.

There does not seem to be a living visitor in the place besides ourselves — nor a dead one either, that we can find. The shops are shut up, the houses are deserted, the casino is closed. Notice-boards are exhibited outside the hotels to the effect that the police have strict orders to take into custody anybody found trespassing upon or damaging the premises.

We found one restaurant which looked a little less like a morgue than did the other restaurants in the town, and rang the bell. After we had waited for about a quarter of an hour, an old woman answered the door, and asked us what we wanted. We said a steak and chipped potatoes for two, and a couple of lagers. She said would we call again in about a fortnights time, when the family would be at home? She did not herself know where the things were kept.

We went down on to the sands this morning. We had not been walking up and down for more than half an hour before we came across the distinct imprint of a human foot. Someone must have been there this very day! We were a good deal alarmed. We could not imagine how he came there. The weather is too fine for shipwrecks, and it was not a part of the coast where any passing trader would be likely to land. Besides, if anyone has landed, where is he? We have been able to find no trace of him whatever. To this hour, we have never discovered who our strange visitant was.

It is a very mysterious affair, and I am glad we are going away.

We have been travelling about a good deal since we left Munich. We went first to Heidelberg. We arrived early in the morning at Heidelberg, after an all-night journey, and the first thing that the proprietor of the Royal suggested, on seeing us, was that we should have a bath. We consented to the operation, and were each shown into a little marble bath-room, in which I felt like a bit out of a picture by Alma Tadema.

The bath was very refreshing; but I should have enjoyed the whole thing much better if they had provided me with something more suitable to wipe upon than a thin linen sheet. The Germans hold very curious notions as to the needs and requirements of a wet man. I wish they would occasionally wash and bath themselves, and then they would, perhaps, obtain more practical ideas upon the subject. I have wiped upon a sheet in cases of emergency, and so I have upon a pair of socks; but there is no doubt that the proper thing is a towel. To dry oneself upon a sheet needs special training and unusual agility. A Nautch Girl or a Dancing Dervish would, no doubt, get through the performance with credit. They would twirl the sheet gracefully round their head, draw it lightly across their back, twist it in waving folds round their legs, wrap themselves for a moment in its whirling maze, and then lightly skip away from it, dry and smiling.

But that is not the manner in which the dripping, untaught Briton attempts to wipe himself upon a sheet. The method he adopts is, to clutch the sheet with both hands, lean up against the wall, and rub himself with it. In trying to get the thing round to the back of him, he drops half of it into the water, and from that moment the bathroom is not big enough to enable him to get away for an instant from that wet half. When he is wiping the front of himself with the dry half, the wet half climbs round behind, and, in a spirit of offensive familiarity, slaps him on the back. While he is stooping down rubbing his feet, it throws itself with delirious joy around his head, and he is black in the face before he can struggle away from its embrace. When he is least expecting anything of the kind, it flies round and gives him a playful flick upon some particularly tender part of his body that sends him springing with a yell ten feet up into the air. The great delight of the sheet, as a whole, is to trip him up whenever he attempts to move, so as to hear what he says when he sits down suddenly on the stone floor; and if it can throw him into the bath again just as he has finished wiping himself, it feels that life is worth living after all.

We spent two days at Heidelberg, climbing the wooded mountains that surround that pleasant little town, and that afford, from their restaurant or ruin-crowned summits, enchanting, far-stretching views, through which, with many a turn and twist, the distant Rhine and nearer Neckar wind; or strolling among the crumbling walls and arches of the grand, history-logged wreck that was once the noblest castle in all Germany.

We stood in awed admiration before the Great Tun, which is the chief object of interest in Heidelberg. What there is of interest in the sight of a big beer-barrel it is difficult, in ones calmer moments, to understand; but the guide book says that it is a thing to be seen, and so all we tourists go and stand in a row and gape at it. We are a sheep-headed lot. If, by a printers error, no mention were made in the guide book of the Colosseum, we should spend a month in Rome, and not think it worth going across the road to look at. If the guide book says we must by no means omit to pay a visit to some famous pincushion that contains eleven million pins, we travel five hundred miles on purpose to see it!

From Heidelberg we went to Darmstadt. We spent half-an-hour at Darmstadt. Why we ever thought of stopping longer there, I do not know. It is a pleasant enough town to live in, I should say; but utterly uninteresting to the stranger. After one walk round it, we made inquiries as to the next train out of it, and being informed that one was then on the point of starting, we tumbled into it and went to Bonn.

From Bonn (whence we made one or two Rhine excursions, and where we ascended twenty-eight blessed steps on our knees — the chapel people called them blessed steps; we didnt, after the first fourteen) we returned to Cologne. From Cologne we went to Brussels; from Brussels to Ghent (where we saw more famous pictures, and heard the mighty Roland ring oer lagoon and lake of sand). From Ghent we went to Bruges (where I had the satisfaction of throwing a stone at the statue of Simon Stevin, who added to the miseries of my school-days, by inventing decimals), and from Bruges we came on here.

Finding out and arranging our trains has been a fearful work. I have left the whole business with B., and he has lost two stone over it. I used to think at one time that my own dear native Bradshaw was a sufficiently hard nut for the human intellect to crack; or, to transpose the simile, that Bradshaw was sufficient to crack an ordinary human nut. But dear old Bradshaw is an axiom in Euclid for stone-wall obviousness, compared with a through Continental time-table. Every morning B. has sat down with the book before him, and, grasping his head between his hands, has tried to understand it without going mad.

Here we are, he has said. This is the train that will do for us. Leaves Munich at 1.45; gets to Heidelberg at 4 — just in time for a cup of tea.

Gets to Heidelberg at 4? I exclaim. Does the whole distance in two and a quarter hours? Why, we were all night coming down!

Well, there you are, he says, pointing to the time-table. Munich, depart 1.45; Heidelberg, arrive 4.

Yes, I say, looking over his shoulder; but dont you see the 4 is in thick type? That means 4 in the morning.

Oh, ah, yes, he replies. I never noticed that. Yes, of course. No! it cant be that either. Why, that would make the journey fourteen hours. It cant take fourteen hours. No, of course not. Thats not meant for thick type, that 4. Thats thin type got a little thick, thats all.

Well, it cant be 4 this afternoon, I argue. It must be 4 to-morrow afternoon! Thats just what a German express train would like to do — take a whole day over a six hours job!

He puzzles for a while, and then breaks out with:

Oh! I see it now. How stupid of me! That train that gets to Heidelberg at 4 comes from Berlin.

He seemed quite delighted with this discovery.

Whats the good of it to us, then? I ask.

That depresses him.

No, it is not much good, Im afraid, he agrees. It seems to go straight from Berlin to Heidelberg without stopping at Munich at all. Well then, where does the 1.45 go to? It must go somewhere.

Five minutes more elapse, and then he exclaims:

Drat this 1.45! It doesnt seem to go anywhere. Munich depart 1.45, and thats all. It must go somewhere!

Apparently, however, it does not. It seems to be a train that starts out from Munich at 1.45, and goes off on the loose. Possibly, it is a young, romantic train, fond of mystery. It wont say where its going to. It probably does not even know itself. It goes off in search of adventure.

I shall start off, it says to itself, at 1.45 punctually, and just go on anyhow, without thinking about it, and see where I get to.

Or maybe it is a conceited, headstrong young train. It will not be guided or advised. The traffic superintendent wants it to go to St. Petersburg or to Paris. The old grey-headed station-master argues with it, and tries to persuade it to go to Constantinople, or even to Jerusalem if it likes that better — urges it to, at all events, make up its mind where it is going — warns it of the danger to young trains of having no fixed aim or object in life. Other people, asked to use their influence with it, have talked to it like a father, and have begged it, for their sakes, to go to Kamskatka, or Timbuctoo, or Jericho, according as they have thought best for it; and then, finding that it takes no notice of them, have got wild with it, and have told it to go to still more distant places.

But to all counsel and entreaty it has turned a deaf ear.

You leave me alone, it has replied; I know where Im going to. Dont you worry yourself about me. You mind your own business, all of you. I dont want a lot of old fools telling me what to do. I know what Im about.

What can be expected from such a train? The chances are that it comes to a bad end. I expect it is recognised afterwards, a broken-down, unloved, friendless, old train, wandering aimless and despised in some far-off country, musing with bitter regret upon the day when, full of foolish pride and ambition, it started from Munich, with its boiler nicely oiled, at 1.45.

B. abandons this 1.45 as hopeless and incorrigible, and continues his search.

Hulloa! whats this? he exclaims. How will this do us? Leaves Munich at 4, gets to Heidelberg 4.15. Thats quick work. Something wrong there. That wont do. You cant get from Munich to Heidelberg in a quarter of an hour. Oh! I see it. That 4 oclock goes to Brussels, and then on to Heidelberg afterwards. Gets in there at 4.15 to-morrow, I suppose. I wonder why it goes round by Brussels, though? Then it seems to stop at Prague for ever so long. Oh, damn this timetable!

Then he finds another train that starts at 2.15, and seems to be an ideal train. He gets quite enthusiastic over this train.

This is the train for us, old man, he says. This is a splendid train, really. It doesnt stop anywhere.

Does it get anywhere? I ask.

Of course it gets somewhere, he replies indignantly. Its an express! Munich, he murmurs, tracing its course through the timetable, depart 2.15. First and second class only. Nuremberg? No; it doesnt stop at Nuremberg. Wurtzburg? No. Frankfort for Strasburg? No. Cologne, Antwerp, Calais? Well, where does it stop? Confound it! it must stop somewhere. Berlin, Paris, Brussels, Copenhagen? No. Upon my soul, this is another train that does not go anywhere! It starts from Munich at 2.15, and thats all. It doesnt do anything else.

It seems to be a habit of Munich trains to start off in this purposeless way. Apparently, their sole object is to get away from the town. They dont care where they go to; they dont care what becomes of them, so long as they escape from Munich.

For heavens sake, they say to themselves, let us get away from this place. Dont let us bother about where we shall go; we can decide that when we are once fairly outside. Lets get out of Munich; thats the great thing.

B. begins to grow quite frightened. He says:

We shall never be able to leave this city. There are no trains out of Munich at all. Its a plot to keep us here, thats what it is. We shall never be able to get away. We shall never see dear old England again!

I try to cheer him up by suggesting that perhaps it is the custom in Bavaria to leave the destination of the train to the taste and fancy of the passengers. The railway authorities provide a train, and start it off at 2.15. It is immaterial to them where it goes to. That is a question for the passengers to decide among themselves. The passengers hire the train and take it away, and there is an end of the matter, so far as the railway people are concerned. If there is any difference of opinion between the passengers, owing to some of them wishing to go to Spain, while others want to get home to Russia, they, no doubt, settle the matter by tossing up.

B., however, refuses to entertain this theory, and says he wishes I would not talk so much when I see how harassed he is. Thats all the thanks I get for trying to help him.

He worries along for another five minutes, and then he discovers a train that gets to Heidelberg all right, and appears to be in most respects a model train, the only thing that can be urged against it being that it does not start from anywhere.

It seems to drop into Heidelberg casually and then to stop there. One expects its sudden advent alarms the people at Heidelberg station. They do not know what to make of it. The porter goes up to the station-master, and says:

Beg pardon, sir, but theres a strange train in the station.

Oh! answers the station-master, surprised, where did it come from?

Dont know, replies the man; it doesnt seem to know itself.

Dear me, says the station-master, how very extraordinary! What does it want?

Doesnt seem to want anything particular, replies the other. Its a curious sort of train. Seems to be a bit dotty, if you ask me.

Um, muses the station-master, its a rum go. Well, I suppose we must let it stop here a bit now. We can hardly turn it out a night like this. Oh, let it make itself comfortable in the wood-shed till the morning, and then we will see if we can find its friends.

At last B. makes the discovery that to get to Heidelberg we must go to Darmstadt and take another train from there. This knowledge gives him renewed hope and strength, and he sets to work afresh — this time, to find trains from Munich to Darmstadt, and from Darmstadt to Heidelberg.

Here we are, he cries, after a few minutes hunting. Ive got it! (He is of a buoyant disposition.) This will be it. Leaves Munich 10, gets to Darmstadt 5.25. Leaves Darmstadt for Heidelberg 5.20, gets to—

That doesnt allow us much time for changing, does it? I remark.

No, he replies, growing thoughtful again. No, thats awkward. If it were only the other way round, it would be all right, or it would do if our train got there five minutes before its time, and the other one was a little late in starting.

Hardly safe to reckon on that, I suggest; and he agrees with me, and proceeds to look for some more fitable trains.

It would appear, however, that all the trains from Darmstadt to Heidelberg start just a few minutes before the trains from Munich arrive. It looks quite pointed, as though they tried to avoid us.

B.s intellect generally gives way about this point, and he becomes simply drivelling. He discovers trains that run from Munich to Heidelberg in fourteen minutes, by way of Venice and Geneva, with half-an-hours interval for breakfast at Rome. He rushes up and down the book in pursuit of demon expresses that arrive at their destinations forty-seven minutes before they start, and leave again before they get there. He finds out, all by himself, that the only way to get from South Germany to Paris is to go to Calais, and then take the boat to Moscow. Before he has done with the timetable, he doesnt know whether he is in Europe, Asia, Africa, or America, nor where he wants to get to, nor why he wants to go there.

Then I quietly, but firmly, take the book away from him, and dress him for going out; and we take our bags and walk to the station, and tell a porter that, Please, we want to go to Heidelberg. And the porter takes us one by each hand, and leads us to a seat and tells us to sit there and be good, and that, when it is time, he will come and fetch us and put us in the train; and this he does.

That is my method of finding out how to get from one place to another. It is not as dignified, perhaps, as B.s, but it is simpler and more efficacious.

It is slow work travelling in Germany. The German train does not hurry or excite itself over its work, and when it stops it likes to take a rest. When a German train draws up at a station, everybody gets out and has a walk. The engine-driver and the stoker cross over and knock at the station-masters door. The station-master comes out and greets them effusively, and then runs back into the house to tell his wife that they have come, and she bustles out and also welcomes them effusively, and the four stand chatting about old times and friends and the state of the crops. After a while, the engine-driver, during a pause in the conversation, looks at his watch, and says he is afraid he must be going, but the station-masters wife wont hear of it.

Oh, you must stop and see the children, she says. They will be home from school soon, and theyll be so disappointed if they hear you have been here and gone away again. Lizzie will never forgive you.

The engine-driver and the stoker laugh, and say that under those circumstances they suppose they must stop; and they do so.

Meanwhile the booking-clerk has introduced the guard to his sister, and such a very promising flirtation has been taking place behind the ticket-office door that it would not be surprising if wedding-bells were heard in the neighbourhood before long.

The second guard has gone down into the town to try and sell a dog, and the passengers stroll about the platform and smoke, or partake of a light meal in the refreshment-room — the poorer classes regaling themselves upon hot sausage, and the more dainty upon soup. When everybody appears to be sufficiently rested, a move onward is suggested by the engine-driver or the guard, and if all are agreeable to the proposal the train starts.

Tremendous excitement was caused during our journey between Heidelberg and Darmstadt by the discovery that we were travelling in an express train (they called it an express: it jogged along at the rate of twenty miles an hour when it could be got to move at all; most of its time it seemed to be half asleep) with slow-train tickets. The train was stopped at the next station and B. was marched off between two stern-looking gold-laced officials to explain the matter to a stern-looking gold-laced station-master, surrounded by three stern-looking gold-laced followers. The scene suggested a drum-head court-martial, and I could see that B. was nervous, though outwardly calm and brave. He shouted back a light-hearted adieu to me as he passed down the platform, and asked me, if the worst happened, to break it gently to his mother.

However, no harm came of it, and he returned to the carriage without a stain upon his character, he having made it clear to the satisfaction of the court — firstly, That he did not know that our tickets were only slow-train tickets; secondly, That he was not aware that we were not travelling by a slow train; and thirdly, That he was ready to pay the difference in the fares.

He blamed himself for having done this last, however, afterwards. He seemed to think that he could have avoided this expense by assuming ignorance of the German language. He said that two years ago, when he was travelling in Germany with three other men, the authorities came down upon them in much the same way for travelling first-class with second-class tickets.

Why they were doing this B. did not seem able to explain very clearly. He said that, if he recollected rightly, the guard had told them to get into a first-class, or else they had not had time to get into a second-class, or else they did not know they were not in a second-class. I must confess his explanation appeared to me to be somewhat lame.

Anyhow, there they were in a first-class carriage; and there was the collector at the door, looking indignantly at their second-class tickets, and waiting to hear what they had to say for themselves.

One of their party did not know much German, but what little he did know he was very proud of and liked to air; and this one argued the matter with the collector, and expressed himself in German so well that the collector understood and disbelieved every word he said.

He was also, on his part, able, with a little trouble, to understand what the collector said, which was that he must pay eighteen marks. And he had to.

As for the other three, two at all events of whom were excellent German scholars, they did not understand anything, and nobody could make them understand anything. The collector roared at them for about ten minutes, and they smiled pleasantly and said they wanted to go to Hanover. He went and fetched the station-master, and the station-master explained to them for another ten minutes that, if they did not pay eighteen shillings each, he should do the German equivalent for summonsing them; and they smiled and nodded, and told him that they wanted to go to Hanover. Then a very important-looking personage in a cocked-hat came up, and was very angry; and he and the station-master and the collector took it in turns to explain to B. and his two friends the state of the law on the matter.

They stormed and raged, and threatened and pleaded for a quarter of an hour or so, and then they got sick, and slammed the door, and went off, leaving the Government to lose the fifty-four marks.

We passed the German frontier on Wednesday, and have been in Belgium since.

I like the Germans. B. says I ought not to let them know this, because it will make them conceited; but I have no fear of such a result. I am sure they possess too much common-sense for their heads to be turned by praise, no matter from whom.

B. also says that I am displaying more energy than prudence in forming an opinion of a people merely from a few weeks travel amongst them. But my experience is that first impressions are the most reliable.

At all events, in my case they are. I often arrive at quite sensible ideas and judgments, on the spur of the moment. It is when I stop to think that I become foolish.

Our first thoughts are the thoughts that are given to us; our second thoughts are the thoughts that we make for ourselves. I prefer to trust to the former.

The Germans are a big, square-shouldered, deep-chested race. They do not talk much, but look as though they thought. Like all big things, they are easy-going and good-tempered.

Anti-tobacconists, teetotallers, and such-like faddists, would fare badly in Germany. A German has no anti-nature notions as to its being wicked for him to enjoy his life, and still more criminal for him to let anybody else enjoy theirs. He likes his huge pipe, and he likes his mug of beer, and as these become empty he likes to have them filled again; and he likes to see other people like their pipe and their mug of beer. If you were to go dancing round a German, shrieking out entreaties to him to sign a pledge that he would never drink another drop of beer again as long as he lived, he would ask you to remember that you were talking to a man, not to a child or an imbecile, and he would probably impress the request upon you by boxing your ears for your impertinence. He can conduct himself sensibly without making an ass of himself. He can be temperate without tying bits of coloured ribbon all about himself to advertise the fact, and without rushing up and down the street waving a banner and yelling about it.

The German women are not beautiful, but they are lovable and sweet; and they are broad-breasted and broad-hipped, like the mothers of big sons should be. They do not seem to trouble themselves about their rights, but appear to be very contented and happy even without votes. The men treat them with courtesy and tenderness, but with none of that exaggerated deference that one sees among more petticoat-ridden nations. The Germans are women lovers, not women worshippers; and they are not worried by any doubts as to which sex shall rule the State, and which stop at home and mind the children. The German women are not politicians and mayors and county councillors; they are housewives.

All classes of Germans are scrupulously polite to one another; but this is the result of mutual respect, not of snobbery. The tramcar conductor expects to be treated with precisely the same courtesy that he tenders. The Count raises his hat to the shopkeeper, and expects the shopkeeper to raise his hat to him.

The Germans are hearty eaters; but they are not, like the French, fussy and finicky over their food. Their stomach is not their God; and the cook, with his sauces and pâtés and ragoûts, is not their High Priest. So long as the dish is wholesome, and there is sufficient of it, they are satisfied.

In the mere sensuous arts of painting and sculpture the Germans are poor, in the ennobling arts of literature and music they are great; and this fact provides a key to their character.

They are a simple, earnest, homely, genuine people. They do not laugh much; but when they do, they laugh deep down. They are slow, but so is a deep river. A placid look generally rests upon their heavy features; but sometimes they frown, and then they look somewhat grim.

A visit to Germany is a tonic to an Englishman. We English are always sneering at ourselves, and patriotism in England is regarded as a stamp of vulgarity. The Germans, on the other hand, believe in themselves, and respect themselves. The world for them is not played out. Their country to them is still the Fatherland. They look straight before them like a people who see a great future in front of them, and are not afraid to go forward to fulfil it.

GOOD-BYE, SIR (OR MADAM).


Six Essays


DREAMS
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THE MOST EXTRAORDINARY dream I ever had was one in which I fancied that, as I was going into a theatre, the cloak-room attendant stopped me in the lobby and insisted on my leaving my legs behind me.
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I was not surprised; indeed, my acquaintanceship with theatre harpies would prevent my feeling any surprise at such a demand, even in my waking moments; but I was, I must honestly confess, considerably annoyed. It was not the payment of the cloak-room fee that I so much minded — I offered to give that to the man then and there. It was the parting with my legs that I objected to.

I said I had never heard of such a rule being attempted to be put in force at any respectable theatre before, and that I considered it a most absurd and vexatious regulation. I also said I should write to The Times about it.

The man replied that he was very sorry, but that those were his instructions. People complained that they could not get to and from their seats comfortably, because other peoples legs were always in the way; and it had, therefore, been decided that, in future, everybody should leave their legs outside.

It seemed to me that the management, in making this order, had clearly gone beyond their legal right; and, under ordinary circumstances, I should have disputed it. Being present, however, more in the character of a guest than in that of a patron, I hardly like to make a disturbance; and so I sat down and meekly prepared to comply with the demand.

I had never before known that the human leg did unscrew. I had always thought it was a fixture. But the man showed me how to undo them, and I found that they came off quite easily.

The discovery did not surprise me any more than the original request that I should take them off had done. Nothing does surprise one in a dream.

I dreamed once that I was going to be hanged; but I was not at all surprised about it. Nobody was. My relations came to see me off, I thought, and to wish me Good-by! They all came, and were all very pleasant; but they were not in the least astonished — not one of them. Everybody appeared to regard the coming tragedy as one of the most-naturally-to-be-expected things in the world.

They bore the calamity, besides, with an amount of stoicism that would have done credit to a Spartan father. There was no fuss, no scene. On the contrary, an atmosphere of mild cheerfulness prevailed.

Yet they were very kind. Somebody — an uncle, I think — left me a packet of sandwiches and a little something in a flask, in case, as he said, I should feel peckish on the scaffold.

It is those twin-jailers of the daring thought, Knowledge and Experience, that teach us surprise. We are surprised and incredulous when, in novels and plays, we come across good men and women, because Knowledge and Experience have taught us how rare and problematical is the existence of such people. In waking life, my friends and relations would, of course, have been surprised at hearing that I had committed a murder, and was, in consequence, about to be hanged, because Knowledge and Experience would have taught them that, in a country where the law is powerful and the police alert, the Christian citizen is usually pretty successful in withstanding the voice of temptation, prompting him to commit crime of an illegal character.

But into Dreamland, Knowledge and Experience do not enter. They stay without, together with the dull, dead clay of which they form a part; while the freed brain, released from their narrowing tutelage, steals softly past the ebon gate, to wanton at its own sweet will among the mazy paths that wind through the garden of Persephone.

Nothing that it meets with in that eternal land astonishes it because, unfettered by the dense conviction of our waking mind, that nought outside the ken of our own vision can in this universe be, all things to it are possible and even probable. In dreams, we fly and wonder not — except that we never flew before. We go naked, yet are not ashamed, though we mildly wonder what the police are about that they do not stop us. We converse with our dead, and think it was unkind that they did not come back to us before. In dreams, there happens that which human language cannot tell. In dreams, we see the light that never was on sea or land, we hear the sounds that never yet were heard by waking ears.

It is only in sleep that true imagination ever stirs within us. Awake, we never imagine anything; we merely alter, vary, or transpose. We give another twist to the kaleidoscope of the things we see around us, and obtain another pattern; but not one of us has ever added one tiniest piece of new glass to the toy.

A Dean Swift sees one race of people smaller, and another race of people larger than the race of people that live down his own streets. And he also sees a land where the horses take the place of men. A Bulwer Lytton lays the scene of one of his novels inside the earth instead of outside. A Rider Haggard introduces us to a lady whose age is a few years more than the average woman would care to confess to; and pictures crabs larger than the usual shilling or eighteen-penny size. The number of so called imaginative writers who visit the moon is legion, and for all the novelty that they find, when they get there, they might just as well have gone to Putney. Others are continually drawing for us visions of the world one hundred or one thousand years hence. There is always a depressing absence of human nature about the place; so much so, that one feels great consolation in the thought, while reading, that we ourselves shall be comfortably dead and buried before the picture can be realised. In these prophesied Utopias everybody is painfully good and clean and happy, and all the work is done by electricity.

There is somewhat too much electricity, for my taste, in these worlds to come. One is reminded of those pictorial enamel-paint advertisements that one sees about so often now, in which all the members of an extensive household are represented as gathered together in one room, spreading enamel-paint over everything they can lay their hands upon. The old man is on a step-ladder, daubing the walls and ceiling with cuckoos-egg green, while the parlour-maid and the cook are on their knees, painting the floor with sealing-wax red. The old lady is doing the picture frames in terra cotta. The eldest daughter and her young man are making sly love in a corner over a pot of high art yellow, with which, so soon as they have finished wasting their time, they will, it is manifest, proceed to elevate the piano. Younger brothers and sisters are busy freshening up the chairs and tables with strawberry-jam pink and jubilee magenta. Every blessed thing in that room is being coated with enamel paint, from the sofa to the fire-irons, from the sideboard to the eight-day clock. If there is any paint left over, it will be used up for the family Bible and the canary.

It is claimed for this invention that a little child can make as much mess with it as can a grown-up person, and so all the children of the family are represented in the picture as hard at work, enameling whatever few articles of furniture and household use the grasping selfishness of their elders has spared to them. One is painting the toasting fork in a skim-milk blue, while another is giving æsthetical value to the Dutch oven by means of a new shade of art green. The bootjack is being renovated in old gold, and the baby is sitting on the floor, smothering its own cradle with flush-upon-a-maidens cheek peach colour.

One feels that the thing is being overdone. That family, before another month is gone, will be among the strongest opponents of enamel paint that the century has produced. Enamel paint will be the ruin of that once happy home. Enamel paint has a cold, glassy, cynical appearance. Its presence everywhere about the place will begin to irritate the old man in the course of a week or so. He will call it, This damnd sticky stuff! and will tell the wife that he wonders she didnt paint herself and the children with it while she was about it. She will reply, in an exasperatingly quiet tone of voice, that she does like that. Perhaps he will say next, that she did not warn him against it, and tell him what an idiot he was making of himself, spoiling the whole house with his foolish fads. Each one will persist that it was the other one who first suggested the absurdity, and they will sit up in bed and quarrel about it every night for a month.

The children having acquired a taste for smudging the concoction about, and there being nothing else left untouched in the house, will try to enamel the cat; and then there will be bloodshed, and broken windows, and spoiled infants, and sorrows and yells. The smell of the paint will make everybody ill; and the servants will give notice. Tradesmens boys will lean up against places that are not dry and get their clothes enameled and claim compensation. And the baby will suck the paint off its cradle and have fits.

But the person that will suffer most will, of course, be the eldest daughters young man. The eldest daughters young man is always unfortunate. He means well, and he tries hard. His great ambition is to make the family love him. But fate is ever against him, and he only succeeds in gaining their undisguised contempt. The fact of his being gone on their Emily is, of itself, naturally sufficient to stamp him as an imbecile in the eyes of Emilys brothers and sisters. The father finds him slow, and thinks the girl might have done better; while the best that his future mother-in-law (his sole supporter) can say for him is, that he seems steady.

There is only one thing that prompts the family to tolerate him, and that is the reflection that he is going to take Emily away from them.

On that understanding they put up with him.

The eldest daughters young man, in this particular case, will, you may depend upon it, choose that exact moment when the babys life is hovering in the balance, and the cook is waiting for her wages with her box in the hall, and a coal-heaver is at the front door with a policeman, making a row about the damage to his trousers, to come in, smiling, with a specimen pot of some new high art, squashed-tomato-shade enamel paint, and suggest that they should try it on the old mans pipe.
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Then Emily will go off into hysterics, and Emilys male progenitor will firmly but quietly lead that ill-starred yet true-hearted young man to the public side of the garden-gate; and the engagement will be off.
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Too much of anything is a mistake, as the man said when his wife presented him with four new healthy children in one day. We should practise moderation in all matters. A little enamel paint would have been good. They might have enameled the house inside and out, and have left the furniture alone. Or they might have coloured the furniture, and let the house be. But an entirely and completely enameled home — a home, such as enamel-paint manufacturers love to picture on their advertisements, over which the yearning eye wanders in vain, seeking one single square inch of un-enameled matter — is, I am convinced, a mistake. It may be a home that, as the testimonials assure us, will easily wash. It may be an artistic home; but the average man is not yet educated up to the appreciation of it. The average man does not care for high art. At a certain point, the average man gets sick of high art.

So, in these coming Utopias, in which out unhappy grandchildren will have to drag out their colourless existence, there will be too much electricity. They will grow to loathe electricity.

Electricity is going to light them, warm them, carry them, doctor them, cook for them, execute them, if necessary. They are going to be weaned on electricity, rocked in their cradles by electricity, slapped by electricity, ruled and regulated and guided by electricity, buried by electricity. I may be wrong, but I rather think they are going to be hatched by electricity.

In the new world of our progressionist teachers, it is electricity that is the real motive-power. The men and women are only marionettes — worked by electricity.

But it was not to speak of the electricity in them, but of the originality in them, that I referred to these works of fiction. There is no originality in them whatever. Human thought is incapable of originality. No man ever yet imagined a new thing — only some variation or extension of an old thing.

The sailor, when he was asked what he would do with a fortune, promptly replied:

Buy all the rum and baccy there is in the world.

And what after that? they asked him.

Eh?

What would you buy after that — after you had bought up all the rum and tobacco there was in the world — what would you buy then?

After that? Oh! um! (a long pause). Oh! (with inspiration) why, more baccy!

Rum and tobacco he knew something of, and could therefore imagine about. He did not know any other luxuries, therefore he could not conceive of any others.

So if you ask one of these Utopian-dreaming gentry what, after they had secured for their world all the electricity there was in the Universe, and after every mortal thing in their ideal Paradise, was done and said and thought by electricity, they could imagine as further necessary to human happiness, they would probably muse for awhile, and then reply, More electricity.

They know electricity. They have seen the electric light, and heard of electric boats and omnibuses. They have possibly had an electric shock at a railway station for a penny.

Therefore, knowing that electricity does three things, they can go on and imagine electricity doing three hundred things, and the very great ones among them can imagine it doing three thousand things; but for them, or anybody else, to imagine a new force, totally unconnected with and different from anything yet known in nature, would be utterly impossible.

Human thought is not a firework, ever shooting off fresh forms and shapes as it burns; it is a tree, growing very slowly — you can watch it long and see no movement — very silently, unnoticed. It was planted in the world many thousand years ago, a tiny, sickly plant. And men guarded it and tended it, and gave up life and fame to aid its growth. In the hot days of their youth, they came to the gate of the garden and knocked, begging to be let in, and to be counted among the gardeners. And their young companions without called to them to come back, and play the man with bow and spear, and win sweet smiles from rosy lips, and take their part amid the feast, and dance, not stoop with wrinkled brows, at weaklings work. And the passers-by mocked them and called shame, and others cried out to stone them. And still they stayed there labouring, that the tree might grow a little, and they died and were forgotten.

And the tree grew fair and strong. The storms of ignorance passed over it, and harmed it not. The fierce fires of superstition soared around it; but men leaped into the flames and beat them back, perishing, and the tree grew. With the sweat of their brow have men nourished its green leaves. Their tears have moistened the earth about it. With their blood they have watered its roots.

The seasons have come and passed, and the tree has grown and flourished. And its branches have spread far and high, and ever fresh shoots are bursting forth, and ever new leaves unfolding to the light. But they are all part of the one tree — the tree that was planted on the first birthday of the human race. The stem that bears them springs from the gnarled old trunk that was green and soft when white-haired Time was a little child; the sap that feeds them is drawn up through the roots that twine and twist about the bones of the ages that are dead.

The human mind can no more produce an original thought than a tree can bear an original fruit. As well might one cry for an original note in music as expect an original idea from a human brain.

One wishes our friends, the critics, would grasp this simple truth, and leave off clamouring for the impossible, and being shocked because they do not get it. When a new book is written, the high-class critic opens it with feelings of faint hope, tempered by strong conviction of coming disappointment. As he pores over the pages, his brow darkens with virtuous indignation, and his lip curls with the Godlike contempt that the exceptionally great critic ever feels for everybody in this world, who is not yet dead. Buoyed up by a touching, but totally fallacious, belief that he is performing a public duty, and that the rest of the community is waiting in breathless suspense to learn his opinion of the work in question, before forming any judgment concerning it themselves, he, nevertheless, wearily struggles through about a third of it. Then his long-suffering soul revolts, and he flings it aside with a cry of despair.

Why, there is no originality whatever in this, he says. This book is taken bodily from the Old Testament. It is the story of Adam and Eve all over again. The hero is a mere man! with two arms, two legs, and a head (so called). Why, it is only Mosess Adam under another name! And the heroine is nothing but a woman! and she is described as beautiful, and as having long hair. The author may call her Angelina, or any other name he chooses; but he has evidently, whether he acknowledges it or not, copied her direct from Eve. The characters are barefaced plagiarisms from the book of Genesis! Oh! to find an author with originality!

One spring I went a walking tour in the country. It was a glorious spring. Not the sort of spring they give us in these miserable times, under this shameless government — a mixture of east wind, blizzard, snow, rain, slush, fog, frost, hail, sleet and thunder-storms — but a sunny, blue-skyd, joyous spring, such as we used to have regularly every year when I was a young man, and things were different.

It was an exceptionally beautiful spring, even for those golden days; and as I wandered through the waking land, and saw the dawning of the coming green, and watched the blush upon the hawthorn hedge, deepening each day beneath the kisses of the sun, and looked up at the proud old mother trees, dandling their myriad baby buds upon their strong fond arms, holding them high for the soft west wind to caress as he passed laughing by, and marked the primrose yellow creep across the carpet of the woods, and saw the new flush of the field and saw the new light on the hills, and heard the new-found gladness of the birds, and heard from copse and farm and meadow the timid callings of the little new-born things, wondering to find themselves alive, and smelt the freshness of the earth, and felt the promise in the air, and felt a strong hand in the wind, my spirit rose within me. Spring had come to me also, and stirred me with a strange new life, with a strange new hope I, too, was part of nature, and it was spring! Tender leaves and blossoms were unfolding from my heart. Bright flowers of love and gratitude were opening round its roots. I felt new strength in all my limbs. New blood was pulsing through my veins. Nobler thoughts and nobler longings were throbbing through my brain.

As I walked, Nature came and talked beside me, and showed me the world and myself, and the ways of God seemed clearer.

It seemed to me a pity that all the beautiful and precious thoughts and ideas that were crowding in upon me should be lost to my fellow-men, and so I pitched my tent at a little cottage, and set to work to write them down then and there as they came to me.

It has been complained of me, I said to myself, that I do not write literary and high class work — at least, not work that is exceptionally literary and high-class. This reproach shall be removed. I will write an article that shall be a classic. I have worked for the ordinary, every-day reader. It is right that I should do something now to improve the literature of my beloved country.

And I wrote a grand essay — though I say it who should not, though I dont see why I shouldnt — all about spring, and the way it made you feel, and what it made you think. It was simply crowded with elevated thoughts and high-class ideas and cultured wit, was that essay. There was only one fault about that essay: it was too brilliant. It wanted commonplace relief. It would have exhausted the average reader; so much cleverness would have wearied him.

I wish I could remember some of the beautiful things in that essay, and here set them down; because then you would be able to see what they were like for yourselves, and that would be so much more simpler than my explaining to you how beautiful they were. Unfortunately, however, I cannot now call to mind any of them.

I was very proud of this essay, and when I got back to town I called on a very superior friend of mine, a critic, and read it to him. I do not care for him to see any of my usual work, because he really is a very superior person indeed, and the perusal of it appears to give him pains inside. But this article, I thought, would do him good.

[image: img192.jpg]

What do you think of it? I asked, when I had finished.

Splendid, he replied, excellently arranged. I never knew you were so well acquainted with the works of the old writers. Why, there is scarcely a classic of any note that you have not quoted from. But where — where, he added, musing, did you get that last idea but two from? Its the only one I dont seem to remember. It isnt a bit of your own, is it?

He said that, if so, he should advise me to leave it out. Not that it was altogether bad, but that the interpolation of a modern thought among so unique a collection of passages from the ancients seemed to spoil the scheme.

And he enumerated the various dead-and-buried gentlemen from whom he appeared to think I had collated my article.

But, I replied, when I had recovered my astonishment sufficiently to speak, it isnt a collection at all. It is all original. I wrote the thoughts down as they came to me. I have never read any of these people you mention, except Shakespeare.

Of course Shakespeare was bound to be among them. I am getting to dislike that man so. He is always being held up before us young authors as a model, and I do hate models. There was a model boy at our school, I remember, Henry Summers; and it was just the same there. It was continually, Look at Henry Summers! he doesnt put the preposition before the verb, and spell business b-i-z! or, Why cant you write like Henry Summers? He doesnt get the ink all over the copy-book and half-way up his back! We got tired of this everlasting Look at Henry Summers! after a while, and so, one afternoon, on the way home, a few of us lured Henry Summers up a dark court; and when he came out again he was not worth looking at.

Now it is perpetually, Look at Shakespeare! Why dont you write like Shakespeare? Shakespeare never made that joke. Why dont you joke like Shakespeare?

If you are in the play-writing line it is still worse for you. Why dont you write plays like Shakespeares? they indignantly say. Shakespeare never made his comic man a penny steamboat captain. Shakespeare never made his hero address the girl as ducky. Why dont you copy Shakespeare? If you do try to copy Shakespeare, they tell you that you must be a fool to attempt to imitate Shakespeare.

Oh, shouldnt I like to get Shakespeare up our street, and punch him!

I cannot help that, replied my critical friend — to return to our previous question—the germ of every thought and idea you have got in that article can be traced back to the writers I have named. If you doubt it, I will get down the books, and show you the passages for yourself.

But I declined the offer. I said I would take his word for it, and would rather not see the passages referred to. I felt indignant. If, as I said, these men — these Platos and Socrateses and Ciceros and Sophocleses and Aristophaneses and Aristotles and the rest of them had been taking advantage of my absence to go about the world spoiling my business for me, I would rather not hear any more about them.

And I put on my hat and came out, and I have never tried to write anything original since.

I dreamed a dream once. (It is the sort of thing a man would dream. You cannot very well dream anything else, I know. But the phrase sounds poetical and biblical, and so I use it.) I dreamed that I was in a strange country — indeed, one might say an extraordinary country. It was ruled entirely by critics.

The people in this strange land had a very high opinion of critics — nearly as high an opinion of critics as the critics themselves had, but not, of course, quite — that not being practicable — and they had agreed to be guided in all things by the critics. I stayed some years in that land. But it was not a cheerful place to live in, so I dreamed.

There were authors in this country, at first, and they wrote books. But the critics could find nothing original in the books whatever, and said it was a pity that men, who might be usefully employed hoeing potatoes, should waste their time and the time of the critics, which was of still more importance, in stringing together a collection of platitudes, familiar to every school-boy, and dishing up old plots and stories that had already been cooked and recooked for the public until everybody had been surfeited with them.

And the writers read what the critics said and sighed, and gave up writing books, and went off and hoed potatoes; as advised. They had had no experience in hoeing potatoes, and they hoed very badly; and the people whose potatoes they hoed strongly recommended them to leave hoeing potatoes, and to go back and write books. But you cant do what everybody advises.

There were artists also in this strange world, at first, and they painted pictures, which the critics came and looked at through eyeglasses.

Nothing whatever original in them, said the critics; same old colours, same old perspective and form, same old sunset, same old sea and land, and sky and figures. Why do these poor men waste their time, painting pictures, when they might be so much more satisfactorily employed on ladders painting houses?

Nothing, by the by, you may have noticed, troubles your critic more than the idea that the artist is wasting his time. It is the waste of time that vexes the critic; he has such an exalted idea of the value of other peoples time. Dear, dear me! he says to himself, why, in the time the man must have taken to paint this picture or to write this book, he might have blacked fifteen thousand pairs of boots, or have carried fifteen thousand hods of mortar up a ladder. This is how the time of the world is lost!

It never occurs to him that, but for that picture or book, the artist would, in all probability, have been mouching about with a pipe in his mouth, getting into trouble.

It reminds me of the way people used to talk to me when I was a boy. I would be sitting, as good as gold, reading The Pirates Lair, when some cultured relative would look over my shoulder and say: Bah! what are you wasting your time with rubbish for? Why dont you go and do something useful? and would take the book away from me. Upon which I would get up, and go out to do something useful; and would come home an hour afterward, looking like a bit out of a battle picture, having tumbled through the roof of Farmer Bates greenhouse and killed a cactus, though totally unable to explain how I came to be on the roof of Farmer Bates greenhouse. They had much better have left me alone, lost in The Pirates Lair!

The artists in this land of which I dreamed left off painting pictures, after hearing what the critics said, and purchased ladders, and went off and painted houses.

Because, you see, this country of which I dreamed was not one of those vulgar, ordinary countries, such as exist in the waking world, where people let the critics talk as much as ever they like, and nobody pays the slightest attention to what they say. Here, in this strange land, the critics were taken seriously, and their advice followed.

As for the poets and sculptors, they were very soon shut up. The idea of any educated person wanting to read modern poetry when he could obtain Homer, or caring to look at any other statue while there was still some of the Venus de Medicis left, was too absurd. Poets and sculptors were only wasting their time

What new occupation they were recommended to adopt, I forget. Some calling they knew nothing whatever about, and that they were totally unfitted for, of course.

The musicians tried their art for a little while, but they, too, were of no use. Merely a repetition of the same notes in different combinations, said the critics. Why will people waste their time writing unoriginal music, when they might be sweeping crossings?

One man had written a play. I asked what the critics had said about him. They showed me his tomb.

Then, there being no more artists or litterateurs or dramatists or musicians left for their beloved critics to criticise, the general public of this enlightened land said to themselves, Why should not our critics come and criticise us? Criticism is useful to a man. Have we not often been told so? Look how useful it has been to the artists and writers — saved the poor fellows from wasting their time? Why shouldnt we have some of its benefits?

They suggested the idea to the critics, and the critics thought it an excellent one, and said they would undertake the job with pleasure. One must say for the critics that they never shirk work. They will sit and criticise for eighteen hours a day, if necessary, or even, if quite unnecessary, for the matter of that. You cant give them too much to criticise. They will criticise everything and everybody in this world. They will criticise everything in the next world, too, when they get there. I expect poor old Pluto has a lively time with them all, as it is.
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So, when a man built a house, or a farm-yard hen laid an egg, the critics were asked in to comment on it. They found that none of the houses were original. On every floor were passages that seemed mere copies from passages in other houses. They were all built on the same hackneyed plan; cellars underneath, ground floor level with the street, attic at the top. No originality anywhere!

So, likewise with the eggs. Every egg suggested reminiscences of other eggs.

It was heartrending work.

The critics criticised all things. When a young couple fell in love, they each, before thinking of marriage, called upon the critics for a criticism of the other one.

Needless to say that, in the result, no marriage ever came of it.

My dear young lady, the critics would say, after the inspection had taken place, I can discover nothing new whatever about the young man. You would simply be wasting your time in marrying him.

Or, to the young man, it would be:

Oh, dear, no! Nothing attractive about the girl at all. Who on earth gave you that notion? Simply a lovely face and figure, angelic disposition, beautiful mind, stanch heart, noble character. Why, there must have been nearly a dozen such girls born into the world since its creation. You would be only wasting your time loving her.

They criticised the birds for their hackneyed style of singing, and the flowers for their hackneyed scents and colours. They complained of the weather that it lacked originality — (true, they had not lived out an English spring) — and found fault with the Sun because of the sameness of his methods.

They criticised the babies. When a fresh infant was published in a house, the critics would call in a body to pass their judgment upon it, and the young mother would bring it down for them to sample.

Did you ever see a child anything like that in this world before? she would say, holding it out to them. Isnt it a wonderful baby? You never saw a child with legs like that, I know. Nurse says hes the most extraordinary baby she ever attended. Bless him!

But the critics did not think anything of it.

Tut, tut, they would reply, there is nothing extraordinary about that child — no originality whatever. Why, its exactly like every other baby — bald head, red face, big mouth, and stumpy nose. Why, thats only a weak imitation of the baby next door. Its a plagiarism, thats what that child is. Youve been wasting your time, madam. If you cant do anything more original than that, we should advise you to give up the business altogether.

That was the end of criticism in that strange land.

Oh! look here, weve had enough of you and your originality, said the people to the critics, after that. Why, you are not original, when one comes to think of it, and your criticisms are not original. Youve all of you been saying exactly the same thing ever since the time of Solomon. We are going to drown you and have a little peace.

What, drown a critic! cried the critics, never heard of such a monstrous proceeding in our lives!

No, we flatter ourselves it is an original idea, replied the public, brutally. You ought to be charmed with it. Out you come!

So they took the critics out and drowned them, and then passed a short act, making criticism a capital offense.

After that, the art and literature of the country followed, somewhat, the methods of the quaint and curious school, but the land, notwithstanding, was a much more cheerful place to live in, I dreamed.

But I never finished telling you about the dream in which I thought I left my legs behind me when I went into a certain theatre.

I dreamed that the ticket the man gave me for my legs was No. 19, and I was worried all through the performance for fear No. 61 should get hold of them, and leave me his instead. Mine are rather a fine pair of legs, and I am, I confess, a little proud of them — at all events, I prefer them to anybody elses. Besides, number sixty-ones might be a skinny pair, and not fit me.

It quite spoilt my evening, fretting about this.

Another extraordinary dream I had was one in which I dreamed that I was engaged to be married to my Aunt Jane. That was not, however, the extraordinary part of it; I have often known people to dream things like that. I knew a man who once dreamed that he was actually married to his own mother-in-law! He told me that never in his life had he loved the alarm clock with more deep and grateful tenderness than he did that morning. The dream almost reconciled him to being married to his real wife. They lived quite happily together for a few days, after that dream.

No; the extraordinary part of my dream was, that I knew it was a dream. What on earth will uncle say to this engagement? I thought to myself, in my dream. Theres bound to be a row about it. We shall have a deal of trouble with uncle, I feel sure. And this thought quite troubled me until the sweet reflection came: Ah! well, its only a dream.

And I made up my mind that I would wake up as soon as uncle found out about the engagement, and leave him and Aunt Jane to fight the matter out between themselves.
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It is a very great comfort, when the dream grows troubled and alarming, to feel that it is only a dream, and to know that we shall awake soon and be none the worse for it. We can dream out the foolish perplexity with a smile then.

Sometimes the dream of life grows strangely troubled and perplexing, and then he who meets dismay the bravest is he who feels that the fretful play is but a dream — a brief, uneasy dream of three score years and ten, or thereabouts, from which, in a little while, he will awake — at least, he dreams so.

How dull, how impossible life would be without dreams — waking dreams, I mean — the dreams that we call castles in the air, built by the kindly hands of Hope! Were it not for the mirage of the oasis, drawing his footsteps ever onward, the weary traveler would lie down in the desert sand and die. It is the mirage of distant success, of happiness that, like the bunch of carrots fastened an inch beyond the donkeys nose, seems always just within our reach, if only we will gallop fast enough, that makes us run so eagerly along the road of Life.

Providence, like a father with a tired child, lures us ever along the way with tales and promises, until, at the frowning gate that ends the road, we shrink back, frightened. Then, promises still more sweet he stoops and whispers in our ear, and timid yet partly reassured, and trying to hide our fears, we gather up all that is left of our little stock of hope and, trusting yet half afraid, push out our groping feet into the darkness.


CLOCKS
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THERE ARE TWO kinds of clocks. There is the clock that is always wrong, and that knows it is wrong, and glories in it; and there is the clock that is always right — except when you rely upon it, and then it is more wrong than you would think a clock could be in a civilized country.

I remember a clock of this latter type, that we had in the house when I was a boy, routing us all up at three oclock one winters morning. We had finished breakfast at ten minutes to four, and I got to school a little after five, and sat down on the step outside and cried, because I thought the world had come to an end; everything was so death-like!
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The man who can live in the same house with one of these clocks, and not endanger his chance of heaven about once a month by standing up and telling it what he thinks of it, is either a dangerous rival to that old established firm, Job, or else he does not know enough bad language to make it worth his while to start saying anything at all.

The great dream of its life is to lure you on into trying to catch a train by it. For weeks and weeks it will keep the most perfect time. If there were any difference in time between that clock and the sun, you would be convinced it was the sun, not the clock, that wanted seeing to. You feel that if that clock happened to get a quarter of a second fast, or the eighth of an instant slow, it would break its heart and die.

It is in this spirit of child-like faith in its integrity that, one morning, you gather your family around you in the passage, kiss your children, and afterward wipe your jammy mouth, poke your finger in the babys eye, promise not to forget to order the coals, wave at last fond adieu with the umbrella, and depart for the railway-station.
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I never have been quite able to decide, myself, which is the more irritating: to run two miles at the top of your speed, and then to find, when you reach the station, that you are three-quarters of an hour too early; or to stroll along leisurely the whole way, and dawdle about outside the booking-office, talking to some local idiot, and then to swagger carelessly on to the platform, just in time to see the train go out!
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As for the other class of clocks — the common or always-wrong clocks — they are harmless enough. You wind them up at the proper intervals, and once or twice a week you put them right and regulate them, as you call it (and you might just as well try to regulate a London tom-cat). But you do all this, not from any selfish motives, but from a sense of duty to the clock itself. You want to feel that, whatever may happen, you have done the right thing by it, and that no blame can attach to you.

So far as looking to it for any return is concerned, that you never dream of doing, and consequently you are not disappointed. You ask what the time is, and the girl replies:

Well, the clock in the dining-room says a quarter past two.

But you are not deceived by this. You know that, as a matter of fact, it must be somewhere between nine and ten in the evening; and, remembering that you noticed, as a curious circumstance, that the clock was only forty minutes past four, hours ago, you mildly admire its energies and resources, and wonder how it does it.

I myself possess a clock that for complicated unconventionality and light-hearted independence, could, I should think, give points to anything yet discovered in the chronometrical line. As a mere time-piece, it leaves much to be desired; but, considered as a self-acting conundrum, it is full of interest and variety.

I heard of a man once who had a clock that he used to say was of no good to any one except himself, because he was the only man who understood it. He said it was an excellent clock, and one that you could thoroughly depend upon; but you wanted to know it — to have studied its system. An outsider might be easily misled by it.

For instance, he would say, when it strikes fifteen, and the hands point to twenty minutes past eleven, I know it is a quarter to eight.

His acquaintanceship with that clock must certainly have given him an advantage over the cursory observer!

But the great charm about my clock is its reliable uncertainty. It works on no method whatever; it is a pure emotionalist. One day it will be quite frolicsome, and gain three hours in the course of the morning, and think nothing of it; and the next day it will wish it were dead, and be hardly able to drag itself along, and lose two hours out of every four, and stop altogether in the afternoon, too miserable to do anything; and then, getting cheerful once more toward evening, will start off again of its own accord.

I do not care to talk much about this clock; because when I tell the simple truth concerning it, people think I am exaggerating.

It is very discouraging to find, when you are straining every nerve to tell the truth, that people do not believe you, and fancy that you are exaggerating. It makes you feel inclined to go and exaggerate on purpose, just to show them the difference. I know I often feel tempted to do so myself — it is my early training that saves me.

We should always be very careful never to give way to exaggeration; it is a habit that grows upon one.

And it is such a vulgar habit, too. In the old times, when poets and dry-goods salesmen were the only people who exaggerated, there was something clever and distingue about a reputation for a tendency to over, rather than to under-estimate the mere bald facts. But everybody exaggerates nowadays. The art of exaggeration is no longer regarded as an extra in the modern bill of education; it is an essential requirement, held to be most needful for the battle of life.

The whole world exaggerates. It exaggerates everything, from the yearly number of bicycles sold to the yearly number of heathens converted — into the hope of salvation and more whiskey. Exaggeration is the basis of our trade, the fallow-field of our art and literature, the groundwork of our social life, the foundation of our political existence. As schoolboys, we exaggerate our fights and our marks and our fathersdebts. As men, we exaggerate our wares, we exaggerate our feelings, we exaggerate our incomes — except to the tax-collector, and to him we exaggerate our outgoings; we exaggerate our virtues; we even exaggerate our vices, and, being in reality the mildest of men, pretend we are dare-devil scamps.

We have sunk so low now that we try to act our exaggerations, and to live up to our lies. We call it keeping up appearances; and no more bitter phrase could, perhaps, have been invented to describe our childish folly.

If we possess a hundred pounds a year, do we not call it two? Our larder may be low and our grates be chill, but we are happy if the world (six acquaintances and a prying neighbour) gives us credit for one hundred and fifty. And, when we have five hundred, we talk of a thousand, and the all-important and beloved world (sixteen friends now, and two of them carriage-folks!) agree that we really must be spending seven hundred, or at all events, running into debt up to that figure; but the butcher and baker, who have gone into the matter with the housemaid, know better.
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After awhile, having learned the trick, we launch out boldly and spend like Indian Princes — or rather seem to spend; for we know, by this time, how to purchase the seeming with the seeming, how to buy the appearance of wealth with the appearance of cash. And the dear old world — Beelzebub bless it! for it is his own child, sure enough; there is no mistaking the likeness, it has all his funny little ways — gathers round, applauding and laughing at the lie, and sharing in the cheat, and gloating over the thought of the blow that it knows must sooner or later fall on us from the Thor-like hammer of Truth.

And all goes merry as a witches frolic — until the grey morning dawns.

Truth and fact are old-fashioned and out-of-date, my friends, fit only for the dull and vulgar to live by. Appearance, not reality, is what the clever dog grasps at in these clever days. We spurn the dull-brown solid earth; we build our lives and homes in the fair-seeming rainbow-land of shadow and chimera.

To ourselves, sleeping and waking there, behind the rainbow, there is no beauty in the house; only a chill damp mist in every room, and, over all, a haunting fear of the hour when the gilded clouds will melt away, and let us fall — somewhat heavily, no doubt — upon the hard world underneath.

But, there! of what matter is our misery, our terror? To the stranger, our home appears fair and bright. The workers in the fields below look up and envy us our abode of glory and delight! If they think it pleasant, surely we should be content. Have we not been taught to live for others and not for ourselves, and are we not acting up bravely to the teaching — in this most curious method?

Ah! yes, we are self-sacrificing enough, and loyal enough in our devotion to this new-crowned king, the child of Prince Imposture and Princess Pretense. Never before was despot so blindly worshiped! Never had earthly sovereign yet such world-wide sway!

Man, if he would live, must worship. He looks around, and what to him, within the vision of his life, is the greatest and the best, that he falls down and does reverence to. To him whose eyes have opened on the nineteenth century, what nobler image can the universe produce than the figure of Falsehood in stolen robes? It is cunning and brazen and hollow-hearted, and it realises his souls ideal, and he falls and kisses its feet, and clings to its skinny knees, swearing fealty to it for evermore!

Ah! he is a mighty monarch, bladder-bodied King Humbug! Come, let us build up temples of hewn shadows wherein we may adore him, safe from the light. Let us raise him aloft upon our Brummagem shields. Long live our coward, falsehearted chief! — fit leader for such soldiers as we! Long live the Lord-of-Lies, anointed! Long live poor King Appearances, to whom all mankind bows the knee!
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But we must hold him aloft very carefully, oh, my brother warriors! He needs much keeping up. He has no bones and sinews of his own, the poor old flimsy fellow! If we take our hands from him, he will fall a heap of worn-out rags, and the angry wind will whirl him away, and leave us forlorn. Oh, let us spend our lives keeping him up, and serving him, and making him great — that is, evermore puffed out with air and nothingness — until he burst, and we along with him!

Burst one day he must, as it is in the nature of bubbles to burst, especially when they grow big. Meanwhile, he still reigns over us, and the world grows more and more a world of pretense and exaggeration and lies; and he who pretends and exaggerates and lies the most successfully, is the greatest of us all.

The world is a gingerbread fair, and we all stand outside our booths and point to the gorgeous-coloured pictures, and beat the big drum and brag. Brag! brag! Life is one great game of brag!

Buy my soap, oh ye people, and ye will never look old, and the hair will grow again on your bald places, and ye will never be poor or unhappy again; and mine is the only true soap. Oh, beware of spurious imitations!

Buy my lotion, all ye that suffer from pains in the head, or the stomach, or the feet, or that have broken arms, or broken hearts, or objectionable mothers-in-law; and drink one bottle a day, and all your troubles will be ended.

Come to my church, all ye that want to go to Heaven, and buy my penny weekly guide, and pay my pew-rates; and, pray ye, have nothing to do with my misguided brother over the road. This is the only safe way!
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Oh, vote for me, my noble and intelligent electors, and send our party into power, and the world shall be a new place, and there shall be no sin or sorrow any more! And each free and independent voter shall have a brand new Utopia made on purpose for him, according to his own ideas, with a good-sized, extra-unpleasant purgatory attached, to which he can send everybody he does not like. Oh! do not miss this chance!

Oh! listen to my philosophy, it is the best and deepest. Oh! hear my songs, they are the sweetest. Oh! buy my pictures, they alone are true art. Oh! read my books, they are the finest.

Oh! I am the greatest cheesemonger, I am the greatest soldier, I am the greatest statesman, I am the greatest poet, I am the greatest showman, I am the greatest mountebank, I am the greatest editor, and I am the greatest patriot. We are the greatest nation. We are the only good people. Ours is the only true religion. Bah! how we all yell!
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How we all brag and bounce, and beat the drum and shout; and nobody believes a word we utter; and the people ask one another, saying:

How can we tell who is the greatest and the cleverest among all these shrieking braggarts?

And they answer:

There is none great or clever. The great and clever men are not here; there is no place for them in this pandemonium of charlatans and quacks. The men you see here are crowing cocks. We suppose the greatest and the best of them are they who crow the loudest and the longest; that is the only test of their merits.

Therefore, what is left for us to do, but to crow? And the best and greatest of us all, is he who crows the loudest and the longest on this little dunghill that we call our world!

Well, I was going to tell you about our clock.

It was my wifes idea, getting it, in the first instance. We had been to dinner at the Buggles, and Buggles had just bought a clock—picked it up in Essex, was the way he described the transaction. Buggles is always going about picking up things. He will stand before an old carved bedstead, weighing about three tons, and say:

Yes — pretty little thing! I picked it up in Holland; as though he had found it by the roadside, and slipped it into his umbrella when nobody was looking!

Buggles was rather full of this clock. It was of the good old-fashioned grandfather type. It stood eight feet high, in a carved-oak case, and had a deep, sonorous, solemn tick, that made a pleasant accompaniment to the after-dinner chat, and seemed to fill the room with an air of homely dignity.

We discussed the clock, and Buggles said how he loved the sound of its slow, grave tick; and how, when all the house was still, and he and it were sitting up alone together, it seemed like some wise old friend talking to him, and telling him about the old days and the old ways of thought, and the old life and the old people.

The clock impressed my wife very much. She was very thoughtful all the way home, and, as we went upstairs to our flat, she said, Why could not we have a clock like that? She said it would seem like having some one in the house to take care of us all — she should fancy it was looking after baby!

I have a man in Northamptonshire from whom I buy old furniture now and then, and to him I applied. He answered by return to say that he had got exactly the very thing I wanted. (He always has. I am very lucky in this respect.) It was the quaintest and most old-fashioned clock he had come across for a long while, and he enclosed photograph and full particulars; should he send it up?

From the photograph and the particulars, it seemed, as he said, the very thing, and I told him, Yes; send it up at once.

Three days afterward, there came a knock at the door — there had been other knocks at the door before this, of course; but I am dealing merely with the history of the clock. The girl said a couple of men were outside, and wanted to see me, and I went to them.

I found they were Pickfords carriers, and glancing at the way-bill, I saw that it was my clock that they had brought, and I said, airily, Oh, yes, its quite right; bring it up!

They said they were very sorry, but that was just the difficulty. They could not get it up.
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I went down with them, and wedged securely across the second landing of the staircase, I found a box which I should have judged to be the original case in which Cleopatras Needle came over.

They said that was my clock.

I brought down a chopper and a crowbar, and we sent out and collected in two extra hired ruffians and the five of us worked away for half an hour and got the clock out; after which the traffic up and down the staircase was resumed, much to the satisfaction of the other tenants.

We then got the clock upstairs and put it together, and I fixed it in the corner of the dining-room.

At first it exhibited a strong desire to topple over and fall on people, but by the liberal use of nails and screws and bits of firewood, I made life in the same room with it possible, and then, being exhausted, I had my wounds dressed, and went to bed.

In the middle of the night my wife woke me up in a great state of alarm, to say that the clock had just struck thirteen, and who did I think was going to die?

I said I did not know, but hoped it might be the next-door dog.
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My wife said she had a presentiment it meant baby. There was no comforting her; she cried herself to sleep again.

During the course of the morning, I succeeded in persuading her that she must have made a mistake, and she consented to smile once more. In the afternoon the clock struck thirteen again.

This renewed all her fears. She was convinced now that both baby and I were doomed, and that she would be left a childless widow. I tried to treat the matter as a joke, and this only made her more wretched. She said that she could see I really felt as she did, and was only pretending to be light-hearted for her sake, and she said she would try and bear it bravely.

The person she chiefly blamed was Buggles.

In the night the clock gave us another warning, and my wife accepted it for her Aunt Maria, and seemed resigned. She wished, however, that I had never had the clock, and wondered when, if ever, I should get cured of my absurd craze for filling the house with tomfoolery.

The next day the clock struck thirteen four times and this cheered her up. She said that if we were all going to die, it did not so much matter. Most likely there was a fever or a plague coming, and we should all be taken together.

She was quite light-hearted over it!

After that the clock went on and killed every friend and relation we had, and then it started on the neighbours.

It struck thirteen all day long for months, until we were sick of slaughter, and there could not have been a human being left alive for miles around.

Then it turned over a new leaf, and gave up murdering folks, and took to striking mere harmless thirty-nines and forty-ones. Its favourite number now is thirty-two, but once a day it strikes forty-nine. It never strikes more than forty-nine. I dont know why — I have never been able to understand why — but it doesnt.

It does not strike at regular intervals, but when it feels it wants to and would be better for it. Sometimes it strikes three or four times within the same hour, and at other times it will go for half-a-day without striking at all.

He is an odd old fellow!

I have thought now and then of having him seen to, and made to keep regular hours and be respectable; but, somehow, I seem to have grown to love him as he is with his daring mockery of Time.

He certainly has not much respect for it. He seems to go out of his way almost to openly insult it. He calls half-past two thirty-eight oclock, and in twenty minutes from then he says it is one!

Is it that he really has grown to feel contempt for his master, and wishes to show it? They say no man is a hero to his valet; may it be that even stony-face Time himself is but a short-lived, puny mortal — a little greater than some others, that is all — to the dim eyes of this old servant of his? Has he, ticking, ticking, all these years, come at last to see into the littleness of that Time that looms so great to our awed human eyes?

Is he saying, as he grimly laughs, and strikes his thirty-fives and forties: Bah! I know you, Time, godlike and dread though you seem. What are you but a phantom — a dream — like the rest of us here? Ay, less, for you will pass away and be no more. Fear him not, immortal men. Time is but the shadow of the world upon the background of Eternity!


EVERGREENS
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THEY LOOK SO dull and dowdy in the spring weather, when the snow drops and the crocuses are putting on their dainty frocks of white and mauve and yellow, and the baby-buds from every branch are peeping with bright eyes out on the world, and stretching forth soft little leaves toward the coming gladness of their lives. They stand apart, so cold and hard amid the stirring hope and joy that are throbbing all around them.

And in the deep full summer-time, when all the rest of nature dons its richest garb of green, and the roses clamber round the porch, and the grass waves waist-high in the meadow, and the fields are gay with flowers — they seem duller and dowdier than ever then, wearing their faded winters dress, looking so dingy and old and worn.

In the mellow days of autumn, when the trees, like dames no longer young, seek to forget their aged looks under gorgeous bright-toned robes of gold and brown and purple, and the grain is yellow in the fields, and the ruddy fruit hangs clustering from the drooping boughs, and the wooded hills in their thousand hues stretched like leafy rainbows above the vale — ah! surely they look their dullest and dowdiest then. The gathered glory of the dying year is all around them. They seem so out of place among it, in their somber, everlasting green, like poor relations at a rich mans feast. It is such a weather-beaten old green dress. So many summers suns have blistered it, so many winters rains have beat upon it — such a shabby, mean, old dress; it is the only one they have!

They do not look quite so bad when the weary winter weather is come, when the flowers are dead, and the hedgerows are bare, and the trees stand out leafless against the grey sky, and the birds are all silent, and the fields are brown, and the vine clings round the cottages with skinny, fleshless arms, and they alone of all things are unchanged, they alone of all the forest are green, they alone of all the verdant host stand firm to front the cruel winter.

They are not very beautiful, only strong and stanch and steadfast — the same in all times, through all seasons — ever the same, ever green. The spring cannot brighten them, the summer cannot scorch them, the autumn cannot wither them, the winter cannot kill them.

There are evergreen men and women in the world, praise be to God! Not many of them, but a few. They are not the showy folk; they are not the clever, attractive folk. (Nature is an old-fashioned shopkeeper; she never puts her best goods in the window.) They are only the quiet, strong folk; they are stronger than the world, stronger than life or death, stronger than Fate. The storms of life sweep over them, and the rains beat down upon them, and the biting frosts creep round them; but the winds and the rains and the frosts pass away, and they are still standing, green and straight. They love the sunshine of life in their undemonstrative way — its pleasures, its joys. But calamity cannot bow them, sorrow and affliction bring not despair to their serene faces, only a little tightening of the lips; the sun of our prosperity makes the green of their friendship no brighter, the frost of our adversity kills not the leaves of their affection.

Let us lay hold of such men and women; let us grapple them to us with hooks of steel; let us cling to them as we would to rocks in a tossing sea. We do not think very much of them in the summertime of life. They do not flatter us or gush over us. They do not always agree with us. They are not always the most delightful society, by any means. They are not good talkers, nor — which would do just as well, perhaps better — do they make enraptured listeners. They have awkward manners, and very little tact. They do not shine to advantage beside our society friends. They do not dress well; they look altogether somewhat dowdy and commonplace. We almost hope they will not see us when we meet them just outside the club. They are not the sort of people we want to ostentatiously greet in crowded places. It is not till the days of our need that we learn to love and know them. It is not till the winter that the birds see the wisdom of building their nests in the evergreen trees.

And we, in our spring-time folly of youth, pass them by with a sneer, the uninteresting, colourless evergreens, and, like silly children with nothing but eyes in their heads, stretch out our hands and cry for the pretty flowers. We will make our little garden of life such a charming, fairy-like spot, the envy of every passer-by! There shall nothing grow in it but lilies and roses, and the cottage we will cover all over with Virginia-creeper. And, oh, how sweet it will look, under the dancing summer sun-light, when the soft west breeze is blowing!

And, oh, how we shall stand and shiver there when the rain and the east wind come!

Oh, you foolish, foolish little maidens, with your dainty heads so full of unwisdom! how often — oh! how often, are you to be warned that it is not always the sweetest thing in lovers that is the best material to make a good-wearing husband out of? The lover sighing like a furnace will not go on sighing like a furnace forever. That furnace will go out. He will become the husband, full of strange oaths — jealous in honour, sudden and quick in quarrel, and grow into the lean and slipperd pantaloon. How will he wear? There will be no changing him if he does not suit, no sending him back to be altered, no having him let out a bit where he is too tight and hurts you, no having him taken in where he is too loose, no laying him by when the cold comes, to wrap yourself up in something warmer. As he is when you select him, so he will have to last you all your life — through all changes, through all seasons.

Yes, he looks very pretty now — handsome pattern, if the colours are fast and it does not fade — feels soft and warm to the touch. How will he stand the worlds rough weather? How will he stand lifes wear and tear?

He looks so manly and brave. His hair curls so divinely. He dresses so well (I wonder if the tailors bill is paid?) He kisses your hand so gracefully. He calls you such pretty names. His arm feels so strong a round you. His fine eyes are so full of tenderness as they gaze down into yours.

Will he kiss your hand when it is wrinkled and old? Will he call you pretty names when the baby is crying in the night, and you cannot keep it quiet — or, better still, will he sit up and take a turn with it? Will his arm be strong around you in the days of trouble? Will his eyes shine above you full of tenderness when yours are growing dim?

And you boys, you silly boys! what materials for a wife do you think you will get out of the empty-headed coquettes you are raving and tearing your hair about. Oh! yes, she is very handsome, and she dresses with exquisite taste (the result of devoting the whole of her heart, mind and soul to the subject, and never allowing her thoughts to be distracted from it by any other mundane or celestial object whatsoever); and she is very agreeable and entertaining and fascinating; and she will go on looking handsome, and dressing exquisitely, and being agreeable and entertaining and fascinating just as much after you have married her as before — more so, if anything.

But you will not get the benefit of it. Husbands will be charmed and fascinated by her in plenty, but you will not be among them. You will run the show, you will pay all the expenses, do all the work. Your performing lady will be most affable and enchanting to the crowd. They will stare at her, and admire her, and talk to her, and flirt with her. And you will be able to feel that you are quite a benefactor to your fellow-men and women — to your fellow-men especially — in providing such delightful amusement for them, free. But you will not get any of the fun yourself.

You will not get the handsome looks. You will get the jaded face, and the dull, lusterless eyes, and the untidy hair with the dye showing on it. You will not get the exquisite dresses. You will get dirty, shabby frocks and slommicking dressing-gowns, such as your cook would be ashamed to wear. You will not get the charm and fascination. You will get the after-headaches, the complainings and grumblings, the silence and sulkiness, the weariness and lassitude and ill-temper that comes as such a relief after working hard all day at being pleasant!

It is not the people who shine in society, but the people who brighten up the back parlour; not the people who are charming when they are out, but the people who are charming when they are in, that are good to live with. It is not the brilliant men and women, but the simple, strong, restful men and women, that make the best traveling companions for the road of life. The men and women who will only laugh as they put up the umbrella when the rain begins to fall, who will trudge along cheerfully through the mud and over the stony places — the comrades who will lay their firm hand on ours and strengthen us when the way is dark and we are growing weak — the evergreen men and women, who, like the holly, are at their brightest and best when the blast blows chilliest — the stanch men and women!

It is a grand thing this stanchness. It is the difference between a dog and a sheep — between a man and an oyster.

Women, as a rule, are stancher than men. There are women that you feel you could rely upon to the death. But very few men indeed have this dog-like virtue. Men, taking them generally, are more like cats. You may live with them and call them yours for twenty years, but you can never feel quite sure of them. You never know exactly what they are thinking of. You never feel easy in your mind as to the result of the next-door neighbours laying down a Brussels carpet in his kitchen.

We have no school for the turning-out of stanch men in this nineteenth century. In the old, earnest times, war made men stanch and true to each other. We have learned up a good many glib phrases about the wickedness of war, and we thank God that we live in these peaceful, trading times, wherein we can — and do — devote the whole of our thoughts and energies to robbing and cheating and swindling one another — to doing our friends, and overcoming our enemies by trickery and lies — wherein, undisturbed by the wicked ways of fighting-men, we can cultivate to better perfection the smartness, the craft, and the cunning, and all the other business-like virtues on which we so pride ourselves, and which were so neglected and treated with so little respect in the bad old age of violence, when men chose lions and eagles for their symbols rather than foxes.

There is a good deal to be said against war. I am not prepared to maintain that war did not bring with it disadvantages, but there can be no doubt that, for the noblest work of Nature — the making of men — it was a splendid manufactory. It taught men courage. It trained them in promptness and determination, in strength of brain and strength of hand. From its stern lessons they learned fortitude in suffering, coolness in danger, cheerfulness under reverses. Chivalry, Reverence, and Loyalty are the beautiful children of ugly War. But, above all gifts, the greatest gift it gave to men was stanchness.

It first taught men to be true to one another; to be true to their duty, true to their post; to be in all things faithful, even unto death.

The martyrs that died at the stake; the explorers that fought with Nature and opened up the world for us; the reformers (they had to do something more than talk in those days) who won for us our liberties; the men who gave their lives to science and art, when science and art brought, not as now, fame and fortune, but shame and penury — they sprang from the loins of the rugged men who had learned, on many a grim battlefield, to laugh at pain and death, who had had it hammered into them, with many a hard blow, that the whole duty of a man in this world is to be true to his trust, and fear not.

Do you remember the story of the old Viking who had been converted to Christianity, and who, just as they were about, with much joy, to baptize him, paused and asked: But what — if this, as you tell me, is the only way to the true Valhalla — what has become of my comrades, my friends who are dead, who died in the old faith — where are they?

The priests, confused, replied there could be no doubt those unfortunate folk had gone to a place they would rather not mention.

Then, said the old warrior, stepping back, I will not be baptized. I will go along with my own people.

He had lived with them, fought beside them; they were his people. He would stand by them to the end — of eternity. Most assuredly, a very shocking old Viking! But I think it might be worth while giving up our civilisation and our culture to get back to the days when they made men like that.

The only reminder of such times that we have left us now, is the bull-dog; and he is fast dying out — the pity of it! What a splendid old dog he is! so grim, so silent, so stanch; so terrible, when he has got his idea, of his duty clear before him; so absurdly meek, when it is only himself that is concerned.
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He is the gentlest, too, and the most lovable of all dogs. He does not look it. The sweetness of his disposition would not strike the casual observer at first glance. He resembles the gentleman spoken of in the oft-quoted stanza:

Es all right when yer knows im.



But yerve got to know im fust.



The first time I ever met a bull-dog — to speak to, that is — was many years ago. We were lodging down in the country, an orphan friend of mine named George, and myself, and one night, coming home late from some dissolving views we found the family had gone to bed. They had left a light in our room, however, and we went in and sat down, and began to take off our boots.

And then, for the first time, we noticed on the hearthrug a bull-dog. A dog with a more thoughtfully ferocious expression — a dog with, apparently, a heart more dead to all ennobling and civilizing sentiments — I have never seen. As George said, he looked more like some heathen idol than a happy English dog.

He appeared to have been waiting for us; and he rose up and greeted us with a ghastly grin, and got between us and the door.

We smiled at him — a sickly, propitiatory smile. We said, Good dog — poor fellow! and we asked him, in tones implying that the question could admit of no negative, if he was not a nice old chap. We did not really think so. We had our own private opinion concerning him, and it was unfavourable. But we did not express it. We would not have hurt his feelings for the world. He was a visitor, our guest, so to speak — and, as well-brought-up young men, we felt that the right thing to do was for us to prevent his gaining any hint that we were not glad to see him, and to make him feel as little as possible the awkwardness of his position.

I think we succeeded. He was singularly unembarrassed, and far more at his ease than even we were. He took but little notice of our flattering remarks, but was much drawn toward Georges legs. George used to be, I remember, rather proud of his legs. I could never see enough in them myself to excuse Georges vanity; indeed, they always struck me as lumpy. It is only fair to acknowledge, however, that they quite fascinated that bull-dog. He walked over and criticised them with the air of a long-baffled connoisseur who had at last found his ideal. At the termination of his inspection he distinctly smiled.

George, who at that time was modest and bashful, blushed and drew them up on to the chair. On the dogs displaying a desire to follow them, George moved up on to the table, and squatted there in the middle, nursing his knees. Georges legs being lost to him, the dog appeared inclined to console himself with mine. I went and sat beside George on the table.
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Sitting with your feet drawn up in front of you, on a small and rickety one-legged table, is a most trying exercise, especially if you are not used to it. George and I both felt our position keenly. We did not like to call out for help, and bring the family down. We were proud young men, and we feared lest, to the unsympathetic eye of the comparative stranger, the spectacle we should present might not prove imposing.

We sat on in silence for about half an hour, the dog keeping a reproachful eye upon us from the nearest chair, and displaying elephantine delight whenever we made any movement suggestive of climbing down.

At the end of the half hour we discussed the advisability of chancing it, but decided not to. We should never, George said, confound foolhardiness with courage.

Courage, he continued — George had quite a gift for maxims—courage is the wisdom of manhood; foolhardiness, the folly of youth.

He said that to get down from the table while that dog remained in the room, would clearly prove us to be possessed of the latter quality; so we restrained ourselves, and sat on.

We sat on for over an hour, by which time, having both grown careless of life and indifferent to the voice of Wisdom, we did chance it; and throwing the table-cloth over our would-be murderer, charged for the door and got out.

The next morning we complained to our landlady of her carelessness in leaving wild beasts about the place, and we gave her a brief if not exactly truthful, history of the business.

Instead of the tender womanly sympathy we had expected, the old lady sat down in the easy chair and burst out laughing.
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What! old Boozer, she exclaimed, you was afraid of old Boozer! Why, bless you, he wouldnt hurt a worm! He aint got a tooth in his head, he aint; we has to feed him with a spoon; and Im sure the way the cat chivies him about must be enough to make his life a burden to him. I expect he wanted you to nurse him; hes used to being nursed.

And that was the brute that had kept us sitting on a table, with our boots off, for over an hour on a chilly night!

Another bull-dog exhibition that occurs to me was one given by my uncle. He had had a bulldog — a young one — given to him by a friend. It was a grand dog, so his friend had told him; all it wanted was training — it had not been properly trained. My uncle did not profess to know much about the training of bull-dogs; but it seemed a simple enough matter, so he thanked the man, and took his prize home at the end of a rope.

Have we got to live in the house with this? asked my aunt, indignantly, coming in to the room about an hour after the dogs advent, followed by the quadruped himself, wearing an idiotically self-satisfied air.

That! exclaimed my uncle, in astonishment; why, its a splendid dog. His father was honourably mentioned only last year at the Aquarium.

Ah, well, all I can say is, that his son isnt going the way to get honourably mentioned in this neighbourhood, replied my aunt, with bitterness; hes just finished killing poor Mrs. McSlangers cat, if you want to know what he has been doing. And a pretty row therell be about it, too!

Cant we hush it up? said my uncle.

Hush it up? retorted my aunt. If youd heard the row, you wouldnt sit there and talk like a fool. And if youll take my advice, added my aunt, youll set to work on this training, or whatever it is, that has got to be done to the dog, before any human life is lost.

My uncle was too busy to devote any time to the dog for the next day or so, and all that could be done was to keep the animal carefully confined to the house.

And a nice time we had with him! It was not that the animal was bad-hearted. He meant well — he tried to do his duty. What was wrong with him was that he was too hard-working. He wanted to do too much. He started with an exaggerated and totally erroneous notion of his duties and responsibilities. His idea was that he had been brought into the house for the purpose of preventing any living human soul from coming near it and of preventing any person who might by chance have managed to slip in from ever again leaving it.

We endeavoured to induce him to take a less exalted view of his position, but in vain. That was the conception he had formed in his own mind concerning his earthly task, and that conception he insisted on living up to with, what appeared to us to be, unnecessary conscientiousness.
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He so effectually frightened away all the trades-people, that they at last refused to enter the gate. All that they would do was to bring their goods and drop them over the fence into the front garden, from where we had to go and fetch them as we wanted them.

I wish youd run into the garden, my aunt would say to me — I was stopping with them at the time—and see if you can find any sugar; I think theres some under the big rose-bush. If not, youd better go to Jones and order some.

And on the cooks inquiring what she should get ready for lunch, my aunt would say:

Well, Im sure, Jane, I hardly know. What have we? Are there any chops in the garden, or was it a bit of steak that I noticed on the lawn?

On the second afternoon the plumbers came to do a little job to the kitchen boiler. The dog, being engaged at the time in the front of the house, driving away the postman, did not notice their arrival. He was broken-hearted at finding them there when he got downstairs, and evidently blamed himself most bitterly. Still, there they were, all owing to his carelessness, and the only thing to be done now was to see that they did not escape.
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There were three plumbers (it always takes three plumbers to do a job; the first man comes on ahead to tell you that the second man will be there soon, the second man comes to say that he cant stop, and the third man follows to ask if the first man has been there); and that faithful, dumb animal kept them pinned up in the kitchen — fancy wanting to keep plumbers in a house longer than is absolutely necessary! — for five hours, until my uncle came home; and the bill ran: Self and two men engaged six hours, repairing boiler-tap, 18s.; material, 2d.; total 18s. 2d.

He took a dislike to the cook from the very first. We did not blame him for this. She was a disagreeable old woman, and we did not think much of her ourselves. But when it came to keeping her out of the kitchen, so that she could not do her work, and my aunt and uncle had to cook the dinner themselves, assisted by the housemaid — a willing-enough girl, but necessarily inexperienced — we felt that the woman was being subject to persecution.

My uncle, after this, decided that the dogs training must be no longer neglected. The man next door but one always talked as if he knew a lot about sporting matters, and to him my uncle went for advice as to how to set about it.

Oh, yes, said the man, cheerfully, very simple thing, training a bull-dog. Wants patience, thats all.

Oh, that will be all right, said my uncle; it cant want much more than living in the same house with him before hes trained does. How do you start?

Well, Ill tell you, said next-door-but-one. You take him up into a room where theres not much furniture, and you shut the door and bolt it.

I see, said my uncle.

Then you place him on the floor in the middle of the room, and you go down on your knees in front of him, and begin to irritate him.

Oh!

Yes — and you go on irritating him until you have made him quite savage.

Which, from what I know of the dog, wont take long, observed my uncle thoughtfully.

So much the better. The moment he gets savage he will fly at you.

My uncle agreed that the idea seemed plausible.

He will fly at your throat, continued the next-door-but-one man, and this is where you will have to be careful. As he springs toward you, and before he gets hold of you, you must hit him a fair straight blow on his nose, and knock him down.

Yes, I see what you mean.

Quite so — well, the moment you have knocked him down, he will jump up and go for you again. You must knock him down again; and you must keep on doing this, until the dog is thoroughly cowed and exhausted. Once he is thoroughly cowed, the things done — dogs as gentle as a lamb after that.

Oh! says my uncle, rising from his chair, you think that a good way, do you?

Certainly, replied the next-door-but-one man; it never fails.

Oh! I wasnt doubting it, said my uncle; only its just occurred to me that as you understand the knack of these things, perhaps youd like to come in and try your hand on the dog? We can give you a room quite to yourselves; and Ill undertake that nobody comes near to interfere with you. And if — if, continued my uncle, with that kindly thoughtfulness which ever distinguished his treatment of others, if, by any chance, you should miss hitting the dog at the proper critical moment, or, if you should get cowed and exhausted first, instead of the dog — why, I shall only be too pleased to take the whole burden of the funeral expenses on my own shoulders; and I hope you know me well enough to feel sure that the arrangements will be tasteful, and, at the same time, unostentatious!

And out my uncle walked.

We next consulted the butcher, who agreed that the prize-ring method was absurd, especially when recommended to a short-winded, elderly family man, and who recommended, instead, plenty of out-door exercise for the dog, under my uncles strict supervision and control.

Get a fairly long chain for him, said the butcher, and take him out for a good stiff run every evening. Never let him get away from you; make him mind you, and bring him home always thoroughly exhausted. You stick to that for a month or two, regular, and youll have him like a little child.

Um! — seems to me that Im going to get more training over this job than anybody else, muttered my uncle, as he thanked the man and left the shop; but I suppose its got to be done. Wish Id never had the d — – dog now!

So, religiously, every evening, my uncle would fasten a long chain to that poor dog, and drag him away from his happy home with the idea of exhausting him; and the dog would come back as fresh as paint, my uncle behind him, panting and clamouring for brandy.

My uncle said he should never have dreamed there could have been such stirring times in this prosaic nineteenth century as he had, training that dog.

Oh, the wild, wild scamperings over the breezy common — the dog trying to catch a swallow, and my uncle, unable to hold him back, following at the other end of the chain!

Oh, the merry frolics in the fields, when the dog wanted to kill a cow, and the cow wanted to kill the dog, and they each dodged round my uncle, trying to do it!
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And, oh, the pleasant chats with the old ladies when the dog wound the chain into a knot around their legs, and upset them, and my uncle had to sit down in the road beside them, and untie them before they could get up again!

But a crisis came at last. It was a Saturday afternoon — uncle being exercised by dog in usual way — nervous children playing in road, see dog, scream, and run — playful young dog thinks it a game, jerks chain out of uncles grasp, and flies after them — uncle flies after dog, calling it names — fond parent in front garden, seeing beloved children chased by savage dog, followed by careless owner, flies after uncle, calling him names — householders come to doors and cry, Shame! — also throw things at dog — things dont hit dog, hit uncle — things that dont hit uncle, hit fond parent — through the village and up the hill, over the bridge and round by the green — grand run, mile and a half without a break! Children sink exhausted — dog gambols up among them — children go into fits — fond parent and uncle come up together, both breathless.
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Why dont you call your dog off, you wicked old man?

Because I cant recollect his name, you old fool, you!

Fond parent accuses uncle of having set dog on children — uncle, indignant, reviles fond parent — exasperated fond parent attacks uncle — uncle retaliates with umbrella — faithful dog comes to assistance of uncle, and inflicts great injury on fond parent — arrival of police — dog attacks police — uncle and fond parent both taken into custody — uncle fined five pounds and costs for keeping a ferocious dog at large — uncle fined five pounds and costs for assault on fond parent — uncle fined five pounds and cost for assault on police!

My uncle gave the dog away soon after that. He did not waste him. He gave him as a wedding-present to a near relation.

But the saddest story I ever heard in connection with a bull-dog, was one told by my aunt herself.

Now you can rely upon this story, because it is not one of mine, it is one of my aunts, and she would scorn to tell a lie. This is a story you could tell to the heathen, and feel that you were teaching them the truth and doing them good. They give this story out at all the Sunday-schools in our part of the country, and draw moral lessons from it. It is a story that a little child can believe.

It happened in the old crinoline days. My aunt, who was then living in a country-town, had gone out shopping one morning, and was standing in the High Street, talking to a lady friend, a Mrs. Gumworthy, the doctors wife. She (my aunt) had on a new crinoline that morning, in which, to use her own expression, she rather fancied herself. It was a tremendously big one, as stiff as a wire-fence; and it set beautifully.
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They were standing in front of Jenkins, the drapers; and my aunt thinks that it — the crinoline — must have got caught up in something, and an opening thus left between it and the ground. However this may be, certain it is that an absurdly large and powerful bull-dog, who was fooling round about there at the time, managed, somehow or other, to squirm in under my aunts crinoline, and effectually imprison himself beneath it.

Finding himself suddenly in a dark and gloomy chamber, the dog, naturally enough, got frightened, and made frantic rushes to get out. But whichever way he charged; there was the crinoline in front of him. As he flew, he, of course, carried it before him, and with the crinoline, of course, went my aunt.

But nobody knew the explanation. My aunt herself did not know what had happened. Nobody had seen the dog creep inside the crinoline. All that the people did see was a staid and eminently respectable middle-aged lady suddenly, and without any apparent reason, throw her umbrella down in the road, fly up the High Street at the rate of ten miles an hour, rush across it at the imminent risk of her life, dart down it again on the other side, rush sideways, like an excited crab, into a grocers shop, run three times round the shop, upsetting the whole stock-in-trade, come out of the shop backward and knock down a postman, dash into the roadway and spin round twice, hover for a moment, undecided, on the curb, and then away up the hill again, as if she had only just started, all the while screaming out at the top of her voice for somebody to stop her!
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Of course, everybody thought she was mad. The people flew before her like chaff before the wind. In less than five seconds the High Street was a desert. The townsfolk scampered into their shops and houses and barricaded the doors. Brave men dashed out and caught up little children and bore them to places of safety amid cheers. Carts and carriages were abandoned, while the drivers climbed up lamp-posts!

What would have happened had the affair gone on much longer — whether my aunt would have been shot, or the fire-engine brought into requisition against her — it is impossible, having regard to the terrified state of the crowd, to say. Fortunately for her, she became exhausted. With one despairing shriek she gave way, and sat down on the dog; and peace reigned once again in that sweet rural town.


TEA-KETTLES
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IT IS ASSERTED by scientific men that you can take a kettle full of boiling water off the fire, and, placing it on your outstretched hand, carry it round the room without suffering any hurt to yourself whatever, unless, of course, the thing upsets.

It is necessary, to be sure, that the water actually boils, as otherwise you will burn your hand; and it is also as well to look and see that there are no hot cinders clinging to the bottom of the kettle. These two rules observed, the exercise may be indulged in with much success.

The explanation of the seeming phenomenon is very simple. The heat from the fire passes through the kettle and into the water, and thus, as soon as the water boils, the kettle, as any one who has studied science and those sort of things will readily understand, becomes cool, and may be carried about in the way I have explained, instead of by the handle.

For myself, I generally adopt the handle method, notwithstanding, and take a towel to it. I did try the scientific way once, but I do not think the water could have been boiling; and that, as I have explained, is a very important point, because, except when the water is actually boiling, the kettle is hot, and you are apt to say: Oh! damn! and drop it, and the water splashes out all over the floor. And then all the folks you have invited into the kitchen to witness this triumph of science, they say Oh! damn! too, and skip about in a disorderly manner, and flick their feet in the air, and rush out into the passage, where they sit down on the cool oilcloth, and try to take off both boots at once.
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I do not know how it is, but I have generally found a certain amount of variance between theory and practise. I remember they told me, when I was learning swimming, that if I lay flat on my back, with my arms extended, and kept perfectly still, I could not sink — not even if I wanted to. I dont know why they should have thought that I wanted to; but they evidently considered that there was a chance of my trying to do so, and that it was only kind of them to advise me not to, as the effort could only result in disappointment and loss of time. I might, if I stopped there on the water long enough, die of starvation or old age; or I might, in the case of a fog coming on, be run down by a boat and killed that way; but sink and be drowned, they assured me, I could not be. For a man to sink when lying on his back on the water was an utter impossibility: they worked this out on a slate, and made it quite clear to me, so that I saw it for myself.

And day after day, I would go down to the sea and place myself on the water in that position in which, as I have explained, it was contrary to the laws of nature that I should sink, and invariably and promptly go straight down to the bottom, head foremost!
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Then there is that theory of the power of the human eye, and how it will subdue cows and other wild beasts. I tried that once. I was crossing a field near a farm-house at which I was staying; and, just when I had nearly reached the middle, and was about three hundred yards from the handiest fence, I became aware of the fact that I was being regarded with quite an embarrassing amount of attention by an active and intelligent-iooking cow. I took it at first as a compliment, and thought that I had mashed the cow; but when she slewed her head round so as to bring the point of her left horn exactly opposite the pit of my stomach, and began to sling her tail round and round in a circle, and foam at the mouth, I concluded that there must be something more in her mind than a mere passing fancy!
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And then it suddenly occurred to me that it was because of this very cow I had been warned not to go near this very field. The poor animal had lately suffered a severe mental strain, owing to having been deprived of her offspring, and had evidently determined to relieve her overburdened feelings on the very first living thing that came fooling around.

Well, there I was, and what was I to do? I paused for a moment, wondering. At first I thought I would lie down and pretend to be dead. I had read somewhere that if you lie down and pretend to be dead, the most savage animal will never touch you. I forget the reason why it will not; I rather think it is supposed to be because it is disappointed at not having had the fun of killing you itself. That makes it sulky, and it will have nothing to do with you. Or else its conscience is touched in some way, and the result of the deed it has been contemplating brought home to it; so that it goes away full of thankfulness at having been kept from a great crime, and determines to be a better beast for the future.

But as I was preparing to drop down, the thought struck me: Was it all beasts that felt this way when they saw a man shamming dead, or was it only lions and tigers? I could not call to mind any instance of a traveler having escaped from a Jersey cow by this device; and to lie down in front of the animal, if it were merely going to take advantage of your doing so to jump on you, seemed unwise.

Then, too, how about getting up again? In the African desert, of course, you wait until the animal has gone home; but, in this case, the cow lived in the field, and I should have to go on pretending to be dead for perhaps a week!

No; I would try the power of the human eye. The human eye has a very wonderful effect upon animals, so I have been informed. No animal can bear its steady gaze. Under its influence a vague sense of terror gradually steals over the creatures senses; and after vainly battling for a while against its irresistible power, the animal invariably turns and flies.

So I opened my right eye to its fullest extent, and fixed it hard upon that unfortunate cow.

I will not unduly terrify the poor thing, I said to myself. I will just frighten her a little, and then let her go; and I will, afterward, return the way I came, and not needlessly pain her by crossing the field any farther.
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But what appeared so extraordinary to my mind was that the cow showed no signs of alarm whatever. A vague sense of terror began to gradually — I may say rapidly — steal over one of us, it is certain; but that one was not the cow. I can hardly expect any one to believe it; but as a matter of fact the cows eye, fixed with an intensely malevolent expression upon myself, caused more uneasiness to me than did my eye to the cow!

I glared at her harder than ever. All my feelings of kindly consideration toward the brute were gone, I should not have minded now if I had sent her into fits.

But she bore up under it. Nay, she did more. She lowered her head, slung up her tail stiff at right angles to her back, and, roaring, made toward me.
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Then I lost all faith in the power of the human eye, and tried the power of the human leg; and reached the other side of the fence with the sixteenth of a second to spare.

No; it is not well to rule ones self by theories. We think, when we are very young, that theories, or philosophies as we term them, are guiding lights, held out by Wisdom over the pathway of life; we learn, as we grow older, that, too often, they are mere will-o-the-wisps, hovering over dismal swamps where dead mens bones lie rotting.

We stand with our hand upon the helm of our little bark, and we gather round us in a heap the log-books of the great dead captains that have passed over the sea before us. We note with care their course; and, in our roll of memory, we mark their soundings, and we learn their words of counsel, and their wise maxims, and all the shrewd, deep thoughts that came to them during the long years they sailed upon those same troubled waters that are heaving round us now.

Their experience shall be our compass. Their voices, whispering in our ear, shall be our pilot. By the teaching of their silent lips will we set our sails to the unseen wind.

But the closer we follow the dog-eared logs, the wilder our poor craft tosses. The wind that filled the sails of those vanished ships blew not as blows the wind that strains our masts this day; and where they rode in safety, we run aground on reefs and banks, and our quivering timbers creak and groan, and we are well-nigh wrecked.

We must close those fading pages. They can teach us to be brave sailors, but they cannot tell us how to sail.

Over the sea of Life each must guide the helm for himself; and none can give us aid or counsel, for no one knows, nor ever has known, the pathway over that trackless ocean. In the heavens above us shines the sun, and when the night falls, the stars come forth; and by these, looking upward, we must steer, and God be with us on the waters.

For the sea of Life is very deep, and no man knows its soundings, and no man knows its hidden shoals and rocks, nor the strong currents flowing underneath its sunny surface; for its sands are ever shifting, and its tides are ever varying, and for the ships upon its waves there is no chart.

The sea of Life is vast and boundless, and no man knows its shores. For many thousand ages have its waters flowed and ebbed, and ever, day by day, from out the mist have come the little ships into the light, and beckoned with their ghost-like sails, and passed away; and no man knows from whence they came, and no man knows the whither they have gone. And to each ship it is an unknown sea, and over it they sail to reach an unknown land; and where that land lies none can tell.

The sailors that have gone before! who are they, that we should follow them? For a brief day they have lain tossed upon the heaving waters; for a short hour they have clung to their poor bark of Time; and on the restless current it has drifted, and before the fitful wind it has been wafted, and over the deep they have passed into the darkness and never more have they returned, and never more, though eyes, washed clear with bitter tears, have strained to pierce the gloom, have they or their frail ships been seen. Behind them the waters have closed up, and, of the way they went, there is no trail. Who are they, that they should draw a chart of this great ocean, and that we should trust to it?

What saw they of the mighty sea, but the waves lapping around their keel? They knew not the course they had sailed; they knew not the harbor that they sought. In the night they foundered and went down, and its lights they never saw.

The log of their few days cruise, telling the struggles and dangers of their ship as it sailed, among so many myriad others, let us read and learn from; but their soundings of this fathomless sea, their tracings of its unseen shores, of what value are they, but as guesses to riddles whose answers are lost? Do moles draw maps of the world for the guidance of other moles?

In all things do we not listen too much to the voices of our brothers, especially in those matters wherein they are least able to instruct us? Is there not in the world too much pulpit-preaching of this doctrine, and too much novel and essay-writing against that, and too much shrieking out of directions to this truth and of warnings against that; SO that, amid the shrieking and the thumping of so many energetic ladies and gentlemen, the still, low voice of God himself, speaking to our souls, gets quite drowned?

Ever since this world was set a-spinning we have been preaching and lecturing, and crusading and pamphleteering, and burning and advising each other into the way to go to Heaven; and we are still hard at it, and we are still all rushing about as confused and bewildered as ever, and nobody knows who is right, but we are all convinced that everybody else is wrong!

This way, that way, not the other way! we cry. Here is the path, the only path; follow me, unless you wish to be lost!

Follow him not! He is leading you wrong! says another. I alone know the way!

No, no; heed neither of them! says a third. This is the road! I have just found it. All the roads men have gone by before have led them wrong; but we shall be all right now: follow me!

In one age, by sword and fire, and other kinds of eloquent appeal, we drive men up to heaven through one gate, and in the next generation we furiously chase them away from that same gate; for we have discovered that it is a wrong gate, and leads, in fact, to perdition, and we hurry them off by another route entirely.

So, like chickens in a dusty highway, we scuttle round and round, and spin about and cry, and none of us knows the way home.

It is sincerely to be hoped that we do all get to this heaven one day, wherever it may be. We make hullaballoo enough about it, and struggle hard enough to squeeze in. We do not know very much what it is like. Some fancy it is an exhibition of gold and jewels; and others, that it is a sort of everlasting musical At Home. But we are all agreed that it is a land where we shall live well and not do any work, and we are going to have everything our own way and be very happy; and the people we do not like will not be allowed in.

It is a place, we have made up our minds, where all the good things of the other world are going to be given away; and, oh, how anxious we all are to be well to the front there!

Perhaps there are others, though, not of the piously self-seeking crew, to whom heaven only means a wider sphere of thought and action, a clearer vision, a nobler life, nearer to God; and these walking through the darkness of this world stretch lame hands of faith and grope, trying to find the light. And so many are shouting out directions to them, and they that know the least shout the loudest!

Yes, yes, they are clever and earnest, these shouters, and they have thought, and have spoken the thought that was in them, so far as they have understood it themselves; but what is it all, but children teaching children? We are poor little fatherless brats, left to run wild about the streets and alleys of this noisy earth, and the wicked urchins among us play pitch-and-toss, or marbles, and fight; and we quiet ones sit on a doorstep and play at school, and little Liza Philosophy and Tommy Goodboy will take it in turn to be teacher, and will roar at us, and slap us, and instruct us in all they have learnt. And, if we are good and pay attention, we shall come to know as much as they do: think of that!

Come away — Come away from the gutter and the tiresome game! Come away from the din! Come away to the quiet fields, over which the great sky stretches, and where, between us and the stars, there lies but silence; and there, in the stillness, let us listen to the voice that is speaking within us!

Hark to it, O poor questioning children; it is the voice of God! To the mind of each of us it speaks, showing the light to our longing eyes, making all things clear to us, if we will but follow it. All through the weary days of doubt and terror, has it been whispering words of strength and comfort to our aching heart and brain, pointing out the path through the darkness to the knowledge and truth that our souls so hunger for; and, all the while, we have been straining our ears to catch the silly wisdom of the two-legged human beings that cackle round us, and have not heeded it! Let us have done with other mens teaching, other mens guidance. Let us listen to ourselves. No, you cannot tell what you have taught to othrs. That is what so many are trying to do. They would not understand you, and it would only help to swell the foolish din. The truths he has taught to us, we cannot teach to our fellow-men: none but God himself can speak their language, from no other voice but his can they be heard—The Lord is in his holy temple, let all the earth keep silence before him!

The serious and the comic seem to be forever playing hide-and-seek with one another in and out our lives, like light and shadow through an April day; and oftimes they, as children in a game, catch one another and embrace, and, with their arms entwined, lean for a space upon each other before the case begins afresh. I was walking up and down the garden, following out this very idea — namely, of the childishness of our trying to teach one another in matters that we know so little of ourselves — when, on passing the summer-house, I overheard my argument being amusingly illustrated by my eldest niece, aged seven, who was sitting very upright in a very big chair, giving information to her younger sister, aged five, on the subject of Babies: their origin, discovery, and use.
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You know, babies, she was remarking in conclusion, aint like dollies. Babies is live. Nobody gives you babies till youre growed up. An theyre very improper. Were not sposed to talk bout such things — we was babies once.

She is a very thoughtful child, is my eldest niece. Her thirst for knowledge is a most praise-worthy trait in her character, but has rather an exhausting effect upon the rest of the family. We limit her now to seven hundred questions a day. After she has asked seven hundred questions, and we have answered them, or, rather, as many as we are able, we boycott her; and she retires to bed, indignant, asking:

Why only seven hundred? Why not eight?

Nor is her range of inquiry what you would call narrow or circumscribed at all. It embraces most subjects that are known as yet to civilisation, from abstract theology to cats; from the failure of marriage to chocolate, and why you must not take it out and look at it when you have once put it inside your mouth.

She has her own opinion, too, about most of these matters, and expresses it with a freedom which is apt to shock respectably-brought-up folk. I am not over-orthodox myself, but she staggers even me at times. Her theories are too advanced for me at present.

She has not given much attention to the matter of babies hitherto. It is only this week that she has gone in for that subject. The explanation is — I hardly like mentioning it. Perhaps it — I dont know, I dont see that there can be any harm in it, though. Yet — well, the fact of the matter is, there is an event expected in our family, or rather, in my brother-in-laws; and there! you know how these things get discussed among relatives, and May — that is my nieces name — is one of those children that you are always forgetting is about, and never know how much it has heard and how much it has not.

The child said nothing, however, and all seemed right until last Sunday afternoon. It was a wet day, and I was reading in the breakfast-parlour, and Emily was sitting on the sofa, looking at an album of Swiss views with Dick Chetwyn. Dick and Emily are engaged. Dick is a steady young fellow, and Emily loves him dearly, I am sure; but they both suffer, in my opinion, from an over-sense of modesty. As for Emily, it does not so much matter: girls are like that before they are married. But in Dick it seems out of place. They both of them flare up quite scarlet at the simplest joke even. They always make me think of Gilberts bashful young couple.
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Well, there we were, sitting round, the child on the floor, playing with her bricks. She had been very quiet for about five minutes, and I was just wondering what could be the matter with her, when, all of a sudden, and without a word of warning, she observed, in the most casual tone of voice, while continuing her building operations:

Is Auntie Cissy goin to have a little boy-baby, or a little girl-baby, uncle?

Oh, dont ask silly questions; she hasnt made up her mind yet.

Oh, oh! I think I should vise her to have a little girl, cause little girls aint so much trouble as boys, is they? Which would you vise her to have, uncle?

Will you go on with your bricks, and not talk about things you dont understand? Were not supposed to talk about those sort of things at all. It isnt proper.

What isnt poper? Aint babies poper?

No; very improper, especially some of them.

Umph! then whats people have em for, if they isnt poper?

Will you go on with your bricks, or will you not? How much oftener am I to speak to you, I wonder? People cant help having them. They are sent to chasten us; to teach us what a worrying, drive-you-mad sort of world this is, and we have to put up with them. But theres no need to talk about them.

There was silence for a few minutes, and then came:

Does Uncle Henry know? Hell be her puppa, wont he?

Eh! What? Know what? What are you talking about now?

Does Uncle Henry know bout this baby that Auntie Cissys goin to have?

Yes, of course, you little idiot! — Does Uncle Henry know!

Yes — I spose theyd tell him, cause, you see, hell have to pay for it, wont he?

Well, nobody else will if he doesnt.

It costs heaps and heaps and HEAPS of money, a baby, dont it?

Yes, heaps.

Two shillins?

Oh, more than that!

Yes, I spose theyre very spensive. Could I have a baby, uncle.

Oh, yes; two.

No, really! On my birthday?

Oh, dont be so silly! Babies are not dolls. Babies are alive! You dont buy them. You are given them when you are grown up.

Shall I have a baby when Im growed up?

Oh, it all depends! And dont say, growed up. Youve been told that before. Its grown up, not growed up. I dont know where you get your English from.

When Im growned up, then. Shall I have a baby when Im growned up?

Oh, bother the child! Yes, if youre good and dont worry, and get married.

Whats married? What mumma and puppa is?

Yes.

And what Auntie Emily and Mr. Chetwyn is goin to be?

Yes; dont talk so much.

Oh! cant you have a baby less youre married?

No, certainly not.

Oh! Will Auntie Emily have a—
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GO ON WITH YOUR BRICKS! Ill take those bricks away from you, if you dont play quietly with them. You never hear me or your father ask silly questions like that. You havent learnt your lessons for to-morrow yet, you know.

Confound the child! I cant make out where children get their notions from, confounded little nuisances!

Let me see, what was I writing about? Oh! I know, Tea-kettles. Yes, it ought to be rather an interesting subject, Tea-kettles. I should think a man might write a very good article on Tea-kettles. I must have a try at it one of these days!


A PATHETIC STORY
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OH! I WANT YOU TO WRITE the pathetic story for the Christmas number, if you will, old man, said the editor of the —— Weekly Journal to me, as I poked my head into his den one sunny July morning, some years ago. Thomas is anxious to have the comic sketch. He said he overheard a joke last week, that he thinks he can work up. I expect I shall have to do the cheerful love story about the man that everybody thinks is dead, and that turns up on Christmas eve and marries the girl, myself. I was hoping to get out of it this time, but Im afraid I cant. Then I shall get Miggs to do the charitable appeal business. I think hes the most experienced man we have now for that; and Skittles can run off the cynical column, about the Christmas bills, and the indigestion: hes always very good in a cynical article. Skittles is; hes got just the correct dont-know-what-he-means-himself sort of touch for it, if you understand.
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Skittles, I may mention, was the nickname we had given to a singularly emotional and seriously inclined member of the staff, whose correct cognomen was Beherhend.

Skittles himself always waxed particularly sentimental over Christmas. During the week preceding that sacred festival, he used to go about literally swelling with geniality and affection for all man and womankind. He would greet comparative strangers with a burst of delight that other men would have found difficult to work up in the case of a rich relation, and would shower upon them the good wishes, always so plentiful and cheap at that season, with such an evident conviction that practical benefit to the wishee would ensue therefrom as to send them away labouring under a vague sense of obligation.

The sight of an old friend at that period was almost dangerous to him. His feelings would quite overcome him. He could not speak. You feared that he would burst.
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He was generally quite laid up on Christmas-day itself, owing to having drunk so many sentimental toasts on Christmas-eve. I never saw such a man as Skittles for proposing and drinking sentimental toasts. He would drink to dear old Christmas-time and to dear old England; and then he would drink to his mother, and all his other relatives, and to lovely woman, and old chums, or he would propose Friendship, in the abstract, may it never grow cool in the heart of a true-born Briton, and Love — may it ever look out at us from the eyes of our sweethearts and wives, or even The Sun — that is ever shining behind the clouds, dear boys — where we cant see it, and where it is not of much use to us. He was so full of sentiment, was Skittles!

But his favourite toast, and the one over which he would become more eloquently lugubrious than over any other, was always absent friends. He appeared to be singularly rich in absent friends. And it must be said for him that he never forgot them. Whenever and wherever liquor was to his hand, Skittless absent friends were sure of a drink, and his present friends, unless they displayed great tact and firmness, of a speech calculated to give them all the blues for a week. Folks did say at one time that Skittless eyes usually turned in the direction of the county jail when he pledged this toast; but on its being ascertained that Skittless kindly remembrance was not intended to be exclusive, but embraced everybody elses absent friends as well as his own, the uncharitable suggestion was withdrawn.

Still, we had too much of these absent friends, however comprehensive a body they may have been. Skittles overdid the business. We all think highly of our friends when they are absent — more highly, as a rule, than we do of them when they are not absent. But we do not want to be always worrying about them. At a Christmas party, or a complimentary dinner to somebody, or at a shareholders meeting, where you naturally feel good and sad, they are in place, but Skittles dragged them in at the most inappropriate seasons. Never shall I forget his proposing their health once at a wedding. It had been a jolly wedding. Everything had gone off splendidly, and everybody was in the best of spirits. The breakfast was over, and quite all the necessary toasts had been drunk.

It was getting near the time for the bride and bridegroom to depart, and we were just thinking about collecting the rice and boots with which to finally bless them, when Skittles rose in his place, with a funereal expression on his countenance and a glass of wine in his hand.
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I guessed what was coming in a moment. I tried to kick him under the table. I do not mean, of course, that I tried to kick him there altogether; though I am not at all sure whether, under the circumstances, I should not have been justified in going even to that length. What I mean is, that the attempt to kick him took place under the table.

It failed, however. True, I did kick somebody; but it evidently could not have been Skittles, for he remained unmoved. In all probability it was the bride, who was sitting next to him. I did not try again; and he started, uninterfered with, on his favourite theme.

Friends, he commenced, his voice trembling with emotion, while a tear glistened in his eye, before we part — some of us perhaps never to meet again on earth — before this guileless young couple who have this day taken upon themselves the manifold trials and troubles of married life, quit the peaceful fold, as it were, to face the bitter griefs and disappointments of this weary life, there is one toast, hitherto undrunk, that I would wish to propose.

Here he wiped away the before-mentioned tear, and the people looked solemn and endeavoured to crack nuts without making a noise.

Friends, he went on, growing more and more impressive and dejected in his tones, there are few of us here who have not at some time or other known what it is to lose, through death or travel, a dear beloved one — maybe two or three.
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At this point, he stifled a sob; and the bridegrooms aunt, at the bottom of the table, whose eldest son had lately left the country at the expense of his relations, upon the clear understanding that he would never again return, began to cry quietly into the ice-pudding.

The fair young maiden at my side, continued Skittles, clearing his throat, and laying his hand tenderly on the brides shoulder, as you are all aware, was, a few years ago, bereft of her mother. Ladies and gentlemen, what can be more sad than the death of a mother?

This, of course, had the effect of starting the bride off sobbing. The bridegroom, meaning well, but, naturally, under the circmustances, nervous and excited, sought to console her by murmuring that he felt sure it had all happened for the best, and that no one who had ever known the old lady would for a moment wish her back again; upon which he was indignantly informed by his newly made wife that if he was so very pleased at her mothers death, it was a pity he had not told her so before, and she would never have married him — and he sank into thoughtful silence.

On my looking up, which I had hitherto carefully abstained from doing, my eyes unfortunately encountered those of a brother journalist who was sitting at the other side of the table, and we both burst out laughing, thereupon gaining a reputation for callousness that I do not suppose either of us has outlived to this day.

Skittles, the only human being at that once festive board that did not appear to be wishing he were anywhere else, droned on, with evident satisfaction:

Friends,, he said, shall that dear mother be forgotten at this joyous gathering? Shall the lost mother, father, brother, sister, child, friend of any of us be forgotten? No, ladies and gentlemen! Let us, amid our merriment, still think of those lost, wandering souls: let us, amid the wine-cup and the blithesome jest, remember—Absent Friends.

The toast was drunk to the accompaniment of suppressed sobs and low moans, and the wedding guests left the table to bathe their faces and calm their thoughts. The bride, rejecting the proffered assistance of the groom, was assisted into the carriage by her father, and departed, evidently full of misgivings as to her chance of future happiness in the society of such a heartless monster as her husband had just shown himself to be!

Skittles has been an absent friend himself at that house since then.

But I am not getting on with my pathetic story.

Do not be late with it, our editor had said. Let me have it by the end of August, certain. I mean to be early with the Christmas number this time. We didnt get it out till October last year, you know. I dont want the Clipper to be before us again!

Oh, that will be all right, I had answered airily. I shall soon run that off. Ive nothing much to do this week. Ill start it at once.

So, as I went home, I cast about in my mind for a pathetic subject to work on, but not a pathetic idea could I think of. Comic fancies crowded in upon me, until my brain began to give way under the strain of holding them; and, if I had not calmed myself down with a last weeks Punch, I should, in all probability, have gone off in a fit.

Oh, Im evidently not in the humour for pathos, I said to myself. It is no use trying to force it. Ive got plenty of time. I will wait till I feel sad.

But as the days went on, I merely grew more and more cheerful. By the middle of August, matters were becoming serious. If I could not, by some means or other, contrive to get myself into a state of the blues during the next week or ten days, there would be nothing in the Christmas number of the —— Weekly Journal to make the British public wretched, and its reputation as a high-class paper for the family circle would be irretrievably ruined!

I was a conscientious young man in those days. I had undertaken to write a four-and-a-half column pathetic story by the end of August; and if — no matter at what mental or physical cost to myself — the task could be accomplished, those four columns and a half should be ready.

I have generally found indigestion a good breeder of sorrowful thoughts. Accordingly, for a couple of days I lived upon an exclusive diet of hot boiled pork, Yorkshire pudding, and assorted pastry, with lobster salad for supper. It gave me comic nightmare. I dreamed of elephants trying to climb trees, and of church wardens being caught playing pitch-and-toss on Sundays, and woke up shaking with laughter!
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I abandoned the dyspeptic scheme, and took to reading all the pathetic literature I could collect together. But it was of no use. The little girl in Wordsworths We are Seven only irritated me; I wanted to slap her. Byrons blighted pirates bored me. When, in a novel, the heroine died, I was glad; and when the author told me that the hero never smiled again on earth, I did not believe it.

As a last resource, I re-perused one or two of my own concoctions. They made me feel ashamed of myself, but not exactly miserable — at least not miserable in the way I wanted to be miserable.

Then I bought all the standard works of wit and humour that had ever been published, and waded steadily through the lot. They lowered me a good deal, but not sufficiently. My cheerfulness seemed proof against everything.

One Saturday evening I went out and hired a man to come in and sing sentimental ballads to me. He earned his money (five shillings). He sang me everything dismal there was in English, Scotch, Irish, and Welsh, together with a few translations from the German; and, after the first hour and a half, I found myself unconsciously trying to dance to the different tunes. I invented some really pretty steps for Auld Robin Grey, winding up with a quaint flourish of the left leg at the end of each verse.

At the beginning of the last week, I went to my editor and laid the case before him.

Why, whats the matter with you? he said. You used to be so good at that sort of thing! Have you thought of the poor girl who loves the young man that goes away and never comes back, and she waits and waits, and never marries, and nobody knows that her heart is breaking?

Of course I have! I retorted, rather irritably. Do you think I dont know the rudiments of my profession?

Well, he remarked, wont it do? No, I answered. With marriage such a failure as it seems to be all round nowadays, how can you pump up sorrow for any one lucky enough to keep out of it?

Um, he mused, how about the child that tells everybody not to cry, and then dies?

Oh, and a good riddance to it! I replied, peevishly. There are too many children in this world. Look what a noise they make, and what a lot of money they cost in boots!

My editor agreed that I did not appear to be in the proper spirit to write a pathetic child-story.

He inquired if I had thought of the old man who wept over the faded love-letters on Christmas-eve; and I said that I had, and that I considered him an old idiot.

Would a dog story do? he continued: something about a dead dog; thats always popular.

Not Chrismassy enough, I argued.

The betrayed maiden was suggested; but dismissed, on reflection, as being too broad a subject for the pages of a Companion for the Home Circle — our sub-title.

Well, think it over for another day, said my editor. I dont want to have to go to Jenks. He can only be pathetic as a costermonger, and our lady readers dont always like the expressions.

I thought I would go and ask the advice of a friend of mine — a very famous and popular author; in fact, one of the most famous and popular authors of the day. I was very proud of his friendship, because he was a very great man indeed; not great, perhaps, in the earnest meaning of the word; not great like the greatest men — the men who do not know that they are great — but decidedly great, according to the practical standard. When he wrote a book, a hundred thousand copies would be sold during the first week; and when a play of his was produced, the theatre was crammed for five hundred nights. And of each new work it was said that it was more clever and grand and glorious than were even the works he had written before.

Wherever the English language was spoken, his name was an honoured household word. Wherever he went, he was feted and lionized and cheered. Descriptions of his charming house, of his charming sayings and doings, of his charming self, were in every newspaper.

Shakespeare was not one-half so famous in his way as —— is in his.

Fortunately, he happened to be still in town; and on being ushered into his sumptuously-furnished study, I found him sitting before one of the windows, smoking an after-dinner cigar.

He offered me one from the same box. — ––s cigars are not to be refused. I know he pays half-a-crown apiece for them by the hundred; so I accepted, lit up, and, sitting down opposite to him, told him my trouble.

He did not answer immediately after I had finished; and I was just beginning to think that he could not have been listening, when — with his eyes looking out through the open window to where, beyond the smoky city, it seemed as if the sun, in passing through, had left the gates of the sky ajar behind him — he took his cigar from his lips, and said:

Do you want a real pathetic story? I can tell you one if you do. It is not very long, but it is sad enough.

He spoke in so serious a tone that almost any reply seemed out of place, and I remained silent.

It is the story of a man who lost his own self, he continued, still looking out upon the dying light, as though he read the story there, who stood by the death-bed of himself, and saw himself slowly die, and knew that he was dead — forever.

Once upon a time there lived a poor boy. He had little in common with other children. He loved to wander by himself, to think and dream all day. It was not that he was morose, or did not care for his comrades, only that something within kept whispering to his childish heart that he had deeper lessons to comprehend than his schoolmates had. And an unseen hand would lead him away into the solitude where alone he could learn their meaning.
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Ever amid the babel of the swarming street, would he hear strong, silent voices, speaking to him as he walked, telling him of the work that would one day be entrusted to his hands — work for God, such as is given to only the very few to do, work tor the helping of Gods children in the world, for the making of them stronger and truer and higher; — and, in some dimly-lighted corner, where for a moment they were alone, he would stand and raise his boyish hands to Heaven, and thank God for this great promised gift of noble usefulness, and pray that he might ever prove worthy of the trust; and, in the joy of his coming work, the little frets of life floated like drift-wood on a deepening river; and as he grew, the voices spoke to him ever more plainly, until he saw his work before him clearly, as a traveler on the hilltop sees the pathway through the vale.

And so the years passed, and he became a man, and his labour lay ready to his hand.

And then a foul demon came and tempted him — the demon that has killed many a better man before, that will kill many a great man yet — the demon of worldly success. And the demon whispered evil words into his ear, and, God forgive him! — he listened.

Of what good to you, think you, it will be, your writing mighty truths and noble thoughts? What will the world pay for them? What has ever been the reward of the earths greatest teachers and poets — the men who have given their lives to the best service of mankind — but neglect and scorn and poverty? Look around! what are the wages of the few earnest workers of to-day but a paupers pittance, compared with the wealth that is showered down on those who jig to the tune that the crowd shouts for? Aye, the true singers are honoured when they are dead — those that are remembered and the thoughts from their brains once fallen, whether they themselves are remembered or not, stir, with ever-widening circles, to all time, the waters of human life. But of what use is that to themselves, who starved? You have talent, genius. Riches, luxury, power can be yours — soft beds and dainty foods. You can be great in the greatness that the world can see, famous with the fame your own ears will hear. Work for the world, and the world will pay you promptly; the wages the gods give are long delayed.

And the demon prevailed over him, and he fell.

And, instead of being the servant of God, he became the slave of men. And he wrote for the multitude what they wanted to hear, and the multitude applauded and flung money to him; and as he would stoop to pick it up, he would grin and touch his cap, and tell them how generous and noble they were.

And the spirit of the artist that is handmaiden to the spirit of the prophet departed from him, and he grew into the clever huckster, the smart tradesman, whose only desire was to discover the public taste that he might pander to it.

Only tell me what it is you like, he would cry in his heart, that I may write it for you, good people! Will you have again the old lies? Do you still love the old dead conventions, the worn-out formulas of life, the rotting weeds of evil thoughts that keep the fresh air from the flowers?

Shall I sing again to you the childish twaddle you have heard a million times before? Shall I defend for you the wrong, and call it right? Shall I stab Truth in the back for you, or praise it?

How shall I flatter you to-day, and in what way to-morrow, and the next day? Only tell me what you wish me to say, what you wish me to think, that I may say it and think it, good people, and so get your pence and your plaudits!

Thus he became rich and famous and great; and had fine clothes to wear and rich food to eat, as the demon had promised him, and servants to wait on him, and horses, and carriages to ride in; and he would have been happy — as happy as such things can make a man — only that at the bottom of his desk there lay (and he had never had the courage to destroy them) a little pile of faded manuscripts, written in a boyish hand, that would speak to him of the memory of a poor lad who had once paced the citys feet-worn stones, dreaming of no other greatness than that of being one of Gods messengers to men, and who had died, and had been buried for all eternity, long years ago.

It was a very sad story, but not exactly the sort of sad story, I felt, that the public wants in a Christmas number. So I had to fall back upon the broken-hearted maiden, after all!


THE NEW UTOPIA
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I HAD AN extremely interesting evening. I had dined with some very advanced friends of mine at the National Socialist Club. We had had an excellent dinner: the pheasant, stuffed with truffles, was a poem, and when I say that the 49 Chateau Lafitte was worth the price we had to pay for it, I do not see what more I can add in its favour.
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After dinner, and over the cigars (I must say they do know how to stock good cigars at the National Socialist Club), we had a very instructive discussion about the coming equality of man and the nationalisation of capital.

I was not able to take much part in the argument myself, because, having been left when a boy in a position which rendered it necessary for me to earn my own living, I have never enjoyed the time and opportunity to study these questions.

But I listened very attentively while my friends explained how, for the thousands of centuries during which it had existed before they came, the world had been going on all wrong, and how, in the course of the next few years or so, they meant to put it right.

Equality of all mankind was their watchword — perfect equality in all things — equality in possessions, and equality in position and influence, and equality in duties, resulting in equality in happiness and contentment.

The world belonged to all alike, and must be equally divided. Each mans labour was the property, not of himself, but of the State which fed and clothed him, and must be applied, not to his own aggrandizement, but to the enrichment of the race.

Individual wealth — the social chain with which the few had bound the many, the bandits pistol by which a small gang of robbers had thieved from the whole community the fruits of its labours — must be taken from the hands that too long had held it.

Social distinctions — the barriers by which the rising tide of humanity had hitherto been fretted and restrained — must be for ever swept aside. The human race must press onward to its destiny (whatever that might be), not as at present, a scattered horde, scrambling, each man for himself — over the broken ground of unequal birth and fortune — the soft sward reserved for the feet of the pampered, the cruel stones left for the feet of the cursed — but an ordered army, marching side by side over the level plain of equity and equality.

The great bosom of our Mother Earth should nourish all her chlidren, like and like; none should be hungry, none should have too much. The strong man should not grasp more than the weak; the clever man should not scheme to seize more than the simple. The earth was mans, and the fullness thereof; and among all mankind it should be portioned out in even shares. All men were equal by the laws of Nature, and must be made equal by the laws of man.

With inequality comes misery, crime, sin, selfishness, arrogance, hypocrisy. In a world in which all men were equal, there would exist no temptation to evil, and our natural nobility would assert itself.

When all men were equal, the world would be Heaven — freed from the degrading despotism of God.

We raised our glasses and drank to EQUALITY, sacred EQUALITY; and then ordered the waiter to bring us green Chartreuse and more cigars.

I went home very thoughtful. I did not go to sleep for a long while; I lay awake; thinking over this vision of a new world that had been presented to me.

How delightful life would be, if only the scheme of my socialistic friends could be carried out. There would be no more of this struggling and striving against each other, no more jealousy, no more disappointment, no more fear of poverty! The State would take charge of us from the hour we were born until we died, and provide for all our wants from the cradle to the coffin, both inclusive, and we should need to give no thought even to the matter. There would be no more hard work (three hours labour a day would be the limit, according to our calculations, that the State would require from each adult citizen, and nobody would be allowed to do more — I should not be allowed to do more) — no poor to pity, no rich to envy — no one to look down upon us, no one for us to look down upon (not quite so pleasant this latter reflection) — all our life ordered and arranged for us — nothing to think about except the glorious destiny (whatever that might be) of Humanity!

Then thought crept away to sport in chaos, and I slept.



When I awoke, I found myself lying under a glass case, in a high, cheerless room. There was a label over my head; I turned and read it. It ran as follows:
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MAN — ASLEEP.



PERIOD — I9TH CENTURY.



This man was found asleep in a house in London, after the great social revolution of 1899. From the account given by the landlady of the house, it would appear that he had already, when discovered, been asleep for over ten years (she having forgotten to call him). It was decided, for scientific purposes, not to awake him, but to just see how long he would sleep on. and he was accordingly brought and deposited in the Museum of Curiosities, on February 11th, 1900.

VISITORS ARE REQUESTED NOT TO SQUIRT WATER THIOUGH THE AIR-HOLES.



An intelligent-looking old gentleman, who had been arranging some stuffed lizards in an adjoining case, came over and took the cover off me,

Whats the matter? he asked; anything disturbed you?

No, I said; I always wake up like this, when I feel Ive had enough sleep. What century is this?

This, he said, is the twenty-ninth century. You have been asleep just one thousand years.

Ah! well, I feel all the better for it, I replied, getting down off the table. Theres nothing like having ones sleep out.

I take it you are going to do the usual thing, said the old gentleman to me, as I proceeded to put on my clothes, which had been lying beside me in the case. Youll want me to walk round the city with you, and explain all the changes to you, while you ask questions and make silly remarks?

Yes, I replied, I suppose thats what I ought to do.

I suppose so, he muttered. Come on, and lets get it over, and he led the way from the room.

As we went downstairs, I said:

Well, is it all right now?

Is what all right? he replied.

Why, the world, I answered. A few friends of mine were arranging, just before I went to bed, to take it to pieces and fix it up again properly. Have they got it all right by this time? Is everybody equal now, and sin and sorrow and all that sort of thing done away with?

Oh, yes, replied my guide; youll find everything all right now. Weve been working away pretty hard at things while youVe been asleep. Weve just got this earth about perfect now, I should say. Nobody is allowed to do anything wrong or silly; and as for equality, tadpoles aint in it with us.

(He talked in rather a vulgar manner, I thought; but I did not like to reprove him.)

We walked out into the city. It was very clean and very quiet. The streets, which were designated by numbers, ran out from each other at right angles, and all presented exactly the same appearance. There were no horses or carriages about; all the traffic was conducted by electric cars. All the people that we met wore a quiet, grave expression, and were so much like each other as to give one the idea that they were all members of the same family. Every one was dressed, as was also my guide, in a pair of grey trousers, and a grey tunic, buttoning tight round the neck and fastened round the waist by a belt. Each man was clean shaven, and each man had black hair.

I said: Are all these men twins?

Twins! Good gracious, no! answered my guide. Whatever made you fancy that?

Why, they all look so much alike, I replied; and theyve all got black hair!

Oh, thats the regulation colour for hair, explained my companion; weve all got black hair. If a mans hair is not black naturally, he has to have it dyed black.

Why? I asked.

Why! retorted the old gentleman, somewhat irritably. Why, I thought you understood that all men were now equal. What would become of our equality if one man or woman were allowed to swagger about in golden hair, while another had to put up with carrots? Men have not only got to be equal in these happy days, but to look it, as far as can be. By causing all men to be clean shaven, and all men and women to have black hair cut the same length, we obviate, to a certain extent, the errors of Nature.

I said:

Why black?

He said he did not know, but that was the colour which had been decided upon.

Who by? I asked.

By THE MAJORITY, he replied, raising his hat and lowering his eyes, as if in prayer.

We walked further, and passed more men. I said:

Are there no women in this city?

Women! exclaimed my guide, of course there are. Weve passed hundreds of them!

I thought I knew a woman when I saw one, I observed; but I cant remember noticing any.
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Why, there go two, now, he said, drawing my attention to a couple of persons near to us, both dressed in the regulation grey trousers and tunics

How do you know they are women? I asked.

Why, you see the metal numbers that everybody wears on their collar?

Yes; I was just thinking what a number of policemen you had, and wondering where the other people were!

Well, the even numbers are women; the odd numbers are men.

How very simple, I remarked. I suppose after a little practise you can tell one sex from the other almost at a glance?

Oh, yes, he replied, if you want to.

We walked on in silence for awhile. And then I said:

Why does everybody have a number?

To distinguish him by, answered my companion.

Dont people have names, then?

No.

Why?

Oh! there was so much inequality in names. Some people were called Montmorency, and they looked down on the Smiths; and the Smythes did not like mixing with the Joneses; so, to save further bother, it was decided to abolish names altogether, and to give everybody a number.

Did not the Montmorencies and the Smythes object?

Yes; but the Smiths and Joneses were in THE MAJORITY.

And did not the Ones and Twos look down upon the Threes and Fours, and so on?

At first, yes. But, with the abolition of wealth, numbers lost their value, except for industrial purposes and for double acrostics, and now No. 100 does not consider himself in any way superior to No. 1,000,000.

I had not washed when I got up, there being no conveniences for doing so in the Museum, and I was beginning to feel somewhat hot and dirty. I said:

Can I wash myself anywhere?

He said:

No; we are not allowed to wash ourselves. You must wait until half-past four, and then you will be washed for tea.

Be washed! I cried. Who by?

The State.

He said that they had found they could not maintain their equality when people were allowed to wash themselves. Some people washed three or four times a day, while others never touched soap and water from one years end to the other, and in consequence there got to be two distinct classes, the Clean and the Dirty. All the old class prejudices began to be revived. The clean despised the dirty, and the dirty hated the clean. So, to end dissension, the State decided to do the washing itself, and each citizen was now washed twice a day by government-appointed officials; and private washing was prohibited.

I noticed that we passed no houses as we went along, only block after block of huge, barrack-like buildings, all of the same size and shape. Occasionally, at a corner, we came across a smaller building, labeled Museum, Hospital, Debating Hall, Bath, Gymnasium, Academy of Sciences, Exhibition of Industries, School of Talk, etc., etc.; but never a house.

I said:

Doesnt anybody live in this town?

He said:

You do ask silly questions; upon my word, you do. Where do you think they live?

I said:

Thats just what Ive been trying to think. I dont see any houses anywhere!

He said:

We dont need houses — not houses such as you are thinking of. We are socialistic now; we live together in fraternity and equality. We live in these blocks that you see. Each block accommodates one thousand citizens. It contains one thousand beds, one hundred in each room — and bath-rooms and dressing-rooms in proportion, a dining-hall and kitchens. At seven oclock every morning a bell is rung, and every one rises and tidies up his bed. At seven-thirty they go into the dressing-rooms, and are washed and shaved and have their hair done. At eight oclock breakfast is served in the dining-hall. It comprises a pint of oatmeal porridge and half a pint of warm milk for each adult citizen. We are all strict vegetarians now. The vegetarian vote increased enormously during the last century, and their organisation being very perfect, they have been able to dictate every election for the past fifty years. At one oclock another bell is rung, and the people return to dinner, which consists of beans and stewed fruits, with roly-poly pudding twice a week, and plum duff on Saturdays. At five oclock there is tea, and at ten the lights are out and everybody goes to bed. We are all equal, and we all live alike — clerk and scavenger, tinker and apothecary — all together in fraternity and liberty. The men live in blocks on this side of the town and the women are at the other end of the city.

Where are the married people kept? I asked.

Oh, there are no married couples, he replied; we abolished marriage two hundred years ago. You see married life did not work at all well with our system. Domestic life, we found, was thoroughly anti-socialistic in its tendencies. Men thought more of their wives and families than they did of the State. They wished to labour for the benefit of their little circle of beloved ones rather than for the good of the community. They cared more for the future of their children than for the Destiny of Humanity. The ties of love and blood bound men together fast in little groups instead of in one great whole. Before considering the advancement of the human race, men considered the advancement of their kith and kin. Before striving for the greatest happiness of the greatest number, men strove for the happiness of the few who were near and dear to them. In secret, men and women hoarded up and laboured and denied themselves, so as, in secret, to give some little extra gift of joy to their beloved. Love stirred the vice of ambition in mens hearts. To win the smiles of the women they loved, to leave a name behind them that their children might be proud to bear, men sought to raise themselves above the general level, to do some deed that should make the world look up to them and honour them above their fellow-men, to press a deeper footprint than anothers upon the dusty highway of the age. The fundamental principles of Socialism were being daily thwarted and contemned. Each house was a revolutionary centre for the propagation of individualism and personality. From the warmth of each domestic hearth grew up the vipers, Comradeship and Independence, to sting the State and poison the minds of men.

The doctrines of equality were openly disputed. Men, when they loved a woman, thought her superior to every other woman, and hardly took any pains to disguise their opinion. Lovng wives believed their husbands to be wiser and braver and better than all other men. Mothers laughed at the idea of their children being in no way superior to other children. Children imbibed the hideous heresy that their father and mother were the best father and mother in the world.

From whatever point you looked at it, the Family stood forth as our foe. One man had a charming wife and two sweet-tempered children; his neighbour was married to a shrew, and was the father of eleven noisy, ill-dispositioned brats — where was the equality?

Again, wherever the Family existed, there hovered, ever contending, the angels of Joy and Sorrow; and in a world where joy and sorrow are known, Equality cannot live. One man and woman, in the night, stand weeping beside a little cot. On the other side of the lath-and-plaster, a fair young couple, hand in hand, are laughing at the silly antics of a grave-faced, gurgling baby. What is poor Equality doing?

Such things could not be allowed. Love, we saw, was our enemy at every turn. He made equality impossible. He brought joy and pain, and peace and suffering in his train. He disturbed mens beliefs, and imperiled the Destiny of Humanity; so we abolished him and all his works.

Now there are no marriages, and, therefore, no domestic troubles; no wooing, therefore no heart aching; no loving, therefore no sorrowing; no kisses and no tears.

We all live together in equality, free from the troubling of joy and pain.

I said:

It must be very peaceful; but, tell me — I ask the question merely from a scientific standpoint — how do you keep up the supply of men and women?

He said:

Oh, thats simple enough. How did you, in your day, keep up the supply of horses and cows? In the spring, so many children, according as the State requires, are arranged for, and carefully bred, under medical supervision. When they are born, they are taken away from their mothers (who, else, might grow to love them), and brought up in the public nurseries and schools until they are fourteen. They are then examined by State-appointed inspectors, who decide what calling they should be brought up to, and to such calling they are thereupon apprenticed. At twenty they take their rank as citizens, and are entitled to a vote. No difference whatever is make between men and women. Both sexes enjoy equal privileges.

I said:

What are those privileges?

He said:

Why, all that Ive been telling you.

We wandered for a few more miles, but passed nothing but street after street of these huge blocks. I said:

Are there no shops nor stores in this town?

No, he replied. What do we want with shops and stores? The State feeds us, clothes us, houses us, doctors us. washes and dresses us, cuts our corns, and buries us. What could we do with shops?

I began to feel tired with our walk. I said:

Can we go in anywhere and have a drink?

He said:

A drink! Whats a drink? We have half-a-pint of cocoa with our dinner. Do you mean that?

I did not feel equal to explaining the matter to him, and he evidently would not have understood me if I had; so I said:

Yes; I meant that.

We passed a very fine-looking man a little further on, and I noticed that he only had one arm. I had noticed two or three rather big-looking men with only one arm in the course of the morning, and it struck me as curious. I remarked about it to my guide.
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He said:

Yes; when a man is much above the average size and strength, we cut one of his legs or arms off, so as to make things more equal; we lop him down a bit, as it were. Nature, you see, is somewhat behind the times; but we do what we can to put her straight.

I said:

I suppose you cant abolish her?

Well, not altogether, he replied. We only wish we could. But, he added afterward, with pardonable pride, weve done a good deal.

I said:

How about an exceptionally clever man. What do you do with him?

Well, we are not much troubled in that way now, he answered. We have not come across anything dangerous in the shape of brain-power for some very considerable time now. When we do, we perform a surgical operation upon the head, which softens the brain down to the average level.

I have sometimes thought, mused the old gentleman, that it was a pity we could not level up sometimes, instead of always leveling down; but, of course, that is impossible.

I said:

Do you think it right of you to cut these people up, and tone them down, in this manner?

He said:

Of course, it is right.

You seem very cock-sure about the matter, I retorted. Why is it of course right?

Because it is done by THE MAJORITY.

How does that make it right? I asked.

A MAJORITY can do no wrong, he answered.

Oh! is that what the people who are lopped think?

They? he replied, evidently astonished at the question. Oh, they are in the minority, you know.

Yes; but even the minority has a right to its arms and legs and heads, hasnt it?

A minority has NO rights, he answered.

I said:

Its just as well to belong to the Majority, if youre thinking of living here, isnt it?

He said:

Yes; most of our people do. They seem to think it more convenient.

I was finding the town somewhat uninteresting, and I asked if we could not go out into the country for a change.

My guide said:

Oh, yes, certainly; but did not think I should care much for it.

Oh! but it used to be so beautiful in the country, I urged, before I went to bed. There were great green trees, and grassy, wind-waved meadows, and little rose-decked cottages, and—

Oh, weve changed all that, interrupted the old gentleman; it is all one huge market-garden now, divided by roads and canals cut at right angles to each other. There is no beauty in the country now whatever. We have abolished beauty; it interfered with our equality. It was not fair that some people should live among lovely scenery, and others upon barren moors. So we have made it all pretty much alike everywhere now, and no place can lord it over another.

Can a man emigrate into any other country? I asked; it doesnt matter what country — any other country would do.

Oh yes, if he likes, replied my companion; but why should he? All lands are exactly the same. The whole world is all one people now — one language, one law, one life.

Is there no variety, no change anywhere? I asked. What do you do for pleasure, for recreation? Are there any theatres?

No, responded my guide. We had to abolish theatres — the histrionic temperament seemed utterly unable to accept the principles of equality. Each actor thought himself the best actor in the world, and superior, in fact, to most other people altogether. I dont know whether it was the same in your day?

Exactly the same, I answered, but we did not take any notice of it.

Ah! we did, he replied, and, in consequence, shut the theatres up. Besides, our White Ribbon Vigilance Society said that all places of amusement were vicious and degrading; and being an energetic and stout-winded band, they soon won THE MAJORITY over to their views; and so all amusements are prohibited now.

I said:

Are you allowed to read books?

Well, he answered, there are not many written. You see, owing to our all living such perfect lives, and there being no wrong, or sorrow, or joy, or hope, or love, or grief in the world, and everything being so regular and so proper, there Is really nothing much to write about — except, of course, the Destiny of Humanity.

True! I said, I see that. But what of the old works, the classics? You had Shakespeare, and Scott, and Thackeray, and there were one or two little things of my own that were not half-bad. What have you done with all those?

Oh, we have burned all those old works, he said. They were full of the old, wrong notions of the old, wrong, wicked times, when men were merely slaves and beasts of burden.

He said, all the old paintings and sculptures had been likewise destroyed, partly for that same reason, and partly because they were considered improper by the White Ribbon Vigilance Society — which was a great power now — while all new art and literature were forbidden, as such things tended to undermine the principles of equality. They made men think and the men that thought grew cleverer than those that did not want to think; and those that did not want to think naturally objected to this, and being in THE MAJORITY, objected to some purpose.

He said that, from like considerations, there were no sports or games permitted. Sports and games caused competition, and competition led to inequality.

I said: How long do your citizens work each day?

Three hours, he answered, after that, all the remainder of the day belongs to ourselves.

Ah! that is just what I was coming to, I remarked. Now, what do you do with yourselves during those other twenty-one hours?

Oh, we rest.

What! for the whole twenty-one hours?

Well, rest and think and talk.

What do you think and talk about?

Oh! Oh, about how wretched life must have been in the old times, and about how happy we are now, and — and — oh, and the Destiny of Humanity!

Dont you ever get sick of the Destiny of Humanity?

No, not much.

And what do you understand by it? What is the Destiny of Humanity, do you think?

Oh! — why to — to go on being like we are now, only more so — everybody more equal, and more things done by electricity, and everybody to have two votes instead of one, and—

Thank you. That will do. Is there anything else that you think of? Have you got a religion?

Oh, yes.

And you worship a God?

Oh, yes.

What do you call him?

THE MAJORITY.

One question more. You dont mind my asking you all these questions, by the by, do you?

Oh, no. This is all part of my three hours labour for the State.

Oh, Im glad of that. I should not like to feel that I was encroaching on your time for rest; but what I wanted to ask was, do many of the people here commit suicide?

No; such a thing never occurs to them.

I looked at the faces of the men and women that were passing. There was a patient, almost pathetic, expression upon them all. I wondered where I had seen that look before; it seemed familiar to me.

All at once I remembered. It was just the quiet, troubled, wondering expression that I had always noticed upon the faces of the horses and oxen that we used to breed and keep in the old world.

No. These people would not think of suicide.



Strange! how very dim and indistinct all the faces are growing around me! And where is my guide? and why am I sitting on the pavement? and — hark! surely that is the voice of Mrs. Biggles, my old landlady. Has she been asleep a thousand years, too? She says it is twelve oclock — only twelve? and Im not to be washed till half-past four; and I do feel so stuffy and hot, and my head is aching. Hulloa! why, Im in bed! Has it all been a dream? And am I back in the nineteenth century?
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Through the open window I hear the rush and roar of old lifes battle. Men are fighting, striving, working, carving each man his own life with the sword of strength and will. Men are laughing, grieving, loving, doing wrong deeds, doing great deeds — falling, strugging, helping one another — living!

And I have a good deal more than three hours work to do to-day, and I meant to be up at seven; and, oh dear! I do wish I had not smoked so many strong cigars last night.


Novel Notes (1893)
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NOVEL NOTES

To Big-Hearted, Big-Souled, Big-Bodied friend Conan Doyle


PROLOGUE

[image: img238.jpg]

YEARS AGO, WHEN I was very small, we lived in a great house in a long, straight, brown-coloured street, in the east end of London. It was a noisy, crowded street in the daytime; but a silent, lonesome street at night, when the gas-lights, few and far between, partook of the character of lighthouses rather than of illuminants, and the tramp, tramp of the policeman on his long beat seemed to be ever drawing nearer, or fading away, except for brief moments when the footsteps ceased, as he paused to rattle a door or window, or to flash his lantern into some dark passage leading down towards the river.

The house had many advantages, so my father would explain to friends who expressed surprise at his choosing such a residence, and among these was included in my own small morbid mind the circumstance that its back windows commanded an uninterrupted view of an ancient and much-peopled churchyard. Often of a night would I steal from between the sheets, and climbing upon the high oak chest that stood before my bedroom window, sit peering down fearfully upon the aged gray tombstones far below, wondering whether the shadows that crept among them might not be ghosts — soiled ghosts that had lost their natural whiteness by long exposure to the citys smoke, and had grown dingy, like the snow that sometimes lay there.

I persuaded myself that they were ghosts, and came, at length, to have quite a friendly feeling for them. I wondered what they thought when they saw the fading letters of their own names upon the stones, whether they remembered themselves and wished they were alive again, or whether they were happier as they were. But that seemed a still sadder idea.

One night, as I sat there watching, I felt a hand upon my shoulder. I was not frightened, because it was a soft, gentle hand that I well knew, so I merely laid my cheek against it.

Whats mummas naughty boy doing out of bed? Shall I beat him? And the other hand was laid against my other cheek, and I could feel the soft curls mingling with my own.

Only looking at the ghosts, ma, I answered. Theres such a lot of em down there. Then I added, musingly, I wonder what it feels like to be a ghost.

My mother said nothing, but took me up in her arms, and carried me back to bed, and then, sitting down beside me, and holding my hand in hers — there was not so very much difference in the size — began to sing in that low, caressing voice of hers that always made me feel, for the time being, that I wanted to be a good boy, a song she often used to sing to me, and that I have never heard any one else sing since, and should not care to.

But while she sang, something fell on my hand that caused me to sit up and insist on examining her eyes. She laughed; rather a strange, broken little laugh, I thought, and said it was nothing, and told me to lie still and go to sleep. So I wriggled down again and shut my eyes tight, but I could not understand what had made her cry.

Poor little mother, she had a notion, founded evidently upon inborn belief rather than upon observation, that all children were angels, and that, in consequence, an altogether exceptional demand existed for them in a certain other place, where there are more openings for angels, rendering their retention in this world difficult and undependable. My talk about ghosts must have made that foolishly fond heart ache with a vague dread that night, and for many a night onward, I fear.

For some time after this I would often look up to find my mothers eyes fixed upon me. Especially closely did she watch me at feeding times, and on these occasions, as the meal progressed, her face would acquire an expression of satisfaction and relief.

Once, during dinner, I heard her whisper to my father (for children are not quite so deaf as their elders think), He seems to eat all right.

Eat! replied my father in the same penetrating undertone; if he dies of anything, it will be of eating.

So my little mother grew less troubled, and, as the days went by, saw reason to think that my brother angels might consent to do without me for yet a while longer; and I, putting away the child with his ghostly fancies, became, in course of time, a grown-up person, and ceased to believe in ghosts, together with many other things that, perhaps, it were better for a man if he did believe in.

But the memory of that dingy graveyard, and of the shadows that dwelt therein, came back to me very vividly the other day, for it seemed to me as though I were a ghost myself, gliding through the silent streets where once I had passed swiftly, full of life.

Diving into a long unopened drawer, I had, by chance, drawn forth a dusty volume of manuscript, labelled upon its torn brown paper cover, NOVEL NOTES. The scent of dead days clung to its dogs-eared pages; and, as it lay open before me, my memory wandered back to the summer evenings — not so very long ago, perhaps, if one but adds up the years, but a long, long while ago if one measures Time by feeling — when four friends had sat together making it, who would never sit together any more. With each crumpled leaf I turned, the uncomfortable conviction that I was only a ghost, grew stronger. The handwriting was my own, but the words were the words of a stranger, so that as I read I wondered to myself, saying: did I ever think this? did I really hope that? did I plan to do this? did I resolve to be such? does life, then, look so to the eyes of a young man? not knowing whether to smile or sigh.

The book was a compilation, half diary, half memoranda. In it lay the record of many musings, of many talks, and out of it — selecting what seemed suitable, adding, altering, and arranging — I have shaped the chapters that hereafter follow.

That I have a right to do so I have fully satisfied my own conscience, an exceptionally fussy one. Of the four joint authors, he whom I call MacShaughnassy has laid aside his title to all things beyond six feet of sun-scorched ground in the African veldt; while from him I have designated Brown I have borrowed but little, and that little I may fairly claim to have made my own by reason of the artistic merit with which I have embellished it. Indeed, in thus taking a few of his bald ideas and shaping them into readable form, am I not doing him a kindness, and thereby returning good for evil? For has he not, slipping from the high ambition of his youth, sunk ever downward step by step, until he has become a critic, and, therefore, my natural enemy? Does he not, in the columns of a certain journal of large pretension but small circulation, call me Arry (without an H, the satirical rogue), and is not his contempt for the English-speaking people based chiefly upon the fact that some of them read my books? But in the days of Bloomsbury lodgings and first-night pits we thought each other clever.

From Jephson I hold a letter, dated from a station deep in the heart of the Queensland bush. Do what you like with it, dear boy, the letter runs, so long as you keep me out of it. Thanks for your complimentary regrets, but I cannot share them. I was never fitted for a literary career. Lucky for me, I found it out in time. Some poor devils dont. (Im not getting at you, old man. We read all your stuff, and like it very much. Time hangs a bit heavy, you know, here, in the winter, and we are glad of almost anything.) This life suits me better. I love to feel my horse between my thighs, and the sun upon my skin. And there are the youngsters growing up about us, and the hands to look after, and the stock. I daresay it seems a very commonplace unintellectual life to you, but it satisfies my nature more than the writing of books could ever do. Besides, there are too many authors as it is. The world is so busy reading and writing, it has no time left for thinking. Youll tell me, of course, that books are thought, but that is only the jargon of the Press. You come out here, old man, and sit as I do sometimes for days and nights together alone with the dumb cattle on an upheaved island of earth, as it were, jutting out into the deep sky, and you will know that they are not. What a man thinks — really thinks — goes down into him and grows in silence. What a man writes in books are the thoughts that he wishes to be thought to think.

Poor Jephson! he promised so well at one time. But he always had strange notions.


CHAPTER I
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WHEN, ON RETURNING home one evening, after a pipe party at my friend Jephsons, I informed my wife that I was going to write a novel, she expressed herself as pleased with the idea. She said she had often wondered I had never thought of doing so before. Look, she added, how silly all the novels are nowadays; Im sure you could write one. (Ethelbertha intended to be complimentary, I am convinced; but there is a looseness about her mode of expression which, at times, renders her meaning obscure.)

When, however, I told her that my friend Jephson was going to collaborate with me, she remarked, Oh, in a doubtful tone; and when I further went on to explain to her that Selkirk Brown and Derrick MacShaughnassy were also going to assist, she replied, Oh, in a tone which contained no trace of doubtfulness whatever, and from which it was clear that her interest in the matter, as a practical scheme, had entirely evaporated.

I fancy that the fact of my three collaborators being all bachelors diminished somewhat our chances of success, in Ethelberthas mind. Against bachelors, as a class, she entertains a strong prejudice. A mans not having sense enough to want to marry, or, having that, not having wit enough to do it, argues to her thinking either weakness of intellect or natural depravity, the former rendering its victim unable, and the latter unfit, ever to become a really useful novelist.

I tried to make her understand the peculiar advantages our plan possessed.

You see, I explained, in the usual commonplace novel we only get, as a matter of fact, one persons ideas. Now, in this novel, there will be four clever men all working together. The public will thus be enabled to obtain the thoughts and opinions of the whole four of us, at the price usually asked for merely one authors views. If the British reader knows his own business, he will order this book early, to avoid disappointment. Such an opportunity may not occur again for years.

Ethelbertha agreed that this was probable.

Besides, I continued, my enthusiasm waxing stronger the more I reflected upon the matter, this work is going to be a genuine bargain in another way also. We are not going to put our mere everyday ideas into it. We are going to crowd into this one novel all the wit and wisdom that the whole four of us possess, if the book will hold it. We shall not write another novel after this one. Indeed, we shall not be able to; we shall have nothing more to write. This work will partake of the nature of an intellectual clearance sale. We are going to put into this novel simply all we know.

Ethelbertha shut her lips, and said something inside; and then remarked aloud that she supposed it would be a one volume affair.

I felt hurt at the implied sneer. I pointed out to her that there already existed a numerous body of specially-trained men employed to do nothing else but make disagreeable observations upon authors and their works — a duty that, so far as I could judge, they seemed capable of performing without any amateur assistance whatever. And I hinted that, by his own fireside, a literary man looked to breathe a more sympathetic atmosphere.

Ethelbertha replied that of course I knew what she meant. She said that she was not thinking of me, and that Jephson was, no doubt, sensible enough (Jephson is engaged), but she did not see the object of bringing half the parish into it. (Nobody suggested bringing half the parish into it. Ethelbertha will talk so wildly.) To suppose that Brown and MacShaughnassy could be of any use whatever, she considered absurd. What could a couple of raw bachelors know about life and human nature? As regarded MacShaughnassy in particular, she was of opinion that if we only wanted out of him all that he knew, and could keep him to the subject, we ought to be able to get that into about a page.

My wifes present estimate of MacShaughnassys knowledge is the result of reaction. The first time she ever saw him, she and he got on wonderfully well together; and when I returned to the drawing-room, after seeing him down to the gate, her first words were, What a wonderful man that Mr. MacShaughnassy is. He seems to know so much about everything.

That describes MacShaughnassy exactly. He does seem to know a tremendous lot. He is possessed of more information than any man I ever came across. Occasionally, it is correct information; but, speaking broadly, it is remarkable for its marvellous unreliability. Where he gets it from is a secret that nobody has ever yet been able to fathom.

Ethelbertha was very young when we started housekeeping. (Our first butcher very nearly lost her custom, I remember, once and for ever by calling her Missie, and giving her a message to take back to her mother. She arrived home in tears. She said that perhaps she wasnt fit to be anybodys wife, but she did not see why she should be told so by the tradespeople.) She was naturally somewhat inexperienced in domestic affairs, and, feeling this keenly, was grateful to any one who would give her useful hints and advice. When MacShaughnassy came along he seemed, in her eyes, a sort of glorified Mrs. Beeton. He knew everything wanted to be known inside a house, from the scientific method of peeling a potato to the cure of spasms in cats, and Ethelbertha would sit at his feet, figuratively speaking, and gain enough information in one evening to make the house unlivable in for a month.

He told her how fires ought to be laid. He said that the way fires were usually laid in this country was contrary to all the laws of nature, and he showed her how the thing was done in Crim Tartary, or some such place, where the science of laying fires is alone properly understood. He proved to her that an immense saving in time and labour, to say nothing of coals, could be effected by the adoption of the Crim Tartary system; and he taught it to her then and there, and she went straight downstairs and explained it to the girl.

Amenda, our then general, was an extremely stolid young person, and, in some respects, a model servant. She never argued. She never seemed to have any notions of her own whatever. She accepted our ideas without comment, and carried them out with such pedantic precision and such evident absence of all feeling of responsibility concerning the result as to surround our home legislation with quite a military atmosphere.

On the present occasion she stood quietly by while the MacShaughnassy method of fire-laying was expounded to her. When Ethelbertha had finished she simply said: — 

You want me to lay the fires like that?

Yes, Amenda, well always have the fires laid like that in future, if you please.

All right, mum, replied Amenda, with perfect unconcern, and there the matter ended, for that evening.

On coming downstairs the next morning we found the breakfast table spread very nicely, but there was no breakfast. We waited. Ten minutes went by — a quarter of an hour — twenty minutes. Then Ethelbertha rang the bell. In response Amenda presented herself, calm and respectful.

Do you know that the proper time for breakfast is half-past eight, Amenda?

Yesm.

And do you know that its now nearly nine?

Yesm.

Well, isnt breakfast ready?

No, mum.

Will it ever be ready?

Well, mum, replied Amenda, in a tone of genial frankness, to tell you the truth, I dont think it ever will.

Whats the reason? Wont the fire light?

Oh yes, it lights all right.

Well, then, why cant you cook the breakfast?

Because before you can turn yourself round it goes out again.

Amenda never volunteered statements. She answered the question put to her and then stopped dead. I called downstairs to her on one occasion, before I understood her peculiarities, to ask her if she knew the time. She replied, Yes, sir, and disappeared into the back kitchen. At the end of thirty seconds or so, I called down again. I asked you, Amenda, I said reproachfully, to tell me the time about ten minutes ago.

Oh, did you? she called back pleasantly. I beg your pardon. I thought you asked me if I knew it — its half-past four.

Ethelbertha inquired — to return to our fire — if she had tried lighting it again.

Oh yes, mum, answered the girl. Ive tried four times. Then she added cheerfully, Ill try again if you like, mum.

Amenda was the most willing servant we ever paid wages to.

Ethelbertha said she would step down and light the fire herself, and told Amenda to follow her and watch how she did it. I felt interested in the experiment, and followed also. Ethelbertha tucked up her frock and set to work. Amenda and I stood around and looked on.

At the end of half an hour Ethelbertha retired from the contest, hot, dirty, and a trifle irritable. The fireplace retained the same cold, cynical expression with which it had greeted our entrance.

Then I tried. I honestly tried my best. I was eager and anxious to succeed. For one reason, I wanted my breakfast. For another, I wanted to be able to say that I had done this thing. It seemed to me that for any human being to light a fire, laid as that fire was laid, would be a feat to be proud of. To light a fire even under ordinary circumstances is not too easy a task: to do so, handicapped by MacShaughnassys rules, would, I felt, be an achievement pleasant to look back upon. My idea, had I succeeded, would have been to go round the neighbourhood and brag about it.

However, I did not succeed. I lit various other things, including the kitchen carpet and the cat, who would come sniffing about, but the materials within the stove appeared to be fire-proof.

Ethelbertha and I sat down, one each side of our cheerless hearth, and looked at one another, and thought of MacShaughnassy, until Amenda chimed in on our despair with one of those practical suggestions of hers that she occasionally threw out for us to accept or not, as we chose.

Maybe, said she, Id better light it in the old way just for to-day.

Do, Amenda, said Ethelbertha, rising. And then she added, I think well always have them lighted in the old way, Amenda, if you please.

Another time he showed us how to make coffee — according to the Arabian method. Arabia must be a very untidy country if they made coffee often over there. He dirtied two saucepans, three jugs, one tablecloth, one nutmeg-grater, one hearthrug, three cups, and himself. This made coffee for two — what would have been necessary in the case of a party, one dares not think.

That we did not like the coffee when made, MacShaughnassy attributed to our debased taste — the result of long indulgence in an inferior article. He drank both cups himself, and afterwards went home in a cab.

He had an aunt in those days, I remember, a mysterious old lady, who lived in some secluded retreat from where she wrought incalculable mischief upon MacShaughnassys friends. What he did not know — the one or two things that he was not an authority upon — this aunt of his knew. No, he would say with engaging candour—no, that is a thing I cannot advise you about myself. But, he would add, Ill tell you what Ill do. Ill write to my aunt and ask her. And a day or two afterwards he would call again, bringing his aunts advice with him; and, if you were young and inexperienced, or a natural born fool, you might possibly follow it.

She sent us a recipe on one occasion, through MacShaughnassy, for the extermination of blackbeetles. We occupied a very picturesque old house; but, as with most picturesque old houses, its advantages were chiefly external. There were many holes and cracks and crevices within its creaking framework. Frogs, who had lost their way and taken the wrong turning, would suddenly discover themselves in the middle of our dining-room, apparently quite as much to their own surprise and annoyance as to ours. A numerous company of rats and mice, remarkably fond of physical exercise, had fitted the place up as a gymnasium for themselves; and our kitchen, after ten oclock, was turned into a blackbeetles club. They came up through the floor and out through the walls, and gambolled there in their light-hearted, reckless way till daylight.

The rats and mice Amenda did not object to. She said she liked to watch them. But against the blackbeetles she was prejudiced. Therefore, when my wife informed her that MacShaughnassys aunt had given us an infallible recipe for their annihilation, she rejoiced.

We purchased the materials, manufactured the mixture, and put it about. The beetles came and ate it. They seemed to like it. They finished it all up, and were evidently vexed that there was not more. But they did not die.

We told these facts to MacShaughnassy. He smiled, a very grim smile, and said in a low tone, full of meaning, Let them eat!

It appeared that this was one of those slow, insidious poisons. It did not kill the beetle off immediately, but it undermined his constitution. Day by day he would sink and droop without being able to tell what was the matter with himself, until one morning we should enter the kitchen to find him lying cold and very still.

So we made more stuff and laid it round each night, and the blackbeetles from all about the parish swarmed to it. Each night they came in greater quantities. They fetched up all their friends and relations. Strange beetles — beetles from other families, with no claim on us whatever — got to hear about the thing, and came in hordes, and tried to rob our blackbeetles of it. By the end of a week we had lured into our kitchen every beetle that wasnt lame for miles round.

MacShaughnassy said it was a good thing. We should clear the suburb at one swoop. The beetles had now been eating this poison steadily for ten days, and he said that the end could not be far off. I was glad to hear it, because I was beginning to find this unlimited hospitality expensive. It was a dear poison that we were giving them, and they were hearty eaters.

We went downstairs to see how they were getting on. MacShaughnassy thought they seemed queer, and was of opinion that they were breaking up. Speaking for myself, I can only say that a healthier-looking lot of beetles I never wish to see.

One, it is true, did die that very evening. He was detected in the act of trying to make off with an unfairly large portion of the poison, and three or four of the others set upon him savagely and killed him.

But he was the only one, so far as I could ever discover, to whom MacShaughnassys recipe proved fatal. As for the others, they grew fat and sleek upon it. Some of them, indeed, began to acquire quite a figure. We lessened their numbers eventually by the help of some common oil-shop stuff. But such vast numbers, attracted by MacShaughnassys poison, had settled in the house, that to finally exterminate them now was hopeless.

I have not heard of MacShaughnassys aunt lately. Possibly, one of MacShaughnassys bosom friends has found out her address and has gone down and murdered her. If so, I should like to thank him.

I tried a little while ago to cure MacShaughnassy of his fatal passion for advice-giving, by repeating to him a very sad story that was told to me by a gentleman I met in an American railway car. I was travelling from Buffalo to New York, and, during the day, it suddenly occurred to me that I might make the journey more interesting by leaving the cars at Albany and completing the distance by water. But I did not know how the boats ran, and I had no guide-book with me. I glanced about for some one to question. A mild-looking, elderly gentleman sat by the next window reading a book, the cover of which was familiar to me. I deemed him to be intelligent, and approached him.

I beg your pardon for interrupting you, I said, sitting down opposite to him, but could you give me any information about the boats between Albany and New York?

Well, he answered, looking up with a pleasant smile, there are three lines of boats altogether. There is the Heggarty line, but they only go as far as Catskill. Then there are the Poughkeepsie boats, which go every other day. Or there is what we call the canal boat.

Oh, I said. Well now, which would you advise me to—

He jumped to his feet with a cry, and stood glaring down at me with a gleam in his eyes which was positively murderous.

You villain! he hissed in low tones of concentrated fury, so thats your game, is it? Ill give you something that youll want advice about, and he whipped out a six-chambered revolver.

I felt hurt. I also felt that if the interview were prolonged I might feel even more hurt. So I left him without a word, and drifted over to the other end of the car, where I took up a position between a stout lady and the door.

I was still musing upon the incident, when, looking up, I observed my elderly friend making towards me. I rose and laid my hand upon the door-knob. He should not find me unprepared. He smiled, reassuringly, however, and held out his hand.

Ive been thinking, he said, that maybe I was a little rude just now. I should like, if you will let me, to explain. I think, when you have heard my story, you will understand, and forgive me.

There was that about him which made me trust him. We found a quiet corner in the smoking-car. I had a whiskey sour, and he prescribed for himself a strange thing of his own invention. Then we lighted our cigars, and he talked.

Thirty years ago, said he, I was a young man with a healthy belief in myself, and a desire to do good to others. I did not imagine myself a genius. I did not even consider myself exceptionally brilliant or talented. But it did seem to me, and the more I noted the doings of my fellow-men and women, the more assured did I become of it, that I possessed plain, practical common sense to an unusual and remarkable degree. Conscious of this, I wrote a little book, which I entitled How to be Happy, Wealthy, and Wise, and published it at my own expense. I did not seek for profit. I merely wished to be useful.

The book did not make the stir that I had anticipated. Some two or three hundred copies went off, and then the sale practically ceased.

I confess that at first I was disappointed. But after a while, I reflected that, if people would not take my advice, it was more their loss than mine, and I dismissed the matter from my mind.

One morning, about a twelvemonth afterwards, I was sitting in my study, when the servant entered to say that there was a man downstairs who wanted very much to see me.

I gave instructions that he should be sent up, and up accordingly he came.

He was a common man, but he had an open, intelligent countenance, and his manner was most respectful. I motioned him to be seated. He selected a chair, and sat down on the extreme edge of it.

I hope youll pardn this intrusion, sir, he began, speaking deliberately, and twirling his hat the while; but Ive come moren two hundred miles to see you, sir.

I expressed myself as pleased, and he continued: They tell me, sir, as youre the gentleman as wrote that little book, How to be Happy, Wealthy, and Wise.

He enumerated the three items slowly, dwelling lovingly on each. I admitted the fact.

Ah, thats a wonderful book, sir, he went on. I aint one of them as has got brains of their own — not to speak of — but I know enough to know them as has; and when I read that little book, I says to myself, Josiah Hackett (thats my name, sir), when youre in doubt dont you get addling that thick head o yours, as will only tell you all wrong; you go to the gentleman as wrote that little book and ask him for his advice. He is a kind-hearted gentleman, as any one can tell, and hell give it you; and when youve got it, you go straight ahead, full steam, and dont you stop for nothing, cause hell know whats best for you, same as he knows whats best for everybody. Thats what I says, sir; and thats what Im here for.

He paused, and wiped his brow with a green cotton handkerchief. I prayed him to proceed.

It appeared that the worthy fellow wanted to marry, but could not make up his mind whom he wanted to marry. He had his eye — so he expressed it — upon two young women, and they, he had reason to believe, regarded him in return with more than usual favour. His difficulty was to decide which of the two — both of them excellent and deserving young persons — would make him the best wife. The one, Juliana, the only daughter of a retired sea-captain, he described as a winsome lassie. The other, Hannah, was an older and altogether more womanly girl. She was the eldest of a large family. Her father, he said, was a God-fearing man, and was doing well in the timber trade. He asked me which of them I should advise him to marry.

I was flattered. What man in my position would not have been? This Josiah Hackett had come from afar to hear my wisdom. He was willing — nay, anxious — to entrust his whole lifes happiness to my discretion. That he was wise in so doing, I entertained no doubt. The choice of a wife I had always held to be a matter needing a calm, unbiassed judgment, such as no lover could possibly bring to bear upon the subject. In such a case, I should not have hesitated to offer advice to the wisest of men. To this poor, simple-minded fellow, I felt it would be cruel to refuse it.

He handed me photographs of both the young persons under consideration. I jotted down on the back of each such particulars as I deemed would assist me in estimating their respective fitness for the vacancy in question, and promised to carefully consider the problem, and write him in a day or two.

His gratitude was touching. Dont you trouble to write no letters, sir, he said; you just stick down Julia or Hannah on a bit of paper, and put it in an envelope. I shall know what it means, and thats the one as I shall marry.

Then he gripped me by the hand and left me.

I gave a good deal of thought to the selection of Josiahs wife. I wanted him to be happy.

Juliana was certainly very pretty. There was a lurking playfulness about the corners of Julianas mouth which conjured up the sound of rippling laughter. Had I acted on impulse, I should have clasped Juliana in Josiahs arms.

But, I reflected, more sterling qualities than mere playfulness and prettiness are needed for a wife. Hannah, though not so charming, clearly possessed both energy and sense — qualities highly necessary to a poor mans wife. Hannahs father was a pious man, and was doing well — a thrifty, saving man, no doubt. He would have instilled into her lessons of economy and virtue; and, later on, she might possibly come in for a little something. She was the eldest of a large family. She was sure to have had to help her mother a good deal. She would be experienced in household matters, and would understand the bringing up of children.

Julias father, on the other hand, was a retired sea-captain. Seafaring folk are generally loose sort of fish. He had probably been in the habit of going about the house, using language and expressing views, the hearing of which could not but have exercised an injurious effect upon the formation of a growing girls character. Juliana was his only child. Only children generally make bad men and women. They are allowed to have their own way too much. The pretty daughter of a retired sea-captain would be certain to be spoilt.

Josiah, I had also to remember, was a man evidently of weak character. He would need management. Now, there was something about Hannahs eye that eminently suggested management.

At the end of two days my mind was made up. I wrote Hannah on a slip of paper, and posted it.

A fortnight afterwards I received a letter from Josiah. He thanked me for my advice, but added, incidentally, that he wished I could have made it Julia. However, he said, he felt sure I knew best, and by the time I received the letter he and Hannah would be one.

That letter worried me. I began to wonder if, after all, I had chosen the right girl. Suppose Hannah was not all I thought her! What a terrible thing it would be for Josiah. What data, sufficient to reason upon, had I possessed? How did I know that Hannah was not a lazy, ill-tempered girl, a continual thorn in the side of her poor, overworked mother, and a perpetual blister to her younger brothers and sisters? How did I know she had been well brought up? Her father might be a precious old fraud: most seemingly pious men are. She may have learned from him only hypocrisy.

Then also, how did I know that Julianas merry childishness would not ripen into sweet, cheerful womanliness? Her father, for all I knew to the contrary, might be the model of what a retired sea-captain should be; with possibly a snug little sum safely invested somewhere. And Juliana was his only child. What reason had I for rejecting this fair young creatures love for Josiah?

I took her photo from my desk. I seemed to detect a reproachful look in the big eyes. I saw before me the scene in the little far-away home when the first tidings of Josiahs marriage fell like a cruel stone into the hitherto placid waters of her life. I saw her kneeling by her fathers chair, while the white-haired, bronzed old man gently stroked the golden head, shaking with silent sobs against his breast. My remorse was almost more than I could bear.

I put her aside and took up Hannah — my chosen one. She seemed to be regarding me with a smile of heartless triumph. There began to take possession of me a feeling of positive dislike to Hannah.

I fought against the feeling. I told myself it was prejudice. But the more I reasoned against it the stronger it became. I could tell that, as the days went by, it would grow from dislike to loathing, from loathing to hate. And this was the woman I had deliberately selected as a life companion for Josiah!

For weeks I knew no peace of mind. Every letter that arrived I dreaded to open, fearing it might be from Josiah. At every knock I started up, and looked about for a hiding-place. Every time I came across the heading, Domestic Tragedy, in the newspapers, I broke into a cold perspiration. I expected to read that Josiah and Hannah had murdered each other, and died cursing me.

As the time went by, however, and I heard nothing, my fears began to assuage, and my belief in my own intuitive good judgment to return. Maybe, I had done a good thing for Josiah and Hannah, and they were blessing me. Three years passed peacefully away, and I was beginning to forget the existence of the Hacketts.

Then he came again. I returned home from business one evening to find him waiting for me in the hall. The moment I saw him I knew that my worst fears had fallen short of the truth. I motioned him to follow me to my study. He did so, and seated himself in the identical chair on which he had sat three years ago. The change in him was remarkable; he looked old and careworn. His manner was that of resigned hopelessness.

We remained for a while without speaking, he twirling his hat as at our first interview, I making a show of arranging papers on my desk. At length, feeling that anything would be more bearable than this silence, I turned to him.

Things have not been going well with you, Im afraid, Josiah? I said.

No, sir, he replied quietly; I cant say as they have, altogether. That Hannah of yours has turned out a bit of a teaser.

There was no touch of reproach in his tones. He simply stated a melancholy fact.

But she is a good wife to you in other ways, I urged. She has her faults, of course. We all have. But she is energetic. Come now, you will admit shes energetic.

I owed it to myself to find some good in Hannah, and this was the only thing I could think of at that moment.

Oh yes, shes that, he assented. A little too much so for our sized house, I sometimes think.

You see, he went on, shes a bit cornery in her temper, Hannah is; and then her mothers a bit trying, at times.

Her mother! I exclaimed, but whats she got to do with you?

Well, you see, sir, he answered, shes living with us now — ever since the old man went off.

Hannahs father! Is he dead, then?

Well, not exactly, sir, he replied. He ran off about a twelvemonth ago with one of the young women who used to teach in the Sunday School, and joined the Mormons. It came as a great surprise to every one.

I groaned. And his business, I inquired—the timber business, who carries that on?

Oh, that! answered Josiah. Oh, that had to be sold to pay his debts — leastways, to go towards em.

I remarked what a terrible thing it was for his family. I supposed the home was broken up, and they were all scattered.

No, sir, he replied simply, they aint scattered much. Theyre all living with us.

But there, he continued, seeing the look upon my face; of course, all this has nothing to do with you sir. Youve got troubles of your own, I daresay, sir. I didnt come here to worry you with mine. That would be a poor return for all your kindness to me.

What has become of Julia? I asked. I did not feel I wanted to question him any more about his own affairs.

A smile broke the settled melancholy of his features. Ah, he said, in a more cheerful tone than he had hitherto employed, it does one good to think about her, it does. Shes married to a friend of mine now, young Sam Jessop. I slips out and gives em a call now and then, when Hannah aint round. Lord, its like getting a glimpse of heaven to look into their little home. He often chaffs me about it, Sam does. Well, you was a sawny-headed chunk, Josiah, you was, he often says to me. Were old chums, you know, sir, Sam and me, so he dont mind joking a bit like.

Then the smile died away, and he added with a sigh, Yes, Ive often thought since, sir, how jolly it would have been if you could have seen your way to making it Juliana.

I felt I must get him back to Hannah at any cost. I said, I suppose you and your wife are still living in the old place?

Yes, he replied, if you can call it living. Its a hard struggle with so many of us.

He said he did not know how he should have managed if it had not been for the help of Julias father. He said the captain had behaved more like an angel than anything else he knew of.

I dont say as hes one of your clever sort, you know, sir, he explained. Not the man as one would go to for advice, like one would to you, sir; but hes a good sort for all that.

And that reminds me, sir, he went on, of what Ive come here about. Youll think it very bold of me to ask, sir, but—

I interrupted him. Josiah, I said, I admit that I am much to blame for what has come upon you. You asked me for my advice, and I gave it you. Which of us was the bigger idiot, we will not discuss. The point is that I did give it, and I am not a man to shirk my responsibilities. What, in reason, you ask, and I can grant, I will give you.

He was overcome with gratitude. I knew it, sir, he said. I knew you would not refuse me. I said so to Hannah. I said, I will go to that gentleman and ask him. I will go to him and ask him for his advice.

I said, His what?

His advice, repeated Josiah, apparently surprised at my tone, on a little matter as I cant quite make up my mind about.

I thought at first he was trying to be sarcastic, but he wasnt. That man sat there, and wrestled with me for my advice as to whether he should invest a thousand dollars which Julias father had offered to lend him, in the purchase of a laundry business or a bar. He hadnt had enough of it (my advice, I mean); he wanted it again, and he spun me reasons why I should give it him. The choice of a wife was a different thing altogether, he argued. Perhaps he ought not to have asked me for my opinion as to that. But advice as to which of two trades a man would do best to select, surely any business man could give. He said he had just been reading again my little book, How to be Happy, etc., and if the gentleman who wrote that could not decide between the respective merits of one particular laundry and one particular bar, both situate in the same city, well, then, all he had got to say was that knowledge and wisdom were clearly of no practical use in this world whatever.

Well, it did seem a simple thing to advise a man about. Surely as to a matter of this kind, I, a professed business man, must be able to form a sounder judgment than this poor pumpkin-headed lamb. It would be heartless to refuse to help him. I promised to look into the matter, and let him know what I thought.

He rose and shook me by the hand. He said he would not try to thank me; words would only seem weak. He dashed away a tear and went out.

I brought an amount of thought to bear upon this thousand-dollar investment sufficient to have floated a bank. I did not mean to make another Hannah job, if I could help it. I studied the papers Josiah had left with me, but did not attempt to form any opinion from them. I went down quietly to Josiahs city, and inspected both businesses on the spot. I instituted secret but searching inquiries in the neighbourhood. I disguised myself as a simple-minded young man who had come into a little money, and wormed myself into the confidence of the servants. I interviewed half the town upon the pretence that I was writing the commercial history of New England, and should like some particulars of their career, and I invariably ended my examination by asking them which was their favourite bar, and where they got their washing done. I stayed a fortnight in the town. Most of my spare time I spent at the bar. In my leisure moments I dirtied my clothes so that they might be washed at the laundry.

As the result of my investigations I discovered that, so far as the two businesses themselves were concerned, there was not a pin to choose between them. It became merely a question of which particular trade would best suit the Hacketts.

I reflected. The keeper of a bar was exposed to much temptation. A weak-minded man, mingling continually in the company of topers, might possibly end by giving way to drink. Now, Josiah was an exceptionally weak-minded man. It had also to be borne in mind that he had a shrewish wife, and that her whole family had come to live with him. Clearly, to place Josiah in a position of easy access to unlimited liquor would be madness.

About a laundry, on the other hand, there was something soothing. The working of a laundry needed many hands. Hannahs relatives might be used up in a laundry, and made to earn their own living. Hannah might expend her energy in flat-ironing, and Josiah could turn the mangle. The idea conjured up quite a pleasant domestic picture. I recommended the laundry.

On the following Monday, Josiah wrote to say that he had bought the laundry. On Tuesday I read in the Commercial Intelligence that one of the most remarkable features of the time was the marvellous rise taking place all over New England in the value of hotel and bar property. On Thursday, in the list of failures, I came across no less than four laundry proprietors; and the paper added, in explanation, that the American washing industry, owing to the rapid growth of Chinese competition, was practically on its last legs. I went out and got drunk.

My life became a curse to me. All day long I thought of Josiah. All night I dreamed of him. Suppose that, not content with being the cause of his domestic misery, I had now deprived him of the means of earning a livelihood, and had rendered useless the generosity of that good old sea-captain. I began to appear to myself as a malignant fiend, ever following this simple but worthy man to work evil upon him.

Time passed away, however; I heard nothing from or of him, and my burden at last fell from me.

Then at the end of about five years he came again.

He came behind me as I was opening the door with my latch-key, and laid an unsteady hand upon my arm. It was a dark night, but a gas-lamp showed me his face. I recognised it in spite of the red blotches and the bleary film that hid the eyes. I caught him roughly by the arm, and hurried him inside and up into my study.

Sit down, I hissed, and tell me the worst first.

He was about to select his favourite chair. I felt that if I saw him and that particular chair in association for the third time, I should do something terrible to both. I snatched it away from him, and he sat down heavily on the floor, and burst into tears. I let him remain there, and, thickly, between hiccoughs, he told his tale.

The laundry had gone from bad to worse. A new railway had come to the town, altering its whole topography. The business and residential portion had gradually shifted northward. The spot where the bar — the particular one which I had rejected for the laundry — had formerly stood was now the commercial centre of the city. The man who had purchased it in place of Josiah had sold out and made a fortune. The southern area (where the laundry was situate) was, it had been discovered, built upon a swamp, and was in a highly unsanitary condition. Careful housewives naturally objected to sending their washing into such a neighbourhood.

Other troubles had also come. The baby — Josiahs pet, the one bright thing in his life — had fallen into the copper and been boiled. Hannahs mother had been crushed in the mangle, and was now a helpless cripple, who had to be waited on day and night.

Under these accumulated misfortunes Josiah had sought consolation in drink, and had become a hopeless sot. He felt his degradation keenly, and wept copiously. He said he thought that in a cheerful place, such as a bar, he might have been strong and brave; but that there was something about the everlasting smell of damp clothes and suds, that seemed to sap his manhood.

I asked him what the captain had said to it all. He burst into fresh tears, and replied that the captain was no more. That, he added, reminded him of what he had come about. The good-hearted old fellow had bequeathed him five thousand dollars. He wanted my advice as to how to invest it.

My first impulse was to kill him on the spot. I wish now that I had. I restrained myself, however, and offered him the alternative of being thrown from the window or of leaving by the door without another word.

He answered that he was quite prepared to go by the window if I would first tell him whether to put his money in the Terra del Fuego Nitrate Company, Limited, or in the Union Pacific Bank. Life had no further interest for him. All he cared for was to feel that this little nest-egg was safely laid by for the benefit of his beloved ones after he was gone.

He pressed me to tell him what I thought of nitrates. I replied that I declined to say anything whatever on the subject. He assumed from my answer that I did not think much of nitrates, and announced his intention of investing the money, in consequence, in the Union Pacific Bank.

I told him by all means to do so, if he liked.

He paused, and seemed to be puzzling it out. Then he smiled knowingly, and said he thought he understood what I meant. It was very kind of me. He should put every dollar he possessed in the Terra del Fuego Nitrate Company.

He rose (with difficulty) to go. I stopped him. I knew, as certainly as I knew the sun would rise the next morning, that whichever company I advised him, or he persisted in thinking I had advised him (which was the same thing), to invest in, would, sooner or later, come to smash. My grandmother had all her little fortune in the Terra del Fuego Nitrate Company. I could not see her brought to penury in her old age. As for Josiah, it could make no difference to him whatever. He would lose his money in any event. I advised him to invest in Union Pacific Bank Shares. He went and did it.

The Union Pacific Bank held out for eighteen months. Then it began to totter. The financial world stood bewildered. It had always been reckoned one of the safest banks in the country. People asked what could be the cause. I knew well enough, but I did not tell.

The Bank made a gallant fight, but the hand of fate was upon it. At the end of another nine months the crash came.

(Nitrates, it need hardly be said, had all this time been going up by leaps and bounds. My grandmother died worth a million dollars, and left the whole of it to a charity. Had she known how I had saved her from ruin, she might have been more grateful.)

A few days after the failure of the Bank, Josiah arrived on my doorstep; and, this time, he brought his families with him. There were sixteen of them in all.

What was I to do? I had brought these people step by step to the verge of starvation. I had laid waste alike their happiness and their prospects in life. The least amends I could make was to see that at all events they did not want for the necessities of existence.

That was seventeen years ago. I am still seeing that they do not want for the necessities of existence; and my conscience is growing easier by noticing that they seem contented with their lot. There are twenty-two of them now, and we have hopes of another in the spring.

That is my story, he said. Perhaps you will now understand my sudden emotion when you asked for my advice. As a matter of fact, I do not give advice now on any subject.

* * * * *

I told this tale to MacShaughnassy. He agreed with me that it was instructive, and said he should remember it. He said he should remember it so as to tell it to some fellows that he knew, to whom he thought the lesson should prove useful.


CHAPTER II
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I CANT HONESTLY say that we made much progress at our first meeting. It was Browns fault. He would begin by telling us a story about a dog. It was the old, old story of the dog who had been in the habit of going every morning to a certain bakers shop with a penny in his mouth, in exchange for which he always received a penny bun. One day, the baker, thinking he would not know the difference, tried to palm off upon the poor animal a hapenny bun, whereupon the dog walked straight outside and fetched in a policeman. Brown had heard this chestnut for the first time that afternoon, and was full of it. It is always a mystery to me where Brown has been for the last hundred years. He stops you in the street with, Oh, I must tell you! — such a capital story! And he thereupon proceeds to relate to you, with much spirit and gusto, one of Noahs best known jokes, or some story that Romulus must have originally told to Remus. One of these days somebody will tell him the history of Adam and Eve, and he will think he has got hold of a new plot, and will work it up into a novel.

He gives forth these hoary antiquities as personal reminiscences of his own, or, at furthest, as episodes in the life of his second cousin. There are certain strange and moving catastrophes that would seem either to have occurred to, or to have been witnessed by, nearly every one you meet. I never came across a man yet who had not seen some other man jerked off the top of an omnibus into a mud-cart. Half London must, at one time or another, have been jerked off omnibuses into mud-carts, and have been fished out at the end of a shovel.

Then there is the tale of the lady whose husband is taken suddenly ill one night at an hotel. She rushes downstairs, and prepares a stiff mustard plaster to put on him, and runs up with it again. In her excitement, however, she charges into the wrong room, and, rolling down the bedclothes, presses it lovingly upon the wrong man. I have heard that story so often that I am quite nervous about going to bed in an hotel now. Each man who has told it me has invariably slept in the room next door to that of the victim, and has been awakened by the mans yell as the plaster came down upon him. That is how he (the story-teller) came to know all about it.

Brown wanted us to believe that this prehistoric animal he had been telling us about had belonged to his brother-in-law, and was hurt when Jephson murmured, sotto voce, that that made the twenty-eighth man he had met whose brother-in-law had owned that dog — to say nothing of the hundred and seventeen who had owned it themselves.

We tried to get to work afterwards, but Brown had unsettled us for the evening. It is a wicked thing to start dog stories among a party of average sinful men. Let one man tell a dog story, and every other man in the room feels he wants to tell a bigger one.

There is a story going — I cannot vouch for its truth, it was told me by a judge — of a man who lay dying. The pastor of the parish, a good and pious man, came to sit with him, and, thinking to cheer him up, told him an anecdote about a dog. When the pastor had finished, the sick man sat up, and said, I know a better story than that. I had a dog once, a big, brown, lop-sided—

The effort had proved too much for his strength. He fell back upon the pillows, and the doctor, stepping forward, saw that it was a question only of minutes.

The good old pastor rose, and took the poor fellows hand in his, and pressed it. We shall meet again, he gently said.

The sick man turned towards him with a consoled and grateful look.

Im glad to hear you say that, he feebly murmured. Remind me about that dog.

Then he passed peacefully away, with a sweet smile upon his pale lips.

Brown, who had had his dog story and was satisfied, wanted us to settle our heroine; but the rest of us did not feel equal to settling anybody just then. We were thinking of all the true dog stories we had ever heard, and wondering which was the one least likely to be generally disbelieved.

MacShaughnassy, in particular, was growing every moment more restless and moody. Brown concluded a long discourse — to which nobody had listened — by remarking with some pride, What more can you want? The plot has never been used before, and the characters are entirely original!

Then MacShaughnassy gave way. Talking of plots, he said, hitching his chair a little nearer the table, that puts me in mind. Did I ever tell you about that dog we had when we lived in Norwood?

Its not that one about the bull-dog, is it? queried Jephson anxiously.

Well, it was a bull-dog, admitted MacShaughnassy, but I dont think Ive ever told it you before.

We knew, by experience, that to argue the matter would only prolong the torture, so we let him go on.

A great many burglaries had lately taken place in our neighbourhood, he began, and the pater came to the conclusion that it was time he laid down a dog. He thought a bull-dog would be the best for his purpose, and he purchased the most savage and murderous-looking specimen that he could find.

My mother was alarmed when she saw the dog. Surely youre not going to let that brute loose about the house! she exclaimed. Hell kill somebody. I can see it in his face.

I want him to kill somebody, replied my father; I want him to kill burglars.

I dont like to hear you talk like that, Thomas, answered the mater; its not like you. Weve a right to protect our property, but weve no right to take a fellow human creatures life.

Our fellow human creatures will be all right — so long as they dont come into our kitchen when theyve no business there, retorted my father, somewhat testily. Im going to fix up this dog in the scullery, and if a burglar comes fooling around — well, thats his affair.

The old folks quarrelled on and off for about a month over this dog. The dad thought the mater absurdly sentimental, and the mater thought the dad unnecessarily vindictive. Meanwhile the dog grew more ferocious-looking every day.

One night my mother woke my father up with: Thomas, theres a burglar downstairs, Im positive. I distinctly heard the kitchen door open.

Oh, well, the dogs got him by now, then, murmured my father, who had heard nothing, and was sleepy.

Thomas, replied my mother severely, Im not going to lie here while a fellow-creature is being murdered by a savage beast. If you wont go down and save that mans life, I will.

Oh, bother, said my father, preparing to get up. Youre always fancying you hear noises. I believe thats all you women come to bed for — to sit up and listen for burglars. Just to satisfy her, however, he pulled on his trousers and socks, and went down.

Well, sure enough, my mother was right, this time. There was a burglar in the house. The pantry window stood open, and a light was shining in the kitchen. My father crept softly forward, and peeped through the partly open door. There sat the burglar, eating cold beef and pickles, and there, beside him, on the floor, gazing up into his face with a blood-curdling smile of affection, sat that idiot of a dog, wagging his tail.

My father was so taken aback that he forgot to keep silent.

Well, Im — , and he used a word that I should not care to repeat to you fellows.

The burglar, hearing him, made a dash, and got clear off by the window; and the dog seemed vexed with my father for having driven him away.

Next morning we took the dog back to the trainer from whom we had bought it.

What do you think I wanted this dog for? asked my father, trying to speak calmly.

Well, replied the trainer, you said you wanted a good house dog.

Exactly so, answered the dad. I didnt ask for a burglars companion, did I? I didnt say I wanted a dog whod chum on with a burglar the first time he ever came to the house, and sit with him while he had supper, in case he might feel lonesome, did I? And my father recounted the incidents of the previous night.

The man agreed that there was cause for complaint. Ill tell you what it is, sir, he said. It was my boy Jim as trained this ere dawg, and I guess the young beggars taught im more about tackling rats than burglars. You leave im with me for a week, sir; Ill put that all right.

We did so, and at the end of the time the trainer brought him back again.

Youll find im game enough now, sir, said the man. E aint what I call an intellectual dawg, but I think Ive knocked the right idea into im.

My father thought hed like to test the matter, so we hired a man for a shilling to break in through the kitchen window while the trainer held the dog by a chain. The dog remained perfectly quiet until the man was fairly inside. Then he made one savage spring at him, and if the chain had not been stout the fellow would have earned his shilling dearly.

The dad was satisfied now that he could go to bed in peace; and the maters alarm for the safety of the local burglars was proportionately increased.

Months passed uneventfully by, and then another burglar sampled our house. This time there could be no doubt that the dog was doing something for his living. The din in the basement was terrific. The house shook with the concussion of falling bodies.

My father snatched up his revolver and rushed downstairs, and I followed him. The kitchen was in confusion. Tables and chairs were overturned, and on the floor lay a man gurgling for help. The dog was standing over him, choking him.

The pater held his revolver to the mans ear, while I, by superhuman effort, dragged our preserver away, and chained him up to the sink, after which I lit the gas.

Then we perceived that the gentleman on the floor was a police constable.

Good heavens! exclaimed my father, dropping the revolver, however did you come here?

Ow did I come ere? retorted the man, sitting up and speaking in a tone of bitter, but not unnatural, indignation. Why, in the course of my dooty, thats ow I come ere. I see a burglar getting in through the window, so I just follows and slips in after im.

Did you catch him? asked my father.

Did I catch im! almost shrieked the man. Ow could I catch im with that blasted dog of yours olding me down by the throat, while e lights is pipe and walks out by the back door?

The dog was for sale the next day. The mater, who had grown to like him, because he let the baby pull his tail, wanted us to keep him. The mistake, she said, was not the animals fault. Two men broke into the house almost at the same time. The dog could not go for both of them. He did his best, and went for one. That his selection should have fallen upon the policeman instead of upon the burglar was unfortunate. But still it was a thing that might have happened to any dog.

My father, however, had become prejudiced against the poor creature, and that same week he inserted an advertisement in The Field, in which the animal was recommended as an investment likely to prove useful to any enterprising member of the criminal classes.

MacShaughnassy having had his innings, Jephson took a turn, and told us a pathetic story about an unfortunate mongrel that was run over in the Strand one day and its leg broken. A medical student, who was passing at the time, picked it up and carried it to the Charing Cross Hospital, where its leg was set, and where it was kept and tended until it was quite itself again, when it was sent home.

The poor thing had quite understood what was being done for it, and had been the most grateful patient they had ever had in the hospital. The whole staff were quite sorry when it left.

One morning, a week or two later, the house-surgeon, looking out of the window, saw the dog coming down the street. When it came near he noticed that it had a penny in its mouth. A cats-meat barrow was standing by the kerb, and for a moment, as he passed it, the dog hesitated.

But his nobler nature asserted itself, and, walking straight up to the hospital railings, and raising himself upon his hind legs, he dropped his penny into the contribution box.

MacShaughnassy was much affected by this story. He said it showed such a beautiful trait in the dogs character. The animal was a poor outcast, vagrant thing, that had perhaps never possessed a penny before in all its life, and might never have another. He said that dogs penny seemed to him to be a greater gift than the biggest cheque that the wealthiest patron ever signed.

The other three were very eager now to get to work on the novel, but I did not quite see the fairness of this. I had one or two dog stories of my own.

I knew a black-and-tan terrier years ago. He lodged in the same house with me. He did not belong to any one. He had discharged his owner (if, indeed, he had ever permitted himself to possess one, which is doubtful, having regard to his aggressively independent character), and was now running himself entirely on his own account. He appropriated the front hall for his sleeping-apartment, and took his meals with the other lodgers — whenever they happened to be having meals.

At five oclock he would take an early morning snack with young Hollis, an engineers pupil, who had to get up at half-past four and make his own coffee, so as to be down at the works by six. At eight-thirty he would breakfast in a more sensible fashion with Mr. Blair, on the first floor, and on occasions would join Jack Gadbut, who was a late riser, in a devilled kidney at eleven.

From then till about five, when I generally had a cup of tea and a chop, he regularly disappeared. Where he went and what he did between those hours nobody ever knew. Gadbut swore that twice he had met him coming out of a stockbrokers office in Threadneedle Street, and, improbable though the statement at first appeared, some colour of credibility began to attach to it when we reflected upon the dogs inordinate passion for acquiring and hoarding coppers.

This craving of his for wealth was really quite remarkable. He was an elderly dog, with a great sense of his own dignity; yet, on the promise of a penny, I have seen him run round after his own tail until he didnt know one end of himself from the other.

He used to teach himself tricks, and go from room to room in the evening, performing them, and when he had completed his programme he would sit up and beg. All the fellows used to humour him. He must have made pounds in the course of the year.

Once, just outside our door, I saw him standing in a crowd, watching a performing poodle attached to a hurdy-gurdy. The poodle stood on his head, and then, with his hind legs in the air, walked round on his front paws. The people laughed very much, and, when afterwards he came amongst them with his wooden saucer in his mouth, they gave freely.

Our dog came in and immediately commenced to study. In three days he could stand on his head and walk round on his front legs, and the first evening he did so he made sixpence. It must have been terribly hard work for him at his age, and subject to rheumatism as he was; but he would do anything for money. I believe he would have sold himself to the devil for eightpence down.

He knew the value of money. If you held out to him a penny in one hand and a threepenny-bit in the other, he would snatch at the threepence, and then break his heart because he could not get the penny in as well. You might safely have left him in the room with a leg of mutton, but it would not have been wise to leave your purse about.

Now and then he spent a little, but not often. He was desperately fond of sponge-cakes, and occasionally, when he had had a good week, he would indulge himself to the extent of one or two. But he hated paying for them, and always made a frantic and frequently successful effort to get off with the cake and the penny also. His plan of operations was simple. He would walk into the shop with his penny in his mouth, well displayed, and a sweet and lamblike expression in his eyes. Taking his stand as near to the cakes as he could get, and fixing his eyes affectionately upon them, he would begin to whine, and the shopkeeper, thinking he was dealing with an honest dog, would throw him one.

To get the cake he was obliged, of course, to drop the penny, and then began a struggle between him and the shopkeeper for the possession of the coin. The man would try to pick it up. The dog would put his foot upon it, and growl savagely. If he could finish the cake before the contest was over, he would snap up the penny and bolt. I have known him to come home gorged with sponge-cakes, the original penny still in his mouth.

So notorious throughout the neighbourhood did this dishonest practice of his become, that, after a time, the majority of the local tradespeople refused to serve him at all. Only the exceptionally quick and able-bodied would attempt to do business with him.

Then he took his custom further afield, into districts where his reputation had not yet penetrated. And he would pick out shops kept by nervous females or rheumatic old men.

They say that the love of money is the root of all evil. It seemed to have robbed him of every shred of principle.

It robbed him of his life in the end, and that came about in this way. He had been performing one evening in Gadbuts room, where a few of us were sitting smoking and talking; and young Hollis, being in a generous mood, had thrown him, as he thought, a sixpence. The dog grabbed it, and retired under the sofa. This was an odd thing for him to do, and we commented upon it. Suddenly a thought occurred to Hollis, and he took out his money and began counting it.

By Jove, he exclaimed, Ive given that little beast half-a-sovereign — here, Tiny!

But Tiny only backed further underneath the sofa, and no mere verbal invitation would induce him to stir. So we adopted a more pressing plan, and coaxed him out by the scruff of his neck.

He came, an inch at a time, growling viciously, and holding Holliss half-sovereign tight between his teeth. We tried sweet reasonableness at first. We offered him a sixpence in exchange; he looked insulted, and evidently considered the proposal as tantamount to our calling him a fool. We made it a shilling, then half-a-crown — he seemed only bored by our persistence.

I dont think youll ever see this half-sovereign again, Hollis, said Gadbut, laughing. We all, with the exception of young Hollis, thought the affair a very good joke. He, on the contrary, seemed annoyed, and, taking the dog from Gadbut, made an attempt to pull the coin out of its mouth.

Tiny, true to his life-long principle of never parting if he could possibly help it, held on like grim death, until, feeling that his little earnings were slowly but surely going from him, he made one final desperate snatch, and swallowed the money. It stuck in his throat, and he began to choke.

Then we became seriously alarmed for the dog. He was an amusing chap, and we did not want any accident to happen to him. Hollis rushed into his room and procured a long pair of pincers, and the rest of us held the little miser while Hollis tried to relieve him of the cause of his suffering.

But poor Tiny did not understand our intentions. He still thought we were seeking to rob him of his nights takings, and resisted vehemently. His struggles fixed the coin firmer, and, in spite of our efforts, he died — one more victim, among many, to the fierce fever for gold.

* * * * *

I dreamt a very curious dream about riches once, that made a great impression upon me. I thought that I and a friend — a very dear friend — were living together in a strange old house. I dont think anybody else dwelt in the house but just we two. One day, wandering about this strange old rambling place, I discovered the hidden door of a secret room, and in this room were many iron-bound chests, and when I raised the heavy lids I saw that each chest was full of gold.

And, when I saw this, I stole out softly and closed the hidden door, and drew the worn tapestries in front of it again, and crept back along the dim corridor, looking behind me, fearfully.

And the friend that I had loved came towards me, and we walked together with our hands clasped. But I hated him.

And all day long I kept beside him, or followed him unseen, lest by chance he should learn the secret of that hidden door; and at night I lay awake watching him.

But one night I sleep, and, when I open my eyes, he is no longer near me. I run swiftly up the narrow stairs and along the silent corridor. The tapestry is drawn aside, and the hidden door stands open, and in the room beyond the friend that I loved is kneeling before an open chest, and the glint of the gold is in my eyes.

His back is towards me, and I crawl forward inch by inch. I have a knife in my hand, with a strong, curved blade; and when I am near enough I kill him as he kneels there.

His body falls against the door, and it shuts to with a clang, and I try to open it, and cannot. I beat my hands against its iron nails, and scream, and the dead man grins at me. The light streams in through the chink beneath the massive door, and fades, and comes again, and fades again, and I gnaw at the oaken lids of the iron-bound chests, for the madness of hunger is climbing into my brain.

Then I awake, and find that I really am hungry, and remember that in consequence of a headache I did not eat any dinner. So I slip on a few clothes, and go down to the kitchen on a foraging expedition.

It is said that dreams are momentary conglomerations of thought, centring round the incident that awakens us, and, as with most scientific facts, this is occasionally true. There is one dream that, with slight variations, is continually recurring to me. Over and over again I dream that I am suddenly called upon to act an important part in some piece at the Lyceum. That poor Mr. Irving should invariably be the victim seems unfair, but really it is entirely his own fault. It is he who persuades and urges me. I myself would much prefer to remain quietly in bed, and I tell him so. But he insists on my getting up at once and coming down to the theatre. I explain to him that I cant act a bit. He seems to consider this unimportant, and says, Oh, that will be all right. We argue for a while, but he makes the matter quite a personal one, and to oblige him and get him out of the bedroom I consent, though much against my own judgment. I generally dress the character in my nightshirt, though on one occasion, for Banquo, I wore pyjamas, and I never remember a single word of what I ought to say. How I get through I do not know. Irving comes up afterwards and congratulates me, but whether upon the brilliancy of my performance, or upon my luck in getting off the stage before a brickbat is thrown at me, I cannot say.

Whenever I dream this incident I invariably wake up to find that the bedclothes are on the floor, and that I am shivering with cold; and it is this shivering, I suppose, that causes me to dream I am wandering about the Lyceum stage in nothing but my nightshirt. But still I do not understand why it should always be the Lyceum.

Another dream which I fancy I have dreamt more than once — or, if not, I have dreamt that I dreamt it before, a thing one sometimes does — is one in which I am walking down a very wide and very long road in the East End of London. It is a curious road to find there. Omnibuses and trams pass up and down, and it is crowded with stalls and barrows, beside which men in greasy caps stand shouting; yet on each side it is bordered by a strip of tropical forest. The road, in fact, combines the advantages of Kew and Whitechapel.

Some one is with me, but I cannot see him, and we walk through the forest, pushing our way among the tangled vines that cling about our feet, and every now and then, between the giant tree-trunks, we catch glimpses of the noisy street.

At the end of this road there is a narrow turning, and when I come to it I am afraid, though I do not know why I am afraid. It leads to a house that I once lived in when a child, and now there is some one waiting there who has something to tell me.

I turn to run away. A Blackwall bus is passing, and I try to overtake it. But the horses turn into skeletons and gallop away from me, and my feet are like lead, and the thing that is with me, and that I cannot see, seizes me by the arm and drags me back.

It forces me along, and into the house, and the door slams to behind us, and the sound echoes through the lifeless rooms. I recognise the rooms; I laughed and cried in them long ago. Nothing is changed. The chairs stand in their places, empty. My mothers knitting lies upon the hearthrug, where the kitten, I remember, dragged it, somewhere back in the sixties.

I go up into my own little attic. My cot stands in the corner, and my bricks lie tumbled out upon the floor (I was always an untidy child). An old man enters — an old, bent, withered man — holding a lamp above his head, and I look at his face, and it is my own face. And another enters, and he also is myself. Then more and more, till the room is thronged with faces, and the stair-way beyond, and all the silent house. Some of the faces are old and others young, and some are fair and smile at me, and many are foul and leer at me. And every face is my own face, but no two of them are alike.

I do not know why the sight of myself should alarm me so, but I rush from the house in terror, and the faces follow me; and I run faster and faster, but I know that I shall never leave them behind me.

* * * * *

As a rule one is the hero of ones own dreams, but at times I have dreamt a dream entirely in the third person — a dream with the incidents of which I have had no connection whatever, except as an unseen and impotent spectator. One of these I have often thought about since, wondering if it could not be worked up into a story. But, perhaps, it would be too painful a theme.

I dreamt I saw a womans face among a throng. It is an evil face, but there is a strange beauty in it. The flickering gleams thrown by street lamps flash down upon it, showing the wonder of its evil fairness. Then the lights go out.

I see it next in a place that is very far away, and it is even more beautiful than before, for the evil has gone out of it. Another face is looking down into it, a bright, pure face. The faces meet and kiss, and, as his lips touch hers, the blood mounts to her cheeks and brow. I see the two faces again. But I cannot tell where they are or how long a time has passed. The mans face has grown a little older, but it is still young and fair, and when the womans eyes rest upon it there comes a glory into her face so that it is like the face of an angel. But at times the woman is alone, and then I see the old evil look struggling back.

Then I see clearer. I see the room in which they live. It is very poor. An old-fashioned piano stands in one corner, and beside it is a table on which lie scattered a tumbled mass of papers round an ink-stand. An empty chair waits before the table. The woman sits by the open window.

From far below there rises the sound of a great city. Its lights throw up faint beams into the dark room. The smell of its streets is in the womans nostrils.

Every now and again she looks towards the door and listens: then turns to the open window. And I notice that each time she looks towards the door the evil in her face shrinks back; but each time she turns to the window it grows more fierce and sullen.

Suddenly she starts up, and there is a terror in her eyes that frightens me as I dream, and I see great beads of sweat upon her brow. Then, very slowly, her face changes, and I see again the evil creature of the night. She wraps around her an old cloak, and creeps out. I hear her footsteps going down the stairs. They grow fainter and fainter. I hear a door open. The roar of the streets rushes up into the house, and the womans footsteps are swallowed up.

Time drifts onward through my dream. Scenes change, take shape, and fade; but all is vague and undefined, until, out of the dimness, there fashions itself a long, deserted street. The lights make glistening circles on the wet pavement. A figure, dressed in gaudy rags, slinks by, keeping close against the wall. Its back is towards me, and I do not see its face. Another figure glides from out the shadows. I look upon its face, and I see it is the face that the womans eyes gazed up into and worshipped long ago, when my dream was just begun. But the fairness and the purity are gone from it, and it is old and evil, as the womans when I looked upon her last. The figure in the gaudy rags moves slowly on. The second figure follows it, and overtakes it. The two pause, and speak to one another as they draw near. The street is very dark where they have met, and the figure in the gaudy rags keeps its face still turned aside. They walk together in silence, till they come to where a flaring gas-lamp hangs before a tavern; and there the woman turns, and I see that it is the woman of my dream. And she and the man look into each others eyes once more.

* * * * *

In another dream that I remember, an angel (or a devil, I am not quite sure which) has come to a man and told him that so long as he loves no living human thing — so long as he never suffers himself to feel one touch of tenderness towards wife or child, towards kith or kin, towards stranger or towards friend, so long will he succeed and prosper in his dealings — so long will all this worlds affairs go well with him; and he will grow each day richer and greater and more powerful. But if ever he let one kindly thought for living thing come into his heart, in that moment all his plans and schemes will topple down about his ears; and from that hour his name will be despised by men, and then forgotten.

And the man treasures up these words, for he is an ambitious man, and wealth and fame and power are the sweetest things in all the world to him. A woman loves him and dies, thirsting for a loving look from him; childrens footsteps creep into his life and steal away again, old faces fade and new ones come and go.

But never a kindly touch of his hand rests on any living thing; never a kindly word comes from his lips; never a kindly thought springs from his heart. And in all his doings fortune favours him.

The years pass by, and at last there is left to him only one thing that he need fear — a childs small, wistful face. The child loves him, as the woman, long ago, had loved him, and her eyes follow him with a hungry, beseeching look. But he sets his teeth, and turns away from her.

The little face grows thin, and one day they come to him where he sits before the keyboard of his many enterprises, and tell him she is dying. He comes and stands beside the bed, and the childs eyes open and turn towards him; and, as he draws nearer, her little arms stretch out towards him, pleading dumbly. But the mans face never changes, and the little arms fall feebly back upon the tumbled coverlet, and the wistful eyes grow still, and a woman steps softly forward, and draws the lids down over them; then the man goes back to his plans and schemes.

But in the night, when the great house is silent, he steals up to the room where the child still lies, and pushes back the white, uneven sheet.

Dead — dead, he mutters. Then he takes the tiny corpse up in his arms, and holds it tight against his breast, and kisses the cold lips, and the cold cheeks, and the little, cold, stiff hands.

And at that point my story becomes impossible, for I dream that the dead child lies always beneath the sheet in that quiet room, and that the little face never changes, nor the limbs decay.

I puzzle about this for an instant, but soon forget to wonder; for when the Dream Fairy tells us tales we are only as little children, sitting round with open eyes, believing all, though marvelling that such things should be.

Each night, when all else in the house sleeps, the door of that room opens noiselessly, and the man enters and closes it behind him. Each night he draws away the white sheet, and takes the small dead body in his arms; and through the dark hours he paces softly to and fro, holding it close against his breast, kissing it and crooning to it, like a mother to her sleeping baby.

When the first ray of dawn peeps into the room, he lays the dead child back again, and smooths the sheet above her, and steals away.

And he succeeds and prospers in all things, and each day he grows richer and greater and more powerful.


CHAPTER III
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WE HAD MUCH trouble with our heroine. Brown wanted her ugly. Browns chief ambition in life is to be original, and his method of obtaining the original is to take the unoriginal and turn it upside down.

If Brown were given a little planet of his own to do as he liked with, he would call day, night, and summer, winter. He would make all his men and women walk on their heads and shake hands with their feet, his trees would grow with their roots in the air, and the old cock would lay all the eggs while the hens sat on the fence and crowed. Then he would step back and say, See what an original world I have created, entirely my own idea!

There are many other people besides Brown whose notion of originality would seem to be precisely similar.

I know a little girl, the descendant of a long line of politicians. The hereditary instinct is so strongly developed in her that she is almost incapable of thinking for herself. Instead, she copies in everything her elder sister, who takes more after the mother. If her sister has two helpings of rice pudding for supper, then she has two helpings of rice pudding. If her sister isnt hungry and doesnt want any supper at all, then she goes to bed without any supper.

This lack of character in the child troubles her mother, who is not an admirer of the political virtues, and one evening, taking the little one on her lap, she talked seriously to her.

Do try to think for yourself, said she. Dont always do just what Jessie does, thats silly. Have an idea of your own now and then. Be a little original.

The child promised shed try, and went to bed thoughtful.

Next morning, for breakfast, a dish of kippers and a dish of kidneys were placed on the table, side by side. Now the child loved kippers with an affection that amounted almost to passion, while she loathed kidneys worse than powders. It was the one subject on which she did know her own mind.

A kidney or a kipper for you, Jessie? asked the mother, addressing the elder child first.

Jessie hesitated for a moment, while her sister sat regarding her in an agony of suspense.

Kipper, please, ma, Jessie answered at last, and the younger child turned her head away to hide the tears.

Youll have a kipper, of course, Trixy? said the mother, who had noticed nothing.

No, thank you, ma, said the small heroine, stifling a sob, and speaking in a dry, tremulous voice, Ill have a kidney.

But I thought you couldnt bear kidneys, exclaimed her mother, surprised.

No, ma, I dont like em much.

And youre so fond of kippers!

Yes, ma.

Well, then, why on earth dont you have one?

Cos Jessies going to have one, and you told me to be original, and here the poor mite, reflecting upon the price her originality was going to cost her, burst into tears.

* * * * *

The other three of us refused to sacrifice ourselves upon the altar of Browns originality. We decided to be content with the customary beautiful girl.

Good or bad? queried Brown.

Bad, responded MacShaughnassy emphatically. What do you say, Jephson?

Well, replied Jephson, taking the pipe from between his lips, and speaking in that soothingly melancholy tone of voice that he never varies, whether telling a joke about a wedding or an anecdote relating to a funeral, not altogether bad. Bad, with good instincts, the good instincts well under control.

I wonder why it is, murmured MacShaughnassy reflectively, that bad people are so much more interesting than good.

I dont think the reason is very difficult to find, answered Jephson. Theres more uncertainty about them. They keep you more on the alert. Its like the difference between riding a well-broken, steady-going hack and a lively young colt with ideas of his own. The one is comfortable to travel on, but the other provides you with more exercise. If you start off with a thoroughly good woman for your heroine you give your story away in the first chapter. Everybody knows precisely how she will behave under every conceivable combination of circumstances in which you can place her. On every occasion she will do the same thing — that is the right thing.

With a bad heroine, on the other hand, you can never be quite sure what is going to happen. Out of the fifty or so courses open to her, she may take the right one, or she may take one of the forty-nine wrong ones, and you watch her with curiosity to see which it will be.

But surely there are plenty of good heroines who are interesting, I said.

At intervals — when they do something wrong, answered Jephson. A consistently irreproachable heroine is as irritating as Socrates must have been to Xantippe, or as the model boy at school is to all the other lads. Take the stock heroine of the eighteenth-century romance. She never met her lover except for the purpose of telling him that she could not be his, and she generally wept steadily throughout the interview. She never forgot to turn pale at the sight of blood, nor to faint in his arms at the most inconvenient moment possible. She was determined never to marry without her fathers consent, and was equally resolved never to marry anybody but the one particular person she was convinced he would never agree to her marrying. She was an excellent young woman, and nearly as uninteresting as a celebrity at home.

Ah, but youre not talking about good women now, I observed. Youre talking about some silly persons idea of a good woman.

I quite admit it, replied Jephson. Nor, indeed, am I prepared to say what is a good woman. I consider the subject too deep and too complicated for any mere human being to give judgment upon. But I am talking of the women who conformed to the popular idea of maidenly goodness in the age when these books were written. You must remember goodness is not a known quantity. It varies with every age and every locality, and it is, generally speaking, your silly persons who are responsible for its varying standards. In Japan, a good girl would be a girl who would sell her honour in order to afford little luxuries to her aged parents. In certain hospitable islands of the torrid zone the good wife goes to lengths that we should deem altogether unnecessary in making her husbands guest feel himself at home. In ancient Hebraic days, Jael was accounted a good woman for murdering a sleeping man, and Sarai stood in no danger of losing the respect of her little world when she led Hagar unto Abraham. In eighteenth-century England, supernatural stupidity and dulness of a degree that must have been difficult to attain, were held to be feminine virtues — indeed, they are so still — and authors, who are always among the most servile followers of public opinion, fashioned their puppets accordingly. Nowadays slumming is the most applauded virtue, and so all our best heroines go slumming, and are good to the poor.

How useful the poor are, remarked MacShaughnassy, somewhat abruptly, placing his feet on the mantelpiece, and tilting his chair back till it stood at an angle that caused us to rivet our attention upon it with hopeful interest. I dont think we scribbling fellows ever fully grasp how much we owe to the poor. Where would our angelic heroines and our noble-hearted heroes be if it were not for the poor? We want to show that the dear girl is as good as she is beautiful. What do we do? We put a basket full of chickens and bottles of wine on her arm, a fetching little sun-bonnet on her head, and send her round among the poor. How do we prove that our apparent scamp of a hero is really a noble young man at heart? Why, by explaining that he is good to the poor.

They are as useful in real life as they are in Bookland. What is it consoles the tradesman when the actor, earning eighty pounds a week, cannot pay his debts? Why, reading in the theatrical newspapers gushing accounts of the dear fellows invariable generosity to the poor. What is it stills the small but irritating voice of conscience when we have successfully accomplished some extra big feat of swindling? Why, the noble resolve to give ten per cent of the net profits to the poor.

What does a man do when he finds himself growing old, and feels that it is time for him to think seriously about securing his position in the next world? Why, he becomes suddenly good to the poor. If the poor were not there for him to be good to, what could he do? He would be unable to reform at all. Its a great comfort to think that the poor will always be with us. They are the ladder by which we climb into heaven.

There was silence for a few moments, while MacShaughnassy puffed away vigorously, and almost savagely, at his pipe, and then Brown said: I can tell you rather a quaint incident, bearing very aptly on the subject. A cousin of mine was a land-agent in a small country town, and among the houses on his list was a fine old mansion that had remained vacant for many years. He had despaired of ever selling it, when one day an elderly lady, very richly dressed, drove up to the office and made inquiries about it. She said she had come across it accidentally while travelling through that part of the country the previous autumn, and had been much struck by its beauty and picturesqueness. She added she was looking out for some quiet spot where she could settle down and peacefully pass the remainder of her days, and thought this place might possibly prove to be the very thing for her.

My cousin, delighted with the chance of a purchaser, at once drove her across to the estate, which was about eight miles distant from the town, and they went over it together. My cousin waxed eloquent upon the subject of its advantages. He dwelt upon its quiet and seclusion, its proximity — but not too close proximity — to the church, its convenient distance from the village.

Everything pointed to a satisfactory conclusion of the business. The lady was charmed with the situation and the surroundings, and delighted with the house and grounds. She considered the price moderate.

And now, Mr. Brown, said she, as they stood by the lodge gate, tell me, what class of poor have you got round about?

Poor? answered my cousin; there are no poor.

No poor! exclaimed the lady. No poor people in the village, or anywhere near?

You wont find a poor person within five miles of the estate, he replied proudly. You see, my dear madam, this is a thinly populated and exceedingly prosperous county: this particular district especially so. There is not a family in it that is not, comparatively speaking, well-to-do.

Im sorry to hear that, said the lady, in a tone of disappointment. The place would have suited me so admirably but for that.

But surely, madam, cried my cousin, to whom a demand for poor persons was an entirely new idea, you dont mean to say that you want poor people! Why, weve always considered it one of the chief attractions of the property — nothing to shock the eye or wound the susceptibilities of the most tender-hearted occupant.

My dear Mr. Brown, replied the lady, I will be perfectly frank with you. I am becoming an old woman, and my past life has not, perhaps, been altogether too well spent. It is my desire to atone for the — er — follies of my youth by an old age of well-doing, and to that end it is essential that I should be surrounded by a certain number of deserving poor. I had hoped to find in this charming neighbourhood of yours the customary proportion of poverty and misery, in which case I should have taken the house without hesitation. As it is, I must seek elsewhere.

My cousin was perplexed, and sad. There are plenty of poor people in the town, he said, many of them most interesting cases, and you could have the entire care of them all. Thered be no opposition whatever, Im positive.

Thank you, replied the lady, but I really couldnt go as far as the town. They must be within easy driving distance or they are no good.

My cousin cudgelled his brains again. He did not intend to let a purchaser slip through his fingers if he could help it. At last a bright thought flashed into his mind. Ill tell you what we could do, he said. Theres a piece of waste land the other end of the village that weve never been able to do much with, in consequence of its being so swampy. If you liked, we could run you up a dozen cottages on that, cheap — it would be all the better their being a bit ramshackle and unhealthy — and get some poor people for you, and put into them.

The lady reflected upon the idea, and it struck her as a good one.

You see, continued my cousin, pushing his advantage, by adopting this method you would be able to select your own poor. We would get you some nice, clean, grateful poor, and make the thing pleasant for you.

It ended in the ladys accepting my cousins offer, and giving him a list of the poor people she would like to have. She selected one bedridden old woman (Church of England preferred); one paralytic old man; one blind girl who would want to be read aloud to; one poor atheist, willing to be converted; two cripples; one drunken father who would consent to be talked to seriously; one disagreeable old fellow, needing much patience; two large families, and four ordinary assorted couples.

My cousin experienced some difficulty in securing the drunken father. Most of the drunken fathers he interviewed upon the subject had a rooted objection to being talked to at all. After a long search, however, he discovered a mild little man, who, upon the ladys requirements and charitable intentions being explained to him, undertook to qualify himself for the vacancy by getting intoxicated at least once a week. He said he could not promise more than once a week at first, he unfortunately possessing a strong natural distaste for all alcoholic liquors, which it would be necessary for him to overcome. As he got more used to them, he would do better.

Over the disagreeable old man, my cousin also had trouble. It was hard to hit the right degree of disagreeableness. Some of them were so very unpleasant. He eventually made choice of a decayed cab-driver with advanced Radical opinions, who insisted on a three years contract.

The plan worked exceedingly well, and does so, my cousin tells me, to this day. The drunken father has completely conquered his dislike to strong drink. He has not been sober now for over three weeks, and has lately taken to knocking his wife about. The disagreeable fellow is most conscientious in fulfilling his part of the bargain, and makes himself a perfect curse to the whole village. The others have dropped into their respective positions and are working well. The lady visits them all every afternoon, and is most charitable. They call her Lady Bountiful, and everybody blesses her.

Brown rose as he finished speaking, and mixed himself a glass of whisky and water with the self-satisfied air of a benevolent man about to reward somebody for having done a good deed; and MacShaughnassy lifted up his voice and talked.

I know a story bearing on the subject, too, he said. It happened in a tiny Yorkshire village — a peaceful, respectable spot, where folks found life a bit slow. One day, however, a new curate arrived, and that woke things up considerably. He was a nice young man, and, having a large private income of his own, was altogether a most desirable catch. Every unmarried female in the place went for him with one accord.

But ordinary feminine blandishments appeared to have no effect upon him. He was a seriously inclined young man, and once, in the course of a casual conversation upon the subject of love, he was heard to say that he himself should never be attracted by mere beauty and charm. What would appeal to him, he said, would be a womans goodness — her charity and kindliness to the poor.

Well, that set the petticoats all thinking. They saw that in studying fashion plates and practising expressions they had been going upon the wrong tack. The card for them to play was the poor. But here a serious difficulty arose. There was only one poor person in the whole parish, a cantankerous old fellow who lived in a tumble-down cottage at the back of the church, and fifteen able-bodied women (eleven girls, three old maids, and a widow) wanted to be good to him.

Miss Simmonds, one of the old maids, got hold of him first, and commenced feeding him twice a day with beef-tea; and then the widow boarded him with port wine and oysters. Later in the week others of the party drifted in upon him, and wanted to cram him with jelly and chickens.

The old man couldnt understand it. He was accustomed to a small sack of coals now and then, accompanied by a long lecture on his sins, and an occasional bottle of dandelion tea. This sudden spurt on the part of Providence puzzled him. He said nothing, however, but continued to take in as much of everything as he could hold. At the end of a month he was too fat to get through his own back door.

The competition among the women-folk grew keener every day, and at last the old man began to give himself airs, and to make the place hard for them. He made them clean his cottage out, and cook his meals, and when he was tired of having them about the house, he set them to work in the garden.

They grumbled a good deal, and there was a talk at one time of a sort of a strike, but what could they do? He was the only pauper for miles round, and knew it. He had the monopoly, and, like all monopolises, he abused his position.

He made them run errands. He sent them out to buy his baccy, at their own expense. On one occasion he sent Miss Simmonds out with a jug to get his supper beer. She indignantly refused at first, but he told her that if she gave him any of her stuck-up airs out she would go, and never come into his house again. If she wouldnt do it there were plenty of others who would. She knew it and went.

They had been in the habit of reading to him — good books with an elevating tendency. But now he put his foot down upon that sort of thing. He said he didnt want Sunday-school rubbish at his time of life. What he liked was something spicy. And he made them read him French novels and seafaring tales, containing realistic language. And they didnt have to skip anything either, or hed know the reason why.

He said he liked music, so a few of them clubbed together and bought him a harmonium. Their idea was that they would sing hymns and play high-class melodies, but it wasnt his. His idea was—Keeping up the old girls birthday and She winked the other eye, with chorus and skirt dance, and thats what they sang.

To what lengths his tyranny would have gone it is difficult to say, had not an event happened that brought his power to a premature collapse. This was the curates sudden and somewhat unexpected marriage with a very beautiful burlesque actress who had lately been performing in a neighbouring town. He gave up the Church on his engagement, in consequence of his fiancées objection to becoming a ministers wife. She said she could never tumble to the district visiting.

With the curates wedding the old paupers brief career of prosperity ended. They packed him off to the workhouse after that, and made him break stones.

* * * * *

At the end of the telling of his tale, MacShaughnassy lifted his feet off the mantelpiece, and set to work to wake up his legs; and Jephson took a hand, and began to spin us stories.

But none of us felt inclined to laugh at Jephsons stories, for they dealt not with the goodness of the rich to the poor, which is a virtue yielding quick and highly satisfactory returns, but with the goodness of the poor to the poor, a somewhat less remunerative investment and a different matter altogether.

For the poor themselves — I do not mean the noisy professional poor, but the silent, fighting poor — one is bound to feel a genuine respect. One honours them, as one honours a wounded soldier.

In the perpetual warfare between Humanity and Nature, the poor stand always in the van. They die in the ditches, and we march over their bodies with the flags flying and the drums playing.

One cannot think of them without an uncomfortable feeling that one ought to be a little bit ashamed of living in security and ease, leaving them to take all the hard blows. It is as if one were always skulking in the tents, while ones comrades were fighting and dying in the front.

They bleed and fall in silence there. Nature with her terrible club, Survival of the Fittest; and Civilisation with her cruel sword, Supply and Demand, beat them back, and they give way inch by inch, fighting to the end. But it is in a dumb, sullen way, that is not sufficiently picturesque to be heroic.

I remember seeing an old bull-dog, one Saturday night, lying on the doorstep of a small shop in the New Cut. He lay there very quiet, and seemed a bit sleepy; and, as he looked savage, nobody disturbed him. People stepped in and out over him, and occasionally in doing so, one would accidentally kick him, and then he would breathe a little harder and quicker.

At last a passer-by, feeling something wet beneath his feet, looked down, and found that he was standing in a pool of blood, and, looking to see where it came from, found that it flowed in a thick, dark stream from the step on which the dog was lying.

Then he stooped down and examined the dog, and the dog opened its eyes sleepily and looked at him, gave a grin which may have implied pleasure, or may have implied irritation at being disturbed, and died.

A crowd collected, and they turned the dead body of the dog over on its side, and saw a fearful gash in the groin, out of which oozed blood, and other things. The proprietor of the shop said the animal had been there for over an hour.

I have known the poor to die in that same grim, silent way — not the poor that you, my delicately-gloved Lady Bountiful and my very excellent Sir Simon DoGood, know, or that you would care to know; not the poor who march in processions with banners and collection-boxes; not the poor that clamour round your soup kitchens and sing hymns at your tea meetings; but the poor that you dont know are poor until the tale is told at the coroners inquest — the silent, proud poor who wake each morning to wrestle with Death till night-time, and who, when at last he overcomes them, and, forcing them down on the rotting floor of the dim attic, strangles them, still die with their teeth tight shut.

There was a boy I came to know when I was living in the East End of London. He was not a nice boy by any means. He was not quite so clean as are the good boys in the religious magazines, and I have known a sailor to stop him in the street and reprove him for using indelicate language.

He and his mother and the baby, a sickly infant of about five months old, lived in a cellar down a turning off Three Colt Street. I am not quite sure what had become of the father. I rather think he had been converted, and had gone off round the country on a preaching tour. The lad earned six shillings a week as an errand-boy; and the mother stitched trousers, and on days when she was feeling strong and energetic would often make as much as tenpence, or even a shilling. Unfortunately, there were days when the four bare walls would chase each other round and round, and the candle seem a faint speck of light, a very long way off; and the frequency of these caused the family income for the week to occasionally fall somewhat low.

One night the walls danced round quicker and quicker till they danced away altogether, and the candle shot up through the ceiling and became a star and the woman knew that it was time to put away her sewing.

Jim, she said: she spoke very low, and the boy had to bend over her to hear, if you poke about in the middle of the mattress youll find a couple of pounds. I saved them up a long while ago. That will pay for burying me. And, Jim, youll take care of the kid. You wont let it go to the parish.

Jim promised.

Say Swelp me Gawd, Jim.

Swelp me Gawd, mother.

Then the woman, having arranged her worldly affairs, lay back ready, and Death struck.

Jim kept his oath. He found the money, and buried his mother; and then, putting his household goods on a barrow, moved into cheaper apartments — half an old shed, for which he paid two shillings a week.

For eighteen months he and the baby lived there. He left the child at a nursery every morning, fetching it away each evening on his return from work, and for that he paid fourpence a day, which included a limited supply of milk. How he managed to keep himself and more than half keep the child on the remaining two shillings I cannot say. I only know that he did it, and that not a soul ever helped him or knew that there was help wanted. He nursed the child, often pacing the room with it for hours, washed it, occasionally, and took it out for an airing every Sunday.

Notwithstanding all which care, the little beggar, at the end of the time above mentioned, pegged out, to use Jimmys own words.

The coroner was very severe on Jim. If you had taken proper steps, he said, this childs life might have been preserved. (He seemed to think it would have been better if the childs life had been preserved. Coroners have quaint ideas!) Why didnt you apply to the relieving officer?

Cos I didnt want no relief, replied Jim sullenly. I promised my mother it should never go on the parish, and it didnt.

The incident occurred, very luckily, during the dead season, and the evening papers took the case up, and made rather a good thing out of it. Jim became quite a hero, I remember. Kind-hearted people wrote, urging that somebody — the ground landlord, or the Government, or some one of that sort — ought to do something for him. And everybody abused the local vestry. I really think some benefit to Jim might have come out of it all if only the excitement had lasted a little longer. Unfortunately, however, just at its height a spicy divorce case cropped up, and Jim was crowded out and forgotten.

I told the boys this story of mine, after Jephson had done telling his, and, when I had finished, we found it was nearly one oclock. So, of course, it was too late to do any more work to the novel that evening.


CHAPTER IV
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WE HELD OUR next business meeting on my houseboat. Brown was opposed at first to my going down to this houseboat at all. He thought that none of us should leave town while the novel was still on hand.

MacShaughnassy, on the contrary, was of opinion that we should work better on a houseboat. Speaking for himself, he said he never felt more like writing a really great work than when lying in a hammock among whispering leaves, with the deep blue sky above him, and a tumbler of iced claret cup within easy reach of his hand. Failing a hammock, he found a deck chair a great incentive to mental labour. In the interests of the novel, he strongly recommended me to take down with me at least one comfortable deck chair, and plenty of lemons.

I could not myself see any reason why we should not be able to think as well on a houseboat as anywhere else, and accordingly it was settled that I should go down and establish myself upon the thing, and that the others should visit me there from time to time, when we would sit round and toil.

This houseboat was Ethelberthas idea. We had spent a day, the summer before, on one belonging to a friend of mine, and she had been enraptured with the life. Everything was on such a delightfully tiny scale. You lived in a tiny little room; you slept on a tiny little bed, in a tiny, tiny little bedroom; and you cooked your little dinner by a tiny little fire, in the tiniest little kitchen that ever you did see. Oh, it must be lovely, living on a houseboat, said Ethelbertha, with a gasp of ecstasy; it must be like living in a dolls house.

Ethelbertha was very young — ridiculously young, as I think I have mentioned before — in those days of which I am writing, and the love of dolls, and of the gorgeous dresses that dolls wear, and of the many-windowed but inconveniently arranged houses that dolls inhabit — or are supposed to inhabit, for as a rule they seem to prefer sitting on the roof with their legs dangling down over the front door, which has always appeared to me to be unladylike: but then, of course, I am no authority on doll etiquette — had not yet, I think, quite departed from her. Nay, am I not sure that it had not? Do I not remember, years later, peeping into a certain room, the walls of which are covered with works of art of a character calculated to send any æsthetic person mad, and seeing her, sitting on the floor, before a red brick mansion, containing two rooms and a kitchen; and are not her hands trembling with delight as she arranges the three real tin plates upon the dresser? And does she not knock at the real brass knocker upon the real front door until it comes off, and I have to sit down beside her on the floor and screw it on again?

Perhaps, however, it is unwise for me to recall these things, and bring them forward thus in evidence against her, for cannot she in turn laugh at me? Did not I also assist in the arrangement and appointment of that house beautiful? We differed on the matter of the drawing-room carpet, I recollect. Ethelbertha fancied a dark blue velvet, but I felt sure, taking the wall-paper into consideration, that some shade of terra-cotta would harmonise best. She agreed with me in the end, and we manufactured one out of an old chest protector. It had a really charming effect, and gave a delightfully warm tone to the room. The blue velvet we put in the kitchen. I deemed this extravagance, but Ethelbertha said that servants thought a lot of a good carpet, and that it paid to humour them in little things, when practicable.

The bedroom had one big bed and a cot in it; but I could not see where the girl was going to sleep. The architect had overlooked her altogether: that is so like an architect. The house also suffered from the inconvenience common to residences of its class, of possessing no stairs, so that to move from one room to another it was necessary to burst your way up through the ceiling, or else to come outside and climb in through a window; either of which methods must be fatiguing when you come to do it often.

Apart from these drawbacks, however, the house was one that any doll agent would have been justified in describing as a most desirable family residence; and it had been furnished with a lavishness that bordered on positive ostentation. In the bedroom there was a washing-stand, and on the washing-stand there stood a jug and basin, and in the jug there was real water. But all this was as nothing. I have known mere ordinary, middle-class dolls houses in which you might find washing-stands and jugs and basins and real water — ay, and even soap. But in this abode of luxury there was a real towel; so that a body could not only wash himself, but wipe himself afterwards, and that is a sensation that, as all dolls know, can be enjoyed only in the very first-class establishments.

Then, in the drawing-room, there was a clock, which would tick just so long as you continued to shake it (it never seemed to get tired); also a picture and a piano, and a book upon the table, and a vase of flowers that would upset the moment you touched it, just like a real vase of flowers. Oh, there was style about this room, I can tell you.

But the glory of the house was its kitchen. There were all things that heart could desire in this kitchen, saucepans with lids that took on and off, a flat-iron and a rolling-pin. A dinner service for three occupied about half the room, and what space was left was filled up by the stove — a real stove! Think of it, oh ye owners of dolls houses, a stove in which you could burn real bits of coal, and on which you could boil real bits of potato for dinner — except when people said you mustnt, because it was dangerous, and took the grate away from you, and blew out the fire, a thing that hampers a cook.

I never saw a house more complete in all its details. Nothing had been overlooked, not even the family. It lay on its back, just outside the front door, proud but calm, waiting to be put into possession. It was not an extensive family. It consisted of four — papa, and mamma, and baby, and the hired girl; just the family for a beginner.

It was a well-dressed family too — not merely with grand clothes outside, covering a shameful condition of things beneath, such as, alas! is too often the case in doll society, but with every article necessary and proper to a lady or gentleman, down to items that I could not mention. And all these garments, you must know, could be unfastened and taken off. I have known dolls — stylish enough dolls, to look at, some of them — who have been content to go about with their clothes gummed on to them, and, in some cases, nailed on with tacks, which I take to be a slovenly and unhealthy habit. But this family could be undressed in five minutes, without the aid of either hot water or a chisel.

Not that it was advisable from an artistic point of view that any of them should. They had not the figure that looks well in its natural state — none of them. There was a want of fulness about them all. Besides, without their clothes, it might have been difficult to distinguish the baby from the papa, or the maid from the mistress, and thus domestic complications might have arisen.

When all was ready for their reception we established them in their home. We put as much of the baby to bed as the cot would hold, and made the papa and mamma comfortable in the drawing-room, where they sat on the floor and stared thoughtfully at each other across the table. (They had to sit on the floor because the chairs were not big enough.) The girl we placed in the kitchen, where she leant against the dresser in an attitude suggestive of drink, embracing the broom we had given her with maudlin affection. Then we lifted up the house with care, and carried it cautiously into another room, and with the deftness of experienced conspirators placed it at the foot of a small bed, on the south-west corner of which an absurdly small somebody had hung an absurdly small stocking.

To return to our own dolls house, Ethelbertha and I, discussing the subject during our return journey in the train, resolved that, next year, we ourselves would possess a houseboat, a smaller houseboat, if possible, than even the one we had just seen. It should have art-muslin curtains and a flag, and the flowers about it should be wild roses and forget-me-nots. I could work all the morning on the roof, with an awning over me to keep off the sun, while Ethelbertha trimmed the roses and made cakes for tea; and in the evenings we would sit out on the little deck, and Ethelbertha would play the guitar (she would begin learning it at once), or we could sit quiet and listen to the nightingales.

For, when you are very, very young you dream that the summer is all sunny days and moonlight nights, that the wind blows always softly from the west, and that roses will thrive anywhere. But, as you grow older, you grow tired of waiting for the gray sky to break. So you close the door and come in, and crouch over the fire, wondering why the winds blow ever from the east: and you have given up trying to rear roses.

I knew a little cottage girl who saved up her money for months and months so as to buy a new frock in which to go to a flower-show. But the day of the flower-show was a wet day, so she wore an old frock instead. And all the fête days for quite a long while were wet days, and she feared she would never have a chance of wearing her pretty white dress. But at last there came a fête day morning that was bright and sunny, and then the little girl clapped her hands and ran upstairs, and took her new frock (which had been her new frock for so long a time that it was now the oldest frock she had) from the box where it lay neatly folded between lavender and thyme, and held it up, and laughed to think how nice she would look in it.

But when she went to put it on, she found that she had out-grown it, and that it was too small for her every way. So she had to wear a common old frock after all.

Things happen that way, you know, in this world. There were a boy and girl once who loved each other very dearly. But they were both poor, so they agreed to wait till he had made enough money for them to live comfortably upon, and then they would marry and be happy. It took him a long while to make, because making money is very slow work, and he wanted, while he was about it, to make enough for them to be very happy upon indeed. He accomplished the task eventually, however, and came back home a wealthy man.

Then they met again in the poorly-furnished parlour where they had parted. But they did not sit as near to each other as of old. For she had lived alone so long that she had grown old-maidish, and she was feeling vexed with him for having dirtied the carpet with his muddy boots. And he had worked so long earning money that he had grown hard and cold like the money itself, and was trying to think of something affectionate to say to her.

So for a while they sat, one each side of the paper fire-stove ornament, both wondering why they had shed such scalding tears on that day they had kissed each other good-bye; then said good-bye again, and were glad.

There is another tale with much the same moral that I learnt at school out of a copy-book. If I remember rightly, it runs somewhat like this: — 

Once upon a time there lived a wise grasshopper and a foolish ant. All through the pleasant summer weather the grasshopper sported and played, gambolling with his fellows in and out among the sun-beams, dining sumptuously each day on leaves and dew-drops, never troubling about the morrow, singing ever his one peaceful, droning song.

But there came the cruel winter, and the grasshopper, looking around, saw that his friends, the flowers, lay dead, and knew thereby that his own little span was drawing near its close.

Then he felt glad that he had been so happy, and had not wasted his life. It has been very short, said he to himself; but it has been very pleasant, and I think I have made the best use of it. I have drunk in the sunshine, I have lain on the soft, warm air, I have played merry games in the waving grass, I have tasted the juice of the sweet green leaves. I have done what I could. I have spread my wings, I have sung my song. Now I will thank God for the sunny days that are passed, and die.

Saying which, he crawled under a brown leaf, and met his fate in the way that all brave grasshoppers should; and a little bird that was passing by picked him up tenderly and buried him.

Now when the foolish ant saw this, she was greatly puffed up with Pharisaical conceit. How thankful I ought to be, said she, that I am industrious and prudent, and not like this poor grasshopper. While he was flitting about from flower to flower, enjoying himself, I was hard at work, putting by against the winter. Now he is dead, while I am about to make myself cosy in my warm home, and eat all the good things that I have been saving up.

But, as she spoke, the gardener came along with his spade, and levelled the hill where she dwelt to the ground, and left her lying dead amidst the ruins.

Then the same kind little bird that had buried the grasshopper came and picked her out and buried her also; and afterwards he composed and sang a song, the burthen of which was, Gather ye rosebuds while ye may. It was a very pretty song, and a very wise song, and a man who lived in those days, and to whom the birds, loving him and feeling that he was almost one of themselves, had taught their language, fortunately overheard it and wrote it down, so that all may read it to this day.

Unhappily for us, however, Fate is a harsh governess, who has no sympathy with our desire for rosebuds. Dont stop to pick flowers now, my dear, she cries, in her sharp, cross tones, as she seizes our arm and jerks us back into the roadway; we havent time to-day. We will come back again to-morrow, and you shall pick them then.

And we have to follow her, knowing, if we are experienced children, that the chances are that we shall never come that way to-morrow; or that, if we do, the roses will be dead.

Fate would not hear of our having a houseboat that summer, — which was an exceptionally fine summer, — but promised us that if we were good and saved up our money, we should have one next year; and Ethelbertha and I, being simple-minded, inexperienced children, were content with the promise, and had faith in its satisfactory fulfilment.

As soon as we reached home we informed Amenda of our plan. The moment the girl opened the door, Ethelbertha burst out with:—Oh! can you swim, Amenda?

No, mum, answered Amenda, with entire absence of curiosity as to why such a question had been addressed to her, I never knew but one girl as could, and she got drowned.

Well, youll have to make haste and learn, then, continued Ethelbertha, because you wont be able to walk out with your young man, youll have to swim out. Were not going to live in a house any more. Were going to live on a boat in the middle of the river.

Ethelberthas chief object in life at this period was to surprise and shock Amenda, and her chief sorrow that she had never succeeded in doing so. She had hoped great things from this announcement, but the girl remained unmoved. Oh, are you, mum, she replied; and went on to speak of other matters.

I believe the result would have been the same if we had told her we were going to live in a balloon.

I do not know how it was, I am sure. Amenda was always most respectful in her manner. But she had a knack of making Ethelbertha and myself feel that we were a couple of children, playing at being grown up and married, and that she was humouring us.

Amenda stayed with us for nearly five years — until the milkman, having saved up sufficient to buy a walk of his own, had become practicable — but her attitude towards us never changed. Even when we came to be really important married people, the proprietors of a family, it was evident that she merely considered we had gone a step further in the game, and were playing now at being fathers and mothers.

By some subtle process she contrived to imbue the baby also with this idea. The child never seemed to me to take either of us quite seriously. She would play with us, or join with us in light conversation; but when it came to the serious affairs of life, such as bathing or feeding, she preferred her nurse.

Ethelbertha attempted to take her out in the perambulator one morning, but the child would not hear of it for a moment.

Its all right, baby dear, explained Ethelbertha soothingly. Babys going out with mamma this morning.

Oh no, baby aint, was babys rejoinder, in effect if not in words. Baby dont take a hand in experiments — not this baby. I dont want to be upset or run over.

Poor Ethel! I shall never forget how heart-broken she was. It was the want of confidence that wounded her.

But these are reminiscences of other days, having no connection with the days of which I am — or should be — writing; and to wander from one matter to another is, in a teller of tales, a grievous sin, and a growing custom much to be condemned. Therefore I will close my eyes to all other memories, and endeavour to see only that little white and green houseboat by the ferry, which was the scene of our future collaborations.

Houseboats then were not built to the scale of Mississippi steamers, but this boat was a small one, even for that primitive age. The man from whom we hired it described it as compact. The man to whom, at the end of the first month, we tried to sub-let it, characterised it as poky. In our letters we traversed this definition. In our hearts we agreed with it.

At first, however, its size — or, rather, its lack of size — was one of its chief charms in Ethelberthas eyes. The fact that if you got out of bed carelessly you were certain to knock your head against the ceiling, and that it was utterly impossible for any man to put on his trousers except in the saloon, she regarded as a capital joke.

That she herself had to take a looking-glass and go upon the roof to do her back hair, she thought less amusing.

Amenda accepted her new surroundings with her usual philosophic indifference. On being informed that what she had mistaken for a linen-press was her bedroom, she remarked that there was one advantage about it, and that was, that she could not tumble out of bed, seeing there was nowhere to tumble; and, on being shown the kitchen, she observed that she should like it for two things — one was that she could sit in the middle and reach everything without getting up; the other, that nobody else could come into the apartment while she was there.

You see, Amenda, explained Ethelbertha apologetically, we shall really live outside.

Yes, mum, answered Amenda, I should say that would be the best place to do it.

If only we could have lived more outside, the life might have been pleasant enough, but the weather rendered it impossible, six days out of the seven, for us to do more than look out of the window and feel thankful that we had a roof over our heads.

I have known wet summers before and since. I have learnt by many bitter experiences the danger and foolishness of leaving the shelter of London any time between the first of May and the thirty-first of October. Indeed, the country is always associate in my mind with recollections of long, weary days passed in the pitiless rain, and sad evenings spent in other peoples clothes. But never have I known, and never, I pray night and morning, may I know again, such a summer as the one we lived through (though none of us expected to) on that confounded houseboat.

In the morning we would be awakened by the rains forcing its way through the window and wetting the bed, and would get up and mop out the saloon. After breakfast I would try to work, but the beating of the hail upon the roof just over my head would drive every idea out of my brain, and, after a wasted hour or two, I would fling down my pen and hunt up Ethelbertha, and we would put on our mackintoshes and take our umbrellas and go out for a row. At mid-day we would return and put on some dry clothes, and sit down to dinner.

In the afternoon the storm generally freshened up a bit, and we were kept pretty busy rushing about with towels and cloths, trying to prevent the water from coming into the rooms and swamping us. During tea-time the saloon was usually illuminated by forked lightning. The evenings we spent in baling out the boat, after which we took it in turns to go into the kitchen and warm ourselves. At eight we supped, and from then until it was time to go to bed we sat wrapped up in rugs, listening to the roaring of the thunder, and the howling of the wind, and the lashing of the waves, and wondering whether the boat would hold out through the night.

Friends would come down to spend the day with us — elderly, irritable people, fond of warmth and comfort; people who did not, as a rule, hanker after jaunts, even under the most favourable conditions; but who had been persuaded by our silly talk that a day on the river would be to them like a Saturday to Monday in Paradise.

They would arrive soaked; and we would shut them up in different bunks, and leave them to strip themselves and put on things of Ethelberthas or of mine. But Ethel and I, in those days, were slim, so that stout, middle-aged people in our clothes neither looked well nor felt happy.

Upon their emerging we would take them into the saloon and try to entertain them by telling them what we had intended to do with them had the day been fine. But their answers were short, and occasionally snappy, and after a while the conversation would flag, and we would sit round reading last weeks newspapers and coughing.

The moment their own clothes were dry (we lived in a perpetual atmosphere of steaming clothes) they would insist upon leaving us, which seemed to me discourteous after all that we had done for them, and would dress themselves once more and start off home, and get wet again before they got there.

We would generally receive a letter a few days afterwards, written by some relative, informing us that both patients were doing as well as could be expected, and promising to send us a card for the funeral in case of a relapse.

Our chief recreation, our sole consolation, during the long weeks of our imprisonment, was to watch from our windows the pleasure-seekers passing by in small open boats, and to reflect what an awful day they had had, or were going to have, as the case might be.

In the forenoon they would head up stream — young men with their sweethearts; nephews taking out their rich old aunts; husbands and wives (some of them pairs, some of them odd ones); stylish-looking girls with cousins; energetic-looking men with dogs; high-class silent parties; low-class noisy parties; quarrelsome family parties — boatload after boatload they went by, wet, but still hopeful, pointing out bits of blue sky to each other.

In the evening they would return, drenched and gloomy, saying disagreeable things to one another.

One couple, and one couple only, out of the many hundreds that passed under our review, came back from the ordeal with pleasant faces. He was rowing hard and singing, with a handkerchief tied round his head to keep his hat on, and she was laughing at him, while trying to hold up an umbrella with one hand and steer with the other.

There are but two explanations to account for people being jolly on the river in the rain. The one I dismissed as being both uncharitable and improbable. The other was creditable to the human race, and, adopting it, I took off my cap to this damp but cheerful pair as they went by. They answered with a wave of the hand, and I stood looking after them till they disappeared in the mist.

I am inclined to think that those young people, if they be still alive, are happy. Maybe, fortune has been kind to them, or maybe she has not, but in either event they are, I am inclined to think, happier than are most people.

Now and again, the daily tornado would rage with such fury as to defeat its own purpose by prematurely exhausting itself. On these rare occasions we would sit out on the deck, and enjoy the unwonted luxury of fresh air.

I remember well those few pleasant evenings: the river, luminous with the drowned light, the dark banks where the night lurked, the storm-tossed sky, jewelled here and there with stars.

It was delightful not to hear for an hour or so the sullen thrashing of the rain; but to listen to the leaping of the fishes, the soft swirl raised by some water-rat, swimming stealthily among the rushes, the restless twitterings of the few still wakeful birds.

An old corncrake lived near to us, and the way he used to disturb all the other birds, and keep them from going to sleep, was shameful. Amenda, who was town-bred, mistook him at first for one of those cheap alarm clocks, and wondered who was winding him up, and why they went on doing it all night; and, above all, why they didnt oil him.

He would begin his unhallowed performance about dusk, just as every respectable bird was preparing to settle down for the night. A family of thrushes had their nest a few yards from his stand, and they used to get perfectly furious with him.

Theres that fool at it again, the female thrush would say; why cant he do it in the daytime if he must do it at all? (She spoke, of course, in twitters, but I am confident the above is a correct translation.)

After a while, the young thrushes would wake up and begin chirping, and then the mother would get madder than ever.

Cant you say something to him? she would cry indignantly to her husband. How do you think the children can get to sleep, poor things, with that hideous row going on all night? Might just as well be living in a saw-mill.

Thus adjured, the male thrush would put his head over the nest, and call out in a nervous, apologetic manner: — 

I say, you know, you there, I wish you wouldnt mind being quiet a bit. My wife says she cant get the children to sleep. Its too bad, you know, pon my word it is.

Gor on, the corncrake would answer surlily. You keep your wife herself quiet; thats enough for you to do. And on he would go again worse than before.

Then a mother blackbird, from a little further off, would join in the fray.

Ah, its a good hiding he wants, not a talking to. And if I was a cock, Id give it him. (This remark would be made in a tone of withering contempt, and would appear to bear reference to some previous discussion.)

Youre quite right, maam, Mrs. Thrush would reply. Thats what I tell my husband, but (with rising inflection, so that every lady in the plantation might hear) he wouldnt move himself, bless you — no, not if I and the children were to die before his eyes for want of sleep.

Ah, he aint the only one, my dear, the blackbird would pipe back, theyre all alike; then, in a voice more of sorrow than of anger:—but there, it aint their fault, I suppose, poor things. If you aint got the spirit of a bird you cant help yourself.

I would strain my ears at this point to hear if the male blackbird was moved at all by these taunts, but the only sound I could ever detect coming from his neighbourhood was that of palpably exaggerated snoring.

By this time the whole glade would be awake, expressing views concerning that corncrake that would have wounded a less callous nature.

Blow me tight, Bill, some vulgar little hedge-sparrow would chirp out, in the midst of the hubbub, if I dont believe the gent thinks es a-singing.

Taint is fault, Bill would reply, with mock sympathy. Somebodys put a penny in the slot, and e cant stop isself.

Irritated by the laugh that this would call forth from the younger birds, the corncrake would exert himself to be more objectionable than ever, and, as a means to this end, would commence giving his marvellous imitation of the sharpening of a rusty saw by a steel file.

But at this an old crow, not to be trifled with, would cry out angrily: — 

Stop that, now. If I come down to you Ill peck your cranky head off, I will.

And then would follow silence for a quarter of an hour, after which the whole thing would begin again.


CHAPTER V
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BROWN AND MACSHAUGHNASSY came down together on the Saturday afternoon; and, as soon as they had dried themselves, and had had some tea, we settled down to work.

Jephson had written that he would not be able to be with us until late in the evening, and Brown proposed that we should occupy ourselves until his arrival with plots.

Let each of us, said he, sketch out a plot. Afterwards we can compare them, and select the best.

This we proceeded to do. The plots themselves I forget, but I remember that at the subsequent judging each man selected his own, and became so indignant at the bitter criticism to which it was subjected by the other two, that he tore it up; and, for the next half-hour, we sat and smoked in silence.

When I was very young I yearned to know other peoples opinion of me and all my works; now, my chief aim is to avoid hearing it. In those days, had any one told me there was half a line about myself in a newspaper, I should have tramped London to obtain that publication. Now, when I see a column headed with my name, I hurriedly fold up the paper and put it away from me, subduing my natural curiosity to read it by saying to myself, Why should you? It will only upset you for the day.

In my cubhood I possessed a friend. Other friends have come into my life since — very dear and precious friends — but they have none of them been to me quite what this friend was. Because he was my first friend, and we lived together in a world that was much bigger than this world — more full of joy and of grief; and, in that world, we loved and hated deeper than we love and hate in this smaller world that I have come to dwell in since.

He also had the very young mans craving to be criticised, and we made it our custom to oblige each other. We did not know then that what we meant, when we asked for criticism, was encouragement. We thought that we were strong — one does at the beginning of the battle, and that we could bear to hear the truth.

Accordingly, each one pointed out to the other one his errors, and this task kept us both so busy that we had never time to say a word of praise to one another. That we each had a high opinion of the others talents I am convinced, but our heads were full of silly saws. We said to ourselves: There are many who will praise a man; it is only his friend who will tell him of his faults. Also, we said: No man sees his own shortcomings, but when these are pointed out to him by another he is grateful, and proceeds to mend them.

As we came to know the world better, we learnt the fallacy of these ideas. But then it was too late, for the mischief had been done.

When one of us had written anything, he would read it to the other, and when he had finished he would say, Now, tell me what you think of it — frankly and as a friend.

Those were his words. But his thoughts, though he may not have known them, were: — 

Tell me it is clever and good, my friend, even if you do not think so. The world is very cruel to those that have not yet conquered it, and, though we keep a careless face, our young hearts are scored with wrinkles. Often we grow weary and faint-hearted. Is it not so, my friend? No one has faith in us, and in our dark hours we doubt ourselves. You are my comrade. You know what of myself I have put into this thing that to others will be but an idle half-hours reading. Tell me it is good, my friend. Put a little heart into me, I pray you.

But the other, full of the lust of criticism, which is civilisations substitute for cruelty, would answer more in frankness than in friendship. Then he who had written would flush angrily, and scornful words would pass.

One evening, he read me a play he had written. There was much that was good in it, but there were also faults (there are in some plays), and these I seized upon and made merry over. I could hardly have dealt out to the piece more unnecessary bitterness had I been a professional critic.

As soon as I paused from my sport he rose, and, taking his manuscript from the table, tore it in two, and flung it in the fire — he was but a very young man, you must remember — and then, standing before me with a white face, told me, unsolicited, his opinion of me and of my art. After which double event, it is perhaps needless to say that we parted in hot anger.

I did not see him again for years. The streets of life are very crowded, and if we loose each others hands we are soon hustled far apart. When I did next meet him it was by accident.

I had left the Whitehall Rooms after a public dinner, and, glad of the cool night air, was strolling home by the Embankment. A man, slouching along under the trees, paused as I overtook him.

You couldnt oblige me with a light, could you, guvnor? he said. The voice sounded strange, coming from the figure that it did.

I struck a match, and held it out to him, shaded by my hands. As the faint light illumined his face, I started back, and let the match fall: — 

Harry!

He answered with a short dry laugh. I didnt know it was you, he said, or I shouldnt have stopped you.

How has it come to this, old fellow? I asked, laying my hand upon his shoulder. His coat was unpleasantly greasy, and I drew my hand away again as quickly as I could, and tried to wipe it covertly upon my handkerchief.

Oh, its a long, story, he answered carelessly, and too conventional to be worth telling. Some of us go up, you know. Some of us go down. Youre doing pretty well, I hear.

I suppose so, I replied; Ive climbed a few feet up a greasy pole, and am trying to stick there. But it is of you I want to talk. Cant I do anything for you?

We were passing under a gas-lamp at the moment. He thrust his face forward close to mine, and the light fell full and pitilessly upon it.

Do I look like a man you could do anything for? he said.

We walked on in silence side by side, I casting about for words that might seize hold of him.

You neednt worry about me, he continued after a while, Im comfortable enough. We take life easily down here where I am. Weve no disappointments.

Why did you give up like a weak coward? I burst out angrily. You had talent. You would have won with ordinary perseverance.

Maybe, he replied, in the same even tone of indifference. I suppose I hadnt the grit. I think if somebody had believed in me it might have helped me. But nobody did, and at last I lost belief in myself. And when a man loses that, hes like a balloon with the gas let out.

I listened to his words in indignation and astonishment. Nobody believed in you! I repeated. Why, I always believed in you, you know that I—

Then I paused, remembering our candid criticism of one another.

Did you? he replied quietly, I never heard you say so. Good-night.

In the course of our Strandward walking we had come to the neighbourhood of the Savoy, and, as he spoke, he disappeared down one of the dark turnings thereabouts.

I hastened after him, calling him by name, but though I heard his quick steps before me for a little way, they were soon swallowed up in the sound of other steps, and, when I reached the square in which the chapel stands, I had lost all trace of him.

A policeman was standing by the churchyard railings, and of him I made inquiries.

What sort of a gent was he, sir? questioned the man.

A tall thin gentleman, very shabbily dressed — might be mistaken for a tramp.

Ah, theres a good many of that sort living in this town, replied the man. Im afraid youll have some difficulty in finding him.

Thus for a second time had I heard his footsteps die away, knowing I should never listen for their drawing near again.

I wondered as I walked on — I have wondered before and since — whether Art, even with a capital A, is quite worth all the suffering that is inflicted in her behalf — whether she and we are better for all the scorning and the sneering, all the envying and the hating, that is done in her name.

Jephson arrived about nine oclock in the ferry-boat. We were made acquainted with this fact by having our heads bumped against the sides of the saloon.

Somebody or other always had their head bumped whenever the ferry-boat arrived. It was a heavy and cumbersome machine, and the ferry-boy was not a good punter. He admitted this frankly, which was creditable of him. But he made no attempt to improve himself; that is, where he was wrong. His method was to arrange the punt before starting in a line with the point towards which he wished to proceed, and then to push hard, without ever looking behind him, until something suddenly stopped him. This was sometimes the bank, sometimes another boat, occasionally a steamer, from six to a dozen times a day our riparian dwelling. That he never succeeded in staving the houseboat in speaks highly for the man who built her.

One day he came down upon us with a tremendous crash. Amenda was walking along the passage at the moment, and the result to her was that she received a violent blow first on the left side of her head and then on the right.

She was accustomed to accept one bump as a matter of course, and to regard it as an intimation from the boy that he had come; but this double knock annoyed her: so much style was out of place in a mere ferry-boy. Accordingly she went out to him in a state of high indignation.

What do you think you are? she cried, balancing accounts by boxing his ears first on one side and then on the other, a torpedo! What are you doing here at all? What do you want?

I dont want nothin, explained the boy, rubbing his head; Ive brought a gent down.

A gent? said Amenda, looking round, but seeing no one. What gent?

A stout gent in a straw at, answered the boy, staring round him bewilderedly.

Well, where is he? asked Amenda.

I dunno, replied the boy, in an awed voice; e was a-standin there, at the other end of the punt, a-smokin a cigar.

Just then a head appeared above the water, and a spent but infuriated swimmer struggled up between the houseboat and the bank.

Oh, there e is! cried the boy delightedly, evidently much relieved at this satisfactory solution of the mystery; e must ha tumbled off the punt.

Youre quite right, my lad, thats just what he did do, and theres your fee for assisting him to do it. Saying which, my dripping friend, who had now scrambled upon deck, leant over, and following Amendas excellent example, expressed his feelings upon the boys head.

There was one comforting reflection about the transaction as a whole, and that was that the ferry-boy had at last received a fit and proper reward for his services. I had often felt inclined to give him something myself. I think he was, without exception, the most clumsy and stupid boy I have ever come across; and that is saying a good deal.

His mother undertook that for three-and-sixpence a week he should make himself generally useful to us for a couple of hours every morning.

Those were the old ladys very words, and I repeated them to Amenda when I introduced the boy to her.

This is James, Amenda, I said; he will come down here every morning at seven, and bring us our milk and the letters, and from then till nine he will make himself generally useful.

Amenda took stock of him.

It will be a change of occupation for him, sir, I should say, by the look of him, she remarked.

After that, whenever some more than usually stirring crash or blood-curdling bump would cause us to leap from our seats and cry: What on earth has happened? Amenda would reply: Oh, its only James, mum, making himself generally useful.

Whatever he lifted he let fall; whatever he touched he upset; whatever he came near — that was not a fixture — he knocked over; if it was a fixture, it knocked him over. This was not carelessness: it seemed to be a natural gift. Never in his life, I am convinced, had he carried a bucketful of anything anywhere without tumbling over it before he got there. One of his duties was to water the flowers on the roof. Fortunately — for the flowers — Nature, that summer, stood drinks with a lavishness sufficient to satisfy the most confirmed vegetable toper: otherwise every plant on our boat would have died from drought. Never one drop of water did they receive from him. He was for ever taking them water, but he never arrived there with it. As a rule he upset the pail before he got it on to the boat at all, and this was the best thing that could happen, because then the water simply went back into the river, and did no harm to any one. Sometimes, however, he would succeed in landing it, and then the chances were he would spill it over the deck or into the passage. Now and again, he would get half-way up the ladder before the accident occurred. Twice he nearly reached the top; and once he actually did gain the roof. What happened there on that memorable occasion will never be known. The boy himself, when picked up, could explain nothing. It is supposed that he lost his head with the pride of the achievement, and essayed feats that neither his previous training nor his natural abilities justified him in attempting. However that may be, the fact remains that the main body of the water came down the kitchen chimney; and that the boy and the empty pail arrived together on deck before they knew they had started.

When he could find nothing else to damage, he would go out of his way to upset himself. He could not be sure of stepping from his own punt on to the boat with safety. As often as not, he would catch his foot in the chain or the punt-pole, and arrive on his chest.

Amenda used to condole with him. Your mother ought to be ashamed of herself, I heard her telling him one morning; she could never have taught you to walk. What you want is a go-cart.

He was a willing lad, but his stupidity was super-natural. A comet appeared in the sky that year, and everybody was talking about it. One day he said to me: — 

Theres a comet coming, aint there, sir? He talked about it as though it were a circus.

Coming! I answered, its come. Havent you seen it?

No, sir.

Oh, well, you have a look for it to-night. Its worth seeing.

Yees, sir, I should like to see it. Its got a tail, aint it, sir?

Yes, a very fine tail.

Yees, sir, they said it ad a tail. Where do you go to see it, sir?

Go! You dont want to go anywhere. Youll see it in your own garden at ten oclock.

He thanked me, and, tumbling over a sack of potatoes, plunged head foremost into his punt and departed.

Next morning, I asked him if he had seen the comet.

No, sir, I couldnt see it anywhere.

Did you look?

Yees, sir. I looked a long time.

How on earth did you manage to miss it then? I exclaimed. It was a clear enough night. Where did you look?

In our garden, sir. Where you told me.

Whereabouts in the garden? chimed in Amenda, who happened to be standing by; under the gooseberry bushes?

Yees — everywhere.

That is what he had done: he had taken the stable lantern and searched the garden for it.

But the day when he broke even his own record for foolishness happened about three weeks later. MacShaughnassy was staying with us at the time, and on the Friday evening he mixed us a salad, according to a recipe given him by his aunt. On the Saturday morning, everybody was, of course, very ill. Everybody always is very ill after partaking of any dish prepared by MacShaughnassy. Some people attempt to explain this fact by talking glibly of cause and effect. MacShaughnassy maintains that it is simply coincidence.

How do you know, he says, that you wouldnt have been ill if you hadnt eaten any? Youre queer enough now, any one can see, and Im very sorry for you; but, for all that you can tell, if you hadnt eaten any of that stuff you might have been very much worse — perhaps dead. In all probability, it has saved your life. And for the rest of the day, he assumes towards you the attitude of a man who has dragged you from the grave.

The moment Jimmy arrived I seized hold of him.

Jimmy, I said, you must rush off to the chemists immediately. Dont stop for anything. Tell him to give you something for colic — the result of vegetable poisoning. It must be something very strong, and enough for four. Dont forget, something to counteract the effects of vegetable poisoning. Hurry up, or it may be too late.

My excitement communicated itself to the boy. He tumbled back into his punt, and pushed off vigorously. I watched him land, and disappear in the direction of the village.

Half an hour passed, but Jimmy did not return. No one felt sufficiently energetic to go after him. We had only just strength enough to sit still and feebly abuse him. At the end of an hour we were all feeling very much better. At the end of an hour and a half we were glad he had not returned when he ought to have, and were only curious as to what had become of him.

In the evening, strolling through the village, we saw him sitting by the open door of his mothers cottage, with a shawl wrapped round him. He was looking worn and ill.

Why, Jimmy, I said, whats the matter? Why didnt you come back this morning?

I couldnt, sir, Jimmy answered, I was so queer. Mother made me go to bed.

You seemed all right in the morning, I said; whats made you queer?

What Mr. Jones give me, sir: it upset me awful.

A light broke in upon me.

What did you say, Jimmy, when you got to Mr. Joness shop? I asked.

I told im what you said, sir, that e was to give me something to counteract the effects of vegetable poisoning. And that it was to be very strong, and enough for four.

And what did he say?

E said that was only your nonsense, sir, and that Id better have enough for one to begin with; and then e asked me if Id been eating green apples again.

And you told him?

Yees, sir, I told im Id ad a few, and e said it served me right, and that e oped it would be a warning to me. And then e put something fizzy in a glass and told me to drink it.

And you drank it?

Yees, sir.

It never occurred to you, Jimmy, that there was nothing the matter with you — that you were never feeling better in your life, and that you did not require any medicine?

No, sir.

Did one single scintilla of thought of any kind occur to you in connection with the matter, Jimmy, from beginning to end?

No, sir.

People who never met Jimmy disbelieve this story. They argue that its premises are in disaccord with the known laws governing human nature, that its details do not square with the average of probability. People who have seen and conversed with Jimmy accept it with simple faith.

The advent of Jephson — which I trust the reader has not entirely forgotten — cheered us up considerably. Jephson was always at his best when all other things were at their worst. It was not that he struggled in Mark Tapley fashion to appear most cheerful when most depressed; it was that petty misfortunes and mishaps genuinely amused and inspirited him. Most of us can recall our unpleasant experiences with amused affection; Jephson possessed the robuster philosophy that enabled him to enjoy his during their actual progress. He arrived drenched to the skin, chuckling hugely at the idea of having come down on a visit to a houseboat in such weather.

Under his warming influence, the hard lines on our faces thawed, and by supper time we were, as all Englishmen and women who wish to enjoy life should be, independent of the weather.

Later on, as if disheartened by our indifference, the rain ceased, and we took our chairs out on the deck, and sat watching the lightning, which still played incessantly. Then, not unnaturally, the talk drifted into a sombre channel, and we began recounting stories, dealing with the gloomy and mysterious side of life.

Some of these were worth remembering, and some were not. The one that left the strongest impression on my mind was a tale that Jephson told us.

I had been relating a somewhat curious experience of my own. I met a man in the Strand one day that I knew very well, as I thought, though I had not seen him for years. We walked together to Charing Cross, and there we shook hands and parted. Next morning, I spoke of this meeting to a mutual friend, and then I learnt, for the first time, that the man had died six months before.

The natural inference was that I had mistaken one man for another, an error that, not having a good memory for faces, I frequently fall into. What was remarkable about the matter, however, was that throughout our walk I had conversed with the man under the impression that he was that other dead man, and, whether by coincidence or not, his replies had never once suggested to me my mistake.

As soon as I finished, Jephson, who had been listening very thoughtfully, asked me if I believed in spiritualism to its fullest extent.

That is rather a large question, I answered. What do you mean by spiritualism to its fullest extent?

Well, do you believe that the spirits of the dead have not only the power of revisiting this earth at their will, but that, when here, they have the power of action, or rather, of exciting to action? Let me put a definite case. A spiritualist friend of mine, a sensible and by no means imaginative man, once told me that a table, through the medium of which the spirit of a friend had been in the habit of communicating with him, came slowly across the room towards him, of its own accord, one night as he sat alone, and pinioned him against the wall. Now can any of you believe that, or cant you?

I could, Brown took it upon himself to reply; but, before doing so, I should wish for an introduction to the friend who told you the story. Speaking generally, he continued, it seems to me that the difference between what we call the natural and the supernatural is merely the difference between frequency and rarity of occurrence. Having regard to the phenomena we are compelled to admit, I think it illogical to disbelieve anything we are unable to disprove.

For my part, remarked MacShaughnassy, I can believe in the ability of our spirit friends to give the quaint entertainments credited to them much easier than I can in their desire to do so.

You mean, added Jephson, that you cannot understand why a spirit, not compelled as we are by the exigencies of society, should care to spend its evenings carrying on a laboured and childish conversation with a room full of abnormally uninteresting people.

That is precisely what I cannot understand, MacShaughnassy agreed.

Nor I, either, said Jephson. But I was thinking of something very different altogether. Suppose a man died with the dearest wish of his heart unfulfilled, do you believe that his spirit might have power to return to earth and complete the interrupted work?

Well, answered MacShaughnassy, if one admits the possibility of spirits retaining any interest in the affairs of this world at all, it is certainly more reasonable to imagine them engaged upon a task such as you suggest, than to believe that they occupy themselves with the performance of mere drawing-room tricks. But what are you leading up to?

Why, to this, replied Jephson, seating himself straddle-legged across his chair, and leaning his arms upon the back. I was told a story this morning at the hospital by an old French doctor. The actual facts are few and simple; all that is known can be read in the Paris police records of sixty-two years ago.

The most important part of the case, however, is the part that is not known, and that never will be known.

The story begins with a great wrong done by one man unto another man. What the wrong was I do not know. I am inclined to think, however, it was connected with a woman. I think that, because he who had been wronged hated him who had wronged him with a hate such as does not often burn in a mans brain, unless it be fanned by the memory of a womans breath.

Still that is only conjecture, and the point is immaterial. The man who had done the wrong fled, and the other man followed him. It became a point-to-point race, the first man having the advantage of a days start. The course was the whole world, and the stakes were the first mans life.

Travellers were few and far between in those days, and this made the trail easy to follow. The first man, never knowing how far or how near the other was behind him, and hoping now and again that he might have baffled him, would rest for a while. The second man, knowing always just how far the first one was before him, never paused, and thus each day the man who was spurred by Hate drew nearer to the man who was spurred by Fear.

At this town the answer to the never-varied question would be: — 

At seven oclock last evening, Msieur.

Seven — ah; eighteen hours. Give me something to eat, quick, while the horses are being put to.

At the next the calculation would be sixteen hours.

Passing a lonely châlet, Monsieur puts his head out of the window: — 

How long since a carriage passed this way, with a tall, fair man inside?

Such a one passed early this morning, Msieur.

Thanks, drive on, a hundred francs apiece if you are through the pass before daybreak.

And what for dead horses, Msieur?

Twice their value when living.

One day the man who was ridden by Fear looked up, and saw before him the open door of a cathedral, and, passing in, knelt down and prayed. He prayed long and fervently, for men, when they are in sore straits, clutch eagerly at the straws of faith. He prayed that he might be forgiven his sin, and, more important still, that he might be pardoned the consequences of his sin, and be delivered from his adversary; and a few chairs from him, facing him, knelt his enemy, praying also.

But the second mans prayer, being a thanksgiving merely, was short, so that when the first man raised his eyes, he saw the face of his enemy gazing at him across the chair-tops, with a mocking smile upon it.

He made no attempt to rise, but remained kneeling, fascinated by the look of joy that shone out of the other mans eyes. And the other man moved the high-backed chairs one by one, and came towards him softly.

Then, just as the man who had been wronged stood beside the man who had wronged him, full of gladness that his opportunity had come, there burst from the cathedral tower a sudden clash of bells, and the man, whose opportunity had come, broke his heart and fell back dead, with that mocking smile still playing round his mouth.

And so he lay there.

Then the man who had done the wrong rose up and passed out, praising God.

What became of the body of the other man is not known. It was the body of a stranger who had died suddenly in the cathedral. There was none to identify it, none to claim it.

Years passed away, and the survivor in the tragedy became a worthy and useful citizen, and a noted man of science.

In his laboratory were many objects necessary to him in his researches, and, prominent among them, stood in a certain corner a human skeleton. It was a very old and much-mended skeleton, and one day the long-expected end arrived, and it tumbled to pieces.

Thus it became necessary to purchase another.

The man of science visited a dealer he well knew — a little parchment-faced old man who kept a dingy shop, where nothing was ever sold, within the shadow of the towers of Notre Dame.

The little parchment-faced old man had just the very thing that Monsieur wanted — a singularly fine and well-proportioned study. It should be sent round and set up in Monsieurs laboratory that very afternoon.

The dealer was as good as his word. When Monsieur entered his laboratory that evening, the thing was in its place.

Monsieur seated himself in his high-backed chair, and tried to collect his thoughts. But Monsieurs thoughts were unruly, and inclined to wander, and to wander always in one direction.

Monsieur opened a large volume and commenced to read. He read of a man who had wronged another and fled from him, the other man following. Finding himself reading this, he closed the book angrily, and went and stood by the window and looked out. He saw before him the sun-pierced nave of a great cathedral, and on the stones lay a dead man with a mocking smile upon his face.

Cursing himself for a fool, he turned away with a laugh. But his laugh was short-lived, for it seemed to him that something else in the room was laughing also. Struck suddenly still, with his feet glued to the ground, he stood listening for a while: then sought with starting eyes the corner from where the sound had seemed to come. But the white thing standing there was only grinning.

Monsieur wiped the damp sweat from his head and hands, and stole out.

For a couple of days he did not enter the room again. On the third, telling himself that his fears were those of a hysterical girl, he opened the door and went in. To shame himself, he took his lamp in his hand, and crossing over to the far corner where the skeleton stood, examined it. A set of bones bought for three hundred francs. Was he a child, to be scared by such a bogey!

He held his lamp up in front of the things grinning head. The flame of the lamp flickered as though a faint breath had passed over it.

The man explained this to himself by saying that the walls of the house were old and cracked, and that the wind might creep in anywhere. He repeated this explanation to himself as he recrossed the room, walking backwards, with his eyes fixed on the thing. When he reached his desk, he sat down and gripped the arms of his chair till his fingers turned white.

He tried to work, but the empty sockets in that grinning head seemed to be drawing him towards them. He rose and battled with his inclination to fly screaming from the room. Glancing fearfully about him, his eye fell upon a high screen, standing before the door. He dragged it forward, and placed it between himself and the thing, so that he could not see it — nor it see him. Then he sat down again to his work. For a while he forced himself to look at the book in front of him, but at last, unable to control himself any longer, he suffered his eyes to follow their own bent.

It may have been an hallucination. He may have accidentally placed the screen so as to favour such an illusion. But what he saw was a bony hand coming round the corner of the screen, and, with a cry, he fell to the floor in a swoon.

The people of the house came running in, and lifting him up, carried him out, and laid him upon his bed. As soon as he recovered, his first question was, where had they found the thing — where was it when they entered the room? and when they told him they had seen it standing where it always stood, and had gone down into the room to look again, because of his frenzied entreaties, and returned trying to hide their smiles, he listened to their talk about overwork, and the necessity for change and rest, and said they might do with him as they would.

So for many months the laboratory door remained locked. Then there came a chill autumn evening when the man of science opened it again, and closed it behind him.

He lighted his lamp, and gathered his instruments and books around him, and sat down before them in his high-backed chair. And the old terror returned to him.

But this time he meant to conquer himself. His nerves were stronger now, and his brain clearer; he would fight his unreasoning fear. He crossed to the door and locked himself in, and flung the key to the other end of the room, where it fell among jars and bottles with an echoing clatter.

Later on, his old housekeeper, going her final round, tapped at his door and wished him good-night, as was her custom. She received no response, at first, and, growing nervous, tapped louder and called again; and at length an answering good-night came back to her.

She thought little about it at the time, but afterwards she remembered that the voice that had replied to her had been strangely grating and mechanical. Trying to describe it, she likened it to such a voice as she would imagine coming from a statue.

Next morning his door remained still locked. It was no unusual thing for him to work all night and far into the next day, so no one thought to be surprised. When, however, evening came, and yet he did not appear, his servants gathered outside the room and whispered, remembering what had happened once before.

They listened, but could hear no sound. They shook the door and called to him, then beat with their fists upon the wooden panels. But still no sound came from the room.

Becoming alarmed, they decided to burst open the door, and, after many blows, it gave way, and they crowded in.

He sat bolt upright in his high-backed chair. They thought at first he had died in his sleep. But when they drew nearer and the light fell upon him, they saw the livid marks of bony fingers round his throat; and in his eyes there was a terror such as is not often seen in human eyes.

* * * * *

Brown was the first to break the silence that followed. He asked me if I had any brandy on board. He said he felt he should like just a nip of brandy before going to bed. That is one of the chief charms of Jephsons stories: they always make you feel you want a little brandy.


CHAPTER VI

[image: img238.jpg]

CATS, REMARKED JEPHSON to me, one afternoon, as we sat in the punt discussing the plot of our novel, cats are animals for whom I entertain a very great respect. Cats and Nonconformists seem to me the only things in this world possessed of a practicable working conscience. Watch a cat doing something mean and wrong — if ever one gives you the chance; notice how anxious she is that nobody should see her doing it; and how prompt, if detected, to pretend that she was not doing it — that she was not even thinking of doing it — that, as a matter of fact, she was just about to do something else, quite different. You might almost think they had a soul.

Only this morning I was watching that tortoise-shell of yours on the houseboat. She was creeping along the roof, behind the flower-boxes, stalking a young thrush that had perched upon a coil of rope. Murder gleamed from her eye, assassination lurked in every twitching muscle of her body. As she crouched to spring, Fate, for once favouring the weak, directed her attention to myself, and she became, for the first time, aware of my presence. It acted upon her as a heavenly vision upon a Biblical criminal. In an instant she was a changed being. The wicked beast, going about seeking whom it might devour, had vanished. In its place sat a long-tailed, furry angel, gazing up into the sky with an expression that was one-third innocence and two-thirds admiration of the beauties of nature. What was she doing there, did I want to know? Why, could I not see, playing with a bit of earth. Surely I was not so evil-minded as to imagine she wanted to kill that dear little bird — God bless it.

Then note an old Tom, slinking home in the early morning, after a night spent on a roof of bad repute. Can you picture to yourself a living creature less eager to attract attention? Dear me, you can all but hear it saying to itself, Id no idea it was so late; how time does go when one is enjoying oneself. I do hope I shant meet any one I know — very awkward, its being so light.

In the distance it sees a policeman, and stops suddenly within the shelter of a shadow. Now whats he doing there, it says, and close to our door too? I cant go in while hes hanging about. Hes sure to see and recognise me; and hes just the sort of man to talk to the servants.

It hides itself behind a post and waits, peeping cautiously round the corner from time to time. The policeman, however, seems to have taken up his residence at that particular spot, and the cat becomes worried and excited.

Whats the matter with the fool? it mutters indignantly; is he dead? Why dont he move on, hes always telling other people to. Stupid ass.

Just then a far-off cry of milk is heard, and the cat starts up in an agony of alarm. Great Scott, hark at that! Why, everybody will be down before I get in. Well, I cant help it. I must chance it.

He glances round at himself, and hesitates. I wouldnt mind if I didnt look so dirty and untidy, he muses; people are so prone to think evil in this world.

Ah, well, he adds, giving himself a shake, theres nothing else for it, I must put my trust in Providence, its pulled me through before: here goes.

He assumes an aspect of chastened sorrow, and trots along with a demure and saddened step. It is evident he wishes to convey the idea that he has been out all night on work connected with the Vigilance Association, and is now returning home sick at heart because of the sights that he has seen.

He squirms in, unnoticed, through a window, and has just time to give himself a hurried lick down before he hears the cooks step on the stairs. When she enters the kitchen he is curled up on the hearthrug, fast asleep. The opening of the shutters awakes him. He rises and comes forward, yawning and stretching himself.

Dear me, is it morning, then? he says drowsily. Heigh-ho! Ive had such a lovely sleep, cook; and such a beautiful dream about poor mother.

Cats! do you call them? Why, they are Christians in everything except the number of legs.

They certainly are, I responded, wonderfully cunning little animals, and it is not by their moral and religious instincts alone that they are so closely linked to man; the marvellous ability they display in taking care of number one is worthy of the human race itself. Some friends of mine had a cat, a big black Tom: they have got half of him still. They had reared him from a kitten, and, in their homely, undemonstrative way, they liked him. There was nothing, however, approaching passion on either side.

One day a Chinchilla came to live in the neighbourhood, under the charge of an elderly spinster, and the two cats met at a garden wall party.

What sort of diggings have you got? asked the Chinchilla.

Oh, pretty fair.

Nice people?

Yes, nice enough — as people go.

Pretty willing? Look after you well, and all that sort of thing?

Yes — oh yes. Ive no fault to find with them.

Whats the victuals like?

Oh, the usual thing, you know, bones and scraps, and a bit of dog-biscuit now and then for a change.

Bones and dog-biscuits! Do you mean to say you eat bones?

Yes, when I can get em. Why, whats wrong about them?

Shade of Egyptian Isis, bones and dog-biscuits! Dont you ever get any spring chickens, or a sardine, or a lamb cutlet?

Chickens! Sardines! What are you talking about? What are sardines?

What are sardines! Oh, my dear child (the Chinchilla was a lady cat, and always called gentlemen friends a little older than herself dear child), these people of yours are treating you just shamefully. Come, sit down and tell me all about it. What do they give you to sleep on?

The floor.

I thought so; and skim milk and water to drink, I suppose?

It is a bit thin.

I can quite imagine it. You must leave these people, my dear, at once.

But where am I to go to?

Anywhere.

But wholl take me in?

Anybody, if you go the right way to work. How many times do you think Ive changed my people? Seven! — and bettered myself on each occasion. Why, do you know where I was born? In a pig-sty. There were three of us, mother and I and my little brother. Mother would leave us every evening, returning generally just as it was getting light. One morning she did not come back. We waited and waited, but the day passed on and she did not return, and we grew hungrier and hungrier, and at last we lay down, side by side, and cried ourselves to sleep.

In the evening, peeping through a hole in the door, we saw her coming across the field. She was crawling very slowly, with her body close down against the ground. We called to her, and she answered with a low crroo; but she did not hasten her pace.

She crept in and rolled over on her side, and we ran to her, for we were almost starving. We lay long upon her breasts, and she licked us over and over.

I dropped asleep upon her, and in the night I awoke, feeling cold. I crept closer to her, but that only made me colder still, and she was wet and clammy with a dark moisture that was oozing from her side. I did not know what it was at that time, but I have learnt since.

That was when I could hardly have been four weeks old, and from that day to this Ive looked after myself: youve got to do that in this world, my dear. For a while, I and my brother lived on in that sty and kept ourselves. It was a grim struggle at first, two babies fighting for life; but we pulled through. At the end of about three months, wandering farther from home than usual, I came upon a cottage, standing in the fields. It looked warm and cosy through the open door, and I went in: I have always been blessed with plenty of nerve. Some children were playing round the fire, and they welcomed me and made much of me. It was a new sensation to me, and I stayed there. I thought the place a palace at the time.

I might have gone on thinking so if it had not been that, passing through the village one day, I happened to catch sight of a room behind a shop. There was a carpet on the floor, and a rug before the fire. I had never known till then that there were such luxuries in the world. I determined to make that shop my home, and I did so.

How did you manage it? asked the black cat, who was growing interested.

By the simple process of walking in and sitting down. My dear child, cheeks the Open sesame to every door. The cat that works hard dies of starvation, the cat that has brains is kicked downstairs for a fool, and the cat that has virtue is drowned for a scamp; but the cat that has cheek sleeps on a velvet cushion and dines on cream and horseflesh. I marched straight in and rubbed myself against the old mans legs. He and his wife were quite taken with what they called my trustfulness, and adopted me with enthusiasm. Strolling about the fields of an evening I often used to hear the children of the cottage calling my name. It was weeks before they gave up seeking for me. One of them, the youngest, would sob herself to sleep of a night, thinking that I was dead: they were affectionate children.

I boarded with my shopkeeping friends for nearly a year, and from them I went to some new people who had lately come to the neighbourhood, and who possessed a really excellent cook. I think I could have been very satisfied with these people, but, unfortunately, they came down in the world, and had to give up the big house and the cook, and take a cottage, and I did not care to go back to that sort of life.

Accordingly I looked about for a fresh opening. There was a curious old fellow who lived not far off. People said he was rich, but nobody liked him. He was shaped differently from other men. I turned the matter over in my mind for a day or two, and then determined to give him a trial. Being a lonely sort of man, he might make a fuss over me, and if not I could go.

My surmise proved correct. I have never been more petted than I was by Toady, as the village boys had dubbed him. My present guardian is foolish enough over me, goodness knows, but she has other ties, while Toady had nothing else to love, not even himself. He could hardly believe his eyes at first when I jumped up on his knees and rubbed myself against his ugly face. Why, Kitty, he said, do you know youre the first living thing that has ever come to me of its own accord. There were tears in his funny little red eyes as he said that.

I remained two years with Toady, and was very happy indeed. Then he fell ill, and strange people came to the house, and I was neglected. Toady liked me to come up and lie upon the bed, where he could stroke me with his long, thin hand, and at first I used to do this. But a sick man is not the best of company, as you can imagine, and the atmosphere of a sick room not too healthy, so, all things considered, I felt it was time for me to make a fresh move.

I had some difficulty in getting away. Toady was always asking for me, and they tried to keep me with him: he seemed to lie easier when I was there. I succeeded at length, however, and, once outside the door, I put sufficient distance between myself and the house to ensure my not being captured, for I knew Toady so long as he lived would never cease hoping to get me back.

Where to go, I did not know. Two or three homes were offered me, but none of them quite suited me. At one place, where I put up for a day, just to see how I liked it, there was a dog; and at another, which would otherwise have done admirably, they kept a baby. Whatever you do, never stop at a house where they keep a baby. If a child pulls your tail or ties a paper bag round your head, you can give it one for itself and nobody blames you. Well, serve you right, they say to the yelling brat, you shouldnt tease the poor thing. But if you resent a babys holding you by the throat and trying to gouge out your eye with a wooden ladle, you are called a spiteful beast, and shood all round the garden. If people keep babies, they dont keep me; thats my rule.

After sampling some three or four families, I finally fixed upon a banker. Offers more advantageous from a worldly point of view were open to me. I could have gone to a public-house, where the victuals were simply unlimited, and where the back door was left open all night. But about the bankers (he was also a churchwarden, and his wife never smiled at anything less than a joke by the bishop) there was an atmosphere of solid respectability that I felt would be comforting to my nature. My dear child, you will come across cynics who will sneer at respectability: dont you listen to them. Respectability is its own reward — and a very real and practical reward. It may not bring you dainty dishes and soft beds, but it brings you something better and more lasting. It brings you the consciousness that you are living the right life, that you are doing the right thing, that, so far as earthly ingenuity can fix it, you are going to the right place, and that other folks aint. Dont you ever let any one set you against respectability. Its the most satisfying thing I know of in this world — and about the cheapest.

I was nearly three years with this family, and was sorry when I had to go. I should never have left if I could have helped it, but one day something happened at the bank which necessitated the bankers taking a sudden journey to Spain, and, after that, the house became a somewhat unpleasant place to live in. Noisy, disagreeable people were continually knocking at the door and making rows in the passage; and at night folks threw bricks at the windows.

I was in a delicate state of health at the time, and my nerves could not stand it. I said good-bye to the town, and making my way back into the country, put up with a county family.

They were great swells, but I should have preferred them had they been more homely. I am of an affectionate disposition, and I like every one about me to love me. They were good enough to me in their distant way, but they did not take much notice of me, and I soon got tired of lavishing attentions on people that neither valued nor responded to them.

From these people I went to a retired potato merchant. It was a social descent, but a rise so far as comfort and appreciation were concerned. They appeared to be an exceedingly nice family, and to be extremely fond of me. I say they appeared to be these things, because the sequel proved that they were neither. Six months after I had come to them they went away and left me. They never asked me to accompany them. They made no arrangements for me to stay behind. They evidently did not care what became of me. Such egotistical indifference to the claims of friendship I had never before met with. It shook my faith — never too robust — in human nature. I determined that, in future, no one should have the opportunity of disappointing my trust in them. I selected my present mistress on the recommendation of a gentleman friend of mine who had formerly lived with her. He said she was an excellent caterer. The only reason he had left her was that she expected him to be in at ten each night, and that hour didnt fit in with his other arrangements. It made no difference to me — as a matter of fact, I do not care for these midnight réunions that are so popular amongst us. There are always too many cats for one properly to enjoy oneself, and sooner or later a rowdy element is sure to creep in. I offered myself to her, and she accepted me gratefully. But I have never liked her, and never shall. She is a silly old woman, and bores me. She is, however, devoted to me, and, unless something extra attractive turns up, I shall stick to her.

That, my dear, is the story of my life, so far as it has gone. I tell it you to show you how easy it is to be taken in. Fix on your house, and mew piteously at the back door. When it is opened run in and rub yourself against the first leg you come across. Rub hard, and look up confidingly. Nothing gets round human beings, I have noticed, quicker than confidence. They dont get much of it, and it pleases them. Always be confiding. At the same time be prepared for emergencies. If you are still doubtful as to your reception, try and get yourself slightly wet. Why people should prefer a wet cat to a dry one I have never been able to understand; but that a wet cat is practically sure of being taken in and gushed over, while a dry cat is liable to have the garden hose turned upon it, is an undoubted fact. Also, if you can possibly manage it, and it is offered you, eat a bit of dry bread. The Human Race is always stirred to its deepest depths by the sight of a cat eating a bit of dry bread.

My friends black Tom profited by the Chinchillas wisdom. A catless couple had lately come to live next door. He determined to adopt them on trial. Accordingly, on the first rainy day, he went out soon after lunch and sat for four hours in an open field. In the evening, soaked to the skin, and feeling pretty hungry, he went mewing to their door. One of the maids opened it, he rushed under her skirts and rubbed himself against her legs. She screamed, and down came the master and the mistress to know what was the matter.

Its a stray cat, mum, said the girl.

Turn it out, said the master.

Oh no, dont, said the mistress.

Oh, poor thing, its wet, said the housemaid.

Perhaps its hungry, said the cook.

Try it with a bit of dry bread, sneered the master, who wrote for the newspapers, and thought he knew everything.

A stale crust was proffered. The cat ate it greedily, and afterwards rubbed himself gratefully against the mans light trousers.

This made the man ashamed of himself, likewise of his trousers. Oh, well, let it stop if it wants to, he said.

So the cat was made comfortable, and stayed on.

Meanwhile its own family were seeking for it high and low. They had not cared over much for it while they had had it; now it was gone, they were inconsolable. In the light of its absence, it appeared to them the one thing that had made the place home. The shadows of suspicion gathered round the case. The cats disappearance, at first regarded as a mystery, began to assume the shape of a crime. The wife openly accused the husband of never having liked the animal, and more than hinted that he and the gardener between them could give a tolerably truthful account of its last moments; an insinuation that the husband repudiated with a warmth that only added credence to the original surmise.

The bull-terrier was had up and searchingly examined. Fortunately for him, he had not had a single fight for two whole days. Had any recent traces of blood been detected upon him, it would have gone hard with him.

The person who suffered most, however, was the youngest boy. Three weeks before, he had dressed the cat in dolls clothes and taken it round the garden in the perambulator. He himself had forgotten the incident, but Justice, though tardy, was on his track. The misdeed was suddenly remembered at the very moment when unavailing regret for the loss of the favourite was at its deepest, so that to box his ears and send him, then and there, straight off to bed was felt to be a positive relief.

At the end of a fortnight, the cat, finding he had not, after all, bettered himself, came back. The family were so surprised that at first they could not be sure whether he was flesh and blood, or a spirit come to comfort them. After watching him eat half a pound of raw steak, they decided he was material, and caught him up and hugged him to their bosoms. For a week they over-fed him and made much of him. Then, the excitement cooling, he found himself dropping back into his old position, and didnt like it, and went next door again.

The next door people had also missed him, and they likewise greeted his return with extravagant ebullitions of joy. This gave the cat an idea. He saw that his game was to play the two families off one against the other; which he did. He spent an alternate fortnight with each, and lived like a fighting cock. His return was always greeted with enthusiasm, and every means were adopted to induce him to stay. His little whims were carefully studied, his favourite dishes kept in constant readiness.

The destination of his goings leaked out at length, and then the two families quarrelled about him over the fence. My friend accused the newspaper man of having lured him away. The newspaper man retorted that the poor creature had come to his door wet and starving, and added that he would be ashamed to keep an animal merely to ill-treat it. They have a quarrel about him twice a week on the average. It will probably come to blows one of these days.

Jephson appeared much surprised by this story. He remained thoughtful and silent. I asked him if he would like to hear any more, and as he offered no active opposition I went on. (Maybe he was asleep; that idea did not occur to me at the time.)

I told him of my grandmothers cat, who, after living a blameless life for upwards of eleven years, and bringing up a family of something like sixty-six, not counting those that died in infancy and the water-butt, took to drink in her old age, and was run over while in a state of intoxication (oh, the justice of it! ) by a brewers dray. I have read in temperance tracts that no dumb animal will touch a drop of alcoholic liquor. My advice is, if you wish to keep them respectable, dont give them a chance to get at it. I knew a pony — But never mind him; we are talking about my grandmothers cat.

A leaky beer-tap was the cause of her downfall. A saucer used to be placed underneath it to catch the drippings. One day the cat, coming in thirsty, and finding nothing else to drink, lapped up a little, liked it, and lapped a little more, went away for half an hour, and came back and finished the saucerful. Then sat down beside it, and waited for it to fill again.

From that day till the hour she died, I dont believe that cat was ever once quite sober. Her days she passed in a drunken stupor before the kitchen fire. Her nights she spent in the beer cellar.

My grandmother, shocked and grieved beyond expression, gave up her barrel and adopted bottles. The cat, thus condemned to enforced abstinence, meandered about the house for a day and a half in a disconsolate, quarrelsome mood. Then she disappeared, returning at eleven oclock as tight as a drum.

Where she went, and how she managed to procure the drink, we never discovered; but the same programme was repeated every day. Some time during the morning she would contrive to elude our vigilance and escape; and late every evening she would come reeling home across the fields in a condition that I will not sully my pen by attempting to describe.

It was on Saturday night that she met the sad end to which I have before alluded. She must have been very drunk, for the man told us that, in consequence of the darkness, and the fact that his horses were tired, he was proceeding at little more than a snails pace.

I think my grandmother was rather relieved than otherwise. She had been very fond of the cat at one time, but its recent conduct had alienated her affection. We children buried it in the garden under the mulberry tree, but the old lady insisted that there should be no tombstone, not even a mound raised. So it lies there, unhonoured, in a drunkards grave.

I also told him of another cat our family had once possessed. She was the most motherly thing I have ever known. She was never happy without a family. Indeed, I cannot remember her when she hadnt a family in one stage or another. She was not very particular what sort of a family it was. If she could not have kittens, then she would content herself with puppies or rats. Anything that she could wash and feed seemed to satisfy her. I believe she would have brought up chickens if we had entrusted them to her.

All her brains must have run to motherliness, for she hadnt much sense. She could never tell the difference between her own children and other peoples. She thought everything young was a kitten. We once mixed up a spaniel puppy that had lost its own mother among her progeny. I shall never forget her astonishment when it first barked. She boxed both its ears, and then sat looking down at it with an expression of indignant sorrow that was really touching.

Youre going to be a credit to your mother, she seemed to be saying youre a nice comfort to any ones old age, you are, making a row like that. And look at your ears flopping all over your face. I dont know where you pick up such ways.

He was a good little dog. He did try to mew, and he did try to wash his face with his paw, and to keep his tail still, but his success was not commensurate with his will. I do not know which was the sadder to reflect upon, his efforts to become a creditable kitten, or his foster-mothers despair of ever making him one.

Later on we gave her a baby squirrel to rear. She was nursing a family of her own at the time, but she adopted him with enthusiasm, under the impression that he was another kitten, though she could not quite make out how she had come to overlook him. He soon became her prime favourite. She liked his colour, and took a mothers pride in his tail. What troubled her was that it would cock up over his head. She would hold it down with one paw, and lick it by the half-hour together, trying to make it set properly. But the moment she let it go up it would cock again. I have heard her cry with vexation because of this.

One day a neighbouring cat came to see her, and the squirrel was clearly the subject of their talk.

Its a good colour, said the friend, looking critically at the supposed kitten, who was sitting up on his haunches combing his whiskers, and saying the only truthfully pleasant thing about him that she could think of.

Hes a lovely colour, exclaimed our cat proudly.

I dont like his legs much, remarked the friend.

No, responded his mother thoughtfully, youre right there. His legs are his weak point. I cant say I think much of his legs myself.

Maybe theyll fill out later on, suggested the friend, kindly.

Oh, I hope so, replied the mother, regaining her momentarily dashed cheerfulness. Oh yes, theyll come all right in time. And then look at his tail. Now, honestly, did you ever see a kitten with a finer tail?

Yes, its a good tail, assented the other; but why do you do it up over his head?

I dont, answered our cat. It goes that way. I cant make it out. I suppose it will come straight as he gets older.

It will be awkward if it dont, said the friend.

Oh, but Im sure it will, replied our cat. I must lick it more. Its a tail that wants a good deal of licking, you can see that.

And for hours that afternoon, after the other cat had gone, she sat trimming it; and, at the end, when she lifted her paw off it, and it flew back again like a steel spring over the squirrels head, she sat and gazed at it with feelings that only those among my readers who have been mothers themselves will be able to comprehend.

What have I done, she seemed to say—what have I done that this trouble should come upon me?

Jephson roused himself on my completion of this anecdote and sat up.

You and your friends appear to have been the possessors of some very remarkable cats, he observed.

Yes, I answered, our family has been singularly fortunate in its cats.

Singularly so, agreed Jephson; I have never met but one man from whom I have heard more wonderful cat talk than, at one time or another, I have from you.

Oh, I said, not, perhaps without a touch of jealousy in my voice, and who was he?

He was a seafaring man, replied Jephson. I met him on a Hampstead tram, and we discussed the subject of animal sagacity.

Yes, sir, he said, monkeys is cute. Ive come across monkeys as could give points to one or two lubbers Ive sailed under; and elephants is pretty spry, if you can believe all thats told of em. Ive heard some tall tales about elephants. And, of course, dogs has their heads screwed on all right: I dont say as they aint. But what I do say is: that for straightforard, level-headed reasoning, give me cats. You see, sir, a dog, he thinks a powerful deal of a man — never was such a cute thing as a man, in a dogs opinion; and he takes good care that everybody knows it. Naturally enough, we says a dog is the most intellectual animal there is. Now a cat, shes got her own opinion about human beings. She dont say much, but you can tell enough to make you anxious not to hear the whole of it. The consequence is, we says a cats got no intelligence. Thats where we let our prejudice steer our judgment wrong. In a matter of plain common sense, there aint a cat living as couldnt take the lee side of a dog and fly round him. Now, have you ever noticed a dog at the end of a chain, trying to kill a cat as is sitting washing her face three-quarters of an inch out of his reach? Of course you have. Well, whos got the sense out of those two? The cat knows that it aint in the nature of steel chains to stretch. The dog, who ought, youd think, to know a durned sight more about em than she does, is sure they will if you only bark loud enough.

Then again, have you ever been made mad by cats screeching in the night, and jumped out of bed and opened the window and yelled at them? Did they ever budge an inch for that, though you shrieked loud enough to skeer the dead, and waved your arms about like a man in a play? Not they. Theyve turned and looked at you, thats all. Yell away, old man, theyve said, we like to hear you: the more the merrier. Then what have you done? Why, youve snatched up a hair-brush, or a boot, or a candlestick, and made as if youd throw it at them. Theyve seen your attitude, theyve seen the thing in your hand, but they aint moved a point. They knew as you werent going to chuck valuable property out of window with the chance of getting it lost or spoiled. Theyve got sense themselves, and they give you credit for having some. If you dont believe thats the reason, you try showing them a lump of coal, or half a brick, next time — something as they know you will throw. Before youre ready to heave it, there wont be a cat within aim.

Then as to judgment and knowledge of the world, why dogs are babies to em. Have you ever tried telling a yarn before a cat, sir?

I replied that cats had often been present during anecdotal recitals of mine, but that, hitherto, I had paid no particular attention to their demeanour.

Ah, well, you take an opportunity of doing so one day, sir, answered the old fellow; its worth the experiment. If youre telling a story before a cat, and she dont get uneasy during any part of the narrative, you can reckon youve got hold of a thing as it will be safe for you to tell to the Lord Chief Justice of England.

Ive got a messmate, he continued; William Cooley is his name. We call him Truthful Billy. Hes as good a seaman as ever trod quarter-deck; but when he gets spinning yarns he aint the sort of man as I could advise you to rely upon. Well, Billy, hes got a dog, and Ive seen him sit and tell yarns before that dog that would make a cat squirm out of its skin, and that dogs taken em in and believed em. One night, up at his old womans, Bill told us a yarn by the side of which salt junk two voyages old would pass for spring chicken. I watched the dog, to see how he would take it. He listened to it from beginning to end with cocked ears, and never so much as blinked. Every now and then he would look round with an expression of astonishment or delight that seemed to say: Wonderful, isnt it! Dear me, just think of it! Did you ever! Well, if that dont beat everything! He was a chuckle-headed dog; you could have told him anything.

It irritated me that Bill should have such an animal about him to encourage him, and when he had finished I said to him, I wish youd tell that yarn round at my quarters one evening.

Why? said Bill.

Oh, its just a fancy of mine, I says. I didnt tell him I was wanting my old cat to hear it.

Oh, all right, says Bill, you remind me. He loved yarning, Billy did.

Next night but one he slings himself up in my cabin, and I does so. Nothing loth, off he starts. There was about half-a-dozen of us stretched round, and the cat was sitting before the fire fussing itself up. Before Bill had got fairly under weigh, she stops washing and looks up at me, puzzled like, as much as to say, What have we got here, a missionary? I signalled to her to keep quiet, and Bill went on with his yarn. When he got to the part about the sharks, she turned deliberately round and looked at him. I tell you there was an expression of disgust on that cats face as might have made a travelling Cheap Jack feel ashamed of himself. It was that human, I give you my word, sir, I forgot for the moment as the poor animal couldnt speak. I could see the words that were on its lips: Why dont you tell us you swallowed the anchor? and I sat on tenter-hooks, fearing each instant that she would say them aloud. It was a relief to me when she turned her back on Bill.

For a few minutes she sat very still, and seemed to be wrestling with herself like. I never saw a cat more set on controlling its feelings, or that seemed to suffer more in silence. It made my heart ache to watch it.

At last Bill came to the point where he and the captain between em hold the sharks mouth open while the cabin-boy dives in head foremost, and fetches up, undigested, the gold watch and chain as the bosun was a-wearing when he fell overboard; and at that the old cat givd a screech, and rolled over on her side with her legs in the air.

I thought at first the poor thing was dead, but she rallied after a bit, and it seemed as though she had braced herself up to hear the thing out.

But a little further on, Bill got too much for her again, and this time she owned herself beat. She rose up and looked round at us: Youll excuse me, gentlemen, she said — leastways that is what she said if looks go for anything—maybe youre used to this sort of rubbish, and it dont get on your nerves. With me its different. I guess Ive heard as much of this fools talk as my constitution will stand, and if its all the same to you Ill get outside before Im sick.

With that she walked up to the door, and I opened it for her, and she went out.

You cant fool a cat with talk same as you can a dog.


CHAPTER VII
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DOES MAN EVER reform? Balzac says he doesnt. So far as my experience goes, it agrees with that of Balzac — a fact the admirers of that author are at liberty to make what use of they please.

When I was young and accustomed to take my views of life from people who were older than myself, and who knew better, so they said, I used to believe that he did. Examples of reformed characters were frequently pointed out to me — indeed, our village, situate a few miles from a small seaport town, seemed to be peculiarly rich in such. They were, from all accounts, including their own, persons who had formerly behaved with quite unnecessary depravity, and who, at the time I knew them, appeared to be going to equally objectionable lengths in the opposite direction. They invariably belonged to one of two classes, the low-spirited or the aggressively unpleasant. They said, and I believed, that they were happy; but I could not help reflecting how very sad they must have been before they were happy.

One of them, a small, meek-eyed old man with a piping voice, had been exceptionally wild in his youth. What had been his special villainy I could never discover. People responded to my inquiries by saying that he had been Oh, generally bad, and increased my longing for detail by adding that little boys ought not to want to know about such things. From their tone and manner I assumed that he must have been a pirate at the very least, and regarded him with awe, not unmingled with secret admiration.

Whatever it was, he had been saved from it by his wife, a bony lady of unprepossessing appearance, but irreproachable views.

One day he called at our house for some purpose or other, and, being left alone with him for a few minutes, I took the opportunity of interviewing him personally on the subject.

You were very wicked once, werent you? I said, seeking by emphasis on the once to mitigate what I felt might be the disagreeable nature of the question.

To my intense surprise, a gleam of shameful glory lit up his wizened face, and a sound which I tried to think a sigh, but which sounded like a chuckle, escaped his lips.

Ay, he replied; Ive been a bit of a spanker in my time.

The term spanker in such connection puzzled me. I had been hitherto led to regard a spanker as an eminently conscientious person, especially where the shortcomings of other people were concerned; a person who laboured for the good of others. That the word could also be employed to designate a sinful party was a revelation to me.

But you are good now, arent you? I continued, dismissing further reflection upon the etymology of spanker to a more fitting occasion.

Ay, ay, he answered, his countenance resuming its customary aspect of resigned melancholy. I be a brand plucked from the burning, I be. There beant much wrong wi Deacon Sawyers, now.

And it was your wife that made you good, wasnt it? I persisted, determined, now that I had started this investigation, to obtain confirmation at first hand on all points.

At the mention of his wife his features became suddenly transformed. Glancing hurriedly round, to make sure, apparently, that no one but myself was within hearing, he leaned across and hissed these words into my ear — I have never forgotten them, there was a ring of such evident sincerity about them — 

Id like to skin her, Id like to skin her alive.

It struck me, even in the light of my then limited judgment, as an unregenerate wish; and thus early my faith in the possibility of mans reformation received the first of those many blows that have resulted in shattering it.

Nature, whether human or otherwise, was not made to be reformed. You can develop, you can check, but you cannot alter it.

You can take a small tiger and train it to sit on a hearthrug, and to lap milk, and so long as you provide it with hearthrugs to lie on and sufficient milk to drink, it will purr and behave like an affectionate domestic pet. But it is a tiger, with all a tigers instincts, and its progeny to the end of all time will be tigers.

In the same way, you can take an ape and develop it through a few thousand generations until it loses its tail and becomes an altogether superior ape. You can go on developing it through still a few more thousands of generations until it gathers to itself out of the waste vapours of eternity an intellect and a soul, by the aid of which it is enabled to keep the original apish nature more or less under control.

But the ape is still there, and always will be, and every now and again, when Constable Civilisation turns his back for a moment, as during Spanish Furies, or September massacres, or Western mob rule, it creeps out and bites and tears at quivering flesh, or plunges its hairy arms elbow deep in blood, or dances round a burning nigger.

I knew a man once — or, rather, I knew of a man — who was a confirmed drunkard. He became and continued a drunkard, not through weakness, but through will. When his friends remonstrated with him, he told them to mind their own business, and to let him mind his. If he saw any reason for not getting drunk he would give it up. Meanwhile he liked getting drunk, and he meant to get drunk as often as possible.

He went about it deliberately, and did it thoroughly. For nearly ten years, so it was reported, he never went to bed sober. This may be an exaggeration — it would be a singular report were it not — but it can be relied upon as sufficiently truthful for all practical purposes.

Then there came a day when he did see a reason for not getting drunk. He signed no pledge, he took no oath. He said, I will never touch another drop of drink, and for twenty-six years he kept his word.

At the end of that time a combination of circumstances occurred that made life troublesome to him, so that he desired to be rid of it altogether. He was a man accustomed, when he desired a thing within his reach, to stretch out his hand and take it. He reviewed the case calmly, and decided to commit suicide.

If the thing were to be done at all, it would be best, for reasons that if set forth would make this a long story, that it should be done that very night, and, if possible, before eleven oclock, which was the earliest hour a certain person could arrive from a certain place.

It was then four in the afternoon. He attended to some necessary business, and wrote some necessary letters. This occupied him until seven. He then called a cab and drove to a small hotel in the suburbs, engaged a private room, and ordered up materials for the making of the particular punch that had been the last beverage he had got drunk on, six-and-twenty years ago.

For three hours he sat there drinking steadily, with his watch before him. At half-past ten he rang the bell, paid his bill, came home, and cut his throat.

For a quarter of a century people had been calling that man a reformed character. His character had not reformed one jot. The craving for drink had never died. For twenty-six years he had, being a great man, held it gripped by the throat. When all things became a matter of indifference to him, he loosened his grasp, and the evil instinct rose up within him as strong on the day he died as on the day he forced it down.

That is all a man can do, pray for strength to crush down the evil that is in him, and to keep it held down day after day. I never hear washy talk about changed characters and reformed natures but I think of a sermon I once heard at a Wesleyan revivalist meeting in the Black Country.

Ah! my friends, weve all of us got the devil inside us. Ive got him, youve got him, cried the preacher — he was an old man, with long white hair and beard, and wild, fighting eyes. Most of the preachers who came reviving, as it was called, through that district, had those eyes. Some of them needed reviving themselves, in quite another sense, before they got clear out of it. I am speaking now of more than thirty years ago.

Ah! so us have — so us have, came the response.

And you carnt get rid of him, continued the speaker.

Not of oursels, ejaculated a fervent voice at the end of the room, but the Lord will help us.

The old preacher turned on him almost fiercely: — 

But th Lord woant, he shouted; doant ee reckon on that, lad. Yeve got him an yeve got ta keep him. Ye carnt get rid of him. Th Lord doant mean ee to.

Here there broke forth murmurs of angry disapproval, but the old fellow went on, unheeding: — 

It arnt good for ee to get rid of him. Yeve just got to hug him tight. Doant let him go. Hold him fast, and — LAM INTO HIM. I tell ee its good, healthy Christian exercise.

We had been discussing the subject with reference to our hero. It had been suggested by Brown as an unhackneyed idea, and one lending itself, therefore, to comparative freshness of treatment, that our hero should be a thorough-paced scamp.

Jephson seconded the proposal, for the reason that it would the better enable us to accomplish artistic work. He was of opinion that we should be more sure of our ground in drawing a villain than in attempting to portray a good man.

MacShaughnassy thirded (if I may coin what has often appeared to me to be a much-needed word) the motion with ardour. He was tired, he said, of the crystal-hearted, noble-thinking young man of fiction. Besides, it made bad reading for the young person. It gave her false ideas, and made her dissatisfied with mankind as he really is.

And, thereupon, he launched forth and sketched us his idea of a hero, with reference to whom I can only say that I should not like to meet him on a dark night.

Brown, our one earnest member, begged us to be reasonable, and reminded us, not for the first time, and not, perhaps, altogether unnecessarily, that these meetings were for the purpose of discussing business, not of talking nonsense.

Thus adjured, we attacked the subject conscientiously.

Browns idea was that the man should be an out-and-out blackguard, until about the middle of the book, when some event should transpire that would have the effect of completely reforming him. This naturally brought the discussion down to the question with which I have commenced this chapter: Does man ever reform? I argued in the negative, and gave the reasons for my disbelief much as I have set them forth here. MacShaughnassy, on the other hand, contended that he did, and instanced the case of himself — a man who, in his early days, so he asserted, had been a scatterbrained, impracticable person, entirely without stability.

I maintained that this was merely an example of enormous will-power enabling a man to overcome and rise superior to the defects of character with which nature had handicapped him.

My opinion of you, I said, is that you are naturally a hopelessly irresponsible, well-meaning ass. But, I continued quickly, seeing his hand reaching out towards a complete Shakespeare in one volume that lay upon the piano, your mental capabilities are of such extraordinary power that you can disguise this fact, and make yourself appear a man of sense and wisdom.

Brown agreed with me that in MacShaughnassys case traces of the former disposition were clearly apparent, but pleaded that the illustration was an unfortunate one, and that it ought not to have weight in the discussion.

Seriously speaking, said he, dont you think that there are some experiences great enough to break up and re-form a mans nature?

To break up, I replied, yes; but to re-form, no. Passing through a great experience may shatter a man, or it may strengthen a man, just as passing through a furnace may melt or purify metal, but no furnace ever lit upon this earth can change a bar of gold into a bar of lead, or a bar of lead into one of gold.

I asked Jephson what he thought. He did not consider the bar of gold simile a good one. He held that a mans character was not an immutable element. He likened it to a drug — poison or elixir — compounded by each man for himself from the pharmacopoeia of all things known to life and time, and saw no impossibility, though some improbability, in the glass being flung aside and a fresh draught prepared with pain and labour.

Well, I said, let us put the case practically; did you ever know a mans character to change?

Yes, he answered, I did know a man whose character seemed to me to be completely changed by an experience that happened to him. It may, as you say, only have been that he was shattered, or that the lesson may have taught him to keep his natural disposition ever under control. The result, in any case, was striking.

We asked him to give us the history of the case, and he did so.

He was a friend of some cousins of mine, Jephson began, people I used to see a good deal of in my undergraduate days. When I met him first he was a young fellow of twenty-six, strong mentally and physically, and of a stern and stubborn nature that those who liked him called masterful, and that those who disliked him — a more numerous body — termed tyrannical. When I saw him three years later, he was an old man of twenty-nine, gentle and yielding beyond the border-line of weakness, mistrustful of himself and considerate of others to a degree that was often unwise. Formerly, his anger had been a thing very easily and frequently aroused. Since the change of which I speak, I have never known the shade of anger to cross his face but once. In the course of a walk, one day, we came upon a young rough terrifying a small child by pretending to set a dog at her. He seized the boy with a grip that almost choked him, and administered to him a punishment that seemed to me altogether out of proportion to the crime, brutal though it was.

I remonstrated with him when he rejoined me.

Yes, he replied apologetically; I suppose Im a hard judge of some follies. And, knowing what his haunted eyes were looking at, I said no more.

He was junior partner in a large firm of tea brokers in the City. There was not much for him to do in the London office, and when, therefore, as the result of some mortgage transactions, a South Indian tea plantation fell into the hands of the firm, it was suggested that he should go out and take the management of it. The plan suited him admirably. He was a man in every way qualified to lead a rough life; to face a by no means contemptible amount of difficulty and danger, to govern a small army of native workers more amenable to fear than to affection. Such a life, demanding thought and action, would afford his strong nature greater interest and enjoyment than he could ever hope to obtain amid the cramped surroundings of civilisation.

Only one thing could in reason have been urged against the arrangement, that thing was his wife. She was a fragile, delicate girl, whom he had married in obedience to that instinct of attraction towards the opposite which Nature, for the purpose of maintaining her average, has implanted in our breasts — a timid, meek-eyed creature, one of those women to whom death is less terrible than danger, and fate easier to face than fear. Such women have been known to run screaming from a mouse and to meet martyrdom with heroism. They can no more keep their nerves from trembling than an aspen tree can stay the quivering of its leaves.

That she was totally unfitted for, and would be made wretched by the life to which his acceptance of the post would condemn her might have readily occurred to him, had he stopped to consider for a moment her feelings in the matter. But to view a question from any other standpoint than his own was not his habit. That he loved her passionately, in his way, as a thing belonging to himself, there can be no doubt, but it was with the love that such men have for the dog they will thrash, the horse they will spur to a broken back. To consult her on the subject never entered his head. He informed her one day of his decision and of the date of their sailing, and, handing her a handsome cheque, told her to purchase all things necessary to her, and to let him know if she needed more; and she, loving him with a dog-like devotion that was not good for him, opened her big eyes a little wider, but said nothing. She thought much about the coming change to herself, however, and, when nobody was by, she would cry softly; then, hearing his footsteps, would hastily wipe away the traces of her tears, and go to meet him with a smile.

Now, her timidity and nervousness, which at home had been a butt for mere chaff, became, under the new circumstances of their life, a serious annoyance to the man. A woman who seemed unable to repress a scream whenever she turned and saw in the gloom a pair of piercing eyes looking out at her from a dusky face, who was liable to drop off her horse with fear at the sound of a wild beasts roar a mile off, and who would turn white and limp with horror at the mere sight of a snake, was not a companionable person to live with in the neighbourhood of Indian jungles.

He himself was entirely without fear, and could not understand it. To him it was pure affectation. He had a muddled idea, common to men of his stamp, that women assume nervousness because they think it pretty and becoming to them, and that if one could only convince them of the folly of it they might be induced to lay it aside, in the same way that they lay aside mincing steps and simpering voices. A man who prided himself, as he did, upon his knowledge of horses, might, one would think, have grasped a truer notion of the nature of nervousness, which is a mere matter of temperament. But the man was a fool.

The thing that vexed him most was her horror of snakes. He was unblessed — or uncursed, whichever you may prefer — with imagination of any kind. There was no special enmity between him and the seed of the serpent. A creature that crawled upon its belly was no more terrible to him than a creature that walked upon its legs; indeed, less so, for he knew that, as a rule, there was less danger to be apprehended from them. A reptile is only too eager at all times to escape from man. Unless attacked or frightened, it will make no onset. Most people are content to acquire their knowledge of this fact from the natural history books. He had proved it for himself. His servant, an old sergeant of dragoons, has told me that he has seen him stop with his face six inches from the head of a hooded cobra, and stand watching it through his eye-glass as it crawled away from him, knowing that one touch of its fangs would mean death from which there could be no possible escape. That any reasoning being should be inspired with terror — sickening, deadly terror — by such pitifully harmless things, seemed to him monstrous; and he determined to try and cure her of her fear of them.

He succeeded in doing this eventually somewhat more thoroughly than he had anticipated, but it left a terror in his own eyes that has not gone out of them to this day, and that never will.

One evening, riding home through a part of the jungle not far from his bungalow, he heard a soft, low hiss close to his ear, and, looking up, saw a python swing itself from the branch of a tree and make off through the long grass. He had been out antelope-shooting, and his loaded rifle hung by his stirrup. Springing from the frightened horse, he was just in time to get a shot at the creature before it disappeared. He had hardly expected, under the circumstances, to even hit it. By chance the bullet struck it at the junction of the vertebræ with the head, and killed it instantly. It was a well-marked specimen, and, except for the small wound the bullet had made, quite uninjured. He picked it up, and hung it across the saddle, intending to take it home and preserve it.

Galloping along, glancing down every now and again at the huge, hideous thing swaying and writhing in front of him almost as if still alive, a brilliant idea occurred to him. He would use this dead reptile to cure his wife of her fear of living ones. He would fix matters so that she should see it, and think it was alive, and be terrified by it; then he would show her that she had been frightened by a mere dead thing, and she would feel ashamed of herself, and be healed of her folly. It was the sort of idea that would occur to a fool.

When he reached home, he took the dead snake into his smoking-room; then, locking the door, the idiot set out his prescription. He arranged the monster in a very natural and life-like position. It appeared to be crawling from the open window across the floor, and any one coming into the room suddenly could hardly avoid treading on it. It was very cleverly done.

That finished, he picked out a book from the shelves, opened it, and laid it face downward upon the couch. When he had completed all things to his satisfaction he unlocked the door and came out, very pleased with himself.

After dinner he lit a cigar and sat smoking a while in silence.

Are you feeling tired? he said to her at length, with a smile.

She laughed, and, calling him a lazy old thing, asked what it was he wanted.

Only my novel that I was reading. I left it in my den. Do you mind? You will find it open on the couch.

She sprang up and ran lightly to the door.

As she paused there for a moment to look back at him and ask the name of the book, he thought how pretty and how sweet she was; and for the first time a faint glimmer of the true nature of the thing he was doing forced itself into his brain.

Never mind, he said, half rising, Ill—; then, enamoured of the brilliancy of his plan, checked himself; and she was gone.

He heard her footsteps passing along the matted passage, and smiled to himself. He thought the affair was going to be rather amusing. One finds it difficult to pity him even now when one thinks of it.

The smoking-room door opened and closed, and he still sat gazing dreamily at the ash of his cigar, and smiling.

One moment, perhaps two passed, but the time seemed much longer. The man blew the gray cloud from before his eyes and waited. Then he heard what he had been expecting to hear — a piercing shriek. Then another, which, expecting to hear the clanging of the distant door and the scurrying back of her footsteps along the passage, puzzled him, so that the smile died away from his lips.

Then another, and another, and another, shriek after shriek.

The native servant, gliding noiselessly about the room, laid down the thing that was in his hand and moved instinctively towards the door. The man started up and held him back.

Keep where you are, he said hoarsely. It is nothing. Your mistress is frightened, that is all. She must learn to get over this folly. Then he listened again, and the shrieks ended with what sounded curiously like a smothered laugh; and there came a sudden silence.

And out of that bottomless silence, Fear for the first time in his life came to the man, and he and the dusky servant looked at each other with eyes in which there was a strange likeness; and by a common instinct moved together towards the place where the silence came from.

When the man opened the door he saw three things: one was the dead python, lying where he had left it; the second was a live python, its comrade apparently, slowly crawling round it; the third a crushed, bloody heap in the middle of the floor.

He himself remembered nothing more until, weeks afterwards, he opened his eyes in a darkened, unfamiliar place, but the native servant, before he fled screaming from the house, saw his master fling himself upon the living serpent and grasp it with his hands, and when, later on, others burst into the room and caught him staggering in their arms, they found the second python with its head torn off.

That is the incident that changed the character of my man — if it be changed, concluded Jephson. He told it me one night as we sat on the deck of the steamer, returning from Bombay. He did not spare himself. He told me the story, much as I have told it to you, but in an even, monotonous tone, free from emotion of any kind. I asked him, when he had finished, how he could bear to recall it.

Recall it! he replied, with a slight accent of surprise; it is always with me.


CHAPTER VIII
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ONE DAY WE spoke of crime and criminals. We had discussed the possibility of a novel without a villain, but had decided that it would be uninteresting.

It is a terribly sad reflection, remarked MacShaughnassy, musingly; but what a desperately dull place this earth would be if it were not for our friends the bad people. Do you know, he continued, when I hear of folks going about the world trying to reform everybody and make them good, I get positively nervous. Once do away with sin, and literature will become a thing of the past. Without the criminal classes we authors would starve.

I shouldnt worry, replied Jephson, drily; one half mankind has been reforming the other half pretty steadily ever since the Creation, yet there appears to be a fairly appreciable amount of human nature left in it, notwithstanding. Suppressing sin is much the same sort of task that suppressing a volcano would be — plugging one vent merely opens another. Evil will last our time.

I cannot take your optimistic view of the case, answered MacShaughnassy. It seems to me that crime — at all events, interesting crime — is being slowly driven out of our existence. Pirates and highwaymen have been practically abolished. Dear old Smuggler Bill has melted down his cutlass into a pint-can with a false bottom. The pressgang that was always so ready to rescue our hero from his approaching marriage has been disbanded. Theres not a lugger fit for the purposes of abduction left upon the coast. Men settle their affairs of honour in the law courts, and return home wounded only in the pocket. Assaults on unprotected females are confined to the slums, where heroes do not dwell, and are avenged by the nearest magistrate. Your modern burglar is generally an out-of-work green-grocer. His swag usually consists of an overcoat and a pair of boots, in attempting to make off with which he is captured by the servant-girl. Suicides and murders are getting scarcer every season. At the present rate of decrease, deaths by violence will be unheard of in another decade, and a murder story will be laughed at as too improbable to be interesting. A certain section of busybodies are even crying out for the enforcement of the seventh commandment. If they succeed authors will have to follow the advice generally given to them by the critics, and retire from business altogether. I tell you our means of livelihood are being filched from us one by one. Authors ought to form themselves into a society for the support and encouragement of crime.

MacShaughnassys leading intention in making these remarks was to shock and grieve Brown, and in this object he succeeded. Brown is — or was, in those days — an earnest young man with an exalted — some were inclined to say an exaggerated — view of the importance and dignity of the literary profession. Browns notion of the scheme of Creation was that God made the universe so as to give the literary man something to write about. I used at one time to credit Brown with originality for this idea; but as I have grown older I have learned that the theory is a very common and popular one in cultured circles.

Brown expostulated with MacShaughnassy. You speak, he said, as though literature were the parasite of evil.

And what else is she? replied the MacShaughnassy, with enthusiasm. What would become of literature without folly and sin? What is the work of the literary man but raking a living for himself out of the dust-heap of human woe? Imagine, if you can, a perfect world — a world where men and women never said foolish things and never did unwise ones; where small boys were never mischievous and children never made awkward remarks; where dogs never fought and cats never screeched; where wives never henpecked their husbands and mothers-in-law never nagged; where men never went to bed in their boots and sea-captains never swore; where plumbers understood their work and old maids never dressed as girls; where niggers never stole chickens and proud men were never sea-sick! where would be your humour and your wit? Imagine a world where hearts were never bruised; where lips were never pressed with pain; where eyes were never dim; where feet were never weary; where stomachs were never empty! where would be your pathos? Imagine a world where husbands never loved more wives than one, and that the right one; where wives were never kissed but by their husbands; where mens hearts were never black and womens thoughts never impure; where there was no hating and no envying; no desiring; no despairing! where would be your scenes of passion, your interesting complications, your subtle psychological analyses? My dear Brown, we writers — novelists, dramatists, poets — we fatten on the misery of our fellow-creatures. God created man and woman, and the woman created the literary man when she put her teeth into the apple. We came into the world under the shadow of the serpent. We are special correspondents with the Devils army. We report his victories in our three-volume novels, his occasional defeats in our five-act melodramas.

All of which is very true, remarked Jephson; but you must remember it is not only the literary man who traffics in misfortune. The doctor, the lawyer, the preacher, the newspaper proprietor, the weather prophet, will hardly, I should say, welcome the millennium. I shall never forget an anecdote my uncle used to relate, dealing with the period when he was chaplain of the Lincolnshire county jail. One morning there was to be a hanging; and the usual little crowd of witnesses, consisting of the sheriff, the governor, three or four reporters, a magistrate, and a couple of warders, was assembled in the prison. The condemned man, a brutal ruffian who had been found guilty of murdering a young girl under exceptionally revolting circumstances, was being pinioned by the hangman and his assistant; and my uncle was employing the last few moments at his disposal in trying to break down the sullen indifference the fellow had throughout manifested towards both his crime and his fate.

My uncle failing to make any impression upon him, the governor ventured to add a few words of exhortation, upon which the man turned fiercely on the whole of them.

Go to hell, he cried, with your snivelling jaw. Who are you, to preach at me? Youre glad enough Im here — all of you. Why, Im the only one of you as aint going to make a bit over this job. Where would you all be, I should like to know, you canting swine, if it wasnt for me and my sort? Why, its the likes of me as keeps the likes of you, with which he walked straight to the gallows and told the hangman to hurry up and not keep the gentlemen waiting.

There was some grit in that man, said MacShaughnassy.

Yes, added Jephson, and wholesome wit also.

MacShaughnassy puffed a mouthful of smoke over a spider which was just about to kill a fly. This caused the spider to fall into the river, from where a supper-hunting swallow quickly rescued him.

You remind me, he said, of a scene I once witnessed in the office of The Daily — well, in the office of a certain daily newspaper. It was the dead season, and things were somewhat slow. An endeavour had been made to launch a discussion on the question Are Babies a Blessing? The youngest reporter on the staff, writing over the simple but touching signature of Mother of Six, had led off with a scathing, though somewhat irrelevant, attack upon husbands, as a class; the Sporting Editor, signing himself Working Man, and garnishing his contribution with painfully elaborated orthographical lapses, arranged to give an air of verisimilitude to the correspondence, while, at the same time, not to offend the susceptibilities of the democracy (from whom the paper derived its chief support), had replied, vindicating the British father, and giving what purported to be stirring midnight experiences of his own. The Gallery Man, calling himself, with a burst of imagination, Gentleman and Christian, wrote indignantly that he considered the agitation of the subject to be both impious and indelicate, and added he was surprised that a paper holding the exalted, and deservedly popular, position of The — should have opened its columns to the brainless vapourings of Mother of Six and Working Man.

The topic had, however, fallen flat. With the exception of one man who had invented a new feeding-bottle, and thought he was going to advertise it for nothing, the outside public did not respond, and over the editorial department gloom had settled down.

One evening, as two or three of us were mooning about the stairs, praying secretly for a war or a famine, Todhunter, the town reporter, rushed past us with a cheer, and burst into the Sub-editors room. We followed. He was waving his notebook above his head, and clamouring, after the manner of people in French exercises, for pens, ink, and paper.

Whats up? cried the Sub-editor, catching his enthusiasm; influenza again?

Better than that! shouted Todhunter. Excursion steamer run down, a hundred and twenty-five lives lost — four good columns of heartrending scenes.

By Jove! said the Sub, couldnt have happened at a better time either — and then he sat down and dashed off a leaderette, in which he dwelt upon the pain and regret the paper felt at having to announce the disaster, and drew attention to the exceptionally harrowing account provided by the energy and talent of our special reporter.

It is the law of nature, said Jephson: we are not the first party of young philosophers who have been struck with the fact that one mans misfortune is another mans opportunity.

Occasionally, another womans, I observed.

I was thinking of an incident told me by a nurse. If a nurse in fair practice does not know more about human nature — does not see clearer into the souls of men and women than all the novelists in little Bookland put together — it must be because she is physically blind and deaf. All the worlds a stage, and all the men and women merely players; so long as we are in good health, we play our parts out bravely to the end, acting them, on the whole, artistically and with strenuousness, even to the extent of sometimes fancying ourselves the people we are pretending to be. But with sickness comes forgetfulness of our part, and carelessness of the impression we are making upon the audience. We are too weak to put the paint and powder on our faces, the stage finery lies unheeded by our side. The heroic gestures, the virtuous sentiments are a weariness to us. In the quiet, darkened room, where the foot-lights of the great stage no longer glare upon us, where our ears are no longer strained to catch the clapping or the hissing of the town, we are, for a brief space, ourselves.

This nurse was a quiet, demure little woman, with a pair of dreamy, soft gray eyes that had a curious power of absorbing everything that passed before them without seeming to look at anything. Gazing upon much life, laid bare, had given to them a slightly cynical expression, but there was a background of kindliness behind.

During the evenings of my convalescence she would talk to me of her nursing experiences. I have sometimes thought I would put down in writing the stories that she told me, but they would be sad reading. The majority of them, I fear, would show only the tangled, seamy side of human nature, and God knows there is little need for us to point that out to each other, though so many nowadays seem to think it the only work worth doing. A few of them were sweet, but I think they were the saddest; and over one or two a man might laugh, but it would not be a pleasant laugh.

I never enter the door of a house to which I have been summoned, she said to me one evening, without wondering, as I step over the threshold, what the story is going to be. I always feel inside a sick-room as if I were behind the scenes of life. The people come and go about you, and you listen to them talking and laughing, and you look into your patients eyes, and you just know that its all a play.

The incident that Jephsons remark had reminded me of, she told me one afternoon, as I sat propped up by the fire, trying to drink a glass of port wine, and feeling somewhat depressed at discovering I did not like it.

One of my first cases, she said, was a surgical operation. I was very young at the time, and I made rather an awkward mistake — I dont mean a professional mistake — but a mistake nevertheless that I ought to have had more sense than to make.

My patient was a good-looking, pleasant-spoken gentleman. The wife was a pretty, dark little woman, but I never liked her from the first; she was one of those perfectly proper, frigid women, who always give me the idea that they were born in a church, and have never got over the chill. However, she seemed very fond of him, and he of her; and they talked very prettily to each other — too prettily for it to be quite genuine, I should have said, if Id known as much of the world then as I do now.

The operation was a difficult and dangerous one. When I came on duty in the evening I found him, as I expected, highly delirious. I kept him as quiet as I could, but towards nine oclock, as the delirium only increased, I began to get anxious. I bent down close to him and listened to his ravings. Over and over again I heard the name Louise. Why wouldnt Louise come to him? It was so unkind of her — they had dug a great pit, and were pushing him down into it — oh! why didnt she come and save him? He should be saved if she would only come and take his hand.

His cries became so pitiful that I could bear them no longer. His wife had gone to attend a prayer-meeting, but the church was only in the next street. Fortunately, the day-nurse had not left the house: I called her in to watch him for a minute, and, slipping on my bonnet, ran across. I told my errand to one of the vergers and he took me to her. She was kneeling, but I could not wait. I pushed open the pew door, and, bending down, whispered to her, Please come over at once; your husband is more delirious than I quite care about, and you may be able to calm him.

She whispered back, without raising her head, Ill be over in a little while. The meeting wont last much longer.

Her answer surprised and nettled me. Youll be acting more like a Christian woman by coming home with me, I said sharply, than by stopping here. He keeps calling for you, and I cant get him to sleep.

She raised her head from her hands: Calling for me? she asked, with a slightly incredulous accent.

Yes, I replied, it has been his one cry for the last hour: Wheres Louise, why doesnt Louise come to him.

Her face was in shadow, but as she turned it away, and the faint light from one of the turned-down gas-jets fell across it, I fancied I saw a smile upon it, and I disliked her more than ever.

Ill come back with you, she said, rising and putting her books away, and we left the church together.

She asked me many questions on the way: Did patients, when they were delirious, know the people about them? Did they remember actual facts, or was their talk mere incoherent rambling? Could one guide their thoughts in any way?

The moment we were inside the door, she flung off her bonnet and cloak, and came upstairs quickly and softly.

She walked to the bedside, and stood looking down at him, but he was quite unconscious of her presence, and continued muttering. I suggested that she should speak to him, but she said she was sure it would be useless, and drawing a chair back into the shadow, sat down beside him.

Seeing she was no good to him, I tried to persuade her to go to bed, but she said she would rather stop, and I, being little more than a girl then, and without much authority, let her. All night long he tossed and raved, the one name on his lips being ever Louise — Louise — and all night long that woman sat there in the shadow, never moving, never speaking, with a set smile on her lips that made me long to take her by the shoulders and shake her.

At one time he imagined himself back in his courting days, and pleaded, Say you love me, Louise. I know you do. I can read it in your eyes. Whats the use of our pretending? We know each other. Put your white arms about me. Let me feel your breath upon my neck. Ah! I knew it, my darling, my love!

The whole house was deadly still, and I could hear every word of his troubled ravings. I almost felt as if I had no right to be there, listening to them, but my duty held me. Later on, he fancied himself planning a holiday with her, so I concluded. I shall start on Monday evening, he was saying, and you can join me in Dublin at Jacksons Hotel on the Wednesday, and well go straight on.

His voice grew a little faint, and his wife moved forward on her chair, and bent her head closer to his lips.

No, no, he continued, after a pause, theres no danger whatever. Its a lonely little place, right in the heart of the Galway Mountains — OMullens Half-way House they call it — five miles from Ballynahinch. We shant meet a soul there. Well have three weeks of heaven all to ourselves, my goddess, my Mrs. Maddox from Boston — dont forget the name.

He laughed in his delirium; and the woman, sitting by his side, laughed also; and then the truth flashed across me.

I ran up to her and caught her by the arm. Your names not Louise, I said, looking straight at her. It was an impertinent interference, but I felt excited, and acted on impulse.

No, she replied, very quietly; but its the name of a very dear school friend of mine. Ive got the clue to-night that Ive been waiting two years to get. Good-night, nurse, thanks for fetching me.

She rose and went out, and I listened to her footsteps going down the stairs, and then drew up the blind and let in the dawn.

Ive never told that incident to any one until this evening, my nurse concluded, as she took the empty port wine glass out of my hand, and stirred the fire. A nurse wouldnt get many engagements if she had the reputation for making blunders of that sort.

Another story that she told me showed married life more lovelit, but then, as she added, with that cynical twinkle which glinted so oddly from her gentle, demure eyes, this couple had only very recently been wed — had, in fact, only just returned from their honeymoon.

They had been travelling on the Continent, and there had both contracted typhoid fever, which showed itself immediately on their home-coming.

I was called in to them on the very day of their arrival, she said; the husband was the first to take to his bed, and the wife followed suit twelve hours afterwards. We placed them in adjoining rooms, and, as often as was possible, we left the door ajar so that they could call out to one another.

Poor things! They were little else than boy and girl, and they worried more about each other than they thought about themselves. The wifes only trouble was that she wouldnt be able to do anything for poor Jack. Oh, nurse, you will be good to him, wont you? she would cry, with her big childish eyes full of tears; and the moment I went in to him it would be: Oh, dont trouble about me, nurse, Im all right. Just look after the wifie, will you?

I had a hard time between the two of them, for, with the help of her sister, I was nursing them both. It was an unprofessional thing to do, but I could see they were not well off, and I assured the doctor that I could manage. To me it was worth while going through the double work just to breathe the atmosphere of unselfishness that sweetened those two sick-rooms. The average invalid is not the patient sufferer people imagine. It is a fretful, querulous, self-pitying little world that we live in as a rule, and that we grow hard in. It gave me a new heart, nursing these young people.

The man pulled through, and began steadily to recover, but the wife was a wee slip of a girl, and her strength — what there was of it — ebbed day by day. As he got stronger he would call out more and more cheerfully to her through the open door, and ask her how she was getting on, and she would struggle to call back laughing answers. It had been a mistake to put them next to each other, and I blamed myself for having done so, but it was too late to change then. All we could do was to beg her not to exhaust herself, and to let us, when he called out, tell him she was asleep. But the thought of not answering him or calling to him made her so wretched that it seemed safer to let her have her way.

Her one anxiety was that he should not know how weak she was. It will worry him so, she would say; he is such an old fidget over me. And I am getting stronger, slowly; aint I, nurse?

One morning he called out to her, as usual, asking her how she was, and she answered, though she had to wait for a few seconds to gather strength to do so. He seemed to detect the effort, for he called back anxiously, Are you sure youre all right, dear?

Yes, she replied, getting on famously. Why?

I thought your voice sounded a little weak, dear, he answered; dont call out if it tries you.

Then for the first time she began to worry about herself — not for her own sake, but because of him.

Do you think I am getting weaker, nurse? she asked me, fixing her great eyes on me with a frightened look.

Youre making yourself weak by calling out, I answered, a little sharply. I shall have to keep that door shut.

Oh, dont tell him — that was all her thought—dont let him know it. Tell him Im strong, wont you, nurse? It will kill him if he thinks Im not getting well.

I was glad when her sister came up, and I could get out of the room, for youre not much good at nursing when you feel, as I felt then, as though you had swallowed a tablespoon and it was sticking in your throat.

Later on, when I went in to him, he drew me to the bedside, and whispered me to tell him truly how she was. If you are telling a lie at all, you may just as well make it a good one, so I told him she was really wonderfully well, only a little exhausted after the illness, as was natural, and that I expected to have her up before him.

Poor lad! that lie did him more good than a weeks doctoring and nursing; and next morning he called out more cheerily than ever to her, and offered to bet her a new bonnet against a new hat that he would race her, and be up first.

She laughed back quite merrily (I was in his room at the time). All right, she said, youll lose. I shall be well first, and I shall come and visit you.

Her laugh was so bright, and her voice sounded so much stronger, that I really began to think she had taken a turn for the better, so that when on going in to her I found her pillow wet with tears, I could not understand it.

Why, we were so cheerful just a minute ago, I said; whats the matter?

Oh, poor Jack! she moaned, as her little, wasted fingers opened and closed upon the counterpane. Poor Jack, it will break his heart.

It was no good my saying anything. There comes a moment when something tells your patient all that is to be known about the case, and the doctor and the nurse can keep their hopeful assurances for where they will be of more use. The only thing that would have brought comfort to her then would have been to convince her that he would soon forget her and be happy without her. I thought it at the time, and I tried to say something of the kind to her, but I couldnt get it out, and she wouldnt have believed me if I had.

So all I could do was to go back to the other room, and tell him that I wanted her to go to sleep, and that he must not call out to her until I told him.

She lay very still all day. The doctor came at his usual hour and looked at her. He patted her hand, and just glanced at the untouched food beside her.

Yes, he said, quietly. I shouldnt worry her, nurse. And I understood.

Towards evening she opened her eyes, and beckoned to her sister, who was standing by the bedside, to bend down.

Jeanie, she whispered, do you think it wrong to deceive any one when its for their own good?

I dont know, said the girl, in a dry voice; I shouldnt think so. Why do you ask?

Jeanie, your voice was always very much like mine — do you remember, they used to mistake us at home. Jeanie, call out for me — just till — till hes a bit better; promise me.

They had loved each other, those two, more than is common among sisters. Jeanie could not answer, but she pressed her sister closer in her arms, and the other was satisfied.

Then, drawing all her little stock of life together for one final effort, the child raised herself in her sisters arms.

Good-night, Jack, she called out, loud and clear enough to be heard through the closed door.

Good-night, little wife, he cried back, cheerily; are you all right?

Yes, dear. Good-night.

Her little, worn-out frame dropped back upon the bed, and the next thing I remember is snatching up a pillow, and holding it tight-pressed against Jeanies face for fear the sound of her sobs should penetrate into the next room; and afterwards we both got out, somehow, by the other door, and rushed downstairs, and clung to each other in the back kitchen.

How we two women managed to keep up the deceit, as, for three whole days, we did, I shall never myself know. Jeanie sat in the room where her dead sister, from its head to its sticking-up feet, lay outlined under the white sheet; and I stayed beside the living man, and told lies and acted lies, till I took a joy in them, and had to guard against the danger of over-elaborating them.

He wondered at what he thought my new merry mood, and I told him it was because of my delight that his wife was out of danger; and then I went on for the pure devilment of the thing, and told him that a week ago, when we had let him think his wife was growing stronger, we had been deceiving him; that, as a matter of fact, she was at that time in great peril, and I had been in hourly alarm concerning her, but that now the strain was over, and she was safe; and I dropped down by the foot of the bed, and burst into a fit of laughter, and had to clutch hold of the bedstead to keep myself from rolling on the floor.

He had started up in bed with a wild white face when Jeanie had first answered him from the other room, though the sisters voices had been so uncannily alike that I had never been able to distinguish one from the other at any time. I told him the slight change was the result of the fever, that his own voice also was changed a little, and that such was always the case with a person recovering from a long illness. To guide his thoughts away from the real clue, I told him Jeanie had broken down with the long work, and that, the need for her being past, I had packed her off into the country for a short rest. That afternoon we concocted a letter to him, and I watched Jeanies eyes with a towel in my hand while she wrote it, so that no tears should fall on it, and that night she travelled twenty miles down the Great Western line to post it, returning by the next up-train.

No suspicion of the truth ever occurred to him, and the doctor helped us out with our deception; yet his pulse, which day by day had been getting stronger, now beat feebler every hour. In that part of the country where I was born and grew up, the folks say that wherever the dead lie, there round about them, whether the time be summer or winter, the air grows cold and colder, and that no fire, though you pile the logs half-way up the chimney, will ever make it warm. A few months hospital training generally cures one of all fanciful notions about death, but this idea I have never been able to get rid of. My thermometer may show me sixty, and I may try to believe that the temperature is sixty, but if the dead are beside me I feel cold to the marrow of my bones. I could see the chill from the dead room crawling underneath the door, and creeping up about his bed, and reaching out its hand to touch his heart.

Jeanie and I redoubled our efforts, for it seemed to us as if Death were waiting just outside in the passage, watching with his eye at the keyhole for either of us to make a blunder and let the truth slip out. I hardly ever left his side except now and again to go into that next room, and poke an imaginary fire, and say a few chaffing words to an imaginary living woman on the bed where the dead one lay; and Jeanie sat close to the corpse, and called out saucy messages to him, or reassuring answers to his anxious questions.

At times, knowing that if we stopped another moment in these rooms we should scream, we would steal softly out and rush downstairs, and, shutting ourselves out of hearing in a cellar underneath the yard, laugh till we reeled against the dirty walls. I think we were both getting a little mad.

One day — it was the third of that nightmare life, so I learned afterwards, though for all I could have told then it might have been the three hundredth, for Time seemed to have fled from that house as from a dream, so that all things were tangled — I made a slip that came near to ending the matter, then and there.

I had gone into that other room. Jeanie had left her post for a moment, and the place was empty.

I did not think what I was doing. I had not closed my eyes that I can remember since the wife had died, and my brain and my senses were losing their hold of one another. I went through my usual performance of talking loudly to the thing underneath the white sheet, and noisily patting the pillows and rattling the bottles on the table.

On my return, he asked me how she was, and I answered, half in a dream, Oh, bonny, shes trying to read a little, and he raised himself on his elbow and called out to her, and for answer there came back silence — not the silence that is silence, but the silence that is as a voice. I do not know if you understand what I mean by that. If you had lived among the dead as long as I have, you would know.

I darted to the door and pretended to look in. Shes fallen asleep, I whispered, closing it; and he said nothing, but his eyes looked queerly at me.

That night, Jeanie and I stood in the hall talking. He had fallen to sleep early, and I had locked the door between the two rooms, and put the key in my pocket, and had stolen down to tell her what had happened, and to consult with her.

What can we do! God help us, what can we do! was all that Jeanie could say. We had thought that in a day or two he would be stronger, and that the truth might be broken to him. But instead of that he had grown so weak, that to excite his suspicions now by moving him or her would be to kill him.

We stood looking blankly in each others faces, wondering how the problem could be solved; and while we did so the problem solved itself.

The one woman-servant had gone out, and the house was very silent — so silent that I could hear the ticking of Jeanies watch inside her dress. Suddenly, into the stillness there came a sound. It was not a cry. It came from no human voice. I have heard the voice of human pain till I know its every note, and have grown careless to it; but I have prayed God on my knees that I may never hear that sound again, for it was the sob of a soul.

It wailed through the quiet house and passed away, and neither of us stirred.

At length, with the return of the blood to our veins, we went upstairs together. He had crept from his own room along the passage into hers. He had not had strength enough to pull the sheet off, though he had tried. He lay across the bed with one hand grasping hers.

* * * * *

My nurse sat for a while without speaking, a somewhat unusual thing for her to do.

You ought to write your experiences, I said.

Ah! she said, giving the fire a contemplative poke, if youd seen as much sorrow in the world as I have, you wouldnt want to write a sad book.

I think, she added, after a long pause, with the poker still in her hand, it can only be the people who have never known suffering who can care to read of it. If I could write a book, I should write a merry book — a book that would make people laugh.


CHAPTER IX
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THE DISCUSSION AROSE in this way. I had proposed a match between our villain and the daughter of the local chemist, a singularly noble and pure-minded girl, the humble but worthy friend of the heroine.

Brown had refused his consent on the ground of improbability. What in thunder would induce him to marry her? he asked.

Love! I replied; love, that burns as brightly in the meanest villains breast as in the proud heart of the good young man.

Are you trying to be light and amusing, returned Brown, severely, or are you supposed to be discussing the matter seriously? What attraction could such a girl have for such a man as Reuben Neil?

Every attraction, I retorted. She is the exact moral contrast to himself. She is beautiful (if shes not beautiful enough, we can touch her up a bit), and, when the father dies, there will be the shop.

Besides, I added, it will make the thing seem more natural if everybody wonders what on earth could have been the reason for their marrying each other.

Brown wasted no further words on me, but turned to MacShaughnassy.

Can you imagine our friend Reuben seized with a burning desire to marry Mary Holme? he asked, with a smile.

Of course I can, said MacShaughnassy; I can imagine anything, and believe anything of anybody. It is only in novels that people act reasonably and in accordance with what might be expected of them. I knew an old sea-captain who used to read the Young Ladies Journal in bed, and cry over it. I knew a bookmaker who always carried Brownings poems about with him in his pocket to study in the train. I have known a Harley Street doctor to develop at forty-eight a sudden and overmastering passion for switchbacks, and to spend every hour he could spare from his practice at one or other of the exhibitions, having three-penorths one after the other. I have known a book-reviewer give oranges (not poisoned ones) to children. A man is not a character, he is a dozen characters, one of them prominent, the other eleven more or less undeveloped. I knew a man once, two of whose characters were of equal value, and the consequences were peculiar.

We begged him to relate the case to us, and he did so.

He was a Balliol man, said MacShaughnassy, and his Christian name was Joseph. He was a member of the Devonshire at the time I knew him, and was, I think, the most superior person I have ever met. He sneered at the Saturday Review as the pet journal of the suburban literary club; and at the Athenæum as the trade organ of the unsuccessful writer. Thackeray, he considered, was fairly entitled to his position of favourite author to the cultured clerk; and Carlyle he regarded as the exponent of the earnest artisan. Living authors he never read, but this did not prevent his criticising them contemptuously. The only inhabitants of the nineteenth century that he ever praised were a few obscure French novelists, of whom nobody but himself had ever heard. He had his own opinion about God Almighty, and objected to Heaven on account of the strong Clapham contingent likely to be found in residence there. Humour made him sad, and sentiment made him ill. Art irritated him and science bored him. He despised his own family and disliked everybody else. For exercise he yawned, and his conversation was mainly confined to an occasional shrug.

Nobody liked him, but everybody respected him. One felt grateful to him for his condescension in living at all.

One summer, I was fishing over the Norfolk Broads, and on the Bank Holiday, thinking I would like to see the London Arry in his glory, I ran over to Yarmouth. Walking along the sea-front in the evening, I suddenly found myself confronted by four remarkably choice specimens of the class. They were urging on their wild and erratic career arm-in-arm. The one nearest the road was playing an unusually wheezy concertina, and the other three were bawling out the chorus of a music-hall song, the heroine of which appeared to be Hemmer.

They spread themselves right across the pavement, compelling all the women and children they met to step into the roadway. I stood my ground on the kerb, and as they brushed by me something in the face of the one with the concertina struck me as familiar.

I turned and followed them. They were evidently enjoying themselves immensely. To every girl they passed they yelled out, Oh, you little jam tart! and every old lady they addressed as Mar. The noisiest and the most vulgar of the four was the one with the concertina.

I followed them on to the pier, and then, hurrying past, waited for them under a gas-lamp. When the man with the concertina came into the light and I saw him clearly I started. From the face I could have sworn it was Joseph; but everything else about him rendered such an assumption impossible. Putting aside the time and the place, and forgetting his behaviour, his companions, and his instrument, what remained was sufficient to make the suggestion absurd. Joseph was always clean shaven; this youth had a smudgy moustache and a pair of incipient red whiskers. He was dressed in the loudest check suit I have ever seen, off the stage. He wore patent-leather boots with mother-of-pearl buttons, and a necktie that in an earlier age would have called down lightning out of Heaven. He had a low-crowned billycock hat on his head, and a big evil-smelling cigar between his lips.

Argue as I would, however, the face was the face of Joseph; and, moved by a curiosity I could not control, I kept near him, watching him.

Once, for a little while, I missed him; but there was not much fear of losing that suit for long, and after a little looking about I struck it again. He was sitting at the end of the pier, where it was less crowded, with his arm round a girls waist. I crept close. She was a jolly, red-faced girl, good-looking enough, but common to the last degree. Her hat lay on the seat beside her, and her head was resting on his shoulder. She appeared to be fond of him, but he was evidently bored.

Dontcher like me, Joe? I heard her murmur.

Yas, he replied, somewhat unconvincingly, o course I likes yer.

She gave him an affectionate slap, but he did not respond, and a few minutes afterwards, muttering some excuse, he rose and left her, and I followed him as he made his way towards the refreshment-room. At the door he met one of his pals.

Hullo! was the question, wot a yer done wi Liza?

Oh, I carnt stand er, was his reply; she gives me the bloomin ump. You ave a turn with er.

His friend disappeared in the direction of Liza, and Joe pushed into the room, I keeping close behind him. Now that he was alone I was determined to speak to him. The longer I had studied his features the more resemblance I had found in them to those of my superior friend Joseph.

He was leaning across the bar, clamouring for two of gin, when I tapped him on the shoulder. He turned his head, and the moment he saw me, his face went livid.

Mr. Joseph Smythe, I believe, I said with a smile.

Whos Mr. Joseph Smythe? he answered hoarsely; my names Smith, I aint no bloomin Smythe. Who are you? I dont know yer.

As he spoke, my eyes rested upon a curious gold ring of Indian workmanship which he wore upon his left hand. There was no mistaking the ring, at all events: it had been passed round the club on more than one occasion as a unique curiosity. His eyes followed my gaze. He burst into tears, and pushing me before him into a quiet corner of the saloon, sat down facing me.

Dont give me away, old man, he whimpered; for Gawds sake, dont let on to any of the chaps ere that Im a member of that blessed old waxwork show in Saint Jamess: theyd never speak to me agen. And keep yer mug shut about Oxford, theres a good sort. I wouldnt ave em know as ow I was one o them college blokes for anythink.

I sat aghast. I had listened to hear him entreat me to keep Smith, the rorty Arry, a secret from the acquaintances of Smythe, the superior person. Here was Smith in mortal terror lest his pals should hear of his identity with the aristocratic Smythe, and discard him. His attitude puzzled me at the time, but, when I came to reflect, my wonder was at myself for having expected the opposite.

I carnt elp it, he went on; I ave to live two lives. Arf my time Im a stuck-up prig, as orter be jolly well kicked—

At which times, I interrupted, I have heard you express some extremely uncomplimentary opinions concerning Arries.

I know, he replied, in a voice betraying strong emotion; thats where its so precious rough on me. When Im a toff I despises myself, cos I knows that underneath my sneering phiz Im a bloomin Arry. When Im an Arry, I ates myself cos I knows Im a toff.

Cant you decide which character you prefer, and stick to it? I asked.

No, he answered, I carnt. Its a rum thing, but whichever I am, sure as fate, bout the end of a month I begin to get sick o myself.

I can quite understand it, I murmured; I should give way myself in a fortnight.

Ive been myself, now, he continued, without noticing my remark, for somethin like ten days. One mornin, in bout three weeks time, I shall get up in my diggins in the Mile End Road, and I shall look round the room, and at these clothes angin over the bed, and at this yer concertina (he gave it an affectionate squeeze), and I shall feel myself gettin scarlet all over. Then I shall jump out o bed, and look at myself in the glass. You howling little cad, I shall say to myself, I have half a mind to strangle you; and I shall shave myself, and put on a quiet blue serge suit and a bowler at, tell my landlady to keep my rooms for me till I comes back, slip out o the ouse, and into the fust ansom I meets, and back to the Halbany. And a month arter that, I shall come into my chambers at the Halbany, fling Voltaire and Parini into the fire, shy me at at the bust of good old Omer, slip on my blue suit agen, and back to the Mile End Road.

How do you explain your absence to both parties? I asked.

Oh, thats simple enough, he replied. I just tells my ousekeeper at the Halbany as Im goin on the Continong; and my mates ere thinks Im a traveller.

Nobody misses me much, he added, pathetically; I haint a particlarly fetchin sort o bloke, either of me. Im sich an out-and-outer. When Im an Arry, Im too much of an Arry, and when Im a prig, Im a reglar fust prize prig. Seems to me as if I was two ends of a man without any middle. If I could only mix myself up a bit more, Id be all right.

He sniffed once or twice, and then he laughed. Ah, well, he said, casting aside his momentary gloom; its all a game, and wots the odds so long as yer appy. Ave a wet?

I declined the wet, and left him playing sentimental airs to himself upon the concertina.

One afternoon, about a month later, the servant came to me with a card on which was engraved the name of Mr. Joseph Smythe. I requested her to show him up. He entered with his usual air of languid superciliousness, and seated himself in a graceful attitude upon the sofa.

Well, I said, as soon as the girl had closed the door behind her, so youve got rid of Smith?

A sickly smile passed over his face. You have not mentioned it to any one? he asked anxiously.

Not to a soul, I replied; though I confess I often feel tempted to.

I sincerely trust you never will, he said, in a tone of alarm. You can have no conception of the misery the whole thing causes me. I cannot understand it. What possible affinity there can be between myself and that disgusting little snob passes my comprehension. I assure you, my dear Mac, the knowledge that I was a ghoul, or a vampire, would cause me less nausea than the reflection that I am one and the same with that odious little Whitechapel bounder. When I think of him every nerve in my body—

Dont think about him any more, I interrupted, perceiving his strongly-suppressed emotion. You didnt come here to talk about him, Im sure. Let us dismiss him.

Well, he replied, in a certain roundabout way it is slightly connected with him. That is really my excuse for inflicting the subject upon you. You are the only man I can speak to about it — if I shall not bore you?

Not in the least, I said. I am most interested. As he still hesitated, I asked him point-blank what it was.

He appeared embarrassed. It is really very absurd of me, he said, while the faintest suspicion of pink crossed his usually colourless face; but I feel I must talk to somebody about it. The fact is, my dear Mac, I am in love.

Capital! I cried; Im delighted to hear it. (I thought it might make a man of him.) Do I know the lady?

I am inclined to think you must have seen her, he replied; she was with me on the pier at Yarmouth that evening you met me.

Not Liza! I exclaimed.

That was she, he answered; Miss Elizabeth Muggins. He dwelt lovingly upon the name.

But, I said, you seemed — I really could not help noticing, it was so pronounced — you seemed to positively dislike her. Indeed, I gathered from your remark to a friend that her society was distinctly distasteful to you.

To Smith, he corrected me. What judge would that howling little blackguard be of a womans worth! The dislike of such a man as that is a testimonial to her merit!

I may be mistaken, I said; but she struck me as a bit common.

She is not, perhaps, what the world would call a lady, he admitted; but then, my dear Mac, my opinion of the world is not such as to render its opinion of much value to me. I and the world differ on most subjects, I am glad to say. She is beautiful, and she is good, and she is my choice.

Shes a jolly enough little girl, I replied, and, I should say, affectionate; but have you considered, Smythe, whether she is quite — what shall we say — quite as intellectual as could be desired?

Really, to tell the truth, I have not troubled myself much about her intellect, he replied, with one of his sneering smiles. I have no doubt that the amount of intellect absolutely necessary to the formation of a British home, I shall be able to supply myself. I have no desire for an intellectual wife. One is compelled to meet tiresome people, but one does not live with them if one can avoid it.

No, he continued, reverting to his more natural tone; the more I think of Elizabeth the more clear it becomes to me that she is the one woman in the world for whom marriage with me is possible. I perceive that to the superficial observer my selection must appear extraordinary. I do not pretend to explain it, or even to understand it. The study of mankind is beyond man. Only fools attempt it. Maybe it is her contrast to myself that attracts me. Maybe my, perhaps, too spiritual nature feels the need of contact with her coarser clay to perfect itself. I cannot tell. These things must always remain mysteries. I only know that I love her — that, if any reliance is to be placed upon instinct, she is the mate to whom Artemis is leading me.

It was clear that he was in love, and I therefore ceased to argue with him. You kept up your acquaintanceship with her, then, after you — I was going to say after you ceased to be Smith, but not wishing to agitate him by more mention of that person than I could help, I substituted, after you returned to the Albany?

Not exactly, he replied; I lost sight of her after I left Yarmouth, and I did not see her again until five days ago, when I came across her in an aerated bread shop. I had gone in to get a glass of milk and a bun, and she brought them to me. I recognised her in a moment. His face lighted up with quite a human smile. I take tea there every afternoon now, he added, glancing towards the clock, at four.

Theres not much need to ask her views on the subject, I said, laughing; her feelings towards you were pretty evident.

Well, that is the curious part of it, he replied, with a return to his former embarrassment; she does not seem to care for me now at all. Indeed, she positively refuses me. She says — to put it in the dear childs own racy language — that she wouldnt take me on at any price. She says it would be like marrying a clockwork figure without the key. Shes more frank than complimentary, but I like that.

Wait a minute, I said; an idea occurs to me. Does she know of your identity with Smith?

No, he replied, alarmed, I would not have her know it for worlds. Only yesterday she told me that I reminded her of a fellow she had met at Yarmouth, and my heart was in my mouth.

How did she look when she told you that? I asked.

How did she look? he repeated, not understanding me.

What was her expression at that moment? I said—was it severe or tender?

Well, he replied, now I come to think of it, she did seem to soften a bit just then.

My dear boy, I said, the case is as clear as daylight. She loves Smith. No girl who admired Smith could be attracted by Smythe. As your present self you will never win her. In a few weeks time, however, you will be Smith. Leave the matter over until then. Propose to her as Smith, and she will accept you. After marriage you can break Smythe gently to her.

By Jove! he exclaimed, startled out of his customary lethargy, I never thought of that. The truth is, when I am in my right senses, Smith and all his affairs seem like a dream to me. Any idea connected with him would never enter my mind.

He rose and held out his hand. I am so glad I came to see you, he said; your suggestion has almost reconciled me to my miserable fate. Indeed, I quite look forward to a month of Smith, now.

Im so pleased, I answered, shaking hands with him. Mind you come and tell me how you get on. Another mans love affairs are not usually absorbing, but there is an element of interest about yours that renders the case exceptional.

We parted, and I did not see him again for another month. Then, late one evening, the servant knocked at my door to say that a Mr. Smith wished to see me.

Smith, Smith, I repeated; what Smith? didnt he give you a card?

No, sir, answered the girl; he doesnt look the sort that would have a card. Hes not a gentleman, sir; but he says youll know him. She evidently regarded the statement as an aspersion upon myself.

I was about to tell her to say I was out, when the recollection of Smythes other self flashed into my mind, and I directed her to send him up.

A minute passed, and then he entered. He was wearing a new suit of a louder pattern, if possible, than before. I think he must have designed it himself. He looked hot and greasy. He did not offer to shake hands, but sat down awkwardly on the extreme edge of a small chair, and gaped about the room as if he had never seen it before.

He communicated his shyness to myself. I could not think what to say, and we sat for a while in painful silence.

Well, I said, at last, plunging head-foremost into the matter, according to the method of shy people, and hows Liza?

Oh, shes all right, he replied, keeping his eyes fixed on his hat.

Have you done it? I continued.

Done wot? he asked, looking up.

Married her.

No, he answered, returning to the contemplation of his hat.

Has she refused you then? I said.

I aint arst er, he returned.

He seemed unwilling to explain matters of his own accord. I had to put the conversation into the form of a cross-examination.

Why not? I asked; dont you think she cares for you any longer?

He burst into a harsh laugh. There aint much fear o that, he said; its like aving an Alcocks porous plaster mashed on yer, blowed if it aint. Theres no gettin rid of er. I wish shed giv somebody else a turn. Im fair sick of er.

But you were enthusiastic about her a month ago! I exclaimed in astonishment.

Smythe may ave been, he said; there aint no accounting for that ninny, is eads full of starch. Anyhow, I dont take er on while Im myself. Im too jolly fly.

That sort o gals all right enough to lark with, he continued; but yer dont want to marry em. They dont do yer no good. A man wants a wife as e can respect — some one as is a cut above imself, as will raise im up a peg or two — some one as e can look up to and worship. A mans wife orter be to im a gawddess — a hangel, a—

You appear to have met the lady, I remarked, interrupting him.

He blushed scarlet, and became suddenly absorbed in the pattern of the carpet. But the next moment he looked up again, and his face seemed literally transformed.

Oh! Mr. MacShaughnassy, he burst out, with a ring of genuine manliness in his voice, you dont know ow good, ow beautiful she is. I aint fit to breathe er name in my thoughts. An shes so clever. I met er at that Toynbee All. There was a party of toffs there all together. You would ave enjoyed it, Mr. MacShaughnassy, if you could ave eard er; she was makin fun of the pictures and the people round about to er pa — such wit, such learnin, such aughtiness. I follered them out and opened the carriage door for er, and she just drew er skirt aside and looked at me as if I was the dirt in the road. I wish I was, for then perhaps one day Id kiss er feet.

His emotion was so genuine that I did not feel inclined to laugh at him. Did you find out who she was? I asked.

Yes, he answered; I eard the old gentleman say Ome to the coachman, and I ran after the carriage all the way to Arley Street. Treviors er name, Hedith Trevior.

Miss Trevior! I cried, a tall, dark girl, with untidy hair and rather weak eyes?

Tall and dark, he replied with air that seems tryin to reach er lips to kiss em, and heyes, light blue, like a Cambridge necktie. A undred and seventy-three was the number.

Thats right, I said; my dear Smith, this is becoming complicated. Youve met the lady and talked to her for half an hour — as Smythe, dont you remember?

No, he said, after cogitating for a minute, carnt say I do; I never can remember much about Smythe. He allers seems to me like a bad dream.

Well, you met her, I said; Im positive. I introduced you to her myself, and she confided to me afterwards that she thought you a most charming man.

No — did she? he remarked, evidently softening in his feelings towards Smythe; and did I like er?

Well, to tell the truth, I answered, I dont think you did. You looked intensely bored.

The Juggins, I heard him mutter to himself, and then he said aloud: Dyer think I shall get a chance o seein er agen, when Im — when Im Smythe?

Of course, I said, Ill take you round myself. By the bye, I added, jumping up and looking on the mantelpiece, Ive got a card for a Cinderella at their place — something to do with a birthday. Will you be Smythe on November the twentieth?

Ye — as, he replied; oh, yas — bound to be by then.

Very well, then, I said, Ill call round for you at the Albany, and well go together.

He rose and stood smoothing his hat with his sleeve. Fust time Ive ever looked forard to bein that hanimated corpse, Smythe, he said slowly. Blowed if I dont try to urry it up—pon my sivey I will.

Hell be no good to you till the twentieth, I reminded him. And, I added, as I stood up to ring the bell, youre sure its a genuine case this time. You wont be going back to Liza?

Oh, dont talk bout Liza in the same breath with Hedith, he replied, it sounds like sacrilege.

He stood hesitating with the handle of the door in his hand. At last, opening it and looking very hard at his hat, he said, Im goin to Arley Street now. I walk up and down outside the ouse every evening, and sometimes, when there aint no one lookin, I get a chance to kiss the doorstep.

He disappeared, and I returned to my chair.

On November twentieth, I called for him according to promise. I found him on the point of starting for the club: he had forgotten all about our appointment. I reminded him of it, and he with difficulty recalled it, and consented, without any enthusiasm, to accompany me. By a few artful hints to her mother (including a casual mention of his income), I manoeuvred matters so that he had Edith almost entirely to himself for the whole evening. I was proud of what I had done, and as we were walking home together I waited to receive his gratitude.

As it seemed slow in coming, I hinted my expectations.

Well, I said, I think I managed that very cleverly for you.

Managed what very cleverly? said he.

Why, getting you and Miss Trevior left together for such a long time in the conservatory, I answered, somewhat hurt; I fixed that for you.

Oh, it was you, was it, he replied; Ive been cursing Providence.

I stopped dead in the middle of the pavement, and faced him. Dont you love her? I said.

Love her! he repeated, in the utmost astonishment; what on earth is there in her to love? Shes nothing but a bad translation of a modern French comedy, with the interest omitted.

This tired me — to use an Americanism. You came to me a month ago, I said, raving over her, and talking about being the dirt under her feet and kissing her doorstep.

He turned very red. I wish, my dear Mac, he said, you would pay me the compliment of not mistaking me for that detestable little cad with whom I have the misfortune to be connected. You would greatly oblige me if next time he attempts to inflict upon you his vulgar drivel you would kindly kick him downstairs.

No doubt, he added, with a sneer, as we walked on, Miss Trevior would be his ideal. She is exactly the type of woman, I should say, to charm that type of man. For myself, I do not appreciate the artistic and literary female.

Besides, he continued, in a deeper tone, you know my feelings. I shall never care for any other woman but Elizabeth.

And she? I said

She, he sighed, is breaking her heart for Smith.

Why dont you tell her you are Smith? I asked.

I cannot, he replied, not even to win her. Besides, she would not believe me.

We said good-night at the corner of Bond Street, and I did not see him again till one afternoon late in the following March, when I ran against him in Ludgate Circus. He was wearing his transition blue suit and bowler hat. I went up to him and took his arm.

Which are you? I said.

Neither, for the moment, he replied, thank God. Half an hour ago I was Smythe, half an hour hence I shall be Smith. For the present half-hour I am a man.

There was a pleasant, hearty ring in his voice, and a genial, kindly light in his eyes, and he held himself like a frank gentleman.

You are certainly an improvement upon both of them, I said.

He laughed a sunny laugh, with just the shadow of sadness dashed across it. Do you know my idea of Heaven? he said.

No, I replied, somewhat surprised at the question.

Ludgate Circus, was the answer. The only really satisfying moments of my life, he said, have been passed in the neighbourhood of Ludgate Circus. I leave Piccadilly an unhealthy, unwholesome prig. At Charing Cross I begin to feel my blood stir in my veins. From Ludgate Circus to Cheapside I am a human thing with human feeling throbbing in my heart, and human thought throbbing in my brain — with fancies, sympathies, and hopes. At the Bank my mind becomes a blank. As I walk on, my senses grow coarse and blunted; and by the time I reach Whitechapel I am a poor little uncivilised cad. On the return journey it is the same thing reversed.

Why not live in Ludgate Circus, I said, and be always as you are now?

Because, he answered, man is a pendulum, and must travel his arc.

My dear Mac, said he, laying his hand upon my shoulder, there is only one good thing about me, and that is a moral. Man is as God made him: dont be so sure that you can take him to pieces and improve him. All my life I have sought to make myself an unnaturally superior person. Nature has retaliated by making me also an unnaturally inferior person. Nature abhors lopsidedness. She turns out man as a whole, to be developed as a whole. I always wonder, whenever I come across a supernaturally pious, a supernaturally moral, a supernaturally cultured person, if they also have a reverse self.

I was shocked at his suggested argument, and walked by his side for a while without speaking. At last, feeling curious on the subject, I asked him how his various love affairs were progressing.

Oh, as usual, he replied; in and out of a cul de sac. When I am Smythe I love Eliza, and Eliza loathes me. When I am Smith I love Edith, and the mere sight of me makes her shudder. It is as unfortunate for them as for me. I am not saying it boastfully. Heaven knows it is an added draught of misery in my cup; but it is a fact that Eliza is literally pining away for me as Smith, and — as Smith I find it impossible to be even civil to her; while Edith, poor girl, has been foolish enough to set her heart on me as Smythe, and as Smythe she seems to me but the skin of a woman stuffed with the husks of learning, and rags torn from the corpse of wit.

I remained absorbed in my own thoughts for some time, and did not come out of them till we were crossing the Minories. Then, the idea suddenly occurring to me, I said:

Why dont you get a new girl altogether? There must be medium girls that both Smith and Smythe could like, and that would put up with both of you.

No more girls for this child, he answered theyre more trouble than theyre worth. Those yer want yer carnt get, and those yer can ave, yer dont want.

I started, and looked up at him. He was slouching along with his hands in his pockets, and a vacuous look in his face.

A sudden repulsion seized me. I must go now, I said, stopping. Id no idea I had come so far.

He seemed as glad to be rid of me as I to be rid of him. Oh, must yer, he said, holding out his hand. Well, so long.

We shook hands carelessly. He disappeared in the crowd, and that is the last I have ever seen of him.

* * * * *

Is that a true story? asked Jephson.

Well, Ive altered the names and dates, said MacShaughnassy; but the main facts you can rely upon.


CHAPTER X

[image: img238.jpg]

THE FINAL QUESTION discussed at our last meeting been: What shall our hero be? MacShaughnassy had suggested an author, with a critic for the villain. My idea was a stockbroker, with an undercurrent of romance in his nature. Said Jephson, who has a practical mind: The question is not what we like, but what the female novel-reader likes.

That is so, agreed MacShaughnassy. I propose that we collect feminine opinion upon this point. I will write to my aunt and obtain from her the old ladys view. You, he said, turning to me, can put the case to your wife, and get the young ladys ideal. Let Brown write to his sister at Newnham, and find out whom the intellectual maiden favours, while Jephson can learn from Miss Medbury what is most attractive to the common-sensed girl.

This plan we had adopted, and the result was now under consideration. MacShaughnassy opened the proceedings by reading his aunts letter. Wrote the old lady:

I think, if I were you, my dear boy, I should choose a soldier. You know your poor grandfather, who ran away to America with that wicked Mrs. Featherly, the bankers wife, was a soldier, and so was your poor cousin Robert, who lost eight thousand pounds at Monte Carlo. I have always felt singularly drawn towards soldiers, even as a girl; though your poor dear uncle could not bear them. You will find many allusions to soldiers and men of war in the Old Testament (see Jer. xlviii. 14). Of course one does not like to think of their fighting and killing each other, but then they do not seem to do that sort of thing nowadays.

So much for the old lady, said MacShaughnassy, as he folded up the letter and returned it to his pocket. What says culture?

Brown produced from his cigar-case a letter addressed in a bold round hand, and read as follows:

What a curious coincidence! A few of us were discussing this very subject last night in Millicent Hightoppers rooms, and I may tell you at once that our decision was unanimous in favour of soldiers. You see, my dear Selkirk, in human nature the attraction is towards the opposite. To a milliners apprentice a poet would no doubt be satisfying; to a woman of intelligence he would he an unutterable bore. What the intellectual woman requires in man is not something to argue with, but something to look at. To an empty-headed woman I can imagine the soldier type proving vapid and uninteresting; to the woman of mind he represents her ideal of man — a creature strong, handsome, well-dressed, and not too clever.

That gives us two votes for the army, remarked MacShaughnassy, as Brown tore his sisters letter in two, and threw the pieces into the waste-paper basket. What says the common-sensed girl?

First catch your common-sensed girl, muttered Jephson, a little grumpily, as it seemed to me. Where do you propose finding her?

Well, returned MacShaughnassy, I looked to find her in Miss Medbury.

As a rule, the mention of Miss Medburys name brings a flush of joy to Jephsons face; but now his features wore an expression distinctly approaching a scowl.

Oh! he replied, did you? Well, then, the common-sensed girl loves the military also.

By Jove! exclaimed MacShaughnassy, what an extraordinary thing. What reason does she give?

That theres a something about them, and that they dance so divinely, answered Jephson, shortly.

Well, you do surprise me, murmured MacShaughnassy, I am astonished.

Then to me he said: And what does the young married woman say? The same?

Yes, I replied, precisely the same.

Does she give a reason? he asked.

Oh yes, I explained; because you cant help liking them.

There was silence for the next few minutes, while we smoked and thought. I fancy we were all wishing we had never started this inquiry.

That four distinctly different types of educated womanhood should, with promptness and unanimity quite unfeminine, have selected the soldier as their ideal, was certainly discouraging to the civilian heart. Had they been nursemaids or servant girls, I should have expected it. The worship of Mars by the Venus of the white cap is one of the few vital religions left to this devoutless age. A year or two ago I lodged near a barracks, and the sight to be seen round its huge iron gates on Sunday afternoons I shall never forget. The girls began to assemble about twelve oclock. By two, at which hour the army, with its hair nicely oiled and a cane in its hand, was ready for a stroll, there would be some four or five hundred of them waiting in a line. Formerly they had collected in a wild mob, and as the soldiers were let out to them two at a time, had fought for them, as lions for early Christians. This, however, had led to scenes of such disorder and brutality, that the police had been obliged to interfere; and the girls were now marshalled in queue, two abreast, and compelled, by a force of constables specially told off for the purpose, to keep their places and wait their proper turn.

At three oclock the sentry on duty would come down to the wicket and close it. Theyre all gone, my dears, he would shout out to the girls still left; its no good your stopping, weve no more for you to-day.

Oh, not one! some poor child would murmur pleadingly, while the tears welled up into her big round eyes, not even a little one. Ive been waiting such a long time.

Cant help that, the honest fellow would reply, gruffly, but not unkindly, turning aside to hide his emotion; youve had em all between you. We dont make em, you know: you cant have em if we havent got em, can you? Come earlier next time.

Then he would hurry away to escape further importunity; and the police, who appeared to have been waiting for this moment with gloating anticipation, would jeeringly hustle away the weeping remnant. Now then, pass along, you girls, pass along, they would say, in that irritatingly unsympathetic voice of theirs. Youve had your chance. Cant have the roadway blocked up all the afternoon with this ere demonstration of the unloved. Pass along.

In connection with this same barracks, our char-woman told Amenda, who told Ethelbertha, who told me a story, which I now told the boys.

Into a certain house, in a certain street in the neighbourhood, there moved one day a certain family. Their servant had left them — most of their servants did at the end of a week — and the day after the moving-in an advertisement for a domestic was drawn up and sent to the Chronicle. It ran thus:

WANTED, GENERAL SERVANT, in small family of eleven. Wages, £6; no beer money. Must be early riser and hard worker. Washing done at home. Must be good cook, and not object to window-cleaning. Unitarian preferred. — Apply, with references, to A. B., etc.

That advertisement was sent off on Wednesday afternoon. At seven oclock on Thursday morning the whole family were awakened by continuous ringing of the street-door bell. The husband, looking out of window, was surprised to see a crowd of about fifty girls surrounding the house. He slipped on his dressing-gown and went down to see what was the matter. The moment he opened the door, fifteen of them charged tumultuously into the passage, sweeping him completely off his legs. Once inside, these fifteen faced round, fought the other thirty-five or so back on to the doorstep, and slammed the door in their faces. Then they picked up the master of the house, and asked him politely to conduct them to A. B.

At first, owing to the clamour of the mob outside, who were hammering at the door and shouting curses through the keyhole, he could understand nothing, but at length they succeeded in explaining to him that they were domestic servants come ill answer to his wifes advertisement. The man went and told his wife, and his wife said she would see them, one at a time.

Which one should have audience first was a delicate question to decide. The man, on being appealed to, said he would prefer to leave it to them. They accordingly discussed the matter among themselves. At the end of a quarter of an hour, the victor, having borrowed some hair-pins and a looking-glass from our char-woman, who had slept in the house, went upstairs, while the remaining fourteen sat down in the hall, and fanned themselves with their bonnets.

A. B. was a good deal astonished when the first applicant presented herself. She was a tall, genteel-looking girl. Up to yesterday she had been head housemaid at Lady Stantons, and before that she had been under-cook for two years to the Duchess of York.

And why did you leave Lady Stanton? asked A. B.

To come here, mum, replied the girl. The lady was puzzled.

And youll be satisfied with six pounds a year? she asked.

Certainly, mum, I think it ample.

And you dont mind hard work?

I love it, mum.

And youre an early riser?

Oh yes, mum, it upsets me stopping in bed after half-past five.

You know we do the washing at home?

Yes, mum. I think it so much better to do it at home. Those laundries ruin good clothes. Theyre so careless.

Are you a Unitarian? continued the lady.

Not yet, mum, replied the girl, but I should like to be one.

The lady took her reference, and said she would write.

The next applicant offered to come for three pounds — thought six pounds too much. She expressed her willingness to sleep in the back kitchen: a shakedown under the sink was all she wanted. She likewise had yearnings towards Unitarianism.

The third girl did not require any wages at all — could not understand what servants wanted with wages — thought wages only encouraged a love of foolish finery — thought a comfortable home in a Unitarian family ought to be sufficient wages for any girl.

This girl said there was one stipulation she should like to make, and that was that she should be allowed to pay for all breakages caused by her own carelessness or neglect. She objected to holidays and evenings out; she held that they distracted a girl from her work.

The fourth candidate offered a premium of five pounds for the place; and then A. B. began to get frightened, and refused to see any more of the girls, convinced that they must be lunatics from some neighbouring asylum out for a walk.

Later in the day, meeting the next-door lady on the doorstep, she related her mornings experiences.

Oh, thats nothing extraordinary, said the next-door lady; none of us on this side of the street pay wages; and we get the pick of all the best servants in London. Why, girls will come from the other end of the kingdom to get into one of these houses. Its the dream of their lives. They save up for years, so as to be able to come here for nothing.

Whats the attraction? asked A. B., more amazed than ever.

Why, dont you see, explained the next door lady, our back windows open upon the barrack yard. A girl living in one of these houses is always close to soldiers. By looking out of window she can always see soldiers; and sometimes a soldier will nod to her or even call up to her. They never dream of asking for wages. Theyll work eighteen hours a day, and put up with anything just to be allowed to stop.

A. B. profited by this information, and engaged the girl who offered the five pounds premium. She found her a perfect treasure of a servant. She was invariably willing and respectful, slept on a sofa in the kitchen, and was always contented with an egg for her dinner.

The truth of this story I cannot vouch for. Myself, I can believe it. Brown and MacShaughnassy made no attempt to do so, which seemed unfriendly. Jephson excused himself on the plea of a headache. I admit there are points in it presenting difficulties to the average intellect. As I explained at the commencement, it was told to me by Ethelbertha, who had it from Amenda, who got it from the char-woman, and exaggerations may have crept into it. The following, however, were incidents that came under my own personal observation. They afforded a still stronger example of the influence exercised by Tommy Atkins upon the British domestic, and I therefore thought it right to relate them.

The heroine of them, I said, is our Amenda. Now, you would call her a tolerably well-behaved, orderly young woman, would you not?

She is my ideal of unostentatious respectability, answered MacShaughnassy.

That was my opinion also, I replied. You can, therefore, imagine my feelings on passing her one evening in the Folkestone High Street with a Panama hat upon her head (my Panama hat), and a soldiers arm round her waist. She was one of a mob following the band of the Third Berkshire Infantry, then in camp at Sandgate. There was an ecstatic, far-away look in her eyes. She was dancing rather than walking, and with her left hand she beat time to the music.

Ethelbertha was with me at the time. We stared after the procession until it had turned the corner, and then we stared at each other.

Oh, its impossible, said Ethelbertha to me.

But that was my hat, I said to Ethelbertha.

The moment we reached home Ethelbertha looked for Amenda, and I looked for my hat. Neither was to be found.

Nine oclock struck, ten oclock struck. At half-past ten, we went down and got our own supper, and had it in the kitchen. At a quarter-past eleven, Amenda returned. She walked into the kitchen without a word, hung my hat up behind the door, and commenced clearing away the supper things.

Ethelbertha rose, calm but severe.

Where have you been, Amenda? she inquired.

Gadding half over the county with a lot of low soldiers, answered Amenda, continuing her work.

You had on my hat, I added.

Yes, sir, replied Amenda, still continuing her work, it was the first thing that came to hand. What Im thankful for is that it wasnt mississ best bonnet.

Whether Ethelbertha was mollified by the proper spirit displayed in this last remark, I cannot say, but I think it probable. At all events, it was in a voice more of sorrow than of anger that she resumed her examination.

You were walking with a soldiers arm around your waist when we passed you, Amenda? she observed interrogatively.

I know, mum, admitted Amenda, I found it there myself when the music stopped.

Ethelbertha looked her inquiries. Amenda filled a saucepan with water, and then replied to them.

Im a disgrace to a decent household, she said; no mistress who respected herself would keep me a moment. I ought to be put on the doorstep with my box and a months wages.

But why did you do it then? said Ethelbertha, with natural astonishment.

Because Im a helpless ninny, mum. I cant help myself; if I see soldiers Im bound to follow them. It runs in our family. My poor cousin Emma was just such another fool. She was engaged to be married to a quiet, respectable young fellow with a shop of his own, and three days before the wedding she ran off with a regiment of marines to Chatham and married the colour-sergeant. Thats what I shall end by doing. Ive been all the way to Sandgate with that lot you saw me with, and Ive kissed four of them — the nasty wretches. Im a nice sort of girl to be walking out with a respectable milkman.

She was so deeply disgusted with herself that it seemed superfluous for anybody else to be indignant with her; and Ethelbertha changed her tone and tried to comfort her.

Oh, youll get over all that nonsense, Amenda, she said, laughingly; you see yourself how silly it is. You must tell Mr. Bowles to keep you away from soldiers.

Ah, I cant look at it in the same light way that you do, mum, returned Amenda, somewhat reprovingly; a girl that cant see a bit of red marching down the street without wanting to rush out and follow it aint fit to be anybodys wife. Why, I should be leaving the shop with nobody in it about twice a week, and hed have to go the round of all the barracks in London, looking for me. I shall save up and get myself into a lunatic asylum, thats what I shall do.

Ethelbertha began to grow quite troubled. But surely this is something altogether new, Amenda, she said; you must have often met soldiers when youve been out in London?

Oh yes, one or two at a time, walking about anyhow, I can stand that all right. Its when theres a lot of them with a band that I lose my head.

You dont know what its like, mum, she added, noticing Ethelberthas puzzled expression; youve never had it. I only hope you never may.

We kept a careful watch over Amenda during the remainder of our stay at Folkestone, and an anxious time we had of it. Every day some regiment or other would march through the town, and at the first sound of its music Amenda would become restless and excited. The Pied Pipers reed could not have stirred the Hamelin children deeper than did those Sandgate bands the heart of our domestic. Fortunately, they generally passed early in the morning when we were indoors, but one day, returning home to lunch, we heard distant strains dying away upon the Hythe Road. We hurried in. Ethelbertha ran down into the kitchen; it was empty! — up into Amendas bedroom; it was vacant! We called. There was no answer.

That miserable girl has gone off again, said Ethelbertha. What a terrible misfortune it is for her. Its quite a disease.

Ethelbertha wanted me to go to Sandgate camp and inquire for her. I was sorry for the girl myself, but the picture of a young and innocent-looking man wandering about a complicated camp, inquiring for a lost domestic, presenting itself to my mind, I said that Id rather not.

Ethelbertha thought me heartless, and said that if I would not go she would go herself. I replied that I thought one female member of my household was enough in that camp at a time, and requested her not to. Ethelbertha expressed her sense of my inhuman behaviour by haughtily declining to eat any lunch, and I expressed my sense of her unreasonableness by sweeping the whole meal into the grate, after which Ethelbertha suddenly developed exuberant affection for the cat (who didnt want anybodys love, but wanted to get under the grate after the lunch), and I became supernaturally absorbed in the day-before-yesterdays newspaper.

In the afternoon, strolling out into the garden, I heard the faint cry of a female in distress. I listened attentively, and the cry was repeated. I thought it sounded like Amendas voice, but where it came from I could not conceive. It drew nearer, however, as I approached the bottom of the garden, and at last I located it in a small wooden shed, used by the proprietor of the house as a dark-room for developing photographs.

The door was locked. Is that you, Amenda? I cried through the keyhole.

Yes, sir, came back the muffled answer. Will you please let me out? youll find the key on the ground near the door.

I discovered it on the grass about a yard away, and released her. Who locked you in? I asked.

I did, sir, she replied; I locked myself in, and pushed the key out under the door. I had to do it, or I should have gone off with those beastly soldiers.

I hope I havent inconvenienced you, sir, she added, stepping out; I left the lunch all laid.

* * * * *

Amendas passion for soldiers was her one tribute to sentiment. Towards all others of the male sex she maintained an attitude of callous unsusceptibility, and her engagements with them (which were numerous) were entered into or abandoned on grounds so sordid as to seriously shock Ethelbertha.

When she came to us she was engaged to a pork butcher — with a milkman in reserve. For Amendas sake we dealt with the man, but we never liked him, and we liked his pork still less. When, therefore, Amenda announced to us that her engagement with him was off, and intimated that her feelings would in no way suffer by our going elsewhere for our bacon, we secretly rejoiced.

I am confident you have done right, Amenda, said Ethelbertha; you would never have been happy with that man.

No, mum, I dont think I ever should, replied Amenda. I dont see how any girl could as hadnt the digestion of an ostrich.

Ethelbertha looked puzzled. But what has digestion got to do with it? she asked.

A pretty good deal, mum, answered Amenda, when youre thinking of marrying a man as cant make a sausage fit to eat.

But, surely, exclaimed Ethelbertha, you dont mean to say youre breaking off the match because you dont like his sausages!

Well, I suppose thats what it comes to, agreed Amenda, unconcernedly.

What an awful idea! sighed poor Ethelbertha, after a long pause. Do you think you ever really loved him?

Oh yes, said Amenda, I loved him right enough, but its no good loving a man that wants you to live on sausages that keep you awake all night.

But does he want you to live on sausages? persisted Ethelbertha.

Oh, he doesnt say anything about it, explained Amenda; but you know what it is, mum, when you marry a pork butcher; youre expected to eat whats left over. Thats the mistake my poor cousin Eliza made. She married a muffin man. Of course, what he didnt sell they had to finish up themselves. Why, one winter, when he had a run of bad luck, they lived for two months on nothing but muffins. I never saw a girl so changed in all my life. One has to think of these things, you know.

But the most shamefully mercenary engagement that I think Amenda ever entered into, was one with a bus conductor. We were living in the north of London then, and she had a young man, a cheesemonger, who kept a shop in Lupus Street, Chelsea. He could not come up to her because of the shop, so once a week she used to go down to him. One did not ride ten miles for a penny in those days, and she found the fare from Holloway to Victoria and back a severe tax upon her purse. The same bus that took her down at six brought her back at ten. During the first journey the bus conductor stared at Amenda; during the second he talked to her, during the third he gave her a cocoanut, during the fourth he proposed to her, and was promptly accepted. After that, Amenda was enabled to visit her cheesemonger without expense.

He was a quaint character himself, this bus conductor. I often rode with him to Fleet Street. He knew me quite well (I suppose Amenda must have pointed me out to him), and would always ask me after her — aloud, before all the other passengers, which was trying — and give me messages to take back to her. Where women were concerned he had what is called a way with him, and from the extent and variety of his female acquaintance, and the evident tenderness with which the majority of them regarded him, I am inclined to hope that Amendas desertion of him (which happened contemporaneously with her jilting of the cheesemonger) caused him less prolonged suffering than might otherwise have been the case.

He was a man from whom I derived a good deal of amusement one way and another. Thinking of him brings back to my mind a somewhat odd incident.

One afternoon, I jumped upon his bus in the Seven Sisters Road. An elderly Frenchman was the only other occupant of the vehicle. You vil not forget me, the Frenchman was saying as I entered, I desire Sharing Cross.

I wont forget yer, answered the conductor, you shall ave yer Sharing Cross. Dont make a fuss about it.

Thats the third time ees arst me not to forget im, he remarked to me in a stentorian aside; ee dont giv yer much chance of doin it, does ee?

At the corner of the Holloway Road we drew up, and our conductor began to shout after the manner of his species: Charing Cross — Charing Cross—ere yer are — Come along, lady — Charing Cross.

The little Frenchman jumped up, and prepared to exit; the conductor pushed him back.

Sit down and dont be silly, he said; this aint Charing Cross.

The Frenchman looked puzzled, but collapsed meekly. We picked up a few passengers, and proceeded on our way. Half a mile up the Liverpool Road a lady stood on the kerb regarding us as we passed with that pathetic mingling of desire and distrust which is the average womans attitude towards conveyances of all kinds. Our conductor stopped.

Where dyer want to go to? he asked her severely—Strand — Charing Cross?

The Frenchman did not hear or did not understand the first part of the speech, but he caught the words Charing Cross, and bounced up and out on to the step. The conductor collared him as he was getting off, and jerked him back savagely.

Carnt yer keep still a minute, he cried indignantly; blessed if you dont want lookin after like a bloomin kid.

I vont to be put down at Sharing Cross, answered the Frenchman, humbly.

You vont to be put down at Sharing Cross, repeated the other bitterly, as he led him back to his seat. I shall put yer down in the middle of the road if I ave much more of yer. You stop there till I come and sling yer out. I aint likely to let yer go much past yer Sharing Cross, I shall be too jolly glad to get rid o yer.

The poor Frenchman subsided, and we jolted on. At The Angel we, of course, stopped. Charing Cross, shouted the conductor, and up sprang the Frenchman.

Oh, my Gawd, said the conductor, taking him by the shoulders and forcing him down into the corner seat, wot am I to do? Carnt somebody sit on im?

He held him firmly down until the bus started, and then released him. At the top of Chancery Lane the same scene took place, and the poor little Frenchman became exasperated.

He keep saying Sharing Cross, Sharing Cross, he exclaimed, turning to the other passengers; and it is no Sharing Cross. He is fool.

Carnt yer understand, retorted the conductor, equally indignant; of course I say Sharing Cross — I mean Charing Cross, but that dont mean that it is Charing Cross. That means— and then perceiving from the blank look on the Frenchmans face the utter impossibility of ever making the matter clear to him, he turned to us with an appealing gesture, and asked:

Does any gentleman know the French for bloomin idiot?

A day or two afterwards, I happened to enter his omnibus again.

Well, I asked him, did you get your French friend to Charing Cross all right?

No, sir, he replied, youll ardly believe it, but I ad a bit of a row with a policeman just before I got to the corner, and it put im clean out o my ead. Blessed if I didnt run im on to Victoria.


CHAPTER XI
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SAID BROWN ONE evening, There is but one vice, and that is selfishness.

Jephson was standing before the fire lighting his pipe. He puffed the tobacco into a glow, threw the match into the embers, and then said:

And the seed of all virtue also.

Sit down and get on with your work, said MacShaughnassy from the sofa where he lay at full length with his heels on a chair; were discussing the novel. Paradoxes not admitted during business hours.

Jephson, however, was in an argumentative mood.

Selfishness, he continued, is merely another name for Will. Every deed, good or bad, that we do is prompted by selfishness. We are charitable to secure ourselves a good place in the next world, to make ourselves respected in this, to ease our own distress at the knowledge of suffering. One man is kind because it gives him pleasure to be kind, just as another is cruel because cruelty pleases him. A great man does his duty because to him the sense of duty done is a deeper delight than would be the case resulting from avoidance of duty. The religious man is religious because he finds a joy in religion; the moral man moral because with his strong self-respect, viciousness would mean wretchedness. Self-sacrifice itself is only a subtle selfishness: we prefer the mental exaltation gained thereby to the sensual gratification which is the alternative reward. Man cannot be anything else but selfish. Selfishness is the law of all life. Each thing, from the farthest fixed star to the smallest insect crawling on the earth, fighting for itself according to its strength; and brooding over all, the Eternal, working for Himself: that is the universe.

Have some whisky, said MacShaughnassy; and dont be so complicatedly metaphysical. You make my head ache.

If all action, good and bad, spring from selfishness, replied Brown, then there must be good selfishness and bad selfishness: and your bad selfishness is my plain selfishness, without any adjective, so we are back where we started. I say selfishness — bad selfishness — is the root of all evil, and there you are bound to agree with me.

Not always, persisted Jephson; Ive known selfishness — selfishness according to the ordinarily accepted meaning of the term — to be productive of good actions. I can give you an instance, if you like.

Has it got a moral? asked MacShaughnassy, drowsily,

Jephson mused a moment. Yes, he said at length; a very practical moral — and one very useful to young men.

Thats the sort of story we want, said the MacShaughnassy, raising himself into a sitting position. You listen to this, Brown.

Jephson seated himself upon a chair, in his favourite attitude, with his elbows resting upon the back, and smoked for a while in silence.

There are three people in this story, he began; the wife, the wifes husband, and the other man. In most dramas of this type, it is the wife who is the chief character. In this case, the interesting person is the other man.

The wife — I met her once: she was the most beautiful woman I have ever seen, and the most wicked-looking; which is saying a good deal for both statements. I remember, during a walking tour one year, coming across a lovely little cottage. It was the sweetest place imaginable. I need not describe it. It was the cottage one sees in pictures, and reads of in sentimental poetry. I was leaning over the neatly-cropped hedge, drinking in its beauty, when at one of the tiny casements I saw, looking out at me, a face. It stayed there only a moment, but in that moment the cottage had become ugly, and I hurried away with a shudder.

That womans face reminded me of the incident. It was an angels face, until the woman herself looked out of it: then you were struck by the strange incongruity between tenement and tenant.

That at one time she had loved her husband, I have little doubt. Vicious women have few vices, and sordidness is not usually one of them. She had probably married him, borne towards him by one of those waves of passion upon which the souls of animal natures are continually rising and falling. On possession, however, had quickly followed satiety, and from satiety had grown the desire for a new sensation.

They were living at Cairo at the period; her husband held an important official position there, and by virtue of this, and of her own beauty and tact, her house soon became the centre of the Anglo-Saxon society ever drifting in and out of the city. The women disliked her, and copied her. The men spoke slightingly of her to their wives, lightly of her to each other, and made idiots of themselves when they were alone with her. She laughed at them to their faces, and mimicked them behind their backs. Their friends said it was clever.

One year there arrived a young English engineer, who had come out to superintend some canal works. He brought with him satisfactory letters of recommendation, and was at once received by the European residents as a welcome addition to their social circle. He was not particularly good-looking, he was not remarkably charming, but he possessed the one thing that few women can resist in a man, and that is strength. The woman looked at the man, and the man looked back at the woman; and the drama began.

Scandal flies swiftly through small communities. Before a month, their relationship was the chief topic of conversation throughout the quarter. In less than two, it reached the ears of the womans husband.

He was either an exceptionally mean or an exceptionally noble character, according to how one views the matter. He worshipped his wife — as men with big hearts and weak brains often do worship such women — with dog-like devotion. His only dread was lest the scandal should reach proportions that would compel him to take notice of it, and thus bring shame and suffering upon the woman to whom he would have given his life. That a man who saw her should love her seemed natural to him; that she should have grown tired of himself, a thing not to be wondered at. He was grateful to her for having once loved him, for a little while.

As for the other man, he proved somewhat of an enigma to the gossips. He attempted no secrecy; if anything, he rather paraded his subjugation — or his conquest, it was difficult to decide which term to apply. He rode and drove with her; visited her in public and in private (in such privacy as can be hoped for in a house filled with chattering servants, and watched by spying eyes); loaded her with expensive presents, which she wore openly, and papered his smoking-den with her photographs. Yet he never allowed himself to appear in the least degree ridiculous; never allowed her to come between him and his work. A letter from her, he would lay aside unopened until he had finished what he evidently regarded as more important business. When boudoir and engine-shed became rivals, it was the boudoir that had to wait.

The woman chafed under his self-control, which stung her like a lash, but clung to him the more abjectly.

Tell me you love me! she would cry fiercely, stretching her white arms towards him.

I have told you so, he would reply calmly, without moving.

I want to hear you tell it me again, she would plead with a voice that trembled on a sob. Come close to me and tell it me again, again, again!

Then, as she lay with half-closed eyes, he would pour forth a flood of passionate words sufficient to satisfy even her thirsty ears, and afterwards, as the gates clanged behind him, would take up an engineering problem at the exact point at which half an hour before, on her entrance into the room, he had temporarily dismissed it.

One day, a privileged friend put bluntly to him this question: Are you playing for love or vanity?

To which the man, after long pondering, gave this reply: Pon my soul, Jack, I couldnt tell you.

Now, when a man is in love with a woman who cannot make up her mind whether she loves him or not, we call the complication comedy; where it is the woman who is in earnest the result is generally tragedy.

They continued to meet and to make love. They talked — as people in their position are prone to talk — of the beautiful life they would lead if it only were not for the thing that was; of the earthly paradise — or, maybe, earthy would be the more suitable adjective — they would each create for the other, if only they had the right which they hadnt.

In this work of imagination the man trusted chiefly to his literary faculties, which were considerable; the woman to her desires. Thus, his scenes possessed a grace and finish which hers lacked, but her pictures were the more vivid. Indeed, so realistic did she paint them, that to herself they seemed realities, waiting for her. Then she would rise to go towards them only to strike herself against the thought of the thing that stood between her and them. At first she only hated the thing, but after a while there came an ugly look of hope into her eyes.

The time drew near for the man to return to England. The canal was completed, and a day appointed for the letting in of the water. The man determined to make the event the occasion of a social gathering. He invited a large number of guests, among whom were the woman and her husband, to assist at the function. Afterwards the party were to picnic at a pleasant wooded spot some three-quarters of a mile from the first lock.

The ceremony of flooding was to be performed by the woman, her husbands position entitling her to this distinction. Between the river and the head of the cutting had been left a strong bank of earth, pierced some distance down by a hole, which hole was kept closed by means of a closely-fitting steel plate. The woman drew the lever releasing this plate, and the water rushed through and began to press against the lock gates. When it had attained a certain depth, the sluices were raised, and the water poured down into the deep basin of the lock.

It was an exceptionally deep lock. The party gathered round and watched the water slowly rising. The woman looked down, and shuddered; the man was standing by her side.

How deep it is, she said.

Yes, he replied, it holds thirty feet of water, when full.

The water crept up inch by inch.

Why dont you open the gates, and let it in quickly? she asked.

It would not do for it to come in too quickly, he explained; we shall half fill this lock, and then open the sluices at the other end, and so let the water pass through.

The woman looked at the smooth stone walls and at the iron-plated gates.

I wonder what a man would do, she said, if he fell in, and there was no one near to help him?

The man laughed. I think he would stop there, he answered. Come, the others are waiting for us.

He lingered a moment to give some final instructions to the workmen. You can follow on when youve made all right, he said, and get something to eat. Theres no need for more than one to stop. Then they joined the rest of the party, and sauntered on, laughing and talking, to the picnic ground.

After lunch the party broke up, as is the custom of picnic parties, and wandered away in groups and pairs. The man, whose duty as host had hitherto occupied all his attention, looked for the woman, but she was gone.

A friend strolled by, the same that had put the question to him about love and vanity.

Have you quarrelled? asked the friend.

No, replied the man.

I fancied you had, said the other. I met her just now walking with her husband, of all men in the world, and making herself quite agreeable to him.

The friend strolled on, and the man sat down on a fallen tree, and lighted a cigar. He smoked and thought, and the cigar burnt out, but he still sat thinking.

After a while he heard a faint rustling of the branches behind him, and peering between the interlacing leaves that hid him, saw the crouching figure of the woman creeping through the wood.

His lips were parted to call her name, when she turned her listening head in his direction, and his eyes fell full upon her face. Something about it, he could not have told what, struck him dumb, and the woman crept on.

Gradually the nebulous thoughts floating through his brain began to solidify into a tangible idea, and the man unconsciously started forward. After walking a few steps he broke into a run, for the idea had grown clearer. It continued to grow still clearer and clearer, and the man ran faster and faster, until at last he found himself racing madly towards the lock. As he approached it he looked round for the watchman who ought to have been there, but the man was gone from his post. He shouted, but if any answer was returned, it was drowned by the roar of the rushing water.

He reached the edge and looked down. Fifteen feet below him was the reality of the dim vision that had come to him a mile back in the woods: the womans husband swimming round and round like a rat in a pail.

The river was flowing in and out of the lock at the same rate, so that the level of the water remained constant. The first thing the man did was to close the lower sluices and then open those in the upper gate to their fullest extent. The water began to rise.

Can you hold out? he cried.

The drowning man turned to him a face already contorted by the agony of exhaustion, and answered with a feeble No.

He looked around for something to throw to the man. A plank had lain there in the morning, he remembered stumbling over it, and complaining of its having been left there; he cursed himself now for his care.

A hut used by the navvies to keep their tools in stood about two hundred yards away; perhaps it had been taken there, perhaps there he might even find a rope.

Just one minute, old fellow! he shouted down, and Ill be back.

But the other did not hear him. The feeble struggles ceased. The face fell back upon the water, the eyes half closed as if with weary indifference. There was no time for him to do more than kick off his riding boots and jump in and clutch the unconscious figure as it sank.

Down there, in that walled-in trap, he fought a long fight with Death for the life that stood between him and the woman. He was not an expert swimmer, his clothes hampered him, he was already blown with his long race, the burden in his arms dragged him down, the water rose slowly enough to make his torture fit for Dantes hell.

At first he could not understand why this was so, but in glancing down he saw to his horror that he had not properly closed the lower sluices; in each some eight or ten inches remained open, so that the stream was passing out nearly half as fast as it came in. It would be another five-and-twenty minutes before the water would be high enough for him to grasp the top.

He noted where the line of wet had reached to, on the smooth stone wall, then looked again after what he thought must be a lapse of ten minutes, and found it had risen half an inch, if that. Once or twice he shouted for help, but the effort taxed severely his already failing breath, and his voice only came back to him in a hundred echoes from his prison walls.

Inch by inch the line of wet crept up, but the spending of his strength went on more swiftly. It seemed to him as if his inside were being gripped and torn slowly out: his whole body cried out to him to let it sink and lie in rest at the bottom.

At length his unconscious burden opened its eyes and stared at him stupidly, then closed them again with a sigh; a minute later opened them once more, and looked long and hard at him.

Let me go, he said, we shall both drown. You can manage by yourself.

He made a feeble effort to release himself, but the other held him.

Keep still, you fool! he hissed; youre going to get out of this with me, or Im going down with you.

So the grim struggle went on in silence, till the man, looking up, saw the stone coping just a little way above his head, made one mad leap and caught it with his finger-tips, held on an instant, then fell back with a plump and sank; came up and made another dash, and, helped by the impetus of his rise, caught the coping firmly this time with the whole of his fingers, hung on till his eyes saw the stunted grass, till they were both able to scramble out upon the bank and lie there, their breasts pressed close against the ground, their hands clutching the earth, while the overflowing water swirled softly round them.

After a while, they raised themselves and looked at one another.

Tiring work, said the other man, with a nod towards the lock.

Yes, answered the husband, beastly awkward not being a good swimmer. How did you know I had fallen in? You met my wife, I suppose?

Yes, said the other man.

The husband sat staring at a point in the horizon for some minutes. Do you know what I was wondering this morning? said he.

No, said the other man.

Whether I should kill you or not.

They told me, he continued, after a pause, a lot of silly gossip which I was cad enough to believe. I know now it wasnt true, because — well, if it had been, you would not have done what you have done.

He rose and came across. I beg your pardon, he said, holding out his hand.

I beg yours, said the other man, rising and taking it; do you mind giving me a hand with the sluices?

They set to work to put the lock right.

How did you manage to fall in? asked the other man, who was raising one of the lower sluices, without looking round.

The husband hesitated, as if he found the explanation somewhat difficult. Oh, he answered carelessly, the wife and I were chaffing, and she said shed often seen you jump it, and — he laughed a rather forced laugh—she promised me a — a kiss if I cleared it. It was a foolish thing to do.

Yes, it was rather, said the other man.

A few days afterwards the man and woman met at a reception. He found her in a leafy corner of the garden talking to some friends. She advanced to meet him, holding out her hand. What can I say more than thank you? she murmured in a low voice.

The others moved away, leaving them alone. They tell me you risked your life to save his? she said.

Yes, he answered.

She raised her eyes to his, then struck him across the face with her ungloved hand.

You damned fool! she whispered.

He seized her by her white arms, and forced her back behind the orange trees. Do you know why? he said, speaking slowly and distinctly; because I feared that, with him dead, you would want me to marry you, and that, talked about as we have been, I might find it awkward to avoid doing so; because I feared that, without him to stand between us, you might prove an annoyance to me — perhaps come between me and the woman I love, the woman I am going back to. Now do you understand?

Yes, whispered the woman, and he left her.

But there are only two people, concluded Jephson, who do not regard his saving of the husbands life as a highly noble and unselfish action, and they are the man himself and the woman.

We thanked Jephson for his story, and promised to profit by the moral, when discovered. Meanwhile, MacShaughnassy said that he knew a story dealing with the same theme, namely, the too close attachment of a woman to a strange man, which really had a moral, which moral was: dont have anything to do with inventions.

Brown, who had patented a safety gun, which he had never yet found a man plucky enough to let off, said it was a bad moral. We agreed to hear the particulars, and judge for ourselves.

This story, commenced MacShaughnassy, comes from Furtwangen, a small town in the Black Forest. There lived there a very wonderful old fellow named Nicholaus Geibel. His business was the making of mechanical toys, at which work he had acquired an almost European reputation. He made rabbits that would emerge from the heart of a cabbage, flap their ears, smooth their whiskers, and disappear again; cats that would wash their faces, and mew so naturally that dogs would mistake them for real cats, and fly at them; dolls, with phonographs concealed within them, that would raise their hats and say, Good morning; how do you do? and some that would even sing a song.

But he was something more than a mere mechanic; he was an artist. His work was with him a hobby, almost a passion. His shop was filled with all manner of strange things that never would, or could, be sold — things he had made for the pure love of making them. He had contrived a mechanical donkey that would trot for two hours by means of stored electricity, and trot, too, much faster than the live article, and with less need for exertion on the part of the driver; a bird that would shoot up into the air, fly round and round in a circle, and drop to earth at the exact spot from where it started; a skeleton that, supported by an upright iron bar, would dance a hornpipe; a life-size lady doll that could play the fiddle; and a gentleman with a hollow inside who could smoke a pipe and drink more lager beer than any three average German students put together, which is saying much.

Indeed, it was the belief of the town that old Geibel could make a man capable of doing everything that a respectable man need want to do. One day he made a man who did too much, and it came about in this way.

Young Doctor Follen had a baby, and the baby had a birthday. Its first birthday put Doctor Follens household into somewhat of a flurry, but on the occasion of its second birthday, Mrs. Doctor Follen gave a ball in honour of the event. Old Geibel and his daughter Olga were among the guests.

During the afternoon of the next day, some three or four of Olgas bosom friends, who had also been present at the ball, dropped in to have a chat about it. They naturally fell to discussing the men, and to criticising their dancing. Old Geibel was in the room, but he appeared to be absorbed in his newspaper, and the girls took no notice of him.

There seem to be fewer men who can dance, at every ball you go to, said one of the girls.

Yes, and dont the ones who can, give themselves airs, said another; they make quite a favour of asking you.

And how stupidly they talk, added a third. They always say exactly the same things: How charming you are looking to-night. Do you often go to Vienna? Oh, you should, its delightful. What a charming dress you have on. What a warm day it has been. Do you like Wagner? I do wish theyd think of something new.

Oh, I never mind how they talk, said a fourth. If a man dances well he may be a fool for all I care.

He generally is, slipped in a thin girl, rather spitefully.

I go to a ball to dance, continued the previous speaker, not noticing the interruption. All I ask of a partner is that he shall hold me firmly, take me round steadily, and not get tired before I do.

A clockwork figure would be the thing for you, said the girl who had interrupted.

Bravo! cried one of the others, clapping her hands, what a capital idea!

Whats a capital idea? they asked.

Why, a clockwork dancer, or, better still, one that would go by electricity and never run down.

The girls took up the idea with enthusiasm.

Oh, what a lovely partner he would make, said one; he would never kick you, or tread on your toes.

Or tear your dress, said another.

Or get out of step.

Or get giddy and lean on you.

And he would never want to mop his face with his handkerchief. I do hate to see a man do that after every dance.

And wouldnt want to spend the whole evening in the supper-room.

Why, with a phonograph inside him to grind out all the stock remarks, you would not be able to tell him from a real man, said the girl who had first suggested the idea.

Oh yes, you would, said the thin girl, he would be so much nicer.

Old Geibel had laid down his paper, and was listening with both his ears. On one of the girls glancing in his direction, however, he hurriedly hid himself again behind it.

After the girls were gone, he went into his workshop, where Olga heard him walking up and down, and every now and then chuckling to himself; and that night he talked to her a good deal about dancing and dancing men — asked what they usually said and did — what dances were most popular — what steps were gone through, with many other questions bearing on the subject.

Then for a couple of weeks he kept much to his factory, and was very thoughtful and busy, though prone at unexpected moments to break into a quiet low laugh, as if enjoying a joke that nobody else knew of.

A month later another ball took place in Furtwangen. On this occasion it was given by old Wenzel, the wealthy timber merchant, to celebrate his nieces betrothal, and Geibel and his daughter were again among the invited.

When the hour arrived to set out, Olga sought her father. Not finding him in the house, she tapped at the door of his workshop. He appeared in his shirt-sleeves, looking hot, but radiant.

Dont wait for me, he said, you go on, Ill follow you. Ive got something to finish.

As she turned to obey he called after her, Tell them Im going to bring a young man with me — such a nice young man, and an excellent dancer. All the girls will like him. Then he laughed and closed the door.

Her father generally kept his doings secret from everybody, but she had a pretty shrewd suspicion of what he had been planning, and so, to a certain extent, was able to prepare the guests for what was coming. Anticipation ran high, and the arrival of the famous mechanist was eagerly awaited.

At length the sound of wheels was heard outside, followed by a great commotion in the passage, and old Wenzel himself, his jolly face red with excitement and suppressed laughter, burst into the room and announced in stentorian tones:

Herr Geibel — and a friend.

Herr Geibel and his friend entered, greeted with shouts of laughter and applause, and advanced to the centre of the room.

Allow me, ladies and gentlemen, said Herr Geibel, to introduce you to my friend, Lieutenant Fritz. Fritz, my dear fellow, bow to the ladies and gentlemen.

Geibel placed his hand encouragingly on Fritzs shoulder, and the lieutenant bowed low, accompanying the action with a harsh clicking noise in his throat, unpleasantly suggestive of a death rattle. But that was only a detail.

He walks a little stiffly (old Geibel took his arm and walked him forward a few steps. He certainly did walk stiffly), but then, walking is not his forte. He is essentially a dancing man. I have only been able to teach him the waltz as yet, but at that he is faultless. Come, which of you ladies may I introduce him to, as a partner? He keeps perfect time; he never gets tired; he wont kick you or tread on your dress; he will hold you as firmly as you like, and go as quickly or as slowly as you please; he never gets giddy; and he is full of conversation. Come, speak up for yourself, my boy.

The old gentleman twisted one of the buttons of his coat, and immediately Fritz opened his mouth, and in thin tones that appeared to proceed from the back of his head, remarked suddenly, May I have the pleasure? and then shut his mouth again with a snap.

That Lieutenant Fritz had made a strong impression on the company was undoubted, yet none of the girls seemed inclined to dance with him. They looked askance at his waxen face, with its staring eyes and fixed smile, and shuddered. At last old Geibel came to the girl who had conceived the idea.

It is your own suggestion, carried out to the letter, said Geibel, an electric dancer. You owe it to the gentleman to give him a trial.

She was a bright saucy little girl, fond of a frolic. Her host added his entreaties, and she consented.

Herr Geibel fixed the figure to her. Its right arm was screwed round her waist, and held her firmly; its delicately jointed left hand was made to fasten itself upon her right. The old toymaker showed her how to regulate its speed, and how to stop it, and release herself.

It will take you round in a complete circle, he explained; be careful that no one knocks against you, and alters its course.

The music struck up. Old Geibel put the current in motion, and Annette and her strange partner began to dance.

For a while every one stood watching them. The figure performed its purpose admirably. Keeping perfect time and step, and holding its little partner tightly clasped in an unyielding embrace, it revolved steadily, pouring forth at the same time a constant flow of squeaky conversation, broken by brief intervals of grinding silence.

How charming you are looking to-night, it remarked in its thin, far-away voice. What a lovely day it has been. Do you like dancing? How well our steps agree. You will give me another, wont you? Oh, dont be so cruel. What a charming gown you have on. Isnt waltzing delightful? I could go on dancing for ever — with you. Have you had supper?

As she grew more familiar with the uncanny creature, the girls nervousness wore off, and she entered into the fun of the thing.

Oh, hes just lovely, she cried, laughing, I could go on dancing with him all my life.

Couple after couple now joined them, and soon all the dancers in the room were whirling round behind them. Nicholaus Geibel stood looking on, beaming with childish delight at his success,

Old Wenzel approached him, and whispered something in his ear. Geibel laughed and nodded, and the two worked their way quietly towards the door.

This is the young peoples house to-night, said Wenzel, as soon as they were outside; you and I will have a quiet pipe and a glass of hock, over in the counting-house.

Meanwhile the dancing grew more fast and furious. Little Annette loosened the screw regulating her partners rate of progress, and the figure flew round with her swifter and swifter. Couple after couple dropped out exhausted, but they only went the faster, till at length they were the only pair left dancing.

Madder and madder became the waltz. The music lagged behind: the musicians, unable to keep pace, ceased, and sat staring. The younger guests applauded, but the older faces began to grow anxious.

Hadnt you better stop, dear, said one of the women, Youll make yourself so tired.

But Annette did not answer.

I believe shes fainted, cried out a girl, who had caught sight of her face as it was swept by.

One of the men sprang forward and clutched at the figure, but its impetus threw him down on to the floor, where its steel-cased feet laid bare his cheek. The thing evidently did not intend to part with its prize easily.

Had any one retained a cool head, the figure, one cannot help thinking, might easily have been stopped. Two or three men, acting in concert, might have lifted it bodily off the floor, or have jammed it into a corner. But few human heads are capable of remaining cool under excitement. Those who are not present think how stupid must have been those who were; those who are, reflect afterwards how simple it would have been to do this, that, or the other, if only they had thought of it at the time.

The women grew hysterical. The men shouted contradictory directions to one another. Two of them made a bungling rush at the figure, which had the result of forcing it out of its orbit in the centre of the room, and sending it crashing against the walls and furniture. A stream of blood showed itself down the girls white frock, and followed her along the floor. The affair was becoming horrible. The women rushed screaming from the room. The men followed them.

One sensible suggestion was made: Find Geibel — fetch Geibel.

No one had noticed him leave the room, no one knew where he was. A party went in search of him. The others, too unnerved to go back into the ballroom, crowded outside the door and listened. They could hear the steady whir of the wheels upon the polished floor, as the thing spun round and round; the dull thud as every now and again it dashed itself and its burden against some opposing object and ricocheted off in a new direction.

And everlastingly it talked in that thin ghostly voice, repeating over and over the same formula: How charming you are looking to-night. What a lovely day it has been. Oh, dont be so cruel. I could go on dancing for ever — with you. Have you had supper?

Of course they sought for Geibel everywhere but where he was. They looked in every room in the house, then they rushed off in a body to his own place, and spent precious minutes in waking up his deaf old housekeeper. At last it occurred to one of the party that Wenzel was missing also, and then the idea of the counting-house across the yard presented itself to them, and there they found him.

He rose up, very pale, and followed them; and he and old Wenzel forced their way through the crowd of guests gathered outside, and entered the room, and locked the door behind them.

From within there came the muffled sound of low voices and quick steps, followed by a confused scuffling noise, then silence, then the low voices again.

After a time the door opened, and those near it pressed forward to enter, but old Wenzels broad shoulders barred the way.

I want you — and you, Bekler, he said, addressing a couple of the elder men. His voice was calm, but his face was deadly white. The rest of you, please go — get the women away as quickly as you can.

From that day old Nicholaus Geibel confined himself to the making of mechanical rabbits and cats that mewed and washed their faces.

We agreed that the moral of MacShaughnassys story was a good one.


CHAPTER XII
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HOW MUCH MORE of our — fortunately not very valuable — time we devoted to this wonderful novel of ours, I cannot exactly say. Turning the dogs-eared leaves of the dilapidated diary that lies before me, I find the record of our later gatherings confused and incomplete. For weeks there does not appear a single word. Then comes an alarmingly business-like minute of a meeting at which there were—Present: Jephson, MacShaughnassy, Brown, and Self; and at which the Proceedings commenced at 8.30. At what time the proceedings terminated, and what business was done, the chronicle, however, sayeth not; though, faintly pencilled in the margin of the page, I trace these hieroglyphics: 3.14.9-2.6.7, bringing out a result of 1.8.2. Evidently an unremunerative night.

On September 13th we seem to have become suddenly imbued with energy to a quite remarkable degree, for I read that we Resolved to start the first chapter at once—at once being underlined. After this spurt, we rest until October 4th, when we Discussed whether it should be a novel of plot or of character, without — so far as the diary affords indication — arriving at any definite decision. I observe that on the same day Mac told a story about a man who accidentally bought a camel at a sale. Details of the story are, however, wanting, which, perhaps, is fortunate for the reader.

On the 16th, we were still debating the character of our hero; and I see that I suggested a man of the Charley Buswell type.

Poor Charley, I wonder what could have made me think of him in connection with heroes; his lovableness, I suppose — certainly not his heroic qualities. I can recall his boyish face now (it was always a boyish face), the tears streaming down it as he sat in the schoolyard beside a bucket, in which he was drowning three white mice and a tame rat. I sat down opposite and cried too, while helping him to hold a saucepan lid over the poor little creatures, and thus there sprang up a friendship between us, which grew.

Over the grave of these murdered rodents, he took a solemn oath never to break school rules again, by keeping either white mice or tame rats, but to devote the whole of his energies for the future to pleasing his masters, and affording his parents some satisfaction for the money being spent upon his education.

Seven weeks later, the pervadence throughout the dormitory of an atmospheric effect more curious than pleasing led to the discovery that he had converted his box into a rabbit hutch. Confronted with eleven kicking witnesses, and reminded of his former promises, he explained that rabbits were not mice, and seemed to consider that a new and vexatious regulation had been sprung upon him. The rabbits were confiscated. What was their ultimate fate, we never knew with certainty, but three days later we were given rabbit-pie for dinner. To comfort him I endeavoured to assure him that these could not be his rabbits. He, however, convinced that they were, cried steadily into his plate all the time that he was eating them, and afterwards, in the playground, had a stand-up fight with a fourth form boy who had requested a second helping.

That evening he performed another solemn oath-taking, and for the next month was the model boy of the school. He read tracts, sent his spare pocket-money to assist in annoying the heathen, and subscribed to The Young Christian and The Weekly Rambler, an Evangelical Miscellany (whatever that may mean). An undiluted course of this pernicious literature naturally created in him a desire towards the opposite extreme. He suddenly dropped The Young Christian and The Weekly Rambler, and purchased penny dreadfuls; and taking no further interest in the welfare of the heathen, saved up and bought a second-hand revolver and a hundred cartridges. His ambition, he confided to me, was to become a dead shot, and the marvel of it is that he did not succeed.

Of course, there followed the usual discovery and consequent trouble, the usual repentance and reformation, the usual determination to start a new life.

Poor fellow, he lived starting a new life. Every New Years Day he would start a new life — on his birthday — on other peoples birthdays. I fancy that, later on, when he came to know their importance, he extended the principle to quarter days. Tidying up, and starting afresh, he always called it.

I think as a young man he was better than most of us. But he lacked that great gift which is the distinguishing feature of the English-speaking race all the world over, the gift of hypocrisy. He seemed incapable of doing the slightest thing without getting found out; a grave misfortune for a man to suffer from, this.

Dear simple-hearted fellow, it never occurred to him that he was as other men — with, perhaps, a dash of straightforwardness added; he regarded himself as a monster of depravity. One evening I found him in his chambers engaged upon his Sisyphean labour of tidying up. A heap of letters, photographs, and bills lay before him. He was tearing them up and throwing them into the fire.

I came towards him, but he stopped me. Dont come near me, he cried, dont touch me. Im not fit to shake hands with a decent man.

It was the sort of speech to make one feel hot and uncomfortable. I did not know what to answer, and murmured something about his being no worse than the average.

Dont talk like that, he answered excitedly; you say that to comfort me, I know; but I dont like to hear it. If I thought other men were like me I should be ashamed of being a man. Ive been a blackguard, old fellow, but, please God, its not too late. To-morrow morning I begin a new life.

He finished his work of destruction, and then rang the bell, and sent his man downstairs for a bottle of champagne.

My last drink, he said, as we clicked glasses. Heres to the old life out, and the new life in.

He took a sip and flung the glass with the remainder into the fire. He was always a little theatrical, especially when most in earnest.

For a long while after that I saw nothing of him. Then, one evening, sitting down to supper at a restaurant, I noticed him opposite to me in company that could hardly be called doubtful.

He flushed and came over to me. Ive been an old woman for nearly six months, he said, with a laugh. I find I cant stand it any longer.

After all, he continued, what is life for but to live? Its only hypocritical to try and be a thing we are not. And do you know — he leant across the table, speaking earnestly—honestly and seriously, Im a better man — I feel it and know it — when I am my natural self than when I am trying to be an impossible saint.

That was the mistake he made; he always ran to extremes. He thought that an oath, if it were only big enough, would frighten away Human Nature, instead of serving only as a challenge to it. Accordingly, each reformation was more intemperate than the last, to be duly followed by a greater swing of the pendulum in the opposite direction.

Being now in a thoroughly reckless mood, he went the pace rather hotly. Then, one evening, without any previous warning, I had a note from him. Come round and see me on Thursday. It is my wedding eve.

I went. He was once more tidying up. All his drawers were open, and on the table were piled packs of cards, betting books, and much written paper, all, as before, in course of demolition.

I smiled: I could not help it, and, no way abashed, he laughed his usual hearty, honest laugh.

I know, he exclaimed gaily, but this is not the same as the others.

Then, laying his hand on my shoulder, and speaking with the sudden seriousness that comes so readily to shallow natures, he said, God has heard my prayer, old friend. He knows I am weak. He has sent down an angel out of Heaven to help me.

He took her portrait from the mantelpiece and handed it me. It seemed to me the face of a hard, narrow woman, but, of course, he raved about her.

As he talked, there fluttered to the ground from the heap before him an old restaurant bill, and, stooping, he picked it up and held it in his hand, musing.

Have you ever noticed how the scent of the champagne and the candles seems to cling to these things? he said lightly, sniffing carelessly at it. I wonder whats become of her?

I think I wouldnt think about her at all to-night, I answered.

He loosened his hand, letting the paper fall into the fire.

My God! he cried vehemently, when I think of all the wrong I have done — the irreparable, ever-widening ruin I have perhaps brought into the world — O God! spare me a long life that I may make amends. Every hour, every minute of it shall be devoted to your service.

As he stood there, with his eager boyish eyes upraised, a light seemed to fall upon his face and illumine it. I had pushed the photograph back to him, and it lay upon the table before him. He knelt and pressed his lips to it.

With your help, my darling, and His, he murmured.

The next morning he was married. She was a well-meaning girl, though her piety, as is the case with most people, was of the negative order; and her antipathy to things evil much stronger than her sympathy with things good. For a longer time than I had expected she kept him straight — perhaps a little too straight. But at last there came the inevitable relapse.

I called upon him, in answer to an excited message, and found him in the depths of despair. It was the old story, human weakness, combined with lamentable lack of the most ordinary precautions against being found out. He gave me details, interspersed with exuberant denunciations of himself, and I undertook the delicate task of peace-maker.

It was a weary work, but eventually she consented to forgive him. His joy, when I told him, was boundless.

How good women are, he said, while the tears came into his eyes. But she shall not repent it. Please God, from this day forth, Ill—

He stopped, and for the first time in his life the doubt of himself crossed his mind. As I sat watching him, the joy died out of his face, and the first hint of age passed over it.

I seem to have been tidying up and starting afresh all my life, he said wearily; Im beginning to see where the untidiness lies, and the only way to get rid of it.

I did not understand the meaning of his words at the time, but learnt it later on.

He strove, according to his strength, and fell. But by a miracle his transgression was not discovered. The facts came to light long afterwards, but at the time there were only two who knew.

It was his last failure. Late one evening I received a hurriedly-scrawled note from his wife, begging me to come round.

A terrible thing has happened, it ran; Charley went up to his study after dinner, saying he had some tidying up, as he calls it, to do, and did not wish to be disturbed. In clearing out his desk he must have handled carelessly the revolver that he always keeps there, not remembering, I suppose, that it was loaded. We heard a report, and on rushing into the room found him lying dead on the floor. The bullet had passed right through his heart.

Hardly the type of man for a hero! And yet I do not know. Perhaps he fought harder than many a man who conquers. In the worlds courts, we are compelled to judge on circumstantial evidence only, and the chief witness, the mans soul, cannot very well be called.

I remember the subject of bravery being discussed one evening at a dinner party, when a German gentleman present related an anecdote, the hero of which was a young Prussian officer.

I cannot give you his name, our German friend explained—the man himself told me the story in confidence; and though he personally, by virtue of his after record, could afford to have it known, there are other reasons why it should not be bruited about.

How I learnt it was in this way. For a dashing exploit performed during the brief war against Austria he had been presented with the Iron Cross. This, as you are well aware, is the most highly-prized decoration in our army; men who have earned it are usually conceited about it, and, indeed, have some excuse for being so. He, on the contrary, kept his locked in a drawer of his desk, and never wore it except when compelled by official etiquette. The mere sight of it seemed to be painful to him. One day I asked him the reason. We are very old and close friends, and he told me.

The incident occurred when he was a young lieutenant. Indeed, it was his first engagement. By some means or another he had become separated from his company, and, unable to regain it, had attached himself to a line regiment stationed at the extreme right of the Prussian lines.

The enemys effort was mainly directed against the left centre, and for a while our young lieutenant was nothing more than a distant spectator of the battle. Suddenly, however, the attack shifted, and the regiment found itself occupying an extremely important and critical position. The shells began to fall unpleasantly near, and the order was given to grass.

The men fell upon their faces and waited. The shells ploughed the ground around them, smothering them with dirt. A horrible, griping pain started in my young friends stomach, and began creeping upwards. His head and heart both seemed to be shrinking and growing cold. A shot tore off the head of the man next to him, sending the blood spurting into his face; a minute later another ripped open the back of a poor fellow lying to the front of him.

His body seemed not to belong to himself at all. A strange, shrivelled creature had taken possession of it. He raised his head and peered about him. He and three soldiers — youngsters, like himself, who had never before been under fire — appeared to be utterly alone in that hell. They were the end men of the regiment, and the configuration of the ground completely hid them from their comrades.

They glanced at each other, these four, and read one anothers thoughts. Leaving their rifles lying on the grass, they commenced to crawl stealthily upon their bellies, the lieutenant leading, the other three following.

Some few hundred yards in front of them rose a small, steep hill. If they could reach this it would shut them out of sight. They hastened on, pausing every thirty yards or so to lie still and pant for breath, then hurrying on again, quicker than before, tearing their flesh against the broken ground.

At last they reached the base of the slope, and slinking a little way round it, raised their heads and looked back. Where they were it was impossible for them to be seen from the Prussian lines.

They sprang to their feet and broke into a wild race. A dozen steps further they came face to face with an Austrian field battery.

The demon that had taken possession of them had been growing stronger the further they had fled. They were not men, they were animals mad with fear. Driven by the same frenzy that prompted other panic-stricken creatures to once rush down a steep place into the sea, these four men, with a yell, flung themselves, sword in hand, upon the whole battery; and the whole battery, bewildered by the suddenness and unexpectedness of the attack, thinking the entire battalion was upon them, gave way, and rushed pell-mell down the hill.

With the sight of those flying Austrians the fear, as independently as it had come to him, left him, and he felt only a desire to hack and kill. The four Prussians flew after them, cutting and stabbing at them as they ran; and when the Prussian cavalry came thundering up, they found my young lieutenant and his three friends had captured two guns and accounted for half a score of the enemy.

Next day, he was summoned to headquarters.

Will you be good enough to remember for the future, sir, said the Chief of the Staff, that His Majesty does not require his lieutenants to execute manoeuvres on their own responsibility, and also that to attack a battery with three men is not war, but damned tomfoolery. You ought to be court-martialled, sir!

Then, in somewhat different tones, the old soldier added, his face softening into a smile: However, alertness and daring, my young friend, are good qualities, especially when crowned with success. If the Austrians had once succeeded in planting a battery on that hill it might have been difficult to dislodge them. Perhaps, under the circumstances, His Majesty may overlook your indiscretion.

His Majesty not only overlooked it, but bestowed upon me the Iron Cross, concluded my friend. For the credit of the army, I judged it better to keep quiet and take it. But, as you can understand, the sight of it does not recall very pleasurable reflections.

* * * * *

To return to my diary, I see that on November 14th we held another meeting. But at this there were present only Jephson, MacShaughnassy, and Self; and of Browns name I find henceforth no further trace. On Christmas eve we three met again, and my notes inform me that MacShaughnassy brewed some whiskey-punch, according to a recipe of his own, a record suggestive of a sad Christmas for all three of us. No particular business appears to have been accomplished on either occasion.

Then there is a break until February 8th, and the assemblage has shrunk to Jephson and Self. With a final flicker, as of a dying candle, my diary at this point, however, grows luminous, shedding much light upon that evenings conversation.

Our talk seems to have been of many things — of most things, in fact, except our novel. Among other subjects we spoke of literature generally.

I am tired of this eternal cackle about books, said Jephson; these columns of criticism to every line of writing; these endless books about books; these shrill praises and shrill denunciations; this silly worship of novelist Tom; this silly hate of poet Dick; this silly squabbling over playwright Harry. There is no soberness, no sense in it all. One would think, to listen to the High Priests of Culture, that man was made for literature, not literature for man. Thought existed before the Printing Press; and the men who wrote the best hundred books never read them. Books have their place in the world, but they are not its purpose. They are things side by side with beef and mutton, the scent of the sea, the touch of a hand, the memory of a hope, and all the other items in the sum-total of our three-score years and ten. Yet we speak of them as though they were the voice of Life instead of merely its faint echo. Tales are delightful as tales — sweet as primroses after the long winter, restful as the cawing of rooks at sunset. But we do not write tales now; we prepare human documents and dissect souls.

He broke off abruptly in the midst of his tirade. Do you know what these psychological studies, that are so fashionable just now, always make me think of? he said. One monkey examining another monkey for fleas.

And what, after all, does our dissecting pen lay bare? he continued. Human nature? or merely some more or less unsavoury undergarment, disguising and disfiguring human nature? There is a story told of an elderly tramp, who, overtaken by misfortune, was compelled to retire for a while to the seclusion of Portland. His hosts, desiring to see as much as possible of their guest during his limited stay with them, proceeded to bath him. They bathed him twice a day for a week, each time learning more of him; until at last they reached a flannel shirt. And with that they had to be content, soap and water proving powerless to go further.

That tramp appears to me symbolical of mankind. Human Nature has worn its conventions for so long that its habit has grown on to it. In this nineteenth century it is impossible to say where the clothes of custom end and the natural man begins. Our virtues are taught to us as a branch of Deportment; our vices are the recognised vices of our reign and set. Our religion hangs ready-made beside our cradle to be buttoned upon us by loving hands. Our tastes we acquire, with difficulty; our sentiments we learn by rote. At cost of infinite suffering, we study to love whiskey and cigars, high art and classical music. In one age we admire Byron and drink sweet champagne: twenty years later it is more fashionable to prefer Shelley, and we like our champagne dry. At school we are told that Shakespeare is a great poet, and that the Venus di Medici is a fine piece of sculpture; and so for the rest of our lives we go about saying what a great poet we think Shakespeare, and that there is no piece of sculpture, in our opinion, so fine as the Venus di Medici. If we are Frenchmen we adore our mother; if Englishmen we love dogs and virtue. We grieve for the death of a near relative twelve months; but for a second cousin we sorrow only three. The good man has his regulation excellencies to strive after, his regulation sins to repent of. I knew a good man who was quite troubled because he was not proud, and could not, therefore, with any reasonableness, pray for humility. In society one must needs be cynical and mildly wicked: in Bohemia, orthodoxly unorthodox. I remember my mother expostulating with a friend, an actress, who had left a devoted husband and eloped with a disagreeable, ugly, little low comedian (I am speaking of long, long ago).

You must be mad, said my mother; what on earth induced you to take such a step?

My dear Emma, replied the lady; what else was there for me? You know I cant act. I had to do something to show I was an artiste!

We are dressed-up marionettes. Our voice is the voice of the unseen showman, Convention; our very movements of passion and pain are but in answer to his jerk. A man resembles one of those gigantic bundles that one sees in nursemaids arms. It is very bulky and very long; it looks a mass of delicate lace and rich fur and fine woven stuffs; and somewhere, hidden out of sight among the finery, there is a tiny red bit of bewildered humanity, with no voice but a foolish cry.

There is but one story, he went on, after a long pause, uttering his own thoughts aloud rather than speaking to me. We sit at our desks and think and think, and write and write, but the story is ever the same. Men told it and men listened to it many years ago; we are telling it to one another to-day; we shall be telling it to one another a thousand years hence; and the story is: Once upon a time there lived a man, and a woman who loved him. The little critic cries that it is not new, and asks for something fresh, thinking — as children do — that there are strange things in the world.

* * * * *

At that point my notes end, and there is nothing in the book beyond. Whether any of us thought any more of the novel, whether we ever met again to discuss it, whether it were ever begun, whether it were ever abandoned — I cannot say. There is a fairy story that I read many, many years ago that has never ceased to haunt me. It told how a little boy once climbed a rainbow. And at the end of the rainbow, just behind the clouds, he found a wondrous city. Its houses were of gold, and its streets were paved with silver, and the light that shone upon it was as the light that lies upon the sleeping world at dawn. In this city there were palaces so beautiful that merely to look upon them satisfied all desires; temples so perfect that they who once knelt therein were cleansed of sin. And all the men who dwelt in this wondrous city were great and good, and the women fairer than the women of a young mans dreams. And the name of the city was, The city of the things men meant to do.
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NOW, WHICH WOULD you advise, dear? You see, with the red I shant be able to wear my magenta hat.

Well then, why not have the grey?

Yes — yes, I think the grey will be MORE useful.

Its a good material.

Yes, and its a PRETTY grey. You know what I mean, dear; not a COMMON grey. Of course grey is always an UNINTERESTING colour.

Its quiet.

And then again, what I feel about the red is that it is so warm-looking. Red makes you FEEL warm even when youre NOT warm. You know what I mean, dear!

Well then, why not have the red? It suits you — red.

No; do you really think so?

Well, when youve got a colour, I mean, of course!

Yes, that is the drawback to red. No, I think, on the whole, the grey is SAFER.

Then you will take the grey, madam?

Yes, I think Id better; dont you, dear?

I like it myself very much.

And it is good wearing stuff. I shall have it trimmed with — Oh! you havent cut it off, have you?

I was just about to, madam.

Well, dont for a moment. Just let me have another look at the red. You see, dear, it has just occurred to me — that chinchilla would look so well on the red!

So it would, dear!

And, you see, Ive got the chinchilla.

Then have the red. Why not?

Well, there is the hat Im thinking of.

You havent anything else you could wear with that?

Nothing at all, and it would go so BEAUTIFULLY with the grey. — Yes, I think Ill have the grey. Its always a safe colour — grey.

Fourteen yards I think you said, madam?

Yes, fourteen yards will be enough; because I shall mix it with — One minute. You see, dear, if I take the grey I shall have nothing to wear with my black jacket.

Wont it go with grey?

Not well — not so well as with red.

I should have the red then. You evidently fancy it yourself.

No, personally I prefer the grey. But then one must think of EVERYTHING, and — Good gracious! thats surely not the right time?

No, madam, its ten minutes slow. We always keep our clocks a little slow!

And we were too have been at Madame Jannaways at a quarter past twelve. How long shopping does take I — Why, whatever time did we start?

About eleven, wasnt it?

Half-past ten. I remember now; because, you know, we said wed start at half-past nine. Weve been two hours already!

And we dont seem to have done much, do we?

Done literally nothing, and I meant to have done so much. I must go to Madame Jannaways. Have you got my purse, dear? Oh, its all right, Ive got it.

Well, now you havent decided whether youre going to have the grey or the red.

Im sure I dont know what I do want now. I had made up my mind a minute ago, and now its all gone again — oh yes, I remember, the red. Yes, Ill have the red. No, I dont mean the red, I mean the grey.

You were talking about the red last time, if you remember, dear.

Oh, so I was, youre quite right. Thats the worst of shopping. Do you know I get quite confused sometimes.

Then you will decide on the red, madam?

Yes — yes, I shant do any better, shall I, dear? What do you think? You havent got any other shades of red, have you? This is such an ugly red.

The shopman reminds her that she has seen all the other reds, and that this is the particular shade she selected and admired.

Oh, very well, she replies, with the air of one from whom all earthly cares are falling, I must take that then, I suppose. I cant be worried about it any longer. Ive wasted half the morning already.

Outside she recollects three insuperable objections to the red, and four unanswerable arguments why she should have selected the grey. She wonders would they change it, if she went back and asked to see the shopwalker? Her friend, who wants her lunch, thinks not.

That is what I hate about shopping, she says. One never has time to really THINK.

She says she shant go to that shop again.

We laugh at her, but are we so very much better? Come, my superior male friend, have you never stood, amid your wardrobe, undecided whether, in her eyes, you would appear more imposing, clad in the rough tweed suit that so admirably displays your broad shoulders; or in the orthodox black frock, that, after all, is perhaps more suitable to the figure of a man approaching — let us say, the nine-and-twenties? Or, better still, why not riding costume? Did we not hear her say how well Jones looked in his top-boots and breeches, and, hang it all, we have a better leg than Jones. What a pity riding-breeches are made so baggy nowadays. Why is it that male fashions tend more and more to hide the male leg? As women have become less and less ashamed of theirs, we have become more and more reticent of ours. Why are the silken hose, the tight-fitting pantaloons, the neat kneebreeches of our forefathers impossible to-day? Are we grown more modest — or has there come about a falling off, rendering concealment advisable?

I can never understand, myself, why women love us. It must be our honest worth, our sterling merit, that attracts them — certainly not our appearance, in a pair of tweed dittos, black angora coat and vest, stand-up collar, and chimney-pot hat! No, it must be our sheer force of character that compels their admiration.

What a good time our ancestors must have had was borne in upon me when, on one occasion, I appeared in character at a fancy dress ball. What I represented I am unable to say, and I dont particularly care. I only know it was something military. I also remember that the costume was two sizes too small for me in the chest, and thereabouts; and three sizes too large for me in the hat. I padded the hat, and dined in the middle of the day off a chop and half a glass of soda-water. I have gained prizes as a boy for mathematics, also for scripture history — not often, but I have done it. A literary critic, now dead, once praised a book of mine. I know there have been occasions when my conduct has won the approbation of good men; but never — never in my whole life, have I felt more proud, more satisfied with myself than on that evening when, the last hook fastened, I gazed at my full-length Self in the cheval glass. I was a dream. I say it who should not; but I am not the only one who said it. I was a glittering dream. The groundwork was red, trimmed with gold braid wherever there was room for gold braid; and where there was no more possible room for gold braid there hung gold cords, and tassels, and straps. Gold buttons and buckles fastened me, gold embroidered belts and sashes caressed me, white horse-hair plumes waved oer me. I am not sure that everything was in its proper place, but I managed to get everything on somehow, and I looked well. It suited me. My success was a revelation to me of female human nature. Girls who had hitherto been cold and distant gathered round me, timidly solicitous of notice. Girls on whom I smiled lost their heads and gave themselves airs. Girls who were not introduced to me sulked and were rude to girls that had been. For one poor child, with whom I sat out two dances (at least she sat, while I stood gracefully beside her — I had been advised, by the costumier, NOT to sit), I was sorry. He was a worthy young fellow, the son of a cotton broker, and he would have made her a good husband, I feel sure. But he was foolish to come as a beer-bottle.

Perhaps, after all, it is as well those old fashions have gone out. A week in that suit might have impaired my natural modesty.

One wonders that fancy dress balls are not more popular in this grey age of ours. The childish instinct to dress up, to make believe, is with us all. We grow so tired of being always ourselves. A tea-table discussion, at which I once assisted, fell into this: — Would any one of us, when it came to the point, change with anybody else, the poor man with the millionaire, the governess with the princess — change not only outward circumstances and surroundings, but health and temperament, heart, brain, and soul; so that not one mental or physical particle of ones original self one would retain, save only memory? The general opinion was that we would not, but one lady maintained the affirmative.

Oh no, you wouldnt really, dear, argued a friend; you THINK you would.

Yes, I would, persisted the first lady; I am tired of myself. Id even be you, for a change.

In my youth, the question chiefly important to me was — What sort of man shall I decide to be? At nineteen one asks oneself this question; at thirty-nine we say, I wish Fate hadnt made me this sort of man.

In those days I was a reader of much well-meant advice to young men, and I gathered that, whether I should become a Sir Lancelot, a Herr Teufelsdrockh, or an Iago was a matter for my own individual choice. Whether I should go through life gaily or gravely was a question the pros and cons of which I carefully considered. For patterns I turned to books. Byron was then still popular, and many of us made up our minds to be gloomy, saturnine young men, weary with the world, and prone to soliloquy. I determined to join them.

For a month I rarely smiled, or, when I did, it was with a weary, bitter smile, concealing a broken heart — at least that was the intention. Shallow-minded observers misunderstood.

I know exactly how it feels, they would say, looking at me sympathetically, I often have it myself. Its the sudden change in the weather, I think; and they would press neat brandy upon me, and suggest ginger.

Again, it is distressing to the young man, busy burying his secret sorrow under a mound of silence, to be slapped on the back by commonplace people and asked—Well, hows the hump this morning? and to hear his mood of dignified melancholy referred to, by those who should know better, as the sulks.

There are practical difficulties also in the way of him who would play the Byronic young gentleman. He must be supernaturally wicked — or rather must have been; only, alas! in the unliterary grammar of life, where the future tense stands first, and the past is formed, not from the indefinite, but from the present indicative, to have been is to be; and to be wicked on a small income is impossible. The ruin of even the simplest of maidens costs money. In the Courts of Love one cannot sue in forma pauperis; nor would it be the Byronic method.

To drown remembrance in the cup sounds well, but then the cup, to be fitting, should be of some expensive brand. To drink deep of old Tokay or Asti is poetical; but when ones purse necessitates that the draught, if it is to be deep enough to drown anything, should be of thin beer at five-and-nine the four and a half gallon cask, or something similar in price, sin is robbed of its flavour.

Possibly also — let me think it — the conviction may have been within me that Vice, even at its daintiest, is but an ugly, sordid thing, repulsive in the sunlight; that though — as rags and dirt to art — it may afford picturesque material to Literature, it is an evil-smelling garment to the wearer; one that a good man, by reason of poverty of will, may come down to, but one to be avoided with all ones effort, discarded with returning mental prosperity.

Be this as it may, I grew weary of training for a saturnine young man; and, in the midst of my doubt, I chanced upon a book the hero of which was a debonnaire young buck, own cousin to Tom and Jerry. He attended fights, both of cocks and men, flirted with actresses, wrenched off door-knockers, extinguished street lamps, played many a merry jest upon many an unappreciative night watch-man. For all the which he was much beloved by the women of the book. Why should not I flirt with actresses, put out street lamps, play pranks on policemen, and be beloved? London life was changed since the days of my hero, but much remained, and the heart of woman is eternal. If no longer prizefighting was to be had, at least there were boxing competitions, so called, in dingy back parlours out Whitechapel way. Though cockfighting was a lost sport, were there not damp cellars near the river where for twopence a gentleman might back mongrel terriers to kill rats against time, and feel himself indeed a sportsman? True, the atmosphere of reckless gaiety, always surrounding my hero, I missed myself from these scenes, finding in its place an atmosphere more suggestive of gin, stale tobacco, and nervous apprehension of the police; but the essentials must have been the same, and the next morning I could exclaim in the very words of my prototype—Odds crickets, but I feel as though the devil himself were in my head. Peste take me for a fool.

But in this direction likewise my fatal lack of means opposed me. (It affords much food to the philosophic mind, this influence of income upon character.) Even fifth-rate boxing competitions, organized by friendly leads, and ratting contests in Rotherhithe slums, become expensive, when you happen to be the only gentleman present possessed of a collar, and are expected to do the honours of your class in dogs-nose. True, climbing lamp-posts and putting out the gas is fairly cheap, providing always you are not caught in the act, but as a recreation it lacks variety. Nor is the modern London lamp-post adapted to sport. Anything more difficult to grip — anything with less give in it — I have rarely clasped. The disgraceful amount of dirt allowed to accumulate upon it is another drawback from the climbers point of view. By the time you have swarmed up your third post a positive distaste for gaiety steals over you. Your desire is towards arnica and a bath.

Nor in jokes at the expense of policemen is the fun entirely on your side. Maybe I did not proceed with judgment. It occurs to me now, looking back, that the neighbourhoods of Covent Garden and Great Marlborough Street were ill-chosen for sport of this nature. To bonnet a fat policeman is excellent fooling. While he is struggling with his helmet you can ask him comic questions, and by the time he has got his head free you are out of sight. But the game should be played in a district where there is not an average of three constables to every dozen square yards. When two other policemen, who have had their eye on you for the past ten minutes, are watching the proceedings from just round the next corner, you have little or no leisure for due enjoyment of the situation. By the time you have run the whole length of Great Titchfield Street and twice round Oxford Market, you are of opinion that a joke should never be prolonged beyond the point at which there is danger of its becoming wearisome; and that the time has now arrived for home and friends. The Law, on the other hand, now raised by reinforcements to a strength of six or seven men, is just beginning to enjoy the chase. You picture to yourself, while doing Hanover Square, the scene in Court the next morning. You will be accused of being drunk and disorderly. It will be idle for you to explain to the magistrate (or to your relations afterwards) that you were only trying to live up to a man who did this sort of thing in a book and was admired for it. You will be fined the usual forty shillings; and on the next occasion of your calling at the Mayfields the girls will be out, and Mrs. Mayfield, an excellent lady, who has always taken a motherly interest in you, will talk seriously to you and urge you to sign the pledge.

Thanks to your youth and constitution you shake off the pursuit at Notting Hill; and, to avoid any chance of unpleasant contretemps on the return journey, walk home to Bloomsbury by way of Camden Town and Islington.

I abandoned sportive tendencies as the result of a vow made by myself to Providence, during the early hours of a certain Sunday morning, while clinging to the waterspout of an unpretentious house situate in a side street off Soho. I put it to Providence as man to man. Let me only get out of this, I think were the muttered words I used, and no more sport for me. Providence closed on the offer, and did let me get out of it. True, it was a complicated get out, involving a broken skylight and three gas globes, two hours in a coal cellar, and a sovereign to a potman for the loan of an ulster; and when at last, secure in my chamber, I took stock of myself — what was left of me, — I could not but reflect that Providence might have done the job neater. Yet I experienced no desire to escape the terms of the covenant; my inclining for the future was towards a life of simplicity.

Accordingly, I cast about for a new character, and found one to suit me. The German professor was becoming popular as a hero about this period. He wore his hair long and was otherwise untidy, but he had a heart of steel, occasionally of gold. The majority of folks in the book, judging him from his exterior together with his conversation — in broken English, dealing chiefly with his dead mother and his little sister Lisa, — dubbed him uninteresting, but then they did not know about the heart. His chief possession was a lame dog which he had rescued from a brutal mob; and when he was not talking broken English he was nursing this dog.

But his speciality was stopping runaway horses, thereby saving the heroines life. This, combined with the broken English and the dog, rendered him irresistible.

He seemed a peaceful, amiable sort of creature, and I decided to try him. I could not of course be a German professor, but I could, and did, wear my hair long in spite of much public advice to the contrary, voiced chiefly by small boys. I endeavoured to obtain possession of a lame dog, but failed. A one-eyed dealer in Seven Dials, to whom, as a last resource, I applied, offered to lame one for me for an extra five shillings, but this suggestion I declined. I came across an uncanny-looking mongrel late one night. He was not lame, but he seemed pretty sick; and, feeling I was not robbing anybody of anything very valuable, I lured him home and nursed him. I fancy I must have over-nursed him. He got so healthy in the end, there was no doing anything with him. He was an ill-conditioned cur, and he was too old to be taught. He became the curse of the neighbourhood. His idea of sport was killing chickens and sneaking rabbits from outside poulterers shops. For recreation he killed cats and frightened small children by yelping round their legs. There were times when I could have lamed him myself, if only I could have got hold of him. I made nothing by running that dog — nothing whatever. People, instead of admiring me for nursing him back to life, called me a fool, and said that if I didnt drown the brute they would. He spoilt my character utterly — I mean my character at this period. It is difficult to pose as a young man with a heart of gold, when discovered in the middle of the road throwing stones at your own dog. And stones were the only things that would reach and influence him.

I was also hampered by a scarcity in runaway horses. The horse of our suburb was not that type of horse. Once and only once did an opportunity offer itself for practice. It was a good opportunity, inasmuch as he was not running away very greatly. Indeed, I doubt if he knew himself that he was running away. It transpired afterwards that it was a habit of his, after waiting for his driver outside the Rose and Crown for what he considered to be a reasonable period, to trot home on his own account. He passed me going about seven miles an hour, with the reins dragging conveniently beside him. He was the very thing for a beginner, and I prepared myself. At the critical moment, however, a couple of officious policemen pushed me aside and did it themselves.

There was nothing for me to regret, as the matter turned out. I should only have rescued a bald-headed commercial traveller, very drunk, who swore horribly, and pelted the crowd with empty collar-boxes.

From the window of a very high flat I once watched three men, resolved to stop a runaway horse. Each man marched deliberately into the middle of the road and took up his stand. My window was too far away for me to see their faces, but their attitude suggested heroism unto death. The first man, as the horse came charging towards him, faced it with his arms spread out. He never flinched until the horse was within about twenty yards of him. Then, as the animal was evidently determined to continue its wild career, there was nothing left for him to do but to retire again to the kerb, where he stood looking after it with evident sorrow, as though saying to himself—Oh, well, if you are going to be headstrong I have done with you.

The second man, on the catastrophe being thus left clear for him, without a moments hesitation, walked up a bye street and disappeared. The third man stood his ground, and, as the horse passed him, yelled at it. I could not hear what he said. I have not the slightest doubt it was excellent advice, but the animal was apparently too excited even to listen. The first and the third man met afterwards, and discussed the matter sympathetically. I judged they were regretting the pig-headedness of runaway horses in general, and hoping that nobody had been hurt.

I forget the other characters I assumed about this period. One, I know, that got me into a good deal of trouble was that of a downright, honest, hearty, outspoken young man who always said what he meant.

I never knew but one man who made a real success of speaking his mind. I have heard him slap the table with his open hand and exclaim — 

You want me to flatter you — to stuff you up with a pack of lies. Thats not me, thats not Jim Compton. But if you care for my honest opinion, all I can say is, that child is the most marvellous performer on the piano Ive ever heard. I dont say she is a genius, but I have heard Liszt and Metzler and all the crack players, and I prefer HER. Thats my opinion. I speak my mind, and I cant help it if youre offended.

How refreshing, the parents would say, to come across a man who is not afraid to say what he really thinks. Why are we not all outspoken?

The last character I attempted I thought would be easy to assume. It was that of a much admired and beloved young man, whose great charm lay in the fact that he was always just — himself. Other people posed and acted. He never made any effort to be anything but his own natural, simple self.

I thought I also would be my own natural, simple self. But then the question arose — What was my own natural, simple self?

That was the preliminary problem I had to solve; I have not solved it to this day. What am I? I am a great gentleman, walking through the world with dauntless heart and head erect, scornful of all meanness, impatient of all littleness. I am a mean-thinking, little-daring man — the type of man that I of the dauntless heart and the erect head despise greatly — crawling to a poor end by devious ways, cringing to the strong, timid of all pain. I — but, dear reader, I will not sadden your sensitive ears with details I could give you, showing how contemptible a creature this wretched I happens to be. Nor would you understand me. You would only be astonished, discovering that such disreputable specimens of humanity contrive to exist in this age. It is best, my dear sir, or madam, you should remain ignorant of these evil persons. Let me not trouble you with knowledge.

I am a philosopher, greeting alike the thunder and the sunshine with frolic welcome. Only now and then, when all things do not fall exactly as I wish them, when foolish, wicked people will persist in doing foolish, wicked acts, affecting my comfort and happiness, I rage and fret a goodish deal.

As Heine said of himself, I am knight, too, of the Holy Grail, valiant for the Truth, reverent of all women, honouring all men, eager to yield life to the service of my great Captain.

And next moment, I find myself in the enemys lines, fighting under the black banner. (It must be confusing to these opposing Generals, all their soldiers being deserters from both armies.) What are women but mens playthings! Shall there be no more cakes and ale for me because thou art virtuous! What are men but hungry dogs, contending each against each for a limited supply of bones! Do others lest thou be done. What is the Truth but an unexploded lie!

I am a lover of all living things. You, my poor sister, struggling with your heavy burden on your lonely way, I would kiss the tears from your worn cheeks, lighten with my love the darkness around your feet. You, my patient brother, breathing hard as round and round you tramp the trodden path, like some poor half-blind gin-horse, stripes your only encouragement, scanty store of dry chaff in your manger! I would jog beside you, taking the strain a little from your aching shoulders; and we would walk nodding, our heads side by side, and you, remembering, should tell me of the fields where long ago you played, of the gallant races that you ran and won. And you, little pinched brats, with wondering eyes, looking from dirt-encrusted faces, I would take you in my arms and tell you fairy stories. Into the sweet land of make-believe we would wander, leaving the sad old world behind us for a time, and you should be Princes and Princesses, and know Love.

But again, a selfish, greedy man comes often, and sits in my clothes. A man who frets away his life, planning how to get more money — more food, more clothes, more pleasures for himself; a man so busy thinking of the many things he needs he has no time to dwell upon the needs of others. He deems himself the centre of the universe. You would imagine, hearing him grumbling, that the world had been created and got ready against the time when he should come to take his pleasure in it. He would push and trample, heedless, reaching towards these many desires of his; and when, grabbing, he misses, he curses Heaven for its injustice, and men and women for getting in his path. He is not a nice man, in any way. I wish, as I say, he would not come so often and sit in my clothes. He persists that he is I, and that I am only a sentimental fool, spoiling his chances. Sometimes, for a while, I get rid of him, but he always comes back; and then he gets rid of me and I become him. It is very confusing. Sometimes I wonder if I really am myself.


ON THE DISADVANTAGE OF NOT GETTING WHAT ONE WANTS
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LONG, LONG AGO, when you and I, dear Reader, were young, when the fairies dwelt in the hearts of the roses, when the moonbeams bent each night beneath the weight of angels feet, there lived a good, wise man. Or rather, I should say, there had lived, for at the time of which I speak the poor old gentleman lay dying. Waiting each moment the dread summons, he fell a-musing on the life that stretched far back behind him. How full it seemed to him at that moment of follies and mistakes, bringing bitter tears not to himself alone but to others also. How much brighter a road might it have been, had he been wiser, had he known!

Ah, me! said the good old gentleman, if only I could live my life again in the light of experience.

Now as he spoke these words he felt the drawing near to him of a Presence, and thinking it was the One whom he expected, raising himself a little from his bed, he feebly cried,

I am ready.

But a hand forced him gently back, a voice saying, Not yet; I bring life, not death. Your wish shall be granted. You shall live your life again, and the knowledge of the past shall be with you to guide you. See you use it. I will come again.

Then a sleep fell upon the good man, and when he awoke, he was again a little child, lying in his mothers arms; but, locked within his brain was the knowledge of the life that he had lived already.

So once more he lived and loved and laboured. So a second time he lay an old, worn man with life behind him. And the angel stood again beside his bed; and the voice said,

Well, are you content now?

I am well content, said the old gentleman. Let Death come.

And have you understood? asked the angel.

I think so, was the answer; that experience is but as of the memory of the pathways he has trod to a traveller journeying ever onward into an unknown land. I have been wise only to reap the reward of folly. Knowledge has ofttimes kept me from my good. I have avoided my old mistakes only to fall into others that I knew not of. I have reached the old errors by new roads. Where I have escaped sorrow I have lost joy. Where I have grasped happiness I have plucked pain also. Now let me go with Death that I may learn..

Which was so like the angel of that period, the giving of a gift, bringing to a man only more trouble. Maybe I am overrating my coolness of judgment under somewhat startling circumstances, but I am inclined to think that, had I lived in those days, and had a fairy or an angel come to me, wanting to give me something — my souls desire, or the sum of my ambition, or any trifle of that kind I should have been short with him.

You pack up that precious bag of tricks of yours, I should have said to him (it would have been rude, but that is how I should have felt), and get outside with it. Im not taking anything in your line to-day. I dont require any supernatural aid to get me into trouble. All the worry I want I can get down here, so its no good your calling. You take that little joke of yours, — I dont know what it is, but I know enough not to want to know, — and run it off on some other idiot. Im not priggish. I have no objection to an innocent game of catch-questions in the ordinary way, and when I get a turn myself. But if Ive got to pay every time, and the stakes are to be my earthly happiness plus my future existence — why, I dont play. There was the case of Midas; a nice, shabby trick you fellows played off upon him! making pretence you did not understand him, twisting round the poor old fellows words, just for all the world as though you were a pack of Old Bailey lawyers, trying to trip up a witness; Im ashamed of the lot of you, and I tell you so — coming down here, fooling poor unsuspecting mortals with your nonsense, as though we had not enough to harry us as it was. Then there was that other case of the poor old peasant couple to whom you promised three wishes, the whole thing ending in a black pudding. And they never got even that. You thought that funny, I suppose. That was your fairy humour! A pity, I say, you have not, all of you, something better to do with your time. As I said before, you take that celestial Joe Miller of yours and work it off on somebody else. I have read my fairy lore, and I have read my mythology, and I dont want any of your blessings. And whats more, Im not going to have them. When I want blessings I will put up with the usual sort we are accustomed to down here. You know the ones I mean, the disguised brand — the blessings that no human being would think were blessings, if he were not told; the blessings that dont look like blessings, that dont feel like blessings; that, as a matter of fact, are not blessings, practically speaking; the blessings that other people think are blessings for us and that we dont. Theyve got their drawbacks, but they are better than yours, at any rate, and they are sooner over. I dont want your blessings at any price. If you leave one here I shall simply throw it out after you.

I feel confident I should have answered in that strain, and I feel it would have done good. Somebody ought to have spoken plainly, because with fairies and angels of that sort fooling about, no one was ever safe for a moment. Children could hardly have been allowed outside the door. One never could have told what silly trick some would-be funny fairy might be waiting to play off on them. The poor child would not know, and would think it was getting something worth having. The wonder to me is that some of those angels didnt get tarred and feathered.

I am doubtful whether even Cinderellas luck was quite as satisfying as we are led to believe. After the carpetless kitchen and the black beetles, how beautiful the palace must have seemed — for the first year, perhaps for the first two. And the Prince! how loving, how gallant, how tender — for the first year, perhaps for the first two. And after? You see he was a Prince, brought up in a Court, the atmosphere of which is not conducive to the development of the domestic virtues; and she — was Cinderella. And then the marriage altogether was rather a hurried affair. Oh yes, she is a good, loving little woman; but perhaps our Royal Highness-ship did act too much on the impulse of the moment. It was her dear, dainty feet that danced their way into our heart. How they flashed and twinkled, eased in those fairy slippers. How like a lily among tulips she moved that night amid the over-gorgeous Court dames. She was so sweet, so fresh, so different to all the others whom we knew so well. How happy she looked as she put her trembling little hand in ours. What possibilities might lie behind those drooping lashes. And we were in amorous mood that night, the music in our feet, the flash and glitter in our eyes. And then, to pique us further, she disappeared as suddenly and strangely as she had come. Who was she? Whence came she? What was the mystery surrounding her? Was she only a delicious dream, a haunting phantasy that we should never look upon again, never clasp again within our longing arms? Was our heart to be for ever hungry, haunted by the memory of — No, by heavens, she is real, and a woman. Here is her dear slipper, made surely to be kissed. Of a size too that a man may well wear within the breast of his doublet. Had any woman — nay, fairy, angel, such dear feet! Search the whole kingdom through, but find her, find her. The gods have heard our prayers, and given us this clue. Suppose she be not all she seemed. Suppose she be not of birth fit to mate with our noble house! Out upon thee, for an earth-bound, blind curmudgeon of a Lord High Chancellor. How could a woman, whom such slipper fitted, be but of the noblest and the best, as far above us, mere Princelet that we are, as the stars in heaven are brighter than thy dull old eyes! Go, search the kingdom, we tell thee, from east to west, from north to south, and see to it that thou findest her, or it shall go hard with thee. By Venus, be she a swineherds daughter, she shall be our Queen — an she deign to accept of us, and of our kingdom.

Ah well, of course, it was not a wise piece of business, that goes without saying; but we were young, and Princes are only human. Poor child, she could not help her education, or rather her lack of it. Dear little thing, the wonder is that she has contrived to be no more ignorant than she is, dragged up as she was, neglected and overworked. Nor does life in a kitchen, amid the companionship of peasants and menials, tend to foster the intellect. Who can blame her for being shy and somewhat dull of thought? not we, generous-minded, kind-hearted Prince that we are. And she is very affectionate. The family are trying, certainly; father-in-law not a bad sort, though a little prosy when upon the subject of his domestic troubles, and a little too fond of his glass; mamma-in-law, and those two ugly, ill-mannered sisters, decidedly a nuisance about the palace. Yet what can we do? they are our relations now, and they do not forget to let us know it. Well, well, we had to expect that, and things might have been worse. Anyhow she is not jealous — thank goodness.

So the day comes when poor little Cinderella sits alone of a night in the beautiful palace. The courtiers have gone home in their carriages. The Lord High Chancellor has bowed himself out backwards. The Gold-Stick-in-Waiting and the Grooms of the Chamber have gone to their beds. The Maids of Honour have said Good-night, and drifted out of the door, laughing and whispering among themselves. The clock strikes twelve — one — two, and still no footstep creaks upon the stair. Once it followed swiftly upon the good-night of the maids, who did not laugh or whisper then.

At last the door opens, and the Prince enters, none too pleased at finding Cinderella still awake. So sorry Im late, my love — detained on affairs of state. Foreign policy very complicated, dear. Have only just this moment left the Council Chamber.

And little Cinderella, while the Prince sleeps, lies sobbing out her poor sad heart into the beautiful royal pillow, embroidered with the royal arms and edged with the royal monogram in lace. Why did he ever marry me? I should have been happier in the old kitchen. The black beetles did frighten me a little, but there was always the dear old cat; and sometimes, when mother and the girls were out, papa would call softly down the kitchen stairs for me to come up, and we would have such a merry evening together, and sup off sausages: dear old dad, I hardly ever see him now. And then, when my work was done, how pleasant it was to sit in front of the fire, and dream of the wonderful things that would come to me some day. I was always going to be a Princess, even in my dreams, and live in a palace, but it was so different to this. Oh, how I hate it, this beastly palace where everybody sneers at me — I know they do, though they bow and scrape, and pretend to be so polite. And Im not clever and smart as they are. I hate them. I hate these bold-faced women who are always here. That is the worst of a palace, everybody can come in. Oh, I hate everybody and everything. Oh, god-mamma, god-mamma, come and take me away. Take me back to my old kitchen. Give me back my old poor frock. Let me dance again with the fire-tongs for a partner, and be happy, dreaming.

Poor little Cinderella, perhaps it would have been better had god-mamma been less ambitious for you, dear; had you married some good, honest yeoman, who would never have known that you were not brilliant, who would have loved you because you were just amiable and pretty; had your kingdom been only a farmhouse, where your knowledge of domestic economy, gained so hardly, would have been useful; where you would have shone instead of being overshadowed; where Papa would have dropped in of an evening to smoke his pipe and escape from his domestic wrangles; where you would have been REAL Queen.

But then you know, dear, you would not have been content. Ah yes, with your present experience — now you know that Queens as well as little drudges have their troubles; but WITHOUT that experience? You would have looked in the glass when you were alone; you would have looked at your shapely hands and feet, and the shadows would have crossed your pretty face. Yes, you would have said to yourself—John is a dear, kind fellow, and I love him very much, and all that, but— and the old dreams, dreamt in the old low-ceilinged kitchen before the dying fire, would have come back to you, and you would have been discontented then as now, only in a different way. Oh yes, you would, Cinderella, though you gravely shake your gold-crowned head. And let me tell you why. It is because you are a woman, and the fate of all us, men and women alike, is to be for ever wanting what we have not, and to be finding, when we have it, that it is not what we wanted. That is the law of life, dear. Do you think as you lie upon the floor with your head upon your arms, that you are the only woman whose tears are soaking into the hearthrug at that moment? My dear Princess, if you could creep unseen about your City, peeping at will through the curtain-shielded windows, you would come to think that all the world was little else than a big nursery full of crying children with none to comfort them. The doll is broken: no longer it sweetly squeaks in answer to our pressure, I love you, kiss me. The drum lies silent with the drumstick inside; no longer do we make a brave noise in the nursery. The box of tea-things we have clumsily put our foot upon; there will be no more merry parties around the three-legged stool. The tin trumpet will not play the note we want to sound; the wooden bricks keep falling down; the toy cannon has exploded and burnt our fingers. Never mind, little man, little woman, we will try and mend things tomorrow.

And after all, Cinderella dear, you do live in a fine palace, and you have jewels and grand dresses and — No, no, do not be indignant with ME. Did not you dream of these things AS WELL AS of love? Come now, be honest. It was always a prince, was it not, or, at the least, an exceedingly well-to-do party, that handsome young gentleman who bowed to you so gallantly from the red embers? He was never a virtuous young commercial traveller, or cultured clerk, earning a salary of three pounds a week, was he, Cinderella? Yet there are many charming commercial travellers, many delightful clerks with limited incomes, quite sufficient, however, to a sensible man and woman desiring but each others love. Why was it always a prince, Cinderella? Had the palace and the liveried servants, and the carriages and horses, and the jewels and the dresses, NOTHING to do with the dream?

No, Cinderella, you were human, that is all. The artist, shivering in his conventional attic, dreaming of Fame!-do you think he is not hoping she will come to his loving arms in the form Jove came to Danae? Do you think he is not reckoning also upon the good dinners and the big cigars, the fur coat and the diamond studs, that her visits will enable him to purchase?

There is a certain picture very popular just now. You may see it, Cinderella, in many of the shop-windows of the town. It is called The Dream of Love, and it represents a beautiful young girl, sleeping in a very beautiful but somewhat disarranged bed. Indeed, one hopes, for the sleepers sake, that the night is warm, and that the room is fairly free from draughts. A ladder of light streams down from the sky into the room, and upon this ladder crowd and jostle one another a small army of plump Cupids, each one laden with some pledge of love. Two of the Imps are emptying a sack of jewels upon the floor. Four others are bearing, well displayed, a magnificent dress (a confection, I believe, is the proper term) cut somewhat low, but making up in train what is lacking elsewhere. Others bear bonnet boxes from which peep stylish toques and bewitching hoods. Some, representing evidently wholesale houses, stagger under silks and satins in the piece. Cupids are there from the shoemakers with the daintiest of bottines. Stockings, garters, and even less mentionable articles, are not forgotten. Caskets, mirrors, twelve-buttoned gloves, scent-bottles and handkerchiefs, hair-pins, and the gayest of parasols, has the God of Love piled into the arms of his messengers. Really a most practical, up-to-date God of Love, moving with the times! One feels that the modern Temple of Love must be a sort of Swan and Edgars; the god himself a kind of celestial shop-walker; while his mother, Venus, no doubt superintends the costume department. Quite an Olympian Whiteley, this latter-day Eros; he has forgotten nothing, for, at the back of the picture, I notice one Cupid carrying a rather fat heart at the end of a string.

You, Cinderella, could give good counsel to that sleeping child. You would say to her—Awake from such dreams. The contents of a pawnbrokers store-room will not bring you happiness. Dream of love if you will; that is a wise dream, even if it remain ever a dream. But these coloured beads, these Manchester goods! are you then — you, heiress of all the ages — still at heart only as some poor savage maiden but little removed above the monkeys that share the primeval forest with her? Will you sell your gold to the first trader that brings you THIS barter? These things, child, will only dazzle your eyes for a few days. Do you think the Burlington Arcade is the gate of Heaven?

Ah, yes, I too could talk like that — I, writer of books, to the young lad, sick of his office stool, dreaming of a literary career leading to fame and fortune. And do you think, lad, that by that road you will reach Happiness sooner than by another? Do you think interviews with yourself in penny weeklies will bring you any satisfaction after the first halfdozen? Do you think the gushing female who has read all your books, and who wonders what it must feel like to be so clever, will be welcome to you the tenth time you meet her? Do you think press cuttings will always consist of wondering admiration of your genius, of paragraphs about your charming personal appearance under the heading, Our Celebrities? Have you thought of the Uncomplimentary criticisms, of the spiteful paragraphs, of the everlasting fear of slipping a few inches down the greasy pole called popular taste, to which you are condemned to cling for life, as some lesser criminal to his weary tread-mill, struggling with no hope but not to fall! Make a home, lad, for the woman who loves you; gather one or two friends about you; work, think, and play, that will bring you happiness. Shun this roaring gingerbread fair that calls itself, forsooth, the World of art and letters. Let its clowns and its contortionists fight among themselves for the plaudits and the halfpence of the mob. Let it be with its shouting and its surging, its blare and its cheap flare. Come away, the summers night is just the other side of the hedge, with its silence and its stars.

You and I, Cinderella, are experienced people, and can therefore offer good advice, but do you think we should be listened to?

Ah, no, my Prince is not as yours. Mine will love me always, and I am peculiarly fitted for the life of a palace. I have the instinct and the ability for it. I am sure I was made for a princess. Thank you, Cinderella, for your well-meant counsel, but there is much difference between you and me.

That is the answer you would receive, Cinderella; and my young friend would say to me, Yes, I can understand YOUR finding disappointment in the literary career; but then, you see, our cases are not quite similar. I am not likely to find much trouble in keeping my position. I shall not fear reading what the critics say of ME. No doubt there are disadvantages, when you are among the ruck, but there is always plenty of room at the top. So thank you, and goodbye.

Besides, Cinderella dear, we should not quite mean it — this excellent advice. We have grown accustomed to these gew-gaws, and we should miss them in spite of our knowledge of their trashiness: you, your palace and your little gold crown; I, my mountebanks cap, and the answering laugh that goes up from the crowd when I shake my bells. We want everything. All the happiness that earth and heaven are capable of bestowing. Creature comforts, and heart and soul comforts also; and, proud-spirited beings that we are, we will not be put off with a part. Give us only everything, and we will be content. And, after all, Cinderella, you have had your day. Some little dogs never get theirs. You must not be greedy. You have KNOWN happiness. The palace was Paradise for those few months, and the Princes arms were about you, Cinderella, the Princes kisses on your lips; the gods themselves cannot take THAT from you.

The cake cannot last for ever if we will eat of it so greedily. There must come the day when we have picked hungrily the last crumb — when we sit staring at the empty board, nothing left of the feast, Cinderella, but the pain that comes of feasting.

It is a naive confession, poor Human Nature has made to itself, in choosing, as it has, this story of Cinderella for its leading moral: — Be good, little girl. Be meek under your many trials. Be gentle and kind, in spite of your hard lot, and one day — you shall marry a prince and ride in your own carriage. Be brave and true, little boy. Work hard and wait with patience, and in the end, with Gods blessing, you shall earn riches enough to come back to London town and marry your masters daughter.

You and I, gentle Reader, could teach these young folks a truer lesson, an we would. We know, alas! that the road of all the virtues does not lead to wealth, rather the contrary; else how explain our limited incomes? But would it be well, think you, to tell them bluntly the truth — that honesty is the most expensive luxury a man can indulge in; that virtue, if persisted in, leads, generally speaking, to a six-roomed house in an outlying suburb? Maybe the world is wise: the fiction has its uses.

I am acquainted with a fairly intelligent young lady. She can read and write, knows her tables up to six times, and can argue. I regard her as representative of average Humanity in its attitude towards Fate; and this is a dialogue I lately overheard between her and an older lady who is good enough to occasionally impart to her the wisdom of the world — 

Ive been good this morning, havent I?

Yes — oh yes, fairly good, for you.

You think Papa WILL take me to the circus to-night?

Yes, if you keep good. If you dont get naughty this afternoon.

A pause.

I was good on Monday, you may remember, nurse.

Tolerably good.

VERY good, you said, nurse.

Well, yes, you werent bad.

And I was to have gone to the pantomime, and I didnt.

Well, that was because your aunt came up suddenly, and your Papa couldnt get another seat. Poor auntie wouldnt have gone at all if she hadnt gone then.

Oh, wouldnt she?

No.

Another pause.

Do you think shell come up suddenly to-day?

Oh no, I dont think so.

No, I hope she doesnt. I want to go to the circus to-night. Because, you see, nurse, if I dont it will discourage me.

So, perhaps the world is wise in promising us the circus. We believe her at first. But after a while, I fear, we grow discouraged.


ON THE EXCEPTIONAL MERIT ATTACHING TO THE THINGS WE MEANT TO DO
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I CAN REMEMBER — but then I can remember a long time ago. You, gentle Reader, just entering upon the prime of life, that age by thoughtless youth called middle, I cannot, of course, expect to follow me — when there was in great demand a certain periodical ycleped The Amateur. Its aim was noble. It sought to teach the beautiful lesson of independence, to inculcate the fine doctrine of self-help. One chapter explained to a man how he might make flower-pots out of Australian meat cans; another how he might turn butter-tubs into music-stools; a third how he might utilize old bonnet boxes for Venetian blinds: that was the principle of the whole scheme, you made everything from something not intended for it, and as ill-suited to the purpose as possible.

Two pages, I distinctly recollect, were devoted to the encouragement of the manufacture of umbrella stands out of old gaspiping. Anything less adapted to the receipt of hats and umbrellas than gas-piping I cannot myself conceive: had there been, I feel sure the author would have thought of it, and would have recommended it.

Picture-frames you fashioned out of gingerbeer corks. You saved your ginger-beer corks, you found a picture — and the thing was complete. How much ginger-beer it would be necessary to drink, preparatory to the making of each frame; and the effect of it upon the frame-makers physical, mental and moral well-being, did not concern The Amateur. I calculate that for a fair-sized picture sixteen dozen bottles might suffice. Whether, after sixteen dozen of ginger-beer, a man would take any interest in framing a picture — whether he would retain any pride in the picture itself, is doubtful. But this, of course, was not the point.

One young gentleman of my acquaintance — the son of the gardener of my sister, as friend Ollendorff would have described him — did succeed in getting through sufficient ginger-beer to frame his grandfather, but the result was not encouraging. Indeed, the gardeners wife herself was but ill satisfied.

Whats all them corks round father? was her first question.

Cant you see, was the somewhat indignant reply, thats the frame.

Oh! but why corks?

Well, the book said corks.

Still the old lady remained unimpressed.

Somehow it dont look like father now, she sighed.

Her eldest born grew irritable: none of us appreciate criticism!

What does it look like, then? he growled.

Well, I dunno. Seems to me to look like nothing but corks.

The old ladys view was correct. Certain schools of art possibly lend themselves to this method of framing. I myself have seen a funeral card improved by it; but, generally speaking, the consequence was a predominance of frame at the expense of the thing framed. The more honest and tasteful of the framemakers would admit as much themselves.

Yes, it is ugly when you look at it, said one to me, as we stood surveying it from the centre of the room. But what one feels about it is that one has done it oneself.

Which reflection, I have noticed, reconciles us to many other things beside cork frames.

Another young gentleman friend of mine — for I am bound to admit it was youth that profited most by the advice and counsel of The Amateur: I suppose as one grows older one grows less daring, less industrious — made a rocking-chair, according to the instructions of this book, out of a couple of beer barrels. From every practical point of view it was a bad rocking-chair. It rocked too much, and it rocked in too many directions at one and the same time. I take it, a man sitting on a rocking-chair does not want to be continually rocking. There comes a time when he says to himself—Now I have rocked sufficiently for the present; now I will sit still for a while, lest a worse thing befall me. But this was one of those headstrong rocking-chairs that are a danger to humanity, and a nuisance to themselves. Its notion was that it was made to rock, and that when it was not rocking, it was wasting its time. Once started nothing could stop it — nothing ever did stop it, until it found itself topsy turvy on its own occupant. That was the only thing that ever sobered it.

I had called, and had been shown into the empty drawing-room. The rocking-chair nodded invitingly at me. I never guessed it was an amateur rocking-chair. I was young in those days, with faith in human nature, and I imagined that, whatever else a man might attempt without knowledge or experience, no one would be fool enough to experiment upon a rocking-chair.

I threw myself into it lightly and carelessly. I immediately noticed the ceiling. I made an instinctive movement forward. The window and a momentary glimpse of the wooded hills beyond shot upwards and disappeared. The carpet flashed across my eyes, and I caught sight of my own boots vanishing beneath me at the rate of about two hundred miles an hour. I made a convulsive effort to recover them. I suppose I over-did it. I saw the whole of the room at once, the four walls, the ceiling, and the floor at the same moment. It was a sort of vision. I saw the cottage piano upside down, and I again saw my own boots flash past me, this time over my head, soles uppermost. Never before had I been in a position where my own boots had seemed so all-pervading. The next moment I lost my boots, and stopped the carpet with my head just as it was rushing past me. At the same instant something hit me violently in the small of the back. Reason, when recovered, suggested that my assailant must be the rocking-chair.

Investigation proved the surmise correct. Fortunately I was still alone, and in consequence was able, a few minutes later, to meet my hostess with calm and dignity. I said nothing about the rocking-chair. As a matter of fact, I was hoping to have the pleasure, before I went, of seeing some other guest arrive and sample it: I had purposely replaced it in the most prominent and convenient position. But though I felt capable of schooling myself to silence, I found myself unable to agree with my hostess when she called for my admiration of the thing. My recent experiences had too deeply embittered me.

Willie made it himself, explained the fond mother. Dont you think it was very clever of him?

Oh yes, it was clever, I replied, I am willing to admit that.

He made it out of some old beer barrels, she continued; she seemed proud of it.

My resentment, though I tried to keep it under control, was mounting higher.

Oh! did he? I said; I should have thought he might have found something better to do with them.

What? she asked.

Oh! well, many things, I retorted. He might have filled them again with beer.

My hostess looked at me astonished. I felt some reason for my tone was expected.

You see, I explained, it is not a well-made chair. These rockers are too short, and they are too curved, and one of them, if you notice, is higher than the other and of a smaller radius; the back is at too obtuse an angle. When it is occupied the centre of gravity becomes—

My hostess interrupted me.

You have been sitting on it, she said.

Not for long, I assured her.

Her tone changed. She became apologetic.

I am so sorry, she said. It looks all right.

It does, I agreed; that is where the dear lads cleverness displays itself. Its appearance disarms suspicion. With judgment that chair might be made to serve a really useful purpose. There are mutual acquaintances of ours — I mention no names, you will know them — pompous, self-satisfied, superior persons who would be improved by that chair. If I were Willie I should disguise the mechanism with some artistic drapery, bait the thing with a couple of exceptionally inviting cushions, and employ it to inculcate modesty and diffidence. I defy any human being to get out of that chair, feeling as important as when he got into it. What the dear boy has done has been to construct an automatic exponent of the transitory nature of human greatness. As a moral agency that chair should prove a blessing in disguise.

My hostess smiled feebly; more, I fear, from politeness than genuine enjoyment.

I think you are too severe, she said. When you remember that the boy has never tried his hand at anything of the kind before, that he has no knowledge and no experience, it really is not so bad.

Considering the matter from that point of view I was bound to concur. I did not like to suggest to her that before entering upon a difficult task it would be better for young men to ACQUIRE knowledge and experience: that is so unpopular a theory.

But the thing that The Amateur put in the front and foremost of its propaganda was the manufacture of household furniture out of egg-boxes. Why egg-boxes I have never been able to understand, but egg-boxes, according to the prescription of The Amateur, formed the foundation of household existence. With a sufficient supply of egg-boxes, and what The Amateur termed a natural deftness, no young couple need hesitate to face the furnishing problem. Three egg-boxes made a writing-table; on another egg-box you sat to write; your books were ranged in egg-boxes around you — and there was your study, complete.

For the dining-room two egg-boxes made an overmantel; four egg-boxes and a piece of looking-glass a sideboard; while six egg-boxes, with some wadding and a yard or so of cretonne, constituted a so-called cosy corner. About the corner there could be no possible doubt. You sat on a corner, you leant against a corner; whichever way you moved you struck a fresh corner. The cosiness, however, I deny. Egg-boxes I admit can be made useful; I am even prepared to imagine them ornamental; but cosy, no. I have sampled egg-boxes in many shapes. I speak of years ago, when the world and we were younger, when our fortune was the Future; secure in which, we hesitated not to set up house upon incomes folks with lesser expectations might have deemed insufficient. Under such circumstances, the sole alternative to the egg-box, or similar school of furniture, would have been the strictly classical, consisting of a doorway joined to architectural proportions.

I have from Saturday to Monday, as honoured guest, hung my clothes in egg-boxes.

I have sat on an egg-box at an egg-box to take my dish of tea. I have made love on egg-boxes. — Aye, and to feel again the blood running through my veins as then it ran, I would be content to sit only on egg-boxes till the time should come when I could be buried in an egg-box, with an egg-box reared above me as tombstone. — I have spent many an evening on an egg-box; I have gone to bed in egg-boxes. They have their points — I am intending no pun — but to claim for them cosiness would be but to deceive.

How quaint they were, those home-made rooms! They rise out of the shadows and shape themselves again before my eyes. I see the knobbly sofa; the easy-chairs that might have been designed by the Grand Inquisitor himself; the dented settle that was a bed by night; the few blue plates, purchased in the slums off Wardour Street; the enamelled stool to which one always stuck; the mirror framed in silk; the two Japanese fans crossed beneath each cheap engraving; the piano cloth embroidered in peacocks feathers by Annies sister; the tea-cloth worked by Cousin Jenny. We dreamt, sitting on those egg-boxes — for we were young ladies and gentlemen with artistic taste — of the days when we would eat in Chippendale dining-rooms; sip our coffee in Louis Quatorze drawing-rooms; and be happy. Well, we have got on, some of us, since then, as Mr. Bumpus used to say; and I notice, when on visits, that some of us have contrived so that we do sit on Chippendale chairs, at Sheraton dining-tables, and are warmed from Adams fireplaces; but, ah me, where are the dreams, the hopes, the enthusiasms that clung like the scent of a March morning about those gim-crack second floors? In the dustbin, I fear, with the cretonne-covered egg-boxes and the penny fans. Fate is so terribly even-handed. As she gives she ever takes away. She flung us a few shillings and hope, where now she doles us out pounds and fears. Why did not we know how happy we were, sitting crowned with sweet conceit upon our egg-box thrones?

Yes, Dick, you have climbed well. You edit a great newspaper. You spread abroad the message — well, the message that Sir Joseph Goldbug, your proprietor, instructs you to spread abroad. You teach mankind the lessons that Sir Joseph Goldbug wishes them to learn. They say he is to have a peerage next year. I am sure he has earned it; and perhaps there may be a knighthood for you, Dick.

Tom, you are getting on now. You have abandoned those unsaleable allegories. What rich art patron cares to be told continually by his own walls that Midas had asss ears; that Lazarus sits ever at the gate? You paint portraits now, and everybody tells me you are the coming man. That Impression of old Lady Jezebel was really wonderful. The woman looks quite handsome, and yet it is her ladyship. Your touch is truly marvellous.

But into your success, Tom — Dick, old friend, do not there creep moments when you would that we could fish up those old egg-boxes from the past, refurnish with them the dingy rooms in Camden Town, and find there our youth, our loves, and our beliefs?

An incident brought back to my mind, the other day, the thought of all these things. I called for the first time upon a man, an actor, who had asked me to come and see him in the little home where he lives with his old father. To my astonishment — for the craze, I believe, has long since died out — I found the house half furnished out of packing cases, butter tubs, and egg-boxes. My friend earns his twenty pounds a week, but it was the old fathers hobby, so he explained to me, the making of these monstrosities; and of them he was as proud as though they were specimen furniture out of the South Kensington Museum.

He took me into the dining-room to show me the latest outrage — a new book-case. A greater disfigurement to the room, which was otherwise prettily furnished, could hardly be imagined. There was no need for him to assure me, as he did, that it had been made out of nothing but egg-boxes. One could see at a glance that it was made out of egg-boxes, and badly constructed egg-boxes at that — egg-boxes that were a disgrace to the firm that had turned them out; egg-boxes not worthy the storage of shop uns at eighteen the shilling.

We went upstairs to my friends bedroom. He opened the door as a man might open the door of a museum of gems.

The old boy, he said, as he stood with his hand upon the door-knob, made everything you see here, everything, and we entered. He drew my attention to the wardrobe. Now I will hold it up, he said, while you pull the door open; I think the floor must be a bit uneven, it wobbles if you are not careful. It wobbled notwithstanding, but by coaxing and humouring we succeeded without mishap. I was surprised to notice a very small supply of clothes within, although my friend is a dressy man.

You see, he explained, I dare not use it more than I can help. I am a clumsy chap, and as likely as not, if I happened to be in a hurry, Id have the whole thing over: which seemed probable.

I asked him how he contrived. I dress in the bath-room as a rule, he replied; I keep most of my things there. Of course the old boy doesnt know.

He showed me a chest of drawers. One drawer stood half open.

Im bound to leave that drawer open, he said; I keep the things I use in that. They dont shut quite easily, these drawers; or rather, they shut all right, but then they wont open. It is the weather, I think. They will open and shut all right in the summer, I dare say. He is of a hopeful disposition.

But the pride of the room was the washstand.

What do you think of this? cried he enthusiastically, real marble top—

He did not expatiate further. In his excitement he had laid his hand upon the thing, with the natural result that it collapsed. More by accident than design I caught the jug in my arms. I also caught the water it contained. The basin rolled on its edge and little damage was done, except to me and the soap-box.

I could not pump up much admiration for this washstand; I was feeling too wet.

What do you do when you want to wash? I asked, as together we reset the trap.

There fell upon him the manner of a conspirator revealing secrets. He glanced guiltily round the room; then, creeping on tip-toe, he opened a cupboard behind the bed. Within was a tin basin and a small can.

Dont tell the old boy, he said. I keep these things here, and wash on the floor.

That was the best thing I myself ever got out of egg-boxes — that picture of a deceitful son stealthily washing himself upon the floor behind the bed, trembling at every footstep lest it might be the old boy coming to the door.

One wonders whether the Ten Commandments are so all-sufficient as we good folk deem them — whether the eleventh is not worth the whole pack of them: that ye love one another with just a common-place, human, practical love. Could not the other ten be comfortably stowed away into a corner of that! One is inclined, in ones anarchic moments, to agree with Louis Stevenson, that to be amiable and cheerful is a good religion for a work-a-day world. We are so busy NOT killing, NOT stealing, NOT coveting our neighbours wife, we have not time to be even just to one another for the little while we are together here. Need we be so cocksure that our present list of virtues and vices is the only possibly correct and complete one? Is the kind, unselfish man necessarily a villain because he does not always succeed in suppressing his natural instincts? Is the narrow-hearted, sour-souled man, incapable of a generous thought or act, necessarily a saint because he has none? Have we not — we unco guid — arrived at a wrong method of estimating our frailer brothers and sisters? We judge them, as critics judge books, not by the good that is in them, but by their faults. Poor King David! What would the local Vigilance Society have had to say to him?

Noah, according to our plan, would be denounced from every teetotal platform in the country, and Ham would head the Local Vestry poll as a reward for having exposed him. And St. Peter! weak, frail St. Peter, how lucky for him that his fellow-disciples and their Master were not as strict in their notions of virtue as are we to-day.

Have we not forgotten the meaning of the word virtue? Once it stood for the good that was in a man, irrespective of the evil that might lie there also, as tares among the wheat. We have abolished virtue, and for it substituted virtues. Not the hero — he was too full of faults — but the blameless valet; not the man who does any good, but the man who has not been found out in any evil, is our modern ideal. The most virtuous thing in nature, according to this new theory, should be the oyster. He is always at home, and always sober. He is not noisy. He gives no trouble to the police. I cannot think of a single one of the Ten Commandments that he ever breaks. He never enjoys himself, and he never, so long as he lives, gives a moments pleasure to any other living thing.

I can imagine the oyster lecturing a lion on the subject of morality.

You never hear me, the oyster might say, howling round camps and villages, making night hideous, frightening quiet folk out of their lives. Why dont you go to bed early, as I do? I never prowl round the oyster-bed, fighting other gentlemen oysters, making love to lady oysters already married. I never kill antelopes or missionaries. Why cant you live as I do on salt water and germs, or whatever it is that I do live on? Why dont you try to be more like me?

An oyster has no evil passions, therefore we say he is a virtuous fish. We never ask ourselves—Has he any good passions? A lions behaviour is often such as no just man could condone. Has he not his good points also?

Will the fat, sleek, virtuous man be as Welcome at the gate of heaven as he supposes?

Well, St. Peter may say to him, opening the door a little way and looking him up and down, what is it now?

Its me, the virtuous man will reply, with an oily, self-satisfied smile; I should say, I — Ive come.

Yes, I see you have come; but what is your claim to admittance? What have you done with your three score years and ten?

Done! the virtuous man will answer, I have done nothing, I assure you.

Nothing!

Nothing; that is my strong point; that is why I am here. I have never done any wrong.

And what good have you done?

What good!

Aye, what good? Do not you even know the meaning of the word? What human creature is the better for your having eaten and drunk and slept these years? You have done no harm — no harm to yourself. Perhaps, if you had you might have done some good with it; the two are generally to be found together down below, I remember. What good have you done that you should enter here? This is no mummy chamber; this is the place of men and women who have lived, who have wrought good — and evil also, alas! — for the sinners who fight for the right, not the righteous who run with their souls from the fight.

It was not, however, to speak of these things that I remembered The Amateur and its lessons. My intention was but to lead up to the story of a certain small boy, who in the doing of tasks not required of him was exceedingly clever. I wish to tell you his story, because, as do most true tales, it possesses a moral, and stories without a moral I deem to be but foolish literature, resembling roads that lead to nowhere, such as sick folk tramp for exercise.

I have known this little boy to take an expensive eight-day clock to pieces, and make of it a toy steamboat. True, it was not, when made, very much of a steamboat; but taking into consideration all the difficulties — the inadaptability of eight-day clock machinery to steamboat requirements, the necessity of getting the work accomplished quickly, before conservatively-minded people with no enthusiasm for science could interfere — a good enough steamboat. With merely an ironing-board and a few dozen meat-skewers, he would — provided the ironing-board was not missed in time — turn out quite a practicable rabbit-hutch. He could make a gun out of an umbrella and a gas-bracket, which, if not so accurate as a Martini-Henry, was, at all events, more deadly. With half the garden-hose, a copper scalding-pan out of the dairy, and a few Dresden china ornaments off the drawing-room mantelpiece, he would build a fountain for the garden. He could make bookshelves out of kitchen tables, and crossbows out of crinolines. He could dam you a stream so that all the water would flow over the croquet lawn. He knew how to make red paint and oxygen gas, together with many other suchlike commodities handy to have about a house. Among other things he learned how to make fireworks, and after a few explosions of an unimportant character, came to make them very well indeed. The boy who can play a good game of cricket is liked. The boy who can fight well is respected. The boy who can cheek a master is loved. But the boy who can make fireworks is revered above all others as a boy belonging to a superior order of beings. The fifth of November was at hand, and with the consent of an indulgent mother, he determined to give to the world a proof of his powers. A large party of friends, relatives, and school-mates was invited, and for a fortnight beforehand the scullery was converted into a manufactory for fireworks. The female servants went about in hourly terror of their lives, and the villa, did we judge exclusively by smell, one might have imagined had been taken over by Satan, his main premises being inconveniently crowded, as an annex. By the evening of the fourth all was in readiness, and samples were tested to make sure that no contretemps should occur the following night. All was found to be perfect.

The rockets rushed heavenward and descended in stars, the Roman candles tossed their fiery balls into the darkness, the Catherine wheels sparkled and whirled, the crackers cracked, and the squibs banged. That night he went to bed a proud and happy boy, and dreamed of fame. He stood surrounded by blazing fireworks, and the vast crowd cheered him. His relations, most of whom, he knew, regarded him as the coming idiot of the family, were there to witness his triumph; so too was Dickey Bowles, who laughed at him because he could not throw straight. The girl at the bun-shop, she also was there, and saw that he was clever.

The night of the festival arrived, and with it the guests. They sat, wrapped up in shawls and cloaks, outside the hall door — uncles, cousins, aunts, little boys and big boys, little girls and big girls, with, as the theatre posters say, villagers and retainers, some forty of them in all, and waited.

But the fireworks did not go off. Why they did not go off I cannot explain; nobody ever COULD explain. The laws of nature seemed to be suspended for that night only. The rockets fell down and died where they stood. No human agency seemed able to ignite the squibs. The crackers gave one bang and collapsed. The Roman candles might have been English rushlights. The Catherine wheels became mere revolving glow-worms. The fiery serpents could not collect among them the spirit of a tortoise. The set piece, a ship at sea, showed one mast and the captain, and then went out. One or two items did their duty, but this only served to render the foolishness of the whole more striking. The little girls giggled, the little boys chaffed, the aunts and cousins said it was beautiful, the uncles inquired if it was all over, and talked about supper and trains, the villagers and retainers dispersed laughing, the indulgent mother said never mind, and explained how well everything had gone off yesterday; the clever little boy crept upstairs to his room, and blubbered his heart out in the dark.

Hours later, when the crowd had forgotten him, he stole out again into the garden. He sat down amid the ruins of his hope, and wondered what could have caused the fiasco. Still puzzled, he drew from his pocket a box of matches, and, lighting one, he held it to the seared end of a rocket he had tried in vain to light four hours ago. It smouldered for an instant, then shot with a swish into the air and broke into a hundred points of fire. He tried another and another with the same result. He made a fresh attempt to fire the set piece. Point by point the whole picture — minus the captain and one mast — came out of the night, and stood revealed in all the majesty of flame. Its sparks fell upon the piled-up heap of candles, wheels, and rockets that a little while before had obstinately refused to burn, and that, one after another, had been thrown aside as useless. Now with the night frost upon them, they leaped to light in one grand volcanic eruption. And in front of the gorgeous spectacle he stood with only one consolation — his mothers hand in his.

The whole thing was a mystery to him at the time, but, as he learned to know life better, he came to understand that it was only one example of a solid but inexplicable fact, ruling all human affairs — YOUR FIREWORKS WONT GO OFF WHILE THE CROWD IS AROUND.

Our brilliant repartees do not occur to us till the door is closed upon us and we are alone in the street, or, as the French would say, are coming down the stairs. Our after-dinner oratory, that sounded so telling as we delivered it before the looking-glass, falls strangely flat amidst the clinking of the glasses. The passionate torrent of words we meant to pour into her ear becomes a halting rigmarole, at which — small blame to her — she only laughs.

I would, gentle Reader, you could hear the stories that I meant to tell you. You judge me, of course, by the stories of mine that you have read — by this sort of thing, perhaps; but that is not just to me. The stories I have not told you, that I am going to tell you one day, I would that you judge me by those.

They are so beautiful; you will say so; over them, you will laugh and cry with me.

They come into my brain unbidden, they clamour to be written, yet when I take my pen in hand they are gone. It is as though they were shy of publicity, as though they would say to me—You alone, you shall read us, but you must not write us; we are too real, too true. We are like the thoughts you cannot speak. Perhaps a little later, when you know more of life, then you shall tell us.

Next to these in merit I would place, were I writing a critical essay on myself, the stories I have begun to write and that remain unfinished, why I cannot explain to myself. They are good stories, most of them; better far than the stories I have accomplished. Another time, perhaps, if you care to listen, I will tell you the beginning of one or two and you shall judge. Strangely enough, for I have always regarded myself as a practical, commonsensed man, so many of these still-born children of my mind I find, on looking through the cupboard where their thin bodies lie, are ghost stories. I suppose the hope of ghosts is with us all. The world grows somewhat interesting to us heirs of all the ages. Year by year, Science with broom and duster tears down the moth-worn tapestry, forces the doors of the locked chambers, lets light into the secret stairways, cleans out the dungeons, explores the hidden passages — finding everywhere only dust. This echoing old castle, the world, so full of mystery in the days when we were children, is losing somewhat its charm for us as we grow older. The king sleeps no longer in the hollow of the hills. We have tunnelled through his mountain chamber. We have shivered his beard with our pick. We have driven the gods from Olympus. No wanderer through the moonlit groves now fears or hopes the sweet, death-giving gleam of Aphrodites face. Thors hammer echoes not among the peaks—tis but the thunder of the excursion train. We have swept the woods of the fairies. We have filtered the sea of its nymphs. Even the ghosts are leaving us, chased by the Psychical Research Society.

Perhaps of all, they are the least, however, to be regretted. They were dull old fellows, clanking their rusty chains and groaning and sighing. Let them go.

And yet how interesting they might be, if only they would. The old gentleman in the coat of mail, who lived in King Johns reign, who was murdered, so they say, on the outskirts of the very wood I can see from my window as I write — stabbed in the back, poor gentleman, as he was riding home, his body flung into the moat that to this day is called Tors tomb. Dry enough it is now, and the primroses love its steep banks; but a gloomy enough place in those days, no doubt, with its twenty feet of stagnant water. Why does he haunt the forest paths at night, as they tell me he does, frightening the children out of their wits, blanching the faces and stilling the laughter of the peasant lads and lasses, slouching home from the village dance? Instead, why does he not come up here and talk to me? He should have my easy-chair and welcome, would he only be cheerful and companionable.

What brave tales could he not tell me. He fought in the first Crusade, heard the clarion voice of Peter, met the great Godfrey face to face, stood, hand on sword-hilt, at Runny-mede, perhaps. Better than a whole library of historical novels would an evenings chat be with such a ghost. What has he done with his eight hundred years of death? where has he been? what has he seen? Maybe he has visited Mars; has spoken to the strange spirits who can live in the liquid fires of Jupiter. What has he learned of the great secret? Has he found the truth? or is he, even as I, a wanderer still seeking the unknown?

You, poor, pale, grey nun — they tell me that of midnights one may see your white face peering from the ruined belfry window, hear the clash of sword and shield among the cedar-trees beneath.

It was very sad, I quite understand, my dear lady. Your lovers both were killed, and you retired to a convent. Believe me, I am sincerely sorry for you, but why waste every night renewing the whole painful experience? Would it not be better forgotten? Good Heavens, madam, suppose we living folk were to spend our lives wailing and wringing our hands because of the wrongs done to us when we were children? It is all over now. Had he lived, and had you married him, you might not have been happy. I do not wish to say anything unkind, but marriages founded upon the sincerest mutual love have sometimes turned out unfortunately, as you must surely know.

Do take my advice. Talk the matter over with the young men themselves. Persuade them to shake hands and be friends. Come in, all of you, out of the cold, and let us have some reasonable talk.

Why seek you to trouble us, you poor pale ghosts? Are we not your children? Be our wise friends. Tell me, how loved the young men in your young days? how answered the maidens? Has the world changed much, do you think? Had you not new women even then? girls who hated the everlasting tapestry frame and spinning-wheel? Your fathers servants, were they so much worse off than the freemen who live in our East-end slums and sew slippers for fourteen hours a day at a wage of nine shillings a week? Do you think Society much improved during the last thousand years? Is it worse? is it better? or is it, on the whole, about the same, save that we call things by other names? Tell me, what have YOU learned?

Yet might not familiarity breed contempt, even for ghosts.

One has had a tiring days shooting. One is looking forward to ones bed. As one opens the door, however, a ghostly laugh comes from behind the bed-curtains, and one groans inwardly, knowing what is in store for one: a two or three hours talk with rowdy old Sir Lanval — he of the lance. We know all his tales by heart, and he will shout them. Suppose our aunt, from whom we have expectations, and who sleeps in the next room, should wake and overhear! They were fit and proper enough stories, no doubt, for the Round Table, but we feel sure our aunt would not appreciate them: — that story about Sir Agravain and the coopers wife! and he always will tell that story.

Or imagine the maid entering after dinner to say — 

Oh, if you please, sir, here is the veiled lady.

What, again! says your wife, looking up from her work.

Yes, maam; shall I show her up into the bedroom?

You had better ask your master, is the reply. The tone is suggestive of an unpleasant five minutes so soon as the girl shall have withdrawn, but what are you to do?

Yes, yes, show her up, you say, and the girl goes out, closing the door.

Your wife gathers her work together, and rises.

Where are you going? you ask.

To sleep with the children, is the frigid answer.

It will look so rude, you urge. We must be civil to the poor thing; and you see it really is her room, as one might say. She has always haunted it.

It is very curious, returns the wife of your bosom, still more icily, that she never haunts it except when you are down here. Where she goes when you are in town Im sure I dont know.

This is unjust. You cannot restrain your indignation.

What nonsense you talk, Elizabeth, you reply; I am only barely polite to her.

Some men have such curious notions of politeness, returns Elizabeth. But pray do not let us quarrel. I am only anxious not to disturb you. Two are company, you know. I dont choose to be the third, thats all. With which she goes out.

And the veiled lady is still waiting for you up-stairs. You wonder how long she will stop, also what will happen after she is gone.

I fear there is no room for you, ghosts, in this our world. You remember how they came to Hiawatha — the ghosts of the departed loved ones. He had prayed to them that they would come back to him to comfort him, so one day they crept into his wigwam, sat in silence round his fireside, chilled the air for Hiawatha, froze the smiles of Laughing Water.

There is no room for you, oh you poor pale ghosts, in this our world. Do not trouble us. Let us forget. You, stout elderly matron, your thin locks turning grey, your eyes grown weak, your chin more ample, your voice harsh with much scolding and complaining, needful, alas! to household management, I pray you leave me. I loved you while you lived. How sweet, how beautiful you were. I see you now in your white frock among the apple-blossom. But you are dead, and your ghost disturbs my dreams. I would it haunted me not.

You, dull old fellow, looking out at me from the glass at which I shave, why do you haunt me? You are the ghost of a bright lad I once knew well. He might have done much, had he lived. I always had faith in him. Why do you haunt me? I would rather think of him as I remember him. I never imagined he would make such a poor ghost.


ON THE PREPARATION AND EMPLOYMENT OF LOVE PHILTRES

[image: img238.jpg]

OCCASIONALLY A FRIEND will ask me some such question as this, Do you prefer dark women or fair? Another will say, Do you like tall women or short? A third, Do you think light-hearted women, or serious, the more agreeable company? I find myself in the position that, once upon a time, overtook a certain charming young lady of taste who was asked by an anxious parent, the years mounting, and the family expenditure not decreasing, which of the numerous and eligible young men, then paying court to her, she liked the best. She replied, that was her difficulty. She could not make up her mind which she liked the best. They were all so nice. She could not possibly select one to the exclusion of all the others. What she would have liked would have been to marry the lot, but that, she presumed, was impracticable.

I feel I resemble that young lady, not so much, perhaps, in charm and beauty as indecision of mind, when questions such as the above are put to me. It is as if one were asked ones favourite food. There are times when one fancies an egg with ones tea. On other occasions one dreams of a kipper. Today one clamours for lobsters. To-morrow one feels one never wishes to see a lobster again; one determines to settle down, for a time, to a diet of bread and milk and rice-pudding. Asked suddenly to say whether I preferred ices to soup, or beefsteaks to caviare, I should be nonplussed.

I like tall women and short, dark women and fair, merry women and grave.

Do not blame me, Ladies, the fault lies with you. Every right-thinking man is an universal lover; how could it be otherwise? You are so diverse, yet each so charming of your kind; and a mans heart is large. You have no idea, fair Reader, how large a mans heart is: that is his trouble — sometimes yours.

May I not admire the daring tulip, because I love also the modest lily? May I not press a kiss upon the sweet violet, because the scent of the queenly rose is precious to me?

Certainly not, I hear the Rose reply. If you can see anything in her, you shall have nothing to do with me.

If you care for that bold creature, says the Lily, trembling, you are not the man I took you for. Good-bye.

Go to your baby-faced Violet, cries the Tulip, with a toss of her haughty head. You are just fitted for each other.

And when I return to the Lily, she tells me that she cannot trust me. She has watched me with those others. She knows me for a gad-about. Her gentle face is full of pain.

So I must live unloved merely because I love too much.

My wonder is that young men ever marry. The difficulty of selection must be appalling. I walked the other evening in Hyde Park. The band of the Life Guards played heart-lifting music, and the vast crowd were basking in a sweet enjoyment such as rarely woos the English toiler. I strolled among them, and my attention was chiefly drawn towards the women. The great majority of them were, I suppose, shop-girls, milliners, and others belonging to the lower middle-class. They had put on their best frocks, their bonniest hats, their newest gloves. They sat or walked in twos and threes, chattering and preening, as happy as young sparrows on a clothes line. And what a handsome crowd they made! I have seen German crowds, I have seen French crowds, I have seen Italian crowds; but nowhere do you find such a proportion of pretty women as among the English middle-class. Three women out of every four were worth looking at, every other woman was pretty, while every fourth, one might say without exaggeration, was beautiful. As I passed to and fro the idea occurred to me: suppose I were an unprejudiced young bachelor, free from predilection, looking for a wife; and let me suppose — it is only a fancy — that all these girls were ready and willing to accept me. I have only to choose! I grew bewildered. There were fair girls, to look at whom was fatal; dark girls that set ones heart aflame; girls with red gold hair and grave grey eyes, whom one would follow to the confines of the universe; baby-faced girls that one longed to love and cherish; girls with noble faces, whom a man might worship; laughing girls, with whom one could dance through life gaily; serious girls, with whom life would be sweet and good, domestic-looking girls — one felt such would make delightful wives; they would cook, and sew, and make of home a pleasant, peaceful place. Then wicked-looking girls came by, at the stab of whose bold eyes all orthodox thoughts were put to a flight, whose laughter turned the world into a mad carnival; girls one could mould; girls from whom one could learn; sad girls one wanted to comfort; merry girls who would cheer one; little girls, big girls, queenly girls, fairy-like girls.

Suppose a young man had to select his wife in this fashion from some twenty or thirty thousand; or that a girl were suddenly confronted with eighteen thousand eligible young bachelors, and told to take the one she wanted and be quick about it? Neither boy nor girl would ever marry. Fate is kinder to us. She understands, and assists us. In the hall of a Paris hotel I once overheard one lady asking another to recommend her a milliners shop.

Go to the Maison Nouvelle, advised the questioned lady, with enthusiasm. They have the largest selection there of any place in Paris.

I know they have, replied the first lady, that is just why I dont mean to go there. It confuses me. If I see six bonnets I can tell the one I want in five minutes. If I see six hundred I come away without any bonnet at all. Dont you know a little shop?

Fate takes the young man or the young woman aside.

Come into this village, my dear, says Fate; into this by-street of this salubrious suburb, into this social circle, into this church, into this chapel. Now, my dear boy, out of these seventeen young ladies, which will you have? — out of these thirteen young men, which would you like for your very own, my dear?

No, miss, I am sorry, but I am not able to show you our up-stairs department to-day, the lift is not working. But I am sure we shall be able to find something in this room to suit you. Just look round, my dear, perhaps you will see something.

No, sir, I cannot show you the stock in the next room, we never take that out except for our very special customers. We keep our most expensive goods in that room. (Draw that curtain, Miss Circumstance, please. I have told you of that before.) Now, sir, wouldnt you like this one? This colour is quite the rage this season; we are getting rid of quite a lot of these.

NO, sir! Well, of course, it would not do for every ones taste to be the same. Perhaps something dark would suit you better. Bring out those two brunettes, Miss Circumstance. Charming girls both of them, dont you think so, sir? I should say the taller one for you, sir. Just one moment, sir, allow me. Now, what do you think of that, sir? might have been made to fit you, Im sure. You prefer the shorter one. Certainly, sir, no difference to us at all. Both are the same price. Theres nothing like having ones own fancy, I always say. NO, sir, I cannot put her aside for you, we never do that. Indeed, theres rather a run on brunettes just at present. I had a gentleman in only this morning, looking at this particular one, and he is going to call again to-night. Indeed, I am not at all sure — Oh, of course, sir, if you like to settle on this one now, that ends the matter. (Put those others away, Miss Circumstance, please, and mark this one sold.) I feel sure youll like her, sir, when you get her home. Thank YOU, sir. Good-morning!

Now, miss, have YOU seen anything you fancy? YES, miss, this is all we have at anything near your price. (Shut those other cupboards, Miss Circumstance; never show more stock than you are obliged to, it only confuses customers. How often am I to tell you that?) YES, miss, you are quite right, there IS a slight blemish. They all have some slight flaw. The makers say they cant help it — its in the material. Its not once in a season we get a perfect specimen; and when we do ladies dont seem to care for it. Most of our customers prefer a little faultiness. They say it gives character. Now, look at this, miss. This sort of thing wears very well, warm and quiet. Youd like one with more colour in it? Certainly. Miss Circumstance, reach me down the art patterns. NO, miss, we dont guarantee any of them over the year, so much depends on how you use them. OH YES, miss, theyll stand a fair amount of wear. People do tell you the quieter patterns last longer; but my experience is that one is much the same as another. Theres really no telling any of them until you come to try them. We never recommend one more than another. Theres a lot of chance about these goods, its in the nature of them. What I always say to ladies is—Please yourself, its you who have got to wear it; and its no good having an article you start by not liking. YES, miss, it IS pretty and it looks well against you: it does indeed. Thank you, miss. Put that one aside, Miss Circumstance, please. See that it doesnt get mixed up with the unsold stock.

It is a useful philtre, the juice of that small western flower, that Oberon drops upon our eyelids as we sleep. It solves all difficulties in a trice. Why of course Helena is the fairer. Compare her with Hermia! Compare the raven with the dove! How could we ever have doubted for a moment? Bottom is an angel, Bottom is as wise as he is handsome. Oh, Oberon, we thank you for that drug. Matilda Jane is a goddess; Matilda Jane is a queen; no woman ever born of Eve was like Matilda Jane. The little pimple on her nose — her little, sweet, tip-tilted nose — how beautiful it is. Her bright eyes flash with temper now and then; how piquant is a temper in a woman. William is a dear old stupid, how lovable stupid men can be — especially when wise enough to love us. William does not shine in conversation; how we hate a magpie of a man. Williams chin is what is called receding, just the sort of chin a beard looks well on. Bless you, Oberon darling, for that drug; rub it on our eyelids once again. Better let us have a bottle, Oberon, to keep by us.

Oberon, Oberon, what are you thinking of? You have given the bottle to Puck. Take it away from him, quick. Lord help us all if that Imp has the bottle. Lord save us from Puck while we sleep.

Or may we, fairy Oberon, regard your lotion as an eye-opener, rather than as an eye-closer? You remember the story the storks told the children, of the little girl who was a toad by day, only her sweet dark eyes being left to her. But at night, when the Prince clasped her close to his breast, lo! again she became the kings daughter, fairest and fondest of women. There be many royal ladies in Marshland, with bad complexion and thin straight hair, and the silly princes sneer and ride away to woo some kitchen wench decked out in queens apparel. Lucky the prince upon whose eyelids Oberon has dropped the magic philtre.

In the gallery of a minor Continental town I have forgotten, hangs a picture that lives with me. The painting I cannot recall, whether good or bad; artists must forgive me for remembering only the subject. It shows a man, crucified by the roadside. No martyr he. If ever a man deserved hanging it was this one. So much the artist has made clear. The face, even under its mask of agony, is an evil, treacherous face. A peasant girl clings to the cross; she stands tip-toe upon a patient donkey, straining her face upward for the half-dead man to stoop and kiss her lips.

Thief, coward, blackguard, they are stamped upon his face, but UNDER the face, under the evil outside? Is there no remnant of manhood — nothing tender, nothing, true? A woman has crept to the cross to kiss him: no evidence in his favour, my Lord? Love is blind-aye, to our faults. Heaven help us all; Loves eyes would be sore indeed if it were not so. But for the good that is in us her eyes are keen. You, crucified blackguard, stand forth. A hundred witnesses have given their evidence against you. Are there none to give evidence for him? A woman, great Judge, who loved him. Let her speak.

But I am wandering far from Hyde Park and its show of girls.

They passed and re-passed me, laughing, smiling, talking. Their eyes were bright with merry thoughts; their voices soft and musical. They were pleased, and they wanted to please. Some were married, some had evidently reasonable expectations of being married; the rest hoped to be. And we, myself, and some ten thousand other young men. I repeat it — myself and some ten thousand other young men; for who among us ever thinks of himself but as a young man? It is the world that ages, not we. The children cease their playing and grow grave, the lasses eyes are dimmer. The hills are a little steeper, the milestones, surely, further apart. The songs the young men sing are less merry than the songs we used to sing. The days have grown a little colder, the wind a little keener. The wine has lost its flavour somewhat; the new humour is not like the old. The other boys are becoming dull and prosy; but we are not changed. It is the world that is growing old. Therefore, I brave your thoughtless laughter, youthful Reader, and repeat that we, myself and some ten thousand other young men, walked among these sweet girls; and, using our boyish eyes, were fascinated, charmed, and captivated. How delightful to spend our lives with them, to do little services for them that would call up these bright smiles. How pleasant to jest with them, and hear their flute-like laughter, to console them and read their grateful eyes. Really life is a pleasant thing, and the idea of marriage undoubtedly originated in the brain of a kindly Providence.

We smiled back at them, and we made way for them; we rose from our chairs with a polite, Allow me, miss, Dont mention it, I prefer standing. It is a delightful evening, is it not? And perhaps — for what harm was there? — we dropped into conversation with these chance fellow-passengers upon the stream of life. There were those among us — bold daring spirits — who even went to the length of mild flirtation. Some of us knew some of them, and in such happy case there followed interchange of pretty pleasantries. Your English middle-class young man and woman are not adepts at the game of flirtation. I will confess that our methods were, perhaps, elephantine, that we may have grown a trifle noisy as the evening wore on. But we meant no evil; we did but our best to enjoy ourselves, to give enjoyment, to make the too brief time, pass gaily.

And then my thoughts travelled to small homes in distant suburbs, and these bright lads and lasses round me came to look older and more careworn. But what of that? Are not old faces sweet when looked at by old eyes a little dimmed by love, and are not care and toil but the parents of peace and joy?

But as I drew nearer, I saw that many of the faces were seared with sour and angry looks, and the voices that rose round me sounded surly and captious. The pretty compliment and praise had changed to sneers and scoldings. The dimpled smile had wrinkled to a frown. There seemed so little desire to please, so great a determination not to be pleased.

And the flirtations! Ah me, they had forgotten how to flirt! Oh, the pity of it! All the jests were bitter, all the little services were given grudgingly. The air seemed to have grown chilly. A darkness had come over all things.

And then I awoke to reality, and found I had been sitting in my chair longer than I had intended. The band-stand was empty, the sun had set; I rose and made my way home through the scattered crowd.

Nature is so callous. The Dame irritates one at times by her devotion to her one idea, the propagation of the species.

Multiply and be fruitful; let my world be ever more and more peopled.

For this she trains and fashions her young girls, models them with cunning hand, paints them with her wonderful red and white, crowns them with her glorious hair, teaches them to smile and laugh, trains their voices into music, sends them out into the world to captivate, to enslave us.

See how beautiful she is, my lad, says the cunning old woman. Take her; build your little nest with her in your pretty suburb; work for her and live for her; enable her to keep the little ones that I will send.

And to her, old hundred-breasted Artemis whispers, Is he not a bonny lad? See how he loves you, how devoted he is to you! He will work for you and make you happy; he will build your home for you. You will be the mother of his children.

So we take each other by the hand, full of hope and love, and from that hour Mother Nature has done with us. Let the wrinkles come; let our voices grow harsh; let the fire she lighted in our hearts die out; let the foolish selfishness we both thought we had put behind us for ever creep back to us, bringing unkindness and indifference, angry thoughts and cruel words into our lives. What cares she? She has caught us, and chained us to her work. She is our universal mother-in-law. She has done the match-making; for the rest, she leaves it to ourselves. We can love or we can fight; it is all one to her, confound her.

I wonder sometimes if good temper might not be taught. In business we use no harsh language, say no unkind things to one another. The shopkeeper, leaning across the counter, is all smiles and affability, he might put up his shutters were he otherwise. The commercial gent, no doubt, thinks the ponderous shopwalker an ass, but refrains from telling him so. Hasty tempers are banished from the City. Can we not see that it is just as much to our interest to banish them from Tooting and Hampstead?

The young man who sat in the chair next to me, how carefully he wrapped the cloak round the shoulders of the little milliner beside him. And when she said she was tired of sitting still, how readily he sprang from his chair to walk with her, though it was evident he was very comfortable where he was. And she! She had laughed at his jokes; they were not very clever jokes, they were not very new. She had probably read them herself months before in her own particular weekly journal. Yet the harmless humbug made him happy. I wonder if ten years hence she will laugh at such old humour, if ten years hence he will take such clumsy pains to put her cape about her. Experience shakes her head, and is amused at my question.

I would have evening classes for the teaching of temper to married couples, only I fear the institution would languish for lack of pupils. The husbands would recommend their wives to attend, generously offering to pay the fee as a birthday present. The wife would be indignant at the suggestion of good money being thus wasted. No, John, dear, she would unselfishly reply, you need the lessons more than I do. It would be a shame for me to take them away from you, and they would wrangle upon the subject for the rest of the day.

Oh! the folly of it. We pack our hamper for lifes picnic with such pains. We spend so much, we work so hard. We make choice pies, we cook prime joints, we prepare so carefully the mayonnaise, we mix with loving hands the salad, we cram the basket to the lid with every delicacy we can think of. Everything to make the picnic a success is there except the salt. Ah! woe is me, we forget the salt. We slave at our desks, in our workshops, to make a home for those we love; we give up our pleasures, we give up our rest. We toil in our kitchen from morning till night, and we render the whole feast tasteless for want of a haporth of salt — for want of a soupcon of amiability, for want of a handful of kindly words, a touch of caress, a pinch of courtesy.

Who does not know that estimable housewife, working from eight till twelve to keep the house in what she calls order? She is so good a woman, so untiring, so unselfish, so conscientious, so irritating. Her rooms are so clean, her servants so well managed, her children so well dressed, her dinners so well cooked; the whole house so uninviting. Everything about her is in apple-pie order, and everybody wretched.

My good Madam, you polish your tables, you scour your kettles, but the most valuable piece of furniture in the whole house you are letting to rack and ruin for want of a little pains. You will find it in your own room, my dear Lady, in front of your own mirror. It is getting shabby and dingy, old-looking before its time; the polish is rubbed off it, Madam, it is losing its brightness and charm. Do you remember when he first brought it home, how proud he was of it? Do you think you have used it well, knowing how he valued it? A little less care of your pots and your pans, Madam, a little more of yourself were wiser. Polish yourself up, Madam; you had a pretty wit once, a pleasant laugh, a conversation that was not confined exclusively to the short-comings of servants, the wrong-doings of tradesmen. My dear Madam, we do not live on spotless linen, and crumbless carpets. Hunt out that bundle of old letters you keep tied up in faded ribbon at the back of your bureau drawer — a pity you dont read them oftener. He did not enthuse about your cuffs and collars, gush over the neatness of your darning. It was your tangled hair he raved about, your sunny smile (we have not seen it for some years, Madam — the fault of the Cook and the Butcher, I presume), your little hands, your rosebud mouth — it has lost its shape, Madam, of late. Try a little less scolding of Mary Ann, and practise a laugh once a day: you might get back the dainty curves. It would be worth trying. It was a pretty mouth once.

Who invented that mischievous falsehood that the way to a mans heart was through his stomach? How many a silly woman, taking it for truth, has let love slip out of the parlour, while she was busy in the kitchen. Of course, if you were foolish enough to marry a pig, I suppose you must be content to devote your life to the preparation of hogs-wash. But are you sure that he IS a pig? If by any chance he be not? — then, Madam, you are making a grievous mistake. My dear Lady, you are too modest. If I may say so without making you unduly conceited, even at the dinner-table itself, you are of much more importance than the mutton. Courage, Madam, be not afraid to tilt a lance even with your own cook. You can be more piquant than the sauce a la Tartare, more soothing surely than the melted butter. There was a time when he would not have known whether he was eating beef or pork with you the other side of the table. Whose fault is it? Dont think so poorly of us. We are not ascetics, neither are we all gourmets: most of us plain men, fond of our dinner, as a healthy man should be, but fonder still of our sweethearts and wives, let us hope. Try us. A moderately-cooked dinner — let us even say a not-too-well-cooked dinner, with you looking your best, laughing and talking gaily and cleverly — as you can, you know — makes a pleasanter meal for us, after the days work is done, than that same dinner, cooked to perfection, with you silent, jaded, and anxious, your pretty hair untidy, your pretty face wrinkled with care concerning the sole, with anxiety regarding the omelette.

My poor Martha, be not troubled about so many things. YOU are the one thing needful — if the bricks and mortar are to be a home. See to it that YOU are well served up, that YOU are done to perfection, that YOU are tender and satisfying, that YOU are worth sitting down to. We wanted a wife, a comrade, a friend; not a cook and a nurse on the cheap.

But of what use is it to talk? the world will ever follow its own folly. When I think of all the good advice that I have given it, and of the small result achieved, I confess I grow discouraged. I was giving good advice to a lady only the other day. I was instructing her as to the proper treatment of aunts. She was sucking a lead-pencil, a thing I am always telling her not to do. She took it out of her mouth to speak.

I suppose you know how everybody ought to do everything, she said.

There are times when it is necessary to sacrifice ones modesty to ones duty.

Of course I do, I replied.

And does Mama know how everybody ought to do everything? was the second question.

My conviction on this point was by no means so strong, but for domestic reasons I again sacrificed myself to expediency.

Certainly, I answered; and take that pencil out of your mouth. Ive told you of that before. Youll swallow it one day, and then youll get perichondritis and die.

She appeared to be solving a problem.

All grown-up people seem to know everything, she summarized.

There are times when I doubt if children are as simple as they look. If it be sheer stupidity that prompts them to make remarks of this character, one should pity them, and seek to improve them. But if it be not stupidity? well then, one should still seek to improve them, but by a different method.

The other morning I overheard the nurse talking to this particular specimen. The woman is a most worthy creature, and she was imparting to the child some really sound advice. She was in the middle of an unexceptional exhortation concerning the virtue of silence, when Dorothea interrupted her with — 

Oh, do be quiet, Nurse. I never get a moments peace from your chatter.

Such an interruption discourages a woman who is trying to do her duty.

Last Tuesday evening she was unhappy. Myself, I think that rhubarb should never be eaten before April, and then never with lemonade. Her mother read her a homily upon the subject of pain. It was impressed upon her that we must be patient, that we must put up with the trouble that God sends us. Dorothea would descend to details, as children will.

Must we put up with the cod-liver oil that God sends us?

Yes, decidedly.

And with the nurses that God sends us?

Certainly; and be thankful that youve got them, some little girls havent any nurse. And dont talk so much.

On Friday I found the mother in tears.

Whats the matter? I asked.

Oh, nothing, was the answer; only Baby. Shes such a strange child. I cant make her out at all.

What has she been up to now?

Oh, she will argue, you know.

She has that failing. I dont know where she gets it from, but shes got it.

Well?

Well, she made me cross; and, to punish her, I told her she shouldnt take her dolls perambulator out with her.

Yes?

Well, she didnt say anything then, but so soon as I was outside the door, I heard her talking to herself — you know her way?

Yes?

She said—

Yes, she said?

She said, I must be patient. I must put up with the mother God has sent me.

She lunches down-stairs on Sundays. We have her with us once a week to give her the opportunity of studying manners and behaviour. Milson had dropped in, and we were discussing politics. I was interested, and, pushing my plate aside, leant forward with my elbows on the table. Dorothea has a habit of talking to herself in a high-pitched whisper capable of being heard above an Adelphi love scene. I heard her say — 

I must sit up straight. I mustnt sprawl with my elbows on the table. It is only common, vulgar people behave that way.

I looked across at her; she was sitting most correctly, and appeared to be contemplating something a thousand miles away. We had all of us been lounging! We sat up stiffly, and conversation flagged.

Of course we made a joke of it after the child was gone. But somehow it didnt seem to be OUR joke.

I wish I could recollect my childhood. I should so like to know if children are as simple as they can look.


ON THE DELIGHTS AND BENEFITS OF SLAVERY
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MY STUDY WINDOW looks down upon Hyde Park, and often, to quote the familiar promise of each new magazine, it amuses and instructs me to watch from my tower the epitome of human life that passes to and fro beneath. At the opening of the gates, creeps in the woman of the streets. Her pitiful work for the time being is over. Shivering in the chill dawn, she passes to her brief rest. Poor Slave! Lured to the galleys lowest deck, then chained there. Civilization, tricked fool, they say has need of such. You serve as the dogs of Eastern towns. But at least, it seems to me, we need not spit on you. Home to your kennel! Perchance, if the Gods be kind, they may send you dreams of a cleanly hearth, where you lie with a silver collar round your neck.

Next comes the labourer — the hewer of wood, the drawer of water — slouching wearily to his toil; sleep clinging still about his leaden eyes, his pittance of food carried tied up in a dish-clout. The first stroke of the hour clangs from Big Ben. Haste thee, fellow-slave, lest the overseers whip, Out, we will have no lie-a-beds here, descend upon thy patient back.

Later, the artisan, with his bag of tools across his shoulder. He, too, listens fearfully to the chiming of the bells. For him also there hangs ready the whip.

After him, the shop boy and the shop girl, making love as they walk, not to waste time. And after these the slaves of the desk and of the warehouse, employers and employed, clerks and tradesmen, office boys and merchants. To your places, slaves of all ranks. Get you unto your burdens.

Now, laughing and shouting as they run, the children, the sons and daughters of the slaves. Be industrious, little children, and learn your lessons, that when the time comes you may be ready to take from our hands the creaking oar, to slip into our seat at the roaring loom. For we shall not be slaves for ever, little children. It is the good law of the land. So many years in the galleys, so many years in the fields; then we can claim our freedom. Then we shall go, little children, back to the land of our birth. And you we must leave behind us to take up the tale of our work. So, off to your schools, little children, and learn to be good little slaves.

Next, pompous and sleek, come the educated slaves — journalists, doctors, judges, and poets; the attorney, the artist, the player, the priest. They likewise scurry across the Park, looking anxiously from time to time at their watches, lest they be late for their appointments; thinking of the rates and taxes to be earned, of the bonnets to be paid for, the bills to be met. The best scourged, perhaps, of all, these slaves. The cat reserved for them has fifty tails in place of merely two or three. Work, you higher middle-class slave, or you shall come down to the smoking of twopenny cigars; harder yet, or you shall drink shilling claret; harder, or you shall lose your carriage and ride in a penny bus; your wifes frocks shall be of last years fashion; your trousers shall bag at the knees; from Kensington you shall be banished to Kilburn, if the tale of your bricks run short. Oh, a many-thonged whip is yours, my genteel brother.

The slaves of fashion are the next to pass beneath me in review. They are dressed and curled with infinite pains. The liveried, pampered footman these, kept more for show than use; but their senseless tasks none the less labour to them. Here must they come every day, merry or sad. By this gravel path and no other must they walk; these phrases shall they use when they speak to one another. For an hour they must go slowly up and down upon a bicycle from Hyde Park Corner to the Magazine and back. And these clothes must they wear; their gloves of this colour, their neck-ties of this pattern. In the afternoon they must return again, this time in a carriage, dressed in another livery, and for an hour they must pass slowly to and fro in foolish procession. For dinner they must don yet another livery, and after dinner they must stand about at dreary social functions till with weariness and boredom their heads feel dropping from their shoulders.

With the evening come the slaves back from their work: barristers, thinking out their eloquent appeals; school-boys, conning their dog-eared grammars; City men, planning their schemes; the wearers of motley, cudgelling their poor brains for fresh wit with which to please their master; shop boys and shop girls, silent now as, together, they plod homeward; the artisan; the labourer. Two or three hours you shall have to yourselves, slaves, to think and love and play, if you be not too tired to think, or love, or play. Then to your litter, that you may be ready for the morrows task.

The twilight deepens into dark; there comes back the woman of the streets. As the shadows, she rounds the Citys day. Work strikes its tent. Evil creeps from its peering place.

So we labour, driven by the whip of necessity, an army of slaves. If we do not our work, the whip descends upon us; only the pain we feel in our stomach instead of on our back. And because of that, we call ourselves free men.

Some few among us bravely struggle to be really free: they are our tramps and outcasts. We well-behaved slaves shrink from them, for the wages of freedom in this world are vermin and starvation. We can live lives worth living only by placing the collar round our neck.

There are times when one asks oneself: Why this endless labour? Why this building of houses, this cooking of food, this making of clothes? Is the ant so much more to be envied than the grasshopper, because she spends her life in grubbing and storing, and can spare no time for singing? Why this complex instinct, driving us to a thousand labours to satisfy a thousand desires? We have turned the world into a workshop to provide ourselves with toys. To purchase luxury we have sold our ease.

Oh, Children of Israel! why were ye not content in your wilderness? It seems to have been a pattern wilderness. For you, a simple wholesome food, ready cooked, was provided. You took no thought for rent and taxes; you had no poor among you — no poor-rate collectors. You suffered not from indigestion, nor the hundred ills that follow over-feeding; an omer for every man was your portion, neither more nor less. You knew not you had a liver. Doctors wearied you not with their theories, their physics, and their bills. You were neither landowners nor leaseholders, neither shareholders nor debenture holders. The weather and the market reports troubled you not. The lawyer was unknown to you; you wanted no advice; you had nought to quarrel about with your neighbour. No riches were yours for the moth and rust to damage. Your yearly income and expenditure you knew would balance to a fraction. Your wife and children were provided for. Your old age caused you no anxiety; you knew you would always have enough to live upon in comfort. Your funeral, a simple and tasteful affair, would be furnished by the tribe. And yet, poor, foolish child, fresh from the Egyptian brickfield, you could not rest satisfied. You hungered for the fleshpots, knowing well what flesh-pots entail: the cleaning of the flesh-pots, the forging of the flesh-pots, the hewing of wood to make the fires for the boiling of the flesh-pots, the breeding of beasts to fill the pots, the growing of fodder to feed the beasts to fill the pots.

All the labour of our life is centred round our flesh-pots. On the altar of the flesh-pot we sacrifice our leisure, our peace of mind. For a mess of pottage we sell our birthright.

Oh! Children of Israel, saw you not the long punishment you were preparing for yourselves, when in your wilderness you set up the image of the Calf, and fell before it, crying—This shall be our God.

You would have veal. Thought you never of the price man pays for Veal? The servants of the Golden Calf! I see them, stretched before my eyes, a weary, endless throng. I see them toiling in the mines, the black sweat on their faces. I see them in sunless cities, silent, and grimy, and bent. I see them, ague-twisted, in the rain-soaked fields. I see them, panting by the furnace doors. I see them, in loin-cloth and necklace, the load upon their head. I see them in blue coats and red coats, marching to pour their blood as an offering on the altar of the Calf. I see them in homespun and broadcloth, I see them in smock and gaiters, I see them in cap and apron, the servants of the Calf. They swarm on the land and they dot the sea. They are chained to the anvil and counter; they are chained to the bench and the desk. They make ready the soil, they till the fields where the Golden Calf is born. They build the ship, and they sail the ship that carries the Golden Calf. They fashion the pots, they mould the pans, they carve the tables, they turn the chairs, they dream of the sauces, they dig for the salt, they weave the damask, they mould the dish to serve the Golden Calf.

The work of the world is to this end, that we eat of the Calf. War and Commerce, Science and Law! what are they but the four pillars supporting the Golden Calf? He is our God. It is on his back that we have journeyed from the primeval forest, where our ancestors ate nuts and fruit. He is our God. His temple is in every street. His blue-robed priest stands ever at the door, calling to the people to worship. Hark! his voice rises on the gas-tainted air—Nows your time! Nows your time! Buy! Buy! ye people. Bring hither the sweat of your brow, the sweat of your brain, the ache of your heart, buy Veal with it. Bring me the best years of your life. Bring me your thoughts, your hopes, your loves; ye shall have Veal for them. Nows your time! Nows your time! Buy! Buy!

Oh! Children of Israel, was Veal, even with all its trimmings, quite worth the price?

And we! what wisdom have we learned, during the centuries? I talked with a rich man only the other evening. He calls himself a Financier, whatever that may mean. He leaves his beautiful house, some twenty miles out of London, at a quarter to eight, summer and winter, after a hurried breakfast by himself, while his guests still sleep, and he gets back just in time to dress for an elaborate dinner he himself is too weary or too preoccupied to more than touch. If ever he is persuaded to give himself a holiday it is for a fortnight in Ostend, when it is most crowded and uncomfortable. He takes his secretary with him, receives and despatches a hundred telegrams a day, and has a private telephone, through which he can speak direct to London, brought up into his bedroom.

I suppose the telephone is really a useful invention. Business men tell me they wonder how they contrived to conduct their affairs without it. My own wonder always is, how any human being with the ordinary passions of his race can conduct his business, or even himself, creditably, within a hundred yards of the invention. I can imagine Job, or Griselda, or Socrates liking to have a telephone about them as exercise. Socrates, in particular, would have made quite a reputation for himself out of a three months subscription to a telephone. Myself, I am, perhaps, too sensitive. I once lived for a month in an office with a telephone, if one could call it life. I was told that if I had stuck to the thing for two or three months longer, I should have got used to it. I know friends of mine, men once fearless and high-spirited, who now stand in front of their own telephone for a quarter of an hour at a time, and never so much as answer it back. They tell me that at first they used to swear and shout at it as I did; but now their spirit seems crushed. That is what happens: you either break the telephone, or the telephone breaks you. You want to see a man two streets off. You might put on your hat, and be round at his office in five minutes. You are on the point of starting when the telephone catches your eye. You think you will ring him up to make sure he is in. You commence by ringing up some half-dozen times before anybody takes any notice of you whatever. You are burning with indignation at this neglect, and have left the instrument to sit down and pen a stinging letter of complaint to the Company when the ring-back re-calls you. You seize the ear trumpets, and shout — 

How is it that I can never get an answer when I ring? Here have I been ringing for the last half-hour. I have rung twenty times. (This is a falsehood. You have rung only six times, and the half-hour is an absurd exaggeration; but you feel the mere truth would not be adequate to the occasion.) I think it disgraceful, you continue, and I shall complain to the Company. What is the use of my having a telephone if I cant get any answer when I ring? Here I pay a large sum for having this thing, and I cant get any notice taken. Ive been ringing all the morning. Why is it?

Then you wait for the answer.

What — what do you say? I cant hear what you say.

I say Ive been ringing here for over an hour, and I cant get any reply, you call back. I shall complain to the Company.

You want what? Dont stand so near the tube. I cant hear what you say. What number?

Bother the number; I say why is it I dont get an answer when I ring?

Eight hundred and what?

You cant argue any more, after that. The machine would give way under the language you want to make use of. Half of what you feel would probably cause an explosion at some point where the wire was weak. Indeed, mere language of any kind would fall short of the requirements of the case. A hatchet and a gun are the only intermediaries through which you could convey your meaning by this time. So you give up all attempt to answer back, and meekly mention that you want to be put in communication with four-five-seven-six.

Four-nine-seven-six? says the girl.

No; four-five-seven-six.

Did you say seven-six or six-seven?

Six-seven — no! I mean seven-six: no — wait a minute. I dont know what I do mean now.

Well, I wish youd find out, says the young lady severely. You are keeping me here all the morning.

So you look up the number in the book again, and at last she tells you that you are in connection; and then, ramming the trumpet tight against your ear, you stand waiting.

And if there is one thing more than another likely to make a man feel ridiculous it is standing on tip-toe in a corner, holding a machine to his head, and listening intently to nothing. Your back aches and your head aches, your very hair aches. You hear the door open behind you and somebody enter the room. You cant turn your head. You swear at them, and hear the door close with a bang. It immediately occurs to you that in all probability it was Henrietta. She promised to call for you at half-past twelve: you were to take her to lunch. It was twelve oclock when you were fool enough to mix yourself up with this infernal machine, and it probably is half-past twelve by now. Your past life rises before you, accompanied by dim memories of your grandmother. You are wondering how much longer you can bear the strain of this attitude, and whether after all you do really want to see the man in the next street but two, when the girl in the exchange-room calls up to know if youre done.

Done! you retort bitterly; why, I havent begun yet.

Well, be quick, she says, because youre wasting time.

Thus admonished, you attack the thing again. ARE you there? you cry in tones that ought to move the heart of a Charity Commissioner; and then, oh joy! oh rapture! you hear a faint human voice replying—Yes, what is it?

Oh! Are you four-five-seven-six?

What?

Are you four-five-seven-six, Williamson?

What! who are you?

Eight-one-nine, Jones.

Bones?

No, JONES. Are you four-five-seven-six?

Yes; what is it?

Is Mr. Williamson in?

Will I what — who are you?

Jones! Is Mr. Williamson in?

Who?

Williamson. Will-i-am-son!

Youre the son of what? I cant hear what you say.

Then you gather yourself for one final effort, and succeed, by superhuman patience, in getting the fool to understand that you wish to know if Mr. Williamson is in, and he says, so it sounds to you, Be in all the morning.

So you snatch up your hat and run round.

Oh, Ive come to see Mr. Williamson, you say.

Very sorry, sir, is the polite reply, but hes out.

Out? Why, you just now told me through the telephone that hed be in all the morning.

No, I said, he WONT be in all the morning.

You go back to the office, and sit down in front of that telephone and look at it. There it hangs, calm and imperturbable. Were it an ordinary instrument, that would be its last hour. You would go straight down-stairs, get the coal-hammer and the kitchen-poker, and divide it into sufficient pieces to give a bit to every man in London. But you feel nervous of these electrical affairs, and there is a something about that telephone, with its black hole and curly wires, that cows you. You have a notion that if you dont handle it properly something may come and shock you, and then there will be an inquest, and bother of that sort, so you only curse it.

That is what happens when you want to use the telephone from your end. But that is not the worst that the telephone can do. A sensible man, after a little experience, can learn to leave the thing alone. Your worst troubles are not of your own making. You are working against time; you have given instructions not to be disturbed. Perhaps it is after lunch, and you are thinking with your eyes closed, so that your thoughts shall not be distracted by the objects about the room. In either case you are anxious not to leave your chair, when off goes that telephone bell and you spring from your chair, uncertain, for the moment, whether you have been shot, or blown up with dynamite. It occurs to you in your weakness that if you persist in taking no notice, they will get tired, and leave you alone. But that is not their method. The bell rings violently at ten-second intervals. You have nothing to wrap your head up in. You think it will be better to get this business over and done with. You go to your fate and call back savagely — 

What is it? What do you want?

No answer, only a confused murmur, prominent out of which come the voices of two men swearing at one another. The language they are making use of is disgraceful. The telephone seems peculiarly adapted for the conveyance of blasphemy. Ordinary language sounds indistinct through it; but every word those two men are saying can be heard by all the telephone subscribers in London.

It is useless attempting to listen till they have done. When they are exhausted, you apply to the tube again. No answer is obtainable. You get mad, and become sarcastic; only being sarcastic when you are not sure that anybody is at the other end to hear you is unsatisfying.

At last, after a quarter of an hour or so of saying, Are you there? Yes, Im here, Well? the young lady at the Exchange asks what you want.

I dont want anything, you reply.

Then why do you keep talking? she retorts; you mustnt play with the thing.

This renders you speechless with indignation for a while, upon recovering from which you explain that somebody rang you up.

WHO rang you up? she asks.

I dont know.

I wish you did, she observes.

Generally disgusted, you slam the trumpet up and return to your chair. The instant you are seated the bell clangs again; and you fly up and demand to know what the thunder they want, and who the thunder they are.

Dont speak so loud, we cant hear you. What do you want? is the answer.

I dont want anything. What do you want? Why do you ring me up, and then not answer me? Do leave me alone, if you can!

We cant get Hong Kongs at seventy-four.

Well, I dont care if you cant.

Would you like Zulus?

What are you talking about? you reply; I dont know what you mean.

Would you like Zulus — Zulus at seventy-three and a half?

I wouldnt have em at six a penny. What are you talking about?

Hong Kongs — we cant get them at seventy-four. Oh, half-a-minute (the half-a-minute passes). Are you there?

Yes, but you are talking to the wrong man.

We can get you Hong Kongs at seventy-four and seven-eights.

Bother Hong Kongs, and you too. I tell you, you are talking to the wrong man. Ive told you once.

Once what?

Why, that I am the wrong man — I mean that you are talking to the wrong man.

Who are you?

Eight-one-nine, Jones.

Oh, arent you one-nine-eight?

No.

Oh, good-bye.

Good-bye.

How can a man after that sit down and write pleasantly of the European crisis? And, if it were needed, herein lies another indictment against the telephone. I was engaged in an argument, which, if not in itself serious, was at least concerned with a serious enough subject, the unsatisfactory nature of human riches; and from that highly moral discussion have I been lured, by the accidental sight of the word telephone, into the writing of matter which can have the effect only of exciting to frenzy all critics of the New Humour into whose hands, for their sins, this book may come. Let me forget my transgression and return to my sermon, or rather to the sermon of my millionaire acquaintance.

It was one day after dinner, we sat together in his magnificently furnished dining-room. We had lighted our cigars at the silver lamp. The butler had withdrawn.

These cigars we are smoking, my friend suddenly remarked, a propos apparently of nothing, they cost me five shillings apiece, taking them by the thousand.

I can quite believe it, I answered; they are worth it.

Yes, to you, he replied, almost savagely. What do you usually pay for your cigars?

We had known each other years ago. When I first met him his offices consisted of a back room up three flights of stairs in a dingy by-street off the Strand, which has since disappeared. We occasionally dined together, in those days, at a restaurant in Great Portland Street, for one and nine. Our acquaintanceship was of sufficient standing to allow of such a question.

Threepence, I answered. They work out at about twopence three-farthings by the box.

Just so, he growled; and your twopenny-three-farthing weed gives you precisely the same amount of satisfaction that this five shilling cigar affords me. That means four and ninepence farthing wasted every time I smoke. I pay my cook two hundred a year. I dont enjoy my dinner as much as when it cost me four shillings, including a quarter flask of Chianti. What is the difference, personally, to me whether I drive to my office in a carriage and pair, or in an omnibus? I often do ride in a bus: it saves trouble. It is absurd wasting time looking for ones coachman, when the conductor of an omnibus that passes ones door is hailing one a few yards off. Before I could afford even buses — when I used to walk every morning to the office from Hammersmith — I was healthier. It irritates me to think how hard I work for no earthly benefit to myself. My money pleases a lot of people I dont care two straws about, and who are only my friends in the hope of making something out of me. If I could eat a hundred-guinea dinner myself every night, and enjoy it four hundred times as much as I used to enjoy a five-shilling dinner, there would be some sense in it. Why do I do it?

I had never heard him talk like this before. In his excitement he rose from the table, and commenced pacing the room.

Why dont I invest my money in the two and a half per cents? he continued. At the very worst I should be safe for five thousand a year. What, in the name of common sense, does a man want with more? I am always saying to myself, Ill do it; why dont I?

Well, why not? I echoed.

Thats what I want you to tell me, he returned. You set up for understanding human nature, its a mystery to me. In my place, you would do as I do; you know that. If somebody left you a hundred thousand pounds to-morrow, you would start a newspaper, or build a theatre — some damn-fool trick for getting rid of the money and giving yourself seventeen hours anxiety a day; you know you would.

I hung my head in shame. I felt the justice of the accusation. It has always been my dream to run a newspaper and own a theatre.

If we worked only for what we could spend, he went on, the City might put up its shutters to-morrow morning. What I want to get at the bottom of is this instinct that drives us to work apparently for works own sake. What is this strange thing that gets upon our back and spurs us?

A servant entered at that moment with a cablegram from the manager of one of his Austrian mines, and he had to leave me for his study. But, walking home, I fell to pondering on his words. WHY this endless work? Why each morning do we get up and wash and dress ourselves, to undress ourselves at night and go to bed again? Why do we work merely to earn money to buy food; and eat food so as to gain strength that we may work? Why do we live, merely in the end to say good-bye to one another? Why do we labour to bring children into the world that they may die and be buried?

Of what use our mad striving, our passionate desire? Will it matter to the ages whether, once upon a time, the Union Jack or the Tricolour floated over the battlements of Badajoz? Yet we poured our blood into its ditches to decide the question. Will it matter, in the days when the glacial period shall have come again, to clothe the earth with silence, whose foot first trod the Pole? Yet, generation after generation, we mile its roadway with our whitening bones. So very soon the worms come to us; does it matter whether we love, or hate? Yet the hot blood rushes through our veins, we wear out heart and brain for shadowy hopes that ever fade as we press forward.

The flower struggles up from seed-pod, draws the sweet sap from the ground, folds its petals each night, and sleeps. Then love comes to it in a strange form, and it longs to mingle its pollen with the pollen of some other flower. So it puts forth its gay blossoms, and the wandering insect bears the message from seed-pod to seed-pod. And the seasons pass, bringing with them the sunshine and the rain, till the flower withers, never having known the real purpose for which it lived, thinking the garden was made for it, not it for the garden. The coral insect dreams in its small soul, which is possibly its small stomach, of home and food. So it works and strives deep down in the dark waters, never knowing of the continents it is fashioning.

But the question still remains: for what purpose is it all? Science explains it to us. By ages of strife and effort we improve the race; from ether, through the monkey, man is born. So, through the labour of the coming ages, he will free himself still further from the brute. Through sorrow and through struggle, by the sweat of brain and brow, he will lift himself towards the angels. He will come into his kingdom.

But why the building? Why the passing of the countless ages? Why should he not have been born the god he is to be, imbued at birth with all the capabilities his ancestors have died acquiring? Why the Pict and Hun that I may be? Why I, that a descendant of my own, to whom I shall seem a savage, shall come after me? Why, if the universe be ordered by a Creator to whom all things are possible, the protoplasmic cell? Why not the man that is to be? Shall all the generations be so much human waste that he may live? Am I but another layer of the soil preparing for him?

Or, if our future be in other spheres, then why the need of this planet? Are we labouring at some Work too vast for us to perceive? Are our passions and desires mere whips and traces by the help of which we are driven? Any theory seems more hopeful than the thought that all our eager, fretful lives are but the turning of a useless prison crank. Looking back the little distance that our dim eyes can penetrate the past, what do we find? Civilizations, built up with infinite care, swept aside and lost. Beliefs for which men lived and died, proved to be mockeries. Greek Art crushed to the dust by Gothic bludgeons. Dreams of fraternity, drowned in blood by a Napoleon. What is left to us, but the hope that the work itself, not the result, is the real monument? Maybe, we are as children, asking, Of what use are these lessons? What good will they ever be to us? But there comes a day when the lad understands why he learnt grammar and geography, when even dates have a meaning for him. But this is not until he has left school, and gone out into the wider world. So, perhaps, when we are a little more grown up, we too may begin to understand the reason for our living.


ON THE CARE AND MANAGEMENT OF WOMEN
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I TALKED TO a woman once on the subject of honeymoons. I said, Would you recommend a long honeymoon, or a Saturday to Monday somewhere? A silence fell upon her. I gathered she was looking back rather than forward to her answer.

I would advise a long honeymoon, she replied at length, the old-fashioned month.

Why, I persisted, I thought the tendency of the age was to cut these things shorter and shorter.

It is the tendency of the age, she answered, to seek escape from many things it would be wiser to face. I think myself that, for good or evil, the sooner it is over — the sooner both the man and the woman know — the better.

The sooner what is over? I asked.

If she had a fault, this woman, about which I am not sure, it was an inclination towards enigma.

She crossed to the window and stood there, looking out.

Was there not a custom, she said, still gazing down into the wet, glistening street, among one of the ancient peoples, I forget which, ordaining that when a man and woman, loving one another, or thinking that they loved, had been joined together, they should go down upon their wedding night to the temple? And into the dark recesses of the temple, through many winding passages, the priest led them until they came to the great chamber where dwelt the voice of their god. There the priest left them, clanging-to the massive door behind him, and there, alone in silence, they made their sacrifice; and in the night the Voice spoke to them, showing them their future life — whether they had chosen well; whether their love would live or die. And in the morning the priest returned and led them back into the day; and they dwelt among their fellows. But no one was permitted to question them, nor they to answer should any do so. Well, do you know, our nineteenth-century honeymoon at Brighton, Switzerland, or Ramsgate, as the choice or necessity may be, always seems to me merely another form of that night spent alone in the temple before the altar of that forgotten god. Our young men and women marry, and we kiss them and congratulate them; and, standing on the doorstep, throw rice and old slippers, and shout good wishes after them; and he waves his gloved hand to us, and she flutters her little handkerchief from the carriage window; and we watch their smiling faces and hear their laughter until the corner hides them from our view. Then we go about our own business, and a short time passes by; and one day we meet them again, and their faces have grown older and graver; and I always wonder what the Voice has told them during that little while that they have been absent from our sight. But of course it would not do to ask them. Nor would they answer truly if we did.

My friend laughed, and, leaving the window, took her place beside the tea-things, and other callers dropping in, we fell to talk of pictures, plays, and people.

But I felt it would be unwise to act on her sole advice, much as I have always valued her opinion.

A woman takes life too seriously. It is a serious affair to most of us, the Lord knows. That is why it is well not to take it more seriously than need be.

Little Jack and little Jill fall down the hill, hurting their little knees, and their little noses, spilling the hard-earned water. We are very philosophical.

Oh, dont cry! we tell them, that is babyish. Little boys and little girls must learn to bear pain. Up you get, fill the pail again, and try once more.

Little Jack and little Jill rub their dirty knuckles into their little eyes, looking ruefully at their bloody little knees, and trot back with the pail. We laugh at them, but not ill-naturedly.

Poor little souls, we say; how they did hullabaloo. One might have thought they were half-killed. And it was only a broken crown, after all. What a fuss children make! We bear with much stoicism the fall of little Jack and little Jill.

But when WE — grown-up Jack with moustache turning grey; grown-up Jill with the first faint crows feet showing — when WE tumble down the hill, and OUR pail is spilt. Ye Heavens! what a tragedy has happened. Put out the stars, turn off the sun, suspend the laws of nature. Mr. Jack and Mrs. Jill, coming down the hill — what they were doing on the hill we will not inquire — have slipped over a stone, placed there surely by the evil powers of the universe. Mr. Jack and Mrs. Jill have bumped their silly heads. Mr. Jack and Mrs. Jill have hurt their little hearts, and stand marvelling that the world can go about its business in the face of such disaster.

Dont take the matter quite so seriously, Jack and Jill. You have spilled your happiness, you must toil up the hill again and refill the pail. Carry it more carefully next time. What were you doing? Playing some fools trick, Ill be bound.

A laugh and a sigh, a kiss and good-bye, is our life. Is it worth so much fretting? It is a merry life on the whole. Courage, comrade. A campaign cannot be all drum and fife and stirrup-cup. The marching and the fighting must come into it somewhere. There are pleasant bivouacs among the vineyards, merry nights around the camp fires. White hands wave a welcome to us; bright eyes dim at our going. Would you run from the battle-music? What have you to complain of? Forward: the medal to some, the surgeons knife to others; to all of us, sooner or later, six feet of mother earth. What are you afraid of? Courage, comrade.

There is a mean between basking through life with the smiling contentment of the alligator, and shivering through it with the aggressive sensibility of the Lama determined to die at every cross word. To bear it as a man we must also feel it as a man. My philosophic friend, seek not to comfort a brother standing by the coffin of his child with the cheery suggestion that it will be all the same a hundred years hence, because, for one thing, the observation is not true: the man is changed for all eternity — possibly for the better, but dont add that. A soldier with a bullet in his neck is never quite the man he was. But he can laugh and he can talk, drink his wine and ride his horse. Now and again, towards evening, when the weather is trying, the sickness will come upon him. You will find him on a couch in a dark corner.

Hallo! old fellow, anything up?

Oh, just a twinge, the old wound, you know. I will be better in a little while.

Shut the door of the dark room quietly. I should not stay even to sympathize with him if I were you. The men will be coming to screw the coffin down soon. I think he would like to be alone with it till then. Let us leave him. He will come back to the club later on in the season. For a while we may have to give him another ten points or so, but he will soon get back his old form. Now and again, when he meets the other fellows boys shouting on the towing-path; when Brown rushes up the drive, paper in hand, to tell him how that young scapegrace Jim has won his Cross; when he is congratulating Joness eldest on having passed with honours, the old wound may give him a nasty twinge. But the pain will pass away. He will laugh at our stories and tell us his own; eat his dinner, play his rubber. It is only a wound.

Tommy can never be ours, Jenny does not love us. We cannot afford claret, so we will have to drink beer. Well, what would you have us do? Yes, let us curse Fate by all means — some one to curse is always useful. Let us cry and wring our hands — for how long? The dinner-bell will ring soon, and the Smiths are coming. We shall have to talk about the opera and the picture-galleries. Quick, where is the eau-de-Cologne? where are the curling-tongs? Or would you we committed suicide? Is it worth while? Only a few more years — perhaps to-morrow, by aid of a piece of orange peel or a broken chimney-pot — and Fate will save us all that trouble.

Or shall we, as sulky children, mope day after day? We are a broken-hearted little Jack — little Jill. We will never smile again; we will pine away and die, and be buried in the spring. The world is sad, and life so cruel, and heaven so cold. Oh dear! oh dear! we have hurt ourselves.

We whimper and whine at every pain. In old strong days men faced real dangers, real troubles every hour; they had no time to cry. Death and disaster stood ever at the door. Men were contemptuous of them. Now in each snug protected villa we set to work to make wounds out of scratches. Every head-ache becomes an agony, every heart-ache a tragedy. It took a murdered father, a drowned sweetheart, a dishonoured mother, a ghost, and a slaughtered Prime Minister to produce the emotions in Hamlet that a modern minor poet obtains from a chorus girls frown, or a temporary slump on the Stock Exchange. Like Mrs. Gummidge, we feel it more. The lighter and easier life gets the more seriously we go out to meet it. The boatmen of Ulysses faced the thunder and the sunshine alike with frolic welcome. We modern sailors have grown more sensitive. The sunshine scorches us, the rain chills us. We meet both with loud self-pity.

Thinking these thoughts, I sought a second friend — a man whose breezy common-sense has often helped me, and him likewise I questioned on this subject of honeymoons.

My dear boy, he replied; take my advice, if ever you get married, arrange it so that the honeymoon shall only last a week, and let it be a bustling week into the bargain. Take a Cooks circular tour. Get married on the Saturday morning, cut the breakfast and all that foolishness, and catch the eleven-ten from Charing Cross to Paris. Take her up the Eiffel Tower on Sunday. Lunch at Fontainebleau. Dine at the Maison Doree, and show her the Moulin Rouge in the evening. Take the night train for Lucerne. Devote Monday and Tuesday to doing Switzerland, and get into Rome by Thursday morning, taking the Italian lakes en route. On Friday cross to Marseilles, and from there push along to Monte Carlo. Let her have a flutter at the tables. Start early Saturday morning for Spain, cross the Pyrenees on mules, and rest at Bordeaux on Sunday. Get back to Paris on Monday (Monday is always a good day for the opera), and on Tuesday evening you will be at home, and glad to get there. Dont give her time to criticize you until she has got used to you. No man will bear unprotected exposure to a young girls eyes. The honeymoon is the matrimonial microscope. Wobble it. Confuse it with many objects. Cloud it with other interests. Dont sit still to be examined. Besides, remember that a man always appears at his best when active, and a woman at her worst. Bustle her, my dear boy, bustle her: I dont care who she may be. Give her plenty of luggage to look after; make her catch trains. Let her see the average husband sprawling comfortably over the railway cushions, while his wife has to sit bolt upright in the corner left to her. Let her hear how other men swear. Let her smell other mens tobacco. Hurry up, and get her accustomed quickly to the sight of mankind. Then she will be less surprised and shocked as she grows to know you. One of the best fellows I ever knew spoilt his married life beyond repair by a long quiet honeymoon. They went off for a month to a lonely cottage in some heaven-forsaken spot, where never a soul came near them, and never a thing happened but morning, afternoon, and night. There for thirty days she overhauled him. When he yawned — and he yawned pretty often, I guess, during that month — she thought of the size of his mouth, and when he put his heels upon the fender she sat and brooded upon the shape of his feet. At meal-time, not feeling hungry herself, having nothing to do to make her hungry, she would occupy herself with watching him eat; and at night, not feeling sleepy for the same reason, she would lie awake and listen to his snoring. After the first day or two he grew tired of talking nonsense, and she of listening to it (it sounded nonsense now they could speak it aloud; they had fancied it poetry when they had had to whisper it); and having no other subject, as yet, of common interest, they would sit and stare in front of them in silence. One day some trifle irritated him and he swore. On a busy railway platform, or in a crowded hotel, she would have said, Oh! and they would both have laughed. From that echoing desert the silly words rose up in widening circles towards the sky, and that night she cried herself to sleep. Bustle them, my dear boy, bustle them. We all like each other better the less we think about one another, and the honeymoon is an exceptionally critical time. Bustle her, my dear boy, bustle her.

My very worst honeymoon experience took place in the South of England in eighteen hundred and — well, never mind the exact date, let us say a few years ago. I was a shy young man at that time. Many complain of my reserve to this day, but then some girls expect too much from a man. We all have our shortcomings. Even then, however, I was not so shy as she. We had to travel from Lyndhurst in the New Forest to Ventnor, an awkward bit of cross-country work in those days.

Its so fortunate you are going too, said her aunt to me on the Tuesday; Minnie is always nervous travelling alone. You will be able to look after her, and I shant be anxious.

I said it would be a pleasure, and at the time I honestly thought it. On the Wednesday I went down to the coach office, and booked two places for Lymington, from where we took the steamer. I had not a suspicion of trouble.

The booking-clerk was an elderly man. He said — 

Ive got the box seat, and the end place on the back bench.

I said — 

Oh, cant I have two together?

He was a kindly-looking old fellow. He winked at me. I wondered all the way home why he had winked at me. He said — 

Ill manage it somehow.

I said — 

Its very kind of you, Im sure.

He laid his hand on my shoulder. He struck me as familiar, but well-intentioned. He said — 

We have all of us been there.

I thought he was alluding to the Isle of Wight. I said — 

And this is the best time of the year for it, so Im told. It was early summer time.

He said—Its all right in summer, and its good enough in winter — WHILE IT LASTS. You make the most of it, young un; and he slapped me on the back and laughed.

He would have irritated me in another minute. I paid for the seats and left him.

At half-past eight the next morning Minnie and I started for the coach-office. I call her Minnie, not with any wish to be impertinent, but because I have forgotten her surname. It must be ten years since I last saw her. She was a pretty girl, too, with those brown eyes that always cloud before they laugh. Her aunt did not drive down with us as she had intended, in consequence of a headache. She was good enough to say she felt every confidence in me.

The old booking-clerk caught sight of us when we were about a quarter of a mile away, and drew to us the attention of the coachman, who communicated the fact of our approach to the gathered passengers. Everybody left off talking, and waited for us. The boots seized his horn, and blew — one could hardly call it a blast; it would be difficult to say what he blew. He put his heart into it, but not sufficient wind. I think his intention was to welcome us, but it suggested rather a feeble curse. We learnt subsequently that he was a beginner on the instrument.

In some mysterious way the whole affair appeared to be our party. The booking-clerk bustled up and helped Minnie from the cart. I feared, for a moment, he was going to kiss her. The coachman grinned when I said good-morning to him. The passengers grinned, the boots grinned. Two chamber-maids and a waiter came out from the hotel, and they grinned. I drew Minnie aside, and whispered to her. I said — 

Theres something funny about us. All these people are grinning.

She walked round me, and I walked round her, but we could neither of us discover anything amusing about the other. The booking-clerk said — 

Its all right. Ive got you young people two places just behind the box-seat. Well have to put five of you on that seat. You wont mind sitting a bit close, will you?

The booking-clerk winked at the coachman, the coachman winked at the passengers, the passengers winked at one another — those of them who could wink — and everybody laughed. The two chamber-maids became hysterical, and had to cling to each other for support. With the exception of Minnie and myself, it seemed to be the merriest coach party ever assembled at Lyndhurst.

We had taken our places, and I was still busy trying to fathom the joke, when a stout lady appeared on the scene, and demanded to know her place.

The clerk explained to her that it was in the middle behind the driver.

Weve had to put five of you on that seat, added the clerk.

The stout lady looked at the seat.

Five of us cant squeeze into that, she said.

Five of her certainly could not. Four ordinary sized people with her would find it tight.

Very well then, said the clerk, you can have the end place on the back seat.

Nothing of the sort, said the stout lady. I booked my seat on Monday, and you told me any of the front places were vacant.

ILL take the back place, I said, I dont mind it.

You stop where you are, young un, said the clerk, firmly, and dont be a fool. Ill fix HER.

I objected to his language, but his tone was kindness itself.

Oh, let ME have the back seat, said Minnie, rising, Id so like it.

For answer the coachman put both his hands on her shoulders. He was a heavy man, and she sat down again.

Now then, mum, said the clerk, addressing the stout lady, are you going up there in the middle, or are you coming up here at the back?

But why not let one of them take the back seat? demanded the stout lady, pointing her reticule at Minnie and myself; they say theyd like it. Let them have it.

The coachman rose, and addressed his remarks generally.

Put her up at the back, or leave her behind, he directed. Man and wife have never been separated on this coach since I started running it fifteen year ago, and they aint going to be now.

A general cheer greeted this sentiment. The stout lady, now regarded as a would-be blighter of loves young dream, was hustled into the back seat, the whip cracked, and away we rolled.

So here was the explanation. We were in a honeymoon district, in June — the most popular month in the whole year for marriage. Every two out of three couples found wandering about the New Forest in June are honeymoon couples; the third are going to be. When they travel anywhere it is to the Isle of Wight. We both had on new clothes. Our bags happened to be new. By some evil chance our very umbrellas were new. Our united ages were thirty-seven. The wonder would have been had we NOT been mistaken for a young married couple.

A day of greater misery I have rarely passed. To Minnie, so her aunt informed me afterwards, the journey was the most terrible experience of her life, but then her experience, up to that time, had been limited. She was engaged, and devotedly attached, to a young clergyman; I was madly in love with a somewhat plump girl named Cecilia who lived with her mother at Hampstead. I am positive as to her living at Hampstead. I remember so distinctly my weekly walk down the hill from Church Row to the Swiss Cottage station. When walking down a steep hill all the weight of the body is forced into the toe of the boot, and when the boot is two sizes too small for you, and you have been living in it since the early afternoon, you remember a thing like that. But all my recollections of Cecilia are painful, and it is needless to pursue them.

Our coach-load was a homely party, and some of the jokes were broad — harmless enough in themselves, had Minnie and I really been the married couple we were supposed to be, but even in that case unnecessary. I can only hope that Minnie did not understand them. Anyhow, she looked as if she didnt.

I forget where we stopped for lunch, but I remember that lamb and mint sauce was on the table, and that the circumstance afforded the greatest delight to all the party, with the exception of the stout lady, who was still indignant, Minnie and myself. About my behaviour as a bridegroom opinion appeared to be divided. Hes a bit standoffish with her, I overheard one lady remark to her husband; I like to see em a bit kittenish myself. A young waitress, on the other hand, I am happy to say, showed more sense of natural reserve. Well, I respect him for it, she was saying to the barmaid, as we passed through the hall; Id just hate to be fuzzled over with everybody looking on. Nobody took the trouble to drop their voices for our benefit. We might have been a pair of prize love birds on exhibition, the way we were openly discussed. By the majority we were clearly regarded as a sulky young couple who would not go through their tricks.

I have often wondered since how a real married couple would have faced the situation. Possibly, had we consented to give a short display of marital affection, by desire, we might have been left in peace for the remainder of the journey.

Our reputation preceded us on to the steamboat. Minnie begged and prayed me to let it be known we were not married. How I was to let it be known, except by requesting the captain to summon the whole ships company on deck, and then making them a short speech, I could not think. Minnie said she could not bear it any longer, and retired to the ladies cabin. She went off crying. Her trouble was attributed by crew and passengers to my coldness. One fool planted himself opposite me with his legs apart, and shook his head at me.

Go down and comfort her, he began. Take an old mans advice. Put your arms around her. (He was one of those sentimental idiots.) Tell her that you love her.

I told him to go and hang himself, with so much vigour that he all but fell overboard. He was saved by a poultry crate: I had no luck that day.

At Ryde the guard, by superhuman effort, contrived to keep us a carriage to ourselves. I gave him a shilling, because I did not know what else to do. I would have made it half-a-sovereign if he had put eight other passengers in with us. At every station people came to the window to look in at us.

I handed Minnie over to her father on Ventnor platform; and I took the first train the next morning, to London. I felt I did not want to see her again for a little while; and I felt convinced she could do without a visit from me. Our next meeting took place the week before her marriage.

Where are you going to spend your honeymoon? I asked her; in the New Forest?

No, she replied; nor in the Isle of Wight.

To enjoy the humour of an incident one must be at some distance from it either in time or relationship. I remember watching an amusing scene in Whitefield Street, just off Tottenham Court Road, one winters Saturday night. A woman — a rather respectable looking woman, had her hat only been on straight — had just been shot out of a public-house. She was very dignified, and very drunk. A policeman requested her to move on. She called him Fellow, and demanded to know of him if he considered that was the proper tone in which to address a lady. She threatened to report him to her cousin, the Lord Chancellor.

Yes; this way to the Lord Chancellor, retorted the policeman. You come along with me; and he caught hold of her by the arm.

She gave a lurch, and nearly fell. To save her the man put his arm round her waist. She clasped him round the neck, and together they spun round two or three times; while at the very moment a piano-organ at the opposite corner struck up a waltz.

Choose your partners, gentlemen, for the next dance, shouted a wag, and the crowd roared.

I was laughing myself, for the situation was undeniably comical, the constables expression of disgust being quite Hogarthian, when the sight of a childs face beneath the gas-lamp stayed me. Her look was so full of terror that I tried to comfort her.

Its only a drunken woman, I said; hes not going to hurt her.

Please, sir, was the answer, its my mother.

Our joke is generally anothers pain. The man who sits down on the tin-tack rarely joins in the laugh.


ON THE MINDING OF OTHER PEOPLES BUSINESS
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I WALKED ONE bright September morning in the Strand. I love London best in the autumn. Then only can one see the gleam of its white pavements, the bold, unbroken outline of its streets. I love the cool vistas one comes across of mornings in the parks, the soft twilights that linger in the empty bye-streets. In June the restaurant manager is off-hand with me; I feel I am but in his way. In August he spreads for me the table by the window, pours out for me my wine with his own fat hands. I cannot doubt his regard for me: my foolish jealousies are stilled. Do I care for a drive after dinner through the caressing night air, I can climb the omnibus stair without a preliminary fight upon the curb, can sit with easy conscience and unsquashed body, not feeling I have deprived some hot, tired woman of a seat. Do I desire the play, no harsh, forbidding House full board repels me from the door. During her season, London, a harassed hostess, has no time for us, her intimates. Her rooms are overcrowded, her servants overworked, her dinners hurriedly cooked, her tone insincere. In the spring, to be truthful, the great lady condescends to be somewhat vulgar — noisy and ostentatious. Not till the guests are departed is she herself again, the London that we, her children, love.

Have you, gentle Reader, ever seen London — not the London of the waking day, coated with crawling life, as a blossom with blight, but the London of the morning, freed from her rags, the patient city, clad in mists? Get you up with the dawn one Sunday in summer time. Wake none else, but creep down stealthily into the kitchen, and make your own tea and toast.

Be careful you stumble not over the cat. She will worm herself insidiously between your legs. It is her way; she means it in friendship. Neither bark your shins against the coal-box. Why the kitchen coal-box has its fixed place in the direct line between the kitchen door and the gas-bracket I cannot say. I merely know it as an universal law; and I would that you escaped that coal-box, lest the frame of mind I desire for you on this Sabbath morning be dissipated.

A spoon to stir your tea, I fear you must dispense with. Knives and forks you will discover in plenty; blacking brushes you will put your hand upon in every drawer; of emery paper, did one require it, there are reams; but it is a point with every housekeeper that the spoons be hidden in a different place each night. If anybody excepting herself can find them in the morning, it is a slur upon her. No matter, a stick of firewood, sharpened at one end, makes an excellent substitute.

Your breakfast done, turn out the gas, remount the stairs quietly, open gently the front door and slip out. You will find yourself in an unknown land. A strange city grown round you in the night.

The sweet long streets lie silent in sunlight. Not a living thing is to be seen save some lean Tom that slinks from his gutter feast as you approach. From some tree there will sound perhaps a fretful chirp: but the London sparrow is no early riser; he is but talking in his sleep. The slow tramp of unseen policeman draws near or dies away. The clatter of your own footsteps goes with you, troubling you. You find yourself trying to walk softly, as one does in echoing cathedrals. A voice is everywhere about you whispering to you Hush. Is this million-breasted City then some tender Artemis, seeking to keep her babes asleep? Hush, you careless wayfarer; do not waken them. Walk lighter; they are so tired, these myriad children of mine, sleeping in my thousand arms. They are over-worked and over-worried; so many of them are sick, so many fretful, many of them, alas, so full of naughtiness. But all of them so tired. Hush! they worry me with their noise and riot when they are awake. They are so good now they are asleep. Walk lightly, let them rest.

Where the ebbing tide flows softly through worn arches to the sea, you may hear the stone-faced City talking to the restless waters: Why will you never stay with me? Why come but to go?

I cannot say, I do not understand. From the deep sea I come, but only as a bird loosed from a childs hand with a cord. When she calls I must return.

It is so with these children of mine. They come to me, I know not whence. I nurse them for a little while, till a hand I do not see plucks them back. And others take their place.

Through the still air there passes a ripple of sound. The sleeping City stirs with a faint sigh. A distant milk-cart rattling by raises a thousand echoes; it is the vanguard of a yoked army. Soon from every street there rises the soothing cry, Meehilk — meehilk.

London like some Gargantuan babe, is awake, crying for its milk. These be the white-smocked nurses hastening with its morning nourishment. The early church bells ring. You have had your milk, little London. Now come and say your prayers. Another week has just begun, baby London. God knows what will happen, say your prayers.

One by one the little creatures creep from behind the blinds into the streets. The brooding tenderness is vanished from the Citys face. The fretful noises of the day have come again. Silence, her lover of the night, kisses her stone lips, and steals away. And you, gentle Reader, return home, garlanded with the self-sufficiency of the early riser.

But it was of a certain week-day morning, in the Strand that I was thinking. I was standing outside Gattis Restaurant, where I had just breakfasted, listening leisurely to an argument between an indignant lady passenger, presumably of Irish extraction, and an omnibus conductor.

For what dye want thin to paint Putney on yer bus, if ye dont GO to Putney? said the lady.

We DO go to Putney, said the conductor.

Thin why did ye put me out here?

I didnt put you out, yer got out.

Shure, didnt the gintleman in the corner tell me I was comin further away from Putney ivery minit?

Wal, and so yer was.

Thin whoy didnt you tell me?

How was I to know yer wanted to go to Putney? Yer sings out Putney, and I stops and in yer jumps.

And for what dye think I called out Putney thin?

Cause its my name, or rayther the buss name. This ere IS a Putney.

How can it be a Putney whin it isnt goin to Putney, ye gomerhawk?

Aint you an Hirishwoman? retorted the conductor. Course yer are. But yer arent always goin to Ireland. Were goin to Putney in time, only were a-going to Liverpool Street fust. Igher up, Jim.

The bus moved on, and I was about cross the road, when a man, muttering savagely to himself, walked into me. He would have swept past me had I not, recognizing him, arrested him. It was my friend B —— , a busy editor of magazines and journals. It was some seconds before he appeared able to struggle out of his abstraction, and remember himself. Halloo, he then said, who would have thought of seeing YOU here?

To judge by the way you were walking, I replied, one would imagine the Strand the last place in which you expected to see any human being. Do you ever walk into a short-tempered, muscular man?

Did I walk into you? he asked surprised.

Well, not right in, I answered, I if we are to be literal. You walked on to me; if I had not stopped you, I suppose you would have walked over me.

It is this confounded Christmas business, he explained. It drives me off my head.

I have heard Christmas advanced as an excuse for many things, I replied, but not early in September.

Oh, you know what I mean, he answered, we are in the middle of our Christmas number. I am working day and night upon it. By the bye, he added, that puts me in mind. I am arranging a symposium, and I want you to join. Should Christmas, — I interrupted him.

My dear fellow, I said, I commenced my journalistic career when I was eighteen, and I have continued it at intervals ever since. I have written about Christmas from the sentimental point of view; I have analyzed it from the philosophical point of view; and I have scarified it from the sarcastic standpoint. I have treated Christmas humorously for the Comics, and sympathetically for the Provincial Weeklies. I have said all that is worth saying on the subject of Christmas — maybe a trifle more. I have told the new-fashioned Christmas story — you know the sort of thing: your heroine tries to understand herself, and, failing, runs off with the man who began as the hero; your good woman turns out to be really bad when one comes to know her; while the villain, the only decent person in the story, dies with an enigmatic sentence on his lips that looks as if it meant something, but which you yourself would be sorry to have to explain. I have also written the old-fashioned Christmas story — you know that also: you begin with a good old-fashioned snowstorm; you have a good old-fashioned squire, and he lives in a good old-fashioned Hall; you work in a good old-fashioned murder; and end up with a good old-fashioned Christmas dinner. I have gathered Christmas guests together round the crackling logs to tell ghost stories to each other on Christmas Eve, while without the wind howled, as it always does on these occasions, at its proper cue. I have sent children to Heaven on Christmas Eve — it must be quite a busy time for St. Peter, Christmas morning, so many good children die on Christmas Eve. It has always been a popular night with them. — I have revivified dead lovers and brought them back well and jolly, just in time to sit down to the Christmas dinner. I am not ashamed of having done these things. At the time I thought them good. I once loved currant wine and girls with towzley hair. Ones views change as one grows older. I have discussed Christmas as a religious festival. I have arraigned it as a social incubus. If there be any joke connected with Christmas that I have not already made I should be glad to hear it. I have trotted out the indigestion jokes till the sight of one of them gives me indigestion myself. I have ridiculed the family gathering. I have scoffed at the Christmas present. I have made witty use of paterfamilias and his bills. I have—

Did I ever show you, I broke off to ask as we were crossing the Haymarket, that little parody of mine on Poes poem of The Bells? It begins— He interrupted me in his turn — 

Bills, bills, bills, he repeated.

You are quite right, I admitted. I forgot I ever showed it to you.

You never did, he replied.

Then how do you know how it begins? I asked.

I dont know for certain, he admitted, but I get, on an average, sixty-five a year submitted to me, and they all begin that way. I thought, perhaps, yours did also.

I dont see how else it could begin, I retorted. He had rather annoyed me. Besides, it doesnt matter how a poem begins, it is how it goes on that is the important thing and anyhow, Im not going to write you anything about Christmas. Ask me to make you a new joke about a plumber; suggest my inventing something original and not too shocking for a child to say about heaven; propose my running you off a dog story that can be believed by a man of average determination and we may come to terms. But on the subject of Christmas I am taking a rest.

By this time we had reached Piccadilly Circus.

I dont blame you, he said, if you are as sick of the subject as I am. So soon as these Christmas numbers are off my mind, and Christmas is over till next June at the office, I shall begin it at home. The housekeeping is gone up a pound a week already. I know what that means. The dear little woman is saving up to give me an expensive present that I dont want. I think the presents are the worst part of Christmas. Emma will give me a water-colour that she has painted herself. She always does. There would be no harm in that if she did not expect me to hang it in the drawing room. Have you ever seen my cousin Emmas water-colours? he asked.

I think I have, I replied.

Theres no thinking about it, he retorted angrily. Theyre not the sort of water-colours you forget.

He apostrophized the Circus generally.

Why do people do these things? he demanded. Even an amateur artist must have SOME sense. Cant they see what is happening? Theres that thing of hers hanging in the passage. I put it in the passage because theres not much light in the passage. Shes labelled it Reverie. If she had called it Influenza I could have understood it. I asked her where she got the idea from, and she said she saw the sky like that one evening in Norfolk. Great Heavens! then why didnt she shut her eyes or go home and hide behind the bed-curtains? If I had seen a sky like that in Norfolk I should have taken the first train back to London. I suppose the poor girl cant help seeing these things, but why paint them?

I said, I suppose painting is a necessity to some natures.

But why give the things to me? he pleaded.

I could offer him no adequate reason.

The idiotic presents that people give you! he continued. I said Id like Tennysons poems one year. They had worried me to know what I did want. I didnt want anything really; that was the only thing I could think of that I wasnt dead sure I didnt want. Well, they clubbed together, four of them, and gave me Tennyson in twelve volumes, illustrated with coloured photographs. They meant kindly, of course. If you suggest a tobacco-pouch they give you a blue velvet bag capable of holding about a pound, embroidered with flowers, life-size. The only way one could use it would be to put a strap to it and wear it as a satchel. Would you believe it, I have got a velvet smoking-jacket, ornamented with forget-me-nots and butterflies in coloured silk; Im not joking. And they ask me why I never wear it. Ill bring it down to the Club one of these nights and wake the place up a bit: it needs it.

We had arrived by this at the steps of the Devonshire.

And Im just as bad, he went on, when I give presents. I never give them what they want. I never hit upon anything that is of any use to anybody. If I give Jane a chinchilla tippet, you may be certain chinchilla is the most out-of-date fur that any woman could wear. Oh! that is nice of you, she says; now that is just the very thing I wanted. I will keep it by me till chinchilla comes in again. I give the girls watch-chains when nobody is wearing watch-chains. When watch-chains are all the rage I give them ear-rings, and they thank me, and suggest my taking them to a fancy-dress ball, that being their only chance to wear the confounded things. I waste money on white gloves with black backs, to find that white gloves with black backs stamp a woman as suburban. I believe all the shop-keepers in London save their old stock to palm it off on me at Christmas time. And why does it always take half-a-dozen people to serve you with a pair of gloves, Id like to know? Only last week Jane asked me to get her some gloves for that last Mansion House affair. I was feeling amiable, and I thought I would do the thing handsomely. I hate going into a drapers shop; everybody stares at a man as if he were forcing his way into the ladies department of a Turkish bath. One of those marionette sort of men came up to me and said it was a fine morning. What the devil did I want to talk about the morning to him for? I said I wanted some gloves. I described them to the best of my recollection. I said, I want them four buttons, but they are not to be button-gloves; the buttons are in the middle and they reach up to the elbow, if you know what I mean. He bowed, and said he understood exactly what I meant, which was a damned sight more than I did. I told him I wanted three pair cream and three pair fawn-coloured, and the fawn-coloured were to be swedes. He corrected me. He said I meant Suede. I dare say he was right, but the interruption put me off, and I had to begin over again. He listened attentively until I had finished. I guess I was about five minutes standing with him there close to the door. He said, Is that all you require, sir, this morning? I said it was.

 Thank you, sir, he replied. This way, please, sir.

He took me into another room, and there we met a man named Jansen, to whom he briefly introduced me as a gentleman who desired gloves. Yes, sir, said Mr. Jansen; and what sort of gloves do you desire?

I told him I wanted six pairs altogether — three suede, fawn-coloured, and three cream-coloured — kids.

He said, Do you mean kid gloves, sir, or gloves for children?

He made me angry by that. I told him I was not in the habit of using slang. Nor am I when buying gloves. He said he was sorry. I explained to him about the buttons, so far as I could understand it myself, and about the length. I asked him to see to it that the buttons were sewn on firmly, and that the stitching everywhere was perfect, adding that the last gloves my wife had had of his firm had been most unsatisfactory. Jane had impressed upon me to add that. She said it would make them more careful.

He listened to me in rapt ecstacy. I might have been music.

And what size, sir? he asked.

I had forgotten that. Oh, sixes, I answered, unless they are very stretchy indeed, in which case they had better be five and three-quarter.

Oh, and the stitching on the cream is to be black, I added. That was another thing I had forgotten.

Thank you very much, said Mr. Jansen; is there anything else that you require this morning?

No, thank you, I replied, not this morning. I was beginning to like the man.

He took me for quite a walk, and wherever we went everybody left off what they were doing to stare at me. I was getting tired when we reached the glove department. He marched me up to a young man who was sticking pins into himself. He said Gloves, and disappeared through a curtain. The young man left off sticking pins into himself, and leant across the counter.

Ladies gloves or gentlemens gloves? he said.

Well, I was pretty mad by this time, as you can guess. It is funny when you come to think of it afterwards, but the wonder then was that I didnt punch his head.

I said, Are you ever busy in this shop? Does there ever come a time when you feel you would like to get your work done, instead of lingering over it and spinning it out for pure love of the thing?

He did not appear to understand me. I said, I met a man at your door a quarter of an hour ago, and we talked about these gloves that I want, and I told him all my ideas on the subject. He took me to your Mr. Jansen, and Mr. Jansen and I went over the whole business again. Now Mr. Jansen leaves it with you — you who do not even know whether I want ladies or gentlemens gloves. Before I go over this story for the third time, I want to know whether you are the man who is going to serve me, or whether you are merely a listener, because personally I am tired of the subject?

Well, this was the right man at last, and I got my gloves from him. But what is the explanation — what is the idea? I was in that shop from first to last five-and-thirty minutes. And then a fool took me out the wrong way to show me a special line in sleeping-socks. I told him I was not requiring any. He said he didnt want me to buy, he only wanted me to see them. No wonder the drapers have had to start luncheon and tea-rooms. Theyll fix up small furnished flats soon, where a woman can live for a week.

I said it was very trying, shopping. I also said, as he invited me, and as he appeared determined to go on talking, that I would have a brandy-and-soda. We were in the smoke-room by this time.

There ought to be an association, he continued, a kind of clearing-house for the collection and distribution of Christmas presents. One would give them a list of the people from whom to collect presents, and of the people to whom to send. Suppose they collected on my account twenty Christmas presents, value, say, ten pounds, while on the other hand they sent out for me thirty presents at a cost of fifteen pounds. They would debit me with the balance of five pounds, together with a small commission. I should pay it cheerfully, and there would be no further trouble. Perhaps one might even make a profit. The idea might include birthdays and weddings. A firm would do the business thoroughly. They would see that all your friends paid up — I mean sent presents; and they would not forget to send to your most important relative. There is only one member of our family capable of leaving a shilling; and of course if I forget to send to any one it is to him. When I remember him I generally make a muddle of the business. Two years ago I gave him a bath — I dont mean I washed him — an india-rubber thing, that he could pack in his portmanteau. I thought he would find it useful for travelling. Would you believe it, he took it as a personal affront, and wouldnt speak to me for a month, the snuffy old idiot.

I suppose the children enjoy it, I said.

Enjoy what? he asked.

Why, Christmas, I explained.

I dont believe they do, he snapped; nobody enjoys it. We excite them for three weeks beforehand, telling them what a good time they are going to have, over-feed them for two or three days, take them to something they do not want to see, but which we do, and then bully them for a fortnight to get them back into their normal condition. I was always taken to the Crystal Palace and Madame Tussauds when I was a child, I remember. How I did hate that Crystal Palace! Aunt used to superintend. It was always a bitterly cold day, and we always got into the wrong train, and travelled half the day before we got there. We never had any dinner. It never occurs to a woman that anybody can want their meals while away from home. She seems to think that nature is in suspense from the time you leave the house till the time you get back to it. A bun and a glass of milk was her idea of lunch for a school-boy. Half her time was taken up in losing us, and the other half in slapping us when she had found us. The only thing we really enjoyed was the row with the cabman coming home.

I rose to go.

Then you wont join that symposium? said B —— . It would be an easy enough thing to knock off—Why Christmas should be abolished.

It sounds simple, I answered. But how do you propose to abolish it? The lady editor of an advanced American magazine once set the discussion—Should sex be abolished? and eleven ladies and gentlemen seriously argued the question.

Leave it to die of inanition, said B —— ; the first step is to arouse public opinion. Convince the public that it should be abolished.

But why should it be abolished? I asked.

Great Scott! man, he exclaimed; dont you want it abolished?

Im not sure that I do, I replied.

Not sure, he retorted; you call yourself a journalist, and admit there is a subject under Heaven of which you are not sure!

It has come over me of late years, I replied. It used not to be my failing, as you know.

He glanced round to make sure we were out of earshot, then sunk his voice to a whisper.

Between ourselves, he said, Im not so sure of everything myself as I used to be. Why is it?

Perhaps we are getting older, I suggested.

He said—I started golf last year, and the first time I took the club in my hand I sent the ball a furlong. It seems an easy game, I said to the man who was teaching me. Yes, most people find it easy at the beginning, he replied dryly. He was an old golfer himself; I thought he was jealous. I stuck well to the game, and for about three weeks I was immensely pleased with myself. Then, gradually, I began to find out the difficulties. I feel I shall never make a good player. Have you ever gone through that experience?

Yes, I replied; I suppose that is the explanation. The game seems so easy at the beginning.

I left him to his lunch, and strolled westward, musing on the time when I should have answered that question of his about Christmas, or any other question, off-hand. That good youth time when I knew everything, when life presented no problems, dangled no doubts before me!

In those days, wishful to give the world the benefit of my wisdom, and seeking for a candle-stick wherefrom my brilliancy might be visible and helpful unto men, I arrived before a dingy portal in Chequers Street, St. Lukes, behind which a conclave of young men, together with a few old enough to have known better, met every Friday evening for the purpose of discussing and arranging the affairs of the universe. Speaking members were charged ten-and-sixpence per annum, which must have worked out at an extremely moderate rate per word; and gentlemen whose subscriptions were more than three months in arrear, became, by Rule seven, powerless for good or evil. We called ourselves The Stormy Petrels, and, under the sympathetic shadow of those wings, I laboured two seasons towards the reformation of the human race; until, indeed, our treasurer, an earnest young man, and a tireless foe of all that was conventional, departed for the East, leaving behind him a balance sheet, showing that the club owed forty-two pounds fifteen and fourpence, and that the subscriptions for the current year, amounting to a little over thirty-eight pounds, had been carried forward, but as to where, the report afforded no indication. Whereupon our landlord, a man utterly without ideals, seized our furniture, offering to sell it back to us for fifteen pounds. We pointed out to him that this was an extravagant price, and tendered him five.

The negotiations terminated with ungentlemanly language on his part, and The Stormy Petrels scattered, never to be foregathered together again above the troubled waters of humanity. Now-a-days, listening to the feeble plans of modern reformers, I cannot help but smile, remembering what was done in Chequers Street, St. Lukes, in an age when Mrs. Grundy still gave the law to literature, while yet the British matron was the guide to British art. I am informed that there is abroad the question of abolishing the House of Lords! Why, The Stormy Petrels abolished the aristocracy and the Crown in one evening, and then only adjourned for the purpose of appointing a committee to draw up and have ready a Republican Constitution by the following Friday evening. They talk of Empire lounges! We closed the doors of every music-hall in London eighteen years ago by twenty-nine votes to seventeen. They had a patient hearing, and were ably defended; but we found that the tendency of such amusements was anti-progressive, and against the best interests of an intellectually advancing democracy. I met the mover of the condemnatory resolution at the old Pav the following evening, and we continued the discussion over a bottle of Bass. He strengthened his argument by persuading me to sit out the whole of the three songs sung by the Lion Comique; but I subsequently retorted successfully, by bringing under his notice the dancing of a lady in blue tights and flaxen hair. I forget her name but never shall I cease to remember her exquisite charm and beauty. Ah, me! how charming and how beautiful artistes were in those golden days! Whence have they vanished? Ladies in blue tights and flaxen hair dance before my eyes to-day, but move me not, unless it be towards boredom. Where be the tripping witches of twenty years ago, whom to see once was to dream of for a week, to touch whose white hand would have been joy, to kiss whose red lips would have been to foretaste Heaven. I heard only the other day that the son of an old friend of mine had secretly married a lady from the front row of the ballet, and involuntarily I exclaimed, Poor devil! There was a time when my first thought would have been, Lucky beggar! is he worthy of her? For then the ladies of the ballet were angels. How could one gaze at them — from the shilling pit — and doubt it? They danced to keep a widowed mother in comfort, or to send a younger brother to school. Then they were glorious creatures a young man did well to worship; but now-a-days — 

It is an old jest. The eyes of youth see through rose-tinted glasses. The eyes of age are dim behind smoke-clouded spectacles. My flaxen friend, you are not the angel I dreamed you, nor the exceptional sinner some would paint you; but under your feathers, just a woman — a bundle of follies and failings, tied up with some sweetness and strength. You keep a brougham I am sure you cannot afford on your thirty shillings a week. There are ladies I know, in Mayfair, who have paid an extravagant price for theirs. You paint and you dye, I am told: it is even hinted you pad. Dont we all of us deck ourselves out in virtues that are not our own? When the paint and the powder, my sister, is stripped both from you and from me, we shall know which of us is entitled to look down on the other in scorn.

Forgive me, gentle Reader, for digressing. The lady led me astray. I was speaking of The Stormy Petrels, and of the reforms they accomplished, which were many. We abolished, I remember, capital punishment and war; we were excellent young men at heart. Christmas we reformed altogether, along with Bank Holidays, by a majority of twelve. I never recollect any proposal to abolish anything ever being lost when put to the vote. There were few things that we Stormy Petrels did not abolish. We attacked Christmas on grounds of expediency, and killed it by ridicule. We exposed the hollow mockery of Christmas sentiment; we abused the indigestible Christmas dinner, the tiresome Christmas party, the silly Christmas pantomime. Our funny member was side-splitting on the subject of Christmas Waits; our social reformer bitter upon Christmas drunkenness; our economist indignant upon Christmas charities. Only one argument of any weight with us was advanced in favour of the festival, and that was our leading cynics suggestion that it was worth enduring the miseries of Christmas, to enjoy the soul-satisfying comfort of the after reflection that it was all over, and could not occur again for another year.

But since those days when I was prepared to put this old world of ours to rights upon all matters, I have seen many sights and heard many sounds, and I am not quite so sure as I once was that my particular views are the only possibly correct ones. Christmas seems to me somewhat meaningless; but I have looked through windows in poverty-stricken streets, and have seen dingy parlours gay with many chains of coloured paper. They stretched from corner to corner of the smoke-grimed ceiling, they fell in clumsy festoons from the cheap gasalier, they framed the fly-blown mirror and the tawdry pictures; and I know tired hands and eyes worked many hours to fashion and fix those foolish chains, saying, It will please him — she will like to see the room look pretty; and as I have looked at them they have grown, in some mysterious manner, beautiful to me. The gaudy-coloured child and dog irritates me, I confess; but I have watched a grimy, inartistic personage, smoothing it affectionately with toil-stained hand, while eager faces crowded round to admire and wonder at its blatant crudity. It hangs to this day in its cheap frame above the chimney-piece, the one bright spot relieving those damp-stained walls; dull eyes stare and stare again at it, catching a vista, through its flashy tints, of the far-off land of art. Christmas Waits annoy me, and I yearn to throw open the window and fling coal at them — as once from the window of a high flat in Chelsea I did. I doubted their being genuine Waits. I was inclined to the opinion they were young men seeking excuse for making a noise. One of them appeared to know a hymn with a chorus, another played the concertina, while a third accompanied with a step dance. Instinctively I felt no respect for them; they disturbed me in my work, and the desire grew upon me to injure them. It occurred to me it would be good sport if I turned out the light, softly opened the window, and threw coal at them. It would be impossible for them to tell from which window in the block the coal came, and thus subsequent unpleasantness would be avoided. They were a compact little group, and with average luck I was bound to hit one of them.

I adopted the plan. I could not see them very clearly. I aimed rather at the noise; and I had thrown about twenty choice lumps without effect, and was feeling somewhat discouraged, when a yell, followed by language singularly unappropriate to the season, told me that Providence had aided my arm. The music ceased suddenly, and the party dispersed, apparently in high glee — which struck me as curious.

One man I noticed remained behind. He stood under the lamp-post, and shook his fist at the block generally.

Who threw that lump of coal? he demanded in stentorian tones.

To my horror, it was the voice of the man at Eighty-eight, an Irish gentleman, a journalist like myself. I saw it all, as the unfortunate hero always exclaims, too late, in the play. He — number Eighty-eight — also disturbed by the noise, had evidently gone out to expostulate with the rioters. Of course my lump of coal had hit him — him the innocent, the peaceful (up till then), the virtuous. That is the justice Fate deals out to us mortals here below. There were ten to fourteen young men in that crowd, each one of whom fully deserved that lump of coal; he, the one guiltless, got it — seemingly, so far as the dim light from the gas lamp enabled me to judge, full in the eye.

As the block remained silent in answer to his demand, he crossed the road and mounted the stairs. On each landing he stopped and shouted — 

Who threw that lump of coal? I want the man who threw that lump of coal. Out you come.

Now a good man in my place would have waited till number Eighty-eight arrived on his landing, and then, throwing open the door would have said with manly candour — 

I threw that lump of coal. I was-, He would not have got further, because at that point, I feel confident, number Eighty — eight would have punched his head. There would have been an unseemly fracas on the staircase, to the annoyance of all the other tenants and later, there would have issued a summons and a cross-summons. Angry passions would have been roused, bitter feeling engendered which might have lasted for years.

I do not pretend to be a good man. I doubt if the pretence would be of any use were I to try: I am not a sufficiently good actor. I said to myself, as I took off my boots in the study, preparatory to retiring to my bedroom—Number Eighty-eight is evidently not in a frame of mind to listen to my story. It will be better to let him shout himself cool; after which he will return to his own flat, bathe his eye, and obtain some refreshing sleep. In the morning, when we shall probably meet as usual on our way to Fleet Street, I will refer to the incident casually, and sympathize with him. I will suggest to him the truth — that in all probability some fellow-tenant, irritated also by the noise, had aimed coal at the Waits, hitting him instead by a regrettable but pure accident. With tact I may even be able to make him see the humour of the incident. Later on, in March or April, choosing my moment with judgment, I will, perhaps, confess that I was that fellow-tenant, and over a friendly brandy-and-soda we will laugh the whole trouble away.

As a matter of fact, that is what happened. Said number Eighty-eight — he was a big man, as good a fellow at heart as ever lived, but impulsive—Damned lucky for you, old man, you did not tell me at the time.

I felt, I replied, instinctively that it was a case for delay.

There are times when one should control ones passion for candour; and as I was saying, Christmas waits excite no emotion in my breast save that of irritation. But I have known Hark, the herald angels sing, wheezily chanted by fog-filled throats, and accompanied, hopelessly out of tune, by a cornet and a flute, bring a great look of gladness to a work-worn face. To her it was a message of hope and love, making the hard life taste sweet. The mere thought of family gatherings, so customary at Christmas time, bores us superior people; but I think of an incident told me by a certain man, a friend of mine. One Christmas, my friend, visiting in the country, came face to face with a woman whom in town he had often met amid very different surroundings. The door of the little farmhouse was open; she and an older woman were ironing at a table, and as her soft white hands passed to and fro, folding and smoothing the rumpled heap, she laughed and talked, concerning simple homely things. My friends shadow fell across her work, and she looking up, their eyes met; but her face said plainly, I do not know you here, and here you do not know me. Here I am a woman loved and respected. My friend passed in and spoke to the older woman, the wife of one of his hosts tenants, and she turned towards, and introduced the younger—My daughter, sir. We do not see her very often. She is in a place in London, and cannot get away. But she always spends a few days with us at Christmas.

It is the season for family re-unions, answered my friend with just the suggestion of a sneer, for which he hated himself.

Yes, sir, said the woman, not noticing; she has never missed her Christmas with us, have you, Bess?

No, mother, replied the girl simply, and bent her head again over her work.

So for these few days every year this woman left her furs and jewels, her fine clothes and dainty foods, behind her, and lived for a little space with what was clean and wholesome. It was the one anchor holding her to womanhood; and one likes to think that it was, perhaps, in the end strong enough to save her from the drifting waters. All which arguments in favour of Christmas and of Christmas customs are, I admit, purely sentimental ones, but I have lived long enough to doubt whether sentiment has not its legitimate place in the economy of life.


ON THE TIME WASTED IN LOOKING BEFORE ONE LEAPS
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HAVE YOU EVER noticed the going out of a woman?

When a man goes out, he says—Im going out, shant be long.

Oh, George, cries his wife from the other end of the house, dont go for a moment. I want you to— She hears a falling of hats, followed by the slamming of the front door.

Oh, George, youre not gone! she wails. It is but the voice of despair. As a matter of fact, she knows he is gone. She reaches the hall, breathless.

He might have waited a minute, she mutters to herself, as she picks up the hats, there were so many things I wanted him to do.

She does not open the door and attempt to stop him, she knows he is already half-way down the street. It is a mean, paltry way of going out, she thinks; so like a man.

When a woman, on the other hand, goes out, people know about it. She does not sneak out. She says she is going out. She says it, generally, on the afternoon of the day before; and she repeats it, at intervals, until tea-time. At tea, she suddenly decides that she wont, that she will leave it till the day after to-morrow instead. An hour later she thinks she will go to-morrow, after all, and makes arrangements to wash her hair overnight. For the next hour or so she alternates between fits of exaltation, during which she looks forward to going out, and moments of despondency, when a sense of foreboding falls upon her. At dinner she persuades some other woman to go with her; the other woman, once persuaded, is enthusiastic about going, until she recollects that she cannot. The first woman, however, convinces her that she can.

Yes, replies the second woman, but then, how about you, dear? You are forgetting the Joneses.

So I was, answers the first woman, completely non-plussed. How very awkward, and I cant go on Wednesday. I shall have to leave it till Thursday, now.

But I cant go Thursday, says the second woman.

Well, you go without me, dear, says the first woman, in the tone of one who is sacrificing a lifes ambition.

Oh no, dear, I should not think of it, nobly exclaims the second woman. We will wait and go together, Friday!

Ill tell you what well do, says the first woman. We will start early (this is an inspiration), and be back before the Joneses arrive.

They agree to sleep together; there is a lurking suspicion in both their minds that this may be their last sleep on earth. They retire early with a can of hot water. At intervals, during the night, one overhears them splashing water, and talking.

They come down very late for breakfast, and both very cross. Each seems to have argued herself into the belief that she has been lured into this piece of nonsense, against her better judgment, by the persistent folly of the other one. During the meal each one asks the other, every five minutes, if she is quite ready. Each one, it appears, has only her hat to put on. They talk about the weather, and wonder what it is going to do. They wish it would make up its mind, one way or the other. They are very bitter on weather that cannot make up its mind. After breakfast it still looks cloudy, and they decide to abandon the scheme altogether. The first woman then remembers that it is absolutely necessary for her, at all events, to go.

But there is no need for you to come, dear, she says.

Up to that point the second woman was evidently not sure whether she wished to go or whether she didnt. Now she knows.

Oh yes, Ill come, she says, then it will be over!

I am sure you dont want to go, urges the first woman, and I shall be quicker by myself. I am ready to start now.

The second woman bridles.

I shant be a couple of minutes, she retorts. You know, dear, its generally I who have to wait for you.

But youve not got your boots on, the first woman reminds her.

Well, they wont take ANY time, is the answer. But of course, dear, if youd really rather I did not come, say so. By this time she is on the verge of tears.

Of course, I would like you to come, dear, explains the first in a resigned tone. I thought perhaps you were only coming to please me.

Oh no, Id LIKE to come, says the second woman.

Well, we must hurry up, says the first; I shant be more than a minute myself, Ive merely got to change my skirt.

Half-an-hour later you hear them calling to each other, from different parts of the house, to know if the other one is ready. It appears they have both been ready for quite a long while, waiting only for the other one.

Im afraid, calls out the one whose turn it is to be down-stairs, its going to rain.

Oh, dont say that, calls back the other one.

Well, it looks very like it.

What a nuisance, answers the up-stairs woman; shall we put it off?

Well, what do YOU think, dear? replies the down-stairs.

They decide they will go, only now they will have to change their boots, and put on different hats.

For the next ten minutes they are still shouting and running about. Then it seems as if they really were ready, nothing remaining but for them to say Good-bye, and go.

They begin by kissing the children. A woman never leaves her house without secret misgivings that she will never return to it alive. One child cannot be found. When it is found it wishes it hadnt been. It has to be washed, preparatory to being kissed. After that, the dog has to be found and kissed, and final instructions given to the cook.

Then they open the front door.

Oh, George, calls out the first woman, turning round again. Are you there?

Hullo, answers a voice from the distance. Do you want me?

No, dear, only to say good-bye. Im going.

Oh, good-bye.

Good-bye, dear. Do you think its going to rain?

Oh no, I should not say so.

George.

Yes.

Have you got any money?

Five minutes later they come running back; the one has forgotten her parasol, the other her purse.

And speaking of purses, reminds one of another essential difference between the male and female human animal. A man carries his money in his pocket. When he wants to use it, he takes it out and lays it down. This is a crude way of doing things, a woman displays more subtlety. Say she is standing in the street, and wants fourpence to pay for a bunch of violets she has purchased from a flower-girl. She has two parcels in one hand, and a parasol in the other. With the remaining two fingers of the left hand she secures the violets. The question then arises, how to pay the girl? She flutters for a few minutes, evidently not quite understanding why it is she cannot do it. The reason then occurs to her: she has only two hands and both these are occupied. First she thinks she will put the parcels and the flowers into her right hand, then she thinks she will put the parasol into her left. Then she looks round for a table or even a chair, but there is not such a thing in the whole street. Her difficulty is solved by her dropping the parcels and the flowers. The girl picks them up for her and holds them. This enables her to feel for her pocket with her right hand, while waving her open parasol about with her left. She knocks an old gentlemans hat off into the gutter, and nearly blinds the flower-girl before it occurs to her to close it. This done, she leans it up against the flower-girls basket, and sets to work in earnest with both hands. She seizes herself firmly by the back, and turns the upper part of her body round till her hair is in front and her eyes behind. Still holding herself firmly with her left hand — did she let herself go, goodness knows where she would spin to; — with her right she prospects herself. The purse is there, she can feel it, the problem is how to get at it. The quickest way would, of course, be to take off the skirt, sit down on the kerb, turn it inside out, and work from the bottom of the pocket upwards. But this simple idea never seems to occur to her. There are some thirty folds at the back of the dress, between two of these folds commences the secret passage. At last, purely by chance, she suddenly discovers it, nearly upsetting herself in the process, and the purse is brought up to the surface. The difficulty of opening it still remains. She knows it opens with a spring, but the secret of that spring she has never mastered, and she never will. Her plan is to worry it generally until it does open. Five minutes will always do it, provided she is not flustered.

At last it does open. It would be incorrect to say that she opens it. It opens because it is sick of being mauled about; and, as likely as not, it opens at the moment when she is holding it upside down. If you happen to be near enough to look over her shoulder, you will notice that the gold and silver lies loose within it. In an inner sanctuary, carefully secured with a second secret spring, she keeps her coppers, together with a postage-stamp and a drapers receipt, nine months old, for elevenpence three-farthings.

I remember the indignation of an old Bus-conductor, once. Inside we were nine women and two men. I sat next the door, and his remarks therefore he addressed to me. It was certainly taking him some time to collect the fares, but I think he would have got on better had he been less bustling; he worried them, and made them nervous.

Look at that, he said, drawing my attention to a poor lady opposite, who was diving in the customary manner for her purse, they sit on their money, women do. Blest if you wouldnt think they was trying to atch it.

At length the lady drew from underneath herself an exceedingly fat purse.

Fancy riding in a bumpby bus, perched up on that thing, he continued. Think what a stamina they must have. He grew confidential. Ive seen one woman, he said, pull out from underneath er a street doorkey, a tin box of lozengers, a pencil-case, a whopping big purse, a packet of hair-pins, and a smelling-bottle. Why, you or me would be wretched, sitting on a plain door-knob, and them women goes about like that all day. I suppose they gets used to it. Drop em on an eider-down pillow, and theyd scream. The time it takes me to get tuppence out of them, why, its eart-breaking. First they tries one side, then they tries the other. Then they gets up and shakes theirselves till the bus jerks them back again, and there they are, a more opeless eap than ever. If I ad my way Id make every bus carry a female searcher as could overaul em one at a time, and take the money from em. Talk about the poor pickpocket. What I say is, that a man as finds his way into a womans pocket — well, he deserves what he gets.

But it was the thought of more serious matters that lured me into reflections concerning the over-carefulness of women. It is a theory of mine — wrong possibly; indeed I have so been informed — that we pick our way through life with too much care. We are for ever looking down upon the ground. Maybe, we do avoid a stumble or two over a stone or a brier, but also we miss the blue of the sky, the glory of the hills. These books that good men write, telling us that what they call success in life depends on our flinging aside our youth and wasting our manhood in order that we may have the means when we are eighty of spending a rollicking old age, annoy me. We save all our lives to invest in a South Sea Bubble; and in skimping and scheming, we have grown mean, and narrow, and hard. We will put off the gathering of the roses till tomorrow, to-day it shall be all work, all bargain-driving, all plotting. Lo, when to-morrow comes, the roses are blown; nor do we care for roses, idle things of small marketable value; cabbages are more to our fancy by the time to-morrow comes.

Life is a thing to be lived, not spent, to be faced, not ordered. Life is not a game of chess, the victory to the most knowing; it is a game of cards, ones hand by skill to be made the best of. Is it the wisest who is always the most successful? I think not. The luckiest whist-player I ever came across was a man who was never QUITE certain what were trumps, and whose most frequent observation during the game was I really beg your pardon, addressed to his partner; a remark which generally elicited the reply, Oh, dont apologize. Alls well that ends well. The man I knew who made the most rapid fortune was a builder in the outskirts of Birmingham, who could not write his name, and who, for thirty years of his life, never went to bed sober. I do not say that forgetfulness of trumps should be cultivated by whist-players. I think my builder friend might have been even more successful had he learned to write his name, and had he occasionally — not overdoing it — enjoyed a sober evening. All I wish to impress is, that virtue is not the road to success — of the kind we are dealing with. We must find other reasons for being virtuous; maybe, there are some. The truth is, life is a gamble pure and simple, and the rules we lay down for success are akin to the infallible systems with which a certain class of idiot goes armed each season to Monte Carlo. We can play the game with coolness and judgment, decide when to plunge and when to stake small; but to think that wisdom will decide it, is to imagine that we have discovered the law of chance. Let us play the game of life as sportsmen, pocketing our winnings with a smile, leaving our losings with a shrug. Perhaps that is why we have been summoned to the board and the cards dealt round: that we may learn some of the virtues of the good gambler; his self-control, his courage under misfortune, his modesty under the strain of success, his firmness, his alertness, his general indifference to fate. Good lessons these, all of them. If by the game we learn some of them our time on the green earth has not been wasted. If we rise from the table having learned only fretfulness and self-pity I fear it has been.

The grim Hall Porter taps at the door: Number Five hundred billion and twenty-eight, your boatman is waiting, sir.

So! is it time already? We pick up our counters. Of what use are they? In the country the other side of the river they are no tender. The blood-red for gold, and the pale-green for love, to whom shall we fling them? Here is some poor beggar longing to play, let us give them to him as we pass out. Poor devil! the game will amuse him — for a while.

Keep your powder dry, and trust in Providence, is the motto of the wise. Wet powder could never be of any possible use to you. Dry, it may be, WITH the help of Providence. We will call it Providence, it is a prettier name than Chance — perhaps also a truer.

Another mistake we make when we reason out our lives is this: we reason as though we were planning for reasonable creatures. It is a big mistake. Well-meaning ladies and gentlemen make it when they picture their ideal worlds. When marriage is reformed, and the social problem solved, when poverty and war have been abolished by acclamation, and sin and sorrow rescinded by an overwhelming parliamentary majority! Ah, then the world will be worthy of our living in it. You need not wait, ladies and gentlemen, so long as you think for that time. No social revolution is needed, no slow education of the people is necessary. It would all come about to-morrow, IF ONLY WE WERE REASONABLE CREATURES.

Imagine a world of reasonable beings! The Ten Commandments would be unnecessary: no reasoning being sins, no reasoning creature makes mistakes. There would be no rich men, for what reasonable man cares for luxury and ostentation? There would be no poor: that I should eat enough for two while my brother in the next street, as good a man as I, starves, is not reasonable. There would be no difference of opinion on any two points: there is only one reason. You, dear Reader, would find, that on all subjects you were of the same opinion as I. No novels would be written, no plays performed; the lives of reasonable creatures do not afford drama. No mad loves, no mad laughter, no scalding tears, no fierce unreasoning, brief-lived joys, no sorrows, no wild dreams — only reason, reason everywhere.

But for the present we remain unreasonable. If I eat this mayonnaise, drink this champagne, I shall suffer in my liver. Then, why do I eat it? Julia is a charming girl, amiable, wise, and witty; also she has a share in a brewery. Then, why does John marry Ann? who is short-tempered, to say the least of it, who, he feels, will not make him so good a house-wife, who has extravagant notions, who has no little fortune. There is something about Anns chin that fascinates him — he could not explain to you what. On the whole, Julia is the better-looking of the two. But the more he thinks of Julia, the more he is drawn towards Ann. So Tom marries Julia and the brewery fails, and Julia, on a holiday, contracts rheumatic fever, and is a helpless invalid for life; while Ann comes in for ten thousand pounds left to her by an Australian uncle no one had ever heard of.

I have been told of a young man, who chose his wife with excellent care. Said he to himself, very wisely, In the selection of a wife a man cannot be too circumspect. He convinced himself that the girl was everything a helpmate should be. She had every virtue that could be expected in a woman, no faults, but such as are inseparable from a woman. Speaking practically, she was perfection. He married her, and found she was all he had thought her. Only one thing could he urge against her — that he did not like her. And that, of course, was not her fault.

How easy life would be did we know ourselves. Could we always be sure that tomorrow we should think as we do today. We fall in love during a summer holiday; she is fresh, delightful, altogether charming; the blood rushes to our head every time we think of her. Our ideal career is one of perpetual service at her feet. It seems impossible that Fate could bestow upon us any greater happiness than the privilege of cleaning her boots, and kissing the hem of her garment — if the hem be a little muddy that will please us the more. We tell her our ambition, and at that moment every word we utter is sincere. But the summer holiday passes, and with it the holiday mood, and winter finds us wondering how we are going to get out of the difficulty into which we have landed ourselves. Or worse still, perhaps, the mood lasts longer than is usual. We become formally engaged. We marry — I wonder how many marriages are the result of a passion that is burnt out before the altar-rails are reached? — and three months afterwards the little lass is broken-hearted to find that we consider the lacing of her boots a bore. Her feet seem to have grown bigger. There is no excuse for us, save that we are silly children, never sure of what we are crying for, hurting one another in our play, crying very loudly when hurt ourselves.

I knew an American lady once who used to bore me with long accounts of the brutalities exercised upon her by her husband. She had instituted divorce proceedings against him. The trial came on, and she was highly successful. We all congratulated her, and then for some months she dropped out of my life. But there came a day when we again found ourselves together. One of the problems of social life is to know what to say to one another when we meet; every man and womans desire is to appear sympathetic and clever, and this makes conversation difficult, because, taking us all round, we are neither sympathetic nor clever — but this by the way.

Of course, I began to talk to her about her former husband. I asked her how he was getting on. She replied that she thought he was very comfortable.

Married again? I suggested.

Yes, she answered.

Serve him right, I exclaimed, and his wife too. She was a pretty, bright-eyed little woman, my American friend, and I wished to ingratiate myself. A woman who would marry such a man, knowing what she must have known of him, is sure to make him wretched, and we may trust him to be a curse to her.

My friend seemed inclined to defend him.

I think he is greatly improved, she argued.

Nonsense! I returned, a man never improves. Once a villain, always a villain.

Oh, hush! she pleaded, you mustnt call him that.

Why not? I answered. I have heard you call him a villain yourself.

It was wrong of me, she said, flushing. Im afraid he was not the only one to be blamed; we were both foolish in those days, but I think we have both learned a lesson.

I remained silent, waiting for the necessary explanation.

You had better come and see him for yourself, she added, with a little laugh; to tell the truth, I am the woman who has married him. Tuesday is my day, Number 2, K —— Mansions, and she ran off, leaving me staring after her.

I believe an enterprising clergyman who would set up a little church in the Strand, just outside the Law Courts, might do quite a trade, re-marrying couples who had just been divorced. A friend of mine, a respondent, told me he had never loved his wife more than on two occasions — the first when she refused him, the second when she came into the witness-box to give evidence against him.

You are curious creatures, you men, remarked a lady once to another man in my presence. You never seem to know your own mind.

She was feeling annoyed with men generally. I do not blame her, I feel annoyed with them myself sometimes. There is one man in particular I am always feeling intensely irritated against. He says one thing, and acts another. He will talk like a saint and behave like a fool, knows what is right and does what is wrong. But we will not speak further of him. He will be all he should be one day, and then we will pack him into a nice, comfortably-lined box, and screw the lid down tight upon him, and put him away in a quiet little spot near a church I know of, lest he should get up and misbehave himself again.

The other man, who is a wise man as men go, looked at his fair critic with a smile.

My dear madam, he replied, you are blaming the wrong person. I confess I do not know my mind, and what little I do know of it I do not like. I did not make it, I did not select it. I am more dissatisfied with it than you can possibly be. It is a greater mystery to me than it is to you, and I have to live with it. You should pity not blame me.

There are moods in which I fall to envying those old hermits who frankly, and with courageous cowardice, shirked the problem of life. There are days when I dream of an existence unfettered by the thousand petty strings with which our souls lie bound to Lilliputia land. I picture myself living in some Norwegian sater, high above the black waters of a rockbound fiord. No other human creature disputes with me my kingdom. I am alone with the whispering fir forests and the stars. How I live I am not quite sure. Once a month I could journey down into the villages and return laden. I should not need much. For the rest, my gun and fishing-rod would supply me. I would have with me a couple of big dogs, who would talk to me with their eyes, so full of dumb thought, and together we would wander over the uplands, seeking our dinner, after the old primitive fashion of the men who dreamt not of ten-course dinners and Savoy suppers. I would cook the food myself, and sit down to the meal with a bottle of good wine, such as starts a mans thoughts (for I am inconsistent, as I acknowledge, and that gift of civilization I would bear with me into my hermitage). Then in the evening, with pipe in mouth, beside my log-wood fire, I would sit and think, until new knowledge came to me. Strengthened by those silent voices that are drowned in the roar of Streetland, I might, perhaps, grow into something nearer to what it was intended that a man should be — might catch a glimpse, perhaps, of the meaning of life.

No, no, my dear lady, into this life of renunciation I would not take a companion, certainly not of the sex you are thinking of, even would she care to come, which I doubt. There are times when a man is better without the woman, when a woman is better without the man. Love drags us from the depths, makes men and women of us, but if we would climb a little nearer to the stars we must say good-bye to it. We men and women do not show ourselves to each other at our best; too often, I fear, at our worst. The womans highest ideal of man is the lover; to a man the woman is always the possible beloved. We see each others hearts, but not each others souls. In each others presence we never shake ourselves free from the earth. Match-making mother Nature is always at hand to prompt us. A woman lifts us up into manhood, but there she would have us stay. Climb up to me, she cries to the lad, walking with soiled feet in muddy ways; be a true man that you may be worthy to walk by my side; be brave to protect me, kind and tender, and true; but climb no higher, stay here by my side. The martyr, the prophet, the leader of the worlds forlorn hopes, she would wake from his dream. Her arms she would fling about his neck holding him down.

To the woman the man says, You are my wife. Here is your America, within these walls, here is your work, your duty. True, in nine hundred and ninety-nine cases out of every thousand, but men and women are not made in moulds, and the worlds work is various. Sometimes to her sorrow, a womans work lies beyond the home. The duty of Mary was not to Joseph.

The hero in the popular novel is the young man who says, I love you better than my soul. Our favourite heroine in fiction is the woman who cries to her lover, I would go down into Hell to be with you. There are men and women who cannot answer thus — the men who dream dreams, the women who see visions — impracticable people from the Bayswater point of view. But Bayswater would not be the abode of peace it is had it not been for such.

Have we not placed sexual love on a pedestal higher than it deserves? It is a noble passion, but it is not the noblest. There is a wider love by the side of which it is but as the lamp illumining the cottage, to the moonlight bathing the hills and valleys. There were two women once. This is a play I saw acted in the daylight. They had been friends from girlhood, till there came between them the usual trouble — a man. A weak, pretty creature not worth a thought from either of them; but women love the unworthy; there would be no over-population problem did they not; and this poor specimen, ill-luck had ordained they should contend for.

Their rivalry brought out all that was worst in both of them. It is a mistake to suppose love only elevates; it can debase. It was a mean struggle for what to an onlooker must have appeared a remarkably unsatisfying prize. The loser might well have left the conqueror to her poor triumph, even granting it had been gained unfairly. But the old, ugly, primeval passions had been stirred in these women, and the wedding-bells closed only the first act.

The second is not difficult to guess. It would have ended in the Divorce Court had not the deserted wife felt that a finer revenge would be secured to her by silence.

In the third, after an interval of only eighteen months, the man died — the first piece of good fortune that seems to have occurred to him personally throughout the play. His position must have been an exceedingly anxious one from the beginning. Notwithstanding his flabbiness, one cannot but regard him with a certain amount of pity — not unmixed with amusement. Most of lifes dramas can be viewed as either farce or tragedy according to the whim of the spectator. The actors invariably play them as tragedy; but then that is the essence of good farce acting.

Thus was secured the triumph of legal virtue and the punishment of irregularity, and the play might be dismissed as uninterestingly orthodox were it not for the fourth act, showing how the wronged wife came to the woman she had once wronged to ask and grant forgiveness. Strangely as it may sound, they found their love for one another unchanged. They had been long parted: it was sweet to hold each others hands again. Two lonely women, they agreed to live together. Those who knew them well in this later time say that their life was very beautiful, filled with graciousness and nobility.

I do not say that such a story could ever be common, but it is more probable than the world might credit. Sometimes the man is better without the woman, the woman without the man.


ON THE NOBILITY OF OURSELVES
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AN OLD ANGLICIZED Frenchman, I used to meet often in my earlier journalistic days, held a theory, concerning mans future state, that has since come to afford me more food for reflection than, at the time, I should have deemed possible. He was a bright-eyed, eager little man. One felt no Lotus land could be Paradise to him. We build our heaven of the stones of our desires: to the old, red-bearded Norseman, a foe to fight and a cup to drain; to the artistic Greek, a grove of animated statuary; to the Red Indian, his happy hunting ground; to the Turk, his harem; to the Jew, his New Jerusalem, paved with gold; to others, according to their taste, limited by the range of their imagination.

Few things had more terrors for me, when a child, than Heaven — as pictured for me by certain of the good folks round about me. I was told that if I were a good lad, kept my hair tidy, and did not tease the cat, I would probably, when I died, go to a place where all day long I would sit still and sing hymns. (Think of it! as reward to a healthy boy for being good.) There would be no breakfast and no dinner, no tea and no supper. One old lady cheered me a little with a hint that the monotony might be broken by a little manna; but the idea of everlasting manna palled upon me, and my suggestions, concerning the possibilities of sherbet or jumbles, were scouted as irreverent. There would be no school, but also there would be no cricket and no rounders. I should feel no desire, so I was assured, to do another angels dags by sliding down the heavenly banisters. My only joy would be to sing.

Shall we start singing the moment we get up in the morning? I asked.

There wont be any morning, was the answer. There will be no day and no night. It will all be one long day without end.

And shall we always be singing? I persisted.

Yes, you will be so happy, you will always want to sing.

Shant I ever get tired?

No, you will never get tired, and you will never get sleepy or hungry or thirsty.

And does it go on like that for ever?

Yes, for ever and ever.

Will it go on for a million years?

Yes, a million years, and then another million years, and then another million years after that. There will never be any end to it.

I can remember to this day the agony of those nights, when I would lie awake, thinking of this endless heaven, from which there seemed to be no possible escape. For the other place was equally eternal, or I might have been tempted to seek refuge there.

We grown-up folk, our brains dulled by the slowly acquired habit of not thinking, do wrong to torture children with these awful themes. Eternity, Heaven, Hell are meaningless words to us. We repeat them, as we gabble our prayers, telling our smug, self-satisfied selves that we are miserable sinners. But to the child, the intelligent stranger in the land, seeking to know, they are fearful realities. If you doubt me, Reader, stand by yourself, beneath the stars, one night, and SOLVE this thought, Eternity. Your next address shall be the County Lunatic Asylum.

My actively inclined French friend held cheerier views than are common of mans life beyond the grave. His belief was that we were destined to constant change, to everlasting work. We were to pass through the older planets, to labour in the greater suns.

But for such advanced career a more capable being was needed. No one of us was sufficient, he argued, to be granted a future existence all to himself. His idea was that two or three or four of us, according to our intrinsic value, would be combined to make a new and more important individuality, fitted for a higher existence. Man, he pointed out, was already a collection of the beasts. You and I, he would say, tapping first my chest and then his own, we have them all here — the ape, the tiger, the pig, the motherly hen, the gamecock, the good ant; we are all, rolled into one. So the man of the future, he will be made up of many men — the courage of one, the wisdom of another, the kindliness of a third.

Take a City man, he would continue, say the Lord Mayor; add to him a poet, say Swinburne; mix them with a religious enthusiast, say General Booth. There you will have the man fit for the higher life.

Garibaldi and Bismarck, he held, should make a very fine mixture, correcting one another; if needful, extract of Ibsen might be added, as seasoning. He thought that Irish politicians would mix admirably with Scotch divines; that Oxford Dons would go well with lady novelists. He was convinced that Count Tolstoi, a few Gaiety Johnnies (we called them mashers in those days), together with a humourist — he was kind enough to suggest myself — would produce something very choice. Queen Elizabeth, he fancied, was probably being reserved to go — let us hope in the long distant future — with Ouida. It sounds a whimsical theory, set down here in my words, not his; but the old fellow was so much in earnest that few of us ever thought to laugh as he talked. Indeed, there were moments on starry nights, as walking home from the office, we would pause on Waterloo Bridge to enjoy the witchery of the long line of the Embankment lights, when I could almost believe, as I listened to him, in the not impossibility of his dreams.

Even as regards this world, it would often be a gain, one thinks, and no loss, if some half-dozen of us were rolled together, or boiled down, or whatever the process necessary might be, and something made out of us in that way.

Have not you, my fair Reader, sometimes thought to yourself what a delightful husband Tom this, plus Harry that, plus Dick the other, would make? Tom is always so cheerful and good-tempered, yet you feel that in the serious moments of life he would be lacking. A delightful hubby when you felt merry, yes; but you would not go to him for comfort and strength in your troubles, now would you? No, in your hour of sorrow, how good it would be to have near you grave, earnest Harry. He is a good sort, Harry. Perhaps, after all, he is the best of the three — solid, staunch, and true. What a pity he is just a trifle commonplace and unambitious. Your friends, not knowing his sterling hidden qualities, would hardly envy you; and a husband that no other girl envies you — well, that would hardly be satisfactory, would it? Dick, on the other hand, is clever and brilliant. He will make his way; there will come a day, you are convinced, when a woman will be proud to bear his name. If only he were not so self-centred, if only he were more sympathetic.

But a combination of the three, or rather of the best qualities of the three — Toms good temper, Harrys tender strength, Dicks brilliant masterfulness: that is the man who would be worthy of you.

The woman David Copperfield wanted was Agnes and Dora rolled into one. He had to take them one after the other, which was not so nice. And did he really love Agnes, Mr. Dickens; or merely feel he ought to? Forgive me, but I am doubtful concerning that second marriage of Copperfields. Come, strictly between ourselves, Mr. Dickens, was not David, good human soul! now and again a wee bit bored by the immaculate Agnes? She made him an excellent wife, I am sure. SHE never ordered oysters by the barrel, unopened. It would, on any day, have been safe to ask Traddles home to dinner; in fact, Sophie and the whole rose-garden might have accompanied him, Agnes would have been equal to the occasion. The dinner would have been perfectly cooked and served, and Agnes sweet smile would have pervaded the meal. But AFTER the dinner, when David and Traddles sat smoking alone, while from the drawing-room drifted down the notes of high-class, elevating music, played by the saintly Agnes, did they never, glancing covertly towards the empty chair between them, see the laughing, curl-framed face of a very foolish little woman — one of those foolish little women that a wise man thanks God for making — and wish, in spite of all, that it were flesh and blood, not shadow?

Oh, you foolish wise folk, who would remodel human nature! Cannot you see how great is the work given unto childish hands? Think you that in well-ordered housekeeping and high-class conversation lies the whole making of a man? Foolish Dora, fashioned by clever old magician Nature, who knows that weakness and helplessness are as a talisman calling forth strength and tenderness in man, trouble yourself not unduly about those oysters nor the underdone mutton, little woman. Good plain cooks at twenty pounds a year will see to these things for us; and, now and then, when a windfall comes our way, we will dine together at a moderate-priced restaurant where these things are managed even better. Your work, Dear, is to teach us gentleness and kindliness. Lay your curls here, child. It is from such as you that we learn wisdom. Foolish wise folk sneer at you; foolish wise folk would pull up the useless lilies, the needless roses, from the garden, would plant in their places only serviceable wholesome cabbage. But the Gardener knowing better, plants the silly short-lived flowers; foolish wise folk, asking for what purpose.

As for Agnes, Mr. Dickens, do you know what she always makes me think of? You will not mind my saying? — the woman one reads about. Frankly, I dont believe in her. I do not refer to Agnes in particular, but the woman of whom she is a type, the faultless woman we read of. Women have many faults, but, thank God, they have one redeeming virtue — they are none of them faultless.

But the heroine of fiction! oh, a terrible dragon of virtue is she. May heaven preserve us poor men, undeserving though we be, from a life with the heroine of fiction. She is all soul, and heart, and intellect, with never a bit of human nature to catch hold of her by. Her beauty, it appals one, it is so painfully indescribable. Whence comes she, whither goes she, why do we never meet her like? Of women I know a goodish few, and I look among them for her prototype; but I find it not. They are charming, they are beautiful, all these women that I know. It would not be right for me to tell you, Ladies, the esteem and veneration with which I regard you all. You yourselves, blushing, would be the first to cheek my ardour. But yet, dear Ladies, seen even through my eyes, you come not near the ladies that I read about. You are not — if I may be permitted an expressive vulgarism — in the same street with them. Your beauty I can look upon, and retain my reason — for whatever value that may be to me. Your conversation, I admit, is clever and brilliant in the extreme; your knowledge vast and various; your culture quite Bostonian; yet you do not — I hardly know how to express it — you do not shine with the sixteen full-moon-power of the heroine of fiction. You do not — and I thank you for it — impress me with the idea that you are the only women on earth. You, even you, possess tempers of your own. I am inclined to think you take an interest in your clothes. I would not be sure, even, that you do not mingle a little of your own hair (you know what I mean) with the hair of your head. There is in your temperament a vein of vanity, a suggestion of selfishness, a spice of laziness. I have known you a trifle unreasonable, a little inconsiderate, slightly exacting. Unlike the heroine of fiction, you have a certain number of human appetites and instincts; a few human follies, perhaps, a human fault, or shall we say two? In short, dear Ladies, you also, even as we men, are the children of Adam and Eve. Tell me, if you know, where I may meet with this supernatural sister of yours, this woman that one reads about. She never keeps any one waiting while she does her back hair, she is never indignant with everybody else in the house because she cannot find her own boots, she never scolds the servants, she is never cross with the children, she never slams the door, she is never jealous of her younger sister, she never lingers at the gate with any cousin but the right one.

Dear me, where DO they keep them, these women that one reads about? I suppose where they keep the pretty girl of Art. You have seen her, have you not, Reader, the pretty girl in the picture? She leaps the six-barred gate with a yard and a half to spare, turning round in her saddle the while to make some smiling remark to the comic man behind, who, of course, is standing on his head in the ditch. She floats gracefully off Dieppe on stormy mornings. Her baigneuse — generally of chiffon and old point lace — has not lost a curve. The older ladies, bathing round her, look wet. Their dress clings damply to their limbs. But the pretty girl of Art dives, and never a curl of her hair is disarranged. The pretty girl of Art stands lightly on tip-toe and volleys a tennis-ball six feet above her head. The pretty girl of Art keeps the head of the punt straight against a stiff current and a strong wind. SHE never gets the water up her sleeve, and down her back, and all over the cushions. HER pole never sticks in the mud, with the steam launch ten yards off and the man looking the other way. The pretty girl of Art skates in high-heeled French shoes at an angle of forty-five to the surface of the ice, both hands in her muff. SHE never sits down plump, with her feet a yard apart, and says Ough. The pretty girl of Art drives tandem down Piccadilly, during the height of the season, at eighteen miles an hour. It never occurs to HER leader that the time has now arrived for him to turn round and get into the cart. The pretty girl of Art rides her bicycle through the town on market day, carrying a basket of eggs, and smiling right and left. SHE never throws away both her handles and runs into a cow. The pretty girl of Art goes trout fishing in open-work stockings, under a blazing sun, with a bunch of dew-bespangled primroses in her hair; and every time she gracefully flicks her rod she hauls out a salmon. SHE never ties herself up to a tree, or hooks the dog. SHE never comes home, soaked and disagreeable, to tell you that she caught six, but put them all back again, because they were merely two or three-pounders, and not worth the trouble of carrying. The pretty girl of Art plays croquet with one hand, and looks as if she enjoyed the game. SHE never tries to accidentally kick her ball into position when nobody is noticing, or stands it out that she is through a hoop that she knows she isnt.

She is a good, all-round sportswoman, is the pretty girl in the picture. The only thing I have to say against her is that she makes one dissatisfied with the girl out of the picture — the girl who mistakes a punt for a teetotum, so that you land feeling as if you had had a day in the Bay of Biscay; and who, every now and again, stuns you with the thick end of the pole: the girl who does not skate with her hands in her muff; but who, throwing them up to heaven, says, Im going, and who goes, taking care that you go with her: the girl who, as you brush her down, and try to comfort her, explains to you indignantly that the horse took the corner too sharply and never noticed the mile-stone; the girl whose hair sea water does NOT improve.

There can be no doubt about it: that is where they keep the good woman of Fiction, where they keep the pretty girl of Art.

Does it not occur to you, Messieurs les Auteurs, that you are sadly disturbing us? These women that are a combination of Venus, St. Cecilia, and Elizabeth Fry! you paint them for us in your glowing pages: it is not kind of you, knowing, as you must, the women we have to put up with.

Would we not be happier, we men and women, were we to idealize one another less? My dear young lady, you have nothing whatever to complain to Fate about, I assure you. Unclasp those pretty hands of yours, and come away from the darkening window. Jack is as good a fellow as you deserve; dont yearn so much. Sir Galahad, my dear — Sir Galahad rides and fights in the land that lies beyond the sunset, far enough away from this noisy little earth where you and I spend much of our time tittle-tattling, flirting, wearing fine clothes, and going to shows. And besides, you must remember, Sir Galahad was a bachelor: as an idealist he was wise. Your Jack is by no means a bad sort of knight, as knights go nowadays in this un-idyllic world. There is much solid honesty about him, and he does not pose. He is not exceptional, I grant you; but, my dear, have you ever tried the exceptional man? Yes, he is very nice in a drawing-room, and it is interesting to read about him in the Society papers: you will find most of his good qualities there: take my advice, dont look into him too closely. You be content with Jack, and thank heaven he is no worse. We are not saints, we men — none of us, and our beautiful thoughts, I fear, we write in poetry not action. The White Knight, my dear young lady, with his pure soul, his heroic heart, his lifes devotion to a noble endeavour, does not live down here to any great extent. They have tried it, one or two of them, and the world — you and I: the world is made up of you and I — has generally starved, and hooted them. There are not many of them left now: do you think you would care to be the wife of one, supposing one were to be found for you? Would you care to live with him in two furnished rooms in Clerkenwell, die with him on a chair bedstead? A century hence they will put up a statue to him, and you may be honoured as the wife who shared with him his sufferings. Do you think you are woman enough for that? If not, thank your stars you have secured, for your own exclusive use, one of us UNexceptional men, who knows no better than to admire you. YOU are not exceptional.

And in us ordinary men there is some good. It wants finding, that is all. We are not so commonplace as you think us. Even your Jack, fond of his dinner, his conversation four-cornered by the Sporting Press — yes, I agree he is not interesting, as he sits snoring in the easy-chair; but, believe it or not, there are the makings of a great hero in Jack, if Fate would but be kinder to him, and shake him out of his ease.

Dr. Jekyll contained beneath his ample waist-coat not two egos, but three — not only Hyde but another, a greater than Jekyll — a man as near to the angels as Hyde was to the demons. These well-fed City men, these Gaiety Johnnies, these plough-boys, apothecaries, thieves! within each one lies hidden the hero, did Fate, the sculptor, choose to use his chisel. That little drab we have noticed now and then, our way taking us often past the end of the court, there was nothing by which to distinguish her. She was not over-clean, could use coarse language on occasion — just the spawn of the streets: take care lest the cloak of our child should brush her.

One morning the district Coroner, not, generally speaking, a poet himself, but an adept at discovering poetry buried under unlikely rubbish-heaps, tells us more about her. She earned six shillings a week, and upon it supported a bed-ridden mother and three younger children. She was housewife, nurse, mother, breadwinner, rolled into one. Yes, there are heroines OUT of fiction.

So loutish Tom has won the Victoria Cross — dashed out under a storm of bullets and rescued the riddled flag. Who would have thought it of loutish Tom? The village alehouse one always deemed the goal of his endeavours. Chance comes to Tom and we find him out. To Harry the Fates were less kind. A neer-do-well was Harry — drank, knocked his wife about, they say. Bury him, we are well rid of him, he was good for nothing. Are we sure?

Let us acknowledge we are sinners. We know, those of us who dare to examine ourselves, that we are capable of every meanness, of every wrong under the sun. It is by the accident of circumstance, aided by the helpful watchfulness of the policeman, that our possibilities of crime are known only to ourselves. But having acknowledged our evil, let us also acknowledge that we are capable of greatness. The martyrs who faced death and torture unflinchingly for conscience sake, were men and women like ourselves. They had their wrong side. Before the small trials of daily life they no doubt fell as we fall. By no means were they the pick of humanity. Thieves many of them had been, and murderers, evil-livers, and evil-doers. But the nobility was there also, lying dormant, and their day came. Among them must have been men who had cheated their neighbours over the counter; men who had been cruel to their wives and children; selfish, scandal-mongering women. In easier times their virtue might never have been known to any but their Maker.

In every age and in every period, when and where Fate has called upon men and women to play the man, human nature has not been found wanting. They were a poor lot, those French aristocrats that the Terror seized: cowardly, selfish, greedy had been their lives. Yet there must have been good, even in them. When the little things that in their little lives they had thought so great were swept away from them, when they found themselves face to face with the realities; then even they played the man. Poor shuffling Charles the First, crusted over with weakness and folly, deep down in him at last we find the great gentleman.

I like to hear stories of the littleness of great men. I like to think that Shakespeare was fond of his glass. I even cling to the tale of that disgraceful final orgie with friend Ben Jonson. Possibly the story may not be true, but I hope it was. I like to think of him as poacher, as village neer-do-well, denounced by the local grammar-school master, preached at by the local J. P. of the period. I like to reflect that Cromwell had a wart on his nose; the thought makes me more contented with my own features. I like to think that he put sweets upon the chairs, to see finely-dressed ladies spoil their frocks; to tell myself that he roared with laughter at the silly jest, like any East End Arry with his Bank Holiday squirt of dirty water. I like to read that Carlyle threw bacon at his wife and occasionally made himself highly ridiculous over small annoyances, that would have been smiled at by a man of well-balanced mind. I think of the fifty foolish things a week I do, and say to myself, I, too, am a literary man.

I like to think that even Judas had his moments of nobility, his good hours when he would willingly have laid down his life for his Master. Perhaps even to him there came, before the journeys end, the memory of a voice saying—Thy sins be forgiven thee. There must have been good, even in Judas.

Virtue lies like the gold in quartz, there is not very much of it, and much pains has to be spent on the extracting of it. But Nature seems to think it worth her while to fashion these huge useless stones, if in them she may hide away her precious metals. Perhaps, also, in human nature, she cares little for the mass of dross, provided that by crushing and cleansing she can extract from it a little gold, sufficient to repay her for the labour of the world. We wonder why she troubles to make the stone. Why cannot the gold lie in nuggets on the surface? But her methods are secrets to us. Perchance there is a reason for the quartz. Perchance there is a reason for the evil and folly, through which run, unseen to the careless eye, the tiny veins of virtue.

Aye, the stone predominates, but the gold is there. We claim to have it valued. The evil that there is in man no tongue can tell. We are vile among the vile, a little evil people. But we are great. Pile up the bricks of our sins till the tower knocks at Heavens gate, calling for vengeance, yet we are great — with a greatness and a virtue that the untempted angels may not reach to. The written history of the human race, it is one long record of cruelty, of falsehood, of oppression. Think you the world would be spinning round the sun unto this day, if that written record were all? Sodom, God would have spared had there been found ten righteous men within its walls. The world is saved by its just men. History sees them not; she is but the newspaper, a report of accidents. Judge you life by that? Then you shall believe that the true Temple of Hymen is the Divorce Court; that men are of two classes only, the thief and the policeman; that all noble thought is but a politicians catchword. History sees only the destroying conflagrations, she takes no thought of the sweet fire-sides. History notes the wrong; but the patient suffering, the heroic endeavour, that, slowly and silently, as the soft processes of Nature re-clothing with verdure the passion-wasted land, obliterate that wrong, she has no eyes for. In the days of cruelty and oppression — not altogether yet of the past, one fears — must have lived gentle-hearted men and women, healing with their help and sympathy the wounds that else the world had died of. After the thief, riding with jingle of sword and spur, comes, mounted on his ass, the good Samaritan. The pyramid of the worlds evil — God help us! it rises high, shutting out almost the sun. But the record of mans good deeds, it lies written in the laughter of the children, in the light of lovers eyes, in the dreams of the young men; it shall not be forgotten. The fires of persecution served as torches to show Heaven the heroism that was in man. From the soil of tyranny sprang self-sacrifice, and daring for the Right. Cruelty! what is it but the vile manure, making the ground ready for the flowers of tenderness and pity? Hate and Anger shriek to one another across the ages, but the voices of Love and Comfort are none the less existent that they speak in whispers, lips to ear.

We have done wrong, oh, ye witnessing Heavens, but we have done good. We claim justice. We have laid down our lives for our friends: greater love hath no man than this. We have fought for the Right. We have died for the Truth — as the Truth seemed to us. We have done noble deeds; we have lived noble lives; we have comforted the sorrowful; we have succoured the weak. Failing, falling, making in our blindness many a false step, yet we have striven. For the sake of the army of just men and true, for the sake of the myriads of patient, loving women, for the sake of the pitiful and helpful, for the sake of the good that lies hidden within us, — spare us, O Lord.


ON THE MOTHERLINESS OF MAN

[image: img238.jpg]

IT WAS ONLY a piece of broken glass. From its shape and colour, I should say it had, in its happier days, formed portion of a cheap scent-bottle. Lying isolated on the grass, shone upon by the early morning sun, it certainly appeared at its best. It attracted him.

He cocked his head, and looked at it with his right eye. Then he hopped round to the other side, and looked at it with his left eye. With either optic it seemed equally desirable.

That he was an inexperienced young rook goes without saying. An older bird would not have given a second glance to the thing. Indeed, one would have thought his own instinct might have told him that broken glass would be a mistake in a birds nest. But its glitter drew him too strongly for resistance. I am inclined to suspect that at some time, during the growth of his family tree, there must have occurred a mesalliance, perhaps worse. Possibly a strain of magpie blood? — one knows the character of magpies, or rather their lack of character — and such things have happened. But I will not pursue further so painful a train: I throw out the suggestion as a possible explanation, that is all.

He hopped nearer. Was it a sweet illusion, this flashing fragment of rainbow; a beautiful vision to fade upon approach, typical of so much that is un-understandable in rook life? He made a dart forward and tapped it with his beak. No, it was real — as fine a lump of jagged green glass as any newly-married rook could desire, and to be had for the taking. SHE would be pleased with it. He was a well-meaning bird; the mere upward inclination of his tail suggested earnest though possibly ill-directed endeavour.

He turned it over. It was an awkward thing to carry; it had so very many corners. But he succeeded at last in getting it firmly between his beak, and in haste, lest some other bird should seek to dispute with him its possession, at once flew off with it.

A second rook who had been watching the proceedings from the lime tree, called to a third who was passing. Even with my limited knowledge of the language I found it easy to follow the conversation: it was so obvious.

Issachar!

Hallo!

What do you think? Zebulans found a piece of broken bottle. Hes going to line his nest with it.

No!

Gods truth. Look at him. There he goes, hes got it in his beak.

Well, Im —— !

And they both burst into a laugh.

But Zebulan heeded them not. If he overheard, he probably put down the whole dialogue to jealousy. He made straight for his tree. By standing with my left cheek pressed close against the window-pane, I was able to follow him. He is building in what we call the Paddock elms — a suburb commenced only last season, but rapidly growing. I wanted to see what his wife would say.

At first she said nothing. He laid it carefully down on the branch near the half-finished nest, and she stretched up her head and looked at it.

Then she looked at him. For about a minute neither spoke. I could see that the situation was becoming strained. When she did open her beak, it was with a subdued tone, that had a vein of weariness running through it.

What is it? she asked.

He was evidently chilled by her manner. As I have explained, he is an inexperienced young rook. This is clearly his first wife, and he stands somewhat in awe of her.

Well, I dont exactly know what its CALLED, he answered.

Oh.

No. But its pretty, isnt it? he added. He moved it, trying to get it where the sun might reach it. It was evident he was admitting to himself that, seen in the shade, it lost much of its charm.

Oh, yes; very pretty, was the rejoinder; perhaps youll tell me what youre going to do with it.

The question further discomforted him. It was growing upon him that this thing was not going to be the success he had anticipated. It would be necessary to proceed warily.

Of course, its not a twig, he began.

I see it isnt.

No. You see, the nest is nearly all twigs as it is, and I thought—

Oh, you did think.

Yes, my dear. I thought — unless you are of opinion that its too showy — I thought we might work it in somewhere.

Then she flared out.

Oh, did you? You thought that a good idea. An A1 prize idiot I seem to have married, I do. Youve been gone twenty minutes, and you bring me back an eight-cornered piece of broken glass, which you think we might work into the nest. Youd like to see me sitting on it for a month, you would. You think it would make a nice bed for the children to lie on. You dont think you could manage to find a packet of mixed pins if you went down again, I suppose. Theyd look pretty worked in somewhere, dont you think? — Here, get out of my way. Ill finish this nest by myself. She always had been short with him.

She caught up the offending object — it was a fairly heavy lump of glass — and flung it out of the tree with all her force. I heard it crash through the cucumber frame. That makes the seventh pane of glass broken in that cucumber frame this week. The couple in the branch above are the worst. Their plan of building is the most extravagant, the most absurd I ever heard of. They hoist up ten times as much material as they can possibly use; you might think they were going to build a block, and let it out in flats to the other rooks. Then what they dont want they fling down again. Suppose we built on such a principle? Suppose a human husband and wife were to start erecting their house in Piccadilly Circus, let us say; and suppose the man spent all the day steadily carrying bricks up the ladder while his wife laid them, never asking her how many she wanted, whether she didnt think he had brought up sufficient, but just accumulating bricks in a senseless fashion, bringing up every brick he could find. And then suppose, when evening came, and looking round, they found they had some twenty cart-loads of bricks lying unused upon the scaffold, they were to commence flinging them down into Waterloo Place. They would get themselves into trouble; somebody would be sure to speak to them about it. Yet that is precisely what those birds do, and nobody says a word to them. They are supposed to have a President. He lives by himself in the yew tree outside the morning-room window. What I want to know is what he is supposed to be good for. This is the sort of thing I want him to look into. I would like him to be worming underneath one evening when those two birds are tidying up: perhaps he would do something then. I have done all I can. I have thrown stones at them, that, in the course of nature, have returned to earth again, breaking more glass. I have blazed at them with a revolver; but they have come to regard this proceeding as a mere expression of light-heartedness on my part, possibly confusing me with the Arab of the Desert, who, I am given to understand, expresses himself thus in moments of deep emotion. They merely retire to a safe distance to watch me; no doubt regarding me as a poor performer, inasmuch as I do not also dance and shout between each shot. I have no objection to their building there, if they only would build sensibly. I want somebody to speak to them to whom they will pay attention.

You can hear them in the evening, discussing the matter of this surplus stock.

Dont you work any more, he says, as he comes up with the last load, youll tire yourself.

Well, I am feeling a bit done up, she answers, as she hops out of the nest and straightens her back.

Youre a bit peckish, too, I expect, he adds sympathetically. I know I am. We will have a scratch down, and be off.

What about all this stuff? she asks, while titivating herself; wed better not leave it about, it looks so untidy.

Oh, well soon get rid of that, he answers. Ill have that down in a jiffy.

To help him, she seizes a stick and is about to drop it. He darts forward and snatches it from her.

Dont you waste that one, he cries, thats a rare one, that is. You see me hit the old man with it.

And he does. What the gardener says, I will leave you to imagine.

Judged from its structure, the rook family is supposed to come next in intelligence to man himself. Judging from the intelligence displayed by members of certain human families with whom I have come in contact, I can quite believe it. That rooks talk I am positive. No one can spend half-an-hour watching a rookery without being convinced of this. Whether the talk be always wise and witty, I am not prepared to maintain; but that there is a good deal of it is certain. A young French gentleman of my acquaintance, who visited England to study the language, told me that the impression made upon him by his first social evening in London was that of a parrot-house. Later on, when he came to comprehend, he, of course, recognized the brilliancy and depth of the average London drawing-room talk; but that is how, not comprehending, it impressed him at first. Listening to the riot of a rookery is much the same experience. The conversation to us sounds meaningless; the rooks themselves would probably describe it as sparkling.

There is a Misanthrope I know who hardly ever goes into Society. I argued the question with him one day. Why should I? he replied; I know, say, a dozen men and women with whom intercourse is a pleasure; they have ideas of their own which they are not afraid to voice. To rub brains with such is a rare and goodly thing, and I thank Heaven for their friendship; but they are sufficient for my leisure. What more do I require? What is this Society of which you all make so much ado? I have sampled it, and I find it unsatisfying. Analyze it into its elements, what is it? Some person I know very slightly, who knows me very slightly, asks me to what you call an At Home. The evening comes, I have done my days work and I have dined. I have been to a theatre or concert, or I have spent a pleasant hour or so with a friend. I am more inclined for bed than anything else, but I pull myself together, dress, and drive to the house. While I am taking off my hat and coat in the hall, a man enters I met a few hours ago at the Club. He is a man I have very little opinion of, and he, probably, takes a similar view of me. Our minds have no thought in common, but as it is necessary to talk, I tell him it is a warm evening. Perhaps it is a warm evening, perhaps it isnt; in either case he agrees with me. I ask him if he is going to Ascot. I do not care a straw whether he is going to Ascot or not. He says he is not quite sure, but asks me what chance Passion Flower has for the Thousand Guineas. I know he doesnt value my opinion on the subject at a brass farthing — he would be a fool if he did, but I cudgel my brains to reply to him, as though he were going to stake his shirt on my advice. We reach the first floor, and are mutually glad to get rid of one another. I catch my hostess eye. She looks tired and worried; she would be happier in bed, only she doesnt know it. She smiles sweetly, but it is clear she has not the slightest idea who I am, and is waiting to catch my name from the butler. I whisper it to him. Perhaps he will get it right, perhaps he wont; it is quite immaterial. They have asked two hundred and forty guests, some seventy-five of whom they know by sight, for the rest, any chance passer-by, able, as the theatrical advertisements say, to dress and behave as a gentleman, would do every bit as well. Indeed, I sometimes wonder why people go to the trouble and expense of invitation cards at all. A sandwich-man outside the door would answer the purpose. Lady Tompkins, At Home, this afternoon from three to seven; Tea and Music. Ladies and Gentlemen admitted on presentation of visiting card. Afternoon dress indispensable. The crowd is the thing wanted; as for the items, well, tell me, what is the difference, from the Society point of view, between one man in a black frock-coat and another?

I remember being once invited to a party at a house in Lancaster Gate. I had met the woman at a picnic. In the same green frock and parasol I might have recognized her the next time I saw her. In any other clothes I did not expect to. My cabman took me to the house opposite, where they were also giving a party. It made no difference to any of us. The hostess — I never learnt her name — said it was very good of me to come, and then shunted me off on to a Colonial Premier (I did not catch his name, and he did not catch mine, which was not extraordinary, seeing that my hostess did not know it) who, she whispered to me, had come over, from wherever it was (she did not seem to be very sure) principally to make my acquaintance. Half through the evening, and by accident, I discovered my mistake, but judged it too late to say anything then. I met a couple of people I knew, had a little supper with them, and came away. The next afternoon I met my right hostess — the lady who should have been my hostess. She thanked me effusively for having sacrificed the previous evening to her and her friends; she said she knew how seldom I went out: that made her feel my kindness all the more. She told me that the Brazilian Ministers wife had told her that I was the cleverest man she had ever met. I often think I should like to meet that man, whoever he may be, and thank him.

But perhaps the butler does pronounce my name rightly, and perhaps my hostess actually does recognize me. She smiles, and says she was so afraid I was not coming. She implies that all the other guests are but as a feather in her scales of joy compared with myself. I smile in return, wondering to myself how I look when I do smile. I have never had the courage to face my own smile in the looking-glass. I notice the Society smile of other men, and it is not reassuring. I murmur something about my not having been likely to forget this evening; in my turn, seeking to imply that I have been looking forward to it for weeks. A few men shine at this sort of thing, but they are a small percentage, and without conceit I regard myself as no bigger a fool than the average male. Not knowing what else to say, I tell her also that it is a warm evening. She smiles archly as though there were some hidden witticism in the remark, and I drift away, feeling ashamed of myself. To talk as an idiot when you ARE an idiot brings no discomfort; to behave as an idiot when you have sufficient sense to know it, is painful. I hide myself in the crowd, and perhaps Ill meet a woman I was introduced to three weeks ago at a picture gallery. We dont know each others names, but, both of us feeling lonesome, we converse, as it is called. If she be the ordinary type of woman, she asks me if I am going on to the Johnsons. I tell her no. We stand silent for a moment, both thinking what next to say. She asks me if I was at the Thompsons the day before yesterday. I again tell her no. I begin to feel dissatisfied with myself that I was not at the Thompsons. Trying to get even with her, I ask her if she is going to the Browns next Monday. (There are no Browns, she will have to say, No.) She is not, and her tone suggests that a social stigma rests upon the Browns. I ask her if she has been to Barnums Circus; she hasnt, but is going. I give her my impressions of Barnums Circus, which are precisely the impressions of everybody else who has seen the show.

Or if luck be against me, she is possibly a smart woman, that is to say, her conversation is a running fire of spiteful remarks at the expense of every one she knows, and of sneers at the expense of every one she doesnt. I always feel I could make a better woman myself, out of a bottle of vinegar and a pennorth of mixed pins. Yet it usually takes one about ten minutes to get away from her.

Even when, by chance, one meets a flesh-and-blood man or woman at such gatherings, it is not the time or place for real conversation; and as for the shadows, what person in their senses would exhaust a single brain cell upon such? I remember a discussion once concerning Tennyson, considered as a social item. The dullest and most densely-stupid bore I ever came across was telling how he had sat next to Tennyson at dinner. I found him a most uninteresting man, so he confided to us; he had nothing to say for himself — absolutely nothing. I should like to resuscitate Dr. Samuel Johnson for an evening, and throw him into one of these At Homes of yours.

My friend is an admitted misanthrope, as I have explained; but one cannot dismiss him as altogether unjust. That there is a certain mystery about Societys craving for Society must be admitted. I stood one evening trying to force my way into the supper room of a house in Berkeley Square. A lady, hot and weary, a few yards in front of me was struggling to the same goal.

Why, remarked she to her companion, why do we come to these places, and fight like a Bank Holiday crowd for eighteenpenny-worth of food?

We come here, replied the man, whom I judged to be a philosopher, to say weve been here.

I met A —— the other evening, and asked him to dine with me on Monday. I dont know why I ask A —— to dine with me, but about once a month I do. He is an uninteresting man.

I cant, he said, Ive got to go to the B —— s; confounded nuisance, it will be infernally dull.

Why go? I asked.

I really dont know, he replied.

A little later B —— met me, and asked me to dine with him on Monday.

I cant, I answered, some friends are coming to us that evening. Its a duty dinner, you know the sort of thing.

I wish you could have managed it, he said, I shall have no one to talk to. The A —— s are coming, and they bore me to death.

Why do you ask him? I suggested.

Upon my word, I really dont know, he replied.

But to return to our rooks. We were speaking of their social instincts. Some dozen of them — the scallywags and bachelors of the community, I judge them to be — have started a Club. For a month past I have been trying to understand what the affair was. Now I know: it is a Club.

And for their Club House they have chosen, of course, the tree nearest my bedroom window. I can guess how that came about; it was my own fault, I never thought of it. About two months ago, a single rook — suffering from indigestion or an unhappy marriage, I know not — chose this tree one night for purposes of reflection. He woke me up: I felt angry. I opened the window, and threw an empty soda-water bottle at him. Of course it did not hit him, and finding nothing else to throw, I shouted at him, thinking to frighten him away. He took no notice, but went on talking to himself. I shouted louder, and woke up my own dog. The dog barked furiously, and woke up most things within a quarter of a mile. I had to go down with a boot-jack — the only thing I could find handy — to soothe the dog. Two hours later I fell asleep from exhaustion. I left the rook still cawing.

The next night he came again. I should say he was a bird with a sense of humour. Thinking this might happen, I had, however, taken the precaution to have a few stones ready. I opened the window wide, and fired them one after another into the tree. After I had closed the window, he hopped down nearer, and cawed louder than ever. I think he wanted me to throw more stones at him: he appeared to regard the whole proceeding as a game. On the third night, as I heard nothing of him, I flattered myself that, in spite of his bravado, I had discouraged him. I might have known rooks better.

What happened when the Club was being formed, I take it, was this:

Where shall we fix upon for our Club House? said the secretary, all other points having been disposed of. One suggested this tree, another suggested that. Then up spoke this particular rook:

Ill tell you where, said he, in the yew tree opposite the porch. And Ill tell you for why. Just about an hour before dawn a man comes to the window over the porch, dressed in the most comical costume you ever set eyes upon. Ill tell you what he reminds me of — those little statues that men use for decorating fields. He opens the window, and throws a lot of things out upon the lawn, and then he dances and sings. Its awfully interesting, and you can see it all from the yew tree.

That, I am convinced, is how the Club came to fix upon the tree next my window. I have had the satisfaction of denying them the exhibition they anticipated, and I cheer myself with the hope that they have visited their disappointment upon their misleader.

There is a difference between Rook Clubs and ours. In our clubs the respectable members arrive early, and leave at a reasonable hour; in Rook Clubs, it would appear, this principle is reversed. The Mad Hatter would have liked this Club — it would have been a club after his own heart. It opens at half-past two in the morning, and the first to arrive are the most disreputable members. In Rook-land the rowdy-dowdy, randy-dandy, rollicky-ranky boys get up very early in the morning and go to bed in the afternoon. Towards dawn, the older, more orderly members drop in for reasonable talk, and the Club becomes more respectable. The tree closes about six. For the first two hours, however, the goings-on are disgraceful. The proceedings, as often as not, open with a fight. If no two gentlemen can be found to oblige with a fight, the next noisiest thing to fall back upon is held to be a song. It is no satisfaction to me to be told that rooks cannot sing. I know that, without the trouble of referring to the natural history book. It is the rook who does not know it; HE thinks he can; and as a matter of fact, he does. You can criticize his singing, you can call it what you like, but you cant stop it — at least, that is my experience. The song selected is sure to be one with a chorus. Towards the end it becomes mainly chorus, unless the soloist be an extra powerful bird, determined to insist upon his rights.

The President knows nothing of this Club. He gets up himself about seven — three hours after all the others have finished breakfast — and then fusses round under the impression that he is waking up the colony, the fat-headed old fool. He is the poorest thing in Presidents I have ever heard of. A South American Republic would supply a better article. The rooks themselves, the married majority, fathers of families, respectable nestholders, are as indignant as I am. I hear complaints from all quarters.

Reflection comes to one as, towards the close of these chill afternoons in early spring, one leans upon the paddock gate watching the noisy bustling in the bare elms.

So the earth is growing green again, and love is come again unto the hearts of us old sober-coated fellows. Oh, Madam, your feathers gleam wondrous black, and your bonnie bright eye stabs deep. Come, sit by our side, and well tell you a tale such as rook never told before. Its the tale of a nest in a topmost bough, that sways in the good west wind. Its strong without, but its soft within, where the little green eggs lie safe. And there sits in that nest a lady sweet, and she caws with joy, for, afar, she sees the rook she loves the best. Oh, he has been east, and he has been west, and his crop it is full of worms and slugs, and they are all for her.

We are old, old rooks, so many of us. The white is mingling with the purple black upon our breasts. We have seen these tall elms grow from saplings; we have seen the old trees fall and die. Yet each season come to us again the young thoughts. So we mate and build and gather that again our old, old hearts may quiver to the thin cry of our newborn.

Mother Nature has but one care, the children. We talk of Love as the Lord of Life: it is but the Minister. Our novels end where Natures tale begins. The drama that our curtain falls upon, is but the prologue to her play. How the ancient Dame must laugh as she listens to the prattle of her children. Is Marriage a Failure? Is Life worth Living? The New Woman versus the Old. So, perhaps, the waves of the Atlantic discuss vehemently whether they shall flow east or west.

Motherhood is the law of the Universe. The whole duty of man is to be a mother. We labour: to what end? the children — the woman in the home, the man in the community. The nation takes thought for its future: why? In a few years its statesmen, its soldiers, its merchants, its toilers, will be gathered unto their fathers. Why trouble we ourselves about the future? The country pours its blood and treasure into the earth that the children may reap. Foolish Jacques Bonhomie, his addled brain full of dreams, rushes with bloody hands to give his blood for Liberty, Equality, Fraternity. He will not live to see, except in vision, the new world he gives his bones to build — even his spinning word-whipped head knows that. But the children! they shall live sweeter lives. The peasant leaves his fireside to die upon the battle-field. What is it to him, a grain in the human sand, that Russia should conquer the East, that Germany should be united, that the English flag should wave above new lands? the heritage his fathers left him shall be greater for his sons. Patriotism! what is it but the mother instinct of a people?

Take it that the decree has gone forth from Heaven: There shall be no more generations, with this life the world shall die. Think you we should move another hand? The ships would rot in the harbours, the grain would rot in the ground. Should we paint pictures, write books, make music? hemmed in by that onward creeping sea of silence. Think you with what eyes husband and wife would look on one another. Think you of the wooing — the spring of Love dried up; love only a pool of stagnant water.

How little we seem to realize this foundation of our life. Herein, if nowhere else, lies our eternity. This Ego shall never die — unless the human race from beginning to end be but a passing jest of the Gods, to be swept aside when wearied of, leaving room for new experiments. These features of mine — we will not discuss their aesthetic value — shall never disappear; modified, varied, but in essential the same, they shall continue in ever increasing circles to the end of Time. This temperament of mine — this good and evil that is in me, it shall grow with every age, spreading ever wider, combining, amalgamating. I go into my children and my childrens children, I am eternal. I am they, they are I. The tree withers and you clear the ground, thankful if out of its dead limbs you can make good firewood; but its spirit, its life, is in fifty saplings. The tree dies not, it changes.

These men and women that pass me in the street, this one hurrying to his office, this one to his club, another to his love, they are the mothers of the world to come.

This greedy trickster in stocks and shares, he cheats, he lies, he wrongs all men — for what? Follow him to his luxurious home in the suburbs: what do you find? A man with children on his knee, telling them stories, promising them toys. His anxious, sordid life, for what object is it lived? That these children may possess the things that he thinks good for them. Our very vices, side by side with our virtues, spring from this one root, Motherhood. It is the one seed of the Universe. The planets are but children of the sun, the moon but an offspring of the earth, stone of her stone, iron of her iron. What is the Great Centre of us all, life animate and inanimate — if any life be inanimate? Is the eternal universe one dim figure, Motherhood, filling all space?

This scheming Mother of Mayfair, angling for a rich son-in-law! Not a pleasing portrait to look upon, from one point of view. Let us look at it, for a moment, from another. How weary she must be! This is her third function to-night; the paint is running off her poor face. She has been snubbed a dozen times by her social superiors, openly insulted by a Duchess; yet she bears it with a patient smile. It is a pitiful ambition, hers: it is that her child shall marry money, shall have carriages and many servants, live in Park Lane, wear diamonds, see her name in the Society Papers. At whatever cost to herself, her daughter shall, if possible, enjoy these things. She could so much more comfortably go to bed, and leave the child to marry some well-to-do commercial traveller. Justice, Reader, even for such. Her sordid scheming is but the deformed child of Motherhood.

Motherhood! it is the gamut of Gods orchestra, savageness and cruelty at the one end, tenderness and self-sacrifice at the other.

The sparrow-hawk fights the hen: he seeking food for his brood, she defending hers with her life. The spider sucks the fly to feed its myriad young; the cat tortures the mouse to give its still throbbing carcase to her kittens, and man wrongs man for childrens sake. Perhaps when the riot of the world reaches us whole, not broken, we shall learn it is a harmony, each jangling discord fallen into its place around the central theme, Motherhood.


ON THE INADVISABILITY OF FOLLOWING ADVICE

[image: img238.jpg]

I WAS PACING the Euston platform late one winters night, waiting for the last train to Watford, when I noticed a man cursing an automatic machine. Twice he shook his fist at it. I expected every moment to see him strike it. Naturally curious, I drew near softly. I wanted to catch what he was saying. However, he heard my approaching footsteps, and turned on me. Are you the man, said he, who was here just now?

Just where? I replied. I had been pacing up and down the platform for about five minutes.

Why here, where we are standing, he snapped out. Where do you think here is — over there? He seemed irritable.

I may have passed this spot in the course of my peregrinations, if that is what you mean, I replied. I spoke with studied politeness; my idea was to rebuke his rudeness.

I mean, he answered, are you the man that spoke to me, just a minute ago?

I am not that man, I said; good-night.

Are you sure? he persisted.

One is not likely to forget talking to you, I retorted.

His tone had been most offensive. I beg your pardon, he replied grudgingly. I thought you looked like the man who spoke to me a minute or so ago.

I felt mollified; he was the only other man on the platform, and I had a quarter of an hour to wait. No, it certainly wasnt me, I returned genially, but ungrammatically. Why, did you want him?

Yes, I did, he answered. I put a penny in the slot here, he continued, feeling apparently the need of unburdening himself: wanted a box of matches. I couldnt get anything put, and I was shaking the machine, and swearing at it, as one does, when there came along a man, about your size, and — youre SURE it wasnt you?

Positive, I again ungrammatically replied; I would tell you if it had been. What did he do?

Well, he saw what had happened, or guessed it. He said, They are troublesome things, those machines; they want understanding. I said, They want taking up and flinging into the sea, thats what they want! I was feeling mad because I hadnt a match about me, and I use a lot. He said, They stick sometimes; the thing to do is to put another penny in; the weight of the first penny is not always sufficient. The second penny loosens the drawer and tumbles out itself; so that you get your purchase together with your first penny back again. I have often succeeded that way. Well, it seemed a silly explanation, but he talked as if he had been weaned by an automatic machine, and I was sawney enough to listen to him. I dropped in what I thought was another penny. I have just discovered it was a two-shilling piece. The fool was right to a certain extent; I have got something out. I have got this.

He held it towards me; I looked at it. It was a packet of Everton toffee.

Two and a penny, he remarked, bitterly. Ill sell it for a third of what it cost me.

You have put your money into the wrong machine, I suggested.

Well, I know that! he answered, a little crossly, as it seemed to me — he was not a nice man: had there been any one else to talk to I should have left him. It isnt losing the money I mind so much; its getting this damn thing, that annoys me. If I could find that idiot Id ram it down his throat.

We walked to the end of the platform, side by side, in silence.

There are people like that, he broke out, as we turned, people who will go about, giving advice. Ill be getting six months over one of them, Im always afraid. I remember a pony I had once. (I judged the man to be a small farmer; he talked in a wurzelly tone. I dont know if you understand what I mean, but an atmosphere of wurzels was the thing that somehow he suggested.) It was a thoroughbred Welsh pony, as sound a little beast as ever stepped. Id had him out to grass all the winter, and one day in the early spring I thought Id take him for a run. I had to go to Amersham on business. I put him into the cart, and drove him across; it is just ten miles from my place. He was a bit uppish, and had lathered himself pretty freely by the time we reached the town.

A man was at the door of the hotel. He says, Thats a good pony of yours.

Pretty middling, I says.

It doesnt do to over-drive em, when theyre young, he says.

I says, Hes done ten miles, and Ive done most of the pulling. I reckon Im a jolly sight more exhausted than he is.

I went inside and did my business, and when I came out the man was still there. Going back up the hill? he says to me.

Somehow, I didnt cotton to him from the beginning. Well, Ive got to get the other side of it, I says, and unless you know any patent way of getting over a hill without going up it, I reckon I am.

He says, You take my advice: give him a pint of old ale before you start.

Old ale, I says; why hes a teetotaler.

Never you mind that, he answers; you give him a pint of old ale. I know these ponies; hes a good un, but he aint set. A pint of old ale, and hell take you up that hill like a cable tramway, and not hurt himself.

I dont know what it is about this class of man. One asks oneself afterwards why one didnt knock his hat over his eyes and run his head into the nearest horse-trough. But at the time one listens to them. I got a pint of old ale in a hand-bowl, and brought it out. About half-a-dozen chaps were standing round, and of course there was a good deal of chaff.

Youre starting him on the downward course, Jim, says one of them. Hell take to gambling, rob a bank, and murder his mother. Thats always the result of a glass of ale, cording to the tracts.

He wont drink it like that, says another; its as flat as ditch water. Put a head on it for him.

Aint you got a cigar for him? says a third.

A cup of coffee and a round of buttered toast would do him a sight more good, a cold day like this, says a fourth.

Id half a mind then to throw the stuff away, or drink it myself; it seemed a piece of bally nonsense, giving good ale to a four-year-old pony; but the moment the beggar smelt the bowl he reached out his head, and lapped it up as though hed been a Christian; and I jumped into the cart and started off, amid cheers. We got up the hill pretty steady. Then the liquor began to work into his head. Ive taken home a drunken man more than once and theres pleasanter jobs than that. Ive seen a drunken woman, and theyre worse. But a drunken Welsh pony I never want to have anything more to do with so long as I live. Having four legs he managed to hold himself up; but as to guiding himself, he couldnt; and as for letting me do it, he wouldnt. First we were one side of the road, and then we were the other. When we were not either side, we were crossways in the middle. I heard a bicycle bell behind me, but I dared not turn my head. All I could do was to shout to the fellow to keep where he was.

I want to pass you, he sang out, so soon as he was near enough.

Well, you cant do it, I called back.

Why cant I? he answered. How much of the road do YOU want?

All of it and a bit over, I answered him, for this job, and nothing in the way.

He followed me for half-a-mile, abusing me; and every time he thought he saw a chance he tried to pass me. But the pony was always a bit too smart for him. You might have thought the brute was doing it on purpose.

Youre not fit to be driving, he shouted. He was quite right; I wasnt. I was feeling just about dead beat.

What do you think you are? he continued, the charge of the Light Brigade? (He was a common sort of fellow.) Who sent YOU home with the washing?

Well, he was making me wild by this time. Whats the good of talking to me? I shouted back. Come and blackguard the pony if you want to blackguard anybody. Ive got all I can do without the help of that alarm clock of yours. Go away, youre only making him worse.

Whats the matter with the pony? he called out.

Cant you see? I answered. Hes drunk.

Well, of course it sounded foolish; the truth often does.

One of yous drunk, he retorted; for two pins Id come and haul you out of the cart.

I wish to goodness he had; Id have given something to be out of that cart. But he didnt have the chance. At that moment the pony gave a sudden swerve; and I take it he must have been a bit too close. I heard a yell and a curse, and at the same instant I was splashed from head to foot with ditch water. Then the brute bolted. A man was coming along, asleep on the top of a cart-load of windsor chairs. Its disgraceful the way those wagoners go to sleep; I wonder there are not more accidents. I dont think he ever knew what had happened to him. I couldnt look round to see what became of him; I only saw him start. Half-way down the hill a policeman hollad to me to stop. I heard him shouting out something about furious driving. Half-a-mile this side of Chesham we came upon a girls school walking two and two — a crocodile they call it, I think. I bet you those girls are still talking about it. It must have taken the old woman a good hour to collect them together again.

It was market-day in Chesham; and I guess there has not been a busier market-day in Chesham before or since. We went through the town at about thirty miles an hour. Ive never seen Chesham so lively — its a sleepy hole as a rule. A mile outside the town I sighted the High Wycombe coach. I didnt feel I minded much; I had got to that pass when it didnt seem to matter to me what happened; I only felt curious. A dozen yards off the coach the pony stopped dead; that jerked me off the seat to the bottom of the cart. I couldnt get up, because the seat was on top of me. I could see nothing but the sky, and occasionally the head of the pony, when he stood upon his hind legs. But I could hear what the driver of the coach said, and I judged he was having trouble also.

Take that damn circus out of the road, he shouted. If hed had any sense hed have seen how helpless I was. I could hear his cattle plunging about; they are like that, horses — if they see one fool, then they all want to be fools.

Take it home, and tie it up to its organ, shouted the guard.

Then an old woman went into hysterics, and began laughing like an hyena. That started the pony off again, and, as far as I could calculate by watching the clouds, we did about another four miles at the gallop. Then he thought hed try to jump a gate, and finding, I suppose, that the cart hampered him, he started kicking it to pieces. Id never have thought a cart could have been separated into so many pieces, if I hadnt seen it done. When he had got rid of everything but half a wheel and the splashboard he bolted again. I remained behind with the other ruins, and glad I was to get a little rest. He came back later in the afternoon, and I was pleased to sell him the next week for a five-pound-note: it cost me about another ten to repair myself.

To this day I am chaffed about that pony, and the local temperance society made a lecture out of me. Thats what comes of following advice.

I sympathized with him. I have suffered from advice myself. I have a friend, a City man, whom I meet occasionally. One of his most ardent passions in life is to make my fortune. He button-holes me in Threadneedle Street. The very man I wanted to see, he says; Im going to let you in for a good thing. We are getting up a little syndicate. He is for ever getting up a little syndicate, and for every hundred pounds you put into it you take a thousand out. Had I gone into all his little syndicates, I could have been worth at the present moment, I reckon, two million five hundred thousand pounds. But I have not gone into all his little syndicates. I went into one, years ago, when I was younger. I am still in it; my friend is confident that my holding, later on, will yield me thousands. Being, however, hard-up for ready money, I am willing to part with my share to any deserving person at a genuine reduction, upon a cash basis. Another friend of mine knows another man who is in the know as regards racing matters. I suppose most people possess a friend of this type. He is generally very popular just before a race, and extremely unpopular immediately afterwards. A third benefactor of mine is an enthusiast upon the subject of diet. One day he brought me something in a packet, and pressed it into my hand with the air of a man who is relieving you of all your troubles.

What is it? I asked.

Open it and see, he answered, in the tone of a pantomime fairy.

I opened it and looked, but I was no wiser.

Its tea, he explained.

Oh! I replied; I was wondering if it could be snuff.

Well, its not exactly tea, he continued, its a sort of tea. You take one cup of that — one cup, and you will never care for any other kind of tea again.

He was quite right, I took one cup. After drinking it I felt I didnt care for any other tea. I felt I didnt care for anything, except to die quietly and inoffensively. He called on me a week later.

You remember that tea I gave you? he said.

Distinctly, I answered; Ive got the taste of it in my mouth now.

Did it upset you? he asked.

It annoyed me at the time, I answered; but thats all over now.

He seemed thoughtful. You were quite correct, he answered; it WAS snuff, a very special snuff, sent me all the way from India.

I cant say I liked it, I replied.

A stupid mistake of mine, he went on—I must have mixed up the packets!

Oh, accidents will happen, I said, and you wont make another mistake, I feel sure; so far as I am concerned.

We can all give advice. I had the honour once of serving an old gentleman whose profession it was to give legal advice, and excellent legal advice he always gave. In common with most men who know the law, he had little respect for it. I have heard him say to a would-be litigant — 

My dear sir, if a villain stopped me in the street and demanded of me my watch and chain, I should refuse to give it to him. If he thereupon said, Then I shall take it from you by brute force, I should, old as I am, I feel convinced, reply to him, Come on. But if, on the other hand, he were to say to me, Very well, then I shall take proceedings against you in the Court of Queens Bench to compel you to give it up to me, I should at once take it from my pocket, press it into his hand, and beg of him to say no more about the matter. And I should consider I was getting off cheaply.

Yet that same old gentleman went to law himself with his next-door neighbour over a dead poll parrot that wasnt worth sixpence to anybody, and spent from first to last a hundred pounds, if he spent a penny.

I know Im a fool, he confessed. I have no positive proof that it WAS his cat; but Ill make him pay for calling me an Old Bailey Attorney, hanged if I dont!

We all know how the pudding OUGHT to be made. We do not profess to be able to make it: that is not our business. Our business is to criticize the cook. It seems our business to criticize so many things that it is not our business to do. We are all critics nowadays. I have my opinion of you, Reader, and you possibly have your own opinion of me. I do not seek to know it; personally, I prefer the man who says what he has to say of me behind my back. I remember, when on a lecturing tour, the ground-plan of the hall often necessitated my mingling with the audience as they streamed out. This never happened but I would overhear somebody in front of me whisper to his or her companion—Take care, hes just behind you. I always felt so grateful to that whisperer.

At a Bohemian Club, I was once drinking coffee with a Novelist, who happened to be a broad-shouldered, athletic man. A fellow-member, joining us, said to the Novelist, I have just finished that last book of yours; Ill tell you my candid opinion of it. Promptly replied the Novelist, I give you fair warning — if you do, I shall punch your head. We never heard that candid opinion.

Most of our leisure time we spend sneering at one another. It is a wonder, going about as we do with our noses so high in the air, we do not walk off this little round world into space, all of us. The Masses sneer at the Classes. The morals of the Classes are shocking. If only the Classes would consent as a body to be taught behaviour by a Committee of the Masses, how very much better it would be for them. If only the Classes would neglect their own interests and devote themselves to the welfare of the Masses, the Masses would be more pleased with them.

The Classes sneer at the Masses. If only the Masses would follow the advice given them by the Classes; if only they would be thrifty on their ten shillings a week; if only they would all be teetotalers, or drink old claret, which is not intoxicating; if only all the girls would be domestic servants on five pounds a year, and not waste their money on feathers; if only the men would be content to work for fourteen hours a day, and to sing in tune, God bless the Squire and his relations, and would consent to be kept in their proper stations, all things would go swimmingly — for the Classes.

The New Woman pooh-poohs the Old; the Old Woman is indignant with the New. The Chapel denounces the Stage; the Stage ridicules Little Bethel; the Minor Poet sneers at the world; the world laughs at the Minor Poet.

Man criticizes Woman. We are not altogether pleased with woman. We discuss her shortcomings, we advise her for her good. If only English wives would dress as French wives, talk as American wives, cook as German wives! if only women would be precisely what we want them to be — patient and hard-working, brilliantly witty and exhaustively domestic, bewitching, amenable, and less suspicious; how very much better it would be for them — also for us. We work so hard to teach them, but they will not listen. Instead of paying attention to our wise counsel, the tiresome creatures are wasting their time criticizing us. It is a popular game, this game of school. All that is needful is a doorstep, a cane, and six other children. The difficulty is the six other children. Every child wants to be the schoolmaster; they will keep jumping up, saying it is their turn.

Woman wants to take the stick now, and put man on the doorstep. There are one or two things she has got to say to him. He is not at all the man she approves of. He must begin by getting rid of all his natural desires and propensities; that done, she will take him in hand and make of him — not a man, but something very much superior.

It would be the best of all possible worlds if everybody would only follow our advice. I wonder, would Jerusalem have been the cleanly city it is reported, if, instead of troubling himself concerning his own twopenny-halfpenny doorstep, each citizen had gone out into the road and given eloquent lectures to all the other inhabitants on the subject of sanitation?

We have taken to criticizing the Creator Himself of late. The world is wrong, we are wrong. If only He had taken our advice, during those first six days!

Why do I seem to have been scooped out and filled up with lead? Why do I hate the smell of bacon, and feel that nobody cares for me? It is because champagne and lobsters have been made wrong.

Why do Edwin and Angelina quarrel? It is because Edwin has been given a fine, high-spirited nature that will not brook contradiction; while Angelina, poor girl, has been cursed with contradictory instincts.

Why is excellent Mr. Jones brought down next door to beggary? Mr. Jones had an income of a thousand a year, secured by the Funds. But there came along a wicked Company promoter (why are wicked Company promoters permitted?) with a prospectus, telling good Mr. Jones how to obtain a hundred per cent. for his money by investing it in some scheme for the swindling of Mr. Joness fellow-citizens.

The scheme does not succeed; the people swindled turn out, contrary to the promise of the prospectus, to be Mr. Jones and his fellow-investors. Why does Heaven allow these wrongs?

Why does Mrs. Brown leave her husband and children, to run off with the New Doctor? It is because an ill-advised Creator has given Mrs. Brown and the New Doctor unduly strong emotions. Neither Mrs. Brown nor the New Doctor are to be blamed. If any human being be answerable it is, probably, Mrs. Browns grandfather, or some early ancestor of the New Doctors.

We shall criticize Heaven when we get there. I doubt if any of us will be pleased with the arrangements; we have grown so exceedingly critical.

It was once said of a very superior young man that he seemed to be under the impression that God Almighty had made the universe chiefly to hear what he would say about it. Consciously or unconsciously, most of us are of this way of thinking. It is an age of mutual improvement societies — a delightful idea, everybodys business being to improve everybody else; of amateur parliaments, of literary councils, of playgoers clubs.

First Night criticism seems to have died out of late, the Student of the Drama having come to the conclusion, possibly, that plays are not worth criticizing. But in my young days we were very earnest at this work. We went to the play, less with the selfish desire of enjoying our evening, than with the noble aim of elevating the Stage. Maybe we did good, maybe we were needed — let us think so. Certain it is, many of the old absurdities have disappeared from the Theatre, and our rough-and-ready criticism may have helped the happy dispatch. A folly is often served by an unwise remedy.

The dramatist in those days had to reckon with his audience. Gallery and Pit took an interest in his work such as Galleries and Pits no longer take. I recollect witnessing the production of a very blood-curdling melodrama at, I think, the old Queens Theatre. The heroine had been given by the author a quite unnecessary amount of conversation, so we considered. The woman, whenever she appeared on the stage, talked by the yard; she could not do a simple little thing like cursing the Villain under about twenty lines. When the hero asked her if she loved him she stood up and made a speech about it that lasted three minutes by the watch. One dreaded to see her open her mouth. In the Third Act, somebody got hold of her and shut her up in a dungeon. He was not a nice man, speaking generally, but we felt he was the man for the situation, and the house cheered him to the echo. We flattered ourselves we had got rid of her for the rest of the evening. Then some fool of a turnkey came along, and she appealed to him, through the grating, to let her out for a few minutes. The turnkey, a good but soft-hearted man, hesitated.

Dont you do it, shouted one earnest Student of the Drama, from the Gallery; shes all right. Keep her there!

The old idiot paid no attention to our advice; he argued the matter to himself. Tis but a trifling request, he remarked; and it will make her happy.

Yes, but what about us? replied the same voice from the Gallery. You dont know her. Youve only just come on; weve been listening to her all the evening. Shes quiet now, you let her be.

Oh, let me out, if only for one moment! shrieked the poor woman. I have something that I must say to my child.

Write it on a bit of paper, and pass it out, suggested a voice from the Pit. Well see that he gets it.

Shall I keep a mother from her dying child? mused the turnkey. No, it would be inhuman.

No, it wouldnt, persisted the voice of the Pit; not in this instance. Its too much talk that has made the poor child ill.

The turnkey would not be guided by us. He opened the cell door amidst the execrations of the whole house. She talked to her child for about five minutes, at the end of which time it died.

Ah, he is dead! shrieked the distressed parent.

Lucky beggar! was the unsympathetic rejoinder of the house.

Sometimes the criticism of the audience would take the form of remarks, addressed by one gentleman to another. We had been listening one night to a play in which action seemed to be unnecessarily subordinated to dialogue, and somewhat poor dialogue at that. Suddenly, across the wearying talk from the stage, came the stentorian whisper — 

Jim!

Hallo!

Wake me up when the play begins.

This was followed by an ostentatious sound as of snoring. Then the voice of the second speaker was heard — 

Sammy!

His friend appeared to awake.

Eh? Yes? Whats up? Has anything happened?

Wake you up at half-past eleven in any event, I suppose?

Thanks, do, sonny. And the critic slept again.

Yes, we took an interest in our plays then. I wonder shall I ever enjoy the British Drama again as I enjoyed it in those days? Shall I ever enjoy a supper again as I enjoyed the tripe and onions washed down with bitter beer at the bar of the old Albion? I have tried many suppers after the theatre since then, and some, when friends have been in generous mood, have been expensive and elaborate. The cook may have come from Paris, his portrait may be in the illustrated papers, his salary may be reckoned by hundreds; but there is something wrong with his art, for all that, I miss a flavour in his meats. There is a sauce lacking.

Nature has her coinage, and demands payment in her own currency. At Natures shop it is you yourself must pay. Your unearned increment, your inherited fortune, your luck, are not legal tenders across her counter.

You want a good appetite. Nature is quite willing to supply you. Certainly, sir, she replies, I can do you a very excellent article indeed. I have here a real genuine hunger and thirst that will make your meal a delight to you. You shall eat heartily and with zest, and you shall rise from the table refreshed, invigorated, and cheerful.

Just the very thing I want, exclaims the gourmet delightedly. Tell me the price.

The price, answers Mrs. Nature, is one long days hard work.

The customers face falls; he handles nervously his heavy purse.

Cannot I pay for it in money? he asks. I dont like work, but I am a rich man, I can afford to keep French cooks, to purchase old wines.

Nature shakes her head.

I cannot take your cheques, tissue and nerve are my charges. For these I can give you an appetite that will make a rump-steak and a tankard of ale more delicious to you than any dinner that the greatest chef in Europe could put before you. I can even promise you that a hunk of bread and cheese shall be a banquet to you; but you must pay my price in my money; I do not deal in yours.

And next the Dilettante enters, demanding a taste for Art and Literature, and this also Nature is quite prepared to supply.

I can give you true delight in all these things, she answers. Music shall be as wings to you, lifting you above the turmoil of the world. Through Art you shall catch a glimpse of Truth. Along the pleasant paths of Literature you shall walk as beside still waters.

And your charge? cries the delighted customer.

These things are somewhat expensive, replies Nature. I want from you a life lived simply, free from all desire of worldly success, a life from which passion has been lived out; a life to which appetite has been subdued.

But you mistake, my dear lady, replies the Dilettante; I have many friends, possessed of taste, and they are men who do not pay this price for it. Their houses are full of beautiful pictures, they rave about nocturnes and symphonies, their shelves are packed with first editions. Yet they are men of luxury and wealth and fashion. They trouble much concerning the making of money, and Society is their heaven. Cannot I be as one of these?

I do not deal in the tricks of apes, answers Nature coldly; the culture of these friends of yours is a mere pose, a fashion of the hour, their talk mere parrot chatter. Yes, you can purchase such culture as this, and pretty cheaply, but a passion for skittles would be of more service to you, and bring you more genuine enjoyment. My goods are of a different class. I fear we waste each others time.

And next comes the boy, asking with a blush for love, and Natures motherly old heart goes out to him, for it is an article she loves to sell, and she loves those who come to purchase it of her. So she leans across the counter, smiling, and tells him that she has the very thing he wants, and he, trembling with excitement, likewise asks the figure.

It costs a good deal, explains Nature, but in no discouraging tone; it is the most expensive thing in all my shop.

I am rich, replies the lad. My father worked hard and saved, and he has left me all his wealth. I have stocks and shares, and lands and factories; and will pay any price in reason for this thing.

But Nature, looking graver, lays her hand upon his arm.

Put by your purse, boy, she says, my price is not a price in reason, nor is gold the metal that I deal in. There are many shops in various streets where your bank-notes will be accepted. But if you will take an old womans advice, you will not go to them. The thing they will sell you will bring sorrow and do evil to you. It is cheap enough, but, like all things cheap, it is not worth the buying. No man purchases it, only the fool.

And what is the cost of the thing YOU sell then? asks the lad.

Self-forgetfulness, tenderness, strength, answers the old Dame; the love of all things that are of good repute, the hate of all things evil — courage, sympathy, self-respect, these things purchase love. Put by your purse, lad, it will serve you in other ways, but it will not buy for you the goods upon my shelves.

Then am I no better off than the poor man? demands the lad.

I know not wealth or poverty as you understand it, answers Nature. Here I exchange realities only for realities. You ask for my treasures, I ask for your brain and heart in exchange — yours, boy, not your fathers, not anothers.

And this price, he argues, how shall I obtain it?

Go about the world, replies the great Lady. Labour, suffer, help. Come back to me when you have earned your wages, and according to how much you bring me so we will do business.

Is real wealth so unevenly distributed as we think? Is not Fate the true Socialist? Who is the rich man, who the poor? Do we know? Does even the man himself know? Are we not striving for the shadow, missing the substance? Take life at its highest; which was the happier man, rich Solomon or poor Socrates? Solomon seems to have had most things that most men most desire — maybe too much of some for his own comfort. Socrates had little beyond what he carried about with him, but that was a good deal. According to our scales, Solomon should have been one of the happiest men that ever lived, Socrates one of the most wretched. But was it so?

Or taking life at its lowest, with pleasure its only goal. Is my lord Tom Noddy, in the stalls, so very much jollier than Arry in the gallery? Were beer ten shillings the bottle, and champagne fourpence a quart, which, think you, we should clamour for? If every West End Club had its skittle alley, and billiards could only be played in East End pubs, which game, my lord, would you select? Is the air of Berkeley Square so much more joy-giving than the atmosphere of Seven Dials? I find myself a piquancy in the air of Seven Dials, missing from Berkeley Square. Is there so vast a difference between horse-hair and straw, when you are tired? Is happiness multiplied by the number of rooms in ones house? Are Lady Ermintrudes lips so very much sweeter than Sallys of the Alley? What IS success in life?


ON THE PLAYING OF MARCHES AT THE FUNERALS OF MARIONETTES
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HE BEGAN THE day badly. He took me out and lost me. It would be so much better, would he consent to the usual arrangement, and allow me to take him out. I am far the abler leader: I say it without conceit. I am older than he is, and I am less excitable. I do not stop and talk with every person I meet, and then forget where I am. I do less to distract myself: I rarely fight, I never feel I want to run after cats, I take but little pleasure in frightening children. I have nothing to think about but the walk, and the getting home again. If, as I say, he would give up taking me out, and let me take him out, there would be less trouble all round. But into this I have never been able to persuade him.

He had mislaid me once or twice, but in Sloane Square he lost me entirely. When he loses me, he stands and barks for me. If only he would remain where he first barked, I might find my way to him; but, before I can cross the road, he is barking half-way down the next street. I am not so young as I was and I sometimes think he exercises me more than is good for me. I could see him from where I was standing in the Kings Road. Evidently he was most indignant. I was too far off to distinguish the barks, but I could guess what he was saying — 

Damn that man, hes off again.

He made inquiries of a passing dog — 

You havent smelt my man about anywhere, have you?

(A dog, of course, would never speak of SEEING anybody or anything, smell being his leading sense. Reaching the top of a hill, he would say to his companion—Lovely smell from here, I always think; I could sit and sniff here all the afternoon. Or, proposing a walk, he would say—I like the road by the canal, dont you? Theres something interesting to catch your nose at every turn.)

No, I havent smelt any man in particular, answered the other dog. What sort of a smelling man is yours?

Oh, an egg-and-bacony sort of a man, with a dash of soap about him.

Thats nothing to go by, retorted the other; most men would answer to that description, this time of the morning. Where were you when you last noticed him?

At this moment he caught sight of me, and came up, pleased to find me, but vexed with me for having got lost.

Oh, here you are, he barked; didnt you see me go round the corner? Do keep closer. Bothered if half my time isnt taken up, finding you and losing you again.

The incident appeared to have made him bad-tempered; he was just in the humour for a row of any sort. At the top of Sloane Street a stout military-looking gentleman started running after the Chelsea bus. With a Hooroo William Smith was after him. Had the old gentleman taken no notice, all would have been well. A butcher boy, driving just behind, would — I could read it in his eye — have caught Smith a flick as he darted into the road, which would have served him right; the old gentleman would have captured his bus; and the affair would have been ended. Unfortunately, he was that type of retired military man all gout and curry and no sense. He stopped to swear at the dog. That, of course, was what Smith wanted. It is not often he gets a scrimmage with a full-grown man. Theyre a poor-spirited lot, most of them, he thinks; they wont even answer you back. I like a man who shows a bit of pluck. He was frenzied with delight at his success. He flew round his victim, weaving whooping circles and curves that paralyzed the old gentleman as though they had been the mystic figures of a Merlin. The colonel clubbed his umbrella, and attempted to defend himself. I called to the dog, I gave good advice to the colonel (I judged him to be a colonel; the louder he spoke, the less one could understand him), but both were too excited to listen to me. A sympathetic bus driver leaned over, and whispered hoarse counsel.

Ketch im by the tail, sir, he advised the old gentleman; dont you be afraid of him; you ketch im firmly by the tail.

A milkman, on the other hand, sought rather to encourage Smith, shouting as he passed — 

Good dog, kill him!

A child, brained within an inch by the old gentlemans umbrella, began to cry. The nurse told the old gentleman he was a fool — a remark which struck me as singularly apt The old gentleman gasped back that perambulators were illegal on the pavement; and, between his exercises, inquired after myself. A crowd began to collect; and a policeman strolled up.

It was not the right thing: I do not defend myself; but, at this point, the temptation came to me to desert William Smith. He likes a street row, I dont. These things are matters of temperament. I have also noticed that he has the happy instinct of knowing when to disappear from a crisis, and the ability to do so; mysteriously turning up, quarter of a mile off, clad in a peaceful and pre-occupied air, and to all appearances another and a better dog.

Consoling myself with the reflection that I could be of no practical assistance to him and remembering with some satisfaction that, by a fortunate accident, he was without his collar, which bears my name and address, I slipped round the off side of a Vauxhall bus, making no attempt at ostentation, and worked my way home through Lowndes Square and the Park.

Five minutes after I had sat down to lunch, he flung open the dining-room door, and marched in. It is his customary entrance. In a previous state of existence, his soul was probably that of an Actor-Manager.

From his exuberant self-satisfaction, I was inclined to think he must have succeeded in following the milkmans advice; at all events, I have not seen the colonel since. His bad temper had disappeared, but his uppishness had, if possible, increased. Previous to his return, I had given The OShannon a biscuit. The OShannon had been insulted; he did not want a dog biscuit; if he could not have a grilled kidney he did not want anything. He had thrown the biscuit on the floor. Smith saw it and made for it. Now Smith never eats biscuits. I give him one occasionally, and he at once proceeds to hide it. He is a thrifty dog; he thinks of the future. You never know what may happen, he says; suppose the Guvnor dies, or goes mad, or bankrupt, I may be glad even of this biscuit; Ill put it under the door-mat — no, I wont, somebody will find it there. Ill scratch a hole in the tennis lawn, and bury it there. Thats a good idea; perhaps itll grow! Once I caught him hiding it in my study, behind the shelf devoted to my own books. It offended me, his doing that; the argument was so palpable. Generally, wherever he hides it somebody finds it. We find it under our pillows — inside our boots; no place seems safe. This time he had said to himself—By Jove! a whole row of the Guvnors books. Nobody will ever want to take these out; Ill hide it here. One feels a thing like that from ones own dog.

But The OShannons biscuit was another matter. Honesty is the best policy; but dishonesty is the better fun. He made a dash for it, and commenced to devour it greedily; you might have thought he had not tasted food for a week.

The indignation of The OShannon was a sight for the gods. He has the good-nature of his race: had Smith asked him for the biscuit he would probably have given it to him; it was the insult — the immorality of the proceeding, that maddened The OShannon.

For a moment he was paralyzed.

Well, of all the — Did ye see that now? he said to me with his eyes. Then he made a rush and snatched the biscuit out of Smiths very jaws. Ye onprincipled black Saxon thief, growled The OShannon; how dare ye take my biscuit?

You miserable Irish cur, growled Smith; how was I to know it was your biscuit? Does everything on the floor belong to you? Perhaps you think I belong to you, Im on the floor. I dont believe it is your biscuit, you long-eared, snubbed-nosed bog-trotter; give it me back.

I dont require any of your argument, you flop-eared son of a tramp with half a tail, replied The OShannon. You come and take it, if you think you are dog enough.

He did think he was dog enough. He is half the size of The OShannon, but such considerations weigh not with him. His argument is, if a dog is too big for you to fight the whole of him, take a bit of him and fight that. He generally gets licked, but what is left of him invariably swaggers about afterwards under the impression it is the victor. When he is dead, he will say to himself, as he settles himself in his grave—Well, I flatter myself Ive laid out that old world at last. It wont trouble ME any more, Im thinking.

On this occasion, I took a hand in the fight. It becomes necessary at intervals to remind Master Smith that the man, as the useful and faithful friend of dog, has his rights. I deemed such interval had arrived. He flung himself on to the sofa, muttering. It sounded like—Wish Id never got up this morning. Nobody understands me.

Nothing, however, sobers him for long. Half-an-hour later, he was killing the next-door cat. He will never learn sense; he has been killing that cat for the last three months. Why the next morning his nose is invariably twice its natural size, while for the next week he can see objects on one side of his head only, he never seems to grasp; I suppose he attributes it to change in the weather.

He ended up the afternoon with what he no doubt regarded as a complete and satisfying success. Dorothea had invited a lady to take tea with her that day. I heard the sound of laughter, and, being near the nursery, I looked in to see what was the joke. Smith was worrying a doll. I have rarely seen a more worried-looking doll. Its head was off, and its sawdust strewed the floor. Both the children were crowing with delight; Dorothea, in particular, was in an ecstasy of amusement.

Whose doll is it? I asked.

Evas, answered Dorothea, between her peals of laughter.

Oh no, it isnt, explained Eva, in a tone of sweet content; heres my doll. She had been sitting on it, and now drew it forth, warm but whole. Thats Dorrys doll.

The change from joy to grief on the part of Dorothea was distinctly dramatic. Even Smith, accustomed to storm, was nonplussed at the suddenness of the attack upon him.

Dorotheas sorrow lasted longer than I had expected. I promised her another doll. But it seemed she did not want another; that was the only doll she would ever care for so long as life lasted; no other doll could ever take its place; no other doll would be to her what that doll had been. These little people are so absurd: as if it could matter whether you loved one doll or another, when all are so much alike! They have curly hair, and pink-and-white complexions, big eyes that open and shut, a little red mouth, two little hands. Yet these foolish little people! they will love one, while another they will not look upon. I find the best plan is not to reason with them, but to sympathize. Later on — but not too soon — introduce to them another doll. They will not care for it at first, but in time they will come to take an interest in it. Of course, it cannot make them forget the first doll; no doll ever born in Lowther Arcadia could be as that, but still —— It is many weeks before they forget entirely the first love.

We buried Dolly in the country under the yew tree. A friend of mine who plays the fiddle came down on purpose to assist. We buried her in the hot spring sunshine, while the birds from shady nooks sang joyously of life and love. And our chief mourner cried real tears, just for all the world as though it were not the fate of dolls, sooner or later, to get broken — the little fragile things, made for an hour, to be dressed and kissed; then, paintless and stript, to be thrown aside on the nursery floor. Poor little dolls! I wonder do they take themselves seriously, not knowing the springs that stir their sawdust bosoms are but clockwork, not seeing the wires to which they dance? Poor little marionettes! do they talk together, I wonder, when the lights of the booth are out?

You, little sister doll, were the heroine. You lived in the white-washed cottage, all honeysuckle and clematis without — earwiggy and damp within, maybe. How pretty you always looked in your simple, neatly-fitting print dress. How good you were! How nobly you bore your poverty. How patient you were under your many wrongs. You never harboured an evil thought, a revengeful wish — never, little doll? Were there never moments when you longed to play the wicked womans part, live in a room with many doors, be-clad in furs and jewels, with lovers galore at your feet? In those long winter evenings? the household work is done — the greasy dishes washed, the floor scrubbed; the excellent child is asleep in the corner; the one-and-elevenpenny lamp sheds its dismal light on the darned table-cloth; you sit, busy at your coarse sewing, waiting for Hero Dick, knowing — guessing, at least, where he is — ! Yes, dear, I remember your fine speeches, when you told her, in stirring language the gallery cheered to the echo, what you thought of her and of such women as she; when, lifting your hand to heaven, you declared you were happier in your attic, working your fingers to the bone, than she in her gilded salon — I think gilded salon was the term, was it not? — furnished by sin. But speaking of yourself, weak little sister doll, not of your fine speeches, the gallery listening, did you not, in your secret heart, envy her? Did you never, before blowing out the one candle, stand for a minute in front of the cracked glass, and think to yourself that you, too, would look well in low-cut dresses from Paris, the diamonds flashing on your white smooth skin? Did you never, toiling home through the mud, bearing your bundle of needlework, feel bitter with the wages of virtue, as she splashed you, passing by in her carriage? Alone, over your cup of weak tea, did you never feel tempted to pay the price for champagne suppers, and gaiety, and admiration? Ah, yes, it is easy for folks who have had their good time, to prepare copybooks for weary little inkstained fingers, longing for play. The fine maxims sound such cant when we are in that mood, do they not? You, too, were young and handsome: did the author of the play think you were never hungry for the good things of life? Did he think that reading tracts to crotchety old women was joy to a full-blooded girl in her twenties? Why should SHE have all the love, and all the laughter? How fortunate that the villain, the Wicked Baronet, never opened the cottage door at that moment, eh, dear! He always came when you were strong, when you felt that you could denounce him, and scorn his temptations. Would that the villain came to all of us at such time; then we would all, perhaps, be heroes and heroines.

Ah well, it was only a play: it is over now. You and I, little tired dolls, lying here side by side, waiting to know our next part, we can look back and laugh. Where is she, this wicked dolly, that made such a stir on our tiny stage? Ah, here you are, Madam; I thought you could not be far; they have thrown us all into this corner together. But how changed you are, Dolly: your paint rubbed off, your golden hair worn to a wisp. No wonder; it was a trying part you had to play. How tired you must have grown of the glare and the glitter! And even hope was denied you. The peace you so longed for you knew you had lost the power to enjoy. Like the girl bewitched in the fairy tale, you knew you must dance ever faster and faster, with limbs growing palsied, with face growing ashen, and hair growing grey, till Death should come to release you; and your only prayer was he might come ere your dancing grew comic.

Like the smell of the roses to Nancy, hawking them through the hot streets, must the stifling atmosphere of love have been to you. The song of passion, how monotonous in your ears, sung now by the young and now by the old; now shouted, now whined, now shrieked; but ever the one strident tune. Do you remember when first you heard it? You dreamt it the morning hymn of Heaven. You came to think it the dance music of Hell, ground from a cracked hurdy-gurdy, lent out by the Devil on hire.

An evil race we must have seemed to you, Dolly Faustine, as to some Old Bailey lawyer. You saw but one side of us. You lived in a world upside down, where the leaves and the blossoms were hidden, and only the roots saw your day. You imagined the worm-beslimed fibres the plant, and all things beautiful you deemed cant. Chivalry, love, honour! how you laughed at the lying words. You knew the truth — as you thought: aye, half the truth. We were swine while your spell was upon us, Daughter of Circe, and you, not knowing your island secret, deemed it our natural shape.

No wonder, Dolly, your battered waxen face is stamped with an angry sneer. The Hero, who eventually came into his estates amid the plaudits of the Pit, while you were left to die in the streets! you remembered, but the house had forgotten those earlier scenes in always wicked Paris. The good friend of the family, the breezy man of the world, the Deus ex Machina of the play, who was so good to everybody, whom everybody loved! aye, YOU loved him once — but that was in the Prologue. In the Play proper, he was respectable. (How you loathed that word, that meant to you all you vainly longed for!) To him the Prologue was a period past and dead; a memory, giving flavour to his life. To you, it was the First Act of the Play, shaping all the others. His sins the house had forgotten: at yours, they held up their hands in horror. No wonder the sneer lies on your waxen lips.

Never mind, Dolly; it was a stupid house. Next time, perhaps, you will play a better part; and then they will cheer, instead of hissing you. You were wasted, I am inclined to think, on modern comedy. You should have been cast for the heroine of some old-world tragedy. The strength of character, the courage, the power of self-forgetfulness, the enthusiasm were yours: it was the part that was lacking. You might have worn the mantle of a Judith, a Boadicea, or a Jeanne dArc, had such plays been popular in your time. Perhaps they, had they played in your day, might have had to be content with such a part as yours. They could not have played the meek heroine, and what else would there have been for them in modern drama? Catherine of Russia! had she been a waiters daughter in the days of the Second Empire, should we have called her Great? The Magdalene! had her lodging in those days been in some bye-street of Rome instead of in Jerusalem, should we mention her name in our churches?

You were necessary, you see, Dolly, to the piece. We cannot all play heroes and heroines. There must be wicked people in the play, or it would not interest. Think of it, Dolly, a play where all the women were virtuous, all the men honest! We might close the booth; the world would be as dull as an oyster-bed. Without you wicked folk there would be no good. How should we have known and honoured the heroines worth, but by contrast with your worthlessness? Where would have been her fine speeches, but for you to listen to them? Where lay the heros strength, but in resisting temptation of you? Had not you and the Wicked Baronet between you robbed him of his estates, falsely accused him of crime, he would have lived to the end of the play an idle, unheroic, incomplete existence. You brought him down to poverty; you made him earn his own bread — a most excellent thing for him; gave him the opportunity to play the man. But for your conduct in the Prologue, of what value would have been that fine scene at the end of the Third Act, that stirred the house to tears and laughter? You and your accomplice, the Wicked Baronet, made the play possible. How would Pit and Gallery have known they were virtuous, but for the indignation that came to them, watching your misdeeds? Pity, sympathy, excitement, all that goes to the making of a play, you were necessary for. It was ungrateful of the house to hiss you.

And you, Mr. Merryman, the painted grin worn from your pale lips, you too were dissatisfied, if I remember rightly, with your part. You wanted to make the people cry, not laugh. Was it a higher ambition? The poor tired people! so much happens in their life to make them weep, is it not good sport to make them merry for awhile? Do you remember that old soul in the front row of the Pit? How she laughed when you sat down on the pie! I thought she would have to be carried out. I heard her talking to her companion as they passed the stage-door on their way home. I have not laughed, my dear, till to-night, she was saying, the good, gay tears still in her eyes, since the day poor Sally died. Was not that alone worth the old stale tricks you so hated? Aye, they were commonplace and conventional, those antics of yours that made us laugh; are not the antics that make us weep commonplace and conventional also? Are not all the plays, played since the booth was opened, but of one pattern, the plot old-fashioned now, the scenes now commonplace? Hero, villain, cynic — are their parts so much the fresher? The love duets, are they so very new? The death-bed scenes, would you call them UNcommonplace? Hate, and Evil, and Wrong — are THEIR voices new to the booth? What are you waiting for, people? a play with a plot that is novel, with characters that have never strutted before? It will be ready for you, perhaps, when you are ready for it, with new tears and new laughter.

You, Mr. Merryman, were the true philosopher. You saved us from forgetting the reality when the fiction grew somewhat strenuous. How we all applauded your gag in answer to the hero, when, bewailing his sad fate, he demanded of Heaven how much longer he was to suffer evil fortune. Well, there cannot be much more of it in store for you, you answered him; its nearly nine oclock already, and the show closes at ten. And true to your prophecy the curtain fell at the time appointed, and his troubles were of the past. You showed us the truth behind the mask. When pompous Lord Shallow, in ermine and wig, went to take his seat amid the fawning crowd, you pulled the chair from under him, and down he sat plump on the floor. His robe flew open, his wig flew off. No longer he awed us. His aped dignity fell from him; we saw him a stupid-eyed, bald little man; he imposed no longer upon us. It is your fool who is the only true wise man.

Yours was the best part in the play, Brother Merryman, had you and the audience but known it. But you dreamt of a showier part, where you loved and fought. I have heard you now and again, when you did not know I was near, shouting with sword in hand before your looking-glass. You had thrown your motley aside to don a dingy red coat; you were the hero of the play, you performed the gallant deeds, you made the noble speeches. I wonder what the play would be like, were we all to write our own parts. There would be no clowns, no singing chambermaids. We would all be playing lead in the centre of the stage, with the lime-light exclusively devoted to ourselves. Would it not be so?

What grand acting parts they are, these characters we write for ourselves alone in our dressing-rooms. We are always brave and noble — wicked sometimes, but if so, in a great, high-minded way; never in a mean or little way. What wondrous deeds we do, while the house looks on and marvels. Now we are soldiers, leading armies to victory. What if we die: it is in the hour of triumph, and a nation is left to mourn. Not in some forgotten skirmish do we ever fall; not for some affair of outposts do we give our blood, our very name unmentioned in the dispatches home. Now we are passionate lovers, well losing a world for love — a very different thing to being a laughter-provoking co-respondent in a sordid divorce case.

And the house is always crowded when we play. Our fine speeches always fall on sympathetic ears, our brave deeds are noted and applauded. It is so different in the real performance. So often we play our parts to empty benches, or if a thin house be present, they misunderstand, and laugh at the pathetic passages. And when our finest opportunity comes, the royal box, in which HE or SHE should be present to watch us, is vacant.

Poor little dolls, how seriously we take ourselves, not knowing the springs that stir our bosoms are but clockwork, not seeing the wires to which we dance. Poor little marionettes, shall we talk together, I wonder, when the lights of the booth are out?

We are little wax dollies with hearts. We are little tin soldiers with souls. Oh, King of many toys, are you merely playing with us? IS it only clockwork within us, this thing that throbs and aches? Have you wound us up but to let us run down? Will you wind us again to-morrow, or leave us here to rust? IS it only clockwork to which we respond and quiver? Now we laugh, now we cry, now we dance; our little arms go out to clasp one another, our little lips kiss, then say good-bye. We strive, and we strain, and we struggle. We reach now for gold, now for laurel. We call it desire and ambition: are they only wires that you play? Will you throw the clockwork aside, or use it again, O Master?

The lights of the booth grow dim. The springs are broken that kept our eyes awake. The wire that held us erect is snapped, and helpless we fall in a heap on the stage. Oh, brother and sister dollies we played beside, where are you? Why is it so dark and silent? Why are we being put into this black box? And hark! the little doll orchestra — how far away the music sounds! what is it they are playing: — 

[Start of Gounods Funeral March of a Marionette]
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THEY ARE VERY pretty, some of them, said the Woman of the World; not the sort of letters I should have written myself.

I should like to see a love-letter of yours, interrupted the Minor Poet.

It is very kind of you to say so, replied the Woman of the World. It never occurred to me that you would care for one.

It is what I have always maintained, retorted the Minor Poet; you have never really understood me.

I believe a volume of assorted love-letters would sell well, said the Girton Girl; written by the same hand, if you like, but to different correspondents at different periods. To the same person one is bound, more or less, to repeat oneself.

Or from different lovers to the same correspondent, suggested the Philosopher. It would be interesting to observe the response of various temperaments exposed to an unvaried influence. It would throw light on the vexed question whether the qualities that adorn our beloved are her own, or ours lent to her for the occasion. Would the same woman be addressed as My Queen! by one correspondent, and as Dear Popsy Wopsy! by another, or would she to all her lovers be herself?

You might try it, I suggested to the Woman of the World, selecting, of course, only the more interesting.

It would cause so much unpleasantness, dont you think? replied the Woman of the World. Those I left out would never forgive me. It is always so with people you forget to invite to a funeral - they think it is done with deliberate intention to slight them.

The first love-letter I ever wrote, said the Minor Poet, was when I was sixteen. Her name was Monica; she was the left-hand girl in the third joint of the crocodile. I have never known a creature so ethereally beautiful. I wrote the letter and sealed it, but I could not make up my mind whether to slip it into her hand when we passed them, as we usually did on Thursday afternoons, or to wait for Sunday.

There can be no question, murmured the Girton Girl abstractedly, the best time is just as one is coming out of church. There is so much confusion; besides, one has ones Prayer-book - I beg your pardon.

I was saved the trouble of deciding, continued the Minor Poet. On Thursday her place was occupied by a fat, red-headed girl, who replied to my look of inquiry with an idiotic laugh, and on Sunday I searched the Hypatia House pews for her in vain. I learnt subsequently that she had been sent home on the previous Wednesday, suddenly. It appeared that I was not the only one. I left the letter where I had placed it, at the bottom of my desk, and in course of time forgot it. Years later I fell in love really. I sat down to write her a love-letter that should imprison her as by some subtle spell. I would weave into it the love of all the ages. When I had finished it, I read it through and was pleased with it. Then by an accident, as I was going to seal it, I overturned my desk, and on to the floor fell that other love-letter I had written seven years before, when a boy. Out of idle curiosity I tore it open; I thought it would afford me amusement. I ended by posting it instead of the letter I had just completed. It carried precisely the same meaning; but it was better expressed, with greater sincerity, with more artistic simplicity.

After all, said the Philosopher, what can a man do more than tell a woman that he loves her? All the rest is mere picturesque amplification, on a par with the Full and descriptive report from our Special Correspondent, elaborated out of a three-line telegram of Reuters.

Following that argument, said the Minor Poet, you could reduce Romeo and Juliet to a two-line tragedy -

Lass and lad, loved like mad;

Silly muddle, very sad.

To be told that you are loved, said the Girton Girl, is only the beginning of the theorem - its proposition, so to speak.

Or the argument of the poem, murmured the Old Maid.

The interest, continued the Girton Girl, lies in proving it - why does he love me?

I asked a man that once, said the Woman of the World. He said it was because he couldnt help it. It seemed such a foolish answer - the sort of thing your housemaid always tells you when she breaks your favourite teapot. And yet, I suppose it was as sensible as any other.

More so, commented the Philosopher. It is the only possible explanation.

I wish, said the Minor Poet, it were a question one could ask of people without offence; I so often long to put it. Why do men marry viragoes, pimply girls with incipient moustaches? Why do beautiful heiresses choose thick-lipped, little men who bully them? Why are old bachelors, generally speaking, sympathetic, kind-hearted men; and old maids, so many of them, sweet-looking and amiable?

I think, said the Old Maid, that perhaps -  But there she stopped.

Pray go on, said the Philosopher. I shall be so interested to have your views.

It was nothing, really, said the Old Maid; I have forgotten.

If only one could obtain truthful answers, the Minor Poet, what a flood of light they might let fall on the hidden half of life!

It seems to me, said the Philosopher, that, if anything, Love is being exposed to too much light. The subject is becoming vulgarised. Every year a thousand problem plays and novels, poems and essays, tear the curtain from Loves Temple, drag it naked into the market-place for grinning crowds to gape at. In a million short stories, would-be comic, would-be serious, it is handled more or less coarsely, more or less unintelligently, gushed over, gibed and jeered at. Not a shred of self-respect is left to it. It is made the central figure of every farce, danced and sung round in every music-hall, yelled at by gallery, guffawed at by stalls. It is the stock-in-trade of every comic journal. Could any god, even a Mumbo Jumbo, so treated, hold its place among its votaries? Every term of endearment has become a catchword, every caress mocks us from the hoardings. Every tender speech we make recalls to us even while we are uttering it a hundred parodies. Every possible situation has been spoilt for us in advance by the American humorist.

I have sat out a good many parodies of Hamlet, said the Minor Poet, but the play still interests me. I remember a walking tour I once took in Bavaria. In some places the waysides are lined with crucifixes that are either comic or repulsive. There is a firm that turns them out by machinery. Yet, to the peasants who pass by, the Christ is still beautiful. You can belittle only what is already contemptible.

Patriotism is a great virtue, replied the Philosopher: the Jingoes have made it ridiculous.

On the contrary, said the Minor Poet, they have taught us to distinguish between the true and the false. So it is with love. The more it is cheapened, ridiculed, employed for market purposes, the less the inclination to affect it - to be in love with love, as Heine admitted he was, for its own sake.

Is the necessity to love born in us, said the Girton Girl, or do we practise to acquire it because it is the fashion - make up our mind to love, as boys learn to smoke, because every other fellow does it, and we do not like to be peculiar?

The majority of men and women, said the Minor Poet, are incapable of love. With most it is a mere animal passion, with others a mild affection.

We talk about love, said the Philosopher, as though it were a known quantity. After all, to say that a man loves is like saying that he paints or plays the violin; it conveys no meaning until we have witnessed his performance. Yet to hear the subject discussed, one might imagine the love of a Dante or a society Johnny, of a Cleopatra or a Georges Sand, to be precisely the same thing.

It was always poor Susans trouble, said the Woman of the World; she could never be persuaded that Jim really loved her. It was very sad, because I am sure he was devoted to her, in his way. But he could not do the sort of things she wanted him to do; she was so romantic. He did try. He used to go to all the poetical plays and study them. But he hadnt the knack of it and he was naturally clumsy. He would rush into the room and fling himself on his knees before her, never noticing the dog, so that, instead of pouring out his heart as he had intended, he would have to start off with, So awfully sorry! Hope I havent hurt the little beast? Which was enough to put anybody out.

Young girls are so foolish, said the Old Maid; they run after what glitters, and do not see the gold until it is too late. At first they are all eyes and no heart.

I knew a girl, I said, or, rather, a young married woman, who was cured of folly by the homoeopathic method. Her great trouble was that her husband had ceased to be her lover.

It seems to me so sad, said the Old Maid. Sometimes it is the womans fault, sometimes the mans; more often both. The little courtesies, the fond words, the tender nothings that mean so much to those that love - it would cost so little not to forget them, and they would make life so much more beautiful.

There is a line of common sense running through all things, I replied; the secret of life consists in not diverging far from it on either side. He had been the most devoted wooer, never happy out of her eyes; but before they had been married a year she found to her astonishment that he could be content even away from her skirts, that he actually took pains to render himself agreeable to other women. He would spend whole afternoons at his club, slip out for a walk occasionally by himself, shut himself up now and again in his study. It went so far that one day he expressed a distinct desire to leave her for a week and go a-fishing with some other men. She never complained - at least, not to him.

That is where she was foolish, said the Girton Girl. Silence in such cases is a mistake. The other party does not know what is the matter with you, and you yourself - your temper bottled up within - become more disagreeable every day.

She confided her trouble to a friend, I explained.

I so dislike people who do that, said the Woman of the World. Emily never would speak to George; she would come and complain about him to me, as if I were responsible for him: I wasnt even his mother. When she had finished, George would come along, and I had to listen to the whole thing over again from his point of view. I got so tired of it at last that I determined to stop it.

How did you succeed? asked the Old Maid, who appeared to be interested in the recipe.

I knew George was coming one afternoon, explained the Woman of the World, so I persuaded Emily to wait in the conservatory. She thought I was going to give him good advice; instead of that I sympathised with him and encouraged him to speak his mind freely, which he did. It made her so mad that she came out and told him what she thought of him. I left them at it. They were both of them the better for it; and so was I.

In my case, I said, it came about differently. Her friend explained to him just what was happening. She pointed out to him how his neglect and indifference were slowly alienating his wifes affections from him. He argued the subject.

But a lover and a husband are not the same, he contended; the situation is entirely different. You run after somebody you want to overtake; but when you have caught him up, you settle down quietly and walk beside him; you dont continue shouting and waving your handkerchief after you have gained him.

Their mutual friend presented the problem differently.

You must hold what you have won, she said, or it will slip away from you. By a certain course of conduct and behaviour you gained a sweet girls regard; show yourself other than you were, how can you expect her to think the same of you?

You mean, he inquired, that I should talk and act as her husband exactly as I did when her lover?

Precisely, said the friend why not?

It seems to me a mistake, he grumbled.

Try it and see, said the friend.

All right, he said, I will. And he went straight home and set to work.

Was it too late, asked the Old Maid, or did they come together again?

For the next mouth, I answered, they were together twenty-four hours of the day. And then it was the wife who suggested, like the poet in Gilberts Patience, the delight with which she would welcome an occasional afternoon off.

He hung about her while she was dressing in the morning. Just as she had got her hair fixed he would kiss it passionately and it would come down again. All meal-time he would hold her hand under the table and insist on feeding her with a fork. Before marriage he had behaved once or twice in this sort of way at picnics; and after marriage, when at breakfast-time he had sat at the other end of the table reading the paper or his letters, she had reminded him of it reproachfully. The entire day he never left her side. She could never read a book; instead, he would read to her aloud, generally Browning poems or translations from Goethe. Reading aloud was not an accomplishment of his, but in their courting days she had expressed herself pleased at his attempts, and of this he took care, in his turn, to remind her. It was his idea that if the game were played at all, she should take a hand also. If he was to blither, it was only fair that she should bleat back. As he explained, for the future they would both be lovers all their life long; and no logical argument in reply could she think of. If she tried to write a letter, he would snatch away the paper her dear hands were pressing and fall to kissing it - and, of course, smearing it. When he wasnt giving her pins and needles by sitting on her feet he was balancing himself on the arm of her chair and occasionally falling over on top of her. If she went shopping, he went with her and made himself ridiculous at the dressmakers. In society he took no notice of anybody but of her, and was hurt if she spoke to anybody but to him. Not that it was often, during that month, that they did see any society; most invitations he refused for them both, reminding her how once upon a time she had regarded an evening alone with him as an entertainment superior to all others. He called her ridiculous names, talked to her in baby language; while a dozen times a day it became necessary for her to take down her back hair and do it up afresh. At the end of a month, as I have said, it was she who suggested a slight cessation of affection.

Had I been in her place, said the Girton Girl, it would have been a separation I should have suggested. I should have hated him for the rest of my life.

For merely trying to agree with you? I said.

For showing me I was a fool for ever having wanted his affection, replied the Girton Girl.

You can generally, said the Philosopher, make people ridiculous by taking them at their word.

Especially women, murmured the Minor Poet.

I wonder, said the Philosopher, is there really so much difference between men and women as we think? What there is, may it not be the result of Civilisation rather than of Nature, of training rather than of instinct?

Deny the contest between male and female, and you deprive life of half its poetry, urged the Minor Poet.

Poetry, returned the Philosopher, was made for man, not man for poetry. I am inclined to think that the contest you speak of is somewhat in the nature of a put-up job on the part of you poets. In the same way newspapers will always advocate war; it gives them something to write about, and is not altogether unconnected with sales. To test Natures original intentions, it is always safe to study our cousins the animals. There we see no sign of this fundamental variation; the difference is merely one of degree.

I quite agree with you, said the Girton Girl. Man, acquiring cunning, saw the advantage of using his one superiority, brute strength, to make woman his slave. In all other respects she is undoubtedly his superior.

In a womans argument, I observed, equality of the sexes invariably does mean the superiority of woman.

That is very curious, added the Philosopher. As you say, a woman never can be logical.

Are all men logical? demanded the Girton Girl.

As a class, replied the Minor Poet, yes.


CHAPTER II
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WHAT WOMAN SUFFERS from, said the Philosopher, is over-praise. It has turned her head.

You admit, then, that she has a head? demanded the Girton Girl.

It has always been a theory of mine, returned the Philosopher, that by Nature she was intended to possess one. It is her admirers who have always represented her as brainless.

Why is it that the brainy girl invariably has straight hair? asked the Woman of the World.

Because she doesnt curl it, explained the Girton Girl. She spoke somewhat snappishly, it seemed to me.

I never thought of that, murmured the Woman of the World.

It is to be noted in connection with the argument, I ventured to remark, that we hear but little concerning the wives of intellectual men. When we do, as in the case of the Carlyles, it is to wish we did not.

When I was younger even than I am now, said the Minor Poet, I thought a good deal of marriage - very young men do. My wife, I told myself, must be a woman of mind. Yet, curiously, of all the women I have ever loved, no single one has been remarkable for intellect - present company, as usual, of course excepted.

Why is it, sighed the Philosopher, that in the most serious business of our life, marriage, serious considerations count for next to nothing? A dimpled chin can, and often does, secure for a girl the best of husbands; while virtue and understanding combined cannot be relied upon to obtain her even one of the worst.

I think the explanation is, replied the Minor Poet, that as regards, let us say, the most natural business of our life, marriage, our natural instincts alone are brought into play. Marriage - clothe the naked fact in what flowers of rhetoric we will - has to do with the purely animal part of our being. The man is drawn towards it by his primeval desires; the woman by her inborn craving towards motherhood.

The thin, white hands of the Old Maid fluttered, troubled, where they lay upon her lap. Why should we seek to explain away all the beautiful things of life? she said. She spoke with a heat unusual to her. The blushing lad, so timid, so devotional, worshipping as at the shrine of some mystic saint; the young girl moving spell-bound among dreams! They think of nothing but of one another.

Tracing a mountain stream to its sombre source need not mar its music for us as it murmurs through the valley, expounded the Philosopher. The hidden law of our being feeds each leaf of our life as sap runs through the tree. The transient blossom, the ripened fruit, is but its changing outward form.

I hate going to the roots of things, said the Woman of the World. Poor, dear papa was so fond of doing that. He would explain to us the genesis of oysters just when we were enjoying them. Poor mamma could never bring herself to touch them after that. While in the middle of dessert he would stop to argue with my Uncle Paul whether pigs blood or bullocks was the best for grape vines. I remember the year before Emily came out her favourite pony died; I have never known her so cut up about anything before or since. She asked papa if he would mind her having the poor creature buried in the garden. Her idea was that she would visit now and then its grave and weep awhile. Papa was awfully nice about it and stroked her hair. Certainly, my dear, he said, we will have him laid to rest in the new strawberry bed. Just then old Pardoe, the head gardener, came up to us and touched his hat. Well, I was just going to inquire of Miss Emily, he said, if she wouldnt rather have the poor thing buried under one of the nectarine-trees. They aint been doing very well of late. He said it was a pretty spot, and that he would put up a sort of stone. Poor Emily didnt seem to care much where the animal was buried by that time, so we left them arguing the question. I forget how it was settled; but I know we neither of us ate either strawberries or nectarines for the next two years.

There is a time for everything, agreed the Philosopher. With the lover, penning poetry to the wondrous red and white upon his mistress cheek, we do not discuss the subject of pigment in the blood, its cause and probable duration. Nevertheless, the subject is interesting.

We men and women, continued the Minor Poet, we are Natures favourites, her hope, for whom she has made sacrifice, putting aside so many of her own convictions, telling herself she is old-fashioned. She has let us go from her to the strange school where they laugh at all her notions. We have learnt new, strange ideas that bewilder the good dame. Yet, returning home it is curious to notice how little, in the few essential things of life, we differ from her other children, who have never wandered from her side. Our vocabulary has been extended and elaborated, yet face to face with the realities of existence it is unavailing. Clasping the living, standing beside the dead, our language still is but a cry. Our wants have grown more complicated; the ten-course banquet, with all that it involves, has substituted itself for the handful of fruits and nuts gathered without labour; the stalled ox and a world of trouble for the dinner of herbs and leisure therewith. Are we so far removed thereby above our little brother, who, having swallowed his simple, succulent worm, mounts a neighbouring twig and with easy digestion carols thanks to God? The square brick box about which we move, hampered at every step by wooden lumber, decked with many rags and strips of coloured paper, cumbered with odds and ends of melted flint and moulded clay, has replaced the cheap, convenient cave. We clothe ourselves in the skins of other animals instead of allowing our own to develop into a natural protection. We hang about us bits of stone and metal, but underneath it all we are little two-legged animals, struggling with the rest to live and breed. Beneath each hedgerow in the springtime we can read our own romances in the making - the first faint stirring of the blood, the roving eye, the sudden marvellous discovery of the indispensable She, the wooing, the denial, hope, coquetry, despair, contention, rivalry, hate, jealousy, love, bitterness, victory, and death. Our comedies, our tragedies, are being played upon each blade of grass. In fur and feather we run epitomised.

I know, said the Woman of the World; I have heard it all so often. It is nonsense; I can prove it to you.

That is easy, observed the Philosopher. The Sermon on the Mount itself has been proved nonsense - among others, by a bishop. Nonsense is the reverse side of the pattern - the tangled ends of the thread that Wisdom weaves.

There was a Miss Askew at the College, said the Girton Girl. She agreed with every one. With Marx she was a Socialist, with Carlyle a believer in benevolent despotism, with Spinoza a materialist, with Newman a fanatic. I had a long talk with her before she left, and tried to understand her; she was an interesting girl. I think, she said, I could choose among them if only they would answer one another. But they dont. They wont listen to one another. They only repeat their own case.

There never is an answer, explained the Philosopher. The kernel of every sincere opinion is truth. This life contains only the questions - the solutions to be published in a future issue.

She was a curious sort of young woman, smiled the Girton Girl; we used to laugh at her.

I can quite believe it, commented the Philosopher.

It is so like shopping, said the Old Maid.

Like shopping! exclaimed the Girton Girl.

The Old Maid blushed. I was merely thinking, she said. It sounds foolish. The idea occurred to me.

You were thinking of the difficulty of choosing? I suggested.

Yes, answered the Old Maid. They will show you so many different things, one is quite unable - at least, I know it is so in my own case. I get quite angry with myself. It seems so weak-minded, but I cannot help it. This very dress I have on now - 
It is very charming, said the Woman of the World, in itself. I have been admiring it. Though I confess I think you look even better in dark colours.

You are quite right, replied the Old Maid; myself, I hate it. But you know how it is. I seemed to have been all the morning in the shop. I felt so tired. If only -

The Old Maid stopped abruptly. I beg your pardon, she said, I am afraid Ive interrupted.

I am so glad you told us, said the Philosopher. Do you know that seems to me an explanation?

Of what? asked the Girton Girl.

Of how so many of us choose our views, returned the Philosopher; we dont like to come out of the shop without something.

But you were about to explain, continued the Philosopher, turning to the Woman of the World,  - to prove a point.

That I had been talking nonsense, reminded her the Minor Poet; if you are sure it will not weary you.

Not at all, answered the Woman of the World; it is quite simple. The gifts of civilisation cannot be the meaningless rubbish you advocates of barbarism would make out. I remember Uncle Pauls bringing us home a young monkey he had caught in Africa. With the aid of a few logs we fitted up a sort of stage-tree for this little brother of mine, as I suppose you would call him, in the gun-room. It was an admirable imitation of the thing to which he and his ancestors must have been for thousands of years accustomed; and for the first two nights he slept perched among its branches. On the third the little brute turned the poor cat out of its basket and slept on the eiderdown, after which no more tree for him, real or imitation. At the end of the three months, if we offered him monkey-nuts, he would snatch them from our hand and throw them at our head. He much preferred gingerbread and weak tea with plenty of sugar; and when we wanted him to leave the kitchen fire and enjoy a run in the garden, we had to carry him out swearing - I mean he was swearing, of course. I quite agree with him. I much prefer this chair on which I am sitting - this wooden lumber, as you term it - to the most comfortable lump of old red sandstone that the best furnished cave could possibly afford; and I am degenerate enough to fancy that I look very nice in this frock - much nicer than my brothers or sisters to whom it originally belonged: they didnt know how to make the best of it.

You would look charming anyhow, I murmured with conviction, even -

I know what you are going to say, interrupted the Woman of the World; please dont. Its very shocking, and, besides, I dont agree with you. I should have had a thick, coarse skin, with hair all over me and nothing by way of a change.

I am contending, said the Minor Poet, that what we choose to call civilisation has done little beyond pandering to our animal desires. Your argument confirms my theory. Your evidence in support of civilisation comes to this - that it can succeed in tickling the appetites of a monkey. You need not have gone back so far. The noble savage of today flings aside his clear spring water to snatch at the missionarys gin. He will even discard his feathers, which at least were picturesque, for a chimney-pot hat innocent of nap. Plaid trousers and cheap champagne follow in due course. Where is the advancement? Civilisation provides us with more luxuries for our bodies. That I grant you. Has it brought us any real improvement that could not have been arrived at sooner by other roads?

It has given us Art, said the Girton Girl.

When you say us, replied the Minor Poet, I presume you are referring to the one person in half a million to whom Art is anything more than a name. Dismissing the countless hordes who have absolutely never heard the word, and confining attention to the few thousands scattered about Europe and America who prate of it, how many of even these do you think it really influences, entering into their lives, refining, broadening them? Watch the faces of the thin but conscientious crowd streaming wearily through our miles of picture galleries and art museums; gaping, with guide-book in hand, at ruined temple or cathedral tower; striving, with the spirit of the martyr, to feel enthusiasm for Old Masters at which, left to themselves, they would enjoy a good laugh - for chipped statues which, uninstructed, they would have mistaken for the damaged stock of a suburban tea-garden. Not more than one in twelve enjoys what he is looking at, and he by no means is bound to be the best of the dozen. Nero was a genuine lover of Art; and in modern times August the Strong, of Saxony, the man of sin, as Carlyle calls him, has left undeniable proof behind him that he was a connoisseur of the first water. One recalls names even still more recent. Are we so sure that Art does elevate?

You are talking for the sake of talking, told him the Girton Girl.

One can talk for the sake of thinking also, reminded her the Minor Poet. The argument is one that has to be faced. But admitting that Art has been of service to mankind on the whole, that it possesses one-tenth of the soul-forming properties claimed for it in the advertisement - which I take to be a generous estimate - its effect upon the world at large still remains infinitesimal.

It works down, maintained the Girton Girl. From the few it spreads to the many.

The process appears to be somewhat slow, answered the Minor Poet. The result, for whatever it may be worth, we might have obtained sooner by doing away with the middleman.

What middleman? demanded the Girton Girl.

The artist, explained the Minor Poet; the man who has turned the whole thing into a business, the shopman who sells emotions over the counter. A Corot, a Turner is, after all, but a poor apology compared with a walk in spring through the Black Forest or the view from Hampstead Heath on a November afternoon. Had we been less occupied acquiring the advantages of civilisation, working upward through the weary centuries to the city slum, the corrugated-iron-roofed farm, we might have found time to learn to love the beauty of the world. As it is, we have been so busy civilising ourselves that we have forgotten to live. We are like an old lady I once shared a carriage with across the Simplon Pass.

By the way, I remarked, one is going to be saved all that bother in the future. They have nearly completed the new railway line. One will be able to go from Domo dOrsola to Brieg in a little over the two hours. They tell me the tunnelling is wonderful.

It will be very charming, sighed the Minor Poet. I am looking forward to a future when, thanks to civilisation, travel will be done away with altogether. We shall be sewn up in a sack and shot there. At the time I speak of we still had to be content with the road winding through some of the most magnificent scenery in Switzerland. I rather enjoyed the drive myself, but my companion was quite unable to appreciate it. Not because she did not care for scenery. As she explained to me, she was passionately fond of it. But her luggage claimed all her attention. There were seventeen pieces of it altogether, and every time the ancient vehicle lurched or swayed, which on an average was once every thirty seconds, she was in terror lest one or more of them should be jerked out. Half her day was taken up in counting them and re-arranging them, and the only view in which she was interested was the cloud of dust behind us. One bonnet-box did contrive during the course of the journey to make its escape, after which she sat with her arms round as many of the remaining sixteen articles as she could encompass, and sighed.

I knew an Italian countess, said the Woman of the World; she had been at school with mamma. She never would go half a mile out of her way for scenery. Why should I? she would say. What are the painters for? If there is anything good, let them bring it to me and I will look at it. She said she preferred the picture to the real thing, it was so much more artistic. In the landscape itself, she complained, there was sure to be a chimney in the distance, or a restaurant in the foreground, that spoilt the whole effect. The artist left it out. If necessary, he could put in a cow or a pretty girl to help the thing. The actual cow, if it happened to be there at all, would probably be standing the wrong way round; the girl, in all likelihood, would be fat and plain, or be wearing the wrong hat. The artist knew precisely the sort of girl that ought to be there, and saw to it that she was there, with just the right sort of hat. She said she had found it so all through life - the poster was always an improvement on the play.

It is rapidly coming to that, answered the Minor Poet. Nature, as a well known painter once put it, is not creeping up fast enough to keep pace with our ideals. In advanced Germany they improve the waterfalls and ornament the rocks. In Paris they paint the babies faces.

You can hardly lay the blame for that upon civilisation, pleaded the Girton Girl. The ancient Briton had a pretty taste in woads.

Mans first feeble steps upon the upward path of Art, assented the Minor Poet, culminating in the rouge-pot and the hair-dye.

Come! laughed the Old Maid, you are narrow-minded. Civilisation has given us music. Surely you will admit that has been of help to us?

My dear lady, replied the Minor Poet, you speak of the one accomplishment with which Civilisation has had little or nothing to do, the one art that Nature has bestowed upon man in common with the birds and insects, the one intellectual enjoyment we share with the entire animal creation, excepting only the canines; and even the howling of the dog - one cannot be sure - may be an honest, however unsatisfactory, attempt towards a music of his own. I had a fox terrier once who invariably howled in tune. Jubal hampered, not helped us. He it was who stifled music with the curse of professionalism; so that now, like shivering shop-boys paying gate-money to watch games they cannot play, we sit mute in our stalls listening to the paid performer. But for the musician, music might have been universal. The human voice is still the finest instrument that we possess. We have allowed it to rust, the better to hear clever manipulators blow through tubes and twang wires. The musical world might have been a literal expression. Civilisation has contracted it to designate a coterie.

By the way, said the Woman of the World, talking of music, have you heard that last symphony of Griegs? It came in the last parcel. I have been practising it.

Oh! do let us hear it, urged the Old Maid. I love Grieg.

The Woman of the World rose and opened the piano.

Myself, I have always been of opinion -  I remarked.

Please dont chatter, said the Minor Poet.


CHAPTER III
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I NEVER LIKED her, said the Old Maid; I always knew she was heartless.

To my thinking, said the Minor Poet, she has shown herself a true woman.

Really, said the Woman of the World, laughing, I shall have to nickname you Dr. Johnson Redivivus. I believe, were the subject under discussion, you would admire the coiffure of the Furies. It would occur to you that it must have been naturally curly.

It is the Irish blood flowing in his veins, I told them. He must always be agin the Government.

We ought to be grateful to him, remarked the Philosopher. What can be more uninteresting than an agreeable conversation I mean, a conversation - where everybody is in agreement? Disagreement, on the other hand, is stimulating.

Maybe that is the reason, I suggested, why modern society is so tiresome an affair. By tabooing all difference of opinion we have eliminated all zest from our intercourse. Religion, sex, politics - any subject on which man really thinks, is scrupulously excluded from all polite gatherings. Conversation has become a chorus; or, as a writer wittily expressed it, the pursuit of the obvious to no conclusion. When not occupied with mumbling, I quite agree with you - As you say - That is precisely my opinion - we sit about and ask each other riddles: What did the Pro-Boer? Why did Julius Caesar?

Fashion has succeeded where Force for centuries has failed, added the Philosopher. One notices the tendency even in public affairs. It is bad form nowadays to belong to the Opposition. The chief aim of the Church is to bring itself into line with worldly opinion. The Nonconformist Conscience grows every day a still smaller voice.

I believe, said the Woman of the World, that was the reason why Emily never got on with poor dear George. He agreed with her in everything. She used to say it made her feel such a fool.

Man is a fighting animal, explained the Philosopher. An officer who had been through the South African War was telling me only the other day: he was with a column, and news came in that a small commando was moving in the neighbourhood. The column set off in the highest of spirits, and after three days trying work through a difficult country came up with, as they thought, the enemy. As a matter of fact, it was not the enemy, but a troop of Imperial Yeomanry that had lost its way. My friend informs me that the language with which his column greeted those unfortunate Yeomen - their fellow countrymen, men of their own blood - was most unsympathetic.

Myself, I should hate a man who agreed with me, said the Girton Girl.

My dear, replied the Woman of the World, I dont think any would.

Why not? demanded the Girton Girl.

I was thinking more of you, dear, replied the Woman of the World.

I am glad you all concur with me, murmured the Minor Poet. I have always myself regarded the Devils Advocate as the most useful officer in the Court of Truth.

I remember being present one evening, I observed, at a dinner-party where an eminent judge met an equally eminent K. C.; whose client the judge that very afternoon had condemned to be hanged. It is always a satisfaction, remarked to him genially the judge, condemning any prisoner defended by you. One feels so absolutely certain he was guilty. The K. C. responded that he should always remember the judges words with pride.

Who was it, asked the Philosopher, who said: Before you can attack a lie, you must strip it of its truth?

It sounds like Emerson, I ventured.

Very possibly, assented the Philosopher; very possibly not. There is much in reputation. Most poetry gets attributed to Shakespeare.

I entered a certain drawing-room about a week ago, I said. We were just speaking about you, exclaimed my hostess. Is not this yours? She pointed to an article in a certain magazine lying open on the table. No, I replied; one or two people have asked me that same question. It seems to me rather an absurd article, I added. I cannot say I thought very much of it, agreed my hostess.

I cant help it, said the Old Maid. I shall always dislike a girl who deliberately sells herself for money.

But what else is there to sell herself for? asked the Minor Poet.

She should not sell herself at all, retorted the Old Maid, with warmth. She should give herself, for love.

Are we not in danger of drifting into a difference of opinion concerning the meaning of words merely? replied the Minor Poet. We have all of us, I suppose, heard the story of the Jew clothier remonstrated with by the Rabbi for doing business on the Sabbath. Doing bithness! retorted the accused with indignation; you call thelling a thuit like that for eighteen shillings doing bithness! By, iths tharity! This love for which the maiden gives herself - let us be a little more exact - does it not include, as a matter of course, material more tangible? Would not the adored one look somewhat astonished on discovering that, having given herself for love, love was all that her lover proposed to give for her. Would she not naturally exclaim: But wheres the house, to say nothing of the fittings? And what are we to live on?

It is you now who are playing with words, asserted the Old Maid. The greater includes the less. Loving her, he would naturally desire -

With all his worldly goods her to endow, completed for her the Minor Poet. In other words, he pays a price for her. So far as love is concerned, they are quits. In marriage, the man gives himself to the woman as the woman gives herself to the man. Man has claimed, I am aware, greater liberty for himself; but the claim has always been vehemently repudiated by woman. She has won her case. Legally and morally now husband and wife are bound by the same laws. This being so, her contention that she gives herself falls to the ground. She exchanges herself. Over and above, she alone of the twain claims a price.

Say a living wage, corrected the Philosopher. Lazy rubbish lolls in petticoats, and idle stupidity struts in trousers. But, class for class, woman does her share of the worlds work. Among the poor, of the two it is she who labours the longer. There is a many-versed ballad popular in country districts. Often I have heard it sung in shrill, piping voice at harvest supper or barn dance. The chorus runs -



A mans work tis till set of sun,
But a womans work is never done!



My housekeeper came to me a few months ago, said the Woman of the World, to tell me that my cook had given notice. I am sorry to hear it, I answered; has she found a better place? I am not so sure about that, answered Markham; shes going as general servant. As general servant! I exclaimed. To old Hudson, at the coal wharf, answered Markham. His wife died last year, if you remember. Hes got seven children, poor man, and no one to look after them. I suppose you mean, I said, that shes marrying him. Well, thats the way she puts it, laughed Markham. What I tell her is, shes giving up a good home and fifty pounds a year, to be a general servant on nothing a week. But they never see it.

I recollect her, answered the Minor Poet, a somewhat depressing lady. Let me take another case. You possess a remarkably pretty housemaid - Edith, if I have it rightly.

I have noticed her, remarked the Philosopher. Her manners strike me as really quite exceptional.

I never could stand any one about me with carroty hair, remarked the Girton Girl.

I should hardly call it carroty, contended the Philosopher. There is a golden tint of much richness underlying, when you look closely.

She is a very good girl, agreed the Woman of the World; but I am afraid I shall have to get rid of her. The other woman servants dont get on with her.

Do you know whether she is engaged or not? demanded the Minor Poet.

At the present moment, answered the Woman of the World, she is walking out, I believe, with the eldest son of the Blue Lion. But she is never adverse to a change. If you are really in earnest about the matter -

I was not thinking of myself, said the Minor Poet. But suppose some young gentleman of personal attractions equal to those of the Blue Lion, or even not quite equal, possessed of two or three thousand a year, were to enter the lists, do you think the Blue Lion would stand much chance?

Among the Upper Classes, continued the Minor Poet, opportunity for observing female instinct hardly exists. The girls choice is confined to lovers able to pay the price demanded, if not by the beloved herself, by those acting on her behalf. But would a daughter of the Working Classes ever hesitate, other things being equal, between Mayfair and Seven Dials?

Let me ask you one, chimed in the Girton Girl. Would a bricklayer hesitate any longer between a duchess and a scullery-maid?

But duchesses dont fall in love with bricklayers, returned the Minor Poet. Now, why not? The stockbroker flirts with the barmaid - cases have been known; often he marries her. Does the lady out shopping ever fall in love with the waiter at the bun-shop? Hardly ever. Lordlings marry ballet girls, but ladies rarely put their heart and fortune at the feet of the Lion Comique. Manly beauty and virtue are not confined to the House of Lords and its dependencies. How do you account for the fact that while it is common enough for the man to look beneath him, the woman will almost invariably prefer her social superior, and certainly never tolerate her inferior? Why should King Cophetua and the Beggar Maid appear to us a beautiful legend, while Queen Cophetua and the Tramp would be ridiculous?

The simple explanation is, expounded the Girton Girl, woman is so immeasurably mans superior that only by weighting him more or less heavily with worldly advantages can any semblance of balance be obtained.

Then, answered the Minor Poet, you surely agree with me that woman is justified in demanding this make-weight. The woman gives her love, if you will. It is the art treasure, the gilded vase thrown in with the pound of tea; but the tea has to be paid for.

It all sounds very clever, commented the Old Maid; yet I fail to see what good comes of ridiculing a thing ones heart tells one is sacred.

Do not be so sure I am wishful to ridicule, answered the Minor Poet. Love is a wondrous statue God carved with His own hands and placed in the Garden of Life, long ago. And man, knowing not sin, worshipped her, seeing her beautiful. Till the time came when man learnt evil; then saw that the statue was naked, and was ashamed of it. Since when he has been busy, draping it, now in the fashion of this age, now in the fashion of that. We have shod her in dainty bottines, regretting the size of her feet. We employ the best artistes to design for her cunning robes that shall disguise her shape. Each season we fix fresh millinery upon her changeless head. We hang around her robes of woven words. Only the promise of her ample breasts we cannot altogether hide, shocking us not a little; only that remains to tell us that beneath the tawdry tissues still stands the changeless statue God carved with His own hands.

I like you better when you talk like that, said the Old Maid; but I never feel quite sure of you. All I mean, of course, is that money should not be her first consideration. Marriage for money - it is not marriage; one cannot speak of it. Of course, one must be reasonable.

You mean, persisted the Minor Poet, you would have her think also of her dinner, of her clothes, her necessities, luxuries.

It is not only for herself, answered the Old Maid.

For whom? demanded the Minor Poet.

The white hands of the Old Maid fluttered on her lap, revealing her trouble; for of the old school is this sweet friend of mine.

There are the children to be considered, I explained. A woman feels it even without knowing. It is her instinct.

The Old Maid smiled on me her thanks.

It is where I was leading, said the Minor Poet. Woman has been appointed by Nature the trustee of the children. It is her duty to think of them, to plan for them. If in marriage she does not take the future into consideration, she is untrue to her trust.

Before you go further, interrupted the Philosopher, there is an important point to be considered. Are children better or worse for a pampered upbringing? Is not poverty often the best school?

It is what I always tell George, remarked the Woman of the World, when he grumbles at the tradesmens books. If Papa could only have seen his way to being a poor man, I feel I should have been a better wife.

Please dont suggest the possibility, I begged the Woman of the World; the thought is too bewildering.

You were never imaginative, replied the Woman of the World.

Not to that extent, I admitted.

The best mothers make the worst children, quoted the Girton Girl. I intend to bear that in mind.

Your mother was a very beautiful character - one of the most beautiful I ever knew, remarked the Old Maid.

There is some truth in the saying, agreed the Minor Poet, but only because it is the exception; and Nature invariably puts forth all her powers to counteract the result of deviation from her laws. Were it the rule, then the bad mother would be the good mother and the good mother the bad mother. And -

Please dont go on, said the Woman of the World. I was up late last night.

I was merely going to show, explained the Minor Poet, that all roads lead to the law that the good mother is the best mother. Her duty is to her children, to guard their infancy, to take thought for their equipment.

Do you seriously ask us to believe, demanded the Old Maid, that the type of woman who does marry for money considers for a single moment any human being but herself?

Not consciously, perhaps, admitted the Minor Poet. Our instincts, that they may guide us easily, are purposely made selfish. The flower secretes honey for its own purposes, not with any sense of charity towards the bee. Man works, as he thinks, for beer and baccy; in reality, for the benefit of unborn generations. The woman, in acting selfishly, is assisting Natures plans. In olden days she chose her mate for his strength. She, possibly enough, thought only of herself; he could best provide for her then simple wants, best guard her from the disagreeable accidents of nomadic life. But Nature, unseen, directing her, was thinking of the savage brood needing still more a bold protector. Wealth now is the substitute for strength. The rich man is the strong man. The womans heart unconsciously goes out to him.

Do men never marry for money? inquired the Girton Girl. I ask merely for information. Maybe I have been misinformed, but I have heard of countries where the dot is considered of almost more importance than the bride.

The German officer, I ventured to strike in, is literally on sale. Young lieutenants are most expensive, and even an elderly colonel costs a girl a hundred thousand marks.

You mean, corrected the Minor Poet, costs her father. The Continental husband demands a dowry with his wife, and sees that he gets it. He in his turn has to save and scrape for years to provide each of his daughters with the necessary dot. It comes to the same thing precisely. Your argument could only apply were woman equally with man a wealth producer. As it is, a womans wealth is invariably the result of a marriage, either her own or that of some shrewd ancestress. And as regards the heiress, the principle of sale and purchase, if I may be forgiven the employment of common terms, is still more religiously enforced. It is not often that the heiress is given away; stolen she may be occasionally, much to the indignation of Lord Chancellors and other guardians of such property; the thief is very properly punished - imprisoned, if need be. If handed over legitimately, her price is strictly exacted, not always in money - that she possesses herself, maybe in sufficiency; it enables her to bargain for other advantages no less serviceable to her children - for title, place, position. In the same way the Neolithic woman, herself of exceptional strength and ferocity, may have been enabled to bestow a thought upon her savage lovers beauty, his prehistoric charm of manner; thus in other directions no less necessary assisting the development of the race.

I cannot argue with you, said the Old Maid. I know one case. They were both poor; it would have made no difference to her, but it did to him. Maybe I am wrong, but it seems to me that, as you say, our instincts are given us to guide us. I do not know. The future is not in our hands; it does not belong to us. Perhaps it were wiser to listen to the voices that are sent to us.

I remember a case, also, said the Woman of the World. She had risen to prepare the tea, and was standing with her back to us. Like the woman you speak of, she was poor, but one of the sweetest creatures I have ever known. I cannot help thinking it would have been good for the world had she been a mother.

My dear lady, cried the Minor Poet, you help me!

I always do, according to you, laughed the Woman of the World. I appear to resemble the bull that tossed the small boy high into the apple-tree he had been trying all the afternoon to climb.

It is very kind of you, answered the Minor Poet. My argument is that woman is justified in regarding marriage as the end of her existence, the particular man as but a means. The woman you speak of acted selfishly, rejecting the crown of womanhood because not tendered to her by hands she had chosen.

You would have us marry without love? asked the Girton Girl.

With love, if possible, answered the Minor Poet; without, rather than not at all. It is the fulfilment of the womans law.

You would make of us goods and chattels, cried the Girton Girl.

I would make of you what you are, returned the Minor Poet, the priestesses of Natures temple, leading man to the worship of her mysteries. An American humorist has described marriage as the craving of some young man to pay for some young womans board and lodging. There is no escaping from this definition; let us accept it. It is beautiful - so far as the young man is concerned. He sacrifices himself, deprives himself, that he may give. That is love. But from the womans point of view? If she accept thinking only of herself, then it is a sordid bargain on her part. To understand her, to be just to her, we must look deeper. Not sexual, but maternal love is her kingdom. She gives herself not to her lover, but through her lover to the great Goddess of the Myriad Breasts that shadows ever with her guardian wings Life from the outstretched hand of Death.

She may be a nice enough girl from Natures point of view, said the Old Maid; personally, I shall never like her.


CHAPTER IV
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WHAT IS THE time? asked the Girton Girl.

I looked at my watch. Twenty past four, I answered.

Exactly? demanded the Girton Girl.

Precisely, I replied.

Strange, murmured the Girton Girl. There is no accounting for it, yet it always is so.

What is there no accounting for? I inquired. What is strange?

It is a German superstition, explained the Girton Girl, I learnt it at school. Whenever complete silence falls upon any company, it is always twenty minutes past the hour.

Why do we talk so much? demanded the Minor Poet.

As a matter of fact, observed the Woman of the World, I dont think we do - not we, personally, not much. Most of our time we appear to be listening to you.

Then why do I talk so much, if you prefer to put it that way? continued the Minor Poet. If I talked less, one of you others would have to talk more.

There would be that advantage about it, agreed the Philosopher.

In all probability, you, returned to him the Minor Poet. Whether as a happy party we should gain or lose by the exchange, it is not for me to say, though I have my own opinion. The essential remains - that the stream of chatter must be kept perpetually flowing. Why?

There is a man I know, I said; you may have met him, a man named Longrush. He is not exactly a bore. A bore expects you to listen to him. This man is apparently unaware whether you are listening to him or not. He is not a fool. A fool is occasionally amusing - Longrush never. No subject comes amiss to him. Whatever the topic, he has something uninteresting to say about it. He talks as a piano-organ grinds out music steadily, strenuously, tirelessly. The moment you stand or sit him down he begins, to continue ceaselessly till wheeled away in cab or omnibus to his next halting-place. As in the case of his prototype, his rollers are changed about once a month to suit the popular taste. In January he repeats to you Dan Lenos jokes, and gives you other peoples opinions concerning the Old Masters at the Guild-hall. In June he recounts at length what is generally thought concerning the Academy, and agrees with most people on most points connected with the Opera. If forgetful for a moment - as an Englishman may be excused for being - whether it be summer or winter, one may assure oneself by waiting to see whether Longrush is enthusing over cricket or football. He is always up-to-date. The last new Shakespeare, the latest scandal, the man of the hour, the next nine days wonder - by the evening Longrush has his roller ready. In my early days of journalism I had to write each evening a column for a provincial daily, headed What People are Saying. The editor was precise in his instructions. I dont want your opinions; I dont want you to be funny; never mind whether the thing appears to you to be interesting or not. I want it to be real, the things people are saying. I tried to be conscientious. Each paragraph began with That. I wrote the column because I wanted the thirty shillings. Why anybody ever read it, I fail to understand to this day; but I believe it was one of the popular features of the paper. Longrush invariably brings back to my mind the dreary hours I spent penning that fatuous record.

I think I know the man you mean, said the Philosopher. I had forgotten his name.

I thought it possible you might have met him, I replied. Well, my cousin Edith was arranging a dinner-party the other day, and, as usual, she did me the honour to ask my advice. Generally speaking, I do not give advice nowadays. As a very young man I was generous with it. I have since come to the conclusion that responsibility for my own muddles and mistakes is sufficient. However, I make an exception in Ediths case, knowing that never by any chance will she follow it.

Speaking of editors, said the Philosopher, Bates told me at the club the other night that he had given up writing the Answers to Correspondents personally, since discovery of the fact that he had been discussing at some length the attractive topic, Duties of a Father, with his own wife, who is somewhat of a humorist.

There was the wife of a clergyman my mother used to tell of, said the Woman of the World, who kept copies of her husbands sermons. She would read him extracts from them in bed, in place of curtain lectures. She explained it saved her trouble. Everything she felt she wanted to say to him he had said himself so much more forcibly.

The argument always appears to me weak, said the Philosopher. If only the perfect may preach, our pulpits would remain empty. Am I to ignore the peace that slips into my soul when perusing the Psalms, to deny myself all benefit from the wisdom of the Proverbs, because neither David nor Solomon was a worthy casket of the jewels that God had placed in them? Is a temperance lecturer never to quote the self-reproaches of poor Cassio because Master Will Shakespeare, there is evidence to prove, was a gentleman, alas! much too fond of the bottle? The man that beats the drum may be himself a coward. It is the drum that is the important thing to us, not the drummer.

Of all my friends, said the Woman of the World, the one who has the most trouble with her servants is poor Jane Meredith.

I am exceedingly sorry to hear it, observed the Philosopher, after a slight pause. But forgive me, I really do not see -

I beg your pardon, answered the Woman of the World. I thought everybody knew Jane Meredith. She writes The Perfect Home column for The Womans World.

It will always remain a riddle, one supposes, said the Minor Poet. Which is the real ego - I, the author of The Simple Life, fourteenth edition, three and sixpence net -

Dont, pleaded the Old Maid, with a smile; please dont.

Dont what? demanded the Minor Poet.

Dont ridicule it - make fun of it, even though it may happen to be your own. There are parts of it I know by heart. I say them over to myself when - Dont spoil it for me. The Old Maid laughed, but nervously.

My dear lady, reassured her the Minor Poet, do not be afraid. No one regards that poem with more reverence than do I. You can have but small conception what a help it is to me also. I, too, so often read it to myself; and when - We understand. As one who turns his back on scenes of riot to drink the moonlight in quiet ways, I go to it for sweetness and for peace. So much do I admire the poem, I naturally feel desire and curiosity to meet its author, to know him. I should delight, drawing him aside from the crowded room, to grasp him by the hand, to say to him: My dear - my very dear Mr. Minor Poet, I am so glad to meet you! I would I could tell you how much your beautiful work has helped me. This, my dear sir - this is indeed privilege! But I can picture so vividly the bored look with which he would receive my gush. I can imagine the contempt with which he, the pure liver, would regard me did he know me - me, the liver of the fools hot days.

A short French story I once read somewhere, I said, rather impressed me. A poet or dramatist - I am not sure which - had married the daughter of a provincial notary. There was nothing particularly attractive about her except her dot. He had run through his own small fortune and was in some need. She worshipped him and was, as he used to boast to his friends, the ideal wife for a poet. She cooked admirably - a useful accomplishment during the first half-dozen years of their married life; and afterwards, when fortune came to him, managed his affairs to perfection, by her care and economy keeping all worldly troubles away from his study door. An ideal Hausfrau, undoubtedly, but of course no companion for our poet. So they went their ways; till, choosing as in all things the right moment, when she could best be spared, the good lady died and was buried.

And here begins the interest of the story, somewhat late. One article of furniture, curiously out of place among the rich appointments of their fine hôtel, the woman had insisted on retaining, a heavy, clumsily carved oak desk her father had once used in his office, and which he had given to her for her own as a birthday present back in the days of her teens.

You must read the story for yourselves if you would enjoy the subtle sadness that surrounds it, the delicate aroma of regret through which it moves. The husband finding after some little difficulty the right key, fits it into the lock of the bureau. As a piece of furniture, plain, solid, squat, it has always jarred upon his artistic sense. She too, his good, affectionate Sara, had been plain, solid, a trifle squat. Perhaps that was why the poor woman had clung so obstinately to the one thing in the otherwise perfect house that was quite out of place there. Ah, well! she is gone now, the good creature. And the bureau - no, the bureau shall remain. Nobody will need to come into this room, no one ever did come there but the woman herself. Perhaps she had not been altogether so happy as she might have been. A husband less intellectual - one from whom she would not have lived so far apart - one who could have entered into her simple, commonplace life! it might have been better for both of them. He draws down the lid, pulls out the largest drawer. It is full of manuscripts, folded and tied neatly with ribbons once gay, now faded. He thinks at first they are his own writings - things begun and discarded, reserved by her with fondness. She thought so much of him, the good soul! Really, she could not have been so dull as he had deemed her. The power to appreciate rightly - this, at least, she must have possessed. He unties the ribbon. No, the writing is her own, corrected, altered, underlined. He opens a second, a third. Then with a smile he sits down to read. What can they be like, these poems, these stories? He laughs, smoothing the crumpled paper, foreseeing the trite commonness, the shallow sentiment. The poor child! So she likewise would have been a littérateure. Even she had her ambition, her dream.

The sunshine climbs the wall behind him, creeps stealthily across the ceiling of the room, slips out softly by the window, leaving him alone. All these years he had been living with a fellow poet. They should have been comrades, and they had never spoken. Why had she hidden herself? Why had she left him, never revealing herself? Years ago, when they were first married - he remembers now - she had slipped little blue-bound copy-books into his pocket, laughing, blushing, asking him to read them. How could he have guessed? Of course, he had forgotten them. Later, they had disappeared again; it had never occurred to him to think. Often in the earlier days she had tried to talk to him about his work. Had he but looked into her eyes, he might have understood. But she had always been so homely-seeming, so good. Who would have suspected? Then suddenly the blood rushes into his face. What must have been her opinion of his work? All these years he had imagined her the amazed devotee, uncomprehending but admiring. He had read to her at times, comparing himself the while with Molière reading to his cook. What right had she to play this trick upon him? The folly of it! The pity of it! He would have been so glad of her.

What becomes, I wonder, mused the Philosopher, of the thoughts that are never spoken? We know that in Nature nothing is wasted; the very cabbage is immortal, living again in altered form. A thought published or spoken we can trace, but such must only be a small percentage. It often occurs to me walking down the street. Each man and woman that I pass by, each silently spinning his silken thought, short or long, fine or coarse. What becomes of it?

I heard you say once, remarked the Old Maid to the Minor Poet, that thoughts are in the air, that the poet but gathers them as a child plucks wayside blossoms to shape them into nosegays.

It was in confidence, replied the Minor Poet. Please do not let it get about, or my publisher will use it as an argument for cutting down my royalties.

I have always remembered it, answered the Old Maid. It seemed so true. A thought suddenly comes to you. I think of them sometimes, as of little motherless babes creeping into our brains for shelter.

It is a pretty idea, mused the Minor Poet. I shall see them in the twilight: pathetic little round-eyed things of goblin shape, dimly luminous against the darkening air. Whence come you, little tender Thought, tapping at my brain? From the lonely forest, where the peasant mother croons above the cradle while she knits? Thought of Love and Longing: lies your gallant father with his boyish eyes unblinking underneath some tropic sun? Thought of Life and Thought of Death: are you of patrician birth, cradled by some high-born maiden, pacing slowly some sweet garden? Or did you spring to life amid the din of loom or factory? Poor little nameless foundlings! I shall feel myself in future quite a philanthropist, taking them in, adopting them.

You have not yet decided, reminded him the Woman of the World, which you really are: the gentleman we get for three and sixpence net, or the one we are familiar with, the one we get for nothing.

Please dont think I am suggesting any comparison, continued the Woman of the World, but I have been interested in the question since George joined a Bohemian club and has taken to bringing down minor celebrities from Saturday to Monday. I hope I am not narrow-minded, but there is one gentleman I have been compelled to put my foot down on.

I really do not think he will complain, I interrupted. The Woman of the World possesses, I should explain, the daintiest of feet.

It is heavier than you think, replied the Woman of the World. George persists I ought to put up with him because he is a true poet. I cannot admit the argument. The poet I honestly admire. I like to have him about the place. He lies on my drawing-room table in white vellum, and helps to give tone to the room. For the poet I am quite prepared to pay the four-and-six demanded; the man I dont want. To be candid, he is not worth his own discount.

It is hardly fair, urged the Minor Poet, to confine the discussion to poets. A friend of mine some years ago married one of the most charming women in New York, and that is saying a good deal. Everybody congratulated him, and at the outset he was pleased enough with himself. I met him two years later in Geneva, and we travelled together as far as Rome. He and his wife scarcely spoke to one another the whole journey, and before I left him he was good enough to give me advice which to another man might be useful. Never marry a charming woman, he counselled me. Anything more unutterably dull than the charming woman outside business hours you cannot conceive.

I think we must agree to regard the preacher, concluded the Philosopher, merely as a brother artist. The singer may be a heavy, fleshy man with a taste for beer, but his voice stirs our souls. The preacher holds aloft his banner of purity. He waves it over his own head as much as over the heads of those around him. He does not cry with the Master, Come to Me, but Come with me, and be saved. The prayer Forgive them was the prayer not of the Priest, but of the God. The prayer dictated to the Disciples was Forgive us, Deliver us. Not that he should be braver, not that he should be stronger than they that press behind him, is needed of the leader, but that he should know the way. He, too, may faint, he, too, may fall; only he alone must never turn his back.

It is quite comprehensible, looked at from one point of view, remarked the Minor Poet, that he who gives most to others should himself be weak. The professional athlete pays, I believe, the price of central weakness. It is a theory of mine that the charming, delightful people one meets with in society are people who have dishonestly kept to themselves gifts entrusted to them by Nature for the benefit of the whole community. Your conscientious, hard-working humorist is in private life a dull dog. The dishonest trustee of laughter, on the other hand, robbing the world of wit bestowed upon him for public purposes, becomes a brilliant conversationalist.

But, added the Minor Poet, turning to me, you were speaking of a man named Longrush, a great talker.

A long talker, I corrected. My cousin mentioned him third in her list of invitations. Longrush, she said with conviction, we must have Longrush. Isnt he rather tiresome? I suggested. He is tiresome, she agreed, but then hes so useful. He never lets the conversation drop.

Why is it? asked the Minor Poet. Why, when we meet together, must we chatter like a mob of sparrows? Why must every assembly to be successful sound like the parrot-house of a zoological garden?

I remember a parrot story, I said, but I forget who told it to me.

Maybe one of us will remember as you go on, suggested the Philosopher.

A man, I said - an old farmer, if I remember rightly - had read a lot of parrot stories, or had heard them at the club. As a result he thought he would like himself to be the owner of a parrot, so journeyed to a dealer and, according to his own account, paid rather a long price for a choice specimen. A week later he re-entered the shop, the parrot borne behind him by a boy. This bird, said the farmer, this bird you sold me last week aint worth a sovereign! Whats the matter with it? demanded the dealer. How do I know whats the matter with the bird? answered the farmer. What I tell you is that it aint worth a sovereign - tain t worth a half a sovereign! Why not? persisted the dealer; it talks all right, dont it? Talks! retorted the indignant farmer, the damn thing talks all day, but it never says anything funny!

A friend of mine, said the Philosopher, once had a parrot -

Wont you come into the garden? said the Woman of the World, rising and leading the way.


CHAPTER V
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MYSELF, SAID THE Minor Poet, I read the book with the most intense enjoyment. I found it inspiring - so inspiring, I fear I did not give it sufficient attention. I must read it again.

I understand you, said the Philosopher. A book that really interests us makes us forget that we are reading. Just as the most delightful conversation is when nobody in particular appears to be talking.

Do you remember meeting that Russian man George brought down here about three months ago? asked the Woman of the World, turning to the Minor Poet. I forget his name. As a matter of fact, I never knew it. It was quite unpronounceable and, except that it ended, of course, with a double f, equally impossible to spell. I told him frankly at the beginning I should call him by his Christian name, which fortunately was Nicholas. He was very nice about it.

I remember him distinctly, said the Minor Poet. A charming man.

He was equally charmed with you, replied the Woman of the World.

I can credit it easily, murmured the Minor Poet. One of the most intelligent men I ever met.

You talked together for two hours in a corner, said the Woman of the World. I asked him when you had gone what he thought of you. Ah! what a talker! he exclaimed, making a gesture of admiration with his hands. I thought maybe you would notice it, I answered him. Tell me, what did he talk about? I was curious to know; you had been so absorbed in yourselves and so oblivious to the rest of us. Upon my word, he replied, I really cannot tell you. Do you know, I am afraid, now I come to think of it, that I must have monopolised the conversation. I was glad to be able to ease his mind on that point. I really dont think you did, I assured him. I should have felt equally confident had I not been present.

You were quite correct, returned the Minor Poet. I have a distinct recollection of having made one or two observations myself. Indeed, if I may say so, I talked rather well.

You may also recollect, continued the Woman of the World, that the next time we met I asked you what he had said, and that your mind was equally a blank on the subject. You admitted you had found him interesting. I was puzzled at the time, but now I begin to understand. Both of you, no doubt, found the conversation so brilliant, each of you felt it must have been your own.

A good book, I added - a good talk is like a good dinner: one assimilates it. The best dinner is the dinner you do not know you have eaten.

A thing will often suggest interesting thought, observed the Old Maid, without being interesting. Often I find the tears coming into my eyes as I witness some stupid melodrama - something said, something hinted at, will stir a memory, start a train of thought.

I once, I said, sat next to a country-man in the pit of a music-hall some years ago. He enjoyed himself thoroughly up to half-past ten. Songs about mothers-in-law, drunken wives, and wooden legs he roared at heartily. At ten-thirty entered a well-known artiste who was then giving a series of what he called Condensed Tragedies in Verse. At the first two my country friend chuckled hugely. The third ran: Little boy; pair of skates: broken ice; heavens gates. My friend turned white, rose hurriedly, and pushed his way impatiently out of the house. I left myself some ten minutes later, and by chance ran against him again in the bar of the Criterion, where he was drinking whisky rather copiously. I couldnt stand that fool, he explained to me in a husky voice. Truth is, my youngest kid got drowned last winter skating. Dont see any sense making fun of real trouble.

I can cap your story with another, said the Philosopher. Jim sent me a couple of seats for one of his first nights a month or two ago. They did not reach me till four oclock in the afternoon. I went down to the club to see if I could pick up anybody. The only man there I knew at all was a rather quiet young fellow, a new member. He had just taken Batess chambers in Staple Inn - you have met him, I think. He didnt know many people then and was grateful for my invitation. The play was one of those Palais Royal farces - it cannot matter which, they are all exactly alike. The fun consists of somebodys trying to sin without being found out. It always goes well. The British public invariably welcomes the theme, provided it be dealt with in a merry fashion. It is only the serious discussion of evil that shocks us. There was the usual banging of doors and the usual screaming. Everybody was laughing around us. My young friend sat with rather a curious fixed smile upon his face. Fairly well constructed, I said to him, as the second curtain fell amid yells of delight. Yes, he answered, I suppose its very funny. I looked at him; he was little more than a boy. You are rather young, I said, to be a moralist. He gave a short laugh. Oh! I shall grow out of it in time, he said. He told me his story later, when I came to know him better. He had played the farce himself over in Melbourne - he was an Australian. Only the third act had ended differently. His girl wife, of whom he was passionately fond, had taken it quite seriously and had committed suicide. A foolish thing to do.

Man is a beast! said the Girton Girl, who was prone to strong expression.

I thought so myself when I was younger, said the Woman of the World.

And dont you now, when you hear a thing like that? suggested the Girton Girl.

Certainly, my dear, replied the Woman of the World; there is a deal of the animal in man; but - well, I was myself expressing that same particular view of him, the brute, to a very old lady with whom I was spending a winter in Brussels, many years ago now, when I was quite a girl. She had been a friend of my fathers, and was one of the sweetest and kindest - I was almost going to say the most perfect woman I have ever met; though as a celebrated beauty, stories, dating from the early Victorian era, were told about her. But myself I never believed them. Her calm, gentle, passionless face, crowned with its soft, silver hair - I remember my first sight of the Matterhorn on a summers evening; somehow it at once reminded me of her.

My dear, laughed the Old Maid, your anecdotal method is becoming as jerky as a cinematograph.

I have noticed it myself, replied the Woman of the World; I try to get in too much.

The art of the raconteur, observed the Philosopher, consists in avoiding the unessential. I have a friend who never yet to my knowledge reached the end of a story. It is intensely unimportant whether the name of the man who said the thing or did the deed be Brown or Jones or Robinson. But she will worry herself into a fever trying to recollect. Dear, dear me! she will leave off to exclaim; I know his name so well. How stupid of me! She will tell you why she ought to recollect his name, how she always has recollected his name till this precise moment. She will appeal to half the people in the room to help her. It is hopeless to try and induce her to proceed, the idea has taken possession of her mind. After a world of unnecessary trouble she recollects that it was Tomkins, and is delighted; only to be plunged again into despair on discovery that she has forgotten his address. This makes her so ashamed of herself she declines to continue, and full of self-reproach she retires to her own room. Later she re-enters, beaming, with the street and number pat. But by that time she has forgotten the anecdote.

Well, tell us about your old lady, and what it was you said to her, spoke impatiently the Girton Girl, who is always eager when the subject under discussion happens to be the imbecility or criminal tendency of the opposite sex.

I was at the age, continued the Woman of the World, when a young girl tiring of fairy stories puts down the book and looks round her at the world, and naturally feels indignant at what she notices. I was very severe upon both the shortcomings and the overgoings of man - our natural enemy. My old friend used to laugh, and that made me think her callous and foolish. One day our bonne - like all servants, a lover of gossip - came to us delighted with a story which proved to me how just had been my estimate of the male animal. The grocer at the corner of our rue, married only four years to a charming and devoted little wife, had run away and left her.

He never gave her even a hint, the pretty angel! so Jeanne informed us. Had had his box containing his clothes and everything he wanted ready packed for a week, waiting for him at the railway station - just told her he was going to play a game of dominoes, and that she was not to sit up for him; kissed her and the child good-night, and - well, that was the last she ever saw of him. Did Madame ever hear the like of it? concluded Jeanne, throwing up her hands to heaven. I am sorry to say, Jeanne, that I have, replied my sweet Madame with a sigh, and led the conversation by slow degrees back to the subject of dinner. I turned to her when Jeanne had left the room. I can remember still the burning indignation of my face. I had often spoken to the man myself, and had thought what a delightful husband he was - so kind, so attentive, so proud, seemingly, of his dainty femme. Doesnt that prove what I say, I cried, that men are beasts? I am afraid it helps in that direction, replied my old friend. And yet you defend them, I answered. At my age, my dear, she replied, one neither defends nor blames; one tries to understand. She put her thin white hand upon my head. Shall we hear a little more of the story? she said. It is not a pleasant one, but it may be useful to us. I dont want to hear any more of it, I answered; I have heard enough. It is sometimes well, she persisted, to hear the whole of a case before forming our judgment. And she rang the bell for Jeanne. That story about our little grocer friend, she said - it is rather interesting to me. Why did he leave her and run away - do you know? Jeanne shrugged her ample shoulders. Oh! the old story, Madame, she answered, with a short laugh. Who was she? asked my friend. The wife of Monsieur Savary, the wheelwright, as good a husband as ever a woman had. Its been going on for months, the hussy! Thank you, that will do, Jeanne. She turned again to me so soon as Jeanne had left the room. My dear, she said, whenever I see a bad man, I peep round the corner for the woman. Whenever I see a bad woman, I follow her eyes; I know she is looking for her mate. Nature never makes odd samples.

I cannot help thinking, said the Philosopher, that a good deal of harm is being done to the race as a whole by the overpraise of women.

Who overpraises them? demanded the Girton Girl. Men may talk nonsense to us - I dont know whether any of us are foolish enough to believe it - but I feel perfectly sure that when they are alone most of their time is occupied in abusing us.

That is hardly fair, interrupted the Old Maid. I doubt if they do talk about us among themselves as much as we think. Besides, it is always unwise to go behind the verdict. Some very beautiful things have been said about women by men.

Well, ask them, said the Girton Girl. Here are three of them present. Now, honestly, when you talk about us among yourselves, do you gush about our virtue, and goodness, and wisdom?

Gush, said the Philosopher, reflecting, gush would hardly be the correct word.

In justice to the truth, I said, I must admit our Girton friend is to a certain extent correct. Every man at some time of his life esteems to excess some one particular woman. Very young men, lacking in experience, admire perhaps indiscriminately. To them, anything in a petticoat is adorable: the milliner makes the angel. And very old men, so I am told, return to the delusions of their youth; but as to this I cannot as yet speak positively. The rest of us - well, when we are alone, it must be confessed, as our Philosopher says, that gush is not the correct word.

I told you so, chortled the Girton Girl.

Maybe, I added, it is merely the result of reaction. Convention insists that to her face we show her a somewhat exaggerated deference. Her very follies we have to regard as added charms - the poets have decreed it. Maybe it comes as a relief to let the pendulum swing back.

But is it not a fact, asked the Old Maid, that the best men and even the wisest are those who have held women in most esteem? Do we not gauge civilization by the position a nation accords to its women?

In the same way as we judge them by the mildness of their laws, their tenderness for the weak. Uncivilised man killed off the useless numbers of the tribe; we provide for them hospitals, almshouses. Mans attitude towards woman proves the extent to which he has conquered his own selfishness, the distance he has travelled from the law of the ape: might is right.

Please dont misunderstand me, pleaded the Philosopher, with a nervous glance towards the lowering eyebrows of the Girton Girl. I am not saying for a moment woman is not the equal of man; indeed, it is my belief that she is. I am merely maintaining she is not his superior. The wise man honours woman as his friend, his fellow-labourer, his complement. It is the fool who imagines her unhuman.

But are we not better, persisted the Old Maid, for our ideals? I dont say we women are perfect - please dont think that. You are not more alive to our faults than we are. Read the women novelists from George Eliot downwards. But for your own sake - is it not well man should have something to look up to, and failing anything better - ?

I draw a very wide line, answered the Philosopher, between ideals and delusions. The ideal has always helped man; but that belongs to the land of his dreams, his most important kingdom, the kingdom of his future. Delusions are earthly structures, that sooner or later fall about his ears, blinding him with dust and dirt. The petticoat-governed country has always paid dearly for its folly.

Elizabeth! cried the Girton Girl. Queen Victoria!

Were ideal sovereigns, returned the Philosopher, leaving the government of the country to its ablest men. France under its Pompadours, the Byzantine Empire under its Theodoras, are truer examples of my argument. I am speaking of the unwisdom of assuming all women to be perfect. Belisarius ruined himself and his people by believing his own wife to be an honest woman.

But chivalry, I argued, has surely been of service to mankind?

To an immense extent, agreed the Philosopher. It seized a natural human passion and turned it to good uses. Then it was a reality. So once was the divine right of kings, the infallibility of the Church, for cumbering the ground with the lifeless bodies of which mankind has paid somewhat dearly. Not its upstanding lies - they can be faced and defeated - but its dead truths are the worlds stumbling-blocks. To the man of war and rapine, trained in cruelty and injustice, the woman was the one thing that spoke of the joy of yielding. Woman, as compared with man, was then an angel: it was no mere form of words. All the tender offices of life were in her hands. To the warrior, his life divided between fighting and debauchery, his womenfolk tending the sick, helping the weak, comforting the sorrowing, must have moved with white feet across a world his vices had made dark. Her mere subjection to the priesthood, her inborn feminine delight in form and ceremony - now an influence narrowing her charity - must then, to his dim eyes, trained to look upon dogma as the living soul of his religion, have seemed a halo, deifying her. Woman was then the servant. It was naturally to her advantage to excite tenderness and mercy in man. Since she has become the mistress of the world. It is no longer her interested mission to soften his savage instincts. Nowadays, it is the women who make war, the women who exalt brute force. Today, it is the woman who, happy herself, turns a deaf ear to the worlds low cry of pain; holding that man honoured who would ignore the good of the species to augment the comforts of his own particular family; holding in despite as a bad husband and father the man whose sense of duty extends beyond the circle of the home. One recalls Lady Nelsons reproach to her lord after the battle of the Nile. I have married a wife, and therefore cannot come, is the answer to his God that many a woman has prompted to her lovers tongue. I was speaking to a woman only the other day about the cruelty of skinning seals alive. I feel so sorry for the poor creatures, she murmured; but they say it gives so much more depth of colour to the fur. Her own jacket was certainly a very beautiful specimen.

When I was editing a paper, I said, I opened my columns to a correspondence on this very subject. Many letters were sent to me - most of them trite, many of them foolish. One, a genuine document, I remember. It came from a girl who for six years had been assistant to a fashionable dressmaker. She was rather tired of the axiom that all women, at all times, are perfection. She suggested that poets and novelists should take service for a year in any large drapery or millinery establishment where they would have an opportunity of studying woman in her natural state, so to speak.

It is unfair to judge us by what, I confess, is our chief weakness, argued the Woman of the World. Woman in pursuit of clothes ceases to be human - she reverts to the original brute. Besides, dressmakers can be very trying. The fault is not entirely on one side.

I still fail to be convinced, remarked the Girton Girl, that woman is over-praised. Not even the present conversation, so far as it has gone, altogether proves your point.

I am not saying it is the case among intelligent thinkers, explained the Philosopher, but in popular literature the convention still lingers. To womans face no man cares to protest against it; and woman, to her harm, has come to accept it as a truism. What are little girls made of? Sugar and spice and all thats nice. In more or less varied form the idea has entered into her blood, shutting out from her hope of improvement. The girl is discouraged from asking herself the occasionally needful question: Am I on the way to becoming a sound, useful member of society? Or am I in danger of degenerating into a vain, selfish, lazy piece of good-for-nothing rubbish? She is quite content so long as she can detect in herself no tendency to male vices, forgetful that there are also feminine vices. Woman is the spoilt child of the age. No one tells her of her faults. The World with its thousand voices flatters her. Sulks, bad temper, and pig-headed obstinacy are translated as pretty Fannys wilful ways. Cowardice, contemptible in man or woman, she is encouraged to cultivate as a charm. Incompetence to pack her own bag or find her own way across a square and round a corner is deemed an attraction. Abnormal ignorance and dense stupidity entitle her to pose as the poetical ideal. If she give a penny to a street beggar, selecting generally the fraud, or kiss a puppys nose, we exhaust the language of eulogy, proclaiming her a saint. The marvel to me is that, in spite of the folly upon which they are fed, so many of them grow to be sensible women.

Myself, remarked the Minor Poet, I find much comfort in the conviction that talk, as talk, is responsible for much less good and much less harm in the world than we who talk are apt to imagine. Words to grow and bear fruit must fall upon the earth of fact.

But you hold it right to fight against folly? demanded the Philosopher.

Heavens, yes! cried the Minor Poet. That is how one knows it is Folly - if we can kill it. Against the Truth our arrows rattle harmlessly.


CHAPTER VI
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BUT WHAT IS her reason? demanded the Old Maid.

Reason! I dont believe any of them have any reason. The Woman of the World showed sign of being short of temper, a condition of affairs startlingly unusual to her. Says she hasnt enough work to do.

She must be an extraordinary woman, commented the Old Maid.

The trouble I have put myself to in order to keep that woman, just because George likes her savouries, no one would believe, continued indignantly the Woman of the World. We have had a dinner party regularly once a week for the last six months, entirely for her benefit. Now she wants me to give two. I wont do it!

If I could be of any service? offered the Minor Poet. My digestion is not what it once was, but I could make up in quality - a recherché little banquet twice a week, say on Wednesdays and Saturdays, I would make a point of eating with you. If you think that would content her!

It is really thoughtful of you, replied the Woman of the World, but I cannot permit it. Why should you be dragged from the simple repast suitable to a poet merely to oblige my cook? It is not reason.

I was thinking rather of you, continued the Minor Poet.

Ive half a mind, said the Woman of the World, to give up housekeeping altogether and go into an hotel. I dont like the idea, but really servants are becoming impossible.

It is very interesting, said the Minor Poet.

I am glad you find it so! snapped the Woman of the World.

What is interesting? I asked the Minor Poet.

That the tendency of the age, he replied, should be slowly but surely driving us into the practical adoption of a social state that for years we have been denouncing the Socialists for merely suggesting. Everywhere the public-houses are multiplying, the private dwellings diminishing.

Can you wonder at it? commented the Woman of the World. You men talk about the joys of home. Some of you write poetry - generally speaking, one of you who lives in chambers, and spends two-thirds of his day at a club. We were sitting in the garden. The attention of the Minor Poet became riveted upon the sunset. Ethel and I by the fire. Ethel never gets a chance of sitting by the fire. So long as you are there, comfortable, you do not notice that she has left the room to demand explanation why the drawing-room scuttle is always filled with slack, and the best coal burnt in the kitchen range. Home to us women is our place of business that we never get away from.

I suppose, said the Girton Girl - to my surprise she spoke with entire absence of indignation. As a rule, the Girton Girl stands for what has been termed divine discontent with things in general. In the course of time she will outlive her surprise at finding the world so much less satisfactory an abode than she had been led to suppose - also her present firm conviction that, given a free hand, she could put the whole thing right in a quarter of an hour. There are times even now when her tone suggests less certainty of her being the first person who has ever thought seriously about the matter. I suppose, said the Girton Girl, it comes of education. Our grandmothers were content to fill their lives with these small household duties. They rose early, worked with their servants, saw to everything with their own eyes. Nowadays we demand time for self-development, for reading, for thinking, for pleasure. Household drudgery, instead of being the object of our life, has become an interference to it. We resent it.

The present revolt of woman, continued the Minor Poet, will be looked back upon by the historian of the future as one of the chief factors in our social evolution. The home - the praises of which we still sing, but with gathering misgiving - depended on her willingness to live a life of practical slavery. When Adam delved and Eve span - Adam confining his delving to the space within his own fence, Eve staying her spinning-wheel the instant the family hosiery was complete - then the home rested upon the solid basis of an actual fact. Its foundations were shaken when the man became a citizen and his interests expanded beyond the domestic circle. Since that moment woman alone has supported the institution. Now she, in her turn, is claiming the right to enter the community, to escape from the solitary confinement of the lovers castle. The mansions, with common dining-rooms, reading-rooms, their system of common service, are springing up in every quarter; the house, the villa, is disappearing. The story is the same in every country. The separate dwelling, where it remains, is being absorbed into a system. In America, the experimental laboratory of the future, the houses are warmed from a common furnace. You do not light the fire, you turn on the hot air. Your dinner is brought round to you in a travelling oven. You subscribe for your valet or your ladys maid. Very soon the private establishment, with its staff of unorganised, quarrelling servants, of necessity either over or underworked, will be as extinct as the lake dwelling or the sandstone cave.

I hope, said the Woman of the World, that I may live to see it.

In all probability, replied the Minor Poet, you will. I would I could feel as hopeful for myself.

If your prophecy be likely of fulfilment, remarked the Philosopher, I console myself with the reflection that I am the oldest of the party. Myself; I never read these full and exhaustive reports of the next century without revelling in the reflection that before they can be achieved I shall be dead and buried. It may be a selfish attitude, but I should be quite unable to face any of the machine-made futures our growing guild of seers prognosticate. You appear to me, most of you, to ignore a somewhat important consideration - namely, that mankind is alive. You work out your answers as if he were a sum in rule-of-three: If man in so many thousands of years has done so much in such a direction at this or that rate of speed, what will he be doing - ? and so on. You forget he is swayed by impulses that can enter into no calculation - drawn hither and thither by powers that can never be represented in your algebra. In one generation Christianity reduced Platos republic to an absurdity. The printing-press has upset the unanswerable conclusions of Machiavelli.

I disagree with you, said the Minor Poet.

The fact does not convince me of my error, retorted the Philosopher.

Christianity, continued the Minor Poet, gave merely an added force to impulses the germs of which were present in the infant race. The printing-press, teaching us to think in communities, has nonplussed to a certain extent the aims of the individual as opposed to those of humanity. Without prejudice, without sentiment, cast your eye back over the panorama of the human race. What is the picture that presents itself? Scattered here and there over the wild, voiceless desert, first the holes and caves, next the rude-built huts, the wigwams, the lake dwellings of primitive man. Lonely, solitary, followed by his dam and brood, he creeps through the tall grass, ever with watchful, terror-haunted eyes; satisfies his few desires; communicates, by means of a few grunts and signs, his tiny store of knowledge to his offspring; then, crawling beneath a stone, or into some tangled corner of the jungle, dies and disappears. We look again. A thousand centuries have flashed and faded. The surface of the earth is flecked with strange quivering patches: here, where the sun shines on the wood and sea, close together, almost touching one another; there, among the shadows, far apart. The Tribe has formed itself. The whole tiny mass moves forward, halts, runs backwards, stirred always by one common impulse. Man has learnt the secret of combination, of mutual help. The City rises. From its stone centre spreads its power; the Nation leaps to life; civilisation springs from leisure; no longer is each mans life devoted to his mere animal necessities. The artificer, the thinker - his fellows shall protect him. Socrates dreams, Phidias carves the marble, while Pericles maintains the law and Leonidas holds the Barbarian at bay. Europe annexes piece by piece the dark places of the earth, gives to them her laws. The Empire swallows the small State; Russia stretches her arm round Asia. In London we toast the union of the English-speaking peoples; in Berlin and Vienna we rub a salamander to the deutscher Bund; in Paris we whisper of a communion of the Latin races. In great things so in small. The stores, the huge Emporium displaces the small shopkeeper; the Trust amalgamates a hundred firms; the Union speaks for the worker. The limits of country, of language, are found too narrow for the new Ideas. German, American, or English - let what yard of coloured cotton you choose float from the mizzenmast, the business of the human race is their captain. One hundred and fifty years ago old Sam Johnson waited in a patrons anteroom; today the entire world invites him to growl his table talk the while it takes its dish of tea. The poet, the novelist, speak in twenty languages. Nationality - it is the County Council of the future. The worlds high roads run turnpike-free from pole to pole. One would be blind not to see the goal towards which we are rushing. At the outside it is but a generation or two off. It is one huge murmuring Hive - one universal Hive just the size of the round earth. The bees have been before us; they have solved the riddle towards which we in darkness have been groping.

The Old Maid shuddered visibly. What a terrible idea! she said.

To us, replied the Minor Poet; not to those who will come after us. The child dreads manhood. To Abraham, roaming the world with his flocks, the life of your modern City man, chained to his office from ten to four, would have seemed little better than penal servitude.

My sympathies are with the Abrahamitical ideal, observed the Philosopher.

Mine also, agreed the Minor Poet. But neither you nor I represent the tendency of the age. We are its curiosities. We, and such as we, serve as the brake regulating the rate of progress. The genius of species shows itself moving in the direction of the organised community - all life welded together, controlled by one central idea. The individual worker is drawn into the factory. Chippendale today would have been employed sketching designs; the chair would have been put together by fifty workers, each one trained to perfection in his own particular department. Why does the hotel, with its five hundred servants, its catering for three thousand mouths, work smoothly, while the desirable family residence, with its two or three domestics, remains the scene of waste, confusion, and dispute? We are losing the talent of living alone; the instinct of living in communities is driving it out.

So much the worse for the community, was the comment of the Philosopher. Man, as Ibsen has said, will always be at his greatest when he stands alone. To return to our friend Abraham, surely he, wandering in the wilderness, talking with his God, was nearer the ideal than the modern citizen, thinking with his morning paper, applauding silly shibboleths from a theatre pit, guffawing at coarse jests, one of a music-hall crowd? In the community it is the lowest always leads. You spoke just now of all the world inviting Samuel Johnson to its dish of tea. How many read him as compared to the number of subscribers to the Hapenny Joker? This thinking in communities, as it is termed, to what does it lead? To mafficking and Dreyfus scandals. What crowd ever evolved a noble idea? If Socrates and Galileo, Confucius and Christ had thought in communities, the world would indeed be the ant-hill you appear to regard as its destiny.

In balancing the books of life one must have regard to both sides of the ledger, responded the Minor Poet. A crowd, I admit, of itself creates nothing; on the other hand, it receives ideals into its bosom and gives them needful shelter. It responds more readily to good than to evil. What greater stronghold of virtue than your sixpenny gallery? Your burglar, arrived fresh from jumping on his mother, finds himself applauding with the rest stirring appeals to the inborn chivalry of man. Suggestion that it was right or proper under any circumstances to jump upon ones mother he would at such moment reject with horror. Thinking in communities is good for him. The hooligan, whose patriotism finds expression in squirting dirty water into the face of his coster sweetheart: the boulevardière, primed with absinth, shouting Conspuez les Juifs! - the motive force stirring them in its origin was an ideal. Even into making a fool of itself, a crowd can be moved only by incitement of its finer instincts. The service of Prometheus to mankind must not be judged by the statistics of the insurance office. The world as a whole has gained by community, will attain its goal only through community. From the nomadic savage by the winding road of citizenship we have advanced far. The way winds upward still, hidden from us by the mists, but along its tortuous course lies our track into the Promised Land. Not the development of the individual - that is his own concern - but the uplifting of the race would appear to be the law. The lonely great ones, they are the shepherds of the flock - the servants, not the masters of the world. Moses shall die and be buried in the wilderness, seeing only from afar the resting-place of mans tired feet. It is unfortunate that the Hapenny Joker and its kind should have so many readers. Maybe it teaches those to read who otherwise would never read at all. We are impatient, forgetting that the coming and going of our generations are but as the swinging of the pendulum of Natures clock. Yesterday we booked our seats for gladiatorial shows, for the burning of Christians, our windows for Newgate hangings. Even the musical farce is an improvement upon that - at least, from the humanitarian point of view.

In the Southern States of America, observed the Philosopher, sticking to his guns, they run excursion trains to lynching exhibitions. The bull-fight is spreading to France, and English newspapers are advocating the reintroduction of bear-baiting and cock-fighting. Are we not moving in a circle?

The road winds, as I have allowed, returned the Minor Poet; the gradient is somewhat steep. Just now, maybe, we are traversing a backward curve. I gain my faith by pausing now and then to look behind. I see the weary way with many a downward sweep. But we are climbing, my friend, we are climbing.

But to such a very dismal goal, according to your theory, grumbled the Old Maid. I should hate to feel myself an insect in a hive, my little round of duties apportioned to me, my every action regulated by a fixed law, my place assigned to me, my very food and drink, I suppose, apportioned to me. Do think of something more cheerful.

The Minor Poet laughed. My dear lady, he replied, it is too late. The thing is already done. The hive already covers us, the cells are in building. Who leads his own life? Who is master of himself? What can you do but live according to your income in, I am sure, a very charming little cell; buzz about your little world with your cheerful, kindly song, helping these your fellow insects here, doing day by day the useful offices apportioned to you by your temperament and means, seeing the same faces, treading ever the same narrow circle? Why do I write poetry? I am not to blame. I must live. It is the only thing I can do. Why does one man live and die upon the treeless rocks of Iceland, another labour in the vineyards of the Apennines? Why does one woman make matches, ride in a van to Epping Forest, drink gin, and change hats with her lover on the homeward journey; another pant through a dinner-party and half a dozen receptions every night from March to June, rush from country house to fashionable Continental resort from July to February, dress as she is instructed by her milliner, say the smart things that are expected of her? Who would be a sweep or a chaperon, were all roads free? Who is it succeeds in escaping the law of the hive? The loafer, the tramp. On the other hand, who is the man we respect and envy? The man who works for the community, the public-spirited man, as we call him; the unselfish man, the man who labours for the labours sake and not for the profit, devoting his days and nights to learning Natures secrets, to acquiring knowledge useful to the race. Is he not the happiest, the man who has conquered his own sordid desires, who gives himself to the public good? The hive was founded in dark days before man knew; it has been built according to false laws. This man will have a cell bigger than any other cell; all the other little men shall envy him; a thousand fellow-crawling mites shall slave for him, wear out their lives in wretchedness for him and him alone; all their honey they shall bring to him; he shall gorge while they shall starve. Of what use? He has slept no sounder in his foolishly fanciful cell. Sleep is to tired eyes, not to silken coverlets. We dream in Seven Dials as in Park Lane. His stomach, distend it as he will - it is very small - resents being distended. The store of honey rots. The hive was conceived in the dark days of ignorance, stupidity, brutality. A new hive shall arise.

I had no idea, said the Woman of the World, you were a Socialist.

Nor had I, agreed the Minor Poet, before I began talking.

And next Wednesday, laughed the Woman of the World; you will be arguing in favour of individualism.

Very likely, agreed the Minor Poet. The deep moans round with many voices.

Ill take another cup of tea, said the Philosopher.
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ARE WE AS INTERESTING AS WE THINK WE ARE?
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CHARMED. VERY HOT weather weve been having of late — I mean cold. Let me see, I did not quite catch your name just now. Thank you so much. Yes, it is a bit close. And a silence falls, neither of us being able to think what next to say.

What has happened is this: My host has met me in the doorway, and shaken me heartily by the hand.

So glad you were able to come, he has said. Some friends of mine here, very anxious to meet you. He has bustled me across the room. Delightful people. Youll like them — have read all your books.

He has brought me up to a stately lady, and has presented me. We have exchanged the customary commonplaces, and she, I feel, is waiting for me to say something clever, original and tactful. And I dont know whether she is Presbyterian or Mormon; a Protectionist or a Free Trader; whether she is engaged to be married or has lately been divorced!

A friend of mine adopts the sensible plan of always providing you with a short history of the person to whom he is about to lead you.

I want to introduce you to a Mrs. Jones, he whispers. Clever woman. Wrote a book two years ago. Forget the name of it. Something about twins. Keep away from sausages. Father ran a pork shop in the Borough. Husband on the Stock Exchange. Keep off coke. Unpleasantness about a company. Youll get on best by sticking to the book. Lot in it about platonic friendship. Dont seem to be looking too closely at her. Has a slight squint she tries to hide.

By this time we have reached the lady, and he introduces me as a friend of his who is simply dying to know her.

Wants to talk about your book, he explains. Disagrees with you entirely on the subject of platonic friendship. Sure youll be able to convince him.

It saves us both a deal of trouble. I start at once on platonic friendship, and ask her questions about twins, avoiding sausages and coke. She thinks me an unusually interesting man, and I am less bored than otherwise I might be.

I have sometimes thought it would be a serviceable device if, in Society, we all of us wore a neat card — pinned, say, upon our back — setting forth such information as was necessary; our name legibly written, and how to be pronounced; our age (not necessarily in good faith, but for purposes of conversation. Once I seriously hurt a German lady by demanding of her information about the Franco-German war. She looked to me as if she could not object to being taken for forty. It turned out she was thirty-seven. Had I not been an Englishman I might have had to fight a duel); our religious and political beliefs; together with a list of the subjects we were most at home upon; and a few facts concerning our career — sufficient to save the stranger from, what is vulgarly termed putting his foot in it. Before making jokes about Dumping, or discussing the question of Chinese Cheap Labour, one would glance behind and note whether ones companion was ticketed Whole-hogger, or Pro-Boer. Guests desirous of agreeable partners — an agreeable person, according to the late Lord Beaconsfields definition, being a person who agrees with you — could make their own selection.

Excuse me. Would you mind turning round a minute? Ah, Wagnerian Crank! I am afraid we should not get on together. I prefer the Italian school.

Or, How delightful. I see you dont believe in vaccination. May I take you into supper?

Those, on the other hand, fond of argument would choose a suitable opponent. A master of ceremonies might be provided who would stand in the centre of the room and call for partners: Lady with strong views in favour of female franchise wishes to meet gentleman holding the opinions of St. Paul. With view to argument.

An American lady, a year or two ago, wrote me a letter that did me real good: she appreciated my work with so much understanding, criticised it with such sympathetic interest. She added that, when in England the summer before, she had been on the point of accepting an invitation to meet me; but at the last moment she had changed her mind; she felt so sure — she put it pleasantly, but this is what it came to — that in my own proper person I should fall short of her expectations. For my own sake I felt sorry she had cried off; it would have been worth something to have met so sensible a woman. An author introduced to people who have read — or who say that they have read — his books, feels always like a man taken for the first time to be shown to his future wifes relations. They are very pleasant. They try to put him at his ease. But he knows instinctively they are disappointed with him. I remember, when a very young man, attending a party at which a famous American humorist was the chief guest. I was standing close behind a lady who was talking to her husband.

He doesnt look a bit funny, said the lady.

Great Scott! answered her husband. How did you expect him to look? Did you think he would have a red nose and a patch over one eye?

Oh, well, he might look funnier than that, anyhow, retorted the lady, highly dissatisfied. It isnt worth coming for.

We all know the story of the hostess who, leaning across the table during the dessert, requested of the funny man that he would kindly say something amusing soon, because the dear children were waiting to go to bed. Children, I suppose, have no use for funny people who dont choose to be funny. I once invited a friend down to my house for a Saturday to Monday. He is an entertaining man, and before he came I dilated on his powers of humour — somewhat foolishly perhaps — in the presence of a certain youthful person who resides with me, and who listens when she oughtnt to, and never when she ought. He happened not to be in a humorous mood that evening. My young relation, after dinner, climbed upon my knee. For quite five minutes she sat silent. Then she whispered:

Has he said anything funny?

Hush. No, not yet; dont be silly.

Five minutes later: Was that funny?

No, of course not.

Why not?

Because — cant you hear? We are talking about Old Age Pensions.

Whats that?

Oh, its — oh, never mind now. It isnt a subject on which one can be funny.

Then whats he want to talk about it for?

She waited for another quarter of an hour. Then, evidently bored, and much to my relief, suggested herself that she might as well go to bed. She ran to me the next morning in the garden with an air of triumph.

He said something so funny last night, she told me.

Oh, what was it? I inquired. It seemed to me I must have missed it.

Well, I cant exactly member it, she explained, not just at the moment. But it was so funny. I dreamed it, you know.

For folks not Lions, but closely related to Lions, introductions must be trying ordeals. You tell them that for years you have been yearning to meet them. You assure them, in a voice trembling with emotion, that this is indeed a privilege. You go on to add that when a boy — 

At this point they have to interrupt you to explain that they are not the Mr. So-and-So, but only his cousin or his grandfather; and all you can think of to say is: Oh, Im so sorry.

I had a nephew who was once the amateur long-distance bicycle champion. I have him still, but he is stouter and has come down to a motor car. In sporting circles I was always introduced as Shorlands Uncle. Close-cropped young men would gaze at me with rapture; and then inquire: And do you do anything yourself, Mr. Jerome?

But my case was not so bad as that of a friend of mine, a doctor. He married a leading actress, and was known ever afterwards as Miss B—s husband.

At public dinners, where one takes ones seat for the evening next to someone that one possibly has never met before, and is never likely to meet again, conversation is difficult and dangerous. I remember talking to a lady at a Vagabond Club dinner. She asked me during the entree — with a light laugh, as I afterwards recalled — what I thought, candidly, of the last book of a certain celebrated authoress. I told her, and a coldness sprang up between us. She happened to be the certain celebrated authoress; she had changed her place at the last moment so as to avoid sitting next to another lady novelist, whom she hated.

One has to shift oneself, sometimes, on these occasions. A newspaper man came up to me last Ninth of November at the Mansion House.

Would you mind changing seats with me? he asked. Its a bit awkward. Theyve put me next to my first wife.

I had a troubled evening myself once long ago. I accompanied a young widow lady to a musical At Home, given by a lady who had more acquaintances than she knew. We met the butler at the top of the stairs. My friend spoke first:

Say Mrs. Dash and—

The butler did not wait for more — he was a youngish man — but shouted out:

Mr. and Mrs. Dash.

My dear! how very quiet you have kept! cried our hostess delighted. Do let me congratulate you.

The crush was too great and our hostess too distracted at the moment for any explanations. We were swept away, and both of us spent the remainder of the evening feebly protesting our singleness.

If it had happened on the stage it would have taken us the whole play to get out of it. Stage people are not allowed to put things right when mistakes are made with their identity. If the light comedian is expecting a plumber, the first man that comes into the drawing-room has got to be a plumber. He is not allowed to point out that he never was a plumber; that he doesnt look like a plumber; that no one not an idiot would mistake him for a plumber. He has got to be shut up in the bath-room and have water poured over him, just as if he were a plumber — a stage plumber, that is. Not till right away at the end of the last act is he permitted to remark that he happens to be the new curate.

I sat out a play once at which most people laughed. It made me sad. A dear old lady entered towards the end of the first act. We knew she was the aunt. Nobody can possibly mistake the stage aunt — except the people on the stage. They, of course, mistook her for a circus rider, and shut her up in a cupboard. It is what cupboards seem to be reserved for on the stage. Nothing is ever put in them excepting the heros relations. When she wasnt in the cupboard she was in a clothes basket, or tied up in a curtain. All she need have done was to hold on to something while remarking to the hero:

If youll stop shouting and jumping about for just ten seconds, and give me a chance to observe that I am your maiden aunt from Devonshire, all this tomfoolery can be avoided.

That would have ended it. As a matter of fact that did end it five minutes past eleven. It hadnt occurred to her to say it before.

In real life I never knew but of one case where a man suffered in silence unpleasantness he could have ended with a word; and that was the case of the late Corney Grain. He had been engaged to give his entertainment at a country house. The lady was a nouvelle riche of snobbish instincts. She left instructions that Corney Grain when he arrived was to dine with the servants. The butler, who knew better, apologised; but Corney was a man not easily disconcerted. He dined well, and after dinner rose and addressed the assembled company.

Well, now, my good friends, said Corney, if we have all finished, and if you are all agreeable, I shall be pleased to present to you my little show.

The servants cheered. The piano was dispensed with. Corney contrived to amuse his audience very well for half-an-hour without it. At ten oclock came down a message: Would Mr. Corney Grain come up into the drawing-room. Corney went. The company in the drawing-room were waiting, seated.

We are ready, Mr. Grain, remarked the hostess.

Ready for what? demanded Corney.

For your entertainment, answered the hostess.

But I have given it already, explained Corney; and my engagement was for one performance only.

Given it! Where? When?

An hour ago, downstairs.

But this is nonsense, exclaimed the hostess.

It seemed to me somewhat unusual, Corney replied; but it has always been my privilege to dine with the company I am asked to entertain. I took it you had arranged a little treat for the servants.

And Corney left to catch his train.

Another entertainer told me the following story, although a joke against himself. He and Corney Grain were sharing a cottage on the river. A man called early one morning to discuss affairs, and was talking to Corney in the parlour, which was on the ground floor. The window was open. The other entertainer — the man who told me the story — was dressing in the room above. Thinking he recognised the voice of the visitor below, he leant out of his bedroom window to hear better. He leant too far, and dived head foremost into a bed of flowers, his bare legs — and only his bare legs — showing through the open window of the parlour.

Good gracious! exclaimed the visitor, turning at the moment and seeing a pair of wriggling legs above the window sill; whos that?

Corney fixed his eyeglass and strolled to the window.

Oh, its only Whats-his-name, he explained. Wonderful spirits. Can be funny in the morning.


SHOULD WOMEN BE BEAUTIFUL?
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PRETTY WOMEN ARE going to have a hard time of it later on. Hitherto, they have had things far too much their own way. In the future there are going to be no pretty girls, for the simple reason there will be no plain girls against which to contrast them. Of late I have done some systematic reading of ladies papers. The plain girl submits to a course of treatment. In eighteen months she bursts upon Society an acknowledged beauty. And it is all done by kindness. One girl writes:

Only a little while ago I used to look at myself in the glass and cry. Now I look at myself and laugh.

The letter is accompanied by two photographs of the young lady. I should have cried myself had I seen her as she was at first. She was a stumpy, flat-headed, squat-nosed, cross-eyed thing. She did not even look good. One virtue she appears to have had, however. It was faith. She believed what the label said, she did what the label told her. She is now a tall, ravishing young person, her only trouble being, I should say, to know what to do with her hair — it reaches to her knees and must be a nuisance to her. She would do better to give some of it away. Taking this young lady as a text, it means that the girl who declines to be a dream of loveliness does so out of obstinacy. What the raw material may be does not appear to matter. Provided no feature is absolutely missing, the result is one and the same.

Arrived at years of discretion, the maiden proceeds to choose the style of beauty she prefers. Will she be a Juno, a Venus, or a Helen? Will she have a Grecian nose, or one tip-tilted like the petal of a rose? Let her try the tip-tilted style first. The professor has an idea it is going to be fashionable. If afterwards she does not like it, there will be time to try the Grecian. It is difficult to decide these points without experiment.

Would the lady like a high or a low forehead? Some ladies like to look intelligent. It is purely a matter of taste. With the Grecian nose, the low broad forehead perhaps goes better. It is more according to precedent. On the other hand, the high brainy forehead would be more original. It is for the lady herself to select.

We come to the question of eyes. The lady fancies a delicate blue, not too pronounced a colour — one of those useful shades that go with almost everything. At the same time there should be depth and passion. The professor understands exactly the sort of eye the lady means. But it will be expensive. There is a cheap quality; the professor does not recommend it. True that it passes muster by gaslight, but the sunlight shows it up. It lacks tenderness, and at the price you can hardly expect it to contain much hidden meaning. The professor advises the melting, Oh-George-take-me-in-your-arms-and-still-my-foolish-fears brand. It costs a little more, but it pays for itself in the end.

Perhaps it will be best, now the eye has been fixed upon, to discuss the question of the hair. The professor opens his book of patterns. Maybe the lady is of a wilful disposition. She loves to run laughing through the woods during exceptionally rainy weather; or to gallop across the downs without a hat, her fair ringlets streaming in the wind, the old family coachman panting and expostulating in the rear. If one may trust the popular novel, extremely satisfactory husbands have often been secured in this way. You naturally look at a girl who is walking through a wood, laughing heartily apparently for no other reason than because it is raining — who rides at stretch gallop without a hat. If you have nothing else to do, you follow her. It is always on the cards that such a girl may do something really amusing before she gets home. Thus things begin.

To a girl of this kind, naturally curly hair is essential. It must be the sort of hair that looks better when it is soaking wet. The bottle of stuff that makes this particular hair to grow may be considered dear, if you think merely of the price. But that is not the way to look at it. What is it going to do for me? That is what the girl has got to ask herself. It does not do to spoil the ship for a haporth of tar, as the saying is. If you are going to be a dashing, wilful beauty, you must have the hair for it, or the whole scheme falls to the ground.

Eyebrows and eyelashes, the professor assumes, the lady would like to match the hair. Too much eccentricity the professor does not agree with. Nature, after all, is the best guide; neatness combined with taste, that is the ideal to be aimed at. The eyebrows should be almost straight, the professor thinks; the eyelashes long and silky, with just the suspicion of a curl. The professor would also suggest a little less cheekbone. Cheekbones are being worn low this season.

Will the lady have a dimpled chin, or does she fancy the square-cut jaw? Maybe the square-cut jaw and the firm, sweet mouth are more suitable for the married woman. They go well enough with the baby and the tea-urn, and the strong, proud man in the background. For the unmarried girl the dimpled chin and the rosebud mouth are, perhaps, on the whole safer. Some gentlemen are so nervous of that firm, square jaw. For the present, at all events, let us keep to the rosebud and the dimple.

Complexion! Well, there is only one complexion worth considering — a creamy white, relieved by delicate peach pink. It goes with everything, and is always effective. Rich olives, striking pallors — yes, you hear of these things doing well. The professors experience, however, is that for all-round work you will never improve upon the plain white and pink. It is less liable to get out of order, and is the easiest at all times to renew.

For the figure, the professor recommends something lithe and supple. Five foot four is a good height, but that is a point that should be discussed first with the dressmaker. For trains, five foot six is, perhaps, preferable. But for the sporting girl, who has to wear short frocks, that height would, of course, be impossible.

The bust and the waist are also points on which the dressmaker should be consulted. Nothing should be done in a hurry. What is the fashion going to be for the next two or three seasons? There are styles demanding that beginning at the neck you should curve out, like a pouter pigeon. There is apparently no difficulty whatever in obtaining this result. But if crinolines, for instance, are likely to come in again! The lady has only to imagine it for herself: the effect might be grotesque, suggestive of a walking hour-glass. So, too, with the waist. For some fashions it is better to have it just a foot from the neck. At other times it is more useful lower down. The lady will kindly think over these details and let the professor know. While one is about it, one may as well make a sound job.

It is all so simple, and, when you come to think of it, really not expensive. Age, apparently, makes no difference. A woman is as old as she looks. In future, I take it, there will be no ladies over five-and-twenty. Wrinkles! Why any lady should still persist in wearing them is a mystery to me. With a moderate amount of care any middle-class woman could save enough out of the housekeeping money in a month to get rid of every one of them. Grey hair! Well, of course, if you cling to grey hair, there is no more to be said. But to ladies who would just as soon have rich wavy-brown or a delicate shade of gold, I would point out that there are one hundred and forty-seven inexpensive lotions on the market, any one of which, rubbed gently into the head with a tooth-brush (not too hard) just before going to bed will, to use a colloquialism, do the trick.

Are you too stout, or are you too thin? All you have to do is to say which, and enclose stamps. But do not make a mistake and send for the wrong recipe. If you are already too thin, you might in consequence suddenly disappear before you found out your mistake. One very stout lady I knew worked at herself for eighteen months and got stouter every day. This discouraged her so much that she gave up trying. No doubt she had made a muddle and had sent for the wrong bottle, but she would not listen to further advice. She said she was tired of the whole thing.

In future years there will be no need for a young man to look about him for a wife; he will take the nearest girl, tell her his ideal, and, if she really care for him, she will go to the shop and have herself fixed up to his pattern. In certain Eastern countries, I believe, something of this kind is done. A gentleman desirous of adding to his family sends round the neighbourhood the weight and size of his favourite wife, hinting that if another can be found of the same proportions, there is room for her. Fathers walk round among their daughters, choose the most likely specimen, and have her fattened up. That is their brutal Eastern way. Out West we shall be more delicate. Match-making mothers will probably revive the old confession book. Eligible bachelors will be invited to fill in a page: Your favourite height in women, Your favourite measurement round the waist, Do you like brunettes or blondes?

The choice will be left to the girls.

I do think Henry William just too sweet for words, the maiden of the future will murmur to herself. Gently, coyly, she will draw from him his ideal of what a woman should be. In from six months to a year she will burst upon him, the perfect She; height, size, weight, right to a T. He will clasp her in his arms.

At last, he will cry, I have found her, the woman of my dreams.

And if he does not change his mind, and the bottles do not begin to lose their effect, there will be every chance that they will be happy ever afterwards.

Might not Science go even further? Why rest satisfied with making a world of merely beautiful women? Cannot Science, while she is about it, make them all good at the same time. I do not apologise for the suggestion. I used to think all women beautiful and good. It is their own papers that have disillusioned me. I used to look at this lady or at that — shyly, when nobody seemed to be noticing me — and think how fair she was, how stately. Now I only wonder who is her chemist.

They used to tell me, when I was a little boy, that girls were made of sugar and spice. I know better now. I have read the recipes in the Answers to Correspondents.

When I was quite a young man I used to sit in dark corners and listen, with swelling heart, while people at the piano told me where little girl babies got their wonderful eyes from, of the things they did to them in heaven that gave them dimples. Ah me! I wish now I had never come across those ladies papers. I know the stuff that causes those bewitching eyes. I know the shop where they make those dimples; I have passed it and looked in. I thought they were produced by angels kisses, but there was not an angel about the place, that I could see. Perhaps I have also been deceived as regards their goodness. Maybe all women are not so perfect as in the popular short story they appear to be. That is why I suggest that Science should proceed still further, and make them all as beautiful in mind as she is now able to make them in body. May we not live to see in the advertisement columns of the ladies paper of the future the portrait of a young girl sulking in a corner—Before taking the lotion! The same girl dancing among her little brothers and sisters, shedding sunlight through the home—After the three first bottles! May we not have the Caudle Mixture: One tablespoonful at bed-time guaranteed to make the lady murmur, Good-night, dear; hope youll sleep well, and at once to fall asleep, her lips parted in a smile? Maybe some specialist of the future will advertise Mind Massage: Warranted to remove from the most obstinate subject all traces of hatred, envy, and malice.

And, when Science has done everything possible for women, there might be no harm in her turning her attention to us men. Her idea at present seems to be that we men are too beautiful, physically and morally, to need improvement. Personally, there are one or two points about which I should like to consult her.


WHEN IS THE BEST TIME TO BE MERRY?
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THERE IS SO much I could do to improve things generally in and about Europe, if only I had a free hand. I should not propose any great fundamental changes. These poor people have got used to their own ways; it would be unwise to reform them all at once. But there are many little odds and ends that I could do for them, so many of their mistakes I could correct for them. They do not know this. If they only knew there was a man living in their midst willing to take them in hand and arrange things for them, how glad they would be. But the story is always the same. One reads it in the advertisements of the matrimonial column:

A lady, young, said to be good-looking — she herself is not sure on the point; she feels that possibly she may be prejudiced; she puts before you merely the current gossip of the neighbourhood; people say she is beautiful; they may be right, they may be wrong: it is not for her to decide—well-educated, of affectionate disposition, possessed of means, desires to meet gentleman with a view to matrimony.

Immediately underneath one reads of a gentleman of twenty-eight, tall, fair, considered agreeable. Really the modesty of the matrimonial advertiser teaches to us ordinary mortals quite a beautiful lesson. I know instinctively that were anybody to ask me suddenly:

Do you call yourself an agreeable man? I should answer promptly:

An agreeable man! Of course Im an agreeable man. What silly questions you do ask! If he persisted in arguing the matter, saying:

But there are people who do not consider you an agreeable man. I should get angry with him.

Oh, they think that, do they? I should say. Well, you tell them from me, with my compliments, that they are a set of blithering idiots. Not agreeable! You show me the man who says Im not agreeable. Ill soon let him know whether Im agreeable or not.

These young men seeking a wife are silent on the subject of their own virtues. Such are for others to discover. The matrimonial advertiser confines himself to a simple statement of fact: he is considered agreeable. He is domestically inclined, and in receipt of a good income. He is desirous of meeting a lady of serious disposition, with view to matrimony. If possessed of means — well, it is a trifle hardly worth considering one way or the other. He does not insist upon it; on the other hand he does not exclude ladies of means; the main idea is matrimony.

It is sad to reflect upon a young lady, said to be good-looking (let us say good-looking and be done with it: a neighbourhood does not rise up and declare a girl good-looking if she is not good-looking, that is only her modest way of putting it), let us say a young lady, good-looking, well-educated, of affectionate disposition — it is undeniably sad to reflect that such an one, matrimonially inclined, should be compelled to have recourse to the columns of a matrimonial journal. What are the young men in the neighbourhood thinking of? What more do they want? Is it Venus come to life again with ten thousand a year that they are waiting for! It makes me angry with my own sex reading these advertisements. And when one thinks of the girls that do get married!

But life is a mystery. The fact remains: here is the ideal wife seeking in vain for a husband. And here, immediately underneath — I will not say the ideal husband, he may have faults; none of us are perfect, but as men go a decided acquisition to any domestic hearth, an agreeable gentleman, fond of home life, none of your gad-abouts — calls aloud to the four winds for a wife — any sort of a wife, provided she be of a serious disposition. In his despair, he has grown indifferent to all other considerations. Is there in this world, he has said to himself, one unmarried woman, willing to marry me, an agreeable man, in receipt of a good income. Possibly enough this twain have passed one another in the street, have sat side by side in the same tram-car, never guessing, each one, that the other was the very article of which they were in want to make life beautiful.

Mistresses in search of a servant, not so much with the idea of getting work out of her, rather with the object of making her happy, advertise on one page. On the opposite page, domestic treasures — disciples of Carlyle, apparently, with a passionate love of work for its own sake — are seeking situations, not so much with the desire of gain as with the hope of finding openings where they may enjoy the luxury of feeling they are leading useful lives. These philanthropic mistresses, these toil-loving hand-maidens, have lived side by side in the same town for years, never knowing one another.

So it is with these poor European peoples. They pass me in the street. They do not guess that I am ready and willing to take them under my care, to teach them common sense with a smattering of intelligence — to be, as one might say, a father to them. They look at me. There is nothing about me to tell them that I know what is good for them better than they do themselves. In the fairy tales the wise man wore a conical hat and a long robe with twiddly things all round the edge. You knew he was a clever man. It avoided the necessity of explanation. Unfortunately, the fashion has gone out. We wise men have to wear just ordinary clothes. Nobody knows we are wise men. Even when we tell them so, they dont believe it. This it is that makes our task the more difficult.

One of the first things I should take in hand, were European affairs handed over to my control, would be the rearrangement of the Carnival. As matters are, the Carnival takes place all over Europe in February. At Nice, in Spain, or in Italy, it may be occasionally possible to feel you want to dance about the streets in thin costume during February. But in more northern countries during Carnival time I have seen only one sensible masker; he was a man who had got himself up as a diver. It was in Antwerp. The rain was pouring down in torrents; a cheery, boisterous John Bull sort of an east wind was blustering through the streets at the rate of fifteen miles an hour. Pierrots, with frozen hands, were blowing blue noses. An elderly Cupid had borrowed an umbrella from a café and was waiting for a tram. A very little devil was crying with the cold, and wiping his eyes with the end of his own tail. Every doorway was crowded with shivering maskers. The diver alone walked erect, the water streaming from him.

February is not the month for open air masquerading. The confetti, which has come to be nothing but coloured paper cut into small discs, is a sodden mass. When a lump of it strikes you in the eye, your instinct is not to laugh gaily, but to find out the man who threw it and to hit him back. This is not the true spirit of Carnival. The marvel is that, in spite of the almost invariably adverse weather, these Carnivals still continue. In Belgium, where Romanism still remains the dominant religion, Carnival maintains itself stronger than elsewhere in Northern Europe.

At one small town, Binche, near the French border, it holds uninterrupted sway for three days and two nights, during which time the whole of the population, swelled by visitors from twenty miles round, shouts, romps, eats and drinks and dances. After which the visitors are packed like sardines into railway trains. They pin their tickets to their coats and promptly go to sleep. At every station the railway officials stumble up and down the trains with lanterns. The last feeble effort of the more wakeful reveller, before he adds himself to the heap of snoring humanity on the floor of the railway carriage, is to change the tickets of a couple of his unconscious companions. In this way gentlemen for the east are dragged out by the legs at junctions, and packed into trains going west; while southern fathers are shot out in the chill dawn at lonely northern stations, to find themselves greeted with enthusiasm by other peoples families.

At Binche, they say — I have not counted them myself — that thirty thousand maskers can be seen dancing at the same time. When they are not dancing they are throwing oranges at one another. The houses board up their windows. The restaurants take down their mirrors and hide away the glasses. If I went masquerading at Binche I should go as a man in armour, period Henry the Seventh.

Doesnt it hurt, I asked a lady who had been there, having oranges thrown at you? Which sort do they use, speaking generally, those fine juicy ones — Javas I think you call them — or the little hard brand with skins like a nutmeg-grater? And if both sorts are used indiscriminately, which do you personally prefer?

The smart people, she answered, they are the same everywhere — they must be extravagant — they use the Java orange. If it hits you in the back I prefer the Java orange. It is more messy than the other, but it does not leave you with that curious sensation of having been temporarily stunned. Most people, of course, make use of the small hard orange. If you duck in time, and so catch it on the top of your head, it does not hurt so much as you would think. If, however, it hits you on a tender place — well, myself, I always find that a little sal volatile, with old cognac — half and half, you understand — is about the best thing. But it only happens once a year, she added.

Nearly every town gives prizes for the best group of maskers. In some cases the first prize amounts to as much as two hundred pounds. The butchers, the bakers, the candlestick makers, join together and compete. They arrive in wagons, each group with its band. Free trade is encouraged. Each neighbouring town and village dumps its load of picturesque merry-makers.

It is in these smaller towns that the spirit of King Carnival finds happiest expression. Almost every third inhabitant takes part in the fun. In Brussels and the larger towns the thing appears ridiculous. A few hundred maskers force their way with difficulty through thousands of dull-clad spectators, looking like a Spanish river in the summer time, a feeble stream, dribbling through acres of muddy bank. At Charleroi, the centre of the Belgian Black Country, the chief feature of the Carnival is the dancing of the children. A space is specially roped off for them.

If by chance the sun is kind enough to shine, the sight is a pretty one. How they love the dressing up and the acting, these small mites! One young hussy — she could hardly have been more than ten — was gotten up as a haughty young lady. Maybe some elder sister had served as a model. She wore a tremendous wig of flaxen hair, a hat that I guarantee would have made its mark even at Ascot on the Cup Day, a skirt that trailed two yards behind her, a pair of what had once been white kid gloves, and a blue silk parasol. Dignity! I have seen the offended barmaid, I have met the chorus girl — not by appointment, please dont misunderstand me, merely as a spectator — up the river on Sunday. But never have I witnessed in any human being so much hauteur to the pound avoir-dupois as was carried through the streets of Charleroi by that small brat. Companions of other days, mere vulgar boys and girls, claimed acquaintance with her. She passed them with a stare of such utter disdain that it sent them tumbling over one another backwards. By the time they had recovered themselves sufficiently to think of an old tin kettle lying handy in the gutter she had turned the corner.

Two miserably clad urchins, unable to scrape together the few sous necessary for the hire of a rag or two, had nevertheless determined not to be altogether out of it. They had managed to borrow a couple of white blouses — not what you would understand by a white blouse, dear Madame, a dainty thing of frills and laces, but the coarse white sack the street sweeper wears over his clothes. They had also borrowed a couple of brooms. Ridiculous little objects they looked, the tiny head of each showing above the great white shroud as gravely they walked, the one behind the other, sweeping the mud into the gutter. They also were of the Carnival, playing at being scavengers.

Another quaint sight I witnessed. The serpentin is a feature of the Belgian Carnival. It is a strip of coloured paper, some dozen yards long, perhaps. You fling it as you would a lassoo, entangling the head of some passer-by. Naturally, the object most aimed at by the Belgian youth is the Belgian maiden. And, naturally also, the maiden who finds herself most entangled is the maiden who — to use again the language of the matrimonial advertiser—is considered good-looking. The serpentin about her head is the feather in her cap of the Belgian maiden on Carnival Day. Coming suddenly round the corner I almost ran into a girl. Her back was towards me. It was a quiet street. She had half a dozen of these serpentins. Hurriedly, with trembling hands, she was twisting them round and round her own head. I looked at her as I passed. She flushed scarlet. Poor little snub-nosed pasty-faced woman! I wish she had not seen me. I could have bought sixpenny-worth, followed her, and tormented her with them; while she would have pretended indignation — sought, discreetly, to escape from me.

Down South, where the blood flows quicker, King Carnival is, indeed, a jolly old soul. In Munich he reigns for six weeks, the end coming with a mad two days revel in the streets. During the whole of the period, folks in ordinary, every-day costume are regarded as curiosities; people wonder what they are up to. From the Grafin to the Dienstmädchen, from the Herr Professor to the Piccolo, as they term the small artist that answers to our page boy, the business of Munich is dancing, somewhere, somehow, in a fancy costume. Every theatre clears away the stage, every café crowds its chairs and tables into corners, the very streets are cleared for dancing. Munich goes mad.

Munich is always a little mad. The maddest ball I ever danced at was in Munich. I went there with a Harvard University professor. He had been told what these balls were like. Ever seeking knowledge of all things, he determined to take the matter up for himself and examine it. The writer also must ever be learning. I agreed to accompany him. We had not intended to dance. Our idea was that we could be indulgent spectators, regarding from some coign of vantage the antics of the foolish crowd. The professor was clad as became a professor. Myself, I wore a simply-cut frock-coat, with trousering in French grey. The doorkeeper explained to us that this was a costume ball; he was sorry, but gentlemen could only be admitted in evening dress or in masquerade.

It was half past one in the morning. We had sat up late on purpose; we had gone without our dinner; we had walked two miles. The professor suggested pinning up the tails of his clerically-cut coat and turning in his waistcoat. The doorkeeper feared it would not be quite the same thing. Besides, my French grey trousers refused to adapt themselves. The doorkeeper proposed our hiring a costume — a little speculation of his own; gentlemen found it simpler sometimes, especially married gentlemen, to hire a costume in this manner, changing back into sober garments before returning home. It reduced the volume of necessary explanation.

Have you anything, my good man, said the professor, anything that would effect a complete disguise?

The doorkeeper had the very thing — a Chinese arrangement, with combined mask and wig. It fitted neatly over the head, and was provided with a simple but ingenious piece of mechanism by means of which much could be done with the pigtail. Myself the doorkeeper hid from view under the cowl of a Carmelite monk.

I do hope nobody recognises us, whispered my friend the professor as we entered.

I can only hope sincerely that they did not. I do not wish to talk about myself. That would be egotism. But the mystery of the professor troubles me to this day. A grave, earnest gentleman, the father of a family, I saw him with my own eyes put that ridiculous pasteboard mask over his head. Later on — a good deal later on — I found myself walking again with him through silent star-lit streets. Where he had been in the interval, and who then was the strange creature under the Chinamans mask, will always remain to me an unsolved problem.


DO WE LIE A-BED TOO LATE?

[image: img238.jpg]

IT WAS IN Paris, many years ago, that I fell by chance into this habit of early rising. My night — by reasons that I need not enter into — had been a troubled one. Tired of the hot bed that gave no sleep, I rose and dressed myself, crept down the creaking stairs, experiencing the sensations of a burglar new to his profession, unbolted the great door of the hotel, and passed out into an unknown, silent city, bathed in a mysterious soft light. Since then, this strange sweet city of the dawn has never ceased to call to me. It may be in London, in Paris again, in Brussels, Berlin, Vienna, that I have gone to sleep, but if perchance I wake before the returning tide of human life has dimmed its glories with the mists and vapours of the noisy day, I know that beyond my window blind the fairy city, as I saw it first so many years ago — this city that knows no tears, no sorrow, through which there creeps no evil thing; this city of quiet vistas, fading into hope; this city of far-off voices whispering peace; this city of the dawn that still is young — invites me to talk with it awhile before the waking hours drive it before them, and with a sigh it passes whence it came.

It is the great citys one hour of purity, of dignity. The very rag-picker, groping with her filthy hands among the ashes, instead of an object of contempt, moves from door to door an accusing Figure, her thin soiled garments, her bent body, her scarred face, hideous with the wounds of poverty, an eloquent indictment of smug Injustice, sleeping behind its deaf shutters. Yet even into her dim brain has sunk the peace that fills for this brief hour the city. This, too, shall have its end, my sister! Men and women were not born to live on the husks that fill the pails outside the rich mans door. Courage a little while longer, you and yours. Your rheumy eyes once were bright, your thin locks once soft and wavy, your poor bent back once straight; and maybe, as they tell you in their gilded churches, this bulging sack shall be lifted from your weary shoulders, your misshapen limbs be straight again. You pass not altogether unheeded through these empty streets. Not all the eyes of the universe are sleeping.

The little seamstress, hurrying to her early work! A little later she will be one of the foolish crowd, joining in the foolish laughter, in the coarse jests of the work-room: but as yet the hot day has not claimed her. The work-room is far beyond, the home of mean cares and sordid struggles far behind. To her, also, in this moment are the sweet thoughts of womanhood. She puts down her bag, rests herself upon a seat. If all the day were dawn, this city of the morning always with us! A neighbouring clock chimes forth the hour. She starts up from her dream and hurries on — to the noisy work-room.

A pair of lovers cross the park, holding each others hands. They will return later in the day, but there will be another expression in their eyes, another meaning in the pressure of their hands. Now the purity of the morning is with them.

Some fat, middle-aged clerk comes puffing into view: his ridiculous little figure very podgy. He stops to take off his hat and mop his bald head with his handkerchief: even to him the morning lends romance. His fleshy face changes almost as one looks at him. One sees again the lad with his vague hopes, his absurd ambitions.

There is a statue of Aphrodite in one of the smaller Paris parks. Twice in the same week, without particularly meaning it, I found myself early in the morning standing in front of this statue gazing listlessly at it, as one does when in dreamy mood; and on both occasions, turning to go, I encountered the same man, also gazing at it with, apparently, listless eyes. He was an uninteresting looking man — possibly he thought the same of me. From his dress he might have been a well-to-do tradesman, a minor Government official, doctor, or lawyer. Quite ten years later I paid my third visit to the same statue at about the same hour. This time he was there before me. I was hidden from him by some bushes. He glanced round but did not see me; and then he did a curious thing. Placing his hands on the top of the pedestal, which may have been some seven feet in height, he drew himself up, and kissed very gently, almost reverentially, the foot of the statue, begrimed though it was with the citys dirt. Had he been some long-haired student of the Latin Quarter one would not have been so astonished. But he was such a very commonplace, quite respectable looking man. Afterwards he drew a pipe from his pocket, carefully filled and lighted it, took his umbrella from the seat where it had been lying, and walked away.

Had it been their meeting-place long ago? Had he been wont to tell her, gazing at her with lovers eyes, how like she was to the statue? The French sculptor has not to consider Mrs. Grundy. Maybe, the lady, raising her eyes, had been confused; perhaps for a moment angry — some little milliner or governess, one supposes. In France the jeune fille of good family does not meet her lover unattended. What had happened? Or was it but the vagrant fancy of a middle-aged bourgeois seeking in imagination the romance that reality so rarely gives us, weaving his love dream round his changeless statue?

In one of Ibsens bitter comedies the lovers agree to part while they are still young, never to see each other in the flesh again. Into the future each will bear away the image of the other, godlike, radiant with the glory of youth and love; each will cherish the memory of a loved one who shall be beautiful always. That their parting may not appear such wild nonsense as at first it strikes us, Ibsen shows us other lovers who have married in the orthodox fashion. She was all that a mistress should be. They speak of her as they first knew her fifteen years ago, when every man was at her feet. He then was a young student, burning with fine ideals, with enthusiasm for all the humanities.

They enter.

What did you expect? Fifteen years have passed — fifteen years of struggle with the grim realities. He is fat and bald. Eleven children have to be provided for. High ideals will not even pay the bootmaker. To exist you have to fight for mean ends with mean weapons. And the sweet girl heroine! Now the worried mother of eleven brats! One rings down the curtain amid Satanic laughter.

That is why, for one reason among so many, I love this mystic morning light. It has a strange power of revealing the beauty that is hidden from us by the coarser beams of the full day. These worn men and women, grown so foolish looking, so unromantic; these artisans and petty clerks plodding to their monotonous days work; these dull-eyed women of the people on their way to market to haggle over sous, to argue and contend over paltry handfuls of food. In this magic morning light the disguising body becomes transparent. They have grown beautiful, not ugly, with the years of toil and hardship; these lives, lived so patiently, are consecrated to the service of the world. Joy, hope, pleasure — they have done with all such, life for them is over. Yet they labour, ceaselessly, uncomplainingly. It is for the children.

One morning, near Brussels, I encountered a cart of faggots, drawn by a hound so lean that stroking him might have hurt a dainty hand. I was shocked — angry, till I noticed his fellow beast of burden pushing the cart from behind. Such a scarecrow of an old woman! There was little to choose between them. I walked with them a little way. She lived near Waterloo. All day she gathered wood in the great forest, and starting at three oclock each morning, the two lean creatures between them dragged the cart nine miles to Brussels, returning when they had sold their load. With luck she might reckon on a couple of francs. I asked her if she could not find something else to do.

Yes, it was possible, but for the little one, her grandchild. Folks will not employ old women burdened with grandchildren.

You fair, dainty ladies, who would never know it was morning if somebody did not enter to pull up the blind and tell you so! You do well not to venture out in this magic morning light. You would look so plain — almost ugly, by the side of these beautiful women.

It is curious the attraction the Church has always possessed for the marketing classes. Christ drove them from the Temple, but still, in every continental city, they cluster round its outer walls. It makes a charming picture on a sunny morning, the great cathedral with its massive shadow forming the background; splashed about its feet, like a parterre of gay flowers around the trunk of some old tree, the women, young girls in their many coloured costumes, sitting before their piled-up baskets of green vegetables, of shining fruits.

In Brussels the chief market is held on the Grande Place. The great gilded houses have looked down upon much the same scene every morning these four hundred years. In summer time it commences about half-past four; by five oclock it is a roaring hive, the great city round about still sleeping.

Here comes the thrifty housewife of the poor, to whom the difference of a tenth of a penny in the price of a cabbage is all-important, and the much harassed keeper of the petty pension. There are houses in Brussels where they will feed you, light you, sleep you, wait on you, for two francs a day. Withered old ladies, ancient governesses, who will teach you for forty centimes an hour, gather round these ricketty tables, wolf up the thin soup, grumble at the watery coffee, help themselves with unladylike greediness to the potato pie. It must need careful housewifery to keep these poor creatures on two francs a day and make a profit for yourself. So Madame, the much-grumbled-at, who has gone to bed about twelve, rises a little before five, makes her way down with her basket. Thus a few sous may be saved upon the days economies.

Sometimes it is a mere child who is the little housekeeper. One thinks that perhaps this early training in the art of haggling may not be good for her. Already there is a hard expression in the childish eyes, mean lines about the little mouth. The finer qualities of humanity are expensive luxuries, not to be afforded by the poor.

They overwork their patient dogs, and underfeed them. During the two hours market the poor beasts, still fastened to their little chariots, rest in the open space about the neighbouring Bourse. They snatch at what you throw them; they do not even thank you with a wag of the tail. Gratitude! Politeness! What mean you? We have not heard of such. We only work. Some of them amid all the din lie sleeping between their shafts. Some are licking one anothers sores. One would they were better treated; alas! their owners, likewise, are overworked and underfed, housed in kennels no better. But if the majority in every society were not overworked and underfed and meanly housed, why, then the minority could not be underworked and overfed and housed luxuriously. But this is talk to which no respectable reader can be expected to listen.

They are one babel of bargaining, these markets. The purchaser selects a cauliflower. Fortunately, cauliflowers have no feelings, or probably it would burst into tears at the expression with which it is regarded. It is impossible that any lady should desire such a cauliflower. Still, out of mere curiosity, she would know the price — that is, if the owner of the cauliflower is not too much ashamed of it to name a price.

The owner of the cauliflower suggests six sous. The thing is too ridiculous for argument. The purchaser breaks into a laugh.

The owner of the cauliflower is stung. She points out the beauties of that cauliflower. Apparently it is the cauliflower out of all her stock she loves the best; a better cauliflower never lived; if there were more cauliflowers in the world like this particular cauliflower things might be different. She gives a sketch of the cauliflowers career, from its youth upwards. Hard enough it will be for her when the hour for parting from it comes. If the other lady has not sufficient knowledge of cauliflowers to appreciate it, will she kindly not paw it about, but put it down and go away, and never let the owner of the cauliflower see her again.

The other lady, more as a friend than as a purchaser, points out the cauliflowers defects. She wishes well to the owner of the cauliflower, and would like to teach her something about her business. A lady who thinks such a cauliflower worth six sous can never hope to succeed as a cauliflower vendor. Has she really taken the trouble to examine the cauliflower for herself, or has love made her blind to its shortcomings?

The owner of the cauliflower is too indignant to reply. She snatches it away, appears to be comforting it, replaces it in the basket. The other lady is grieved at human obstinacy and stupidity in general. If the owner of the cauliflower had had any sense she would have asked four sous. Eventually business is done at five.

It is the custom everywhere abroad — asking the price of a thing is simply opening conversation. A lady told me that, the first day she began housekeeping in Florence, she handed over to a poulterer for a chicken the price he had demanded — with protestations that he was losing on the transaction, but wanted, for family reasons, apparently, to get rid of the chicken. He stood for half a minute staring at her, and then, being an honest sort of man, threw in a pigeon.

Foreign housekeepers starting business in London appear hurt when our tradesmen decline to accept half-a-crown for articles marked three-and-six.

Then why mark it only three-and-sixpence? is the foreign housekeepers argument.


SHOULD MARRIED MEN PLAY GOLF?
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THAT WE ENGLISHMEN attach too much importance to sport goes without saying — or, rather, it has been said so often as to have become a commonplace. One of these days some reforming English novelist will write a book, showing the evil effects of over-indulgence in sport: the neglected business, the ruined home, the slow but sure sapping of the brain — what there may have been of it in the beginning — leading to semi-imbecility and yearly increasing obesity.

A young couple, I once heard of, went for their honeymoon to Scotland. The poor girl did not know he was a golfer (he had wooed and won her during a period of idleness enforced by a sprained shoulder), or maybe she would have avoided Scotland. The idea they started with was that of a tour. The second day the man went out for a stroll by himself. At dinner-time he observed, with a far-away look in his eyes, that it seemed a pretty spot they had struck, and suggested their staying there another day. The next morning after breakfast he borrowed a club from the hotel porter, and remarked that he would take a walk while she finished doing her hair. He said it amused him, swinging a club while he walked. He returned in time for lunch and seemed moody all the afternoon. He said the air suited him, and urged that they should linger yet another day.

She was young and inexperienced, and thought, maybe, it was liver. She had heard much about liver from her father. The next morning he borrowed more clubs, and went out, this time before breakfast, returning to a late and not over sociable dinner. That was the end of their honeymoon so far as she was concerned. He meant well, but the thing had gone too far. The vice had entered into his blood, and the smell of the links drove out all other considerations.

We are most of us familiar, I take it, with the story of the golfing parson, who could not keep from swearing when the balls went wrong.

Golf and the ministry dont seem to go together, his friend told him. Take my advice before its too late, and give it up, Tammas.

A few months later Tammas met his friend again.

You were right, Jamie, cried the parson cheerily, they didna run well in harness; golf and the meenistry, I hae followed your advice: I hae gien it oop.

Then what are ye doing with that sack of clubs? inquired Jamie.

What am I doing with them? repeated the puzzled Tammas. Why I am going to play golf with them. A light broke upon him. Great Heavens, man! he continued, ye didna think twas the golf Id gien oop?

The Englishman does not understand play. He makes a life-long labour of his sport, and to it sacrifices mind and body. The health resorts of Europe — to paraphrase a famous saying that nobody appears to have said — draw half their profits from the playing fields of Eton and elsewhere. In Swiss and German kurhausen enormously fat men bear down upon you and explain to you that once they were the champion sprinters or the high-jump representatives of their university — men who now hold on to the bannisters and groan as they haul themselves upstairs. Consumptive men, between paroxysms of coughing, tell you of the goals they scored when they were half-backs or forwards of extraordinary ability. Ex-light-weight amateur pugilists, with the figure now of an American roll-top desk, butt you into a corner of the billiard-room, and, surprised they cannot get as near you as they would desire, whisper to you the secret of avoiding the undercut by the swiftness of the backward leap. Broken-down tennis players, one-legged skaters, dropsical gentlemen-riders, are to be met with hobbling on crutches along every highway of the Engadine.

They are pitiable objects. Never having learnt to read anything but the sporting papers, books are of no use to them. They never wasted much of their youth on thought, and, apparently, have lost the knack of it. They dont care for art, and Nature only suggests to them the things they can no longer do. The snow-clad mountain reminds them that once they were daring tobogannists; the undulating common makes them sad because they can no longer handle a golf-club; by the riverside they sit down and tell you of the salmon they caught before they caught rheumatic fever; birds only make them long for guns; music raises visions of the local cricket-match of long ago, enlivened by the local band; a picturesque estaminet, with little tables spread out under the vines, recalls bitter memories of ping-pong. One is sorry for them, but their conversation is not exhilarating. The man who has other interests in life beyond sport is apt to find their reminiscences monotonous; while to one another they do not care to talk. One gathers that they do not altogether believe one another.

The foreigner is taking kindly to our sports; one hopes he will be forewarned by our example and not overdo the thing. At present, one is bound to admit, he shows no sign of taking sport too seriously. Football is gaining favour more and more throughout Europe. But yet the Frenchman has not got it out of his head that the coup to practise is kicking the ball high into the air and catching it upon his head. He would rather catch the ball upon his head than score a goal. If he can manœuvre the ball away into a corner, kick it up into the air twice running, and each time catch it on his head, he does not seem to care what happens after that. Anybody can have the ball; he has had his game and is happy.

They talk of introducing cricket into Belgium; I shall certainly try to be present at the opening game. I am afraid that, until he learns from experience, the Belgian fielder will stop cricket balls with his head. That the head is the proper thing with which to play ball appears to be in his blood. My head is round, he argues, and hard, just like the ball itself; what part of the human frame more fit and proper with which to meet and stop a ball.

Golf has not yet caught on, but tennis is firmly established from St. Petersburg to Bordeaux. The German, with the thoroughness characteristic of him, is working hard. University professors, stout majors, rising early in the morning, hire boys and practise back-handers and half-volleys. But to the Frenchman, as yet, it is a game. He plays it in a happy, merry fashion, that is shocking to English eyes.

Your partners service rather astonishes you. An occasional yard or so beyond the line happens to anyone, but this mans object appears to be to break windows. You feel you really must remonstrate, when the joyous laughter and tumultuous applause of the spectators explain the puzzle to you. He has not been trying to serve; he has been trying to hit a man in the next court who is stooping down to tie up his shoe-lace. With his last ball he has succeeded. He has hit the man in the small of the back, and has bowled him over. The unanimous opinion of the surrounding critics is that the ball could not possibly have been better placed. A Doherty has never won greater applause from the crowd. Even the man who has been hit appears pleased; it shows what a Frenchman can do when he does take up a game.

But French honour demands revenge. He forgets his shoe, he forgets his game. He gathers together all the balls that he can find; his balls, your balls, anybodys balls that happen to be handy. And then commences the return match. At this point it is best to crouch down under shelter of the net. Most of the players round about adopt this plan; the more timid make for the club-house, and, finding themselves there, order coffee and light up cigarettes. After a while both players appear to be satisfied. The other players then gather round to claim their balls. This makes a good game by itself. The object is to get as many balls as you can, your own and other peoples — for preference other peoples — and run off with them round the courts, followed by whooping claimants.

In the course of half-an-hour or so, when everybody is dead beat, the game — the original game — is resumed. You demand the score; your partner promptly says it is forty-fifteen. Both your opponents rush up to the net, and apparently there is going to be a duel. It is only a friendly altercation; they very much doubt its being forty-fifteen. Fifteen-forty they could believe; they suggest it as a compromise. The discussion is concluded by calling it deuce. As it is rare for a game to proceed without some such incident occurring in the middle of it, the score generally is deuce. This avoids heart-burning; nobody wins a set and nobody loses. The one game generally suffices for the afternoon.

To the earnest player, it is also confusing to miss your partner occasionally — to turn round and find that he is talking to a man. Nobody but yourself takes the slightest objection to his absence. The other side appear to regard it as a good opportunity to score. Five minutes later he resumes the game. His friend comes with him, also the dog of his friend. The dog is welcomed with enthusiasm; all balls are returned to the dog. Until the dog is tired you do not get a look in. But all this will no doubt soon be changed. There are some excellent French and Belgian players; from them their compatriots will gradually learn higher ideals. The Frenchman is young in the game. As the right conception of the game grows upon him, he will also learn to keep the balls lower.

I suppose it is the continental sky. It is so blue, so beautiful; it naturally attracts one. Anyhow, the fact remains that most tennis players on the Continent, whether English or foreign, have a tendency to aim the ball direct at Heaven. At an English club in Switzerland there existed in my days a young Englishman who was really a wonderful player. To get the ball past him was almost an impossibility. It was his return that was weak. He only had one stroke; the ball went a hundred feet or so into the air and descended in his opponents court. The other man would stand watching it, a little speck in the Heavens, growing gradually bigger and bigger as it neared the earth. Newcomers would chatter to him, thinking he had detected a balloon or an eagle. He would wave them aside, explain to them that he would talk to them later, after the arrival of the ball. It would fall with a thud at his feet, rise another twenty yards or so and again descend. When it was at the proper height he would hit it back over the net, and the next moment it would be mounting the sky again. At tournaments I have seen that young man, with tears in his eyes, pleading to be given an umpire. Every umpire had fled. They hid behind trees, borrowed silk hats and umbrellas and pretended they were visitors — any device, however mean, to avoid the task of umpiring for that young man. Provided his opponent did not go to sleep or get cramp, one game might last all day. Anyone could return his balls; but, as I have said, to get a ball past him was almost an impossibility. He invariably won; the other man, after an hour or so, would get mad and try to lose. It was his only chance of dinner.

It is a pretty sight, generally speaking, a tennis ground abroad. The women pay more attention to their costumes than do our lady players. The men are usually in spotless white. The ground is often charmingly situated, the club-house picturesque; there is always laughter and merriment. The play may not be so good to watch, but the picture is delightful. I accompanied a man a little while ago to his club on the outskirts of Brussels. The ground was bordered by a wood on one side, and surrounded on the other three by petites fermes — allotments, as we should call them in England, worked by the peasants themselves.

It was a glorious spring afternoon. The courts were crowded. The red earth and the green grass formed a background against which the women, in their new Parisian toilets, under their bright parasols, stood out like wondrous bouquets of moving flowers. The whole atmosphere was a delightful mingling of idle gaiety, flirtation, and graceful sensuousness. A modern Watteau would have seized upon the scene with avidity.

Just beyond — separated by the almost invisible wire fencing — a group of peasants were working in the field. An old woman and a young girl, with ropes about their shoulders, were drawing a harrow, guided by a withered old scarecrow of a man. They paused for a moment at the wire fencing, and looked through. It was an odd contrast; the two worlds divided by that wire fencing — so slight, almost invisible. The girl swept the sweat from her face with her hand; the woman pushed back her grey locks underneath the handkerchief knotted about her head; the old man straightened himself with some difficulty. So they stood, for perhaps a minute, gazing with quiet, passionless faces through that slight fencing, that a push from their work-hardened hands might have levelled.

Was there any thought, I wonder, passing through their brains? The young girl — she was a handsome creature in spite of her disfiguring garments. The woman — it was a wonderfully fine face: clear, calm eyes, deep-set under a square broad brow. The withered old scarecrow — ever sowing the seed in the spring of the fruit that others shall eat.

The old man bent again over the guiding ropes: gave the word. The team moved forward up the hill. It is Anatole France, I think, who says: Society is based upon the patience of the poor.


ARE EARLY MARRIAGES A MISTAKE?
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I AM CHARY nowadays of offering counsel in connection with subjects concerning which I am not and cannot be an authority. Long ago I once took upon myself to write a paper about babies. It did not aim to be a textbook on the subject. It did not even claim to exhaust the topic. I was willing that others, coming after me, should continue the argument — that is if, upon reflection, they were still of opinion there was anything more to be said. I was pleased with the article. I went out of my way to obtain an early copy of the magazine in which it appeared, on purpose to show it to a lady friend of mine. She was the possessor of one or two babies of her own, specimens in no way remarkable, though she herself, as was natural enough, did her best to boom them. I thought it might be helpful to her: the views and observations, not of a rival fancier, who would be prejudiced, but of an intelligent amateur. I put the magazine into her hands, opened at the proper place.

Read it through carefully and quietly, I said; dont let anything distract you. Have a pencil and a bit of paper ready at your side, and note down any points upon which you would like further information. If there is anything you think I have missed out let me know. It may be that here and there you will be disagreeing with me. If so, do not hesitate to mention it, I shall not be angry. If a demand arises I shall very likely issue an enlarged and improved edition of this paper in the form of a pamphlet, in which case hints and suggestions that to you may appear almost impertinent will be of distinct help to me.

I havent got a pencil, she said; whats it all about?

Its about babies, I explained, and I lent her a pencil.

That is another thing I have learnt. Never lend a pencil to a woman if you ever want to see it again. She has three answers to your request for its return. The first, that she gave it back to you and that you put it in your pocket, and that its there now, and that if it isnt it ought to be. The second, that you never lent it to her. The third, that she wishes people would not lend her pencils and then clamour for them back, just when she has something else far more important to think about.

What do you know about babies? she demanded.

If you will read the paper, I replied, you will see for yourself. Its all there.

She flicked over the pages contemptuously.

There doesnt seem much of it? she retorted.

It is condensed, I pointed out to her.

I am glad it is short. All right, Ill read it, she agreed.

I thought my presence might disturb her, so went out into the garden. I wanted her to get the full benefit of it. I crept back now and again to peep through the open window. She did not seem to be making many notes. But I heard her making little noises to herself. When I saw she had reached the last page, I re-entered the room.

Well? I said.

Is it meant to be funny, she demanded, or is it intended to be taken seriously?

There may be flashes of humour here and there—

She did not wait for me to finish.

Because if its meant to be funny, she said, I dont think it is at all funny. And if it is intended to be serious, theres one thing very clear, and that is that you are not a mother.

With the unerring instinct of the born critic she had divined my one weak point. Other objections raised against me I could have met. But that one stinging reproach was unanswerable. It has made me, as I have explained, chary of tendering advice on matters outside my own department of life. Otherwise, every year, about Valentines day, there is much that I should like to say to my good friends the birds. I want to put it to them seriously. Is not the month of February just a little too early? Of course, their answer would be the same as in the case of my motherly friend.

Oh, what do you know about it? you are not a bird.

I know I am not a bird, but that is the very reason why they should listen to me. I bring a fresh mind to bear upon the subject. I am not tied down by bird convention. February, my dear friends — in these northern climes of ours at all events — is much too early. You have to build in a high wind, and nothing, believe me, tries a ladys temper more than being blown about. Nature is nature, and womenfolk, my dear sirs, are the same all the world over, whether they be birds or whether they be human. I am an older person than most of you, and I speak with the weight of experience.

If I were going to build a house with my wife, I should not choose a season of the year when the bricks and planks and things were liable to be torn out of her hand, her skirts blown over her head, and she left clinging for dear life to a scaffolding pole. I know the feminine biped and, you take it from me, that is not her notion of a honeymoon. In April or May, the sun shining, the air balmy — when, after carrying up to her a load or two of bricks, and a hod or two of mortar, we could knock off work for a few minutes without fear of the whole house being swept away into the next street — could sit side by side on the top of a wall, our legs dangling down, and peck and morsel together; after which I could whistle a bit to her — then housebuilding might be a pleasure.

The swallows are wisest; June is their idea, and a very good idea, too. In a mountain village in the Tyrol, early one summer, I had the opportunity of watching very closely the building of a swallows nest. After coffee, the first morning, I stepped out from the great, cool, dark passage of the wirtschaft into the blazing sunlight, and, for no particular reason, pulled-to the massive door behind me. While filling my pipe, a swallow almost brushed by me, then wheeled round again, and took up a position on the fence only a few yards from me. He was carrying what to him was an exceptionally large and heavy brick. He put it down beside him on the fence, and called out something which I could not understand. I did not move. He got quite excited and said some more. It was undoubtable he was addressing me — nobody else was by. I judged from his tone that he was getting cross with me. At this point my travelling companion, his toilet unfinished, put his head out of the window just above me.

Such an odd thing, he called down to me. I never noticed it last night. A pair of swallows are building a nest here in the hall. Youve got to be careful you dont mistake it for a hat-peg. The old lady says they have built there regularly for the last three years.

Then it came to me what it was the gentleman had been saying to me: I say, sir, you with the bit of wood in your mouth, you have been and shut the door and I cant get in.

Now, with the key in my possession, it was so clear and understandable, I really forgot for the moment he was only a bird.

I beg your pardon, I replied, I had no idea. Such an extraordinary place to build a nest.

I opened the door for him, and, taking up his brick again, he entered, and I followed him in. There was a deal of talk.

He shut the door, I heard him say, Chap there, sucking the bit of wood. Thought I was never going to get in.

I know, was the answer; it has been so dark in here, if youll believe me, Ive hardly been able to see what Ive been doing.

Fine brick, isnt it? Where will you have it?

Observing me sitting there, they lowered their voices. Evidently she wanted him to put the brick down and leave her to think. She was not quite sure where she would have it. He, on the other hand, was sure he had found the right place for it. He pointed it out to her and explained his views. Other birds quarrel a good deal during nest building, but swallows are the gentlest of little people. She let him put it where he wanted to, and he kissed her and ran out. She cocked her eye after him, watched till he was out of sight, then deftly and quickly slipped it out and fixed it the other side of the door.

Poor dears (I could see it in the toss of her head); they will think they know best; it is just as well not to argue with them.

Every summer I suffer much from indignation. I love to watch the swallows building. They build beneath the eaves outside my study window. Such cheerful little chatter-boxes they are. Long after sunset, when all the other birds are sleeping, the swallows still are chattering softly. It sounds as if they were telling one another some pretty story, and often I am sure there must be humour in it, for every now and then one hears a little twittering laugh. I delight in having them there, so close to me. The fancy comes to me that one day, when my brain has grown more cunning, I, too, listening in the twilight, shall hear the stories that they tell.

One or two phrases already I have come to understand: Once upon a time—Long, long ago—In a strange, far-off land. I hear these words so constantly, I am sure I have them right. I call it Swallow Street, this row of six or seven nests. Two or three, like villas in their own grounds, stand alone, and others are semi-detached. It makes me angry that the sparrows will come and steal them. The sparrows will hang about deliberately waiting for a pair of swallows to finish their nest, and then, with a brutal laugh that makes my blood boil, drive the swallows away and take possession of it. And the swallows are so wonderfully patient.

Never mind, old girl, says Tommy Swallow, after the first big cry is over, to Jenny Swallow, lets try again.

And half an hour later, full of fresh plans, they are choosing another likely site, chattering cheerfully once more. I watched the building of a particular nest for nearly a fortnight one year; and when, after two or three days absence, I returned and found a pair of sparrows comfortably encsonced therein, I just felt mad. I saw Mrs. Sparrow looking out. Maybe my anger was working upon my imagination, but it seemed to me that she nodded to me:

Nice little house, aint it? What I call well built.

Mr. Sparrow then flew up with a gaudy feather, dyed blue, which belonged to me. I recognised it. It had come out of the brush with which the girl breaks the china ornaments in our drawing-room. At any other time I should have been glad to see him flying off with the whole thing, handle included. But now I felt the theft of that one feather as an added injury. Mrs. Sparrow chirped with delight at sight of the gaudy monstrosity. Having got the house cheap, they were going to spend their small amount of energy upon internal decoration. That was their idea clearly, a Liberty interior. She looked more like a Cockney sparrow than a country one — had been born and bred in Regent Street, no doubt.

There is not much justice in this world, said I to myself; but theres going to be some introduced into this business — that is, if I can find a ladder.

I did find a ladder, and fortunately it was long enough. Mr. and Mrs. Sparrow were out when I arrived, possibly on the hunt for cheap photo frames and Japanese fans. I did not want to make a mess. I removed the house neatly into a dust-pan, and wiped the street clear of every trace of it. I had just put back the ladder when Mrs. Sparrow returned with a piece of pink cotton-wool in her mouth. That was her idea of a colour scheme: apple-blossom pink and Reckitts blue side by side. She dropped her wool and sat on the waterspout, and tried to understand things.

Number one, number two, number four; where the blazes — sparrows are essentially common, and the women are as bad as the men—is number three?

Mr. Sparrow came up from behind, over the roof. He was carrying a piece of yellow-fluff, part of a lamp-shade, as far as I could judge.

Move yourself, he said, whats the sense of sitting there in the rain?

I went out just for a moment, replied Mrs. Sparrow; I could not have been gone, no, not a couple of minutes. When I came back—

Oh, get indoors, said Mr. Sparrow, talk about it there.

Its what Im telling you, continued Mrs. Sparrow, if you would only listen. There isnt any door, there isnt any house—

Isnt any— Mr. Sparrow, holding on to the rim of the spout, turned himself topsy-turvy and surveyed the street. From where I was standing behind the laurel bushes I could see nothing but his back.

He stood up again, looking angry and flushed.

What have you done with the house? Cant I turn my back a minute—

I aint done nothing with it. As I keep on telling you, I had only just gone—

Oh, bother where you had gone. Wheres the darned house gone? thats what I want to know.

They looked at one another. If ever astonishment was expressed in the attitude of a bird it was told by the tails of those two sparrows. They whispered wickedly together. The idea occurred to them that by force or cunning they might perhaps obtain possession of one of the other nests. But all the other nests were occupied, and even gentle Jenny Swallow, once in her own home with the children round about her, is not to be trifled with. Mr. Sparrow called at number two, put his head in at the door, and then returned to the waterspout.

Lady says we dont live there, he explained to Mrs. Sparrow. There was silence for a while.

Not what I call a classy street, commented Mrs. Sparrow.

If it were not for that terrible tired feeling of mine, said Mr. Sparrow, blame if I wouldnt build a house of my own.

Perhaps, said Mrs. Sparrow,  — I have heard it said that a little bit of work, now and then, does you good.

All sorts of wild ideas about in the air nowadays, said Mr. Sparrow, it dont do to listen to everybody.

And it dont do to sit still and do nothing neither, snapped Mrs. Sparrow. I dont want to have to forget Im a lady, but — well, any man who was a man would see things for himself.

Why did I every marry? retorted Mr. Sparrow.

They flew away together, quarrelling.


DO WRITERS WRITE TOO MUCH?
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ON A NEWSPAPER placard, the other day, I saw announced a new novel by a celebrated author. I bought a copy of the paper, and turned eagerly to the last page. I was disappointed to find that I had missed the first six chapters. The story had commenced the previous Saturday; this was Friday. I say I was disappointed and so I was, at first. But my disappointment did not last long. The bright and intelligent sub-editor, according to the custom now in vogue, had provided me with a short synopsis of those first six chapters, so that without the trouble of reading them I knew what they were all about.

The first instalment, I learned, introduces the reader to a brilliant and distinguished company, assembled in the drawing-room of Lady Marys maisonette in Park Street. Much smart talk is indulged in.

I know that smart talk so well. Had I not been lucky enough to miss that first chapter I should have had to listen to it once again. Possibly, here and there, it might have been new to me, but it would have read, I know, so very like the old. A dear, sweet white-haired lady of my acquaintance is never surprised at anything that happens.

Something very much of the same kind occurred, she will remember, one winter when we were staying in Brighton. Only on that occasion the mans name, I think, was Robinson.

We do not live new stories — nor write them either. The mans name in the old story was Robinson, we alter it to Jones. It happened, in the old forgotten tale, at Brighton, in the winter time; we change it to Eastbourne, in the spring. It is new and original — to those who have not heard something very like it once before.

Much smart talk is indulged in, so the sub-editor has explained. There is absolutely no need to ask for more than that. There is a Duchess who says improper things. Once she used to shock me. But I know her now. She is really a nice woman; she doesnt mean them. And when the heroine is in trouble, towards the middle of the book, she is just as amusing on the side of virtue. Then there is a younger lady whose speciality is proverbs. Apparently whenever she hears a proverb she writes it down and studies it with the idea of seeing into how many different forms it can be twisted. It looks clever; as a matter of fact, it is extremely easy.

Be virtuous and you will be happy.

She jots down all the possible variations: Be virtuous and you will be unhappy.

Too simple that one, she tells herself. Be virtuous and your friends will be happy if you are not.

Better, but not wicked enough. Let us think again. Be happy and people will jump to the conclusion that you are virtuous.

Thats good, Ill try that one at to-morrows party.

She is a painstaking lady. One feels that, better advised, she might have been of use in the world.

There is likewise a disgraceful old Peer who tells naughty stories, but who is good at heart; and one person so very rude that the wonder is who invited him.

Occasionally a slangy girl is included, and a clergyman, who takes the heroine aside and talks sense to her, flavoured with epigram. All these people chatter a mixture of Lord Chesterfield and Oliver Wendell Holmes, of Heine, Voltaire, Madame de Stael, and the late lamented H. J. Byron. How they do it beats me, as I once overheard at a music hall a stout lady confess to her friend while witnessing the performance of a clever troup, styling themselves The Boneless Wonders of the Universe.

The synopsis added that: Ursula Bart, a charming and unsophisticated young American girl possessed of an elusive expression makes her first acquaintance with London society.

Here you have a weeks unnecessary work on the part of the author boiled down to its essentials. She was young. One hardly expects an elderly heroine. The young might have been dispensed with, especially seeing it is told us that she was a girl. But maybe this is carping. There are young girls and old girls. Perhaps it is as well to have it in black and white; she was young. She was an American young girl. There is but one American young girl in English fiction. We know by heart the unconventional things that she will do, the startlingly original things that she will say, the fresh illuminating thoughts that will come to her as, clad in a loose robe of some soft clinging stuff, she sits before the fire, in the solitude of her own room.

To complete her she had an elusive expression. The days when we used to catalogue the heroines points are past. Formerly it was possible. A man wrote perhaps some half-a-dozen novels during the whole course of his career. He could have a dark girl for the first, a light girl for the second, sketch a merry little wench for the third, and draw you something stately for the fourth. For the remaining two he could go abroad. Nowadays, when a man turns out a novel and six short stories once a year, description has to be dispensed with. It is not the writers fault. There is not sufficient variety in the sex. We used to introduce her thus:

Imagine to yourself, dear reader, an exquisite and gracious creature of five feet three. Her golden hair of that peculiar shade — here would follow directions enabling the reader to work it out for himself. He was to pour some particular wine into some particular sort of glass, and wave it about before some particular sort of a light. Or he was to get up at five oclock on a March morning and go into a wood. In this way he could satisfy himself as to the particular shade of gold the heroines hair might happen to be. If he were a careless or lazy reader he could save himself time and trouble by taking the authors word for it. Many of them did.

Her eyes! They were invariably deep and liquid. They had to be pretty deep to hold all the odds and ends that were hidden in them; sunlight and shadow, mischief, unsuspected possibilities, assorted emotions, strange wild yearnings. Anything we didnt know where else to put we said was hidden in her eyes.

Her nose! You could have made it for yourself out of a penorth of putty after reading our description of it.

Her forehead! It was always low and broad. I dont know why it was always low. Maybe because the intellectual heroine was not then popular. For the matter of that I doubt if she be really popular now. The brainless doll, one fears, will continue for many years to come to be mans ideal woman — and womans ideal of herself for precisely the same period, one may be sure.

Her chin! A less degree of variety was permissible in her chin. It had to be at an angle suggestive of piquancy, and it had to contain at least the suspicion of a dimple.

To properly understand her complexion you were expected to provide yourself with a collection of assorted fruits and flowers. There are seasons in the year when it must have been difficult for the conscientious reader to have made sure of her complexion. Possibly it was for this purpose that wax flowers and fruit, carefully kept from the dust under glass cases, were common objects in former times upon the tables of the cultured.

Nowadays we content ourselves — and our readers also, I am inclined to think — with dashing her off in a few bold strokes. We say that whenever she entered a room there came to one dreams of an old world garden, the sound of far-off bells. Or that her presence brought with it the scent of hollyhocks and thyme. As a matter of fact I dont think hollyhocks do smell. It is a small point; about such we do not trouble ourselves. In the case of the homely type of girl I dont see why we should not borrow Mr. Pickwicks expression, and define her by saying that in some subtle way she always contrived to suggest an odour of chops and tomato sauce.

If we desire to be exact we mention, as this particular author seems to have done, that she had an elusive expression, or a penetrating fragrance. Or we say that she moved, the centre of an indefinable nuance.

But it is not policy to bind oneself too closely to detail. A wise friend of mine, who knows his business, describes his hero invariably in the vaguest terms. He will not even tell you whether the man is tall or short, clean shaven or bearded.

Make the fellow nice, is his advice. Let every woman reader picture him to herself as her particular man. Then everything he says and does becomes of importance to her. She is careful not to miss a word.

For the same reason he sees to it that his heroine has a bit of every girl in her. Generally speaking, she is a cross between Romola and Dora Copperfield. His novels command enormous sales. The women say he draws a man to the life, but does not seem to know much about women. The men like his women, but think his men stupid.

Of another famous author no woman of my acquaintance is able to speak too highly. They tell me his knowledge of their sex is simply marvellous, his insight, his understanding of them almost uncanny. Thinking it might prove useful, I made an exhaustive study of his books. I noticed that his women were without exception brilliant charming creatures possessed of the wit of a Lady Wortlay Montagu, combined with the wisdom of a George Eliot. They were not all of them good women, but all of them were clever and all of them were fascinating. I came to the conclusion that his lady critics were correct: he did understand women. But to return to our synopsis.

The second chapter, it appeared, transported us to Yorkshire where: Basil Longleat, a typical young Englishman, lately home from college, resides with his widowed mother and two sisters. They are a delightful family.

What a world of trouble to both writer and to reader is here saved. A typical young Englishman! The author probably wrote five pages, elaborating. The five words of the sub-editor present him to me more vividly. I see him positively glistening from the effects of soap and water. I see his clear blue eye; his fair crisp locks, the natural curliness of which annoys him personally, though alluring to everybody else; his frank winning smile. He is lately home from college. That tells me that he is a first-class cricketer; a first-class oar; that as a half-back he is incomparable; that he swims like Captain Webb; is in the first rank of tennis players; that his half-volley at ping-pong has never been stopped. It doesnt tell me much about his brain power. The description of him as a typical young Englishman suggests more information on this particular point. One assumes that the American girl with the elusive expression is going to have sufficient for both.

They are a delightful family. The sub-editor does not say so, but I imagine the two sisters are likewise typical young Englishwomen. They ride and shoot and cook and make their own dresses, have common sense and love a joke.

The third chapter is taken up with the humours of a local cricket match.

Thank you, Mr. Sub-editor. I feel I owe you gratitude.

In the fourth, Ursula Bart (I was beginning to get anxious about her) turns up again. She is staying at the useful Lady Marys place in Yorkshire. She meets Basil by accident one morning while riding alone. That is the advantage of having an American girl for your heroine. Like the British army: it goes anywhere and does anything.

In chapter five Basil and Ursula meet again; this time at a picnic. The sub-editor does not wish to repeat himself, otherwise he possibly would have summed up chapter five by saying it was taken up with the humours of the usual picnic.

In chapter six something happens:

Basil, returning home in the twilight, comes across Ursula Bart, in a lonely point of the moor, talking earnestly to a rough-looking stranger. His approach over the soft turf being unnoticed, he cannot help overhearing Ursulas parting words to the forbidding-looking stranger: I must see you again! To-morrow night at half-past nine! In the gateway of the ruined abbey! Who is he? And why must Ursula see him again at such an hour, in such a spot?

So here, at cost of reading twenty lines, I am landed, so to speak, at the beginning of the seventh chapter. Why dont I set to work to read it? The sub-editor has spoiled me.

You read it, I want to say to him. Tell me to-morrow morning what it is all about. Who was this bounder? Why should Ursula want to see him again? Why choose a draughty place? Why half-past nine oclock at night, which must have been an awkward time for both of them — likely to lead to talk? Why should I wade though this seventh chapter of three columns and a half? Its your work. What are you paid for?

My fear is lest this sort of thing shall lead to a demand on the part of the public for condensed novels. What busy man is going to spend a week of evenings reading a book when a nice kind sub-editor is prepared in five minutes to tell him what it is all about!

Then there will come a day — I feel it — when the business-like Editor will say to himself: What in thunder is the sense of my paying one man to write a story of sixty thousand words and another man to read it and tell it again in sixteen hundred!

We shall be expected to write our novels in chapters not exceeding twenty words. Our short stories will be reduced to the formula: Little boy. Pair of skates. Broken ice, Heavens gates. Formerly an author, commissioned to supply a childs tragedy of this genre for a Christmas number, would have spun it out into five thousand words. Personally, I should have commenced the previous spring — given the reader the summer and autumn to get accustomed to the boy. He would have been a good boy; the sort of boy that makes a bee-line for the thinnest ice. He would have lived in a cottage. I could have spread that cottage over two pages; the things that grew in the garden, the view from the front door. You would have known that boy before I had done with him — felt you had known him all your life. His quaint sayings, his childish thoughts, his great longings would have been impressed upon you. The father might have had a dash of humour in him, the mothers early girlhood would have lent itself to pretty writing. For the ice we would have had a mysterious lake in the wood, said to be haunted. The boy would have loved o twilights to stand upon its margin. He would have heard strange voices calling to him. You would have felt the thing was coming.

So much might have been done. When I think of that plot wasted in nine words it makes me positively angry.

And what is to become of us writers if this is to be the new fashion in literature? We are paid by the length of our manuscript at rates from half-a-crown a thousand words, and upwards. In the case of fellows like Doyle and Kipling I am told it runs into pounds. How are we to live on novels the serial rights of which to most of us will work out at four and nine-pence.

It cant be done. It is no good telling me you can see no reason why we should live. That is no answer. Im talking plain business.

And what about book-rights? Who is going to buy novels of three pages? They will have to be printed as leaflets and sold at a penny a dozen. Marie Corelli and Hall Caine — if all I hear about them is true — will possibly make their ten or twelve shillings a week. But what about the rest of us? This thing is worrying me.


SHOULD SOLDIERS BE POLITE?
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MY DESIRE WAS once to pass a peaceful and pleasant winter in Brussels, attending to my work, improving my mind. Brussels is a bright and cheerful town, and I think I could have succeeded had it not been for the Belgian Army. The Belgian Army would follow me about and worry me. Judging of it from my own experience, I should say it was a good army. Napoleon laid it down as an axiom that your enemy never ought to be permitted to get away from you — never ought to be allowed to feel, even for a moment, that he had shaken you off. What tactics the Belgian Army might adopt under other conditions I am unable to say, but against me personally that was the plan of campaign it determined upon and carried out with a success that was astonishing, even to myself.

I found it utterly impossible to escape from the Belgian Army. I made a point of choosing the quietest and most unlikely streets, I chose all hours — early in the morning, in the afternoon, late in the evening. There were moments of wild exaltation when I imagined I had given it the slip. I could not see it anywhere, I could not hear it.

Now, said I to myself, now for five minutes peace and quiet.

I had been doing it injustice: it had been working round me. Approaching the next corner, I would hear the tattoo of its drum. Before I had gone another quarter of a mile it would be in full pursuit of me. I would jump upon a tram, and travel for miles. Then, thinking I had shaken it off, I would alight and proceed upon my walk. Five minutes later another detachment would be upon my heels. I would slink home, the Belgian Army pursuing me with its exultant tattoo. Vanquished, shamed, my insular pride for ever vanished, I would creep up into my room and close the door. The victorious Belgian Army would then march back to barracks.

If only it had followed me with a band: I like a band. I can loaf against a post, listening to a band with anyone. I should not have minded so much had it come after me with a band. But the Belgian Army, apparently, doesnt run to a band. It has nothing but this drum. It has not even a real drum — not what I call a drum. It is a little boys drum, the sort of thing I used to play myself at one time, until people took it away from me, and threatened that if they heard it once again that day they would break it over my own head. It is cowardly going up and down, playing a drum of this sort, when there is nobody to stop you. The man would not dare to do it if his mother was about. He does not even play it. He walks along tapping it with a little stick. Theres no tune, theres no sense in it. He does not even keep time. I used to think at first, hearing it in the distance, that it was the work of some young gamin who ought to be at school, or making himself useful taking the baby out in the perambulator: and I would draw back into dark doorways, determined, as he came by, to dart out and pull his ear for him. To my astonishment — for the first week — I learnt it was the Belgian Army, getting itself accustomed, one supposes, to the horrors of war. It had the effect of making me a peace-at-any-price man.

They tell me these armies are necessary to preserve the tranquility of Europe. For myself, I should be willing to run the risk of an occasional row. Cannot someone tell them they are out of date, with their bits of feathers and their odds and ends of ironmongery — grown men that cannot be sent out for a walk unless accompanied by a couple of nursemen, blowing a tin whistle and tapping a drum out of a toy shop to keep them in order and prevent their running about: one might think they were chickens. A herd of soldiers with their pots and pans and parcels, and all their deadly things tied on to them, prancing about in time to a tune, makes me think always of the White Knight that Alice met in Wonderland. I take it that for practical purposes — to fight for your country, or to fight for somebody elses country, which is, generally speaking, more popular — the thing essential is that a certain proportion of the populace should be able to shoot straight with a gun. How standing in a line and turning out your toes is going to assist you, under modern conditions of warfare, is one of the many things my intellect is incapable of grasping.

In mediæval days, when men fought hand to hand, there must have been advantage in combined and precise movement. When armies were mere iron machines, the simple endeavour of each being to push the other off the earth, then the striking simultaneously with a thousand arms was part of the game. Now, when we shoot from behind cover with smokeless powder, brain not brute force — individual sense not combined solidity is surely the result to be aimed at. Cannot somebody, as I have suggested, explain to the military man that the proper place for the drill sergeant nowadays is under a glass case in some museum of antiquities?

I lived once near the Hyde Park barracks, and saw much of the drill sergeants method. Generally speaking, he is a stout man with the walk of an egotistical pigeon. His voice is one of the most extraordinary things in nature: if you can distinguish it from the bark of a dog, you are clever. They tell me that the privates, after a little practice, can — which gives one a higher opinion of their intelligence than otherwise one might form. But myself I doubt even this statement. I was the owner of a fine retriever dog about the time of which I am speaking, and sometimes he and I would amuse ourselves by watching Mr. Sergeant exercising his squad. One morning he had been shouting out the usual Whough, whough, whough! for about ten minutes, and all had hitherto gone well. Suddenly, and evidently to his intense astonishment, the squad turned their backs upon him and commenced to walk towards the Serpentine.

Halt! yelled the sergeant, the instant his amazed indignation permitted him to speak, which fortunately happened in time to save the detachment from a watery grave.

The squad halted.

Who the thunder, and the blazes, and other things told you to do that?

The squad looked bewildered, but said nothing, and were brought back to the place where they were before. A minute later precisely the same thing occurred again. I really thought the sergeant would burst. I was preparing to hasten to the barracks for medical aid. But the paroxysm passed. Calling upon the combined forces of heaven and hell to sustain him in his trouble, he requested his squad, as man to man, to inform him of the reason why to all appearance they were dispensing with his services and drilling themselves.

At this moment Columbus barked again, and the explanation came to him.

Please go away, sir, he requested me. How can I exercise my men with that dog of yours interfering every five minutes?

It was not only on that occasion. It happened at other times. The dog seemed to understand and take a pleasure in it. Sometimes meeting a soldier, walking with his sweetheart, Columbus, from behind my legs, would bark suddenly. Immediately the man would let go the girl and proceed, involuntarily, to perform military tricks.

The War Office authorities accused me of having trained the dog. I had not trained him: that was his natural voice. I suggested to the War Office authorities that instead of quarrelling with my dog for talking his own language, they should train their sergeants to use English.

They would not see it. Unpleasantness was in the air, and, living where I did at the time, I thought it best to part with Columbus. I could see what the War Office was driving at, and I did not desire that responsibility for the inefficiency of the British Army should be laid at my door.

Some twenty years ago we, in London, were passing through a riotous period, and a call was made to law-abiding citizens to enrol themselves as special constables. I was young, and the hope of trouble appealed to me more than it does now. In company with some five or six hundred other more or less respectable citizens, I found myself one Sunday morning in the drill yard of the Albany Barracks. It was the opinion of the authorities that we could guard our homes and protect our wives and children better if first of all we learned to roll our eyes right or left at the given word of command, and to walk with our thumbs stuck out. Accordingly a drill sergeant was appointed to instruct us on these points. He came out of the canteen, wiping his mouth and flicking his leg, according to rule, with the regulation cane. But, as he approached us, his expression changed. We were stout, pompous-looking gentlemen, the majority of us, in frock coats and silk hats. The sergeant was a man with a sense of the fitness of things. The idea of shouting and swearing at us fell from him: and that gone there seemed to be no happy medium left to him. The stiffness departed from his back. He met us with a defferential attitude, and spoke to us in the language of social intercourse.

Good morning, gentlemen, said the sergeant.

Good morning, we replied: and there was a pause.

The sergeant fidgetted upon his feet. We waited.

Well, now, gentlemen, said the sergeant, with a pleasant smile, what do you say to falling in?

We agreed to fall in. He showed us how to do it. He cast a critical eye along the back of our rear line.

A little further forward, number three, if you dont mind, sir, he suggested.

Number three, who was an important-looking gentleman, stepped forward.

The sergeant cast his critical eye along the front of the first line.

A little further back, if you dont mind, sir, he suggested, addressing the third gentleman from the end.

Cant, explained the third gentleman, much as I can do to keep where I am.

The sergeant cast his critical eye between the lines.

Ah, said the sergeant, a little full-chested, some of us. We will make the distance another foot, if you please, gentlemen.

In pleasant manner, like to this, the drill proceeded.

Now then, gentlemen, shall we try a little walk? Quick march! Thank you, gentlemen. Sorry to trouble you, but it may be necessary to run — forward I mean, of course.. So if you really do not mind, we will now do the double quick. Halt! And if next time you can keep a little more in line — it has a more imposing appearance, if you understand me. The breathing comes with practice.

If the thing must be done at all, why should it not be done in this way? Why should not the sergeant address the new recruits politely:

Now then, you young chaps, are you all ready? Dont hurry yourselves: no need to make hard work of what should be a pleasure to all of us. Thats right, thats very good indeed — considering you are only novices. But there is still something to be desired in your attitude, Private Bully-boy. You will excuse my being personal, but are you knock-kneed naturally? Or could you, with an effort, do you think, contrive to give yourself less the appearance of a marionette whose strings have become loose? Thank you, that is better. These little things appear trivial, I know, but, after all, we may as well try and look our best — 

Dont you like your boots, Private Montmorency? Oh, I beg your pardon. I thought from the way you were bending down and looking at them that perhaps their appearance was dissatisfying to you. My mistake.

Are you suffering from indigestion, my poor fellow? Shall I get you a little brandy? It isnt indigestion. Then whats the matter with it? Why are you trying to hide it? Its nothing to be ashamed of. Weve all got one. Let it come forward man. Lets see it.

Having succeeded, with a few such kindly words, in getting his line into order, he would proceed to recommend healthy exercise.

Shoulder arms! Good, gentlemen, very good for a beginning. Yet still, if I may be critical, not perfect. There is more in this thing than you might imagine, gentlemen. May I point out to Private Henry Thompson that a musket carried across the shoulder at right angles is apt to inconvenience the gentleman behind. Even from the point of view of his own comfort, I feel sure that Private Thompson would do better to follow the usual custom in this matter.

I would also suggest to Private St. Leonard that we are not here to practice the art of balancing a heavy musket on the outstretched palm of the hand. Private St. Leonards performance with the musket is decidedly clever. But it is not war.

Believe me, gentlemen, this thing has been carefully worked out, and no improvement is likely to result from individual effort. Let our idea be uniformity. It is monotonous, but it is safe. Now, then, gentlemen, once again.

The drill yard would be converted into a source of innocent delight to thousands. Officer and gentleman would become a phrase of meaning. I present the idea, for what it may be worth, with my compliments, to Pall Mall.

The fault of the military man is that he studies too much, reads too much history, is over reflective. If, instead, he would look about him more he would notice that things are changing. Someone has told the British military man that Waterloo was won upon the playing fields of Eton. So he goes to Eton and plays. One of these days he will be called upon to fight another Waterloo: and afterwards — when it is too late — they will explain to him that it was won not upon the play field but in the class room.

From the mound on the old Waterloo plain one can form a notion of what battles, under former conditions, must have been. The other battlefields of Europe are rapidly disappearing: useful Dutch cabbages, as Carlyle would have pointed out with justifiable satisfaction, hiding the theatre of mans childish folly. You find, generally speaking, cobblers happily employed in cobbling shoes, women gossipping cheerfully over the washtub on the spot where a hundred years ago, according to the guide-book, a thousand men dressed in blue and a thousand men dressed in red rushed together like quarrelsome fox-terriers, and worried each other to death.

But the field of Waterloo is little changed. The guide, whose grandfather was present at the battle — quite an extraordinary number of grandfathers must have fought at Waterloo: there must have been whole regiments composed of grandfathers — can point out to you the ground across which every charge was delivered, can show you every ridge, still existing, behind which the infantry crouched. The whole business was began and finished within a space little larger than a square mile. One can understand the advantage then to be derived from the perfect moving of the military machine; the uses of the echelon, the purposes of the linked battalion, the manipulation of centre, left wing and right wing. Then it may have been worth while — if war be ever worth the while — which grown men of sense are beginning to doubt — to waste two years of a soldiers training, teaching him the goose-step. In the twentieth century, teaching soldiers the evolutions of the Thirty Years War is about as sensible as it would be loading our iron-clads with canvas.

I followed once a company of Volunteers across Blackfriars Bridge on their way from Southwark to the Temple. At the bottom of Ludgate Hill the commanding officer, a young but conscientious gentleman, ordered Left wheel! At once the vanguard turned down a narrow alley — I forget its name — which would have led the troop into the purlieus of Whitefriars, where, in all probability, they would have been lost for ever. The whole company had to be halted, right-about-faced, and retired a hundred yards. Then the order Quick march! was given. The vanguard shot across Ludgate Circus, and were making for the Meat Market.

At this point that young commanding officer gave up being a military man and talked sense.

Not that way, he shouted: up Fleet Street and through Middle Temple Lane.

Then without further trouble the army of the future went upon its way.


OUGHT STORIES TO BE TRUE?
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THERE WAS ONCE upon a time a charming young lady, possessed of much taste, who was asked by her anxious parent, the years passing and family expenditure not decreasing, which of the numerous and eligible young men then paying court to her she liked the best. She replied, that was her difficulty; she could not make up her mind which she liked the best. They were all so nice. She could not possibly select one to the exclusion of all the others. What she would have liked would have been to marry the lot; but that, she presumed, was impracticable.

I feel I resemble that young lady, not so much in charm and beauty as in indecision of mind, when the question is that of my favourite author or my favourite book. It is as if one were asked ones favourite food. There are times when one fancies an egg with ones tea. On other occasions one dreams of a kipper. To-day one clamours for lobsters. To-morrow one feels one never wishes to see a lobster again. One determines to settle down, for a time, to a diet of bread and milk and rice pudding. Asked suddenly to say whether I preferred ices to soup, or beef-steak to caviare, I should be completely nonplussed.

There may be readers who care for only one literary diet. I am a person of gross appetites, requiring many authors to satisfy me. There are moods when the savage strength of the Bronte sisters is companionable to me. One rejoices in the unrelieved gloom of Wuthering Heights, as in the lowering skies of a stormy autumn. Perhaps part of the marvel of the book comes from the knowledge that the authoress was a slight, delicate young girl. One wonders what her future work would have been, had she lived to gain a wider experience of life; or was it well for her fame that nature took the pen so soon from her hand? Her suppressed vehemence may have been better suited to those tangled Yorkshire byways than to the more open, cultivated fields of life.

There is not much similarity between the two books, yet when recalling Emily Bronte my thoughts always run on to Olive Schreiner. Here, again, was a young girl with the voice of a strong man. Olive Schreiner, more fortunate, has lived; but I doubt if she will ever write a book that will remind us of her first. The Story of an African Farm is not a work to be repeated. We have advanced in literature of late. I can well remember the storm of indignation with which the African Farm was received by Mrs. Grundy and her then numerous, but now happily diminishing, school. It was a book that was to be kept from the hands of every young man and woman. But the hands of the young men and women stretched out and grasped it, to their help. It is a curious idea, this of Mrs. Grundys, that the young man and woman must never think — that all literature that does anything more than echo the conventions must be hidden away.

Then there are times when I love to gallop through history on Sir Walters broomstick. At other hours it is pleasant to sit in converse with wise George Eliot. From her garden terrace I look down on Loamshire and its commonplace people; while in her quiet, deep voice she tells me of the hidden hearts that beat and throb beneath these velveteen jackets and lace falls.

Who can help loving Thackeray, wittiest, gentlest of men, in spite of the faint suspicion of snobbishness that clings to him? There is something pathetic in the good mans horror of this snobbishness, to which he himself was a victim. May it not have been an affectation, born unconsciously of self-consciousness? His heroes and heroines must needs be all fine folk, fit company for lady and gentlemen readers. To him the livery was too often the man. Under his stuffed calves even Jeames de la Pluche himself stood upon the legs of a man, but Thackeray could never see deeper than the silk stockings. Thackeray lived and died in Clubland. One feels that the world was bounded for him by Temple Bar on the east and Park Lane on the west; but what there was good in Clubland he showed us, and for the sake of the great gentlemen and sweet ladies that his kindly eyes found in that narrow region, not too overpeopled with great gentlemen and sweet women, let us honour him.

Tom Jones, Peregrine Pickle, and Tristram Shandy are books a man is the better for reading, if he read them wisely. They teach him that literature, to be a living force, must deal with all sides of life, and that little help comes to us from that silly pretence of ours that we are perfect in all things, leading perfect lives, that only the villain of the story ever deviates from the path of rectitude.

This is a point that needs to be considered by both the makers and the buyers of stories. If literature is to be regarded solely as the amusement of an idle hour, then the less relationship it has to life the better. Looking into a truthful mirror of nature we are compelled to think; and when thought comes in at the window self-satisfaction goes out by the door. Should a novel or play call us to ponder upon the problems of existence, or lure us from the dusty high road of the world, for a while, into the pleasant meadows of dreamland? If only the latter, then let our heroes and our heroines be not what men and women are, but what they should be. Let Angelina be always spotless and Edwin always true. Let virtue ever triumph over villainy in the last chapter; and let us assume that the marriage service answers all the questions of the Sphinx.

Very pleasant are these fairy tales where the prince is always brave and handsome; where the princess is always the best and most beautiful princess that ever lived; where one knows the wicked people at a glance by their ugliness and ill-temper, mistakes being thus rendered impossible; where the good fairies are, by nature, more powerful than the bad; where gloomy paths lead ever to fair palaces; where the dragon is ever vanquished; and where well-behaved husbands and wives can rely upon living happily ever afterwards. The world is too much with us, late and soon. It is wise to slip away from it at times to fairyland. But, alas, we cannot live in fairyland, and knowledge of its geography is of little help to us on our return to the rugged country of reality.

Are not both branches of literature needful? By all means let us dream, on midsummer nights, of fond lovers led through devious paths to happiness by Puck; of virtuous dukes — one finds such in fairyland; of fate subdued by faith and gentleness. But may we not also, in our more serious humours, find satisfaction in thinking with Hamlet or Coriolanus? May not both Dickens and Zola have their booths in Vanity Fair? If literature is to be a help to us, as well as a pastime, it must deal with the ugly as well as with the beautiful; it must show us ourselves, not as we wish to appear, but as we know ourselves to be. Man has been described as a animal with aspirations reaching up to Heaven and instincts rooted — elsewhere. Is literature to flatter him, or reveal him to himself?

Of living writers it is not safe, I suppose, to speak except, perhaps, of those who have been with us so long that we have come to forget they are not of the past. Has justice ever been done to Ouidas undoubted genius by our shallow school of criticism, always very clever in discovering faults as obvious as pimples on a fine face? Her guardsmen toy with their food. Her horses win the Derby three years running. Her wicked women throw guinea peaches from the windows of the Star and Garter into the Thames at Richmond. The distance being about three hundred and fifty yards, it is a good throw. Well, well, books are not made worth reading by the absence of absurdities. Ouida possesses strength, tenderness, truth, passion; and these be qualities in a writer capable of carrying many more faults than Ouida is burdened with. But that is the method of our little criticism. It views an artist as Gulliver saw the Brobdingnag ladies. It is too small to see them in their entirety: a mole or a wart absorbs all its vision.

Why was not George Gissing more widely read? If faithfulness to life were the key to literary success, Gissings sales would have been counted by the million instead of by the hundred.

Have Mark Twains literary qualities, apart altogether from his humour, been recognised in literary circles as they ought to have been? Huck Finn would be a great work were there not a laugh in it from cover to cover. Among the Indians and some other savage tribes the fact that a member of the community has lost one of his senses makes greatly to his advantage; he is then regarded as a superior person. So among a school of Anglo-Saxon readers, it is necessary to a man, if he would gain literary credit, that he should lack the sense of humour. One or two curious modern examples occur to me of literary success secured chiefly by this failing.

All these authors are my favourites; but such catholic taste is held nowadays to be no taste. One is told that if one loves Shakespeare, one must of necessity hate Ibsen; that one cannot appreciate Wagner and tolerate Beethoven; that if we admit any merit in Dore, we are incapable of understanding Whistler. How can I say which is my favourite novel? I can only ask myself which lives clearest in my memory, which is the book I run to more often than to another in that pleasant half hour before the dinner-bell, when, with all apologies to good Mr. Smiles, it is useless to think of work.

I find, on examination, that my David Copperfield is more dilapidated than any other novel upon my shelves. As I turn its dog-eared pages, reading the familiar headlines Mr. Micawber in difficulties, Mr. Micawber in prison, I fall in love with Dora, Mr. Barkis goes out with the tide, My child wife, Traddles in a nest of roses — pages of my own life recur to me; so many of my sorrows, so many of my joys are woven in my mind with this chapter or the other. That day — how well I remember it when I read of Davids wooing, but Doras death I was careful to skip. Poor, pretty little Mrs. Copperfield at the gate, holding up her baby in her arms, is always associated in my memory with a childs cry, long listened for. I found the book, face downwards on a chair, weeks afterwards, not moved from where I had hastily laid it.

Old friends, all of you, how many times have I not slipped away from my worries into your pleasant company! Peggotty, you dear soul, the sight of your kind eyes is so good to me. Our mutual friend, Mr. Charles Dickens, is prone, we know, just ever so slightly to gush. Good fellow that he is, he can see no flaw in those he loves, but you, dear lady, if you will permit me to call you by a name much abused, he has drawn in true colours. I know you well, with your big heart, your quick temper, your homely, human ways of thought. You yourself will never guess your worth — how much the world is better for such as you! You think of yourself as of a commonplace person, useful only for the making of pastry, the darning of stockings, and if a man — not a young man, with only dim half-opened eyes, but a man whom life had made keen to see the beauty that lies hidden beneath plain faces — were to kneel and kiss your red, coarse hand, you would be much astonished. But he would be a wise man, Peggotty, knowing what things a man should take carelessly, and for what things he should thank God, who has fashioned fairness in many forms.

Mr. Wilkins Micawber, and you, most excellent of faithful wives, Mrs. Emma Micawber, to you I also raise my hat. How often has the example of your philosophy saved me, when I, likewise, have suffered under the temporary pressure of pecuniary liabilities; when the sun of my prosperity, too, has sunk beneath the dark horizon of the world — in short, when I, also, have found myself in a tight corner. I have asked myself what would the Micawbers have done in my place. And I have answered myself. They would have sat down to a dish of lambs fry, cooked and breaded by the deft hands of Emma, followed by a brew of punch, concocted by the beaming Wilkins, and have forgotten all their troubles, for the time being. Whereupon, seeing first that sufficient small change was in my pocket, I have entered the nearest restaurant, and have treated myself to a repast of such sumptuousness as the aforesaid small change would command, emerging from that restaurant stronger and more fit for battle. And lo! the sun of my prosperity has peeped at me from over the clouds with a sly wink, as if to say Cheer up; I am only round the corner.

Cheery, elastic Mr. and Mrs. Micawber, how would half the world face their fate but by the help of a kindly, shallow nature such as yours? I love to think that your sorrows can be drowned in nothing more harmful than a bowl of punch. Heres to you, Emma, and to you, Wilkins, and to the twins!

May you and such childlike folk trip lightly over the stones upon your path! May something ever turn up for you, my dears! May the rain of life ever fall as April showers upon your simple bald head, Micawber!

And you, sweet Dora, let me confess I love you, though sensible friends deem you foolish. Ah, silly Dora, fashioned by wise Mother Nature who knows that weakness and helplessness are as a talisman calling forth strength and tenderness in man, trouble yourself not unduly about the oysters and the underdone mutton, little woman. Good plain cooks at twenty pounds a year will see to these things for us. Your work is to teach us gentleness and kindness. Lay your foolish curls just here, child. It is from such as you we learn wisdom. Foolish wise folk sneer at you. Foolish wise folk would pull up the laughing lilies, the needless roses from the garden, would plant in their places only useful, wholesome cabbage. But the gardener, knowing better, plants the silly, short-lived flowers, foolish wise folk asking for what purpose.

Gallant Traddles, of the strong heart and the unruly hair; Sophy, dearest of girls; Betsy Trotwood, with your gentlemanly manners and your womans heart, you have come to me in shabby rooms, making the dismal place seem bright. In dark hours your kindly faces have looked out at me from the shadows, your kindly voices have cheered me.

Little Emly and Agnes, it may be my bad taste, but I cannot share my friend Dickens enthusiasm for them. Dickens good women are all too good for human natures daily food. Esther Summerson, Florence Dombey, Little Nell — you have no faults to love you by.

Scotts women were likewise mere illuminated texts. Scott only drew one live heroine — Catherine Seton. His other women were merely the prizes the hero had to win in the end, like the sucking pig or the leg of mutton for which the yokel climbs the greasy pole. That Dickens could draw a woman to some likeness he proved by Bella Wilfer, and Estella in Great Expectations. But real women have never been popular in fiction. Men readers prefer the false, and women readers object to the truth.

From an artistic point of view, David Copperfield is undoubtedly Dickens best work. Its humour is less boisterous; its pathos less highly coloured.

One of Leechs pictures represents a cab-man calmly sleeping in the gutter.

Oh, poor dear, hes ill, says a tender-hearted lady in the crowd. Ill! retorts a male bystander indignantly, Ill! Es ad too much of what I aint ad enough of.

Dickens suffered from too little of what some of us have too much of — criticism. His work met with too little resistance to call forth his powers. Too often his pathos sinks to bathos, and this not from want of skill, but from want of care. It is difficult to believe that the popular writer who allowed his sentimentality — or rather the publics sentimentality — to run away with him in such scenes as the death of Paul Dombey and Little Nell was the artist who painted the death of Sidney Carton and of Barkis, the willing. The death of Barkis, next to the passing of Colonel Newcome, is, to my thinking, one of the most perfect pieces of pathos in English literature. No very deep emotion is concerned. He is a commonplace old man, clinging foolishly to a commonplace box. His simple wife and the old boatmen stand by, waiting calmly for the end. There is no straining after effect. One feels death enter, dignifying all things; and touched by that hand, foolish old Barkis grows great.

In Uriah Heap and Mrs. Gummidge, Dickens draws types rather than characters. Pecksniff, Podsnap, Dolly Varden, Mr. Bumble, Mrs. Gamp, Mark Tapley, Turveydrop, Mrs. Jellyby — these are not characters; they are human characteristics personified.

We have to go back to Shakespeare to find a writer who, through fiction, has so enriched the thought of the people. Admit all Dickens faults twice over, we still have one of the greatest writers of modern times. Such people as these creations of Dickens never lived, says your little critic. Nor was Prometheus, type of the spirit of man, nor was Niobe, mother of all mothers, a truthful picture of the citizen one was likely to meet often during a mornings stroll through Athens. Nor grew there ever a wood like to the Forest of Arden, though every Rosalind and Orlando knows the path to glades having much resemblance thereto.

Steerforth, upon whom Dickens evidently prided himself, I must confess, never laid hold of me. He is a melodramatic young man. The worst I could have wished him would have been that he should marry Rose Dartle and live with his mother. It would have served him right for being so attractive. Old Peggotty and Ham are, of course, impossible. One must accept them also as types. These Brothers Cheeryble, these Kits, Joe Gargeries, Boffins, Garlands, John Peerybingles, we will accept as types of the goodness that is in men — though in real life the amount of virtue that Dickens often wastes upon a single individual would by more economically minded nature, be made to serve for fifty.

To sum up, David Copperfield is a plain tale, simply told; and such are all books that live. Eccentricities of style, artistic trickery, may please the critic of a day, but literature is a story that interests us, boys and girls, men and women. It is a sad book; and that, again, gives it an added charm in these sad later days. Humanity is nearing its old age, and we have come to love sadness, as the friend who has been longest with us. In the young days of our vigour we were merry. With Ulysses boatmen, we took alike the sunshine and the thunder with frolic welcome. The red blood flowed in our veins, and we laughed, and our tales were of strength and hope. Now we sit like old men, watching faces in the fire; and the stories that we love are sad stories — like the stories we ourselves have lived.


CREATURES THAT ONE DAY SHALL BE MEN.
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I OUGHT TO like Russia better than I do, if only for the sake of the many good friends I am proud to possess amongst the Russians. A large square photograph I keep always on my mantel-piece; it helps me to maintain my head at that degree of distention necessary for the performance of all literary work. It presents in the centre a neatly-written address in excellent English that I frankly confess I am never tired of reading, around which are ranged some hundreds of names I am quite unable to read, but which, in spite of their strange lettering, I know to be the names of good Russian men and women to whom, a year or two ago, occurred the kindly idea of sending me as a Christmas card this message of encouragement. The individual Russian is one of the most charming creatures living. If he like you he does not hesitate to let you know it; not only by every action possible, but, by what perhaps is just as useful in this grey old world, by generous, impulsive speech.

We Anglo-Saxons are apt to pride ourselves upon being undemonstrative. Max Adeler tells the tale of a boy who was sent out by his father to fetch wood. The boy took the opportunity of disappearing and did not show his face again beneath the paternal roof for over twenty years. Then one evening, a smiling, well-dressed stranger entered to the old couple, and announced himself as their long-lost child, returned at last.

Well, you havent hurried yourself, grumbled the old man, and blarm me if now you havent forgotten the wood.

I was lunching with an Englishman in a London restaurant one day. A man entered and took his seat at a table near by. Glancing round, and meeting my friends eyes, he smiled and nodded.

Excuse me a minute, said my friend, I must just speak to my brother — havent seen him for over five years.

He finished his soup and leisurely wiped his moustache before strolling across and shaking hands. They talked for a while. Then my friend returned to me.

Never thought to see him again, observed my friend, he was one of the garrison of that place in Africa — whats the name of it? — that the Mahdi attacked. Only three of them escaped. Always was a lucky beggar, Jim.

But wouldnt you like to talk to him some more? I suggested; I can see you any time about this little business of ours.

Oh, thats all right, he answered, we have just fixed it up — shall be seeing him again to-morrow.

I thought of this scene one evening while dining with some Russian friends in a St. Petersburg Hotel. One of the party had not seen his second cousin, a mining engineer, for nearly eighteen months. They sat opposite to one another, and a dozen times at least during the course of the dinner one of them would jump up from his chair, and run round to embrace the other. They would throw their arms about one another, kissing one another on both cheeks, and then sit down again, with moist eyes. Their behaviour among their fellow countrymen excited no astonishment whatever.

But the Russianss anger is as quick and vehement as his love. On another occasion I was supping with friends in one of the chief restaurants on the Nevsky. Two gentlemen at an adjoining table, who up till the previous moment had been engaged in amicable conversation, suddenly sprang to their feet, and went for one another. One man secured the water-bottle, which he promptly broke over the others head. His opponent chose for his weapon a heavy mahogany chair, and leaping back for the purpose of securing a good swing, lurched against my hostess.

Do please be careful, said the lady.

A thousand pardons, madame, returned the stranger, from whom blood and water were streaming in equal copiousness; and taking the utmost care to avoid interfering with our comfort, he succeeded adroitly in flooring his antagonist by a well-directed blow.

A policeman appeared upon the scene. He did not attempt to interfere, but running out into the street communicated the glad tidings to another policeman.

This is going to cost them a pretty penny, observed my host, who was calmly continuing his supper; why couldnt they wait?

It did cost them a pretty penny. Some half a dozen policemen were round about before as many minutes had elapsed, and each one claimed his bribe. Then they wished both combatants good-night, and trooped out evidently in great good humour and the two gentlemen, with wet napkins round their heads, sat down again, and laughter and amicable conversation flowed freely as before.

They strike the stranger as a childlike people, but you are possessed with a haunting sense of ugly traits beneath. The workers — slaves it would be almost more correct to call them — allow themselves to be exploited with the uncomplaining patience of intelligent animals. Yet every educated Russian you talk to on the subject knows that revolution is coming.

But he talks to you about it with the door shut, for no man in Russia can be sure that his own servants are not police spies. I was discussing politics with a Russian official one evening in his study when his old housekeeper entered the room — a soft-eyed grey-haired woman who had been in his service over eight years, and whose position in the household was almost that of a friend. He stopped abruptly and changed the conversation. So soon as the door was closed behind her again, he explained himself.

It is better to chat upon such matters when one is quite alone, he laughed.

But surely you can trust her, I said, She appears to be devoted to you all.

It is safer to trust no one, he answered. And then he continued from the point where we had been interrupted.

It is gathering, he said; there are times when I almost smell blood in the air. I am an old man and may escape it, but my children will have to suffer — suffer as children must for the sins of their fathers. We have made brute beasts of the people, and as brute beasts they will come upon us, cruel, and undiscriminating; right and wrong indifferently going down before them. But it has to be. It is needed.

It is a mistake to speak of the Russian classes opposing to all progress a dead wall of selfishness. The history of Russia will be the history of the French Revolution over again, but with this difference: that the educated classes, the thinkers, who are pushing forward the dumb masses are doing so with their eyes open. There will be no Maribeau, no Danton to be appalled at a peoples ingratitude. The men who are to-day working for revolution in Russia number among their ranks statesmen, soldiers, delicately-nurtured women, rich landowners, prosperous tradesmen, students familiar with the lessons of history. They have no misconceptions concerning the blind Monster into which they are breathing life. He will crush them, they know it; but with them he will crush the injustice and stupidity they have grown to hate more than they love themselves.

The Russian peasant, when he rises, will prove more terrible, more pitiless than were the men of 1790. He is less intelligent, more brutal. They sing a wild, sad song, these Russian cattle, the while they work. They sing it in chorus on the quays while hauling the cargo, they sing it in the factory, they chant on the weary, endless steppes, reaping the corn they may not eat. It is of the good time their masters are having, of the feastings and the merrymakings, of the laughter of the children, of the kisses of the lovers.

But the last line of every verse is the same. When you ask a Russian to translate it for you he shrugs his shoulders.

Oh, it means, he says, that their time will also come — some day.

It is a pathetic, haunting refrain. They sing it in the drawing-rooms of Moscow and St. Petersburg, and somehow the light talk and laughter die away, and a hush, like a chill breath, enters by the closed door and passes through. It is a curious song, like the wailing of a tired wind, and one day it will sweep over the land heralding terror.

A Scotsman I met in Russia told me that when he first came out to act as manager of a large factory in St. Petersburg, belonging to his Scottish employers, he unwittingly made a mistake the first week when paying his workpeople. By a miscalculation of the Russian money he paid the men, each one, nearly a rouble short. He discovered his error before the following Saturday, and then put the matter right. The men accepted his explanation with perfect composure and without any comment whatever. The thing astonished him.

But you must have known I was paying you short, he said to one of them. Why didnt you tell me of it?

Oh, answered the man, we thought you were putting it in your own pocket and then if we had complained it would have meant dismissal for us. No one would have taken our word against yours.

Corruption appears to be so general throughout the whole of Russia that all classes have come to accept it as part of the established order of things. A friend gave me a little dog to bring away with me. It was a valuable animal, and I wished to keep it with me. It is strictly forbidden to take dogs into railway carriages. The list of the pains and penalties for doing so frightened me considerably.

Oh, that will be all right, my friend assured me; have a few roubles loose in your pocket.

I tipped the station master and I tipped the guard, and started pleased with myself. But I had not anticipated what was in store for me. The news that an Englishman with a dog in a basket and roubles in his pocket was coming must have been telegraphed all down the line. At almost every stopping-place some enormous official, wearing generally a sword and a helmet, boarded the train. At first these fellows terrified me. I took them for field-marshals at least.

Visions of Siberia crossed my mind. Anxious and trembling, I gave the first one a gold piece. He shook me warmly by the hand — I thought he was going to kiss me. If I had offered him my cheek I am sure he would have done so. With the next one I felt less apprehensive. For a couple of roubles he blessed me, so I gathered; and, commending me to the care of the Almighty, departed. Before I had reached the German frontier, I was giving away the equivalent of English sixpences to men with the dress and carriage of major-generals; and to see their faces brighten up and to receive their heartfelt benediction was well worth the money.

But to the man without roubles in his pocket, Russian officialdom is not so gracious. By the expenditure of a few more coins I got my dog through the Customs without trouble, and had leisure to look about me. A miserable object was being badgered by half a dozen men in uniform, and he — his lean face puckered up into a snarl — was returning them snappish answers; the whole scene suggested some half-starved mongrel being worried by school-boys. A slight informality had been discovered in his passport, so a fellow traveller with whom I had made friends informed me. He had no roubles in his pocket, and in consequence they were sending him back to St. Petersburg — some eighteen hours journey — in a wagon that in England would not be employed for the transport of oxen.

It seemed a good joke to Russian officialdom; they would drop in every now and then, look at him as he sat crouched in a corner of the waiting-room, and pass out again, laughing. The snarl had died from his face; a dull, listless indifference had taken its place — the look one sees on the face of a beaten dog, after the beating is over, when it is lying very still, its great eyes staring into nothingness, and one wonders whether it is thinking.

The Russian worker reads no newspaper, has no club, yet all things seem to be known to him. There is a prison on the banks of the Neva, in St. Petersburg. They say such things are done with now, but up till very recently there existed a small cell therein, below the level of the ice, and prisoners placed there would be found missing a day or two afterwards, nothing ever again known of them, except, perhaps, to the fishes of the Baltic. They talk of such like things among themselves: the sleigh-drivers round their charcoal fire, the field-workers going and coming in the grey dawn, the factory workers, their whispers deadened by the rattle of the looms.

I was searching for a house in Brussels some winters ago, and there was one I was sent to in a small street leading out of the Avenue Louise. It was poorly furnished, but rich in pictures, large and small. They covered the walls of every room.

These pictures, explained to me the landlady, an old, haggard-looking woman, will not be left, I am taking them with me to London. They are all the work of my husband. He is arranging an exhibition.

The friend who had sent me had told me the woman was a widow, who had been living in Brussels eking out a precarious existence as a lodging-house keeper for the last ten years.

You have married again? I questioned her.

The woman smiled.

Not again. I was married eighteen years ago in Russia. My husband was transported to Siberia a few days after we were married, and I have never seen him since.

I should have followed him, she added, only every year we thought he was going to be set free.

He is really free now? I asked.

Yes, she answered. They set him free last week. He will join me in London. We shall be able to finish our honeymoon.

She smiled, revealing to me that once she had been a girl.

I read in the English papers of the exhibition in London. It was said the artist showed much promise. So possibly a career may at last be opening out for him.

Nature has made life hard to Russian rich and poor alike. To the banks of the Neva, with its ague and influenza-bestowing fogs and mists, one imagines that the Devil himself must have guided Peter the Great.

Show me in all my dominions the most hopelessly unattractive site on which to build a city, Peter must have prayed; and the Devil having discovered the site on which St. Petersburg now stands, must have returned to his master in high good feather.

I think, my dear Peter, I have found you something really unique. It is a pestilent swamp to which a mighty river brings bitter blasts and marrow-chilling fogs, while during the brief summer time the wind will bring you sand. In this way you will combine the disadvantages of the North Pole with those of the desert of Sahara.

In the winter time the Russians light their great stoves, and doubly barricade their doors and windows; and in this atmosphere, like to that of a greenhouse, many of their women will pass six months, never venturing out of doors. Even the men only go out at intervals. Every office, every shop is an oven. Men of forty have white hair and parchment faces; and the women are old at thirty. The farm labourers, during the few summer months, work almost entirely without sleep. They leave that for the winter, when they shut themselves up like dormice in their hovels, their store of food and vodka buried underneath the floor. For days together they sleep, then wake and dig, then sleep again.

The Russian party lasts all night. In an adjoining room are beds and couches; half a dozen guests are always sleeping. An hour contents them, then they rejoin the company, and other guests take their places. The Russian eats when he feels so disposed; the table is always spread, the guests come and go. Once a year there is a great feast in Moscow. The Russian merchant and his friends sit down early in the day, and a sort of thick, sweet pancake is served up hot. The feast continues for many hours, and the ambition of the Russian merchant is to eat more than his neighbour. Fifty or sixty of these hot cakes a man will consume at a sitting, and a dozen funerals in Moscow is often the result.

An uncivilised people, we call them in our lordly way, but they are young. Russian history is not yet three hundred years old. They will see us out, I am inclined to think. Their energy, their intelligence — when these show above the groundwork — are monstrous. I have known a Russian learn Chinese within six months. English! they learn it while you are talking to them. The children play at chess and study the violin for their own amusement.

The world will be glad of Russia — when she has put her house in order.


HOW TO BE HAPPY THOUGH LITTLE.
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FOLKS SUFFERING FROM Jingoism, Spreadeagleism, Chauvinism — all such like isms, to whatever country they belong — would be well advised to take a tour in Holland. It is the idea of the moment that size spells happiness. The bigger the country the better one is for living there. The happiest Frenchman cannot possibly be as happy as the most wretched Britisher, for the reason that Britain owns many more thousands of square miles than France possesses. The Swiss peasant, compared with the Russian serf, must, when he looks at the map of Europe and Asia, feel himself to be a miserable creature. The reason that everybody in America is happy and good is to be explained by the fact that America has an area equal to that of the entire moon. The American citizen who has backed the wrong horse, missed his train and lost his bag, remembers this and feels bucked up again.

According to this argument, fishes should be the happiest of mortals, the sea consisting — at least, so says my atlas: I have not measured it myself — of a hundred and forty-four millions of square miles. But, maybe, the sea is also divided in ways we wot not of. Possibly the sardine who lives near the Brittainy coast is sad and discontented because the Norwegian sardine is the proud inhabitant of a larger sea. Perhaps that is why he has left the Brittainy coast. Ashamed of being a Brittainy sardine, he has emigrated to Norway, has become a naturalized Norwegian sardine, and is himself again.

The happy Londoner on foggy days can warm himself with the reflection that the sun never sets on the British Empire. He does not often see the sun, but that is a mere detail. He regards himself as the owner of the sun; the sun begins his little day in the British Empire, ends his little day in the British Empire: for all practical purposes the sun is part of the British Empire. Foolish people in other countries sit underneath it and feel warm, but that is only their ignorance. They do not know it is a British possession; if they did they would feel cold.

My views on this subject are, I know, heretical. I cannot get it into my unpatriotic head that size is the only thing worth worrying about. In England, when I venture to express my out-of-date opinions, I am called a Little Englander. It fretted me at first; I was becoming a mere shadow. But by now I have got used to it. It would be the same, I feel, wherever I went. In New York I should be a Little American; in Constantinople a Little Turk. But I wanted to talk about Holland. A holiday in Holland serves as a corrective to exaggerated Imperialistic notions.

There are no poor in Holland. They may be an unhappy people, knowing what a little country it is they live in; but, if so, they hide the fact. To all seeming, the Dutch peasant, smoking his great pipe, is as much a man as the Whitechapel hawker or the moocher of the Paris boulevard. I saw a beggar once in Holland — in the townlet of Enkhuisen. Crowds were hurrying up from the side streets to have a look at him; the idea at first seemed to be that he was doing it for a bet. He turned out to be a Portuguese. They offered him work in the docks — until he could get something better to do — at wages equal in English money to about ten shillings a day. I inquired about him on my way back, and was told he had borrowed a couple of forms from the foreman and had left by the evening train. It is not the country for the loafer.

In Holland work is easily found; this takes away the charm of looking for it. A farm labourer in Holland lives in a brick-built house of six rooms, which generally belongs to him, with an acre or so of ground, and only eats meat once a day. The rest of his time he fills up on eggs and chicken and cheese and beer. But you rarely hear him grumble. His wife and daughter may be seen on Sundays wearing gold and silver jewellery worth from fifty to one hundred pounds, and there is generally enough old delft and pewter in the house to start a local museum anywhere outside Holland. On high days and holidays, of which in Holland there are plenty, the average Dutch vrouw would be well worth running away with. The Dutch peasant girl has no need of an illustrated journal once a week to tell her what the fashion is; she has it in the portrait of her mother, or of her grandmother, hanging over the glittering chimney-piece.

When the Dutchwoman builds a dress she builds it to last; it descends from mother to daughter, but it is made of sound material in the beginning. A lady friend of mine thought the Dutch costume would serve well for a fancy-dress ball, so set about buying one, but abandoned the notion on learning what it would cost her. A Dutch girl in her Sunday clothes must be worth fifty pounds before you come to ornaments. In certain provinces she wears a close-fitting helmet, made either of solid silver or of solid gold. The Dutch gallant, before making himself known, walks on tiptoe a little while behind the Loved One, and looks at himself in her head-dress just to make sure that his hat is on straight and his front curl just where it ought to be.

In most other European countries national costume is dying out. The slop-shop is year by year extending its hideous trade. But the country of Rubens and Rembrandt, of Teniers and Gerard Dow, remains still true to art. The picture post-card does not exaggerate. The men in those wondrous baggy knickerbockers, from the pockets of which you sometimes see a couple of chickens heads protruding; in gaudy coloured shirts, in worsted hose and mighty sabots, smoking their great pipes — the women in their petticoats of many hues, in gorgeously embroidered vest, in chemisette of dazzling white, crowned with a halo of many frills, glittering in gold and silver — are not the creatures of an artists fancy. You meet them in their thousands on holiday afternoons, walking gravely arm in arm, flirting with sober Dutch stolidity.

On colder days the women wear bright-coloured capes made of fine spun silk, from underneath the ample folds of which you sometimes hear a little cry; and sometimes a little hooded head peeps out, regards with preternatural thoughtfulness the toy-like world without, then dives back into shelter. As for the children — women in miniature, the single difference in dress being the gay pinafore — you can only say of them that they look like Dutch dolls. But such plump, contented, cheerful little dolls! You remember the hollow-eyed, pale-faced dolls you see swarming in the great, big and therefore should be happy countries, and wish that mere land surface were of less importance to our statesmen and our able editors, and the happiness and well-being of the mere human items worth a little more of their thought.

The Dutch peasant lives surrounded by canals, and reaches his cottage across a drawbridge. I suppose it is in the blood of the Dutch child not to tumble into a canal, and the Dutch mother never appears to anticipate such possibility. One can imagine the average English mother trying to bring up a family in a house surrounded by canals. She would never have a minutes peace until the children were in bed. But then the mere sight of a canal to the English child suggests the delights of a sudden and unexpected bath. I put it to a Dutchman once. Did the Dutch child by any chance ever fall into a canal?

Yes, he replied, cases have been known.

Dont you do anything for it? I enquired.

Oh, yes, he answered, we haul them out again.

But what I mean is, I explained, dont you do anything to prevent their falling in — to save them from falling in again?

Yes, he answered, we spank em.

There is always a wind in Holland; it comes from over the sea. There is nothing to stay its progress. It leaps the low dykes and sweeps with a shriek across the sad, soft dunes, and thinks it is going to have a good time and play havoc in the land. But the Dutchman laughs behind his great pipe as it comes to him shouting and roaring. Welcome, my hearty, welcome, he chuckles, come blustering and bragging; the bigger you are the better I like you. And when it is once in the land, behind the long, straight dykes, behind the waving line of sandy dunes, he seizes hold of it, and will not let it go till it has done its tale of work.

The wind is the Dutchmans; servant before he lets it loose again it has turned ten thousand mills, has pumped the water and sawn the wood, has lighted the town and worked the loom, and forged the iron, and driven the great, slow, silent wherry, and played with the children in the garden. It is a sober wind when it gets back to sea, worn and weary, leaving the Dutchman laughing behind his everlasting pipe. There are canals in Holland down which you pass as though a field of wind-blown corn; a soft, low, rustling murmur ever in your ears. It is the ceaseless whirl of the great mill sails. Far out at sea the winds are as foolish savages, fighting, shrieking, tearing — purposeless. Here, in the street of mills, it is a civilized wind, crooning softly while it labours.

What charms one in Holland is the neatness and cleanliness of all about one. Maybe to the Dutchman there are drawbacks. In a Dutch household life must be one long spring-cleaning. No milk-pail is considered fit that cannot just as well be used for a looking-glass. The great brass pans, hanging under the pent house roof outside the cottage door, flash like burnished gold. You could eat your dinner off the red-tiled floor, but that the deal table, scrubbed to the colour of cream cheese, is more convenient. By each threshold stands a row of empty sabots, and woe-betide the Dutchman who would dream of crossing it in anything but his stockinged feet.

There is a fashion in sabots. Every spring they are freshly painted. One district fancies an orange yellow, another a red, a third white, suggesting purity and innocence. Members of the Smart Set indulge in ornamentation; a frieze in pink, a star upon the toe. Walking in sabots is not as easy as it looks. Attempting to run in sabots I do not recommend to the beginner.

How do you run in sabots? I asked a Dutchman once. I had been experimenting, and had hurt myself.

We dont run, answered the Dutchman.

And observation has proved to me he was right. The Dutch boy, when he runs, puts them for preference on his hands, and hits other Dutch boys over the head with them as he passes.

The roads in Holland, straight and level, and shaded all the way with trees, look, from the railway-carriage window, as if they would be good for cycling; but this is a delusion. I crossed in the boat from Harwich once, with a well-known black and white artist, and an equally well-known and highly respected humorist. They had their bicycles with them, intending to tour Holland. I met them a fortnight later in Delft, or, rather, I met their remains. I was horrified at first. I thought it was drink. They could not stand still, they could not sit still, they trembled and shook in every limb, their teeth chattered when they tried to talk. The humorist hadnt a joke left in him. The artist could not have drawn his own salary; he would have dropped it on the way to his pocket. The Dutch roads are paved their entire length with cobbles — big, round cobbles, over which your bicycle leaps and springs and plunges.

If you would see Holland outside the big towns a smattering of Dutch is necessary. If you know German there is not much difficulty. Dutch — I speak as an amateur — appears to be very bad German mis-pronounced. Myself, I find my German goes well in Holland, even better than in Germany. The Anglo-Saxon should not attempt the Dutch G. It is hopeless to think of succeeding, and the attempt has been known to produce internal rupture. The Dutchman appears to keep his G in his stomach, and to haul it up when wanted. Myself, I find the ordinary G, preceded by a hiccough and followed by a sob, the nearest I can get to it. But they tell me it is not quite right, yet.

One needs to save up beforehand if one desires to spend any length of time in Holland. One talks of dear old England, but the dearest land in all the world is little Holland. The florin there is equal to the franc in France and to the shilling in England. They tell you that cigars are cheap in Holland. A cheap Dutch cigar will last you a day. It is not until you have forgotten the taste of it that you feel you ever want to smoke again. I knew a man who reckoned that he had saved hundreds of pounds by smoking Dutch cigars for a month steadily. It was years before he again ventured on tobacco.

Watching building operations in Holland brings home to you forcibly, what previously you have regarded as a meaningless formula — namely, that the country is built upon piles. A dozen feet below the level of the street one sees the labourers working in fishermens boots up to their knees in water, driving the great wooden blocks into the mud. Many of the older houses slope forward at such an angle that you almost fear to pass beneath them. I should be as nervous as a kitten, living in one of the upper storeys. But the Dutchman leans out of a window that is hanging above the street six feet beyond the perpendicular, and smokes contentedly.

They have a merry custom in Holland of keeping the railway time twenty minutes ahead of the town time — or is it twenty minutes behind? I never can remember when Im there, and I am not sure now. The Dutchman himself never knows.

Youve plenty of time, he says

But the train goes at ten, you say; the station is a mile away, and it is now half-past nine.

Yes, but that means ten-twenty, he answers, you have nearly an hour.

Five minutes later he taps you on the shoulder.

My mistake, its twenty to ten. I was thinking it was the other way about.

Another argues with him that his first idea was right. They work it out by scientific methods. Meanwhile you have dived into a cab. The result is always the same: you are either forty minutes too soon, or you have missed the train by twenty minutes. A Dutch platform is always crowded with women explaining volubly to their husbands either that there was not any need to have hurried, or else that the thing would have been to have started half an hour before they did, the man in both cases being, of course, to blame. The men walk up and down and swear.

The idea has been suggested that the railway time and the town time should be made to conform. The argument against the idea is that if it were carried out there would be nothing left to put the Dutchman out and worry him.


SHOULD WE SAY WHAT WE THINK, OR THINK WHAT WE SAY?
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A MAD FRIEND of mine will have it that the characteristic of the age is Make-Believe. He argues that all social intercourse is founded on make-believe. A servant enters to say that Mr. and Mrs. Bore are in the drawing-room.

Oh, damn! says the man.

Hush! says the woman. Shut the door, Susan. How often am I to tell you never to leave the door open?

The man creeps upstairs on tiptoe and shuts himself in his study. The woman does things before a looking-glass, waits till she feels she is sufficiently mistress of herself not to show her feelings, and then enters the drawing-room with outstretched hands and the look of one welcoming an angels visit. She says how delighted she is to see the Bores — how good it was of them to come. Why did they not bring more Bores with them? Where is naughty Bore junior? Why does he never come to see her now? She will have to be really angry with him. And sweet little Flossie Bore? Too young to pay calls! Nonsense. An At Home day is not worth having where all the Bores are not.

The Bores, who had hoped that she was out — who have only called because the etiquette book told them that they must call at least four times in the season, explain how they have been trying and trying to come.

This afternoon, recounts Mrs. Bore, we were determined to come. John, dear, I said this morning, I shall go and see dear Mrs. Bounder this afternoon, no matter what happens.

The idea conveyed is that the Prince of Wales, on calling at the Bores, was told that he could not come in. He might call again in the evening or come some other day.

That afternoon the Bores were going to enjoy themselves in their own way; they were going to see Mrs. Bounder.

And how is Mr. Bounder? demands Mrs. Bore.

Mrs. Bounder remains mute for a moment, straining her ears. She can hear him creeping past the door on his way downstairs. She hears the front door softly opened and closed-to. She wakes, as from a dream. She has been thinking of the sorrow that will fall on Bounder when he returns home later and learns what he has missed.

And thus it is, not only with the Bores and Bounders, but even with us who are not Bores or Bounders. Society in all ranks is founded on the make-believe that everybody is charming; that we are delighted to see everybody; that everybody is delighted to see us; that it is so good of everybody to come; that we are desolate at the thought that they really must go now.

Which would we rather do — stop and finish our cigar or hasten into the drawing-room to hear Miss Screecher sing? Can you ask us? We tumble over each other in our hurry. Miss Screecher would really rather not sing; but if we insist — We do insist. Miss Screecher, with pretty reluctance, consents. We are careful not to look at one another. We sit with our eyes fixed on the ceiling. Miss Screecher finishes, and rises.

But it was so short, we say, so soon as we can be heard above the applause. Is Miss Screecher quite sure that was the whole of it? Or has she been playing tricks upon us, the naughty lady, defrauding us of a verse? Miss Screecher assures us that the fault is the composers. But she knows another. At this hint, our faces lighten again with gladness. We clamour for more.

Our hosts wine is always the most extraordinary we have ever tasted. No, not another glass; we dare not — doctors orders, very strict. Our hosts cigar! We did not know they made such cigars in this workaday world. No, we really could not smoke another. Well, if he will be so pressing, may we put it in our pocket? The truth is, we are not used to high smoking. Our hostesss coffee! Would she confide to us her secret? The baby! We hardly trust ourselves to speak. The usual baby — we have seen it. As a rule, to be candid, we never could detect much beauty in babies — have always held the usual gush about them to be insincere. But this baby! We are almost on the point of asking them where they got it. It is just the kind we wanted for ourselves. Little Janets recitation: A Visit to the Dentist! Hitherto the amateur reciter has not appealed to us. But this is genius, surely. She ought to be trained for the stage. Her mother does not altogether approve of the stage. We plead for the stage — that it may not be deprived of such talent.

Every bride is beautiful. Every bride looks charming in a simple costume of — for further particulars see local papers. Every marriage is a cause for universal rejoicing. With our wine-glass in our hand we picture the ideal life we know to be in store for them. How can it be otherwise? She, the daughter of her mother. (Cheers.) He — well, we all know him. (More cheers.) Also involuntary guffaw from ill-regulated young man at end of table, promptly suppressed.

We carry our make-believe even into our religion. We sit in church, and in voices swelling with pride, mention to the Almighty, at stated intervals, that we are miserable worms — that there is no good in us. This sort of thing, we gather, is expected of us; it does us no harm, and is supposed to please.

We make-believe that every woman is good, that every man is honest — until they insist on forcing us, against our will, to observe that they are not. Then we become very angry with them, and explain to them that they, being sinners, are not folk fit to mix with us perfect people. Our grief, when our rich aunt dies, is hardly to be borne. Drapers make fortunes, helping us to express feebly our desolation. Our only consolation is that she has gone to a better world.

Everybody goes to a better world when they have got all they can out of this one.

We stand around the open grave and tell each other so. The clergyman is so assured of it that, to save time, they have written out the formula for him and had it printed in a little book. As a child it used to surprise me — this fact that everybody went to heaven. Thinking of all the people that had died, I pictured the place overcrowded. Almost I felt sorry for the Devil, nobody ever coming his way, so to speak. I saw him in imagination, a lonely old gentleman, sitting at his gate day after day, hoping against hope, muttering to himself maybe that it hardly seemed worth while, from his point of view, keeping the show open. An old nurse whom I once took into my confidence was sure, if I continued talking in this sort of way, that he would get me anyhow. I must have been an evil-hearted youngster. The thought of how he would welcome me, the only human being that he had seen for years, had a certain fascination for me; for once in my existence I should be made a fuss about.

At every public meeting the chief speaker is always a jolly good fellow. The man from Mars, reading our newspapers, would be convinced that every Member of Parliament was a jovial, kindly, high-hearted, generous-souled saint, with just sufficient humanity in him to prevent the angels from carrying him off bodily. Do not the entire audience, moved by one common impulse, declare him three times running, and in stentorian voice, to be this jolly good fellow? So say all of them. We have always listened with the most intense pleasure to the brilliant speech of our friend who has just sat down. When you thought we were yawning, we were drinking in his eloquence, open-mouthed.

The higher one ascends in the social scale, the wider becomes this necessary base of make-believe. When anything sad happens to a very big person, the lesser people round about him hardly care to go on living. Seeing that the world is somewhat overstocked with persons of importance, and that something or another generally is happening to them, one wonders sometimes how it is the world continues to exist.

Once upon a time there occurred an illness to a certain good and great man. I read in my daily paper that the whole nation was plunged in grief. People dining in public restaurants, on being told the news by the waiter, dropped their heads upon the table and sobbed. Strangers, meeting in the street, flung their arms about one another and cried like little children. I was abroad at the time, but on the point of returning home. I almost felt ashamed to go. I looked at myself in the glass, and was shocked at my own appearance: it was that of a man who had not been in trouble for weeks. I felt that to burst upon this grief-stricken nation with a countenance such as mine would be to add to their sorrow. It was borne in upon me that I must have a shallow, egotistical nature. I had had luck with a play in America, and for the life of me I could not look grief-stricken. There were moments when, if I was not keeping a watch over myself, I found myself whistling.

Had it been possible I would have remained abroad till some stroke of ill-fortune had rendered me more in tune with my fellow-countrymen. But business was pressing. The first man I talked to on Dover pier was a Customs House official. You might have thought sorrow would have made him indifferent to a mere matter of forty-eight cigars. Instead of which, he appeared quite pleased when he found them. He demanded three-and-fourpence, and chuckled when he got it. On Dover platform a little girl laughed because a lady dropped a handbox on a dog; but then children are always callous — or, perhaps, she had not heard the news.

What astonished me most, however, was to find in the railway carriage a respectable looking man reading a comic journal. True, he did not laugh much: he had got decency enough for that; but what was a grief-stricken citizen doing with a comic journal, anyhow? Before I had been in London an hour I had come to the conclusion that we English must be a people of wonderful self-control. The day before, according to the newspapers, the whole country was in serious danger of pining away and dying of a broken heart. In one day the nation had pulled itself together. We have cried all day, they had said to themselves, we have cried all night. It does not seem to have done much good. Now let us once again take up the burden of life. Some of them — I noticed it in the hotel dining-room that evening — were taking quite kindly to their food again.

We make believe about quite serious things. In war, each countrys soldiers are always the most courageous in the world. The other countrys soldiers are always treacherous and tricky; that is why they sometimes win. Literature is the art of make-believe.

Now all of you sit round and throw your pennies in the cap, says the author, and I will pretend that there lives in Bayswater a young lady named Angelina, who is the most beautiful young lady that ever existed. And in Notting Hill, we will pretend, there resides a young man named Edwin, who is in love with Angelina.

And then, there being sufficient pennies in the cap, the author starts away, and pretends that Angelina thought this and said that, and that Edwin did all sorts of wonderful things. We know he is making it all up as he goes along. We know he is making up just what he thinks will please us. He, on the other hand, has to make-believe that he is doing it because he cannot help it, he being an artist. But we know well enough that, were we to stop throwing the pennies into the cap, he would find out precious soon that he could.

The theatrical manager bangs his drum.

Walk up! walk up! he cries, we are going to pretend that Mrs. Johnson is a princess, and old man Johnson is going to pretend to be a pirate. Walk up, walk up, and be in time!

So Mrs. Johnson, pretending to be a princess, comes out of a wobbly thing that we agree to pretend is a castle; and old man Johnson, pretending to be a pirate, is pushed up and down on another wobbly thing that we agree to pretend is the ocean. Mrs. Johnson pretends to be in love with him, which we know she is not. And Johnson pretends to be a very terrible person; and Mrs. Johnson pretends, till eleven oclock, to believe it. And we pay prices, varying from a shilling to half-a-sovereign, to sit for two hours and listen to them.

But as I explained at the beginning, my friend is a mad sort of person.


IS THE AMERICAN HUSBAND MADE ENTIRELY OF STAINED GLASS.
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I AM GLAD I am not an American husband. At first sight this may appear a remark uncomplimentary to the American wife. It is nothing of the sort. It is the other way about. We, in Europe, have plenty of opportunity of judging the American wife. In America you hear of the American wife, you are told stories about the American wife, you see her portrait in the illustrated journals. By searching under the heading Foreign Intelligence, you can find out what she is doing. But here in Europe we know her, meet her face to face, talk to her, flirt with her. She is charming, delightful. That is why I say I am glad I am not an American husband. If the American husband only knew how nice was the American wife, he would sell his business and come over here, where now and then he could see her.

Years ago, when I first began to travel about Europe, I argued to myself that America must be a deadly place to live in. How sad it is, I thought to myself, to meet thus, wherever one goes, American widows by the thousand. In one narrow by-street of Dresden I calculated fourteen American mothers, possessing nine-and-twenty American children, and not a father among them — not a single husband among the whole fourteen. I pictured fourteen lonely graves, scattered over the United States. I saw as in a vision those fourteen head-stones of best material, hand-carved, recording the virtues of those fourteen dead and buried husbands.

Odd, thought I to myself, decidedly odd. These American husbands, they must be a delicate type of humanity. The wonder is their mothers ever reared them. They marry fine girls, the majority of them; two or three sweet children are born to them, and after that there appears to be no further use for them, as far as this world is concerned. Can nothing be done to strengthen their constitutions? Would a tonic be of any help to them? Not the customary tonic, I dont mean, the sort of tonic merely intended to make gouty old gentlemen feel they want to buy a hoop, but the sort of tonic for which it was claimed that three drops poured upon a ham sandwich and the thing would begin to squeak.

It struck me as pathetic, the picture of these American widows leaving their native land, coming over in shiploads to spend the rest of their blighted lives in exile. The mere thought of America, I took it, had for ever become to them distasteful. The ground that once his feet had pressed! The old familiar places once lighted by his smile! Everything in America would remind them of him. Snatching their babes to their heaving bosoms they would leave the country where lay buried all the joy of their lives, seek in the retirement of Paris, Florence or Vienna, oblivion of the past.

Also, it struck me as beautiful, the noble resignation with which they bore their grief, hiding their sorrow from the indifferent stranger. Some widows make a fuss, go about for weeks looking gloomy and depressed, making not the slightest effort to be merry. These fourteen widows — I knew them personally, all of them, I lived in the same street — what a brave show of cheerfulness they put on! What a lesson to the common or European widow, the humpy type of widow! One could spend whole days in their company — I had done it — commencing quite early in the morning with a sleighing excursion, finishing up quite late in the evening with a little supper party, followed by an impromptu dance; and never detect from their outward manner that they were not thoroughly enjoying themselves.

From the mothers I turned my admiring eyes towards the children. This is the secret of American success, said I to myself; this high-spirited courage, this Spartan contempt for suffering. Look at them! the gallant little men and women. Who would think that they had lost a father? Why, I have seen a British child more upset at losing sixpence.

Talking to a little girl one day, I enquired of her concerning the health of her father. The next moment I could have bitten my tongue out, remembering that there wasnt such a thing as a father — not an American father — in the whole street. She did not burst into tears as they do in the story-books. She said:

He is quite well, thank you, simply, pathetically, just like that.

I am sure of it, I replied with fervour, well and happy as he deserves to be, and one day you will find him again; you will go to him.

Ah, yes, she answered, a shining light, it seemed to me, upon her fair young face. Momma says she is getting just a bit tired of this one-horse sort of place. She is quite looking forward to seeing him again.

It touched me very deeply: this weary woman, tired of her long bereavement, actually looking forward to the fearsome passage leading to where her loved one waited for her in a better land.

For one bright breezy creature I grew to feel a real regard. All the months that I had known her, seen her almost daily, never once had I heard a single cry of pain escape her lips, never once had I heard her cursing fate. Of the many who called upon her in her charming flat, not one had ever, to my knowledge, offered her consolation or condolence. It seemed to me cruel, callous. The over-burdened heart, finding no outlet for its imprisoned grief, finding no sympathetic ear into which to pour its tale of woe, breaks, we are told; anyhow, it isnt good for it. I decided — no one else seeming keen — that I would supply that sympathetic ear. The very next time I found myself alone with her I introduced the subject.

You have been living here in Dresden a long time, have you not? I asked.

About five years, she answered, on and off.

And all alone, I commented, with a sigh intended to invite to confidence.

Well, hardly alone, she corrected me, while a look of patient resignation added dignity to her piquant features. You see, there are the dear children always round about me, during the holidays.

Besides, she added, the people here are real kind to me; they hardly ever let me feel myself alone. We make up little parties, you know, picnics and excursions. And then, of course, there is the Opera and the Symphony Concerts, and the subscription dances. The dear old king has been doing a good deal this winter, too; and I must say the Embassy folks have been most thoughtful, so far as I am concerned. No, it would not be right for me to complain of loneliness, not now that I have got to know a few people, as it were.

But dont you miss your husband? I suggested.

A cloud passed over her usually sunny face. Oh, please dont talk of him, she said, it makes me feel real sad, thinking about him.

But having commenced, I was determined that my sympathy should not be left to waste.

What did he die of? I asked.

She gave me a look the pathos of which I shall never forget.

Say, young man, she cried, are you trying to break it to me gently? Because if so, Id rather you told me straight out. What did he die of?

Then isnt he dead? I asked, I mean so far as you know.

Never heard a word about his being dead till you started the idea, she retorted. So far as I know hes alive and well.

I said that I was sorry. I went on to explain that I did not mean I was sorry to hear that in all probability he was alive and well. What I meant was I was sorry I had introduced a painful subject.

Whats a painful subject?

Why, your husband, I replied.

But why should you call him a painful subject?

I had an idea she was getting angry with me. She did not say so. I gathered it. But I had to explain myself somehow.

Well, I answered, I take it, you didnt get on well together, and I am sure it must have been his fault.

Now look here, she said, dont you breathe a word against my husband or we shall quarrel. A nicer, dearer fellow never lived.

Then what did you divorce him for? I asked. It was impertinent, it was unjustifiable. My excuse is that the mystery surrounding the American husband had been worrying me for months. Here had I stumbled upon the opportunity of solving it. Instinctively I clung to my advantage.

There hasnt been any divorce, she said. There isnt going to be any divorce. Youll make me cross in another minute.

But I was becoming reckless. He is not dead. You are not divorced from him. Where is he? I demanded with some heat.

Where is he? she replied, astonished. Where should he be? At home, of course.

I looked around the luxuriously-furnished room with its air of cosy comfort, of substantial restfulness.

What home? I asked.

What home! Why, our home, in Detroit.

What is he doing there? I had become so much in earnest that my voice had assumed unconsciously an authoritative tone. Presumably, it hypnotised her, for she answered my questions as though she had been in the witness-box.

How do I know? How can I possibly tell you what he is doing? What do people usually do at home?

Answer the questions, madam, dont ask them. What are you doing here? Quite truthfully, if you please. My eyes were fixed upon her.

Enjoying myself. He likes me to enjoy myself. Besides, I am educating the children.

You mean they are here at boarding-school while you are gadding about. What is wrong with American education? When did you see your husband last?

Last? Let me see. No, last Christmas I was in Berlin. It must have been the Christmas before, I think.

If he is the dear kind fellow you say he is, how is it you havent seen him for two years?

Because, as I tell you, he is at home, in Detroit. How can I see him when I am here in Dresden and he is in Detroit? You do ask foolish questions. He means to try and come over in the summer, if he can spare the time, and then, of course — 

Answer my questions, please. Ive spoken to you once about it. Do you think you are performing your duty as a wife, enjoying yourself in Dresden and Berlin while your husband is working hard in Detroit?

He was quite willing for me to come. The American husband is a good fellow who likes his wife to enjoy herself.

I am not asking for your views on the American husband. I am asking your views on the American wife — on yourself. The American husband appears to be a sort of stained-glass saint, and you American wives are imposing upon him. It is doing you no good, and it wont go on for ever. There will come a day when the American husband will wake up to the fact he is making a fool of himself, and by over-indulgence, over-devotion, turning the American woman into a heartless, selfish creature. What sort of a home do you think it is in Detroit, with you and the children over here? Tell me, is the American husband made entirely of driven snow, with blood distilled from moonbeams, or is he composed of the ordinary ingredients? Because, if the latter, you take my advice and get back home. I take it that in America, proper, there are millions of real homes where the woman does her duty and plays the game. But also it is quite clear there are thousands of homes in America, mere echoing rooms, where the man walks by himself, his wife and children scattered over Europe. It isnt going to work, it isnt right that it should work.

You take the advice of a sincere friend. Pack up — you and the children — and get home.

I left. It was growing late. I felt it was time to leave. Whether she took my counsel I cannot say. I only know that there still remain in Europe a goodly number of American wives to whom it is applicable.


DOES THE YOUNG MAN KNOW EVERYTHING WORTH KNOWING?
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I AM TOLD that American professors are mourning the lack of ideals at Columbia University — possibly also at other universities scattered through the United States. If it be any consolation to these mourning American professors, I can assure them that they do not mourn alone. I live not far from Oxford, and enjoy the advantage of occasionally listening to the jeremiads of English University professors. More than once a German professor has done me the honour to employ me as an object on which to sharpen his English. He also has mourned similar lack of ideals at Heidelberg, at Bonn. Youth is youth all the world over; it has its own ideals; they are not those of the University professor. The explanation is tolerably simple. Youth is young, and the University professor, generally speaking, is middle-aged.

I can sympathise with the mourning professor. I, in my time, have suffered like despair. I remember the day so well; it was my twelfth birthday. I recall the unholy joy with which I reflected that for the future my unfortunate parents would be called upon to pay for me full railway fare; it marked a decided step towards manhood. I was now in my teens. That very afternoon there came to visit us a relative of ours. She brought with her three small children: a girl, aged six; a precious, golden-haired thing in a lace collar that called itself a boy, aged five; and a third still smaller creature, it might have been male, it might have been female; I could not have told you at the time, I cannot tell you now. This collection of atoms was handed over to me.

Now, show yourself a man, said my dear mother, remember you are in your teens. Take them out for a walk and amuse them; and mind nothing happens to them.

To the children themselves their own mother gave instructions that they were to do everything that I told them, and not to tear their clothes or make themselves untidy. These directions, even to myself, at the time, appeared contradictory. But I said nothing. And out into the wilds the four of us departed.

I was an only child. My own infancy had passed from my memory. To me, at twelve, the ideas of six were as incomprehensible as are those of twenty to the University professor of forty. I wanted to be a pirate. Round the corner and across the road building operations were in progress. Planks and poles lay ready to ones hand. Nature, in the neighbourhood, had placed conveniently a shallow pond. It was Saturday afternoon. The nearest public-house was a mile away. Immunity from interference by the British workman was thus assured. It occurred to me that by placing my three depressed looking relatives on one raft, attacking them myself from another, taking the eldest girls sixpence away from her, disabling their raft, and leaving them to drift without a rudder, innocent amusement would be provided for half an hour at least.

They did not want to play at pirates. At first sight of the pond the thing that called itself a boy began to cry. The six-year-old lady said she did not like the smell of it. Not even after I had explained the game to them were they any the more enthusiastic for it.

I proposed Red Indians. They could go to sleep in the unfinished building upon a sack of lime, I would creep up through the grass, set fire to the house, and dance round it, whooping and waving my tomahawk, watching with fiendish delight the frantic but futile efforts of the palefaces to escape their doom.

It did not catch on — not even that. The precious thing in the lace collar began to cry again. The creature concerning whom I could not have told you whether it was male or female made no attempt at argument, but started to run; it seemed to have taken a dislike to this particular field. It stumbled over a scaffolding pole, and then it also began to cry. What could one do to amuse such people? I left it to them to propose something. They thought they would like to play at Mothers — not in this field, but in some other field.

The eldest girl would be mother. The other two would represent her children. They had been taken suddenly ill. Waterworks, as I had christened him, was to hold his hands to his middle and groan. His face brightened up at the suggestion. The nondescript had the toothache. It took up its part without a moments hesitation, and set to work to scream. I could be the doctor and look at their tongues.

That was their ideal game. As I have said, remembering that afternoon, I can sympathise with the University professor mourning the absence of University ideals in youth. Possibly at six my own ideal game may have been Mothers. Looking back from the pile of birthdays upon which I now stand, it occurs to me that very probably it was. But from the perspective of twelve, the reflection that there were beings in the world who could find recreation in such fooling saddened me.

Eight years later, his father not being able to afford the time, I conducted Master Waterworks, now a healthy, uninteresting, gawky lad, to a school in Switzerland. It was my first Continental trip. I should have enjoyed it better had he not been with me. He thought Paris a beastly hole. He did not share my admiration for the Frenchwoman; he even thought her badly dressed.

Why shes so tied up, she cant walk straight, was the only impression she left upon him.

We changed the subject; it irritated me to hear him talk. The beautiful Juno-like creatures we came across further on in Germany, he said were too fat. He wanted to see them run. I found him utterly soulless.

To expect a boy to love learning and culture is like expecting him to prefer old vintage claret to gooseberry wine. Culture for the majority is an acquired taste. Speaking personally, I am entirely in agreement with the University professor. I find knowledge, prompting to observation and leading to reflection, the most satisfactory luggage with which a traveller through life can provide himself. I would that I had more of it. To be able to enjoy a picture is of more advantage than to be able to buy it.

All that the University professor can urge in favour of idealism I am prepared to endorse. But then I am — let us say, thirty-nine. At fourteen my candid opinion was that he was talking rot. I looked at the old gentleman himself — a narrow-chested, spectacled old gentleman, who lived up a by street. He did not seem to have much fun of any sort. It was not my ideal. He told me things had been written in a language called Greek that I should enjoy reading, but I had not even read all Captain Marryat. There were tales by Sir Walter Scott and Jack Harkaways Schooldays! I felt I could wait a while. There was a chap called Aristophanes who had written comedies, satirising the political institutions of a country that had disappeared two thousand years ago. I say, without shame, Drury Lane pantomime and Barnums Circus called to me more strongly.

Wishing to give the old gentleman a chance, I dipped into translations. Some of these old fellows were not as bad as I had imagined them. A party named Homer had written some really interesting stuff. Here and there, maybe, he was a bit long-winded, but, taking him as a whole, there was go in him. There was another of them — Ovid was his name. He could tell a story, Ovid could. He had imagination. He was almost as good as Robinson Crusoe. I thought it would please my professor, telling him that I was reading these, his favourite authors.

Reading them! he cried, but you dont know Greek or Latin.

But I know English, I answered; they have all been translated into English. You never told me that!

It appeared it was not the same thing. There were subtle delicacies of diction bound to escape even the best translator. These subtle delicacies of diction I could enjoy only by devoting the next seven or eight years of my life to the study of Greek and Latin. It will grieve the University professor to hear it, but the enjoyment of those subtle delicacies of diction did not appear to me — I was only fourteen at the time, please remember — to be worth the time and trouble.

The boy is materially inclined — the mourning American professor has discovered it. I did not want to be an idealist living up a back street. I wanted to live in the biggest house in the best street of the town. I wanted to ride a horse, wear a fur coat, and have as much to eat and drink as ever I liked. I wanted to marry the most beautiful woman in the world, to have my name in the newspaper, and to know that everybody was envying me.

Mourn over it, my dear professor, as you will — that is the ideal of youth; and, so long as human nature remains what it is, will continue to be so. It is a materialistic ideal — a sordid ideal. Maybe it is necessary. Maybe the world would not move much if the young men started thinking too early. They want to be rich, so they fling themselves frenziedly into the struggle. They build the towns, and make the railway tracks, hew down the forests, dig the ore out of the ground. There comes a day when it is borne in upon them that trying to get rich is a poor sort of game — that there is only one thing more tiresome than being a millionaire, and that is trying to be a millionaire. But, meanwhile, the world has got its work done.

The American professor fears that the artistic development of America leaves much to be desired. I fear the artistic development of most countries leaves much to be desired. Why the Athenians themselves sandwiched their drama between wrestling competitions and boxing bouts. The plays of Sophocles, or Euripides, were given as side shows. The chief items of the fair were the games and races. Besides, America is still a young man. It has been busy getting on in the world. It has not yet quite finished. Yet there are signs that young America is approaching the thirty-nines. He is finding a little time, a little money to spare for art. One can almost hear young America — not quite so young as he was — saying to Mrs. Europe as he enters and closes the shop door:

Well, maam, here I am, and maybe youll be glad to hear Ive a little money to spend. Yes, maam, Ive fixed things all right across the water; we shant starve. So now, maam, you and I can have a chat concerning this art Ive been hearing so much about. Lets have a look at it, maam, trot it out, and dont you be afraid of putting a fair price upon it.

I am inclined to think that Mrs. Europe has not hesitated to put a good price upon the art she has sold to Uncle Sam. I am afraid Mrs. Europe has occasionally unloaded on Uncle Sam. I talked to a certain dealer one afternoon, now many years ago, at the Uwantit Club.

What is the next picture likely to be missing? I asked him in the course of general conversation.

Thome little thing of Hoppnerth, if it mutht be, he replied with confidence.

Hoppner, I murmured, I seem to have heard the name.

Yeth; youll hear it a bit oftener during the next eighteen month or tho. You take care you dont get tired of hearing it, thath all, he laughed. Yeth, he continued, thoughtfully, Reynoldth ith played out. Nothing much to be made of Gainthborough, either. Dealing in that lot now, why, itth like keeping a potht offith. Hoppnerth the coming man.

Youve been buying Hoppners up cheap, I suggested.

Between uth, he answered, yeth, I think weve got them all. Maybe a few more. I dont think weve mithed any.

You will sell them for more than you gave for them, I hinted.

Youre thmart, he answered, regarding me admiringly, you thee through everything you do.

How do you work it? I asked him. There is a time in the day when he is confidential. Here is this man, Hoppner. I take it that you have bought him up at an average of a hundred pounds a picture, and that at that price most owners were fairly glad to sell. Few folks outside the art schools have ever heard of him. I bet that at the present moment there isnt one art critic who could spell his name without reference to a dictionary. In eighteen months you will be selling him for anything from one thousand to ten thousand pounds. How is it done?

How ith everything done thatth done well? he answered. By earnetht effort. He hitched his chair nearer to me, I get a chap — one of your thort of chapth — he writth an article about Hoppner. I get another to anthwer him. Before Ive done therell be a hundred articleth about Hoppner — hith life, hith early thruggie, anecdoth about hith wife. Then a Hoppner will be thold at public auchtion for a thouthand guineath.

But how can you be certain it will fetch a thousand guineas? I interrupted.

I happen to know the man whoth going to buy it. He winked, and I understood.

A fortnight later there will be a thale of half-a-dothen, and the prithe will be gone up by that time.

And after that? I said.

After that, he replied, rising, the American millionaire! Hell jutht be waiting on the door-thtep for the thale-room to open.

If by any chance I come across a Hoppner? I said, laughing, as I turned to go.

Dont you hold on to it too long, thatth all, was his advice.


HOW MANY CHARMS HATH MUSIC, WOULD YOU SAY?
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THE ARGUMENT OF the late Herr Wagner was that grand opera — the music drama, as he called it — included, and therefore did away with the necessity for — all other arts. Music in all its branches, of course, it provides: so much I will concede to the late Herr Wagner. There are times, I confess, when my musical yearnings might shock the late Herr Wagner — times when I feel unequal to following three distinct themes at one and the same instant.

Listen, whispers the Wagnerian enthusiast to me, the cornet has now the Brunnhilda motive. It seems to me, in my then state of depravity, as if the cornet had even more than this the matter with him.

The second violins, continues the Wagnerian enthusiast, are carrying on the Wotan theme. That they are carrying on goes without saying: the players faces are streaming with perspiration.

The brass, explains my friend — his object is to cultivate my ear—is accompanying the singers. I should have said drowning them. There are occasions when I can rave about Wagner with the best of them. High class moods come to all of us. The difference between the really high-class man and us commonplace, workaday men is the difference between, say, the eagle and the barnyard chicken. I am the barnyard chicken. I have my wings. There are ecstatic moments when I feel I want to spurn the sordid earth and soar into the realms of art. I do fly a little, but my body is heavy, and I only get as far as the fence. After a while I find it lonesome on the fence, and I hop down again among my fellows.

Listening to Wagner, during such temporary Philistinic mood, my sense of fair play is outraged. A lone, lorn woman stands upon the stage trying to make herself heard. She has to do this sort of thing for her living; maybe an invalid mother, younger brothers and sisters are dependent upon her. One hundred and forty men, all armed with powerful instruments, well-organised, and most of them looking well-fed, combine to make it impossible for a single note of that poor womans voice to be heard above their din. I see her standing there, opening and shutting her mouth, getting redder and redder in the face. She is singing, one feels sure of it; one could hear her if only those one hundred and forty men would ease up for a minute. She makes one mighty, supreme effort; above the banging of the drums, the blare of the trumpets, the shrieking of the strings, that last despairing note is distinctly heard.

She has won, but the victory has cost her dear. She sinks down fainting on the stage and is carried off by supers. Chivalrous indignation has made it difficult for me to keep my seat watching the unequal contest. My instinct was to leap the barrier, hurl the bald-headed chief of her enemies from his high chair, and lay about me with the trombone or the clarionet — whichever might have come the easier to my snatch.

You cowardly lot of bullies, I have wanted to cry, are you not ashamed of yourselves? A hundred and forty of you against one, and that one a still beautiful and, comparatively speaking, young lady. Be quiet for a minute — cant you? Give the poor girl a chance.

A lady of my acquaintance says that sitting out a Wagnerian opera seems to her like listening to a singer accompanied by four orchestras playing different tunes at the same time. As I have said, there are times when Wagner carries me along with him, when I exult in the crash and whirl of his contending harmonies. But, alas! there are those other moods — those after dinner moods — when my desire is for something distinctly resembling a tune. Still, there are other composers of grand opera besides Wagner. I grant to the late Herr Wagner, that, in so far as music is concerned, opera can supply us with all we can need.

But it was also Wagners argument that grand opera could supply us with acting, and there I am compelled to disagree with him. Wagner thought that the arts of acting and singing could be combined. I have seen artists the great man has trained himself. As singers they left nothing to be desired, but the acting in grand opera has never yet impressed me. Wagner never succeeded in avoiding the operatic convention and nobody else ever will. When the operatic lover meets his sweetheart he puts her in a corner and, turning his back upon her, comes down to the footlights and tells the audience how he adores her. When he has finished, he, in his turn, retires into the corner, and she comes down and tells the audience that she is simply mad about him.

Overcome with joy at finding she really cares for him, he comes down right and says that this is the happiest moment of his life; and she stands left, twelve feet away from him, and has the presentiment that all this sort of thing is much too good to last. They go off together, backwards, side by side. If there is any love-making, such as I understand by the term, it is done off. This is not my idea of acting. But I do not see how you are going to substitute for it anything more natural. When you are singing at the top of your voice, you dont want a heavy woman hanging round your neck. When you are killing a man and warbling about it at the same time, you dont want him fooling around you defending himself. You want him to have a little reasonable patience, and to wait in his proper place till you have finished, telling him, or rather telling the crowd, how much you hate and despise him.

When the proper time comes, and if he is where you expect to find him while thinking of your upper C, you will hit him lightly on the shoulder with your sword, and then he can die to his own particular tune. If you have been severely wounded in battle, or in any other sort of row, and have got to sing a long ballad before you finally expire, you dont want to have to think how a man would really behave who knew he had only got a few minutes to live and was feeling bad about it. The chances are that he would not want to sing at all. The woman who really loved him would not encourage him to sing. She would want him to keep quiet while she moved herself about a bit, in case there was anything that could be done for him.

If a mob is climbing the stairs thirsting for your blood, you do not want to stand upright with your arms stretched out, a good eighteen inches from the door, while you go over at some length the varied incidents leading up to the annoyance. If your desire were to act naturally you would push against that door for all you were worth, and yell for somebody to bring you a chest of drawers and a bedstead, and things like that, to pile up against it. If you were a king, and were giving a party, you would not want your guests to fix you up at the other end of the room and leave you there, with nobody to talk to but your own wife, while they turned their backs upon you, and had a long and complicated dance all to themselves. You would want to be in it; you would want to let them know that you were king.

In acting, all these little points have to be considered. In opera, everything is rightly sacrificed to musical necessity. I have seen the young, enthusiastic opera-singer who thought that he or she could act and sing at the same time. The experienced artist takes the centre of the stage and husbands his resources. Whether he is supposed to be indignant because somebody has killed his mother, or cheerful because he is going out to fight his countrys foes, who are only waiting until he has finished singing to attack the town, he leaves it to the composer to make clear.

Also it was Herr Wagners idea that the back cloth would leave the opera-goer indifferent to the picture gallery. The castle on the rock, accessible only by balloon, in which every window lights up simultaneously and instantaneously, one minute after sunset, while the full moon is rushing up the sky at the pace of a champion comet — that wonderful sea that suddenly opens and swallows up the ship — those snow-clad mountains, over which the shadow of the hero passes like a threatening cloud — the grand old chateau, trembling in the wind — what need, will ask the opera-goer of the future, of your Turners and your Corots, when, for prices ranging from a shilling upwards, we can have a dozen pictures such as these rolled up and down before us every evening?

But perhaps the most daring hope of all was the dream that came to Herr Wagner that his opera singers, his grouped choruses, would eventually satisfy the craving of the public for high class statuary. I am not quite sure the general public does care for statuary. I do not know whether the idea has ever occurred to the Anarchist, but, were I myself organising secret committee meetings for unholy purposes, I should invite my comrades to meet in that section of the local museum devoted to statuary. I can conceive of no place where we should be freer from prying eyes and listening ears. A select few, however, do appreciate statuary; and such, I am inclined to think, will not be weaned from their passion by the contemplation of the opera singer in his or her various quaint costumes.

And even if the tenor always satisfied our ideal of Apollo, and the soprano were always as sylph-like as she is described in the libretto, even then I should doubt the average operatic chorus being regarded by the connoisseur as a cheap and pleasant substitute for a bas relief from the Elgin marbles. The great thing required of that operatic chorus is experience. The young and giddy-pated the chorus master has no use for. The sober, honest, industrious lady or gentleman, with a knowledge of music is very properly his ideal.

What I admire about the chorus chiefly is its unity. The whole village dresses exactly alike. In wicked, worldly villages there is rivalry, leading to heartburn and jealously. One lady comes out suddenly, on, say, a Bank Holiday, in a fetching blue that conquers every male heart. Next holiday her rival cuts her out with a green hat. In the operatic village it must be that the girls gather together beforehand to arrange this thing. There is probably a meeting called.

The dear Counts wedding, announces the chairwoman, you will all be pleased to hear, has been fixed for the fourteenth, at eleven oclock in the morning. The entire village will be assembled at ten-thirty to await the return of the bridal cortège from the church, and offer its felicitations. Married ladies, will, of course, come accompanied by their husbands. Unmarried ladies must each bring a male partner as near their own height as possible. Fortunately, in this village the number of males is exactly equal to that of females, so that the picture need not be spoiled. The children will organise themselves into an independent body and will group themselves picturesquely. It has been thought advisable, continues the chairwoman, that the village should meet the dear Count and his bride at some spot not too far removed from the local alehouse. The costume to be worn by the ladies will consist of a short pink skirt terminating at the knees and ornamented with festoons of flowers; above will be worn a bolero in mauve silk without sleeves and cut décolleté. The shoes should be of yellow satin over flesh-coloured stockings. Ladies who are out will wear pearl necklaces, and a simple device in emeralds to decorate the hair. Thank God, we can all of us afford it, and provided the weather holds up and nothing unexpected happens — he is not what I call a lucky man, our Count, and it is always as well to be prepared for possibilities — well, I think we may look forward to a really pleasant day.

It cannot be done, Herr Wagner, believe me. You cannot substitute the music drama for all the arts combined. The object to be aimed at by the wise composer should be to make us, while listening to his music, forgetful of all remaining artistic considerations.


THE WHITE MANS BURDEN! NEED IT BE SO HEAVY?
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IT IS A delightful stroll on a sunny summer morning from the Hague to the Huis ten Bosch, the little house in the wood, built for Princess Amalia, widow of Stadtholter Frederick Henry, under whom Holland escaped finally from the bondage of her foes and entered into the promised land of Liberty. Leaving the quiet streets, the tree-bordered canals, with their creeping barges, you pass through a pleasant park, where the soft-eyed deer press round you, hurt and indignant if you have brought nothing in your pocket — not even a piece of sugar — to offer them. It is not that they are grasping — it is the want of attention that wounds them.

I thought he was a gentleman, they seem to be saying to one another, if you glance back, he looked like a gentleman.

Their mild eyes haunt you; on the next occasion you do not forget. The Park merges into the forest; you go by winding ways till you reach the trim Dutch garden, moat-encircled, in the centre of which stands the prim old-fashioned villa, which, to the simple Dutchman, appears a palace. The concierge, an old soldier, bows low to you and introduces you to his wife — a stately, white-haired dame, who talks most languages a little, so far as relates to all things within and appertaining to this tiny palace of the wood. To things without, beyond the wood, her powers of conversation do not extend: apparently such matters do not interest her.

She conducts you to the Chinese Room; the sun streams through the windows, illuminating the wondrous golden dragons standing out in bold relief from the burnished lacquer work, decorating still further with light and shade the delicate silk embroideries thin taper hands have woven with infinite pains. The walls are hung with rice paper, depicting the conventional scenes of the conventional Chinese life.

You find your thoughts wandering. These grotesque figures, these caricatures of humanity! A comical creature, surely, this Chinaman, the pantaloon of civilization. How useful he has been to us for our farces, our comic operas! This yellow baby, in his ample pinafore, who lived thousands of years ago, who has now passed into this strange second childhood.

But is he dying — or does the life of a nation wake again, as after sleep? Is he this droll, harmless thing he here depicts himself? And if not? Suppose fresh sap be stirring through his three hundred millions? We thought he was so very dead; we thought the time had come to cut him up and divide him, the only danger being lest we should quarrel over his carcase among ourselves.

Suppose it turns out as the fable of the woodcutter and the bear? The woodcutter found the bear lying in the forest. At first he was much frightened, but the bear lay remarkably still. So the woodman crept nearer, ventured to kick the bear — very gently, ready to run if need be. Surely the bear was dead! And parts of a bear are good to eat, and bearskin to poor woodfolk on cold winter nights is grateful. So the woodman drew his knife and commenced the necessary preliminaries. But the bear was not dead.

If the Chinaman be not dead? If the cutting-up process has only served to waken him? In a little time from now we shall know.

From the Chinese Room the white-haired dame leads us to the Japanese Room. Had gentle-looking Princess Amalia some vague foreshadowing of the future in her mind when she planned these two rooms leading into one another? The Japanese decorations are more grotesque, the designs less cheerfully comical than those of cousin Chinaman. These monstrous, mis-shapen wrestlers, these patient-looking gods, with their inscrutable eyes! Was it always there, or is it only by the light of present events that one reads into the fantastic fancies of the artist working long ago in the doorway of his paper house, a meaning that has hitherto escaped us?

But the chief attraction of the Huis ten Bosch is the gorgeous Orange Saloon, lighted by a cupola, fifty feet above the floor, the walls one blaze of pictures, chiefly of the gorgeous Jordaen school—The Defeat of the Vices, Time Vanquishing Slander — mostly allegorical, in praise of all the virtues, in praise of enlightenment and progress. Aptly enough in a room so decorated, here was held the famous Peace Congress that closed the last century. One can hardly avoid smiling as one thinks of the solemn conclave of grandees assembled to proclaim the popularity of Peace.

It was in the autumn of the same year that Europe decided upon the dividing-up of China, that soldiers were instructed by Christian monarchs to massacre men, women and children, the idea being to impress upon the Heathen Chinee the superior civilization of the white man. The Boer war followed almost immediately. Since when the white man has been pretty busy all over the world with his expeditions and his missions. The world is undoubtedly growing more refined. We do not care for ugly words. Even the burglar refers airily to the little job he has on hand. You would think he had found work in the country. I should not be surprised to learn that he says a prayer before starting, telegraphs home to his anxious wife the next morning that his task has been crowned with blessing.

Until the far-off date of Universal Brotherhood war will continue. Matters considered unimportant by both parties will — with a mighty flourish of trumpets — be referred to arbitration. I was talking of a famous financier a while ago with a man who had been his secretary. Amongst other anecdotes, he told me of a certain agreement about which dispute had arisen. The famous financier took the paper into his own hands and made a few swift calculations.

Let it go, he concluded, it is only a thousand pounds at the outside. May as well be honest.

Concerning a dead fisherman or two, concerning boundaries through unproductive mountain ranges we shall arbitrate and feel virtuous. For gold mines and good pasture lands, mixed up with a little honour to give respectability to the business, we shall fight it out, as previously. War being thus inevitable, the humane man will rejoice that by one of those brilliant discoveries, so simple when they are explained, war in the future is going to be rendered equally satisfactory to victor and to vanquished.

In by-elections, as a witty writer has pointed out, there are no defeats — only victories and moral victories. The idea seems to have caught on. War in the future is evidently going to be conducted on the same understanding. Once upon a time, from a far-off land, a certain general telegraphed home congratulating his Government that the enemy had shown no inclination whatever to prevent his running away. The whole country rejoiced.

Why, they never even tried to stop him, citizens, meeting other citizens in the street, told each other. Ah, theyve had enough of him. I bet they are only too glad to get rid of him. Why, they say he ran for miles without seeing a trace of the foe.

The enemys general, on the other hand, also wrote home congratulating his Government. In this way the same battle can be mafficked over by both parties. Contentment is the great secret of happiness. Everything happens for the best, if only you look at it the right way. That is going to be the argument. The general of the future will telegraph to headquarters that he is pleased to be able to inform His Majesty that the enemy, having broken down all opposition, has succeeded in crossing the frontier and is now well on his way to His Majestys capital.

I am luring him on, he will add, as fast as I can. At our present rate of progress, I am in hopes of bringing him home by the tenth.

Lest foolish civilian sort of people should wonder whereabouts lies the cause for rejoicing, the military man will condescend to explain. The enemy is being enticed farther and farther from his base. The defeated general — who is not really defeated, who is only artful, and who appears to be running away, is not really running away at all. On the contrary, he is running home — bringing, as he explains, the enemy with him.

If I remember rightly — it is long since I played it — there is a parlour game entitled Puss in the Corner. You beckon another player to you with your finger. Puss, puss! you cry. Thereupon he has to leave his chair — his base, as the military man would term it — and try to get to you without anything happening to him.

War in the future is going to be Puss in the Corner on a bigger scale. You lure your enemy away from his base. If all goes well — if he does not see the trap that is being laid for him — why, then, almost before he knows it, he finds himself in your capital. That finishes the game. You find out what it is he really wants. Provided it is something within reason, and you happen to have it handy, you give it to him. He goes home crowing, and you, on your side, laugh when you think how cleverly you succeeded in luring him away from his base.

There is a bright side to all things. The gentleman charged with the defence of a fortress will meet the other gentleman who has captured it and shake hands with him mid the ruins.

So here you are at last! he will explain. Why didnt you come before? We have been waiting for you.

And he will send off dispatches felicitating his chief on having got that fortress off their hands, together with all the worry and expense it has been to them. When prisoners are taken you will console yourself with the reflection that the cost of feeding them for the future will have to be borne by the enemy. Captured cannon you will watch being trailed away with a sigh of relief.

Confounded heavy things! you will say to yourself. Thank goodness Ive got rid of them. Let him have the fun of dragging them about these ghastly roads. See how he likes the job!

War is a ridiculous method of settling disputes. Anything that can tend to make its ridiculous aspect more apparent is to be welcomed. The new school of military dispatch-writers may succeed in turning even the laughter of the mob against it.

The present trouble in the East would never have occurred but for the white mans enthusiasm for bearing other peoples burdens. What we call the yellow danger is the fear that the yellow man may before long request us, so far as he is concerned, to put his particular burden down. It may occur to him that, seeing it is his property, he would just as soon carry it himself. A London policeman told me a story the other day that struck him as an example of Cockney humour under trying circumstances. But it may also serve as a fable. From a lonely street in the neighbourhood of Covent Garden, early one morning, the constable heard cries of Stop thief! shouted in a childish treble. He arrived on the scene just in time to collar a young hooligan, who, having snatched a basket of fruit from a small lad — a greengrocers errand boy, as it turned out — was, with it, making tracks. The greengrocers boy, between panting and tears, delivered his accusation. The hooligan regarded him with an expression of amazed indignation.

What dyer mean, stealing it? exclaimed Mr. Hooligan. Why, I was carrying it for yer!

The white man has got into the way of carrying other peoples burdens, and now it looks as if the yellow man were going to object to our carrying his any further. Maybe he is going to get nasty, and insist on carrying it himself. We call this the yellow danger.

A friend of mine — he is a man who in the street walks into lamp-posts, and apologises — sees rising from the East the dawn of a new day in the worlds history. The yellow danger is to him a golden hope. He sees a race long stagnant, stretching its giant limbs with the first vague movements of returning life. He is a poor sort of patriot; he calls himself, I suppose, a white man, yet he shamelessly confesses he would rather see Asias millions rise from the ruins of their ancient civilization to take their part in the future of humanity, than that half the population of the globe should remain bound in savagery for the pleasure and the profit of his own particular species.

He even goes so far as to think that the white man may have something to learn. The world has belonged to him now for some thousands of years. Has he done all with it that could have been done? Are his ideals the last word?

Not what the yellow man has absorbed from Europe, but what he is going to give Europe it is that interests my friend. He is watching the birth of a new force — an influence as yet unknown. He clings to the fond belief that new ideas, new formulæ, to replace the old worn shibboleths, may, during these thousands of years, have been developing in those keen brains that behind the impressive yellow mask have been working so long in silence and in mystery.


WHY DIDNT HE MARRY THE GIRL?
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WHAT IS WRONG with marriage, anyhow? I find myself pondering this question so often, when reading high-class literature. I put it to myself again the other evening, during a performance of Faust. Why could not Faust have married the girl? I would not have married her myself for any consideration whatsoever; but that is not the argument. Faust, apparently, could not see anything amiss with her. Both of them were mad about each other. Yet the idea of a quiet, unostentatious marriage with a weeks honeymoon, say, in Vienna, followed by a neat little cottage orné, not too far from Nürnberg, so that their friends could have come out to them, never seems to have occurred to either of them.

There could have been a garden. Marguerite might have kept chickens and a cow. That sort of girl, brought up to hard work and by no means too well educated, is all the better for having something to do. Later, with the gradual arrival of the family, a good, all-round woman might have been hired in to assist. Faust, of course, would have had his study and got to work again; that would have kept him out of further mischief. The idea that a brainy man, his age, was going to be happy with nothing to do all day but fool round a petticoat was ridiculous from the beginning. Valentine — a good fellow, Valentine, with nice ideas — would have spent his Saturdays to Monday with them. Over a pipe and a glass of wine, he and Faust would have discussed the local politics.

He would have danced the children on his knee, have told them tales about the war — taught the eldest boy to shoot. Faust, with a practical man like Valentine to help him, would probably have invented a new gun. Valentine would have got it taken up.

Things might have come of it. Sybil, in course of time, would have married and settled down — perhaps have taken a little house near to them. He and Marguerite would have joked — when Mrs. Sybil was not around — about his early infatuation. The old mother would have toddled over from Nürnberg — not too often, just for the day.

The picture grows upon one the more one thinks of it. Why did it never occur to them? There would have been a bit of a bother with the Old Man. I can imagine Mephistopheles being upset about it, thinking himself swindled. Of course, if that was the reason — if Faust said to himself:

I should like to marry the girl, but I wont do it; it would not be fair to the Old Man; he has been to a lot of trouble working this thing up; in common gratitude I cannot turn round now and behave like a decent, sensible man; it would not be playing the game — if this was the way Faust looked at the matter there is nothing more to be said. Indeed, it shows him in rather a fine light — noble, if quixotic.

If, on the other hand, he looked at the question from the point of view of himself and the girl, I think the thing might have been managed. All one had to do in those days when one wanted to get rid of the Devil was to show him a sword hilt. Faust and Marguerite could have slipped into a church one morning, and have kept him out of the way with a sword hilt till the ceremony was through. They might have hired a small boy:

You see the gentleman in red? Well, he wants us and we dont want him. That is the only difference between us. Now, you take this sword, and when you see him coming show him the hilt. Dont hurt him; just show him the sword and shake your head. He will understand.

The old gentlemans expression, when subsequently Faust presented him to Marguerite, would have been interesting:

Allow me, my wife. My dear, a — a friend of mine. You may remember meeting him that night at your aunts.

As I have said, there would have been ructions; but I do not myself see what could have been done. There was nothing in the bond to the effect that Faust should not marry, so far as we are told. The Old Man had a sense of humour. My own opinion is that, after getting over the first annoyance, he himself would have seen the joke. I can even picture him looking in now and again on Mr. and Mrs. Faust. The children would be hurried off to bed. There would be, for a while, an atmosphere of constraint.

But the Old Man had a way with him. He would have told one or two stories at which Marguerite would have blushed, at which Faust would have grinned. I can see the old fellow occasionally joining the homely social board. The children, awed at first, would have sat silent, with staring eyes. But, as I have said, the Old Man had a way with him. Why should he not have reformed? The good womans unconsciously exerted influence — the sweet childish prattle! One hears of such things. Might he not have come to be known as Nunkie?

Myself — I believe I have already mentioned it — I would not have married Marguerite. She is not my ideal of a good girl. I never liked the way she deceived her mother. And that aunt of hers! Well, a nice girl would not have been friends with such a woman. She did not behave at all too well to Sybil, either. It is clear to me that she led the boy on. And what was she doing with that box of jewels, anyhow? She was not a fool. She could not have gone every day to that fountain, chatted with those girl friends of hers, and learnt nothing. She must have known that people dont go leaving twenty thousand pounds worth of jewels about on doorsteps as part of a round game. Her own instinct, if she had been a good girl, would have told her to leave the thing alone.

I dont believe in these innocent people who do not know what they are doing half their time. Ask any London magistrate what he thinks of the lady who explains that she picked up the diamond brooch: — 

Not meaning, of course, your Worship, to take it. I would not do such a thing. It just happened this way, your Worship. I was standing as you might say here, and not seeing anyone about in the shop I opened the case and took it out, thinking as perhaps it might belong to someone; and then this gentleman here, as I had not noticed before, comes up quite suddenly and says; You come along with me, he says. What for, I says, when I dont even know you? I says. For stealing, he says. Well, thats a hard word to use to a lady, I says; I dont know what you mean, Im sure.

And if she had put them all on, not thinking, what would a really nice girl have done when the gentleman came up and assured her they were hers? She would have been thirty seconds taking them off and flinging them back into the box.

Thank you, she would have said, Ill trouble you to leave this garden as quickly as you entered it and take them with you. Im not that sort of girl.

Marguerite clings to the jewels, and accepts the young mans arm for a moonlight promenade. And when it does enter into her innocent head that he and she have walked that shady garden long enough, what does she do when she has said good-bye and shut the door? She opens the ground-floor window and begins to sing!

Maybe I am not poetical, but I do like justice. When other girls do these sort of things they get called names. I cannot see why this particular girl should be held up as an ideal. She kills her mother. According to her own account this was an accident. It is not an original line of defence, and we are not allowed to hear the evidence for the prosecution. She also kills her baby. You are not to blame her for that, because at the time she was feeling poorly. I dont see why this girl should have a special line of angels to take her up to heaven. There must have been decent, hard-working women in Nürnburg more entitled to the ticket.

Why is it that all these years we have been content to accept Marguerite as a type of innocence and virtue? The explanation is, I suppose, that Goethe wrote at a time when it was the convention to regard all women as good. Anything in petticoats was virtuous. If she did wrong it was always somebody elses fault. Cherchez la femme was a later notion. In the days of Goethe it was always Cherchez lhomme. It was the mans fault. It was the devils fault. It was anybodys fault you liked, but not hers.

The convention has not yet died out. I was reading the other day a most interesting book by a brilliant American authoress. Seeing I live far away from the ladys haunts, I venture to mention names. I am speaking of Patience Sparhawk, by Gertrude Atherton. I take this book because it is typical of a large body of fiction. Miss Sparhawk lives a troubled life: it puzzles her. She asks herself what is wrong. Her own idea is that it is civilisation.

If it is not civilisation, then it is the American man or Nature — or Democracy. Miss Sparhawk marries the wrong man. Later on she gets engaged to another wrong man. In the end we are left to believe she is about to be married to the right man. I should be better satisfied if I could hear Miss Sparhawk talking six months after that last marriage. But if a mistake has again been made I am confident that, in Miss Sparhawks opinion, the fault will not be Miss Sparhawks. The argument is always the same: Miss Sparhawk, being a lady, can do no wrong.

If Miss Sparhawk cared to listen to me for five minutes, I feel I could put her right on this point.

It is quite true, my dear girl, I should say to her, something is wrong — very wrong. But it is not the American man. Never you mind the American man: you leave him to worry out his own salvation. You are not the girl to put him right, even where he is wrong. And it is not civilisation. Civilisation has a deal to answer for, I admit: dont you load it up with this additional trouble. The thing that is wrong in this case of yours — if you will forgive my saying so — is you. You make a fool of yourself; you marry a man who is a mere animal because he appeals to your animal instincts. Then, like the lady who cried out Alack, Ive married a black, you appeal to heaven against the injustice of being mated with a clown. You are not a nice girl, either in your ideas or in your behaviour. I dont blame you for it; you did not make yourself. But when you set to work to attract all that is lowest in man, why be so astonished at your own success? There are plenty of shocking American men, I agree. One meets the class even outside America. But nice American girls will tell you that there are also nice American men. There is an old proverb about birds of a feather. Next time you find yourself in the company of a shocking American man, you just ask yourself how he got there, and how it is he seems to be feeling at home. You learn self-control. Get it out of your head that you are the centre of the universe, and grasp the idea that a petticoat is not a halo, and you will find civilisation not half as wrong as you thought it.

I know what Miss Sparhawks reply would be.

You say all this to me — to me, a lady? Great Heavens! What has become of chivalry?

A Frenchman was once put on trial for murdering his father and mother. He confessed his guilt, but begged for mercy on the plea that he was an orphan. Chivalry was founded on the assumption that woman was worthy to be worshipped. The modern womans notion is that when she does wrong she ought to be excused by chivalrous man because she is a lady.

I like the naughty heroine; we all of us do. The early Victorian heroine — the angel in a white frock, was a bore. We knew exactly what she was going to do — the right thing. We did not even have to ask ourselves, What will she think is the right thing to do under the circumstances? It was always the conventional right thing. You could have put it to a Sunday school and have got the answer every time. The heroine with passions, instincts, emotions, is to be welcomed. But I want her to grasp the fact that after all she is only one of us. I should like her better if, instead of demanding:

What is wrong in civilisation? What is the world coming to? and so forth, she would occasionally say to herself:

Guess Ive made a fool of myself this time. I do feel that shamed of myself.

She would not lose by it. We should respect her all the more.


WHAT MRS. WILKINS THOUGHT ABOUT IT.
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LAST YEAR, TRAVELLING on the Underground Railway, I met a man; he was one of the saddest-looking men I had seen for years. I used to know him well in the old days when we were journalists together. I asked him, in a sympathetic tone, how things were going with him. I expected his response would be a flood of tears, and that in the end I should have to fork out a fiver. To my astonishment, his answer was that things were going exceedingly well with him. I did not want to say to him bluntly:

Then what has happened to you to make you look like a mute at a temperance funeral? I said:

And how are all at home?

I thought that if the trouble lay there he would take the opportunity. It brightened him somewhat, the necessity of replying to the question. It appeared that his wife was in the best of health.

You remember her, he continued with a smile; wonderful spirits, always cheerful, nothing seems to put her out, not even—

He ended the sentence abruptly with a sigh.

His mother-in-law, I learned from further talk with him, had died since I had last met him, and had left them a comfortable addition to their income. His eldest daughter was engaged to be married.

It is entirely a love match, he explained, and he is such a dear, good fellow, that I should not have made any objection even had he been poor. But, of course, as it is, I am naturally all the more content.

His eldest boy, having won the Mottle Scholarship, was going up to Cambridge in the Autumn. His own health, he told me, had greatly improved; and a novel he had written in his leisure time promised to be one of the successes of the season. Then it was that I spoke plainly.

If I am opening a wound too painful to be touched, I said, tell me. If, on the contrary, it is an ordinary sort of trouble upon which the sympathy of a fellow worker may fall as balm, let me hear it.

So far as I am concerned, he replied, I should be glad to tell you. Speaking about it does me good, and may lead — so I am always in hopes — to an idea. But, for your own sake, if you take my advice, you will not press me.

How can it affect me? I asked, it is nothing to do with me, is it?

It need have nothing to do with you, he answered, if you are sensible enough to keep out of it. If I tell you: from this time onward it will be your trouble also. Anyhow, that is what has happened in four other separate cases. If you like to be the fifth and complete the half dozen of us, you are welcome. But remember I have warned you.

What has it done to the other five? I demanded.

It has changed them from cheerful, companionable persons into gloomy one-idead bores, he told me. They think of but one thing, they talk of but one thing, they dream of but one thing. Instead of getting over it, as time goes on, it takes possession of them more and more. There are men, of course, who would be unaffected by it — who could shake it off. I warn you in particular against it, because, in spite of all that is said, I am convinced you have a sense of humour; and that being so, it will lay hold of you. It will plague you night and day. You see what it has made of me! Three months ago a lady interviewer described me as of a sunny temperament. If you know your own business you will get out at the next station.

I wish now I had followed his advice. As it was, I allowed my curiosity to take possession of me, and begged him to explain. And he did so.

It was just about Christmas time, he said. We were discussing the Drury Lane Pantomime — some three or four of us — in the smoking room of the Devonshire Club, and young Gold said he thought it would prove a mistake, the introduction of a subject like the Fiscal question into the story of Humpty Dumpty. The two things, so far as he could see, had nothing to do with one another. He added that he entertained a real regard for Mr. Dan Leno, whom he had once met on a steamboat, but that there were other topics upon which he would prefer to seek that gentlemans guidance. Nettleship, on the other hand, declared that he had no sympathy with the argument that artists should never intrude upon public affairs. The actor was a fellow citizen with the rest of us. He said that, whether one agreed with their conclusions or not, one must admit that the nation owed a debt of gratitude to Mrs. Brown Potter and to Miss Olga Nethersole for giving to it the benefit of their convictions. He had talked to both ladies in private on the subject and was convinced they knew as much about it as did most people.

Burnside, who was one of the party, contended that if sides were to be taken, a pantomime should surely advocate the Free-Food Cause, seeing it was a form of entertainment supposed to appeal primarily to the tastes of the Little Englander. Then I came into the discussion.

The Fiscal question, I said, is on everybodys tongue. Such being the case, it is fit and proper it should be referred to in our annual pantomime, which has come to be regarded as a review of the years doings. But it should not have been dealt with from the political standpoint. The proper attitude to have assumed towards it was that of innocent raillery, free from all trace of partisanship.

Old Johnson had strolled up and was standing behind us.

The very thing I have been trying to get hold of for weeks, he said—a bright, amusing resumé of the whole problem that should give offence to neither side. You know our paper, he continued; we steer clear of politics, but, at the same time, try to be up-to-date; it is not always easy. The treatment of the subject, on the lines you suggest, is just what we require. I do wish you would write me something.

He is a good old sort, Johnson; it seemed an easy thing. I said I would. Since that time I have been thinking how to do it. As a matter of fact, I have not thought of much else. Maybe you can suggest something.

I was feeling in a good working mood the next morning.

Pilson, said I to myself, shall have the benefit of this. He does not need anything boisterously funny. A few playfully witty remarks on the subject will be the ideal.

I lit a pipe and sat down to think. At half-past twelve, having to write some letters before going out to lunch, I dismissed the Fiscal question from my mind.

But not for long. It worried me all the afternoon. I thought, maybe, something would come to me in the evening. I wasted all that evening, and I wasted all the following morning. Everything has its amusing side, I told myself. One turns out comic stories about funerals, about weddings. Hardly a misfortune that can happen to mankind but has produced its comic literature. An American friend of mine once took a contract from the Editor of an Insurance Journal to write four humorous stories; one was to deal with an earthquake, the second with a cyclone, the third with a flood, and the fourth with a thunderstorm. And more amusing stories I have never read. What is the matter with the Fiscal question?

I myself have written lightly on Bime-metallism. Home Rule we used to be merry over in the eighties. I remember one delightful evening at the Codgers Hall. It would have been more delightful still, but for a raw-boned Irishman, who rose towards eleven oclock and requested to be informed if any other speaker was wishful to make any more jokes on the subject of Ould Ireland; because, if so, the raw-boned gentleman was prepared to save time by waiting and dealing with them altogether. But if not, then — so the raw-boned gentleman announced — his intention was to go for the last speaker and the last speaker but two at once and without further warning.

No other humourist rising, the raw-boned gentleman proceeded to make good his threat, with the result that the fun degenerated somewhat. Even on the Boer War we used to whisper jokes to one another in quiet places. In this Fiscal question there must be fun. Where is it?

For days I thought of little else. My laundress — as we call them in the Temple — noticed my trouble.

Mrs. Wilkins, I confessed, I am trying to think of something innocently amusing to say on the Fiscal question.

Ive eard about it, she said, but I dont ave much time to read the papers. They want to make us pay more for our food, dont they?

For some of it, I explained. But, then, we shall pay less for other things, so that really we shant be paying more at all.

There dont seem much in it, either way, was Mrs. Wilkins opinion.

Just so, I agreed, that is the advantage of the system. It will cost nobody anything, and will result in everybody being better off.

The pity is, said Mrs. Wilkins that pity nobody ever thought of it before.

The whole trouble hitherto, I explained, has been the foreigner.

Ah, said Mrs. Wilkins, I never eard much good of em, though they do say the Almighty as a use for almost everything.

These foreigners, I continued, these Germans and Americans, they dump things on us, you know.

Whats that? demanded Mrs. Wilkins.

Whats dump? Well, its dumping, you know. You take things, and you dump them down.

But what things? Ow do they do it? asked Mrs. Wilkins.

Why, all sorts of things: pig iron, bacon, door-mats — everything. They bring them over here — in ships, you understand — and then, if you please, just dump them down upon our shores.

You dont mean surely to tell me that they just throw them out and leave them there? queried Mrs. Wilkins.

Of course not, I replied; when I say they dump these things upon our shores, that is a figure of speech. What I mean is they sell them to us.

But why do we buy them if we dont want them? asked Mrs. Wilkins; were not bound to buy them, are we?

It is their artfulness, I explained, these Germans and Americans, and the others; they are all just as bad as one another — they insist on selling us these things at less price than they cost to make.

It seems a bit silly of them, dont it? thought Mrs. Wilkins. I suppose being foreigners, poor things, they aint naturally got much sense.

It does seem silly of them, if you look at it that way, I admitted, but what we have got to consider is, the injury it is doing us.

Dont see ow it can do us much arm, argued Mrs. Wilkins; seems a bit of luck so far as we are concerned. Theres a few more things theyd be welcome to dump round my way.

I dont seem to be putting this thing quite in the right light to you, Mrs. Wilkins, I confessed. It is a long argument, and you might not be able to follow it; but you must take it as a fact now generally admitted that the cheaper you buy things the sooner your money goes. By allowing the foreigner to sell us all these things at about half the cost price, he is getting richer every day, and we are getting poorer. Unless we, as a country, insist on paying at least twenty per cent. more for everything we want, it is calculated that in a very few years England wont have a penny left.

Sounds a bit topsy turvy, suggested Mrs. Wilkins.

It may sound so, I answered, but I fear there can be no doubt of it. The Board of Trade Returns would seem to prove it conclusively.

Well, God be praised, weve found it out in time, ejaculated Mrs. Wilkins piously.

It is a matter of congratulation, I agreed; the difficulty is that a good many other people say that far from being ruined, we are doing very well indeed, and are growing richer every year.

But ow can they say that, argued Mrs. Wilkins, when, as you tell me, those Trade Returns prove just the opposite?

Well, they say the same, Mrs. Wilkins, that the Board of Trade Returns prove just the opposite.

Well, they cant both be right, said Mrs. Wilkins.

You would be surprised, Mrs. Wilkins, I said, how many things can be proved from Board of Trade Returns!

But I have not yet thought of that article for Pilson.


SHALL WE BE RUINED BY CHINESE CHEAP LABOUR?
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WHAT IS ALL this talk I ear about the Chinese? said Mrs. Wilkins to me the other morning. We generally indulge in a little chat while Mrs. Wilkins is laying the breakfast-table. Letters and newspapers do not arrive in my part of the Temple much before nine. From half-past eight to nine I am rather glad of Mrs. Wilkins. They ave been up to some of their tricks again, avent they?

The foreigner, Mrs. Wilkins, I replied, whether he be Chinee or any other he, is always up to tricks. Was not England specially prepared by an all-wise Providence to frustrate these knavish tricks? Which of such particular tricks may you be referring to at the moment, Mrs. Wilkins?

Well, es comin over ere — isnt he, sir? to take the work out of our mouths, as it were.

Well, not exactly over here, to England, Mrs. Wilkins, I explained. He has been introduced into Africa to work in the mines there.

Its a funny thing, said Mrs. Wilkins, but to ear the way some of them talk in our block, you might run away with the notion — that is, if you didnt know em — that work was their only joy. I said to one of em, the other evening — a man as calls isself a brass finisher, though, Lord knows, the only brass e ever finishes is what is poor wife earns and isnt quick enough to ide away from im — well, whatever appens, I says, it will be clever of em if they take away much work from you. It made them all laugh, that did, added Mrs. Wilkins, with a touch of pardonable pride.

Ah, continued the good lady, its surprising ow contented they can be with a little, some of em. Give em a ard-working woman to look after them, and a day out once a week with a procession of the unemployed, they dont ask for nothing more. Theres that beauty my poor sister Jane was fool enough to marry. Serves er right, as I used to tell er at first, till there didnt seem any more need to rub it into er. Shed ad one good usband. It wouldnt ave been fair for er to ave ad another, even if thered been a chance of it, seeing the few of em there is to go round among so many. But its always the same with us widows: if we appen to ave been lucky the first time, we put it down to our own judgment — think we cant ever make a mistake; and if we draw a wrong un, as the saying is, we argue as if it was the duty of Providence to make it up to us the second time. Why, Id a been making a fool of myself three years ago if e adnt been good-natured enough to call one afternoon when I was out, and ook it off with two pounds eight in the best teapot that I ad been soft enough to talk to im about: and never let me set eyes on im again. God bless im! Es one of the born-tireds, e is, as poor Jane might ave seen for erself, if she ad only looked at im, instead of listening to im.

But thats courtship all the world over — old and young alike, so far as Ive been able to see it, was the opinion of Mrs. Wilkins. The mans all eyes and the woman all ears. They dont seem to ave any other senses left em. I ran against im the other night, on my way ome, at the corner of Grays Inn Road. There was the usual crowd watching a pack of them Italians laying down the asphalt in Olborn, and e was among em. E ad secured the only lamp-post, and was leaning agen it.

Ullo, I says, glad to see you avent lost your job. Nothin like stickin to it, when youve dropped into somethin that really suits you.

What do you mean, Martha? e says. Es not one of what I call your smart sort. It takes a bit of sarcasm to get through is ead.

Well, I says, youre still on the old track, I see, looking for work. Take care you dont ave an accident one of these days and run up agen it before youve got time to get out of its way.

Its these miserable foreigners, e says. Look at em, e says.

Theres enough of you doing that, I says. Ive got my room to put straight and three hours needlework to do before I can get to bed. But dont let me inder you. You might forget what work was like, if you didnt take an opportunity of watching it now and then.

They come over ere, e says, and take the work away from us chaps.

Ah, I says, poor things, perhaps they aint married.

Lazy devils! e says. Look at em, smoking cigarettes. I could do that sort of work. Theres nothing in it. It dont take eathen foreigners to dab a bit of tar about a road.

Yes, I says, you always could do anybody elses work but your own.

I cant find it, Martha, e says.

No, I says, and you never will in the sort of places you go looking for it. They dont ang it out on lamp-posts, and they dont leave it about at the street corners. Go ome, I says, and turn the mangle for your poor wife. Thats big enough for you to find, even in the dark.

Looking for work! snorted Mrs. Wilkins with contempt; we women never ave much difficulty in finding it, Ive noticed. There are times when I feel I could do with losing it for a day.

But what did he reply, Mrs. Wilkins, I asked; your brass-finishing friend, who was holding forth on the subject of Chinese cheap labour. Mrs. Wilkins as a conversationalist is not easily kept to the point. I was curious to know what the working classes were thinking on the subject.

Oh, that, replied Mrs. Wilkins, e did not say nothing. E aint the sort thats got much to say in an argument. E belongs to the crowd that angs about at the back, and does the shouting. But there was another of em, a young fellow as I feels sorry for, with a wife and three small children, who asnt ad much luck for the last six months; and that through no fault of is own, I should say, from the look of im. I was a fool, says e, when I chucked a good situation and went out to the war. They told me I was going to fight for equal rights for all white men. I thought they meant that all of us were going to ave a better chance, and it seemed worth making a bit of sacrifice for, that did. I should be glad if they would give me a job in their mines that would enable me to feed my wife and children. Thats all I ask them for!

It is a difficult problem, Mrs. Wilkins, I said. According to the mine owners—

Ah, said Mrs. Wilkins. They dont seem to be exactly what youd call popular, them mine owners, do they? Daresay theyre not as bad as theyre painted.

Some people, Mrs. Wilkins, I said, paint them very black. There are those who hold that the South African mine-owner is not a man at all, but a kind of pantomime demon. You take Goliath, the whale that swallowed Jonah, a selection from the least respectable citizens of Sodom and Gomorrah at their worst, Bluebeard, Bloody Queen Mary, Guy Fawkes, and the sea-serpent — or, rather, you take the most objectionable attributes of all these various personages, and mix them up together. The result is the South African mine-owner, a monster who would willingly promote a company for the putting on the market of a new meat extract, prepared exclusively from new-born infants, provided the scheme promised a fair and reasonable opportunity of fleecing the widow and orphan.

Ive eard theyre a bad lot, said Mrs. Wilkins. But were most of us that, if we listen to what other people say about us.

Quite so, Mrs. Wilkins, I agreed. One never arrives at the truth by listening to one side only. On the other hand, for example, there are those who stoutly maintain that the South African mine-owner is a kind of spiritual creature, all heart and sentiment, who, against his own will, has been, so to speak, dumped down upon this earth as the result of over-production up above of the higher class of archangel. The stock of archangels of superior finish exceeds the heavenly demand; the surplus has been dropped down into South Africa and has taken to mine owning. It is not that these celestial visitors of German sounding nomenclature care themselves about the gold. Their only desire is, during this earthly pilgrimage of theirs, to benefit the human race. Nothing can be obtained in this world without money—

Thats true, said Mrs. Wilkins, with a sigh.

For gold, everything can be obtained. The aim of the mine-owning archangel is to provide the world with gold. Why should the world trouble to grow things and make things? Let us, say these archangels, temporarily dwelling in South Africa, dig up and distribute to the world plenty of gold, then the world can buy whatever it wants, and be happy.

There may be a flaw in the argument, Mrs. Wilkins, I allowed. I am not presenting it to you as the last word upon the subject. I am merely quoting the view of the South African mine-owner, feeling himself a much misunderstood benefactor of mankind.

I expect, said Mrs. Wilkins, they are just the ordinary sort of Christian, like the rest of us, anxious to do the best they can for themselves, and not too particular as to doing other people in the process.

I am inclined to think, Mrs. Wilkins, I said, that you are not very far from the truth. A friend of mine, a year ago, was very bitter on this subject of Chinese cheap labour. A little later there died a distant relative of his who left him twenty thousand South African mining shares. He thinks now that to object to the Chinese is narrow-minded, illiberal, and against all religious teaching. He has bought an abridged edition of Confucius, and tells me that there is much that is ennobling in Chinese morality. Indeed, I gather from him that the introduction of the Chinese into South Africa will be the saving of that country. The noble Chinese will afford an object lesson to the poor white man, displaying to him the virtues of sobriety, thrift, and humility. I also gather that it will be of inestimable benefit to the noble Chinee himself. The Christian missionary will get hold of him in bulk, so to speak, and imbue him with the higher theology. It appears to be one of those rare cases where everybody is benefited at the expense of nobody. It is always a pity to let these rare opportunities slip by.

Well, said Mrs. Wilkins, Ive nothin to say agen the Chinaman, as a Chinaman. As to is being a eathen, well, throwin stones at a church, as the sayin is, dont make a Christian of you. Theres Christians Ive met as couldnt do themselves much arm by changing their religion; and as to cleanliness, well, Ive never met but one, and e was a washerwoman, and Id rather ave sat next to im in a third-class carriage on a Bank Oliday than next to some of em.

Seems to me, continued Mrs. Wilkins, weve got into the abit of talkin a bit too much about other peoples dirt. The London atmosphere aint natrally a dry-cleanin process in itself, but theres a goodish few as seem to think it is. One comes across Freeborn Britons ere and there as Id be sorry to scrub clean for a shillin and find my own soap.

It is a universal failing, Mrs. Wilkins, I explained. If you talk to a travelled Frenchman, he contrasts to his own satisfaction the Paris ouvrier in his blue blouse with the appearance of the London labourer.

I daresay theyre all right according to their lights, said Mrs. Wilkins, but it does seem a bit wrong that if our own chaps are willin and anxious to work, after all theyve done, too, in the way of getting the mines for us, they shouldnt be allowed the job.

Again, Mrs. Wilkins, it is difficult to arrive at a just conclusion, I said. The mine-owner, according to his enemies, hates the British workman with the natural instinct that evil creatures feel towards the noble and virtuous. He will go to trouble and expense merely to spite the British workman, to keep him out of South Africa. According to his friends, the mine-owner sets his face against the idea of white labour for two reasons. First and foremost, it is not nice work; the mine-owner hates the thought of his beloved white brother toiling in the mines. It is not right that the noble white man should demean himself by such work. Secondly, white labour is too expensive. If for digging gold men had to be paid anything like the same prices they are paid for digging coal, the mines could not be worked. The world would lose the gold that the mine-owner is anxious to bestow upon it.

The mine-owner, following his own inclinations, would take a little farm, grow potatoes, and live a beautiful life — perhaps write a little poetry. A slave to sense of duty, he is chained to the philanthropic work of gold-mining. If we hamper him and worry him the danger is that he will get angry with us — possibly he will order his fiery chariot and return to where he came from.

Well, e cant take the gold with him, wherever e goes to? argued Mrs. Wilkins.

You talk, Mrs. Wilkins, I said, as if the gold were of more value to the world than is the mine-owner.

Well, isnt it? demanded Mrs. Wilkins.

Its a new idea, Mrs. Wilkins, I answered; it wants thinking out.


HOW TO SOLVE THE SERVANT PROBLEM.
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I AM GLAD to see, Mrs. Wilkins, I said, that the Womens Domestic Guild of America has succeeded in solving the servant girl problem — none too soon, one might almost say.

Ah, said Mrs. Wilkins, as she took the cover off the bacon and gave an extra polish to the mustard-pot with her apron, they are clever people over there; leastways, so Ive always eard.

This, their latest, Mrs. Wilkins, I said, I am inclined to regard as their greatest triumph. My hope is that the Womens Domestic Guild of America, when it has finished with the United States and Canada, will, perhaps, see its way to establishing a branch in England. There are ladies of my acquaintance who would welcome, I feel sure, any really satisfactory solution of the problem.

Well, good luck to it, is all I say, responded Mrs. Wilkins, and if it makes all the gals contented with their places, and all the mistresses satisfied with what theyve got and appy in their minds, why, God bless it, say I.

The mistake hitherto, I said, from what I read, appears to have been that the right servant was not sent to the right place. What the Womens Domestic Guild of America proposes to do is to find the right servant for the right place. You see the difference, dont you, Mrs. Wilkins?

Thats the secret, agreed Mrs. Wilkins. They dont anticipate any difficulty in getting the right sort of gal, I take it?

I gather not, Mrs. Wilkins, I replied.

Mrs. Wilkins is of a pessimistic turn of mind.

I am not so sure about it, she said; the Almighty dont seem to ave made too many of that sort. Unless these American ladies that you speak of are going to start a factory of their own. I am afraid there is disappointment in store for them.

Dont throw cold water on the idea before it is fairly started, Mrs. Wilkins, I pleaded.

Well, sir, said Mrs. Wilkins, I ave been a gal myself in service; and in my time Ive ad a few mistresses of my own, and Ive eard a good deal about others. There are ladies and ladies, as you may know, sir, and some of them, if they arent exactly angels, are about as near to it as can be looked for in this climate, and they are not the ones that do most of the complaining. But, as for the average mistress — well it aint a gal she wants, its a plaster image, without any natural innards — a sort of thing as aint uman, and aint to be found in uman nature. And then shed grumble at it, if it didnt appen to be able to be in two places at once.

You fear that the standard for that right girl is likely to be set a trifle too high Mrs. Wilkins, I suggested.

That right gal, according to the notions of some of em, retorted Mrs. Wilkins, er place aint down ere among us mere mortals; er place is up in eaven with a arp and a golden crown. Theres my niece, Emma, I dont say she is a saint, but a better earted, arder working gal, at twenty pounds a year, you dont expect to find, unless maybe youre a natural born fool that cant elp yourself. She wanted a place. She ad been ome for nearly six months, nursing er old father, as ad been down all the winter with rheumatic fever; and ard-put to it she was for a few clothes. You ear em talk about gals as insists on an hour a day for practising the piano, and the right to invite their young man to spend the evening with them in the drawing-room. Perhaps it is meant to be funny; I aint come across that type of gal myself, outside the pictures in the comic papers; and Ill never believe, till I see er myself, that anybody else as. They sent er from the registry office to a lady at Clapton.

I ope you are good at getting up early in the morning? says the lady, I like a gal as rises cheerfully to er work.

Well, maam, says Emma, I cant say as Ive got a passion for it. But its one of those things that as to be done, and I guess Ive learnt the trick.

Im a great believer in early rising, says my lady; in the morning, one is always fresher for ones work; my usband and the younger children breakfast at arf past seven; myself and my eldest daughter ave our breakfest in bed at eight.

Thatll be all right, maam, says Emma.

And I ope, says the lady, you are of an amiable disposition. Some gals when you ring the bell come up looking so disagreeable, one almost wishes one didnt want them.

Well, it aint a thing, explains Emma, as makes you want to burst out laughing, earing the bell go off for the twentieth time, and aving suddenly to put down your work at, perhaps, a critical moment. Some ladies dont seem able to reach down their at for themselves.

I ope you are not impertinent, says the lady; if theres one thing that I object to in a servant it is impertinence.

We none of us like being answered back, says Emma, more particularly when we are in the wrong. But I know my place maam, and I shant give you no lip. It always leads to less trouble, I find, keeping your mouth shut, rather than opening it.

Are you fond of children, asks my lady.

It depends upon the children, says Emma; there are some I ave ad to do with as made the day seem pleasanter, and Ive come across others as I could ave parted from at any moment without tears.

I like a gal, says the lady, who is naturally fond of children, it shows a good character.

How many of them are there? says Emma.

Four of them, answers my lady, but you wont ave much to do except with the two youngest. The great thing with young children is to surround them with good examples. Are you a Christian? asks my lady.

Thats what Im generally called, says Emma.

Every other Sunday evening out is my rule, says the lady, but of course I shall expect you to go to church.

Do you mean in my time, maam, says Emma, or in yours.

I mean on your evening of course, says my lady. Ow else could you go?

Well, maam, says Emma, I like to see my people now and then.

There are better things, says my lady, than seeing what you call your people, and I should not care to take a girl into my ouse as put er pleasure before er religion. You are not engaged, I ope?

Walking out, maam, do you mean? says Emma. No, maam, there is nobody Ive got in my mind — not just at present.

I never will take a gal, explains my lady, who is engaged. I find it distracts er attention from er work. And I must insist if you come to me, continues my lady, that you get yourself another at and jacket. If there is one thing I object to in a servant it is a disposition to cheap finery.

Er own daughter was sitting there beside er with alf a dozen silver bangles on er wrist, and a sort of thing anging around er neck, as, ad it been real, would ave been worth perhaps a thousand pounds. But Emma wanted a job, so she kept er thoughts to erself.

I can put these things by and get myself something else, she says, if you dont mind, maam, advancing me something out of my first three months wages. Im afraid my account at the bank is a bit overdrawn.

The lady whispered something to er daughter. I am afraid, on thinking it over, she says, that you wont suit, after all. You dont look serious enough. I feel sure, from the way you do your air, says my lady, theres a frivolous side to your nature.

So Emma came away, and was not, on the whole, too sorry.

But do they get servants to come to them, this type of mistress, do you think, Mrs. Wilkins? I asked.

They get them all right, said Mrs. Wilkins, and if its a decent gal, it makes a bad gal of er, that ever afterwards looks upon every mistress as er enemy, and acts accordingly. And if she aint a naturally good gal, it makes er worse, and then you ear what awful things gals are. I dont say its an easy problem, continued Mrs. Wilkins, its just like marriages. The good mistress gets old of the bad servant, and the bad mistress, as often as not is lucky.

But how is it, I argued, that in hotels, for instance, the service is excellent, and the girls, generally speaking, seem contented? The work is hard, and the wages not much better, if as good.

Ah, said Mrs. Wilkins, you ave it the right nail on the ead, there, sir. They go into the otels and work like niggers, knowing that if a single thing goes wrong they will be bully-ragged and sworn at till they dont know whether they are standing on their ead or their eels. But they ave their hours; the gal knows when er work is done, and when the clock strikes she is a uman being once again. She as got that moment to look forward to all day, and it keeps er going. In private service theres no moment in the day to ope for. If the lady is reasonable she aint overworked; but no ow can she ever feel she is her own mistress, free to come and go, to wear er bit of finery, to ave er bit of fun. She works from six in the morning till eleven or twelve at night, and then she only goes to bed provided she aint wanted. She dont belong to erself at all; its that that irritates them.

I see your point, Mrs. Wilkins, I said, and, of course, in a house where two or three servants were kept some such plan might easily be arranged. The girl who commenced work at six oclock in the morning might consider herself free at six oclock in the evening. What she did with herself, how she dressed herself in her own time, would be her affair. What church the clerk or the workman belongs to, what company he keeps, is no concern of the firm. In such matters, mistresses, I am inclined to think, saddle themselves with a responsibility for which there is no need. If the girl behaves herself while in the house, and does her work, there the contract ends. The mistress who thinks it her duty to combine the rôles of employer and of maiden aunt is naturally resented. The next month the girl might change her hours from twelve to twelve, and her fellow-servant could enjoy the six a.m. to six p.m. shift. But how do you propose to deal, Mrs. Wilkins, with the smaller menage, that employs only one servant?

Well, sir, said Mrs. Wilkins, it seems to me simple enough. Ladies talk pretty about the dignity of labour, and are never tired of pointing out why gals should prefer domestic service to all other kinds of work. Suppose they practise what they preach. In the ouse, where theres only the master and the mistress, and, say a couple of small children, let the lady take her turn. After all, its only her duty, same as the office or the shop is the mans. Where, on the other and, there are biggish boys and gals about the place, well it wouldnt do them any arm to be taught to play a little less, and to look after themselves a little more. Its just arranging things — thats all thats wanted.

You remind me of a family I once knew, Mrs. Wilkins, I said; it consisted of the usual father and mother, and of five sad, healthy girls. They kept two servants — or, rather, they never kept any servants; they lived always looking for servants, breaking their hearts over servants, packing servants off at a moments notice, standing disconsolately looking after servants who had packed themselves off at a moments notice, wondering generally what the world was coming too. It occurred to me at the time, that without much trouble, they could have lived a peaceful life without servants. The eldest girl was learning painting — and seemed unable to learn anything else. It was poor sort of painting; she noticed it herself. But she seemed to think that, if she talked a lot about it, and thought of nothing else, that somehow it would all come right. The second girl played the violin. She played it from early morning till late evening, and friends fell away from them. There wasnt a spark of talent in the family, but they all had a notion that a vague longing to be admired was just the same as genius.

Another daughter fancied she would like to be an actress, and screamed all day in the attic. The fourth wrote poetry on a typewriter, and wondered why nobody seemed to want it; while the fifth one suffered from a weird belief that smearing wood with a red-hot sort of poker was a thing worth doing for its own sake. All of them seemed willing enough to work, provided only that it was work of no use to any living soul. With a little sense, and the occasional assistance of a charwoman, they could have led a merrier life.

If I was giving away secrets, said Mrs. Wilkins, Id say to the mistresses: Show yourselves able to be independent. Its because the gals know that the mistresses cant do without them that they sometimes gives themselves airs.


WHY WE HATE THE FOREIGNER.
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THE ADVANTAGE THAT the foreigner possesses over the Englishman is that he is born good. He does not have to try to be good, as we do. He does not have to start the New Year with the resolution to be good, and succeed, bar accidents, in being so till the middle of January. He is just good all the year round. When a foreigner is told to mount or descend from a tram on the near side, it does not occur to him that it would be humanly possible to secure egress from or ingress to that tram from the off side.

In Brussels once I witnessed a daring attempt by a lawless foreigner to enter a tram from the wrong side. The gate was open: he was standing close beside it. A line of traffic was in his way: to have got round to the right side of that tram would have meant missing it. He entered when the conductor was not looking, and took his seat. The astonishment of the conductor on finding him there was immense. How did he get there? The conductor had been watching the proper entrance, and the man had not passed him. Later, the true explanation suggested itself to the conductor, but for a while he hesitated to accuse a fellow human being of such crime.

He appealed to the passenger himself. Was his presence to be accounted for by miracle or by sin? The passenger confessed. It was more in sorrow than in anger that the conductor requested him at once to leave. This tram was going to be kept respectable. The passenger proved refractory, a halt was called, and the gendarmerie appealed to. After the manner of policemen, they sprang, as it were, from the ground, and formed up behind an imposing officer, whom I took to be the sergeant. At first the sergeant could hardly believe the conductors statement. Even then, had the passenger asserted that he had entered by the proper entrance, his word would have been taken. Much easier to the foreign official mind would it have been to believe that the conductor had been stricken with temporary blindness, than that man born of woman would have deliberately done anything expressly forbidden by a printed notice.

Myself, in his case, I should have lied and got the trouble over. But he was a proud man, or had not much sense — one of the two, and so held fast to the truth. It was pointed out to him that he must descend immediately and wait for the next tram. Other gendarmes were arriving from every quarter: resistance in the circumstances seemed hopeless. He said he would get down. He made to descend this time by the proper gate, but that was not justice. He had mounted the wrong side, he must alight on the wrong side. Accordingly, he was put out amongst the traffic, after which the conductor preached a sermon from the centre of the tram on the danger of ascents and descents conducted from the wrong quarter.

There is a law throughout Germany — an excellent law it is: I would we had it in England — that nobody may scatter paper about the street. An English military friend told me that, one day in Dresden, unacquainted with this rule, he tore a long letter he had been reading into some fifty fragments and threw them behind him. A policeman stopped him and explained to him quite politely the law upon the subject. My military friend agreed that it was a very good law, thanked the man for his information, and said that for the future he would bear it in mind. That, as the policeman pointed out, would make things right enough for the future, but meanwhile it was necessary to deal with the past — with the fifty or so pieces of paper lying scattered about the road and pavement.

My military friend, with a pleasant laugh, confessed he did not see what was to be done. The policeman, more imaginative, saw a way out. It was that my military friend should set to work and pick up those fifty scraps of paper. He is an English General on the Retired List, and of imposing appearance: his manner on occasion is haughty. He did not see himself on his hands and knees in the chief street of Dresden, in the middle of the afternoon, picking up paper.

The German policeman himself admitted that the situation was awkward. If the English General could not accept it there happened to be an alternative. It was that the English General should accompany the policeman through the streets, followed by the usual crowd, to the nearest prison, some three miles off. It being now four oclock in the afternoon, they would probably find the judge departed. But the most comfortable thing possible in prison cells should be allotted to him, and the policeman had little doubt that the General, having paid his fine of forty marks, would find himself a free man again in time for lunch the following day. The general suggested hiring a boy to pick up the paper. The policeman referred to the wording of the law, and found that this would not be permitted.

I thought the matter out, my friend told me, imagining all the possible alternatives, including that of knocking the fellow down and making a bolt, and came to the conclusion that his first suggestion would, on the whole, result in the least discomfort. But I had no idea that picking up small scraps of thin paper off greasy stones was the business that I found it! It took me nearly ten minutes, and afforded amusement, I calculate, to over a thousand people. But it is a good law, mind you: all I wish is that I had known it beforehand.

On one occasion I accompanied an American lady to a German Opera House. The taking-off of hats in the German Schausspielhaus is obligatory, and again I would it were so in England. But the American lady is accustomed to disregard rules made by mere man. She explained to the doorkeeper that she was going to wear her hat. He, on his side, explained to her that she was not: they were both a bit short with one another. I took the opportunity to turn aside and buy a programme: the fewer people there are mixed up in an argument, I always think, the better.

My companion explained quite frankly to the doorkeeper that it did not matter what he said, she was not going to take any notice of him. He did not look a talkative man at any time, and, maybe, this announcement further discouraged him. In any case, he made no attempt to answer. All he did was to stand in the centre of the doorway with a far-away look in his eyes. The doorway was some four feet wide: he was about three feet six across, and weighed about twenty stone. As I explained, I was busy buying a programme, and when I returned my friend had her hat in her hand, and was digging pins into it: I think she was trying to make believe it was the heart of the doorkeeper. She did not want to listen to the opera, she wanted to talk all the time about that doorkeeper, but the people round us would not even let her do that.

She has spent three winters in Germany since then. Now when she feels like passing through a door that is standing wide open just in front of her, and which leads to just the place she wants to get to, and an official shakes his head at her, and explains that she must not, but must go up two flights of stairs and along a corridor and down another flight of stairs, and so get to her place that way, she apologises for her error and trots off looking ashamed of herself.

Continental Governments have trained their citizens to perfection. Obedience is the Continents first law. The story that is told of a Spanish king who was nearly drowned because the particular official whose duty it was to dive in after Spanish kings when they tumbled out of boats happened to be dead, and his successor had not yet been appointed, I can quite believe. On the Continental railways if you ride second class with a first-class ticket you render yourself liable to imprisonment. What the penalty is for riding first with a second-class ticket I cannot say — probably death, though a friend of mine came very near on one occasion to finding out.

All would have gone well with him if he had not been so darned honest. He is one of those men who pride themselves on being honest. I believe he takes a positive pleasure in being honest. He had purchased a second-class ticket for a station up a mountain, but meeting, by chance on the platform, a lady acquaintance, had gone with her into a first-class apartment. On arriving at the journeys end he explained to the collector what he had done, and, with his purse in his hand, demanded to know the difference. They took him into a room and locked the door. They wrote out his confession and read it over to him, and made him sign it, and then they sent for a policeman.

The policeman cross-examined him for about a quarter of an hour. They did not believe the story about the lady. Where was the lady? He did not know. They searched the neighbourhood for her, but could not find her. He suggested — what turned out to be the truth — that, tired of loitering about the station, she had gone up the mountain. An Anarchist outrage had occurred in the neighbouring town some months before. The policeman suggested searching for bombs. Fortunately, a Cooks agent, returning with a party of tourists, arrived upon the scene, and took it upon himself to explain in delicate language that my friend was a bit of an ass and could not tell first class from second. It was the red cushions that had deceived my friend: he thought it was first class, as a matter of fact it was second class.

Everybody breathed again. The confession was torn up amid universal joy: and then the fool of a ticket collector wanted to know about the lady — who must have travelled in a second-class compartment with a first-class ticket. It looked as if a bad time were in store for her on her return to the station.

But the admirable representative of Cook was again equal to the occasion. He explained that my friend was also a bit of a liar. When he said he had travelled with this lady he was merely boasting. He would like to have travelled with her, that was all he meant, only his German was shaky. Joy once more entered upon the scene. My friends character appeared to be re-established. He was not the abandoned wretch for whom they had taken him — only, apparently, a wandering idiot. Such an one the German official could respect. At the expense of such an one the German official even consented to drink beer.

Not only the foreign man, woman and child, but the foreign dog is born good. In England, if you happen to be the possessor of a dog, much of your time is taken up dragging him out of fights, quarrelling with the possessor of the other dog as to which began it, explaining to irate elderly ladies that he did not kill the cat, that the cat must have died of heart disease while running across the road, assuring disbelieving game-keepers that he is not your dog, that you have not the faintest notion whose dog he is. With the foreign dog, life is a peaceful proceeding. When the foreign dog sees a row, tears spring to his eyes: he hastens on and tries to find a policeman. When the foreign dog sees a cat in a hurry, he stands aside to allow her to pass. They dress the foreign dog — some of them — in a little coat, with a pocket for his handkerchief, and put shoes on his feet. They have not given him a hat — not yet. When they do, he will contrive by some means or another to raise it politely when he meets a cat he thinks he knows.

One morning, in a Continental city, I came across a disturbance — it might be more correct to say the disturbance came across me: it swept down upon me, enveloped me before I knew that I was in it. A fox-terrier it was, belonging to a very young lady — it was when the disturbance was to a certain extent over that we discovered he belonged to this young lady. She arrived towards the end of the disturbance, very much out of breath: she had been running for a mile, poor girl, and shouting most of the way. When she looked round and saw all the things that had happened, and had had other things that she had missed explained to her, she burst into tears. An English owner of that fox-terrier would have given one look round and then have jumped upon the nearest tram going anywhere. But, as I have said, the foreigner is born good. I left her giving her name and address to seven different people.

But it was about the dog I wished to speak more particularly. He had commenced innocently enough, trying to catch a sparrow. Nothing delights a sparrow more than being chased by a dog. A dozen times he thought he had the sparrow. Then another dog had got in his way. I dont know what they call this breed of dog, but abroad it is popular: it has no tail and looks like a pig — when things are going well with it. This particular specimen, when I saw him, looked more like part of a doormat. The fox-terrier had seized it by the scruff of the neck and had rolled it over into the gutter just in front of a motor cycle. Its owner, a large lady, had darted out to save it, and had collided with the motor cyclist. The large lady had been thrown some half a dozen yards against an Italian boy carrying a tray load of plaster images.

I have seen a good deal of trouble in my life, but never one yet that did not have an Italian image-vendor somehow or other mixed up in it. Where these boys hide in times of peace is a mystery. The chance of being upset brings them out as sunshine brings out flies. The motor cycle had dashed into a little milk-cart and had spread it out neatly in the middle of the tram lines. The tram traffic looked like being stopped for a quarter of an hour; but the idea of every approaching tram driver appeared to be that if he rang his bell with sufficient vigor this seeming obstruction would fade away and disappear.

In an English town all this would not have attracted much attention. Somebody would have explained that a dog was the original cause, and the whole series of events would have appeared ordinary and natural. Upon these foreigners the fear descended that the Almighty, for some reason, was angry with them. A policeman ran to catch the dog.

The delighted dog rushed backwards, barking furiously, and tried to throw up paving stones with its hind legs. That frightened a nursemaid who was wheeling a perambulator, and then it was that I entered into the proceedings. Seated on the edge of the pavement, with a perambulator on one side of me and a howling baby on the other, I told that dog what I thought of him.

Forgetful that I was in a foreign land — that he might not understand me — I told it him in English, I told it him at length, I told it very loud and clear. He stood a yard in front of me, listening to me with an expression of ecstatic joy I have never before or since seen equalled on any face, human or canine. He drank it in as though it had been music from Paradise.

Where have I heard that song before? he seemed to be saying to himself, the old familiar language they used to talk to me when I was young?

He approached nearer to me; there were almost tears in his eyes when I had finished.

Say it again! he seemed to be asking of me. Oh! say it all over again, the dear old English oaths and curses that in this God-forsaken land I never hoped to hear again.

I learnt from the young lady that he was an English-born fox-terrier. That explained everything. The foreign dog does not do this sort of thing. The foreigner is born good: that is why we hate him.




The Autobiography

[image: img239.png]

Jeromes death occurred during a motoring tour between Devon and London — this filling station near Cheltenham is immortalised as the spot where Jerome filled up his car shortly before suffering the fatal stroke that killed him.


My Life and Times (1926)
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This autobiography was published in 1926, as Jerome neared the end of his life. Although an entertaining read, it is notoriously unreliable – indeed, it is almost as much a work of fiction as Jeromes novels and stories. Nevertheless, it offers an engaging and enjoyable picture of the world of journalism and book publishing in the late Victorian period, whilst also offering a moving account of Jeromes struggle and ultimate reconciliation with Christian religion.
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Title page of the first American edition


CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION

Chapter I

Chapter II

Chapter III

Chapter IV

Chapter V

Chapter VI

Chapter VII

Chapter VIII

Chapter IX

Chapter X

Chapter XI

Chapter XII

Chapter XIII




[image: img242.jpg]

Jerome in later life


INTRODUCTION
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I REMEMBER A night in Philip Bourke Marstons rooms. He was blind and wrote poetry, and lived with his old father, Dr. Westland Marston, the dramatist, in the Euston Road. They had turned us out of Paganis; it must have been about twelve oclock.

Paganis was then a small Italian restaurant in Great Portland Street, frequented chiefly by foreigners. We were an odd collection of about a dozen. For a time — until J. M. Barrie and Coulson Kernahan came into it — I was the youngest. We dined together once a fortnight in Paganis first-floor front at the fixed price of two shillings a head, and most of us drank Chianti at one and fourpence the half flask. A remnant of us, later on, after Philip Marstons death, founded the Vagabonds club. We grew and prospered, dining Cabinet Ministers, Field Marshals — that sort of people — in marble halls. But the spirit of the thing had gone out of it with poor Philip.

At Paganis, the conversation had been a good deal about God. I think it was Swinburne who had started the topic; and there had been a heated argument, some taking Swinburnes part and others siding with God. And then there had been a row between Rudolph Blind, son of Karl Blind, the Socialist, and a member whose name I forget, about a perambulator. Blind and the other man, whom I will call Mr. X, had bought a perambulator between them, Mrs. Blinds baby and the other ladys baby being expected to arrive the same week. All would have gone well but that Mr. Xs lady had presented him with twins. Blinds idea was that the extra baby should occupy the floor of the perambulator. This solution of the problem had been put before Mrs. X, and had been rejected; she was not going to have her child made into a footstool. Mr. Xs suggestion was that he should buy Blind out. Blinds retort was that he wanted only half a perambulator and had got it. If bought out, it must be at a price that would enable him to purchase an entire perambulator. Blind and X were still disputing, when all at once the gas went out. It was old Paganis customary method of hinting that he wanted to go to bed.

Philip, to whom all hours were dark, guided us downstairs; and invited us to come round to his rooms and finish up the evening. He wanted to introduce me to his old father, who was an invalid and did not, as a rule, come to these gatherings. Accordingly, some half-a-dozen of us walked round with him, including Dr. Aveling (who wrote under the name of Alec Nelson and who had married a daughter of Karl Marx) and F. W. Robinson, the novelist, who was then running a monthly magazine called Home Chimes. Barrie was writing articles for it, and I was doing a monthly Causerie titled Gossips Corner and headed with the picture of a solemn little donkey looking over a hedge. At first, I had objected to the presence of this donkey, but Barrie took a fancy to him, and pleaded for him; and so I let him stay. Most of the writers since famous were among its contributors.

In Fitzroy Square we stopped to discuss the advisability, or otherwise, of knocking up Bernard Shaw and taking him along with us. Shaw for some time had been known to the police as one of the most notorious speakers in Hyde Park; and his name was now becoming familiar to the general public as the result of scurrilous attacks, disguised as interviews, that were being made upon him by a section of the evening press. The interviewer would force his way into Shaws modest apartment, apparently for no other purpose than to bully and insult him. Many maintained that Shaw must be an imaginary personage. Why did he stand it? Why didnt he kick the interviewer downstairs? Failing that, why didnt he call in the police? It seemed difficult to believe in the existence of a human being so amazingly Christian-like as this poor persecuted Shaw appeared to be. As a matter of fact, the interviews were written by Shaw himself. They certainly got him talked about. Three reasons decided us against waking him up on the present occasion. Firstly, no one was quite sure of the number of the house. Secondly, we knew his room was up six flights of stairs; and none of us seemed eager for the exercise. Thirdly and lastly, the chances were a hundred to one that, even if we ever got there, Shaw wouldnt come down, but would throw his boot at the first man who opened the door.

The Euston Road had not a good reputation in those days. I expect it was the cheapness of the locality that kept the Marstons there. Philip made very little by his writings; and his fathers savings could not have been of any importance. In those days, if a dramatist made five hundred pounds out of a play, he was lucky. The old gentleman was in bed when we reached the second floor, but got up and joined us in a dressing gown that had seen better days. Philip, a while before, had been sent a present of really good cigars by an admirer; and sound whisky was then to be had at three-and-six a bottle; so everything went merry as a marriage bell. Philips old father was in a talkative mood, and told us stories about Phelps and Macready and the Terrys. And this put Robinson on his mettle, and he launched out into reminiscences of Dickens, and Thackeray whom he had helped on the Cornhill Magazine, and Lewis and George Eliot. I remember proclaiming my intention of writing my autobiography, when the proper time arrived: it seemed to me then a long way off. I held — I hold it still — that a really great book could be written by a man with sufficient courage to put down truthfully and without reserve all that he really thought and felt and had done. That was the book I was going to write, so I explained. I would call it Confessions of a Fool.

I remember the curious silence that followed, for up till then we had been somewhat noisy. Aveling was the first to speak. He agreed that the book would be interesting and useful. The title also was admirable. Alas, it had already been secured by a greater than myself, one August Strindberg, a young Swedish author. Aveling had met Strindberg, and predicted great things of him. A German translation of the book had just been published. It dealt with only one phase of human folly, but that a fairly varied and important one. The lady of the book I met myself years later in America. She was still a wonderfully pretty woman, though inclined then to plumpness. But I could not get her to talk about Strindberg. She would always reply by a little gesture, as of putting things behind her, accompanied by a whimsical smile. It would have been interesting to have had her point of view.

The majority were of the opinion that such a book never had and never would be written. Cellinis book, if true, was mere melodrama. Pepys had jotted down a mountain of trivialities. Rousseau, having confessed himself the victim of an imbecility tolerably harmless, and more common than he thought, got frightened and, for the rest of the book, had sought to explain away his vices, and to make the most of his virtues. No man will ever write the true story of himself; and if he did Mudies subscribers would raise shocked eyes to heaven, and ask each other if such incomprehensible creatures could possibly exist. Froude ventured to mention the fact that the married life of Mr. and Mrs. Carlyle had not been one long-drawn-out celestial harmony. The entire middle-class of England and America could hardly believe its ears. It went down on its knees and thanked God that such goings-on happened only in literary and artistic circles. George Eliot has pointed out how we dare not reveal ourselves for fear of wounding our dear ones. That the beloved husband and father, the cherished wife, the sainted mother, could really have thought this, felt that, very nearly done the other! It would be too painful. Society is built upon the assumption that we are all of us just as good as we should be. To confess that we are imperfect, is to proclaim ourselves unhuman.

So every volume of My Memoirs, every Book of my Life conforms to the strict convention. If, for the sake of a moments variety, we hint at the possession of a vice, it resembles those of the Vicar of Wakefield, and leans to virtues side.

The American publisher, whom we had playfully dubbed Barabbas, told us that Mark Twain had told him that he, Mark Twain, was writing a book of reminiscences, speaking quite frankly about everybody he had met. To avoid trouble all round, Twain was instructing his executors not to publish the book until twenty years after his death. Some time later, when I came to know Mark Twain, I asked him if it were true. Quite true, he answered; I am going to speak of everybody I have met, exactly as I have found them, nothing extenuating. He also added that he might, before he left London, be asking of me a loan, and hoped that, if he did, I should not turn out to be a mean-spirited skinflint. I still think the book was a myth, put about by Mark Twain for the purpose of keeping his friends nervous, and up to the mark. A sort of a book of the kind has, it is true, been published, since I wrote this chapter; but it isnt a bit the book he threatened. Anyhow, he never turned up for that loan.

The others drifted away, one by one. The old gentleman had retired to bed. Philip asked me to stop on awhile. I was living close by, in Tavistock Place. The site of the house is now occupied by the Passmore Edwards Institute. Passmore Edwards, who was then the proprietor and editor of The Echo, the first newspaper in London published at a halfpenny, had been a great friend of my father, back in the days when they were both young men. My father always claimed that it was he and Passmore Edwards who had introduced golf into the South of England. I do not press the point, not being sure of the view that may be taken of the matter on the Day of Judgment. Perhaps he was only boasting. They used to play it on the sands at Westward Ho. My father, at the time, was farming land the other side of the river, above Instow. Westward Ho was then a wild stretch of desolate sealand bounded on the north by the great pebble ridge. They used it as a bunker at low tide. It must have taken some getting over. I shared the ground floor of number nineteen Tavistock Place with a chum, George Wingrave by name. The rooms above us were occupied by two sisters. The elder was the mistress of a gentleman who is now a well-known member of Parliament, in addition to being a magistrate, inclined to deal severely with human faults and frailties. She committed suicide a day or two after he was married. I remember our quaint little old landlady, Mrs. Peedles—Mrs. P. George and I always called her for short — bursting in upon me with a white, scared face while I was writing. We found her unconscious, her sister kneeling by the sofa holding her in her arms; but she died before we could get help. Fortunately for our present well-known legislator, his father was a man of means and influence. An overdose of morphia was, I think, the verdict. It came out that she had been suffering from sleeplessness. She had been a quiet, reserved girl. The younger sister was religious.

So soon as we were alone, Philip re-introduced the subject of reminiscences. Asking me not to talk about it, he told me he had done the very thing we had decided to be impossible — had kept a diary, writing down the thoughts that came to him, his dreams and desires. Or, to speak more strictly, typing them. Since his blindness, he had become marvellously proficient on the typewriter. It was a curious mixture, this diary, according to his own account. One Philip was an evil thing, full of lusts and horrors, lower than any beast that crawled the earth. And another Philip was quite beautiful, and Christ would have loved him. And, in addition to these two, was yet a third Philip, who stood apart from both. Philip could not make out who this third one was. He seemed to be always just behind the other two, watching them both with passionless eyes. There are times, so Philip explained to me, when he looks into my very soul and I shrivel up with shame; and there are rare moments when I feel as if he had entered into me and we were one.

From another, I might have deemed this idle talk; but Philip was a curious fellow. Much tragedy had entered his life that must have gone to the making of him; and in him the animal and spiritual were both strongly developed. Behind that veil of darkness, there must have been many a grim struggle between them. Myself I always believed in the existence of that book about which we talked that night. I was abroad when he died. On my return I spoke about it to his father and he promised to make search for it.

But we never found it.




Chapter I

BIRTH AND PARENTAGE

[image: img243.jpg]

I WAS BORN at Walsall in Staffordshire on the 2nd of May, 1859. My father, at the time, was the owner of coal mines on Cannock Chase. They were among the first pits sunk on Cannock Chase; and are still referred to locally as the Jerome pits. My mother, whose name was Marguerite, was Welsh. She was the elder daughter of a Mr. Jones, a solicitor of Swansea; and in those days of modest fortunes had been regarded as an heiress. It was chiefly with her money that the coal-pits had been started. My mothers family were Nonconformists, and my father came of Puritan stock. I have heard my mother tell how she and her sister, when they were girls, would often have to make their way to chapel of a Sunday morning through showers of stones and mud. It was not until the middle of the century that the persecution of the Nonconformists throughout the country districts may be said to have entirely ceased. My father was educated at Merchant Taylors School, and afterwards studied for an architect; but had always felt a call, as the saying is, to the ministry. Before his marriage, he had occupied his time chiefly in building chapels, and had preached in at least two of them. I think his first pulpit must have been at Marlborough. A silver salver in my possession bears the inscription: Presented to the Reverend Clapp Jerome by the congregation of the Independent Chapel, Marlborough, June 1828. And at that time he could not have been much over one and twenty. From Marlborough he went to Cirencester. There he built the Independent Chapel, and I see from a mighty Bible, presented to him by the Ladies of the Congregation, that it was opened under his ministry on June 6th, 1833. Altered out of all recognition, it is now the Cirencester Memorial Hospital on the road to the station. I have a picture of it as it appeared in my fathers time. From an artistic point of view the world cannot be said to progress forwards.

On his marriage, my father settled down in Devonshire, where he farmed land at Appledore above Bideford; and also started a stone quarry. But the passion to be preaching never left him. In Devonshire, he preached whenever he got the chance, travelling about the country; but had no place of his own. When he gave up farming to go to Walsall, it was partly with the idea of making his fortune out of coal, and partly because a permanent pulpit had been offered him.

Sir Edward Holden of Walsall, a still vigorous old gentleman of over ninety, with whom I dined not long ago, tells me my father was quite a wonderful preacher, and drew large congregations to Walsall from all round the district. He preached at first in the small Independent Chapel that he found there. Later, the leading Nonconformists in the town got together, and the Congregational church in Bradford Street, which is still one of the features of the town, was built for him, my father giving his services as architect. It stands on the top of the hill, and in those days looked out over fields to Cannock Chase. It would be easy, as things turned out, for a wise man to point the obvious moral that if my father had followed sound Biblical advice — had stuck to his preaching, for which God had given him the gift, and had left worldly enterprise to those apter in the ways of Mammon, it would, from every point of view, have been the better for him. But if success instead of failure had resulted, then he would no doubt have been praised as the ideal parent, labouring for the future welfare of his children. It was the beginning of the coal boom in Staffordshire, and fortunes were being made all round him, even by quite good men. In my fathers case, it was the old story of the man who had the money calling in to his aid the man who had the experience. By the time my father had sunk his last penny, he knew all that was worth knowing about coal mining; but then it was too late. The final catastrophe seems to have been hastened by an inundation; and to cut a long story short, my father, returning home late one evening after the rest of the household were asleep, sat himself down on the edge of my mothers bed and broke to her, as gently as possible, the not unexpected news that he was a ruined man. I see from my mothers diary that the date coincides with the first anniversary of my birthday.

A few hundreds, all told, were perhaps saved out of the wreck. We moved into a small house in Stourbridge, near by; and, having settled us there, my father, ever hopeful to the end, went off by himself to London, with the idea of retrieving our fortunes through the medium of the wholesale ironmongery business. He seems to have taken premises with a wharf in Narrow Street, Limehouse, and at the same time to have secured by way of residence the lease of a small house in Sussex Street, Poplar. He describes it, in his letters, as a corner house with a garden; and my mother seems to have pictured it as something rural. Poor Lady! It must have been a shock to her when she saw it. Sometimes, when in the neighbourhood of the City, I jump upon an East Ham bus and, getting off at Stainsby Road, creep to the corner and peep round at it. I can understand my father finding one excuse after another for not sending for us. Of course he was limited by his means and the wish to be near his place of business in Narrow Street. Also, no doubt, he argued to himself that it would only be for a little while — until he could afford one of the fine Georgian houses in the East India Dock Road, where then lived well-to-do ship-owners and merchants. There, till we joined him, two years later, my father lived by himself, limiting his household expenses to five shillings a week. For the ironmongery business was not prospering; and at Stourbridge there were seven of us, in all, to be kept. My mother did not know at the time — not till a friend betrayed him to her and then she took matters into her own hands, and began her packing.

But before that, a deeper trouble than any loss of money had all but overwhelmed her. My little brother Milton had died after a short illness when six years old. A dear quaint little fellow he seems to have been: though maybe my mothers love exaggerated his piety and childish wisdom. On each anniversary of his death, she confides to her diary that she is a year nearer finding him again. The last entry, sixteen years afterwards and just ten days before she died herself, runs: Dear Miltons birthday. It can be now but a little while longer. I wonder if he will have changed.

My brothers death left a gap in the family. My younger sister, Blandina, was eleven years older than myself; and Paulina, the elder, was a grown-up young woman with a Sunday School class and a sweetheart when I was still in frocks. The sweetheart was one Harry Beckett, an engineer. My mother at first entertained hopes of his conversion; but later seems to have abandoned them on learning that he had won in open competition the middleweight championship of Staffordshire. She writes him down sorrowfully as evidently little better than a mere prize fighter, and I gather there were other reasons, rendering him undesirable from my parents point of view. The end, I know, was tears; and Harry departed for Canada. He turned up again in the eighteen eighties and dropped in unexpectedly upon my sister. I happened to be staying with her at the time. She was then the mother of seven hefty boys and girls. A big handsome fellow he was still, with laughing eyes and kindly ways, I had taken to the writing of stories and was interested in the situation. He was doing well in the world; but he had never married. Perhaps he did mix his whisky and water with less water than there should have been as we sat together in the evening, we three — my brother-in-law was away up north on business — but as I watched them, I could not help philosophising that life will always remain a gamble, with prizes sometimes for the imprudent, and blanks so often to the wise.

It is with our journey up to London, when I was four years old, that my memory takes shape. I remember the train and the fields and houses that ran away from me; and the great echoing cave at the end of it all — Paddington station, I suppose. My mother writes that the house was empty when we reached it, the furniture not turning up till four days later. Papa and I and Baby slept in the house. There must, of course, have been a little furniture, for my father had been living there. I remember their making me up a bed on the floor. And my fathers and mothers talk, as they sat one each side of the fire, mingled with my dreams. Mrs. Richard put up the two girls, and Fan and Eliza slept at the Lashfords. Eliza, I take it, must have been a servant. Aunt Fan was my mothers sister who lived with us: an odd little old lady with corkscrew curls and a pink-and-white complexion. The pictures of Queen Victoria as a girl always remind me of her.

My recollections are confused and crowded of those early days in Poplar. As I grew older I was allowed to wander about the streets a good deal by myself. My mother was against it, but my father argued that it was better for me. I had got to learn to take care of myself.

I have come to know my London well. Grim poverty lurks close to its fine thoroughfares, and there are sad, sordid streets within its wealthiest quarters. But about the East End of London there is a menace, a haunting terror that is to be found nowhere else. The awful silence of its weary streets. The ashen faces, with their lifeless eyes that rise out of the shadows and are lost. It was these surroundings in which I passed my childhood that gave to me, I suppose, my melancholy, brooding disposition. I can see the humorous side of things and enjoy the fun when it comes; but look where I will, there seems to me always more sadness than joy in life. Of all this, at the time, I was of course, unconscious. The only trouble of which I was aware was that of being persecuted by the street boys. There would go up a savage shout if, by ill luck, I happened to be sighted. It was not so much the blows as the jeers and taunts that I fled from, spurred by mad terror. My mother explained to me that it was because I was a gentleman. Partly that reconciled me to it; and with experience I learned ways of doubling round corners and outstripping my pursuers; and when they were not actually in sight I could forget them. It was a life much like a hare must lead. But somehow he gets used to it, and there must be fine moments for him when he has outwitted all his enemies, and sits looking round him from his hillock, panting but proud.

My father had two nephews, both doctors, one living at Bow; and the other at Plaistow, which was then a country village. Bow was a residential suburb. One reached it by the Burdett Road. It was being built on then, but there were stretches where it still ran through scrubby fields and pastures. And beyond was Victoria Park, and the pleasant, old-world town of Hackney. Further north still, one reached Stoke Newington, where dwelt grand folks that kept their carriage. I remember frequent visits to one such with my young sister, Blandina. I see from my mothers diary that a mighty project was on foot; nothing less than the building of a new railway: from where to where, I cannot say. In the diary it is simply referred to as Papas Railway. For us it led from Poverty to the land of Hearts Desire. I gather that the visits to Stoke Newington were in connection with this railway. Generally we were met at the iron gates by a very old gentleman — or so he appeared to me — with a bald, shiny head and fat fingers. My sister was always the bearer of papers tied up with red tape, and these would be opened and spread out, and there would be talking and writing, followed by a sumptuous tea. Afterwards, taking my sisters hand in his fat fingers, he would tuck her arm through his and lead her out into the garden, leaving me supplied with picture-books and sweets. My sister would come back laden with grapes and peaches, a present for Mamma. And whenever the weather was doubtful we were sent home in the deep-cushioned carriage with its prancing horses. Not to over-excite our neighbours of Sussex Street, it would stop at the end of the Burdett Road, and my sister and I would walk the rest of the way.

Our visits grew more and more frequent, and my mothers hopes for Papas Railway mounted higher and higher. Until one afternoon my sister came back out of the garden empty-handed, and with a frightened look in her eyes. She would not ride home in the carnage. Instead we walked very fast to Dalston Junction, from where we took the train; and I could see that she was crying under her veil. It must have been an afternoon early in November. I remember his having asked my sister if she would like to see the Lord Mayors show. My mother writes in her diary under date November 16th, Papas railway is not to be proceeded with. We are overwhelmed with sorrow. Every effort my dear husband makes proves unsuccessful. We seem shut out from the blessing of God.

Even my father seems to have lost hope for a while. A page or two later I read, Dear Jerome has accepted a situation at Mr. Rumbles. A hundred a year from nine till eight. Feeling very low and sad.

On November 13th, my mother tells Eliza that she can no longer afford to keep her. She wept and was very sorry to leave.

December 2nd. Jerome had his watch stolen. An elegant gold lever with his crest engraved that I gave him on our wedding day. Oh, how mysterious are Gods dealings with us!

On December 4th, the sun seems to have peeped out. Dear Blandinas birthday. Gave her my gold watch and a locket. She was very much delighted. Dear Pauline came home. A very pleasant, cheerful day, notwithstanding our heavy trials. But early the following year it is dark again.

January 12th. A very severe frost set in this week. Skating by torchlight in Victoria Park. Coals have risen eight shillings a ton. It is a fearful prospect. I have asked the Lord to remove it.

January 18th. To-day suddenly, to the surprise of all, a thaw began. The skating by torchlight all knocked on the head. Coals have gone down again just as we were at the last. How much better are ye than many sparrows.

My sisters seem to have taken situations from time to time. As governesses, I expect: the only calling then open to a gentlewoman. I read: Pauline to Ramsgate. Oh, how intensely do I wish we could all continue to live together! And lower down on the same page: Blanche to Mrs. Turners. Am feeling so lonely. The briars are too many for my feet to pass through; and the road is rough and dark.

And then a week or two later, I likewise take my departure, but fortunately only on a brief visit to friends in the north of London. I am seen off at the station. My mother returns to the empty house and writes, Dear Luther went off delighted. Gracious Father, guard and protect my little lamb until he returns.

Writing the word Luther reminds me of an odd incident. I was called Luther as a boy, not because it was my name, but to distinguish me from my father, whose Christian name was also Jerome. A year or two ago, on Paddington platform, a lady stopped me and asked me if I were Luther Jerome. I had not heard the name for nearly half a century; and suddenly, as if I had been riding Mr. Wells Time Machine backwards, Paddington station vanished with a roar (it may have been the pilot-engine, bringing in the 6.15) and all the dead were living.

It turned out we had been playmates together in the old days at Poplar. We had not seen each other since we were children. She admitted, looking closer at me, that there had come changes. But there was still something about the eyes, she explained. It was certainly curious.

For some reason, about this time, there seems to have crept into my mothers heart the hope that we might get back possession of the farm in Devonshire to which my father had brought her home after their honeymoon, and that she might end her days there. It lies on the north side of the river above Bideford, and is marked by a ruined tower, near to which, years ago, relics were discovered proving beyond all doubt that the Founder of our House was one Clapa, a Dane, who had obtained property in the neighbourhood about the year Anno Domini one thousand. It was Clapa, I take it, who suggested our family crest, upraised arm grasping a battle-axe, with round about it the legend Deo omnia data. But as to how much Clapa owed to God and how much to his battle-axe, found rusted beside his bones, history is silent. Be all this as it may, my mother never seems to have got over the idea that by some inalienable right the farm still belonged to us. Always she speaks of it as our farm. Through the pages of her diary one feels her ever looking out towards it, seeing it as in a vision beyond the mean streets that closed her in, and among which in the end she died. One day she writes: Dear Jerome has told me about Norton and our farm. Why should it not be? With God all things are possible. Later on, a large hamper arrives from Betsey, the farmers wife. Betsey in my mothers time had been the dairymaid; and had married the carter. With the hamper, Betsey sends a letter containing further news concerning Norton — whoever or whatever Norton may be. My mother writes: Well, God can restore even that to us. Oh, that I had more faith in God!

Among all their troubles, one good thing seems to have been left to my father and mother: their love for one another. It runs through all the pages. There was a sad day when my sister Pauline lay dangerously ill. My mother returns from a visit to her.

Gracious Father, sustain me that I may never distrust Thee, though wave follow wave in overwhelming succession. Came home with Papa, whose love is so constant and true. Mrs. Cartwright sent some apples and a can of cream, and Mrs. E. a pair of boots for Luther. His mercy endureth for ever.

May 2nd, 1865. Dear little Luthers birthday. Six years old. Gave him a dove. Papa gave him Robinson Crusoe.

About this time, and greatly to my mothers joy, I got religion, as the saying is. I gave up taking sugar in my tea, and gave the twopence a week to the Ragged School in Threecolt Street. On Sundays, I used to pore over a great illustrated Bible and Foxs Book of Martyrs. This used to be a popular book in religious houses, and children were encouraged to wallow in its pictures of hideous tortures. Old Fox may have meant Well, but his book makes for cruelty and lasciviousness. Also I worried myself a good deal about Hell. I would suggest to our ecclesiastical authorities that they should make up their mind about Hell and announce the result. When I was a boy, a material Hell was still by most pious folks accepted as fact. The suffering caused to an imaginative child can hardly be exaggerated. It caused me to hate God, and later on, when my growing intelligence rejected the conception as an absurdity, to despise the religion that had taught it. It appeared one could avoid Hell by the simple process of believing. But how was I to be sure that I did believe, sufficiently? There was a mountain of rubbish on some waste land beside the Limehouse canal: it was always spoken of locally as the mountain. By way of experiment, I prayed that this mountain might be removed. It would certainly have been of advantage to the neighbourhood; and as, by comparison with pictures I had seen, it was evidently but a very little mountain, I thought my faith might be sufficient. But there it remained morning after morning, in spite of my long kneelings by my bedside. I felt the fault was mine and despaired.

Another fear that haunted me was the Unforgivable Sin. If only one knew what it was one might avoid it. I lived in terror of blundering into it. One day — I forget what led to it — I called my Aunt Fan a bloody fool. She was deaf and didnt hear it. But all that night I lay tossing on my bed. It had come to me that this was the Unforgivable Sin, though even at the time, and small though I was, I could not help reflecting that if this were really so, there must in the Parish of Poplar be many unforgivable sinners. My mother, in the morning, relieved my mind as to its being the particular Unforgivable Sin, but took it gravely enough notwithstanding, and kneeling side by side in the grey dawn, we prayed for forgiveness.

I return to my mothers diary.

Jan. 1st, 1866. So time rolls on with its sorrows, conflicts, its unrealized hopes. But these will pass away and be followed by the full, unmeasured bliss of Eternity. Doctor Cumming prophesies this year to be our last. He seems to overlook the second coming of Christ, with the glorious ingathering of Jew and Gentile. Spent the evening with our friends in Bedford Square. Enjoyed our visit very much.

Jan. 31st. Old Wood made another proposal of marriage (to my sister Blanche, I take it. Wood, no doubt, was the name of the bald-headed old gentleman of Stoke Newington). But God graciously preserved her from being influenced by his wealth. Yet our path is very cloudy and full of sorrow.

May 22nd. Peace meeting at Cannon Street Hotel. Papa made a beautiful speech. Caught cold coming home.

June 7th, 1867. Our wedding day. Twenty-five years have passed since together we have borne the joys and sorrows, the mercies and trials of this weary way. But we can still say, Hitherto hath the Lord helped us and preserved us. But oh, when will it be eventide with us? And at eventide it shall be light.

June 30th. 3.45 a.m., heard a queer noise. Came downstairs to ascertain the cause. A black-and-white cat sprang from the room. Dear little Fairys cage was open, his feathers scattered all about. A thrill of anguish passed through me, and I called aloud in my sorrow. All came downstairs to mourn our loss. It was no use. We were all retiring, when a call from Luther made me rush downstairs again. In the drawing-room there I beheld the little panting innocent clinging to the muslin curtains, and so delighted to pop once more into his cage. We were all now overjoyed and overwhelmed with astonishment at the birds safety. How he escaped is a mystery. The Lord must have known how it would have grieved us all.

July 18th. This morning we started to pay our long-talked-of visit to Appledore, and although we anticipated much pleasure, I had no idea of realizing half the kind attention and reception I and the dear children received. Everybody seemed to remember all my acts of kindness which I had long ago forgotten, and quite overwhelmed me with their love and affection. We enjoyed ourselves excessively. My visit has been to me like the refreshing rain after a long and dreary drought.

To me, too, that visit was as a glimpse into another world. At Stourbridge, as a little chap, I must have seen something of the country. But I had forgotten it. Through the long journey, I sat with my face glued to the window. We reached Instow in the evening. The old ferryman came forward with a grin, and my mother shook hands with him, and all the way across they talked of strange names and places, and sometimes my mother laughed, and sometimes sighed. It was the first time I had been in a boat, and I was afraid, but tried to hide it. I stumbled over something soft, and it rose up and up until it was almost as tall as myself and looked at me. There must have been dogs in Poplar, but the few had never come my way, and anyhow nothing like this. I thought he was going to kill me and shut my eyes tight; but he only gave me a lick all over my face, that knocked off my cap. The old ferryman swore at him, and he disappeared with a splash into the water. I thought he would be drowned and called out. But everybody laughed, and after all he wasnt, for I met him again the next day. A group of children was gathered on the shore, but instead of shouting or making faces at me they only looked at me with curious shy eyes, and my mother and sisters kissed them, and by this time quite a number of grown-ups had gathered round us. It was quite a time before we got away from them. I remember the walk up the steep hill. There were no lamps that I could see, but a strange light was all about us, as if we were in fairyland. It was the first time that I had ever climbed a hill. You had to raise your feet and bend your body. It was just as if someone were trying to pull you backwards. It all seemed very queer.

The days run into one another. I cannot separate them. I remember the line of reapers, bending above the yellow corn, and feeling sorry for it as it went down before their sickles. It was one evening when I had stolen away by myself that I found the moon. I saw a light among the tree-tops and thought at first to run home in fear, but something held me. It rose above the tree-tops higher and higher, till I saw it plainly. Without knowing why, I went down upon my knees and stretched out my arms to it. There always comes back to me that evening when I hear the jesting phrase wanting the moon. I remember the sun that went down each night into the sea the other side of Lundy Island, and turned the farmhouse windows into blood. Of course he came to Poplar. One looked up sometimes and saw him there, but then he was sad and sick, and went away early in the afternoon. I had never seen him before looking bold and jolly. There were picnics on the topmost platform of the old, grey, ruined tower, that still looks down upon the sea. And high teas in great farmhouses, and with old friends in Bideford, where one spread first apply jelly and then Devonshire cream upon ones bread, and lived upon squab pies and junkets, and quaffed sweet cider out of goblets, just like gods.

I got left behind on the way home — at Taunton, I think. We had got out of the train for light refreshment. My mother had thought my sisters were looking after me, and they had thought I was with her. It seemed to me unlikely we should ever meet again in spite of the assurances of a stout gentleman in gold buttons and a braided cap. But I remember consolation coming to me with the reflection that here at least was interesting adventure, worthy of being recorded in my diary. For, unknown to all but my Aunt Fan, I was getting together material for a story of which I myself would be the hero. This notion of writing must have been my own entirely, for though my father could claim relationship with Leigh Hunt, I cannot remember hearing as a child any talk about literature. The stout gentleman with the gold buttons came back to me later, bringing a lady with him. She sat down beside me and guaranteed to take me back to my Mamma. There must have been something about her inviting confidence. I told her about the book, and how I was going to use for it this strange and moving incident. She greatly approved and was sure that I should succeed because I had the right idea. There is only one person you will ever know, she told me. Always write about him. You can call him, of course, different names.

By some magic, as it seemed to me, the kind lady and myself reached Paddington before my mother got there, so that, much to her relief, I was the first thing that she saw as she stepped out of the train. My mother hoped I had not been a trouble. But the kind lady assured her I had been most entertaining. I always find people interesting when they are talking about themselves, the kind lady explained. And then she laughed and was gone.

Returning to our life in Poplar, things, I fancy, must have lightened a little, for a servant seems to have been engaged again. They come and go through the remainder of my mothers diary.

Nov. 11th. Jane very rude, felt she was going to give me notice, so I gave her notice first. How different servants are to what they were!

Dec. 2nd. Jane left. Sarah came. Anyhow it cant be a change for the worse.

It appears from an entry on December 16th, 1868, that chiefly through the help of a Mr. Halford I obtained a presentation to the Marylebone Grammar School, then called the Philological School, at the corner of Lisson Grove. I read: It has been an anxious time, but God has blessed dear Papas efforts. The committee examined Luther this day, and the little lad passed through with flying colours. He will begin his school life in January. I must give up calling him Baby.

So ends my childhood. It remains in my memory as quite a happy time. Not till years later did I learn how poor we were — of the long and bitter fight that my father and mother were waging against fate. To me it seemed we must be rather fortunate folk. We lived in the biggest house in Sussex Street. It had a garden round three sides of it with mignonette and nasturtiums that my mother watered of an evening. It was furnished more beautifully, I thought, than any house I had ever seen, with china and fine pictures and a semi-grand piano by Collard and Collard in the drawing-room, and damask curtains to the windows. In the dining-room were portraits of my father and mother by Muirhead, and when visitors came my mother would bring out the silver teapot and the old Swansea ware that she would never let anyone wash but herself. We slept on mahogany bedsteads, and in my fathers room stood the Great Chest. The topmost drawer was always locked; but one day, when the proper time arrived, my father would open it, and then we should see what we would see. Even my mother confessed she did not know — for certain — what was hidden there. My father had been a great man and was going to be again. He wore a silk hat and carried a walking-stick with a gold head. My mother was very beautiful, and sometimes, when she was not working, wore silks and real lace; and had an Indian shawl that would go through a wedding-ring. My sisters could sing and play and always wore gloves when they went out. I had a best suit for Sundays and visitings; and always enough to eat. I see from my mothers diary that one of her crosses was that for a growing boy I was not getting proper nourishing food, but of this I had no inkling. There was a dish called bread and sop which was sweet and warm and of which I was fond. For tea there would sometimes be golden syrup, and for supper bread with dripping spread quite thick. And on Sundays we had meat and pudding for dinner. If all things are as my mother so firmly believed, she has long known that her fears were idle — that notwithstanding I grew up to be an exceptionally strong and healthy man. But I would that the foreknowledge could have come to her when she was living, and so have removed one, at least, of her many sorrows.




Chapter II

I BECOME A POOR SCHOLAR

[image: img243.jpg]

ONE OF THE advantages of being poor is that it necessitates the cultivation of the virtues. I learnt to get up early in the morning — the beginning of all things that are of good repute. From Sussex Street to Poplar station on the North London Railway I found to be a quarter of an hours sharp walking. So I breakfasted at half-past six, and caught the seven-fifteen. The seven-thirty would have done it. But my fathers argument was: Better catch the seven-fifteen. Then, if you miss it, the seven-thirty will still get you there in time. But if you catch the seven-thirty, then if you dont, youre done. The train wound round Bow and Homerton, then a leafy neighbourhood of market gardens and old wooden houses. At Homerton still stood Dick Turpins house, a substantial, comfortable-looking dwelling, behind a pleasant, walled-in garden, celebrated even then for its wonderful godetias, said to have been Dick Turpins favourite flower. At Dalston Junction one changed, and went on through Highbury and old Canonbury to Chalk Farm. From there my way lay by Primrose Hill and across Regents Park. Primrose Hill then was on the outskirts of London, and behind it lay cottages and fields. I remember a sign-post pointing out a footpath to Childs Hill and the village of Finchley. Sometimes of a morning I was lucky enough to strike a carriage going round the outer circle of the park, and would run after it and jump on to the axle-bar. But clinging on was ticklish work, especially when handicapped by a satchel and an umbrella; added to which there was always the danger of some mean little cuss pointing from the pavement and screaming Whip behind, when one had to spring off quickly, taking ones chance of arriving upon ones feet or on ones sitting apparatus. School hours were from nine till three; and with luck I would catch the quarter to four from Chalk Farm and get back home at five. Then there would be tea, which was my chief meal of the day; and after that I would shut myself up in my small bedroom — in the winter with a blanket wrapped round me — and get to work on my home lessons. Often they would take me until ten or eleven oclock, and difficulty enough I had to keep myself awake.

It was a silly system; and in most schools it still continues. But I do not propose to dwell upon my school life. It makes me too angry, thinking about it. Education is the most important thing in the world, and the most mismanaged: which accounts for the continued low intelligence of the human race. Carlyles definition of school is a place of torment where youth is confined behind windowless walls and has books flung at it. If only they would fling the right books, it would be something. What a boy learns in six years at school, he could, With the aid of an intelligent bookseller, learn at home in six months. Whatever knowledge I possess I picked up for myself in later years. To the British Museum reading-room, with its courteous officials, I remain grateful; though, on the principle of making the punishment fit the crime, the party responsible for its heating arrangements ought to be suffocated. To the Young Mens Christian Association — not yet then affiliated to the Standard Oil Trust — I return thanks. But still more am I indebted to shabby, care-worn ladies and gentlemen, their names forgotten, who, for a sadly inadequate fee of sixpence to ninepence an hour, put their fine learning at my disposal.

I am not blaming my own particular school. A French proverb has it that in all things a mans choice lies, not between the good and the bad, but between the bad and the worse. Looking back, I am inclined to regard my dear fathers selection — whether of chance or necessity — as one of the least worse. In one respect it might be cited as a model. Corporal punishment was never employed. Without it, excellent discipline was maintained among three hundred chance assorted youngsters, Tradition was relied upon. Philological boys did not have to be beaten before they would behave themselves. If a boy proved to be outside the method, he was expelled. During the five years that I was there, only three boys had to be shown out.

Man is born sinful. One does not have to accept literal interpretation of the Book of Genesis to be convinced of it. The Manicheans maintain that the world, including man, was Devil created; and evidence can be adduced in support of their theory. There are times when even ones better feelings incline one to the argument of the blow. There is no fiercer opponent of the stick than Bernard Shaw. He and Zangwill were taking a walk. They noticed a group of boys in a field with their heads close together. When two or three country boys are gathered together, and seem to be interested, one is justified in thinking evil. Observation confirmed suspicion. An animals shrill cry of pain came from the centre of the group. Shaw, gripping his walking-stick, vaulted the gate. The boys let go their victim and fled: Shaw in full chase. The young imps of Satan — to adopt the language of a passing labourer — had the start and proved fleet of foot. Shaw returned panting; explaining in heated language what he had intended to do, if only he had overtaken them.

But I thought, said Zangwill, that you were opposed to all physical punishment.

So I am, growled Shaw. But I have never claimed to be consistent.

Justice may occasionally condone the whip; but the long martyrdom inflicted upon youth in the name of Education shows human nature in an ugly light. All cruelty has its roots in lust. The boy has been beaten, one fears, not for his own good, but for the pleasure of the Domini. When magisterial gentlemen pass eulogisms on the rod, and old club fogies write to the papers fond recollections of the birch, I have my doubts. They like to think about it.

It was one Dan of the lower third who first disturbed my religious beliefs. He came from the neighbourhood of Camden Town, and generally we would meet in the outer circle, and walk together across the park. It was nearing the end of the summer term, and examinations were in progress. I confided to him my reason for being sure that I was going to win the arithmetic prize. Every night and morning on my knees I was praying for it. My mother had explained to me the mountain failure. I had not understood the verse properly. God only grants blessings that are good for us. Now here was something that was good for me. God Himself must be able to see that. My father was keen about my winning the arithmetic prize: he had said so. And this time I really did believe. I hadnt really expected the dust-heap to disappear, but the arithmetic prize I regarded as already mine. Dan argued that I wasnt playing the game. If the arithmetic prize was to be decided by prayer, then what was the use of working? The boy who had swotted hard all the term could be out-distanced, in the end, by any lazy beggar putting in ten minutes on his knees just before the examination. And suppose two boys prayed for it, both believing. What would God do then?

Dont see the good of working at anything, if you can get everything you want by praying, concluded Dan.

It was a new light on the subject. Something was wrong somewhere. I thought at first of putting the problem before my mother, but felt instinctively that she would not be able to answer it: not to my help. I had got to fight this thing out for myself. And I didnt win the prize. I didnt try: I didnt seem to want it, after that.

William Willett was one of my schoolmates. I take it William Willett did more to give pure enjoyment — both mental and physical — to the people, than all the forces of Parliament, Press and Pulpit put together during the last hundred years. But already evil hands are trying to undo his work. The Devil will never rest till he has killed the Daylight Saving Bill.

In holiday time, I took up again my wanderings, my season ticket enabling me to extend my radius. They hunted the deer round Highgate in those days. I remember sitting on a stile near the Archway and seeing the van drive up and the stag unloosed. Hampstead was a pleasant country town, connected with London by a three-horse bus. A footpath led from Swiss Cottage, through corn fields, to Church Row; and a pleasant country road, following a winding stream, led to the little town of Hendon. I was always a good walker. It was lonely country between Wood Green and Enfield. Once I fell into a snowdrift, just beyond Winchmore Hill. Fortunately some farm labourers heard my call, and came to my rescue. Walthamstow lay far off, surrounded by marshes, where cattle grazed. There was a fine old manor not far from Edmonton. I trespassed there one day. Old houses have always had a lure for me. The owner himself caught me; but instead of driving me off, took me into the house and showed me all over it. He told me how he had often passed it on his way to work, when he was a boy, apprenticed to a carpenter: and how he had dreamt dreams. I came to be a visitor there, right till the end. He had worked his way up by saving and hard work; had never smoked, had never drunk, had rarely played. At sixty — two years before — he had tasted his first glass of champagne; and at sixty-five he died, having drunk himself to death. A kindly old fellow, with a touch of poetry in him. He was passionately fond of music, and had built himself an organ room. He left a young wife and two children. The place is a boarding-house now. Hackney was a genteel suburb. At the Claptons, quite good class people dwelt. Of afternoons, they took the air in roomy carriages they called barouches, drawn by great glossy horses that pranced and tossed their heads. At Highbury there used to be a fair with open-air dancing — and cock fighting, it was said.

There was a strange house I came upon one afternoon, down by the river. It was quite countrified; but how I got there I could never recollect. There was an old inn covered with wisteria. A two-horse bus, painted yellow, was drawn up outside. The horses were feeding out of a trough, and the driver and conductor were drinking tea — of all things in the world — on a bench with a long table in front of it. It was the quaintest old house. A card was in the fanlight, over the front door, announcing Apartments to let. I was so interested that I concocted a story about having been sent by my mother; and asked to see the rooms. Two little old ladies answered me. All the time they kept close side by side, and both talked together. We went downstairs to a long low room that was below the ground on the side of the road, but had three windows on the other, almost level with the river. A very old gentleman with a wooden leg and a face the colour of mahogany rose up and shook me warmly by the hand. The old ladies called him Captain. I remember the furniture. I did not know much about such things then, but every room was beautiful. They showed me the two they had to let. In the bedroom was a girl on her knees, sweeping the carpet. I was only about ten at the time, so I dont think sex could have entered into it. She seemed to me the loveliest thing I had ever seen. One of the old ladies — they were wonderfully alike — bent down and kissed her; and the other one shook her head and whispered something. The girl bent down lower over her sweeping, so that her curls fell and hid her face. I thanked them, and told them I would tell my mother, and let them know.

I was so busy wondering that I never noticed where I walked. It may have been for a few minutes, or it may have been for half an hour, till at last I came to the East India Dock gates. I never found the place again, though I often tried. But the curious thing is, that all my life I have dreamed about it: the quiet green with its great chestnut tree; the yellow bus, waiting for its passengers; the two little old ladies who both opened the door to me; and the kneeling girl, her falling curls hiding her face.

I still believe that one evening, in Victoria Park, I met and talked with Charles Dickens. I have recorded the incident fairly truthfully in Paul Kelver. He was certainly most marvellously like the photographs; and he did say Oh, damn Mr. Pickwick! Around Poplar, town and country were struggling for supremacy. There were little dismal farms scattered about the marshes. An old man in a yellow smock, driving before him three or four cows with bells round their necks, used to pass our house every morning and evening. He had his regular customers who would come out with their jugs: and he would milk the cows in the street. One summer, a boy and a girl came with a herd of goats. But they were not so successful. The goats would not stand still to be milked, and were always straggling. There was trouble in the world even before Lloyd Georges Limehouse speech. I remember the long processions of the unemployed. They didnt run to a band, but sang a dreary dirge:

Weve got no work to do — oo — oo, Weve got no work to do — oo — oo, Were all of us poor starving men, Weve got no work to do.

My mothers diary is still sad reading during all these years. My father fell ill. The long walk to and from the city each day was too much for him. Often I would go to meet him; and he would be glad of my arm.

Outside The George in the Commercial Road there used to sit a little clean old lady who sold pigs trotters, cooked, at three halfpence apiece. Sometimes we would take three home with us. My mother would warm them, and I would be sent out to where a baked potato man stood at the corner of Pigott Street, calling to the passers-by: Ere you are, Ere you are. Warm your ands and fill your belly for one alfpenny. And so we would feast and make merry. One reduces ones denominator. The result is much the same.

There seems to have been a property at Notting Hill. On February 2nd, 1870, my mother writes:

We are enduring a fearful struggle to try and save our property at Notting Hill, the hard-earned savings and privations of years.

March 10th. My birthday. How dark! Luther gave me a pencil case, and Blandina a handkerchief. Papa gave me all he had, his love. He has had to give up his situation.

March 12th. Saw the Directors. They will take £670 for the Notting Hill property. May God direct me how to raise it. Mr. Griffiths sent a pork pie for Papa. How kind!

March 21st. To the city and saw Mr. D. Very weary and sad at heart. Dined with Mr. G. at Wilkinsons à la mode Beef rooms. Very good.

April 5th. Mr. N. thinks the mortgage may be effected. Saw Mr. Hobson and the Pelican. Mr. C. would not make an offer. Came home with a sick headache.

April 25th. To city. Waited at Mr. M.s office till quite weary. He never came. Saw Mr. H. He advises me to give it up.

And then on June 4th my mother writes:

I will magnify Thee, O Lord, for Thou hast set me up, and not made my foes to triumph over me.

From which I gather my mother came home that afternoon with a lighter step than for many a long day, giving herself all the airs of a smart business woman, the owner of property at Notting Hill.

The Franco-Prussian War broke out that year. All we boys were for Prussia, and Pro-French was everywhere a term of opprobrium. The idea that England would, forty and odd years later, be fighting side by side with France against Germany, would then have seemed as impossible, as to some of us nowadays would be the suggestion that fifty years hence, or maybe sooner, Germany may be our ally against France, as she was at Waterloo.

My sister Paulina had married one Robert Shorland, known later on in sporting circles as the father of Frank Shorland, the long-distance bicycle champion; and that autumn we left Poplar and went to live near to her in New Southgate: Colney Hatch as it was then called. It was little more than a country village in those days, with round about it fields and woods. London was four miles off, by way of Wood Green and Hornsey, with its one quaint street and ivy-covered church: and so on till you came to the deer park at Holloway.

I remember a little dog, belonging to my wife. She had had him from a puppy, and all his life he had lived in London. He was friendly with the neighbouring cats, and used to play with a white rabbit, belonging to the children next door. When he was nine years old, we took him with us into the country, and in less than six months he was the worst dog in the village. When he wasnt poaching, or chivying cats up trees, or killing chickens, he was fighting. He died fighting. A red-haired female was at the bottom of it. In London he had never looked at them.

In Poplar, I had been a model boy. There must be the Devil in the country for dogs and boys. I got into a bad set. It included the Wesleyan ministers two sons, and also the only child of the church organist. Religion, as Gibbon observes, would seem to be powerless to control the evil instincts of the human race. We robbed orchards. We snared rabbits in Walkers wood. It stretched from Colney Hatch to Old Southgate. The family consisted of eleven brothers, all enthusiastic cricketers. They formed themselves into a club and became famous. A stream ran through a park on the way to Palmers Green; and I learnt to tickle trout. We acquired King Davids knack of casting stones from a sling. We aimed at birds and cats. Fortunately, we rarely hit them; but were more successful with windows.

There were squatters in those days. One had built himself a shanty where now is Holly Park, a region of respectability; and about it had pegged out some couple of acres. There he had remained undisturbed for years: until a new owner appeared, and the question arose how to get him out. It all depended on a right of way. If he had not that, he could be built round and imprisoned. Then he would be compelled to go. In the middle of the argument, the old man died; and the contest took a new turn. It seemed that where a corpse once passed was ever after a free way to living men: or so it was said. Three stout lads the old man had left behind him, together with two well-grown wenches who could also be useful with their hands, and events promised to be exciting. The landlord had his men waiting day and night to prevent the corpse from passing: while the family within the hut girded their loins, and kept the day and hour of the funeral to themselves. I had it, late one evening, from the son of the butcher, that the attempt was to be made at dawn the next morning; and was up before the sun, making my exit by the window and down the water spout. I was just in time to see the little band of mourners emerge from the cottage. The coffin was borne by the two eldest sons, assisted by a couple of friends. It was only a few hundred yards to the road. But the landlords men had been forewarned. It was an unholy mêlée. The bearers left the footpath when the landlords men came towards them, and tried to race to the road through a gap in the hedge a little lower down. But before they could reach it, one of them slipped and fell. The coffin came hurtling down, and around it and over it and all about it a battle royal took place. And while it was still raging, another coffin, carried by the two girls and their two sweethearts, had sprinted down the footpath and gained the road. The first coffin had broken open and was found to be full of stones. How it all ended I dont know. I think there was a compromise. But the party I was sorry for, was the corpse. It was he who had taught me how to tickle trout. He would have loved to be in that last fight.

My father died the following year; on June 3rd, so I learnt from my mothers diary.

Dear Papa never wore his dressing-gown, for the Lord called him home this morning at half-past nine oclock. A momentary summons, and he has gone to receive the reward of his labourings and sufferings of so many years.

He had contracted heart disease and had died stepping out of bed. I have never been able to agree with the Prayer Book. I should always pray myself for sudden death.

My father had never looked old to me. But that may have been because of his jet-black waving hair. It was not till after he was dead that I learnt it was a wig; for in bed, according to the fashion of that period, he always wore a night-cap. One never saw a bald-headed man in those days: men were more particular about their appearance.

I like to think that to my mother, during the last few years of her life, came peace. With the dying of hopes, perhaps went the passing of fears, also. It was a revelation to me, reading her diary. It did not come into my hands until some twenty years later. I had always thought of her as rather a happy lady. I used to hear her singing about her work, even in the grim house at Poplar; and I can remember our rare excursions to the town, to buy me a new suit of clothes or to pay a visit: how we would laugh and joke, and linger before the shop windows, choosing the fine things we would buy when our ship came home!

From among her last entries, I quote the following:

Sept. 17th. My cousin Henry Tucker came to see me. He has grown quite an old man. Blandina came home for the afternoon. A very happy day.

July 19th. To Croydon with Blanche. Mr. & Mrs. Clouter very kind. Enjoyed myself.

December 4th. Dear Blanches birthday. Dear Paulina and all the little ones came round and we were all very happy.

Christmas Day. Blanche and Luther to Mrs. Marris. Fan & I to Paulinas. Had a pleasant quiet day. The Lord bless my loved ones.

After my fathers death we moved to Finchley. There was a path through the fields to Totteridge, past a thatched cottage where lived a rosy-cheeked little old lady who sold fruit and eggs. She had been a farmers wife in Devonshire. She and my mother became great chums, and would gossip together on a bench outside the old ladys door.

I left school at fourteen, and through the help of an old friend of my fathers, obtained a clerkship in the London & North-western Railway at Euston. My salary was twenty-six pounds a year, with an annual rise of ten pounds. But that first year, owing to a general revision of fares, over-time was to be had for the asking. Twopence halfpenny an hour it worked out, in my case, up till midnight, and fourpence an hour afterwards. So that often I went home on Saturday with six or seven shillings extra in my pocket. My Aunt Fan had died. I fancy the property at Notting Hill had disappeared; but my sister had won examinations and was in a good situation, so that our days were of peace, if not of plenty.

Lunches were my chief difficulty. There were, of course, coffee shops, where one quaffed ones cocoa at a penny the half pint; and doorsteps — thick slices of bread smeared plentifully with yellow grease supposed to be butter — were a halfpenny each. But if one went further, one ran into money. A haddock was fivepence, Irish stew or beef-steak pudding sixpence. One could hardly get away under ninepence, and then there was a penny for the waitress. There was a shop in the Hampstead Road where they sold meat pies for twopence and fruit pies for a penny, so that for threepence I often got a tasty if not too satisfying lunch. The pies were made in little shallow dishes. With one deft sweep of the knife, the woman would release it from its dish, and turning it upside down, hand it to you on a piece of paper; and you ate it as you walked along the street or round some quiet corner, being careful to dodge the gravy. It was best to have with one an old newspaper of ones own. Better still, from a filling point of view, would be half a pound of mixed sweet biscuits; while in the summer time a pound of cherries made a pleasant change. Some of the fellows brought their lunch with them and ate it in the office, but I was always fond of mooning about the streets, looking into the shop windows, and watching the people.

In my parents time, among religious people, the theatre was regarded as the gate to Hell. I remember a tremulous discussion one evening at Finchley. My sister had been invited by some friends to go with them to the theatre. My mother was much troubled, but admitted that times might have changed since she was young; and eventually gave her consent. After my sister was gone, my mother sat pretending to read, but every now and then she would clasp her hands, and I knew that her eyes, bent down over the book, were closed in prayer. My sister came back about midnight with her face radiant as if she had seen a vision. Babel and Bijou I think had been the play, at Covent Garden. It was two oclock in the morning before she had finished telling us all about it, and my mother had listened with wide-open eyes; and when my sister suggested that one day she must adventure it, she had laughed and said that perhaps she would. Later on, my sister and I went together to the pit of the Globe with an order I had bought for sixpence from a barber in Drummond Street. He was given them in exchange for exhibiting bills, and the price varied according to the success or otherwise of the play. Rose Massey and Henry Montague were the stars. I forget what the play was about. It made my sister cry; and there were moments when I found it difficult to keep my anger to myself. Rose Massey remains in my memory as a very beautiful woman. I bought her photograph the next day for ninepence, and for years it stood upon my mantelpiece.

My mother died the following year. My sister was away up north, and we were alone together in the house. It came at eventide.




Chapter III

RECORD OF A DISCONTENTED YOUTH
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THE TWO OR three years following my mothers death remain in my memory confused and disjointed. The chief thing about them was my loneliness. In the day time I could forget it, but when twilight came it would creep up behind me, putting icy hands about me. I had friends and relations in London who, I am sure, would have been kind; but my poverty increased my shyness: I had a dread of asking, as it were, for pity. I seem to have been always on the move, hoping, I suppose, to escape from solitude. I remember a house in Camden Town, across a square and down a long, silent street. There were other lodgers on the floors below. I could hear their muffled voices as I climbed the stairs. A man hanged himself in one of the back rooms. His body was not discovered until the Saturday morning, when the landlady came round for her rents. I had heard a sound one evening, when passing the door, as of a man hammering on the wall with his hands — maybe it was his stockinged feet. But it was not etiquette to be inquisitive about ones neighbours. There was a ridiculous little house off the Malden Road that was called The Castle, with a circular tower and arched windows and battlemented walls. It had been built by an old German, a widower, who lived in the basement. Once he had been prosperous, and with his family had occupied the whole of it. I had the top chamber in the tower. For some things it was convenient. I could lie in bed in the centre of the room and reach everything I wanted. Then there was Nelson Square the other side of Blackfriars Bridge. Will Owen, the artist, once lived in Nelson Square. We compared notes, and decided it must have been the same house. The little landlady, always scant of breath, had been an actress. A law-writer and his wife had the front attic. Often he would work all night, coughing incessantly. I got used to it after a time. It was so incessant that it seemed to be a part of the night. At one time I had a bed-sitting room in Thanet Place, a narrow cul-de-sac, opposite old Temple Bar. Lloyds Bank now stands upon the site. The landlord was a retired engine driver. He and his wife lived on the ground floor. He was a choleric man, belonging to the Strict Baptists. They had a chapel just across the Strand in Clare Market. Our First Floor was a quiet, thick-set young man, with curly hair. I used to meet him now and then upon the stairs. He had a German accent, and was always pleasant-spoken. But one night he came home hilarious, bringing friends with him. There was popping of corks, and laughter, and singing of songs. After a while, I heard our landlord shouting up the stairs in stentorian tones: If First Floors rubbishy friends were not immediately sent packing, and there wasnt immediate quiet, First Floor was going to be shot out into the street, then and there, and all his belongings thrown after him. Our landlord was a sturdy old fellow, apt in moments of excitement to be a retired engine driver first and a Strict Baptist afterwards. Undoubtedly he would have done his best to carry out his threat, had not First Floor meekly apologized and promised compliance. There followed a murmur of subdued voices, a muffled trampling of feet upon the stairs, and then the door closed softly. Next morning, on my way out, the landlord beckoned me into his room.

You heard the row last night? he said.

I owned up that, leaning over the banisters in my nightshirt, I had been an interested listener.

Read that, he said, handing me a newspaper and pointing to a paragraph. He was chuckling.

It seemed the night before there had been a Sensational Incident at the Aquarium. A gentleman named Samson, well known as a lifter of weights, a snapper of chains, and a breaker of bars of iron, had long claimed to be the strongest man in the world. Half-way through the performance, a young man in the audience had risen up and challenged Samsons claim. The audience, scenting sport, had insisted on immediate contest. The challenger had mounted the stage: stripped of unnecessary garments, had exhibited the muscles of a Hercules; and had easily beaten poor Samson at his own game. Asked for his name, had given it as Mr. Eugen Sandow.

Next time Mr. Eugen Sandow brings a few friends home with him for a little jollification, perhaps I wont throw him out into the street, remarked our landlord. Provided that is, of course, he added, that they dont make too much noise.

Loneliness still dwelt with me. I remember one Christmas day. It was my own fault. I had received invitations, kindly meant and kindly worded. But into one I had read patronage and into another compassion; and had answered stiffly, regretting prior engagements. To escape from myself on the actual day, I had applied for a pass to Liverpool. We railway clerks were allowed four a year. I took an early train from Euston, arriving at Lime Street a little after twelve. A chill sleet was falling. I found a coffee shop open in a street near the docks, and dined there off roast beef and a whity-brown composition that they called plum pudding. Only one other table was occupied: the one farthest from the door. A man and woman sat there who talked continuously in whispers with their heads close together: it was too dark to see their faces. It appeared from the next days papers that an old man had been murdered in a lonely inn on the Yorkshire wolds; and that a man and a woman had been arrested at Liverpool. There was nothing to support it, but the idea clung to me that I had dined with them on Christmas day. To fill out the time, I took a slow train back that did not reach London till past ten oclock. The sleet had turned to snow, and the streets were strangely empty. Even the public-houses looked cheerless.

It was during this period that I set myself to learn the vices. My study of literature had impressed it upon me that without them one was a milksop, to be despised by all true men, and more especially by all fair women. Smoking, I had begun at school, but from cowardice had given it up. I take it the race has by now acquired smoking as an hereditary accomplishment. Your veriest flapper, nowadays, will enjoy her first cigarette. It was less in our blood when I was a boy. For the first few months, I found it wiser to smoke in the open, choosing quiet by-streets, so that if one scored a failure it was noticed by only a few. But with pluck and perseverance one attains to all things — even to the silly and injurious habit of pumping smoke into ones heart and liver.

With the drink I had yet greater difficulty. I commenced, perhaps ill-advisedly, with claret. It cost twopence-halfpenny the glass at a Cave near to the Adelphi arches. I used to sip it with my eyes shut: the after results suggesting to me that the wine St. Paul recommended to Timothy for his stomachs sake must have been of another vintage. Later on, silencing my conscience with the plea of economy, I substituted porter at three halfpence the half-pint. It was nastier, if anything, than the claret; but one gulped it down, and so got it over quicker. A fellow clerk at Euston, who had passed through similar ordeals, recommended me to try port. At Shortts in the Strand, one got a large glass for threepence with a bun thrown in. But for Mr. Shortt, I might have been a teetotaller to this day. I would advise any boy of mine to disregard Doctor Johnsons dictum, and start straight away with port. He will save himself much suffering. From port I worked up through cider to bottled beer. Eventually, I came to drink even whisky without a shudder. The Chancellor of the Exchequer tells me that drinking during the last fifty years has increased. I feel sure there must be something he has overlooked. When I was a youngster, every corner house in London was a pub. Omnibuses did not go east or west: they went from one public-house to another. After closing time, one stopped to stare at a sober man, and drunken children were common. For recreation, young bloods of an evening would gather together in groups and do a mouch round the houses. To be on a footing of familiarity with a barmaid was the height of most young clerks ambition. Failing that, to be entitled to address the pot-boy by his Christian name conferred distinction.

For the more sentimentally inclined, there was Oxford Street after the shops were closed. You caught her eye; and if she smiled you raised your hat and felt sure you had met her the summer before at Eastbourne — Eastbourne, then, was the haunt of the haut ton. All going well, you walked by her side to the Marble Arch; and maybe on a seat in the park you held her hand. Sometimes trouble came of it: and sometimes wedding-bells and — let us hope — happiness ever after. Most often, nothing further; just a passing of shiplets in the night. Myself, I had but poor success. My shyness handicapped me. I would take the ladys preliminary rebuff, her icy suggestion that I had made a mistake, as final dismissal; and would shrink back scarlet into the shadows.

Of vice that does not have to be acquired, I would speak if I thought that to any it would be of use. But, I take it, there is nothing to be done. Each lad must dree his own wierd. Nature and civilization are here, as elsewhere, at cross purposes: and not all the problems are soluble. Evolution may work cure. A thousand generations hence, the years between puberty and marriage may not be the fearsome thing they are to the young men of this day. The only suggestion I can make is that the writers of our stories should harp less upon sexuality: though at present there appears no sign of their doing so: and that among older men there should be less lewdness of talk and jest. In my schooltime, quite little boys would whisper to each other smutty stories: they must have heard them from their elders. I do not speak as a prude. Some of the best and kindest men I have met have been grave sinners in this respect. But knowing how hard put to it a young man is to keep his thoughts from being obsessed by sexual lust, to the detriment of his body and his mind, I would that all men of good-feeling treated this deep mystery of our nature with more reverence. I think it would help.

A youngster whose acquaintance I had made, a clerk in the city, had gone upon the stage. He made his first appearance at the old Camden Town Theatre, opposite the Britannia. It was burnt down the following year. I was lodging off the Maiden Road, at the time, and was awakened by the glare upon my window. I dressed and hastened out. Each street was pouring forth its throng. It was the first time the inhabitants of Camden Town had shown any interest in the place. His example had inspired me. Literature was still my goal, but, of course, I should write plays; and stage experience would be useful. Charley (I forget his surname) introduced me to agents, some of them fat and not too clean. One of them, I suppose, must eventually have done the trick. I remember selling a ring that had been my fathers, and wandering through endless corridors in Somerset House, trying to find the room where they stamped agreements. After the first two months, I was to be paid a salary according to ability. I remember the phrase because, when the time came and I showed the manager my contract to remind him, he said it was absurd — that no theatre in London could afford it; but that if half a quid a week would be of any use to me I could have it. He wasnt a bad sort. His name was Murray Wood. He was the husband of Virginia Blackwood, a minor star who specialized in Dickens. We had opened at Astleys, just over Westminster Bridge, a huge barn of a place, used during the winter as a circus. I had not left Euston. I was in the advertising department, and my work was mainly going about London, seeing that bills and time-tables were properly exhibited. I could take time off for rehearsals and make it up without anybody knowing or caring. Dolly Varden and Little Nell were our first two productions; and then came Lost in London. I played a wicked swell, which necessitated a dress suit. I bought one in Petticoat Lane on a Sunday morning for ten shillings. For years, Petticoat Lane turned me out, as the phrase goes; and at no period of my life have I been so well dressed. I always dealt at the same stall; and I think the old Sheeny took a liking to me. If I hadnt the price about me, he would take five shillings down and trust me for the balance. And if anybody wanth to know your tailor, he said to me on one occasion, you can tell em that ith Mr. Poole of Thavile Row. And I believe it was. Later, we produced an Irish play by Manville Fenn. I played a policeman. We came across a gentleman lying in a wood. My superior officer — who was also the hero — wanted to know whether it was alive or dead. I ought to have knelt down, and after careful scrutiny pronounced that life was extinct, and had in my opinion been so for some considerable time. Instead of all which, on the second night, it came to me to just lean forward, take one satisfying sniff, and answer laconically, Dead. It got the laugh of the evening. The stage manager was furious; but Fenn, who was watching from the wings, said it didnt matter; and wrote me in some extra lines. We finished our season with Mazeppa. I played three parts — a soldier, a shepherd, and a priest, and they talked so much alike that I had to look at my clothes to make sure which I was. Lisa Weber played Mazeppa. She was a magnificent creature, and in her riding costume was the nearest thing to nature that up till then had been seen upon the London stage. Nowadays she would have attracted no attention. Our ninepenny pit was converted into six shilling stalls, and money was turned away every night. Murray Wood, good soul, raised my salary to thirty shillings a week.

Our season at Astleys came to an end in November: to make room for Lord George Sanger and his circus. I chucked the North-western Railway, and joined a touring company. My sisters were much troubled. At Euston, I was earning seventy pounds a year, and I might become general manager. I pointed out to them that, instead, I might become Londons leading actor with a theatre of my own. But they only cried. We opened at Torquay on Boxing day with a farce, a two-act drama and a pantomime. I had assumed the name of Harold Crichton, and our chief comedian turned out to be Haldane Crichton, who afterwards became a lessee of theatres; and had for daughter Madge Crichton. I think she is now in America. We were assumed to be brothers, and he took an interest in me, and taught me dancing and tumbling. I had to leap through flaps, and sometimes there was a mattress on the other side to catch me, and sometimes there wasnt; and arriving on the stage by way of a star trap calls for nerve and a thick skull. Haldane thought I had the makings of a clown in me, but my own ambition was rather towards the legitimate. After Torquay, we travelled round the south with what would now be termed repertory. Often, during the evenings performance, I would be handed my part in a piece to be played the next night. For one play I remember we had three rehearsals.

What do they think we are, grumbled our first old man, a pack of sanguinary amateurs?

Altogether, I was on the stage three years. Occasionally, I obtained a short London engagement: at the old Surrey under the Conquests; at the Brit, and the Pav. Then, as now, the West End, to those without money or influence, lay behind a closed door. Most of my time I spent in the provinces. The bogus manager was our haunting fear. So long as he was making money, salaries were paid: they varied from a pound to fifty shillings. If the luck changed, the manager would disappear — generally on a Friday evening during the performance. Leaving their baskets with their landladies, the company would get back to their homes as best they could. Often they would have to tramp, begging their way by the roadside. Nobody complained: everybody was used to it. Sometimes a woman would cry. But even that was rare. There were one-night companies that played in Town halls, Institutes, Assembly Rooms and such like. Here thirty shillings a week would be the maximum salary — when you got it. The shilling a nighters, we were called. If one could not secure a nights lodging for a shilling, paid in advance, one went without. In summer, one hunted for an out-of-the-way corner, or climbed the railings and slept in the church porch. In winter time, we would club together and, bribing the door-keeper, would sleep in the dressing-rooms, when there were any; and if not, upon the stage. Now and then, of course, one struck a decent company and then one lived bravely, sleeping in beds, and eating rabbit pie on Saturday.

Though I say it myself, I think I would have made a good actor. Could I have lived on laughter and applause, I would have gone on. I certainly got plenty of experience. I have played every part in Hamlet except Ophelia. I have doubled the parts of Sairey Gamp and Martin Chuzzlewit on the same evening. I forget how the end came. I remember selling my wardrobe in some town up north, and reaching London with thirty shillings in my pocket. Fortunately the weather was mild and I was used to sleeping rough, as they call it in the country. The difficulty, of course, in London was to dodge the police. On wet nights I would have to fork out ninepence for a doss-house. The best I ever struck was one half-way up Pentonville Hill, where they gave you two blankets; but one had to be early for that. Literary gents have always been much given to writing of the underworld. I quite agree there must be humour and pathos and even romance to be found there; but you need to be outside it to discover its attractions. It was a jungle sort of existence. Always we slept with everything belonging to us, even to our leaky boots, underneath our pillows; and would start up with our hands clenched if a mouse crept across the floor. Round the common frying-pan, where we cooked our breakfast, when it ran to it, we stood on guard, ready to defend our skimpy rasher or our half-starved-looking bloater, if need be, with our lives. The old and feeble fared badly. The janitor was supposed to keep order; but among the outcast there is one law for the strong and another for the weak; and always there would be some hefty bully with whom it was best to make terms. By luck I came across a chum, one with whom I had gone poaching when a boy. He, too, had fallen upon evil days, and had taken to journalism. He was now a penny-a-liner — or to be exact, a three-half-penny-a-liner. He took me round with him to police courts and coroners inquests. I soon picked it up. Often I earned as much as ten shillings a week, and life came back to me. I had my own apartment, furnished with a bed, a table and a chair, which also served for washstand, together with a jug and basin. But after the doss-house it was luxury. Sometimes a theatre order came my way. I remember Charles Matthews and Madame Vestris at the Royalty; and Irvings first appearance in The Bells, at the old Lyceum under Mrs. Batemans management. Phelps was playing at Sadlers Wells, and Madam Angot, at the Philharmonic, opposite the Angel, was being whistled all over the town. There were hangings in the courtyard at Newgate. You could see them over the wall from the windows of the houses opposite. There was a coffee shop in the Old Bailey, where, for half a crown, they let you climb up on the roof. I found out how to make flimsy more saleable by grafting humour on to it: so that sub-editors would give to mine a preference over more sober, and possibly more truthful records. There was a place in Fleet Street called The Codgers Hall, where over pipes and pewter pots we discussed Home Rule, Female Suffrage, Socialism and the coming Revolution. Gladstone had raised the Income Tax to eight-pence and those of us who took things seriously foresaw the ruin of the country. Forster brought in compulsory education, and the danger was that England would become too intellectual. One evening, an Irishman threw a water-bottle at my head: what it was doing there still remains to me unexplainable. I ducked just in time, and it caught a Nihilistic gentleman on the side of the head. For the next ten minutes it was anybodys fight; but eventually we all made friends, and joining hands, sang Auld Lang Syne. I took up shorthand at this period. Dickens had started his career as a Parliamentary reporter. It seemed to me I could not do better than follow in his footsteps. I attended public meetings, and on Sundays took down sermons. Spurgeon was a good man. You could hear every word he said. I remember the Sunday morning when he began by mopping his brow, and remarking that it was damned hot.

I grew tired of penny-a-lining. Had I been of a saving disposition it might have worked out better. One week, I would earn two pounds — another week three. And then, by some peculiar economic law I could never understand, my expenditure would be precisely that same sum. The following week, my takings might total only a few shillings. How could a gentleman live! The work necessitated constant running about — hurrying here and there. I recall the idea I formed of what would constitute competence, beyond which a man need take no thought: it was, whenever one was tired or bored, to be able to jump upon a bus, indifferent as what the fare might be.

I tried school-mastering. One did not in those days have to be possessed of diplomas and certificates. I obtained an assistant mastership at a Day and Boarding School in the Clapham Road. English and mathematics were my department. But it seemed to include most things: my chief, a leisurely old gentleman, confining himself to the classics and theology. My duties included also general supervision of the boarders, the teaching of swimming and gymnastics, and of proper deportment during our daily walk round Clapham Common, and at church on Sundays. It was up to me to see that each boy did really drop his threepenny bit into the bag; but I have the suspicion that one or two of them, occasionally, may have been too clever for me. I had to wear gloves and a top hat; and once a week I had an evening out. The house-and parlour-maid, combined, a jolly little thing, only laughed at me. Now you know what its like, she said, and when youre married you can tell your wife. Things have changed since then, I am informed. I stuck it for a term. My shorthand had suffered for want of practice. The House of Commons gallery loomed distant. I answered advertisements. For secretarial work my shorthand was sufficient. I could have been secretary to Herbert Spencer. A friend in London to whom he had deputed the business, tested and approved me. I was to have gone down to Brighton the next week. I was eager and excited. But my sister, when I told her, was heartbroken. The stage had been a long way towards perdition, and journalism a step further. After Herbert Spencer, what hope could remain for my salvation? During my days of evil fortune, I had hidden myself from friends and relatives; writing lying letters from no address. I had caused her much suffering, I knew, and shrank from inflicting another blow. I saw Herbert Spencers friend — I forget his name — and told him. He laughed, but was sure that Mr. Spencer would think that I had done right. So, instead, I became secretary to a builder in the north of London. He was a wonderful old fellow. He could neither read nor write; but would think nothing of undertaking a ten-thousand-pound contract. He had invented an hieroglyphic that his bank accepted as his signature. He would write it with the pen grasped firmly in his fist and, after each completion, would pause and take a deep breath. His memory was prodigious. Until I came, he had kept no accounts whatever. Every detail of his quite extensive business had its place in his head; and according to common report no one had ever succeeded in doing him out of a halfpenny. I tried to reform him. At first he was grateful; but after a time grew worried and dejected. Until one Saturday, he planked down five weeks wages in front of me and, assuring me of his continued friendship, begged me as a personal favour to take myself off. My next job was with a firm of commission agents. People in India — white or coloured it mattered not — sent us orders, accompanied by cheques; and we got the things and packed them into tin-lined cases and despatched them. The idea suggested in our advertisement was that we possessed a staff of expert buyers, rich in knowledge and experience: but I did most of it. I bought for far-off ladies their dresses, boots, and underwear, according to accompanying measurements. I matched their hair and chose their birthday presents for their husbands — at least, so one hopes. I selected wines and cigars for peppery old Colonels — I take it they were peppery. I judged what guns would be most serviceable to them for tiger-shooting or for hippopotami; and had saddles made for them under my own eye. It was interesting work. I felt myself a sort of universal uncle; and honestly I did my best. I was sorry when my employer left suddenly for South America. From there I went to a firm of Parliamentary agents. Society is fearfully and wonderfully contrived. It is calculated that out of every apple, between the time it leaves the tree and is finally eaten, eleven people got a bite. When public necessity requires that a new railway line should be constructed, a new tramway laid, or a new dock built, Parliamentary sanction must very properly be obtained. This might be a simple affair. The promoters might present their case before three or four intelligent members of the House of Lords, and the needful business be at once set going. But then nobody would get anything out of it; excepting only those that did the work and the people who would benefit by the result of their enterprise. This would never do. What would become of the parasites? Opposition must be whipped up. Somehow or another, briefs must be found, marked anything up to a thousand guineas, for half-a-dozen eminent K.C.s. The case must be argued for a couple of years, providing bills of costs for half-a-dozen Parliamentary firms, fees and expenses for expert advisers, engineers, surveyors, newspaper men. When everyone has gorged his fill and new prey is in sight, it can suddenly be discovered that really, as a matter of fact, there is nothing whatever to be said against the scheme — and never was. Maybe a hundred thousand pounds or so has been added to the cost of it. The affair ends in a dinner where everybody proposes a vote of thanks to everybody else, and thanks God for the British Constitution.

Later, I drifted to a solicitors office. Memoirs of any old family solicitor should make good reading. Almost in every dust-covered, black tin box there lurks a story. Now and again I would open one, re-arrange its contents. Bundles of old faded letters; fly-blown miniatures and photographs. Purchase of Harlowe Manor, together with adjoining lands, April 1832. Draft mortgage. Foreclosed 11.8.69. Cosgrove v. Cosgrove and Templeton, with note as to custody of children. Ellenby decd. — provision for Laura and two children secured under separate deed. Crown v. Manningham, with cutting from The Morning Post describing scene in Court. A will enclosing an advertisement for one Munroe George Hargreaves, and across it in red ink Never discovered. And so on. Slowly I would close the lid. The shadowed shapes I had unloosed would fade into their hiding-place.

Ouida was one of our clients. Once a year, she would leave her beloved Florence to spend a few weeks in London. Her books earned her a good income, but she had no sense of money. In the course of a mornings stroll she would, if in the mood, order a thousand pounds worth of goods to be sent to her at the Langham Hotel. She never asked the price. She was like a child. Anything that caught her fancy she wanted. Fortunately for herself, she always gave us as a reference. I would have to go round and explain matters. One or two of the less expensive articles we would let her have. She would forget about the others.

I remember having to answer an inquiry as to whether Alfred Harmsworth was likely to prove a desirable tenant for a room in Chancery Lane at thirty pounds a year. My instructions were to reply guardedly. But it turned out all right. It was there he started Answers.

We had a client, the Lord Lieutenant of a Welsh county. One day, in Pembroke, he saw a little fisher girl. He took her up on his shoulder and carried her to her home. He arranged with her parents that she should be sent abroad to school; and when she was eighteen he would marry her. The programme was carried out, but it proved an unhappy marriage. He was nearly fifty by then and, as may be guessed, a somewhat eccentric person. He died a few years afterwards, leaving her two thousand a year, provided she never remarried. She was a handsome young woman, and solved the problem by going out to America with a cousin, a young sailor. Only instead of her taking his name, he took hers.

I remember another will case that would have made good drama. The characters were an elderly clerical gentleman who had just come into some property, and a vamp — to use the modern slang. But what made the play remarkable was the lady who played the vamp. She was a woman of over forty, a devoted wife and mother. It was love of her children, I take it, that prompted her. The elder boy was at Oxford, and the younger at Sandhurst. But how to keep them there had long been her difficulty. They met first in our waiting-room, and got into conversation. The progress of the affair I could only guess; though I observed that later on their appointments always happened to coincide, to within half-an-hour or so; and invariably they left together. This had been going on for about a year when, one morning early, a slatternly girl brought a note to the office. My chief had not arrived, and I opened the letter. It was from the old gentleman — a shaky scrawl in pencil, begging someone for Gods sake to come at once to an address off the Euston Road. A postscript explained that he was known there by the name of Wilson. I jumped into a cab and was soon there. I found him lying in bed in a comfortably furnished room on the first floor. He was evidently most desperately ill. He could speak only in a whisper.

She got me last night, he said, to sign a will. She had a couple of witnesses outside the door. It leaves her nearly everything. I must have been mad. When I woke this morning she was gone. She has taken it with her.

I sought to comfort him by the assurance that such a will could easily be set aside — that she would not dare to defend it.

You dont know her, he said. Besides, my wife will sacrifice herself rather than drag my name into the mud. She is reckoning on that.

Whats the matter with you? I asked him.

Heart, he managed to answer. She excited me on purpose, I am sure of it. I am dying.

I told him his only chance was to keep calm. A hansom was the quickest thing in London in those days; but I seemed to be hours getting back to the office. My chief rushed off a four-line will, leaving everything the man possessed to his wife, and expressly cancelling the will made the day before. He was in great pain when we got back, but was just able to sign. And then I went for a doctor. He died in the evening. The lady changed her solicitors. I met her years afterwards, at a reception at the Foreign Office. She remembered me, and was most gracious. She had grown grey, but was still a handsome woman.

All this time I had been writing stories, plays, essays. But it was years before anything came of it.




Chapter IV

MY FIRST BOOK, AND OTHERS
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MY FIRST BOOK! He stands before me, bound in paper wrapper of a faint pink colour, as though blushing all over for his sins. On the Stage — and Off. By Jerome K. Jerome (the K very large, followed by a small j; so that by many the name of the author was taken to be Jerome Kjerome). The Brief Career of a would-be Actor. One shilling nett. Ye Leadenhall Press. London. 1885.

He was born in Whitfield Street, Tottenham Court Road, in a second floor back overlooking a burial ground. The house is now a part of Whitfields Tabernacle. A former tenant of the room — some young clerk like myself, I guessed him to be — had been in love with a girl named Annie. The bed was in a corner, and, lying there, he had covered the soot-grimed wall-paper with poetry to her — of sorts. It meandered in and out among Chinese temples, willow-trees and warriors. One verse I remember ran:

Oh, Annie fair, beyond compare, To speak my love I do not dare. Oh, cruel Fate that shakes her head, And tells me Im too poor to wed.

Being directly opposite the pillow, it greeted me each morning when I opened my eyes. It was applicable to my own case also, and had a depressing effect upon me.

I had tried short stories, essays, satires. One — but one only — a sad thing about a maiden who had given her life for love and been turned into a water-fall, and over the writing of which I had nearly broken my heart, had been accepted by a paper called The Lamp. It died soon afterwards. The others, with appalling monotony, had been returned to me again and again: sometimes with the Editors compliments and thanks, and sometimes without: sometimes returned with indecent haste, seemingly by the next post; sometimes kept for months — in a dustbin, judging from appearances. My heart would turn to lead whenever the dismal little slavey would knock at the door and enter with them. If she smiled as she handed me the packet, her thumb and finger covered with her apron so as not to soil it, I fancied she was jeering at me. If she looked sad, as more often she did, poor little overworked slut, I thought she was pitying me. I shunned the postman when I saw him in the street, feeling sure he knew my shame. I wonder if the smart journalists who make fun in the comic papers of the rejected contributor have ever been themselves through that torture-chamber.

By luck, my favorite poet, just then, was Longfellow. It has become the fashion to belittle him. Perhaps all his verse does not reach the level of, say, The Building of the Ship. But even Wordsworth nods. To youth, face to face with giants, he will long remain a helpful voice. Some two years before, on a sudden impulse, I had written him a long rigmarole of a letter, pouring out my troubles to him, addressing it simply to Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, America; and had received an answer proving to me that he understood my case exactly and knew all about me. Always when things were at their worst, or nearly so, I would go to him for comfort; and one evening, crouching over my small fire, I struck the poem beginning:

By his evening fire the artist Pondered oer his secret shame;

I had the feeling that Longfellow must have been thinking about me. And when I read the last two lines:

That is best which lieth nearest; Shape from that thy work of art,

it came to me that Longfellow was telling me not to bother about other peoples troubles — those of imaginary maidens turned into waterfalls, and such like — but to write about my own. I would tell the world the story of a hero called Jerome who had run away and gone upon the stage; and of all the strange and moving things that had happened to him there. I started on it that same evening, and in three months it was finished. I hunted up an old actor named Johnson — the oldest actor on the boards, he boasted himself; and he certainly looked it. He had played with Edmund Kean, Macready, Phelps and Booth, not to mention myself. We had been at Astleys together, during the run of Mazeppa. It had fallen to our lot, in the third act, to unbind Lisa Weber from the exhausted steed, and carry her across the stage. I took her head and old Johnson her heels. She was what Mr. Mantalini would have called a demmed fine woman, weighing, I should think, some fourteen stone; and during the journey she would pour out blood-curdling threats as to what she would do to both or either of us if we dropped her. Old Johnson lost his temper one night: Oh, come on, young un, he called out to me in a loud whisper, lets chuck her into the orchestra. He began to heave his end. She kept quiet after that. He was now with Wilson Barrett at the old Princesss. I used to wait for him at the stage door, and we would adjourn to a little tavern in Oxford Market. It really was a market in those days, with wooden booths all round, and stalls in the centre; where now stands Oxford Mansions. He would look over my MS. to see that I had made no blunders; and the anecdotes and stories that he told me would have made a rattling good book of themselves. I meant to write it. But he died before we had completed it.

For a workroom I often preferred the dark streets to my dismal bed-sitting-room. Portland Place was my favourite study. I liked its spacious dignity. With my note-book and a pencil in my hand, I would pause beneath each lamp-post and jot down the sentence I had just thought out. At first the police were suspicious. I had to explain to them. Later they got friendly; and often I would read to them some passage I thought interesting or amusing. There was an Inspector — a dry old Scotchman who always reached Langham church as the clock struck eleven: he was the most difficult. Whenever I made him laugh, I went home feeling I had done good work.

When finished, it went the round of many magazines. I think I sent it first to The Argosy, edited by Mrs. Henry Wood. But the real editor was a little fat gentleman named Peters. He ran also The Girls Own Paper, for which he wrote a weekly letter signed Aunt Fanny, giving quite good advice upon love, marriage, the complexion and how to preserve it, how to dress as a lady on fifteen pounds a year — all such-like things useful for girls to know. A kindly old bachelor. I came to know him. He lived in a dear little cottage in Surrey and was a connoisseur of port wine. George Augustus Sala, then editing Temple Bar, next had a chance of securing it. He wrote me that himself he liked it, but feared it was not quite the thing for family reading. Sala, also, was a connoisseur of port wine. He had a nose about which, like Cyrano de Bergerac, he was touchy. He brought a libel action once against a man who had made some chaffing remark about it at a public dinner. Sala was a brilliant talker, provided he had the table to himself. I remember a dinner-party in Harley Street at which a young doctor, unacquainted with Bohemia, and before poor Sala had got into his stride, started a story of his own. It was an interesting story, and he followed it up with another. The conversation became general. When at last we remembered Sala, we discovered he had gone home.

Afterwards I tried Tinsleys Magazine. I never found old Tinsley at his office, but generally at a favourite little place of his near by. Prohibition was not then within the range of practical politics, as Mr. Gladstone would have put it; and the editorial fraternity had not begun to even think about it. I remember the first man who ordered tea and toast at the Savage Club. The waiter begged his pardon, and the man repeated it. The waiter said Yes, Sir, and went downstairs and told the steward. Fortunately the steward was a married man. His wife lent her teapot, and took charge of the affair. It was the talk of the club for a fortnight. Most of the members judged it to be a sign of the coming decline and fall of English literature.

Eventually, despairing of the popular magazines, I sent it to a penny paper called The Play, which had just been started; and four days later came an answer. It ran:

Dear Sir, I like your articles very much. Can you call on me to-morrow morning before twelve? Yours truly, W. Aylmer Gowing. Editor, The Play.

I did not sleep that night.

Aylmer Gowing was a retired actor. As Walter Gordon, he had been leading juvenile at the Haymarket Theatre under Buckstone. Gentleman Gordon, Charles Mathews had nicknamed him. He had married well, and ran The Play at a yearly loss because he could not bear to be unconnected with his beloved stage. His wife, a little bird-like woman, wrote poetry for it. They lived in a pretty little house in Victoria Road, Kensington. He was the first editor who up till then had seemed glad to see me when I entered the room. He held out both hands to me, and offered me a cigarette. It all seemed like a dream. He told me that what he liked about my story was that it was true. He had been through it all himself, forty years before. He asked me what I wanted for the serial rights. I was only too willing to let him have them for nothing, upon which he shook hands with me again, and gave me a five-pound note. It was the first time I had ever possessed a five-pound note. I could not bear the idea of spending it. I put it away at the bottom of an old tin box where I kept my few treasures: old photographs, letters, and a lock of hair. Later, when the luck began to turn, I fished it out, and with part of it, at a secondhand shop in Goodge Street, I purchased an old Georgian bureau which has been my desk ever since.

Aylmer Gowing remained always a good friend to me. Once a week, when he was in town, I dined with him. I guess he knew what a good dinner meant to a youngster living in lodgings on twenty-five shillings a week. At his house I met my first celebrities: John Clayton, the actor, with his wife, a daughter of Dion Boucicault. Poor Clayton! I remember a first night at the Court Theatre when he had to play the part of an adoring husband whose wife has run away. The thing had happened to him that very afternoon. We thought he would break down, but he played it out to the end; and then went back to his empty house. Old Buckstone, Mrs. Chippendale, Palgrave Simpson, the dramatist, were among others. Palgrave Simpson had a great beaked nose and piercing dark eyes. He always wore a long cloak and a slouch hat; and one fifth of November arrived at the Garrick Club followed by a crowd of cheering urchins, who thought Guy Fawkes had come to life again. Mrs. Chippendale was a very stout lady. I remember a revival of Homeward Bound at the Haymarket in which she gained the biggest laugh of the evening. She was wandering about the deck of the ship, carrying a ridiculous little camp stool; but as she carried it behind her nobody could see it. Looking for a seat, dear? asked old Buckstone, who was playing her husband. Got a seat, she answered, looking for somewhere to put it.

All my new friends thought it would be easy to find a publisher for the book. They gave me letters of introduction. But publishers were just as dense as editors had been. From most of them I gathered that the making of books was a pernicious and unprofitable occupation for everybody concerned. Some thought the book might prove successful if I paid the expense of publication. But, upon my explaining my financial position, were less impressed with its merits. To come to the end, Tuer of the Leadenhall Press offered to publish it on terms of my making him a free gift of the copyright. The book sold fairly well, but the critics were shocked. The majority denounced it as rubbish and, three years later, on reviewing my next book, The Idle Thoughts of an Idle Fellow, regretted that an author who had written such an excellent first book should have followed it up by so unworthy a successor.

I think I may claim to have been, for the first twenty years of my career, the best abused author in England. Punch invariably referred to me as Arry KArry, and would then proceed to solemnly lecture me on the sin of mistaking vulgarity for humour and impertinence for wit. As for The National Observer, the Jackdaw of Rheims himself was not more cursed than was I, week in, week out, by W. S. Henley and his superior young men. I ought, of course, to have felt complimented; but at the time I took it all quite seriously, and it hurt. Max Beerbohm was always very angry with me. The Standard spoke of me as a menace to English letters; and The Morning Post as an example of the sad results to be expected from the over-education of the lower orders. At the opening dinner of the Krasnapolski restaurant in Oxford Street (now the Frascati), I was placed next to Harold Frederick, just arrived from America. I noticed that he had been looking at me with curiosity. Wheres your flint hammer? he asked me suddenly. Left it in the cloak-room? He explained that he had visualized me from reading the English literary journals, and had imagined something prehistoric.

F. W. Robinson, the novelist (author of Grandmothers Money), was my next editor. He had just started a monthly magazine called Home Chimes. I sent him the first of my Idle Thoughts, and he wrote me to come and see him. He lived in a pleasant old house in leafy Brixton, as it might have been called then; and I had tea with him in his fine library, looking out upon the garden. It was wintry weather, and quite a large party of birds were feeding on a one-legged table just outside. Every now and then, one of them would come close up to the window and scream; and then Robinson, saying Excuse me, a minute, would cut a slice of cake and take it out to them. He liked my essay, he told me; there was a new note in it; and it was arranged that I should write him a bakers dozen.

Swinburne, Watts-Dunton, Doctor Westland Marston and his blind son Philip, the poet, Coulson Kernahan, William Sharp, Coventry Patmore, Bret Harte, and J. M. Barrie, were among my fellow contributors to Home Chimes. Barrie has left it on record that his chief purpose in coming to London was to see with his own eyes the editorial office from which Home Chimes was broadcasted to the world. He had been disappointed to find it up two flights of stairs in a narrow lane off Paternoster Row. He had expected that, if only as a result of his own contributions, Robinson would have been occupying more palatial premises.

Barrie was an excellent after-dinner speaker, on the rare occasions when he could be induced to overcome his shyness. His first attempt, according to his own account, was at a students dinner given to Professor Blackie in Glasgow. Blackie had accepted on the express condition that there was to be no speech-making — a thing he could not abide. After the dinner, by way of a rag, Barrie, who was unaware of the stipulation, was half bullied, half flattered into getting on his legs and proposing the Professors health. For the first minute and a half the Professor stared at him, voiceless with amazement. When Barrie came to this being the proudest moment of his life and so forth, Blackie sprang from his chair and turned upon him like a roaring lion. Denouncing him as the offspring of Satan out of Chaos, and the whole remainder of the company as fit only for the hangmans rope, he strode out of the room. Barrie, more dead than alive, sat down and tried to think of a prayer; but as the evening wore on, surrounded by hilarity, recovered his spirits. Toasts and speeches became the order of the evening, and somewhere near to midnight, Barrie — this time of his own volition — rose to add his contribution to the general happiness. Meanwhile the Professor, reflecting in the calm of his own study that perhaps he had been severe towards his youthful hosts, determined to return and make it up with them. He arrived at the moment when Barrie, warming to his work, was just beginning to be eloquent. The Professor gave one look round the room and then threw up his hands.

Great God, if the chiel is na at it still, he exclaimed, and plunged back down the stairs.

Robinson could not afford to pay any of us much. I think I had a guinea apiece for my essays; and the bigger men, I fancy, wrote more for love of Robinson than thought of pelf. In those days, there was often a fine friendship between an editor and his contributors. There was a feeling that all were members one of another, sharing a common loyalty. I tried when I became an editor myself to revive this tradition; and I think to a great extent that I succeeded. But the trusts and syndicates have now killed it. One hands ones work to an agent. He sells it for us over his counter at so much a thousand words. That is the only interest we have in it. Literature is measured to-day by the yard-stick. The last time I was in America, one newspaper was inviting the public from every hoarding to read: Our great new dollar-a-word story. I dont know who the author was, the advertisement did not mention his name. It must be a fine story, that! one heard the people saying. Myself, the highest figure I have ever reached is ten cents. But even so, my conscience has had much trouble in holding up its end. Every time that in going over the manuscript I have knocked out a superfluous adjective or a quite unnecessary pronoun, I have groaned, thinking to myself: There goes another fourpence — or fivepence, according to the rate of exchange.

It is a pernicious system, putting an unfair strain upon a family man. Ones heroine is talking much too much. It is not in keeping with her character. It does not go with her unfathomable eyes. Besides, shes said it all before in other words, the first time that she met him. From a literary point of view, it ought to all come out. The author seizes his blue pencil; but the husband and father stays his hand. Dont stop her, he whispers, let her rip. That passionate outpouring of her hidden soul that you think so unnecessary is going to pay my water-rate.

I called my sheaf of essays The Idle Thoughts of an Idle Fellow; and again the Leadenhall Press was my publisher. The book sold like hotcakes, as the saying is. Tuer always had clever ideas. He gave it a light yellow cover that stood out well upon the bookstalls. He called each thousand copies an edition and, before the end of the year, was advertising the twenty-third. I was getting a royalty of twopence halfpenny a copy; and dreamed of a fur coat. I am speaking merely of England. America did me the compliment of pirating the book, and there it sold by the hundred thousand. I reckon my first and worst misfortune in life was being born six years too soon: or, to put it the other way round, that Americas conscience, on the subject of literary copyright, awoke in her bosom six years too late for me. Three Men in a Boat had also an enormous sale in America — from first to last well over a million. Putting aside Henry Holt, dear fellow, who still sends me a small cheque each year, Gods Own Country has not yet paid me for either book.

Writing letters to The Times, according to Barrie, is — or was in our young days — the legitimate ambition of every Englishman. Barrie was lodging in a turning out of Cavendish Square, and I was in Newman Street near by. I confided to him one evening that the idea had occurred to me to write a letter to The Times. It seemed to me a handy way of keeping ones name before the public.

They wont insert it, said Barrie.

Why not? I demanded.

Because youre not a married man, he answered. Ive been studying this matter. Ive noticed that The Times makes a specialty of parents. You are not a parent. You cant sign yourself Paterfamilias, or Father of Seven — not yet. Youre not even An Anxious Mother. Youre not fit to write to The Times. Go away. Go away and get married. Beget children. Then come and see me again, and Ill advise you.

We argued the matter. Barrie, by the bye, sat down and wrote an article on the subject after I was gone. But I was not to be disheartened, I waited for the Academy to open. As I expected, a letter immediately appeared on the subject of The Nude in Art. It was a perennial topic in the eighties. It was signed British Matron. I forget precisely what I said. It had to be something to attract attention. My argument was, that the real Culprit was God Almighty. I agreed with British Matron that no healthy man or woman — especially woman — was fit to be seen: but pointed out to her that in going for the mere delineator she was venting her indignation on the wrong party. I signed the letter with my name in full; and The Times, contrary to Barries prediction, inserted it.

In the Victorian Age, no respectable citizen mentioned God, except on Sunday. I awoke the next morning to find myself famous — or infamous, I should perhaps say. My only relation worth a penny did say it, and there was an end of that. I didnt mind. I had heard my name spoken in an omnibus. I was a public character.

To subsequent letters of mine The Times was equally kind. I wrote upon the dangers of the streets — dogs connected to old ladies by a string; the use of the perambulator in dispersing crowds; the rich mans carpet stretched across the dark pavement and the contemplative pedestrian. I advised Paterfamilias what to do with his daughters. I discussed the possibility of living on seven hundred a year. The Times, in an editorial, referred to me as a humorist. I feel the writer meant to be complimentary; but by later critics the term has generally been hurled at me as a reproach.

I was still a literary man only in the evening. From ten to six I remained a clerk. At the time, I was with a solicitor named Hodgson in Salisbury Street, Adelphi, where now the Hotel Cecil stands. I would buy a chop or a steak on my way home and have it fried with my tea. The London lodging-housekeeper has but one culinary utensil — a frying-pan. Everything goes in to it, and everything comes out of it tasting the same. Then, the table cleared, I would get to my writing. My chief recreation was theatre-going. I got the first-night habit. For great events, such as an Irving production at the Lyceum or a Gilbert and Sullivan opera, this meant a wait of many hours, ending in a glorious scrimmage, when at last the great doors creaked, and the word ran round Theyre opening. First nights were generally on a Saturday. I would leave the office at two, and after a light lunch, take up my stand outside pit or gallery entrance, according to the state of the exchequer. With experience, some of us learned the trick of squirming our way past the crowd by keeping to the wall. The queue system had not yet been imported. It came from Paris. We despised the Frenchies for submitting to it. Often, arriving only a few minutes before opening time, have I gained a front seat. Looking behind me at poor simple folk who had been waiting all the afternoon, my conscience would prick me. But such is the way of the world, and who was I to criticise my teachers?

We regular First Nighters got to know one another. And to one among us, Heneage Mandell, occurred the idea of forming ourselves into a club where, somewhere out of the rain, we could discuss together things theatrical, and set the stage to rights.

That was the beginning of The Playgoers Club, which gained much notoriety; and is still, I believe, going strong: though no longer the terror to hide-bound managers and unjust critics that it was in the days of its youth. We met at a coffee shop in Hollywell Street, a shady thoroughfare of old half-timbered houses and dust-grimed shop-windows where, jumbled together, were displayed oil paintings after Correggio, Teniers, and others; dilapidated jewellery; moth-eaten garments; and prominent — but not too prominent — among the rubbish, books and photographs of salacious suggestion, with intimation that matter even more curious might be inspected within. In Hollywell Street stood the old Opera Comique, where the earlier Gilbert and Sullivans operas were produced; as also the Globe Theatre, in which first The Private Secretary, and afterwards Charleys Aunt both ran for over a thousand nights — a long run in those days; while in Wych Street, round the corner, was the old Olympic, where I first fell in love with Marion Terry. Wych Street led into Clare Market, a region of adventure. All have been swept away. The stately Law Courts stand there now, proclaiming virtue; and wickedness has sought — and found, one takes it — new quarters.

Addison Bright was our first president. He was a small man with a magnificent head. It was said of him that no one could be as clever as he looked. But he got very near it. He shared a studio with Bernard Partridge, the artist, in a street near the Langham Hotel. It was reception-room, dining-room, kitchen and bedroom combined. There were great gatherings there of youthful wit and wisdom. I had a deep affection for Addison Bright. Why he never went upon the stage I cannot understand: he was a wonderful actor. He could read a play to a manager better than the author could himself; and this led to his becoming a theatrical agent. It was a new idea, then. All we younger dramatists were his clients.

All this, however, belongs to another chapter. I speak of the Playgoers Club here because it led to my writing Stageland. Heneage Mandell, the founder of the club, was connected with a firm of printers, and persuaded his chief to start a paper called The Playgoer. Poor Heneage died not long afterwards, and the paper came to an end. I seem to have written the editorial notes — or some of them. I had forgotten this, until glancing through them the other day. I must have been a bit of a prig, I fear. I trust I have outgrown it, but one can never judge oneself. I see that in one number I lecture Marie Tempest and a gentleman named Leslie from a very superior height, pointing out to them the internal satisfaction to be obtained by always wearing the white flower of a blameless life. Also I come across a paragraph censoring the conceit of one, Robert Buchanan, for thinking the public likely to be interested in his private affairs.

It was in The Playgoer that Stageland first appeared. The sketches were unsigned, and journals that had been denouncing me and all my works as an insult to English literature hastened to crib them. Afterwards Bernard Partridge illustrated them, and we published them in partnership at our own risk. It proved to me that publishing is quite an easy business. If I had my time over again, I would always be my own publisher.

Bernard Partridge, at five-and-twenty, was one of the handsomest men in London. I have not seen him for many years. A thing came between us that spoilt our friendship. But this again belongs elsewhere, and I content myself, here, with saying that he was right and I was wrong. Into Stageland he put some of the best work he has ever done. For the Hero he drew himself, and Gertrude Kingston sat for the Adventuress.

The book was quite a success. They were the palmy days of the old Adelphi. Sims and Pettitt, Manville Fenn, Augustus Harris, Arthur Shirley, Dion Boucicault and H. A. Jones were all writing melodrama. The Stage Hero, his chief aim in life to get himself accused of crimes he had never committed; the Villain, the only man in the play possessed of a dress suit; the Heroine, always in trouble; the Stage Lawyer, very old and very long and very thin; the Adventuress, with a habit of mislaying her husbands; the Stage Irishman, who always paid his rent and was devoted to his landlord; the Stage Sailor, whose trousers never fitted him — they were well-known characters. All now are gone. If Partridge and myself helped to hasten their end, I am sorry. They were better — more human, more understandable — than many of the new puppets that have taken their place.

I see from old letters that I was studying at this period to become a solicitor. Not that I had any thought of giving up literature. I would combine the two. If barristers — take, for example, Gilbert and Grundy — wrote plays and books, why not solicitors? Besides, I had just married. A new sense of prudence had come to me: Safety first, as we say now. I was with a Mr. Anderson Rose in Arundel Street, Strand. He had a fine collection of china and old pewter, and was a well-known art collector. Sandys portrait of Mrs. Anderson Rose, his mother, made a sensation when it was first exhibited; and is still famous. He was a dear old gentleman. In the office, we all loved him. And so did his clients, until soon after his death, when their feelings towards him began to change. I fancy Granville Barker must have known him, or heard of him; and used him for The Voysey Inheritance.

His death put an end to my dream of being a lawyer. He had been kindness itself to me in helping me, and had promised to put work in my way. I decided to burn my boats, and to devote all my time to writing. My wife encouraged me. She is half Irish, and has a strain of recklessness.




Chapter V

THE WHEELS OF CHANGE
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WHEN I WAS a boy, a stage-coach started each morning (Sundays excepted) from an old inn off the Minories. Not the shining band-box of the coloured print, with its dancing horses, its jolly coachman, and its dandy guard, but a heavy lumbering vehicle drawn by four shambling horses, all of a different size, driven by a rheumaticy old curmudgeon, who had to be hoisted on to his seat, and his whip handed up to him afterwards. It went through Ongar and Epping, but its final destination I forget. To many of the smaller towns round London the railway had not then penetrated; and similar relics set out each morning from other ancient hostelries. Carriers carts were common everywhere, connecting London with what are now its nearer suburbs, but which were then outlying villages. A row of them stood always in the middle of the Whitechapel Road, opposite St. Marys church. They were covered with a hood, and had a bench for passengers along each side, and a little window at the back. For those in a hurry who could afford the price, post chaises were still to be hired, with top-hatted postillions and horses with bells that galloped over the cobbles. Respectable people — especially publicans — kept a gig; and sporting old ladies, on visits to their bankers or solicitors, would drive themselves into the city behind their own fat ponies.

The bicycle had not yet arrived: though nearly every afternoon an odd old fellow used to ride down Mare Street, Hackney, on a tricycle he had made for himself. In wet weather, he carried an umbrella over his head with one hand, and steered with the other. He was quite a public character, and people used to wait about to see him pass. The first bicycles were nicknamed spiders. The front wheel was anything from fifty to sixty inches in diameter and was joined to a diminutive back wheel by a curved steel bar, shaped like a note of interrogation. Their riders had to be youths of skill and courage, or woe betide them. They wore tight-fitting breeches and short jackets that ended at the waist. Your modern youngster on his grimy jig-pig with his padded legs, his bulging mackintosh, his skull-cap and his goggles, goes further and faster, I admit; but his slim grandfather, towering above the traffic on his flashing wheel, was a braver sight for gods and girls.

It was my nephew, Frank Shorland, who first rode a safety bicycle in London. A little chap named Lawson claimed to have invented it. He became a company promoter, and later retired to Devonshire. A cute little chap. The luck ran against him. It was he who first foresaw the coming of the motor, and organized that first joy ride from the Hotel Metropole to Brighton in 1896. Young Frank was well known as an amateur racer. He believed in the thing the moment he saw it, and agreed to ride his next race on one. He was unmercifully chaffed by the crowd. His competitors, on their tall, graceful spiders, looked down upon him, wondering and amazed. But he won easily, and from that day spiders went out of fashion; till they came to be used only by real spiders for the spinning of their webs.

The coming of the safety made bicycling universally popular. Till then, it had been confined to the young men. I remember the bitter controversy that arose over the argument: Should a lady ride a bicycle? It was some while before the dropped bar was thought of, and so, in consequence, she had to ride in knickerbockers: very fetching they looked in them, too, the few who dared. But in those days a womans leg was supposed to be a thing known only to herself and God. Would you like it, if your sister showed her legs? Yes, or no? was always the formula employed to silence you, did you venture a defence. Before that, it had been: Could a real lady ride outside an omnibus? or Might a virtuous female ride alone in a hansom cab? The woman question would seem to have been always with us. The landlady of an hotel on the Ripley Road, much frequented then by cyclists, went to the length of refusing to serve any rider who, on close inspection, turned out to be of the feminine gender; and the Surrey magistrates supported her. The contention was that a good woman would not — nay, could not — wear knickerbockers, Bloomers they were termed: that, consequently, any woman who did wear bloomers must be a bad citizeness: in legal language, a disorderly person, and an innkeeper was not bound to serve disorderly characters. The decision turned out a blessing in disguise to the cycling trade. It stirred them to invention. To a bright young mechanical genius occurred the dropped bar. A Bishops wife, clothed in seemly skirts, rode on a bicycle through Leamington.

Bicycling became the rage. In Battersea Park, any morning between eleven and one, all the best blood in England could be seen, solemnly peddling up and down the half-mile drive that runs between the river and the refreshment kiosk. But these were the experts — the finished article. In shady by-paths, elderly countesses, perspiring peers, still in the wobbly stage, battled bravely with the laws of equilibrium; occasionally defeated, would fling their arms round the necks of hefty young hooligans who were reaping a rich harvest as cycling instructors: Proficiency guaranteed in twelve lessons. Cabinet Ministers, daughters of a hundred Earls might be recognized by the initiated, seated on the gravel, smiling feebly and rubbing their heads. Into quiet roads and side-streets, one ventured at the peril of ones limbs. All the world seemed to be learning bicycling: sighting an anxious pedestrian, they would be drawn, as by some irresistible magnetic influence, to avoid all other pitfalls and make straight for him. One takes it that, nowadays, the human race learns bicycling at an age when the muscles are more supple, the fear of falling less paralyzing to the nerves. Still occasionally, of an early morning, one encounters the ubiquitous small boy, pursuing an erratic course upon a wheel far and away too high for him — borrowed without permission, one assumes, from some still sleeping relative. With each revolution, his whole body rises and falls. He seems to be climbing some Sisyphian staircase. But one feels no anxiety. One knows that by some miracle he will, at the last moment, succeed in swerving round one; will shave the old lady with the newspapers by a hairs breadth; will all but run over the dog; and disappear round the corner. Providence is helpful to youth. To the middle aged it can be spiteful. The bicycle took my generation unprepared.

In times of strike, there emerges the old hansom. Its bony horse must be twenty years older, but looks much the same. Its driver has grown grey and harmless; thanks you for a shilling over his fare, and trots away. Once, he was both the terror and the pride of London town. Nervous old ladies and gentlemen, on their way home to genteel suburbs, would ride in fear and trembling, wondering what he would say — or do — to them if they failed immediately to satisfy his exorbitant demand. Young men, with sweethearts, would furtively count their change, trying to guess how much it would cost them to silence his loud-mouthed sarcasm. Myself, I discovered that there was but one way of teaching him Christian behaviour; and that was by knowing more bad language than he had ever learnt, and getting it in first. How could he know that I had slept in doss-houses, shared hay-ricks with tramps? I had the further advantage over him of being able to add vituperation both in French and German. Outclassed, he would whip up his horse, glad to escape. But not all had my gift of tongues. The late Weedon Grossmith had recourse to guile. He had found a charming place called The Old House at Canonbury. But it was far from theatre-land; and Weedons difficulty was getting home at nights. From the Strand to Canonbury was what the drivers used to call collar work. The horse had the work. The driver had the extra tip. Weedon was willing to pay in reason, but the old hansom-cab driver was a born bully: especially when dealing with a smallish gentleman in a lonely cul-de-sac. So instead of giving the address of his own front gate, Weedon always gave the address of a house near by that happened to be next to a police station. The constable on duty — not perhaps entirely forgotten on his birthday and other anniversaries — would stroll up as Weedon Grossmith jumped out. The cabman would accept his fare, plus a respectable addition, with a pleasant Thank you, sir; and wishing Weedon and the constable good-night, drive off. And all was peace.

It was a picturesque vehicle, the old hansom: there was that to be said for it. George Augustus Sala, a bright young journalist, on the staff of The Daily Telegraph, called it the London Gondola. And the bright young journalists of Venice wrote of their own Gondola, I doubt not, as the Venetian Hansom. But to ride in, they were the most uncomfortable contrivances ever invented. To get into them, you grabbed at two handles, one jutting out from the splash board and the other just over the wheel, and hauled yourself up on to a small iron step. If the horse made a start before you got further, you were carried down the street in this position, looking like a monkey on a stick. If you had not secured a firm hold, you were jerked back into the gutter, and the cab went on without you: which was safer, but even less dignified. Getting out was more difficult. A false step landed you on all fours, and your aunt or your sister, or whatever it might happen to be, stepped on you. To enter or alight without getting your hat knocked off by the reins was an art in itself. The seat was just big enough for two. It was high, and only long ladies could reach the floor. The others bobbed up and down with their feet dangling. The world always thought the worst, but as often as not, one put ones arm round her purely to prevent her from slipping off. There was a trap door in the roof. Along dim-lit roads, one noticed the cabman holding it open, and driving with his head bent down. A folded window could be let down by the driver to protect you from the rain. It was called the guillotin. That was another thing that always knocked your hat off: and then it hit you on the head. Most people chose the rain. If by any chance the horse slipped — and he was the sort of horse that made one wonder how it was that he stood up — then the apron doors would fly open and you would be shot out into the road — minus, of course, your hat. Another experience that could happen to you in a hansom was the breaking of the belly-band; and then the whole thing tilted up; and you lay on your back with your legs in the air and no possibility, if you were a lady, of getting at your skirts. As they had fallen, so they must abide; her only hope being that all such things as had now become visible were seemly. There was nothing to catch hold of — nothing by which one could regain ones feet. There one had to lie till the driver had extricated himself, and with the help of the hilarious crowd, had brought the cab back to the horizontal. Then you crawled out, and distributed shillings; and walked home, without your hat.

I have no regrets for the passing of the hansom.

The old two-horse bus, one is glad has disappeared, if only for the sake of the horses. It had straw inside and a little oil lamp that made up in smell what it lacked in illuminating power. It carried twelve inside, and fourteen out — ten on the knife-board, and two each side of the driver. The seats by the driver were reserved for acrobats. You caught a swinging strap and sprang on to the hub of the front wheel, leapt from there on to the trace-pin and then with a final bound gained the foot-board. The knife-board was easier of attainment. You climbed up a fixed ladder, the rungs a foot apart. The only real danger was from the man above you. If he kicked out you were done. There was no bell. Passengers stopped the bus by prodding the conductor with their umbrellas. The driver wore a mighty coat with flapping capes, and wrapped a rug round his legs before strapping himself to his seat. He was a genial soul, not above accepting a cigar, and had a tongue as clever as his hands. Wit and sarcasm dropped from him as he drove. The motor has silenced the humour of the streets.

I cannot help fancying that London was a cosier place to dwell in, when I was a young man. For one thing, it was less crowded. Life was not one everlasting scrimmage. There was time for self-respect, for courtesy. For another thing, one got out of it quicker. On summer afternoons, four-horse brakes would set out for Barnet, Esher Woods, Chingford and Hampton Court. One takes now the motor bus, and goes further; but it is through endless miles of brick and mortar. And at the end, one is but in another crowd. Forty years ago, one passed by fields and leafy ways, and came to pleasant tea gardens, with bowling greens, and birds, and lovers lanes.

Of a night time, threepenny buses took us to Cremorne Gardens, where bands played, and we danced and supped under a thousand twinkling lights. Or one walked there through the village of Chelsea, past the old wooden bridge. Battersea Park was in the making, and farm lands came down to the waters edge. The ladies may not all have been as good as they were beautiful; but somehow the open sky and the flowing river took the sordidness away. Under the trees and down the flower-bordered paths, it was possible to imagine the shadow of Romance. The Argyll Rooms, Evans and others were more commonplace. But even so, they were more human — less brutal than our present orgy of the streets. Fashion sipped its tea, and stayed to dinner, at the lordly Star & Garter, and drove home in phaeton or high dog-cart across Richmond Park and Putney Heath. The river was a crowded highway. One went by steamer to The Ship at Greenwich, for its famous fish dinner, with Mouton Rothschild at eight and six the bottle. Or further on, to The Falcon at Gravesend, where the long dining-room looked out upon the river, and one watched the ships passing silently upon the evening tide. On Sundays, for half a crown, one travelled to Southend and back. Unlimited tea was served on board, with prawns and watercress, for ninepence. We lads had not spent much money on our lunch, but the fat stewardess would only laugh as she brought us another pile of thick-cut bread and butter. I was on the Princess Alice on her last completed voyage. She went down the following Sunday, and nearly every soul on board was drowned. So, also, I was on the last complete voyage the Lusitania made from New York. They would not let us land at Liverpool, but made us anchor at the mouth of the Mersey, and took us off in tugs. We were loaded up to the water line with ammunition. Agricultural Machinery, I think it was labelled. Penny Gaffs were common. They were the Repertory Theatre of the period. One sat on benches and ate whelks and fried potatoes and drank beer. Sweeney Todd, the Barber of Fleet Street, was always a great draw, though Maria Martin, or The Murder in the Red Barn, ran it close. Hamlet, cut down to three-quarters of an hour, and consisting chiefly of broad-sword combats, was also popular. Prize fights took place on Hackney marshes, generally on Sunday morning; and foot-pads lurked on Hampstead Heath. Theatre patrons had no cause to complain of scanty measure. The programme lasted generally from six till twelve. It began with a farce, included a drama and an opera, and ended up with a burlesque. After nine oclock, half prices were charged for admission. At most of the bridges one paid toll. Waterloo was the cheapest. Foot passengers there were charged only a halfpenny. It came to be known as the Scotchmans bridge. The traditional Scotchman, on a visit to a friend in London, was supposed to have been taken everywhere and treated. Coming to Waterloo Bridge, his host put his hand in his pocket, as usual, to draw out the required penny. The Scotchman with a fine gesture stepped in front of him. My turn, said the Scotchman. Before the Aerated Bread Company came along, there were only three places in London, so far as I can remember, where a cup of tea could be obtained: one in St. Pauls Churchyard, another in the Strand called the Bun Shop, and the third in Regent Street at the end of the Quadrant. It was the same in New York when I first went there. I offered to make Charles Frohmans fortune for him. My idea was that he should put down five thousand dollars, and that we should start tea shops, beginning in Fifth Avenue. I reckon I missed being a millionaire. Gattis in the Strand first introduced ices into London. Children were brought up from the country during the holidays to have a twopenny ice at Gattis. It was at the old Holborn Restaurant that first one dined to music. It was held to be Continental and therefore immoral; and the everlasting woman question rose again to the surface: could a good woman dine to the accompaniment of a string band?

As a matter of fact, it didnt really matter in those days. A giddy old aunt from the country would sometimes clamour to be taken out, but nice women fed at home. At public dinners, a gallery was set aside for them. They came in — like the children — with the dessert; and were allowed to listen to the speeches. Sometimes they were noticed, and their health drunk. The toast was always entrusted to the comic man, and responded to by the youngest bachelor: supposed to be the nearest thing to a lady capable of speech. In all the best houses there was a smoking-room into which the master of the house, together with his friends, when he had any, would retire to smoke their pipes or their cigars. Cigarettes were deemed effeminate. A popular writer in 1870 explained the victory of Germany over France by pointing out that the Germans were a pipe-smoking people, while the French smoked cigarettes. If there wasnt any smoking-room he smoked in the back kitchen. After smoking, and before rejoining the ladies, one sucked a clove. It was said to purify the breath. I remember, soon after the Savoy Hotel was opened, a woman being asked to leave the supper-room for smoking a cigarette. She offered to put it out; but the feelings of the other guests had been too deeply outraged; forgiveness, it was felt, would be mere weakness. A gentleman, seen in company with a woman who smoked, lost his reputation.

Only mansions boasted bathrooms. The middle-classes bathed on Saturdays. It was a tremendous performance, necessitating the carrying of many buckets of water from the basement to the second floor. The practical-minded, arguing that it was easier for Mohammed to go to the mountain, took their bath in the kitchen. There were Spartans who professed themselves unhappy unless they had a cold tub every morning. The servants hated them. It was kept under the bed, and at night time was hauled out, and left ready for him with a can of water. It was shaped like a wide shallow basin, and the water just covered your toes. You sat in it with your legs tucked up and soused yourself with the sponge. The difficulty was emptying it. You lifted it up and staggered about with it, waiting for the moment when the waters should grow calm and cease from wobbling. Sometimes you succeeded in pouring it into the pail without spilling half of it on to the floor, and sometimes you didnt. It was the Americans who introduced baths into England. Till the year of Jubilee, no respectable young lady went out after dusk unless followed by the housemaid. For years the stock joke in Punch was ankles. If a lady, crossing the road, lifted her dress sufficiently high to show her ankles, traffic became disorganized. Crowds would collect upon the curb to watch her. The high-minded turned their eyes the other way. But the shameless — like Miss Tincklepots parrot — would make no bones about having a damn good look. There came a season when Fashion decreed that skirts should be two inches from the ground; and The Daily Telegraph had a leader warning the nation of the danger of unchecked small beginnings. Things went from bad to worse. A womans club was launched called The Pioneers. All the most desperate women in London enrolled themselves as members. Shaw, assumed to be a feminist, was invited to address them. He had chosen for his text, Ephesians, fifth chapter, twenty-second verse, and had been torn limb from limb, according to the earlier reports. And The Times had a leader warning the nation of the danger, should woman cease to recognize that the sphere of her true development lay in the home circle. Hardly a year later, female suffrage for unmarried women householders in their own right was mooted in the House of Commons, and London rocked with laughter. It was the typewriter that led to the discovery of woman. Before then, a woman in the city had been a rare and pleasing sight. The tidings flew from tongue to tongue, and way was made for her. The right of a married woman to go shopping by herself, provided she got back in time for tea, had long been recognized; and when Irving startled London by giving performances on Saturday afternoons (matinées they came to be called) women, unattended by any male protector, were frequently to be noticed in the pit.

The telephone was hailed as a tremendous advance towards the millennium. The idea then current was that, one by one, the worlds troubles were disappearing. But for a long while, it saved time and temper to take a cab and go round and see the man. Electric lighting was still in the experimental stage; and for some reason got itself mixed up with Bradlaugh and atheism: maybe, because it used to go out suddenly, a phenomenon attributed by many to the wrath of God. A judge of the High Court was much applauded for denouncing it from the Bench, and calling for tallow candles. A wave of intellectuality passed over England in the later eighties. A popular form of entertainment was the Spelling-Bee. The competitors sat in rows upon the platform, while the body of the hall would be filled with an excited audience, armed with dictionaries. Every suburb had its amateur Parliament, with real Liberals and Conservatives. At Chelsea, where we met over a coffee shop in Flood Street, we had an Irish party, which was always being suspended: when it would depart, cursing us, to sing the Marseillaise, and The Wearin of the Green, in the room below. Rowdy young men and women — of the sort that nowadays go in for night clubs and jazz dancing — filled the ranks of the Fabian Society; and revelled in evenings at Essex Hall. They argued with the Webbs, and interrupted Shaw. Wells had always plenty to say, but was not an orator. He would lose his head when contradicted, and wave his arms about. Shaws plays always led to scenes on the first night. At Widowers Houses, there was a free fight in the gallery. Shaw made a speech that had the effect of reconciling both his friends and enemies in a united desire to lynch him. The Salvation Army came as a great shock to the Press. It was the Salvation Armys vulgarity, its cheap sentiment that wounded the fine feelings of Fleet Street. Squire Bancroft was the first citizen of credit and renown to champion the Salvation Army. Fleet Street rubbed its eyes. It had always thought the Bancrofts so respectable. But gradually the abuse died down.

Soho, when I was a young man, was the haunt of revolutionaries. I came to know a few of them. When the revolutionary is not revolutionizing, he loves a sentimental song, or a pathetic recitation: will accept the proffered cigar and grow reminiscent over a tenpenny bottle of vin ordinaire. What I admired about them was their scorn of all pretences. Fourpence laid out at any barbers in the neighbourhood might have put the police off the scent. They despised such subterfuge. Their very trousers were revolutionary. Except on the legs of the conspirators chorus in Madame Angot, one never saw the like. I thought, at times, of suggesting to them that they should wear masks and carry dark lanterns. I believe, if I had done so, it would have appealed to them. It could have made no practical difference; and would have added a final touch of picturesqueness.

A little while before the war, I renewed acquaintance with the Russian revolutionary, this time at the house of Prince Kropotkin, in Brighton. Prince Kropotkin himself was a kindly, dapper little gentleman of aristocratic appearance, but his compatriots, who came to visit him, there was no mistaking. The sight of them, as they passed by, struck terror to the stoutest hearts of Kemp Town. There was one gentleman with a beard down to his waist and a voice that shook the ornaments upon the mantelpiece. He belonged to a new religious sect that held it wrong, among other things, to destroy house flies; but was less scrupulous, I gathered, regarding the existence of the petite bourgeoisie. Alas! even the best of us are not always consistent. During the war, I have listened to members of humanitarian societies chortling over the thought that German babies were being starved to death.

I fancy the At Home has died out. Anyhow one hopes so. It was a tiresome institution. Good women had a special afternoon: At Home every Thursday. Sometimes it was every other Thursday, or every first Friday, or third Monday. Ones brain used to reel, trying to remember them. Most often, one turned up on the wrong day. Poor ladies would remain in all the afternoon, sitting in the drawing-room in all their best clothes, surrounded by expensive refreshments; and not a soul to speak to. In my mothers day, the morning was the fashionable time for calls. There were always cake and biscuits in a silver basket, and port and sherry on the side-board. They used to talk about the servants, and how things were going from bad to worse.

Douglas Sladen was the most successful At Home giver that I ever knew. Half Whos Who must have come to his receptions at Addison Mansions from ten-thirty to the dawn. He had a wonderful way when he introduced you of summarizing your career, opinions, and general character in half-a-dozen sentences, giving you like information concerning the other fellow — or fellowess. You knew what crimes and follies to avoid discussing, what talents and virtues it would be kind to drag into the conversation.

Science informs us that another Glacial period is on the way — that sooner or later the now temperate zone will again be buried under ice. But, for the moment, we would seem to be heading the other way. Snow-drifts in the London streets were common in my early winters. Often the bridges were impassable, till an army of sweepers had cleared a passage. I have watched the sleighs, with their jingling bells, racing along the Embankment. One year, we had six weeks of continuous skating. There was quite a fair on the Serpentine, and a man with a dog crossed the Thames on foot at Lambeth. Fogs were something like fogs in those days. One, I remember, lasted exactly a week. Gas flares roared at Charing Cross and Hyde Park Corner. From the other side of the road they looked like distant lighthouses. Link-boys, waving their burning torches, plied for hire; and religious fanatics went to and fro, invisible, proclaiming the end of the world.

On a morning in 1896, a line of weird-shaped vehicles, the like of which London had never seen before, stood drawn up in Northumberland Avenue outside the Hotel Metropole. They were the new horseless carriages, called automobiles, about which we had heard much talk. Lawson, a company promoter, who claimed to have invented the safety bicycle, had got them together. The law, insisting that every mechanically propelled vehicle should be preceded by a man carrying a red flag, had expired the day before; and at nine oclock we started for Brighton. I shared a high two-seater with the editor of a financial journal, a gentleman named Duguid. We were fifth in the procession. Our driver, a large man, sat perched up on a dicky just in front of us, and our fear throughout the journey was, lest he should fall backwards, and bury us. An immense crowd had gathered, and until we were the other side of Croydon it was necessary for mounted police to clear a way for us. At Purley the Brighton coach overtook us, and raced us into Reigate. By the time we reached Crawley, half our number had fallen out for repairs and alterations. We were to have been received at Brighton by the Mayor and Corporation and lunched at the Grand Hotel. The idea had been that somewhere between twelve and one the whole twenty-five of us would come sweeping down the Preston road amid enthusiastic cheers. It was half-past three before the first of us appeared. At lengthening intervals some half-a-dozen others straggled in (Duguid and myself were, I think, the last), to be received with sarcasm and jeers. We washed ourselves — a tedious operation — and sat down to an early dinner. Little Lawson made a witty speech. All the Vested Interests of the period — railway companies; livery stable keepers, and horse dealers; the Grand Junction Canal; the Amalgamated Society of Bath-chair Proprietors, and so forth, were, of course, all up in arms against him. One petition, praying Parliament to put its foot down upon the threatened spoiling of the countryside, was signed Friends of the Horse. It turned out to be from the Worshipful Company of Whipmakers. Some credit is due to the motorists of those days. It was rarely that one reached ones destination. As a matter of fact, only the incurable optimist ever tried to. The common formula was: Oh, lets start off, and see what happens. Generally, one returned in a hired fly. Everywhere along the country roads, one came across them: some drawn up against the grass, others helplessly blocking the way. Beside them, dejected females sitting on a rug. Underneath, a grimy man, blaspheming: another running round and treading on him. Experienced wives took their knitting and a camp stool. Very young men with a mechanical turn of mind got enjoyment out of them, apparently. At the slightest sign of trouble, they would take the whole thing to pieces, and spread it out upon the roadside. Some cheerful old lady, an aunt presumably, would be grovelling on her hands and knees, with her mouth full of screws, looking for more. Passing later in the evening, one would notice the remains piled up against the hedge with a lantern hung on to it. At first, we wore masks and coloured goggles. Horses were terrified when they met us. We had to stop the engine and wait. I remember one old farmer with a very restive filly. Of course we were all watching him. If you ladies and gentlemen, he said, wouldnt mind turning your faces the other way, maybe Id get her past.

They were of strange and awful shapes, at the beginning. There was one design supposed to resemble a swan; but, owing to the neck being short, it looked more like a duck: that is, if it looked like anything. To fill the radiator, you unscrewed its head and poured the water down its neck; and as you drove the screw would work loose, and the thing would turn round and look at you out of one eye. Others were shaped like canoes and gondolas. One firm brought out a dragon. It had a red tongue, and you hung the spare wheel on its tail.

Flying-machines, properly speaking, came in with the war. We used to have balloon ascents from the Crystal Palace on fine Thursdays. You paid a guinea to go up and took your chance as to where you would come down. Most of them came home the next morning with a cold. Now the journey from London to Paris takes two hours. Thus the wheels go round; and to quote from a once popular poet: Ever the right comes uppermost, and ever is justice done.




Chapter VI

MORE LITERARY REMINISCENCES
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THREE MEN IN a Boat. To say nothing of the dog, I wrote at Chelsea Gardens, up ninety-seven stairs. But the view was worth it. We had a little circular drawing-room — I am speaking now as a married man — nearly all window, suggestive of a lighthouse, from which we looked down upon the river, and over Battersea Park to the Surrey hills beyond, with the garden of old Chelsea Hospital just opposite. Fourteen shillings a week we paid for that flat: two reception-rooms, three bedrooms and a kitchen. One was passing rich in those days on three hundred a year: kept ones servant, and sipped ones Hennessys Three Star at four and twopence the bottle. I had known Chelsea Gardens for some time. Rose Norreys, the actress, had a flat there, and gave Sunday afternoon parties. She was playing then at the Court Theatre with Arthur Cecil and John Clayton. Half young Bohemia used to squeeze itself into her tiny drawing-room, and overflow into the kitchen. Bald or grey-headed they are now, those of them that are left. Bernard Partridge and myself were generally the last to leave. One could not help loving her. She was a strange spiritual little creature. She would have made a wonderful Joan of Arc. She never seemed to grow up. I was rehearsing a play at the Vaudeville Theatre, when a boy slipped into my hand the last letter I had from her. The boy never said whom it was from; and I did not open it till the end of the act, some two hours later. It was written in pencil, begging me to come to her at once. She had rooms in Great Portland Street in a house covered with ivy. A small crowd was round the door when I got there; and I learned she had just been taken away to Colney Hatch asylum. I never could bring myself to go and see her there. She had kind women friends — Mrs. Jopling Rowe, the artist, was one — who watched over her. I pray her forgiveness.

I did not intend to write a funny book, at first. I did not know I was a humorist. I never have been sure about it. In the Middle Ages, I should probably have gone about preaching and got myself burnt or hanged. There was to be humorous relief; but the book was to have been The Story of the Thames, its scenery and history. Somehow it would not come. I was just back from my honeymoon, and had the feeling that all the worlds troubles were over. About the humorous relief I had no difficulty. I decided to write the humorous relief first — get it off my chest, so to speak. After which, in sober frame of mind, I could tackle the scenery and history. I never got there. It seemed to be all humorous relief. By grim determination I succeeded, before the end, in writing a dozen or so slabs of history and working them in, one to each chapter, and F. W. Robinson, who was publishing the book serially, in Home Chimes, promptly slung them out, the most of them. From the beginning he had objected to the title and had insisted upon my thinking of another. And half-way through I hit upon Three Men in a Boat, because nothing else seemed right.

There wasnt any dog. I did not possess a dog in those days. Neither did George. Nor did Harris. As a boy I had owned pets innumerable. There was a baby water-rat I had caught in a drain. He lived most of his time in my breast pocket. I would take him to school with me; and he would sit with his head poking out between my handkerchief and my coat so that nobody could see him but myself, and look up at me with adoring eyes. Next to my mother, I loved him more than anybody in the world. The other boys complained of him after a time, but I believe it was only jealousy. I never smelt anything. And then there was a squirrel — an orphan — that I persuaded a white rabbit to adopt, until he bit one of his foster-brothers; and a cat that used to come to the station to meet me. But it never ran to a dog. Montmorency I evolved out of my inner consciousness. There is something of the dog, I take it, in most Englishmen. Dog friends that I came to know later have told me he was true to life.

Indeed, now I come to think of it, the book really was a history. I did not have to imagine or invent. Boating up and down the Thames had been my favourite sport ever since I could afford it. I just put down the things that happened.

A few years ago I took some American friends, who had been staying with me, to see Oxford. We had left the house at eight oclock, and had finished up with the Martyrs Memorial at a quarter to seven. Looking back, I cannot think of anything we missed. I had said good-bye to them at the railway station. They were going on to Stratford. I was too exhausted to remember I had left the motor at the Randolph. There was a train going in the opposite direction to Stratford; and caring about nothing else, I took it. Just as it was starting there shot in a liver-coloured dog, followed by three middle-aged and important-looking gentlemen. The dog, a Chow, took the seat opposite to me. He had a quiet dignity about him. He struck me as more Chinese than dog. The other three spread themselves about. The eldest, and most talkative, was a professor: anyhow thats what they called him; added to which, he looked it. The stoutest of the three I judged to be connected with finance. It appeared that if the A.G. group did not put up fourteen millions by Friday, he would have to go to town on Monday, and that would be a nuisance. I could not help overhearing and feeling sorry for him. At the period, I was worried over money matters myself. The third was a simple soul connected with Egyptology and a museum. I was dropping off to sleep, when the train gave a lurch, and the Professor suddenly said Damn.

Wish Id never sat down on that corkscrew, remarked the Professor, while rubbing the place.

If it comes to that, remarked the Financier, there were one or two things that would have been all the better for your not sitting down upon them: tomatoes, for example.

I kept my eyes closed and listened. I learnt that, brain fagged and desiring a new thing, they had hit upon the idea of hiring a boat at Kingston and pulling up the river. They were in reminiscent mood, and it was clear they had had trouble with their packing. They had started with a tent. For the first two nights, they had slept in this tent — at intervals. The tent, it was evident, had shown no more respect for Philosophy and High Finance and Egyptology than for Youth and Folly. It had followed the law of its being; and on the third morning they had deliberately set fire to it and had danced round it while it burnt. They had bathed of mornings; and the Egyptologist, slipping on a banana rind, had dived before he intended and taken his pyjamas with him. They had washed their clothes in the river and afterwards given them away. They had sat hungry round hermetically sealed luxuries, having forgotten the tin-opener. The Chow, whose name it transpired was Confucius, had had a row with a cat, and had scalded himself with the kettle.

From all of which it would appear that anyone, who had thought of it, could have written Three Men in a Boat. Likely enough, some troop of ancient Britons, camping where now the Mother of Parliaments looks down upon old Thames, listened amused while one among them told of the adventures of himself and twain companions in a coracle: to say nothing of the wolf. Allowing for variation in unimportant detail, much the same sort of things must have happened. And in 30,000 A.D. — if Earths rivers still run — a boat-load of Shaws ancients will, in all probability, be repeating the experiment with similar results, accompanied by a dog five thousand years old.

George and Harris were likewise founded on fact. Harris was Carl Hentschel. I met him first outside a pit door. His father introduced photo-etching into England. It enabled newspapers to print pictures, and altered the whole character of journalism. The process was a secret then. Young Carl and his father, locking the back kitchen door, and drawing down the blind, would stir their crucibles far on into the night. Carl worked the business up into a big concern; and we thought he was going to end as Lord Mayor. The war brought him low. He was accused of being a German. As a matter of fact he was a Pole. But his trade rivals had got their chance, and took it. George Wingrave, now a respectable Bank Manager, I met when lodging in Newman Street; and afterwards we chummed together in Tavistock Place, handy for the British Museum reading-room: the poor students club, as it used to be called.

We three would foregather on Sunday mornings, and take the train to Richmond. There were lovely stretches then between Richmond and Staines, meadowland and cornfields. At first, we used to have the river almost to ourselves; but year by year it got more crowded and Maidenhead became our starting-point. England in those days was still a Sabbath-keeping land. Often people would hiss us as we passed, carrying our hamper and clad in fancy blazers. Once a Salvation Army lass dropped suddenly upon her knees in front of us and started praying. Tennis, on Sundays, was played only behind high walls, and golf had not come in. Bicycling was just beginning. I remember the indignation of a village publican, watching some lads just starting for a Sunday outing. Look at them, he said, theyll gad about all day like wooden monkeys on a stick, and wont get home till after closing time. God forgive em.

Sometimes we would fix up a trip of three or four days or a week, doing the thing in style and camping out. Three, I have always found, make good company. Two grow monotonous, and four or over break up into groups. Later on we same three did a cycle tour through the Black Forest: out of which came Three Men on the Bummel (Three Men on Wheels, it was called in America). In Germany it was officially adopted as a school reading-book. Another year we tramped the valley of the Upper Danube. That would have made an interesting book, but I was occupied writing plays at the time. It lingers in my memory as the best walk of all. We seemed to have mounted Wells Time Machine, and slipped back into the Middle Ages. Railways and hotels had vanished. Barefooted friars wandered, crook in hand, shepherding their flocks. Peering into the great barns, we watched the swinging of the iron flails. Yoked oxen drew the creaking wains. Outside the cottage doors, the women ground the corn between the querns. We slept in the great guest room side by side: tired men and women with their children, Jew pedlar, travelling acrobat. A knapsack on ones back and a stout staff in ones hand makes joyous travelling. Your modern motor-car, rushing through history in a cloud of dust, is for Times rich slaves. Even on the old push bicycle one is too much in a hurry. One sees the beauty after one has passed. One wonders: shall one get off and go back? Meanwhile, one goes on: it is too late. On foot, one leans ones arms upon the gate: the picture has time to print itself upon the memory. One falls into talk with cheery tinker, brother tramp, or village priest. The pleasant byway lures our willing feet: it may lead to mystery, adventure. Another of our excursions was through the Ardennes. But that was less interesting, except for a strange combination of monastery and convent with a sign-post outside it offering accommodation for man and beast, where monks did the cooking, and nuns waited, and the Abbess (at least so I took her to be) made out the bill. It was in the nineties. If one asked ones way of the old folk, one spoke in French; but if of the young, one asked in German and was answered cheerfully. On the whole, one gathered that the peasants were nearer to Germany. It was in the towns that one found the French.

Subsequently Carl, busy climbing to that Mayorial chair, deserted; and Pett-Ridge, who may be said to have qualified himself by afterwards marrying a sister of Carls, made our third. The only fault we found with him was that he never changed his clothes. Or if he did, it was to prove the truth of the French proverb: that the more things change, the more they remain the same. He would join us for a walking tour through the Tyrol or a tramp across Brittany, wearing the same clothes in which we had last seen him strolling down the Strand on his way to the Garrick Club: cut-away coat with fancy vest, grey striped trousers, kid boots buttoned at the side (as worn then by all the best people), spotless white shirt and collar, speckled blue tie, soft felt hat, and fawn gloves. I have tobogganed with Pett-Ridge amid the snows of Switzerland. I have boated with him. I have motored with him. Always he has been dressed in precisely those same clothes. Hell turn up at the Day of Judgment clothed like that: I feel sure of it. Possibly, out of respect to the Court, he will substitute a black tie.

We put up with him for the reason that he was — and always is — a most delightful companion. The worst one can say about his books is that they are not as good as his talk. If they were, we other humorists wouldnt have a look in.

Three Men in a Boat brought me fame, and had it been published a few years later would have brought me fortune also. As it was, the American pirate reaped a great reward. But I suppose God made him. Of course it was damned by the critics. One might have imagined — to read some of them — that the British Empire was in danger. One Church dignitary went about the country denouncing me. Punch was especially indignant, scenting an insidious attempt to introduce new humour into comic literature. For years, New Humorist was shouted after me wherever I wrote. Why in England, of all countries in the world, humour, even in new clothes, should be mistaken for a stranger to be greeted with brickbats, bewildered me. It bewildered others. Zangwill, in an article on humour, has written:

There is a most bewildering habit in modern English letters. It consists in sneering down the humorist — that rarest of all literary phenomena. His appearance, indeed, is hailed with an outburst of gaiety; even the critics have the joy of discovery. But no sooner is he established and doing an apparently profitable business than a reaction sets in, and he becomes a by-word for literary crime. When Three Men in a Boat was fresh from the press, I was buttonholed by grave theologians and scholars hysterically insisting on my hearing page after page: later on these same gentlemen joined in the hue and cry and shuddered at the name of Jerome. The interval before the advent of another humorist is filled in with lamentations on the decay of humour.

There is more in the article my vanity would like to quote, but my modesty forbids. If few writers have been worse treated by the Press, few can have received more kindness from their fellow-workers. I recall a dinner given me on the eve of my setting out for a lecturing tour through America. Barrie was in the chair, I think — anyhow in one of them. In the others were Conan Doyle, Barry Pain, Zangwill, Pett-Ridge, Hall Caine — some twenty in all. Everybody made a speech. I am supposed to be rather good at after-dinner speaking, but forgot everything I had intended to say that night. It all sounds very egotistical, but that is the danger of writing ones own biography.

I had got the habit of going about in threes. I wanted to see the Oberammergau Passion Play. The party was to have consisted of Eden Phillpotts, Walter Helmore, brother of the actor, and myself. Phillpotts and Helmore were then both in the Sun Insurance Office at Charing Cross. Phillpotts fell ill, and the Passion Play would not wait, so Helmore and I went alone. That was in 1890. One went to Oberammergau then in post chaise, and there was only one hotel in the village. One lodged with the peasants and shared their fare. I visited there again a few years before the war. The railway had come, and the great hotels were crowded. The bands played, and there was dancing in the evening. Of course I had written a book about it: The Diary of a Pilgrimage: so perhaps I am hardly entitled to indulge in jeremiads.

Helmore knew Germany well. We came home through Bavaria, and down the Rhine. It was my first visit to Germany. I liked the people and their homely ways, and later some four years residence in Germany confirmed my first impressions.

Calmour was a frequent visitor of ours at Chelsea. He was secretary to W. G. Wills, who wrote blank verse plays for Henry Irving: Charles I, Faust, and The Vicar of Wakefield among others. We had a fine old row in the pit on the first night of Charles I. I was for Cromwell. I was training a pair of whiskers at the time, and a royalist woman behind got hold of one of them and spoilt it. Wills was a bit of an oddity. He did not keep a banking account. He would take his money always in gold, and after paying what had to be, would fling the remainder into a lumber room at the top of his house, and double lock the door. Later on when he needed cash — or when a friend did, which to Wills was much the same — he would unlock the door and on hands and knees grope about till he had collected sufficient, and then fasten up the door again. Calmour was a playwright himself: The Amber Heart and Cupids Messenger were his best known. He wrote also songs for Lion Comiques, as they were called: Champagne Charlie and The Ghost of John Benjamin Binns were his. He never earned much money, but had learnt to do with less. He lived in one room in Sydney Street, and wrote in bed, not getting up as a rule till the evening. Bed, he used to say, was the cheapest place he knew. The moment you got up, expense began. He had a large circle of friends, and his dinners could have cost him but little. In later years, he lived on a system; which he took with him each winter to Monte Carlo. The difference between his system and most others was that, in his case, it really did work. He would stay there till he had in his pocket a hundred pounds over and above his expenses; and then, with rare strength of mind, would take the next train home. He had the reputation of being the guest that lingers too long. He knew of his failing, and settled the thing with my wife on his very first visit. I had not been present at their conversation; and was shocked when, the moment our grandfathers clock had finished striking twelve, my wife got up and said quite sweetly: You must go now, Mr. Calmour. And please be sure to shut the bottom door. Before I could recover my astonishment, he had wished us good-night and was gone. Its all right, said my wife. I think hes a dear.

W. S. Henley, the actor, often came. Eden Phillpotts and myself were writing him a play. Henley, like most comic actors, yearned to play serious parts. As a matter of fact he would have played them very well. He could be both grotesque and tragic; and had naturally a rich, deep voice.

It wouldnt be any good, he once said, in answer to my suggestion. I would like to play Caliban, but theyd only think I was trying to give a comic imitation of something from the Zoo. If Im out at dinner and ask a man to pass the mustard, he slaps his leg and bursts out laughing. Damned silly, I call it.

Gertrude Kingston with her mother and sister lived near by, in a charming little house in Ebury Street. Pineros Creamy English Rose will always remain the beloved of the British theatrical public to the exclusion of all others, or Gertrude Kingston would long before now have been Londons leading actress. She used to grumble at our ninety-seven stairs, but I persuaded her they were good for her figure and, not altogether convinced, she would often climb them. Olga Brandon would arrive at the top speechless, which perhaps was just as well.

Olga Brandon lived near by. She was a beautiful young woman, serene and stately. On the stage, she played queens, martyrs and Greek goddesses as if to the manner born. Off the stage, she spoke with a Cockney accent one could have cut with a knife, as the saying is, dropped her aitches, and could swear like a trooper. She was a dear kind girl. In the end she went the way of many. I remember a first night at the Vaudeville Theatre. A young actress who was playing her first big part was standing in the wings waiting her cue. She had a glass in her hand. Old Emily Thorne had just come off the stage. She stopped dead in front of the girl, blocking her way.

Feeling in a tremble all over, arent you? suggested the elder woman.

That just describes it, laughed the girl.

And you find a little brandy pulls you together — steadies your nerves?

I doubt if Id be able to go on without it, answered the girl.

Emily covered the girls small hand with her own, and sent the contents of the glass flying. A wandering stage carpenter got most of it.

Ive known a good many promising young actresses, she said, and half of them have ruined their career through drink. Ive followed some of them to the grave. You learn to get on without it, child.

Henry Arthur Jones brother had the flat beneath us. He was an acting manager, and called himself Sylvanus Danncey.

Marie Corelli I came to know while living in Chelsea. I used to meet her at the house of an Italian lady, a Madame Marras, in Princes Gate. Marie was a pretty girlish little woman. We discovered we were precisely the same age. Mrs. Garrett Anderson, the first lady doctor to put up her plate in London, was sometimes of the party. We used to play games: hunt the slipper, puss in the corner and musical chairs. I can boast that more than once I sat on Marie Corellis lap, though not for long. She was an erratic worker and contracts would often get behind time. She lived with her adopted brother, Eric Mackay, son of the poet, and occasionally when her agent would come to the house tearing his hair because of an instalment that an editor was waiting for, and that Marie did not feel like writing, they would take her up and lock her in her study; and when she had finished kicking the door, she would settle down, and do a good mornings work.

To keep friends with her continuously was difficult. You had to agree with all her opinions, which were many and varied. I always admired her pluck and her sincerity. She died while I was writing this chapter.

Arthur Machen married a dear friend of mine, a Miss Hogg. How so charming a lady came to be born with such a name is one of civilizations little ironies. She had been a first nighter, and one of the founders of the Playgoers Club, which was in advance of its time, and admitted women members. Amy Hogg was also a pioneer. She lived by herself in diggings opposite the British Museum, frequented restaurants and Aerated Bread shops, and had many men friends: all of which was considered very shocking in those days. She had a vineyard in France, and sold the wine to the proprietor of the Florence Restaurant in Rupert Street. She had a favourite table by the window, and often she and I dined there and shared a bottle. The Florence, then, was a cosy little place where one lunched for one and three and dined for two shillings. One frequently saw Oscar Wilde there. He and his friends would come in late and take the table in the further corner. Rumours were already going about, and his company did not tend to dispel them. One pretended not to see him. Machen when he was young suggested the Highbrow. He has developed into a benevolent-looking, white-haired gentleman. He might be one of the Brothers Cheeryble stepped out of Nicholas Nickleby. For ability to create an atmosphere of nameless terror I can think of no author living or dead who comes near him. I gave Conan Doyle his Three Impostors to read one evening, and Doyle did not sleep that night.

Your pal Machen is a genius right enough, said Doyle, but I dont take him to bed with me again.

The memory lingers with me of the last time I saw his wife. It was a Sunday afternoon. They were living in Verulam Buildings, Grays Inn, in rooms on the ground floor. The windows looked out onto the great quiet garden, and the rooks were cawing in the elms. She was dying, and Machen, with two cats under his arm, was moving softly about, waiting on her. We did not talk much. I stayed there till the sunset filled the room with a strange purple light.

The Thames was frozen over the last year we were in Chelsea. It was the first winter the gulls came to London. One listened to the music of the sleigh bells. Down the Embankment and round Battersea Park was the favourite course.

Friends of ours lived in St. Johns Wood, and possessed gardens, some even growing roses and spring onions; and their boastings made us envious. Olga Nethersole had a cottage with real ivy and a porch. Lewis Waller had a mulberry tree; and one day I met Augustus Harris carrying a gun. He told me he had bought it to shoot rabbits at his little place off the Avenue Road. We found an old-fashioned house behind a high wall in Alpha Place. Bret Harte was near by. He lived with great swells named Van der Velde. The old gentleman, I think, was an ambassador, and the wife, an American lady who had known Bret Harte when he was young, or something of that sort. Bret Harte remained with them as their guest till he died. He had his own suite of rooms. His hair was golden when we first knew him, but as the years went by it turned to white. He was a slight dapper gentleman, courteous and shy, with a low soft voice. It was difficult to picture him, ruffling it among the bloodstained sentimentalists of Roaring Camp and Dead Mans Gulch.

Zangwill and his family were denizens of the Wood. His brother Louis also wrote books, calling himself Z.Z. The World and a Man remains the best known of them. Zangwill was accused of being a New Humorist. He edited a comic journal called Ariel, and discovered the English Shakespeare: Shakespeares were being discovered everywhere just then. J. T. Grein, the dramatic critic, had discovered a Dutch Shakespeare, and another critic, not to be outdone, had dug up one in Belgium. In the end, every country in Europe was found to possess a Shakespeare, except England. Zangwill did not see why England should be left out, and discovered one in Brixton. Judging from the extracts Zangwill published, he certainly seemed as good as any of the others. The Bacon stunt was in full swing about the same time; and again it was Zangwill who discovered that Shakespeares plays had all been written by another gentleman of the same name. I first met Mrs. Zangwill at a dinner. She was Miss Ayrton then, daughter of the Professor, and had been assigned to me. It is not often that one vexes a woman by taking her to be younger than she really is; but I quite offended her that evening. She looked fifteen, and I did my best to adapt myself accordingly. I have a youthful side to me, and flattered myself for a time that I was doing well. Suddenly she asked me my age, and, taken aback, I told her.

Well, if you are all that, she answered, why talk as if you were fourteen?

It seemed she was quite grown up. She told me her own age. She evidently thought it a lot, but anyhow it was more than I had given her credit for; and after that we found we had plenty of interests in common. I have always thought how wonderfully alike she and Lady Forbes-Robertson are to one another in appearance. I hope neither of them will be offended, but one can never tell. I was assured once, by a mutual friend, that I reminded him tremendously of Mr. Asquith; and then he added as an afterthought: But dont ever tell him I said so.

Zangwill is, and always has been, a strong personality. You either like him immensely or want to hit him with a club. Myself I have always had a sincere affection for him. We have in common a love of Lost Causes, and Under Dogs. He confessed to me once that he had wasted half his life on Zionism. I never liked to say so to him, but it always seemed to me that the danger threatening Zionism was that it might be realized. Jerusalem was the Vision Splendid of the Jewish race — the Pillar of Fire that had guided their footsteps across the centuries of shame and persecution. So long as it remained a dream, no Jew so poor, so hunted, so despised, but hugged to his breast his hidden birthright — his great inheritance to be passed on to his children. Who in Gods name wanted a third-rate provincial town on a branch of the Baghdad railway? Most certainly not the Zionists. Their Jerusalem was and must of necessity always have remained in the clouds — their Promised Land the other side of the horizon. When the British Government presented Palestine to the Jews, it shattered the last hope of Israel. All that remains to be done now, is to invite contracts for the rebuilding of the Temple.

The London Jews progress, a Rabbi once informed me, is mapped out by three landmarks: Whitechapel, Maida Vale, and Park Lane. The business Jew is no better than his Christian competitor. The artistic Jew I have always found exceptionally simple and childlike. Of these a good many had escaped from Maida Vale, and crossing the Edgware Road had settled themselves in St. Johns Wood. Solomon J. Solomon had his studio off Marlborough Road. He was, I think, the first artist to paint by electric light — a useful accomplishment in foggy London. He started to paint my portrait once, while staying with us at Pangbourne, but complained I had too many faces. At one moment I looked a murderer and the next a saint, according to him. I have the thing as he left it unfinished. It reminds me of someone, but I cant think whom. De Laszlo had the same trouble with me not long ago, but got over it by luring me to talk about myself. In his portrait of me there is a touch of the enthusiast. Cowen the composer had a big house in Hamilton Terrace and used to give delightful concerts. Sarah Bernhardt hired a house one spring. She brought a pet leopard with her: a discriminating beast, according to the local tradesmen. It dozed most of its day in front of the kitchen fire, and, so long as errand boys confined themselves to the handing in of harmless provisions, would regard them out of its half-closed eyes with a friendly, almost benevolent expression. But if anyone of them presented an envelope and showed intention of waiting for an answer, it would suddenly spring to its feet, and give vent to a blood-curdling growl that would send the boy flying down the garden.

The first time I met her was at one of Irvings first-night suppers on the stage of the Lyceum: a forlorn, somewhat insignificant little figure without a word of English. Nobody knew her. (They were informal gatherings. You just showed your card and walked on to the stage.) The only thing she would take was a glass of wine. I wanted to introduce her, but she was evidently hurt at not having been recognized and made a fuss of. She complained of a headache, and I got her a cab. There were tears in her eyes, I noticed, as I shut the door.

Joseph Hatton had a house with a big garden in the Grove End Road, and gave Sunday afternoon parties. One met a motley crowd: peers and painters, actors, and thought-readers, kings from Africa, escaped prisoners, journalists and socialists. It was there that I first heard prophecy of labour governments and votes for women. Stepniak, the Russian Nihilist, was a frequent visitor; a vehement dark man, with an angelic smile. I met him one Sunday afternoon in an omnibus. We walked together from Uxbridge Road to Bedford Park. We were bound for the same house. The way then was through a dismal waste land, and the path crossed the North London Railway on the level. We had passed the wicket gate. Stepniak was deep in talk, and did not notice an approaching train, till I plucked him by the sleeve. He stood still staring after it for quite a time; and was silent — for him — the rest of the way. The following Sunday he was killed there by the same train. He had betrayed some secret, it was said, to the Russian Police, and had been given the choice between suicide or denunciation. The truth was never known.

We had an excellent cook named Isaacs who claimed to be related to quite important people of the same name: but whether with truth I cannot say. She encouraged us to be extravagant and give dinner-parties. W. S. Gilbert was a good talker. A strain of bitterness developed in him later, but in the nineties he was genial. I remember Miss Fortescue explaining that the Greeks had a custom of carving speeches on their seats. It seemed there was a term for these which she had forgotten. She appealed to Gilbert: What were they called? Arrière-pensée, I expect, replied Gilbert. He and Crosse (or Blackwell, I am not sure which) had a dispute concerning shooting rights. Gilbert began his letter: If I may presume to discuss with so well known an authority as yourself the subject of preserves. Another evening he told us of a new dramatist just discovered by an American manager with whom he had been lunching. The manager had almost despaired of words with which to describe his prodigy. At last he had hit upon an inspiration: Ill tell you what he is, explained the manager, hes Mr. Barrie— there followed an impressive pause—with humour.

Barrie could easily be the most silent man I have ever met. Sometimes he would sit through the whole of a dinner without ever speaking. Then, when all but the last one or two guests had gone — or even later — he would put his hands behind his back and bummeling up and down the room, talk for maybe an hour straight on end. Once a beautiful but nervous young lady was handed over to his care. With the sôle-au-gratin, Barrie broke the silence:

Have you ever been to Egypt?

The young lady was too startled to answer immediately. It was necessary for her to collect herself. While waiting for the entrée, she turned to him.

No, she answered.

Barrie made no comment. He went on with his dinner. At the end of the chicken en casserôle, curiosity overcoming her awe, she turned to him again.

Have you? she asked.

A far-away expression came into Barries great deep eyes.

No, he answered.

After that they both lapsed into silence.

He and my wife found birds and animals a subject of never-failing wonder. I remember his explaining to her how much more intelligent lambs are than is generally supposed. He was thinking out a story, and coming to a stile had sat down and was making notes on the back of an envelope. Barrie rarely wasted an envelope, in those days. John Hare told me — to account for his having rejected The Professors Love Story — that half of it was written on the inside of old envelopes. Half I doubt, but an eighth to a sixteenth I can well believe. Barrie was then an unknown youngster. How could I guess the fool was a genius? growled Hare. Took him, of course, for a lunatic. But to return to our muttons.

In the field where Barrie sat there were lambs. One of them strayed away from its mother, turned round three times, and was lost. It was in a terrible to-do, and Barrie had to put down his story and lead it back to its mother. Hardly had he returned to his stile before another lamb did just the same. The bleating was terrific. There was nothing else to do, but for Barrie to put down his work and take it back to its mother. They kept on doing it, one after another. But the wonderful thing was that, after a time, instead of looking for their mothers themselves, they just came to Barrie and insisted on his coming with them and finding their mothers for them. It saved their time, but wasted Barries.

Barrie was always the most unassuming of men, but he could be touchy. On one occasion, a great lady invited him to her castle in the country. The house-party was a large one. There were peers and potentates, millionaires and magnates. Barrie found himself assigned to a small room in a turret leading to the servants quarters. Perhaps the poor lady could not help it, and was doing her best. Barrie did not say anything, but in the morning he was gone. No one had seen him leave, and the doors were still bolted. He had packed his bag and climbed out of the window.

The Great Central Railway turned me out of Alpha Place to make way for their new line to London. A chasm yawns where it once stood; a pleasant house with a long dining-room and a big drawing-room looking out upon a quiet garden. When friends came my wife liked to receive them in the hall — she was a slip of a young thing then — standing on the bottom stair — to make herself seem taller. Wells was a shy diffident young man in those days, Rider Haggard a somewhat solemn gentleman, taking himself always very seriously. Mrs. Barry Pain was the only one of us who would venture to chaff him. George Moore was a simple kindly soul, when off his guard, but easily mistaken by those who did not know him for a poseur: he had the Balfour touch. Clement Shorter and his wife, Dora Sigerson the poetess, George Gissing, with his nervous hands and his deep voice, Hall Caine, Conan Doyle, Hornung — but the list only grows. I had better leave them over to another chapter, lest I seem garrulous.

From St. Johns Wood we went to Mayfair — to a little house, one of a row at the end of a cul-de-sac overlooking Hyde Park. George Alexander had told me of it. He had Number Four. It was there I first met Mark Twain. Hardly anyone knew he was in London. He was living poorly, saving money to pay off the debts of a publishing firm with which he had been connected. (Walter Scotts story over again.) Our children had met at a gymnasium. I found there were two Mark Twains: the one a humorist, the other a humanitarian reformer poet. About these two there was this that was curious: the humorist was an elderly gentleman, dull-eyed, with a slow, monotonous drawl; while the humanitarian reformer poet, was an eager young man with ever-changing eyes and a voice full of tenderness and passion.

They say a man always returns to his first love. I never cared for the West End: well-fed, well-dressed, uninteresting. The East, with its narrow silent streets, where mystery lurks; its noisome thoroughfares, teeming with fierce varied life, became again my favourite haunt. I discovered John Ingerfields wharf near to Wapping Old Stairs, and hard by the dingy railed-in churchyard where he and Anne lie buried. But more often my wanderings would lead me to the little drab house off the Burdett Road, where Paul Kelver lived his childhood.

Of all my books I liked writing Paul Kelver the best. Maybe because it was all about myself, and people I had known and loved.

It changed my luck, so far as the critics were concerned. Francis Gribble, God bless him, gave me praise — the first I had ever tasted, and others followed.

I ought, of course, to have gone on. I might have become an established novelist — even a best seller. Who knows? But having got there, so to speak, my desire was to get away. I went back to the writing of plays. It was the same at the beginning of me. My history repeats itself. Having won success as a humorist I immediately became serious. I have a kink in my brain, I suppose I cant help it.




Chapter VII

TRIALS OF A DRAMATIST

[image: img243.jpg]

A LADY, ON one occasion, asked me why I did not write a play.

I am sure, Mr. Jerome, she continued with a bright encouraging smile, that you could write a play.

I told her I had written nine: that six of them had been produced, that three of them had been successful both in England and America, that one of them was still running at the Comedy Theatre and approaching its two hundredth night.

Her eyebrows went up in amazement.

Dear me, she said, you do surprise me.

George R. Sims told me that once he dined some friends at the Savoy. Over the coffee, he asked them if they would like to go to a theatre, and they said they would. He took them to a play of his own. For some reason that Sims could not explain, they did not like it. At the end of the first act, one of them, turning to him, said:

Rather dull stuff this. Dont you find it so?

Well, now you come to mention it, perhaps it is, a trifle, agreed Sims.

Lets go on to the Empire, suggested another.

The proposal was carried nem. con.; and leaving their programmes behind them, the troop arose and made their way out of the theatre noisily and cheerfully, followed by Sims, walking soberly.

It used to annoy me, added Sims, that not one theatre-goer in a hundred ever takes the trouble to read the authors name. That evening, I was glad of it.

Barbara was my first play. I am informed that nowadays managers read plays by unknown authors. In my young days they didnt. I read it to Rose Norreys, one evening, at her little flat in Chelsea Gardens; and good comrade that she was, she took it herself to Charles Hawtrey, and stood over him until he had finished it. He wrote me, asking me to come and see him the following Tuesday at twelve oclock noon — he underlined noon. He was running The Private Secretary at the Globe. I got there at twenty minutes to, and walked up and down Hollywell Street until I heard Big Ben strike twelve. The stage door-keeper said Mr. Hawtrey wasnt in. I said I would wait. The door-keeper — a kindly soul, I wish I could remember his name — put me a chair by the fire and gave me a thumbed copy of The Talisman. He said that, speaking for himself, he considered it the best of all Scotts novels. Hawtrey turned up at a quarter past three. The stage door-keeper introduced us, and explained things.

Im so sorry, said Hawtrey. I thought it was Monday.

His first wife told me that, the night before their wedding, his best man had — unknown to him — put his watch on an hour and a quarter, with the result that he got there five minutes too soon; and in the Bankruptcy Court he used to be known as the late Mr. Charles. But he was always so charming about it that one generally forgave him.

He told me that he liked my little play immensely. There was only one fault he had to find. It was too short. I record the fact as being the only known instance in the history of the stage of a manager suggesting to an author that his play was not long enough. I promised to write in an extra scene.

My brother George will see you about terms, he concluded as we shook hands. He will want you to sell it outright. Take my tip and dont do it. Its just the sort of thing to catch on with the amateurs.

The producer had not then arrived. He was an American invention. The stage manager, together with the promoter and the author, used to just worry it out. I have never been able myself to detect any difference. Dot Boucicault was one of the first, and for straightforward work is still among the best. If anything he is too painstaking. His method at rehearsal is to play all the parts himself, leaving the actor to copy him. On a certain occasion, he had been coaching Gertrude Kingston after this manner for about a fortnight; and then one morning, taking her aside, he asked her how she liked her part.

What part? asked Gertrude Kingston.

What part? repeated Boucicault, astonished. Why, your part — the Countess.

Oh, that, answered Miss Kingston. I thought you were playing that.

I take it Du Mauriers dictum really sums up the matter: that a play that is worth producing, produces itself.

Cissy Grahame was my Barbara. She has not changed much, and I love her still. But she will never be quite as handsome as her mother. Their Sunday evening supper parties at Hammersmith make pleasant memories. I fancy that, when young, I must have had a face expressive of more sympathy than, perhaps, I really felt. People used to suddenly confide their troubles to me. The first time I met there Henley the actor, brother to W. E. Henley the poet, he beckoned me into a corner and poured out to me the secret history of his private life. What he wanted me to decide for him was: Should he strangle her or simply leave her? Weighing the matter as a whole, I chose for him the second alternative. He went off unexpectedly to America a short time afterwards, so I like to reflect that maybe I was of service to both parties. I have always wondered what became of him. He was a brilliant actor. He could get more passion over the footlights than any other actor I have known. McKinnel comes the nearest to him. Charles Whibley was another frequent guest there. I was a die-hard Tory at twenty-five, and Whibley was an anarchist of the reddest dye. We had some grand sets-to. John Burns was preaching revolution and the British Constitution was in danger. Whibley wanted to go a-rioting in Trafalgar Square. We had difficulty in restraining him. To make things safe, I joined the special constables and learnt to form fours and to turn my eyes right and left. Now I am a Vice-President, I believe, of the Oxford University Labour Party; while Whibley has become a pillar of the State, and writes for stodgy old Blackwood.

Barbara ran, on and off, for years, and amateurs still play it. Following Charles Hawtreys advice, I had refused to sell it, though his brother George went up to a hundred pounds, and the temptation was sore. Another one-act play, Fennel, I wrote for George Giddens, who had taken the Novelty, now the Kingsway — or rather adapted it from the French of François Coppée. Managers clamoured then for adaptations from the French. Sydney Grundy, one of the most successful authors on the English stage, never wrote an original play. He was quite frank about it. Why should I cudgel my own brains, he would say, when I can suck other mens?

Fennel was chiefly remarkable for introducing Allan Aynesworth to the London stage. He played Sandro, the lover. I see that I describe him in the script as a fine, dashing, good-looking young fellow. Aynesworth was all that right enough; but on the first night he got stage fright. I was watching from the wings. I could see him getting more and more nervous; and when he came to his big speech, his memory snapped. I had prided myself upon that speech. I had done my best to put Coppées poetry into English blank verse. It was all about music and the sunrise, and Heaven and love: some two pages of it altogether. I could have forgiven him forgetting it, and drying up. But, to my horror, he went on. He had it fixed in his mind that until the old man returned home he had to stand in the centre of the stage and talk poetry. And he did it. Bits of it, here and there, were mine; most of it his own; a good deal of it verses and quotations that, I take it, he had learnt at his mothers knee. I shouted to Stuart Dawson, who was playing the old man, to go on and stop him. But he would finish, and threw such fervour into the last few laps, that at the end he received a fine round of applause.

Sorry I forgot the exact lines, he said to me, as he came off. But I was determined not to let you down.

Woodbarrow Farm was my first full-sized play. Gertrude Kingston produced it at a matinée, playing herself the adventuress. The trial matinée was a useful institution. I think it is a pity it has dropped out. The manager would lend the theatre in return for an option on the play; and the leading parts could generally be arranged for on a like understanding. At the cost of about a hundred pounds, a play could be put before the public and judged: in the only way a play can be judged — through the test-like tube of an audience. Three out of four, in spite of friendly stalls, were seen to be no good: the fourth won the prize. Charles Hawtrey lent us the Comedy. Frederick Harrison, now the doyen of London Managers, was in it. He played a gentlemanly villain. And Eric Lewis made the small part of a valet the chief thing in the play. John Hare bought it. He wanted a play for young Sydney Brough, son of old Lal Brough, a bright handsome lad, full of promise then. He had been a pupil of mine when I was a schoolmaster at the South Lambeth Road Academy. For Sons of Gentlemen. I forget how it came about, but eventually Tom Thorne took it for his opening piece at the new Vaudeville. He played the valet. Bernard Partridge was the hero.

Conway had been cast for the part originally. That was another sad story. He had made his name as Romeo to Adelaide Neilsons Juliet: the best Juliet I have ever seen, though Phyllis Neilson-Terry, some years ago, ran her close. It was plain, before rehearsals were a week old, that poor Conway would have to be replaced; and the grim task of breaking it to him fell upon me. I called upon him early in the morning at the Adelphi Hotel. He was standing with his back to me when I entered the room, leaning his head against the mantelpiece.

I know what youve come for, he said, without turning round. Its my own fault. I thought Id pulled myself together. I must have another try — later on.

There is no catch in being the one to put an actor out of his part. Everybody tries to shift the job on to somebody else. There was a young actress, I remember, at Terrys Theatre. She had been cast for a rattling good part on an unwise friends recommendation, and had agreed to rehearse on approval. It was her first London engagement. She was no good; and we all of us agreed that the producer was the fit and proper person to handle the situation. The producer flatly refused; and as we still worried him, he gave us his reason.

I had to do it once, some years ago now, he said. She was an angelic-looking little creature. We had done the usual damn silly trick of just choosing her because of her appearance. She wasnt bad, but she hadnt the experience. The part was too big for her altogether. She took it quite nicely. I went round to see her in the evening. She had a bed-sitting-room in a street off the Kings Road, Chelsea. We sat and chatted, afterwards, about the British drama in general, and she made me a cup of coffee. I flattered myself I had got out of it cheaply. She drowned herself that night — walked down the steps by Battersea bridge into the river. This child reminds me of her. Somebody else will have to tell her.

Nobody did. We let her play the part. She wasnt good.

Dan Frohman took the play for America. He wrote me that he was staying at the Hotel Victoria and would call and see me. We were living then in Alpha Place. My wife thought it would be an artful plan to lunch him well first and talk business with him afterwards. He accepted our invitation. We felt we had him in our hands. It was a gorgeous lunch. There was caviare and a stuffed bird and tricky things in French. For two days and a half my wife had lived with Mrs. Beeton. I saw to the cocktails myself, and after there was Château Lafitte and champagne. I can still see my wifes face when Frohman, in his grave emphatic way, explained that his digestion did not allow him to lunch; but might he have a few of the greens and some dry toast with a glass of apollinaris? But he smoked a cigar with me afterwards, and gave me good terms for the play.

E. H. Sothern played Bernard Goulds part in America; and fell in love with the lady who played Gertrude Kingstons part. They married during the run of the piece. I cannot claim to have been always successful as a match-maker. I introduced J. M. Barrie to Mary Ansell. That also was a by-product of Woodbarrow Farm. I had a travelling company of my own, playing the piece in the provinces, and had engaged Mary Ansell for the ingénue. Barrie was producing Walker London with Toole at the old Folly in King William Street; and asked me if I could recommend him a leading lady. He didnt want much. She was to be young, beautiful, quite charming, a genius for preference, and able to flirt. The combination was not so common in those days. I could think of no one except Miss Ansell. It seemed unkind not to give her the chance. I cancelled the contract and sent for her; and next time it was Barrie who introduced her to me, as his wife.

It was during another play of mine, The Prudes Progress, that a marriage was solemnized between my heroine, Lena Ashwell, and my light comedian, Arthur Playfair. The last time I saw Arthur Playfair was at Brighton. We were staying at The Old Ship, and he was there with his then wife, and three children. She was a beautiful, healthy, jolly young woman, and boasted to my wife of never having had a days illness in her life. She was dead three weeks afterwards; and Playfair died a few months later: of a broken heart folks would have said in a more sentimental age. He had sown his wild oats, and had grown steady and somewhat stout. Hawtrey was there at the same time. When living in Park Row, and while shaving early in the morning, I had often looked down upon Charles Hawtrey sprinting round Hyde Park, in shorts and a sweater; but it had not saved him from the common fate of middle age. And even I myself was not the figure that I once had been. Mrs. Playfair had dug up from somewhere the photo of a Playgoers Club dinner, taken twenty years before, showing us standing side by side; three slim young gentlemen — almost, one might say, sylph-like. She had cut us out, and labelled us The Three Graces.

The brothers Frohman, Charles and Dan, were good men to do business with. Their word was their bond. Charles used to say that no contract was ever drawn that a clever man could not get out of, if he wanted to. Towards the end, I never bothered him to sign anything. We would fix the terms over a cigar, and shake hands. He was a natural born sentimentalist: most Jews are. He spent a good deal of his time when in England at Marlow, where now stands a memorial to him. I had a house upon the hills, and Haddon Chambers used to rent a cottage at Bisham, near the Abbey. On a sunny afternoon, one often found Charles sitting on his own grave in Marlow churchyard — or rather on the spot he hoped would one day be his grave: a pleasant six foot into four of English soil, under the great willow that overhangs the river. He was still in negotiation for it the last time that I talked to him there. He went down in the Lusitania, the year following.

Reading a play to a manager is a trying ordeal. I remember Addison Bright sending me a message at twelve oclock one night to come at once to his flat, and bring with me a comedy of mine, Dick Halward, that Sothern was then playing in America. Tree and Mrs. Pat Campbell were waiting for me. Tree had engaged Mrs. Pat for his star to open at Her Majestys in three weeks time; but had not found a play for her. He thought he had — some half-a-dozen of them altogether — but she had turned them all down one after the other. It was a dismal night. Tree sat watching Mrs. Pats face, and evidently did not mind what the play was. I fell to doing the same and hardly knew what I was reading. Sometimes she laughed and sometimes she yawned, but most of the time she just sat. The dawn was breaking when I finished. She would not make up her mind, even then. Tree, on the stairs, thanked me for a pleasant night. Frederick Harrison is the most courteous manager I have ever read to. If he likes the play he shows it; and if he doesnt he makes you feel that the fault is not yours, but his. Frohman, until the end, would give no sign of what he was thinking. One hoped he was awake, but was not sure. He never pretended to know what the public wanted, and had a contempt for anyone who did.

Ill tell you what a play is going to do, after Ive seen the second Monday nights returns, he would say. Some people will tell you before; but theyre fools.

First-night receptions tell nothing. First nighters are a race apart. Like the Greeks, they hanker after a new thing. The general public, on the other hand, are faithful to their old loves. I met Arthur Shirley one afternoon. A new and original drama of his was to be produced that evening at Drury Lane.

Feeling cheerful? I asked him.

Tolerably, he told me. There are three rattling good situations in it.

Capital, I said. You think they will go all right?

Well, they ought to, he answered. They always have.

The piece, I am glad to record, ran the whole season.

The last play I wrote for Charles Frohman was in collaboration with Haddon Chambers. He paid us a good sum down, but never produced it. We had made our chief comic character a Lord Mayor of London, and Frohman was nervous about it. He had the foreigners fixed notion that the Lord Mayor of London is, next to the King, the most exalted personage in all England; and feared that to put him on the stage in company with ordinary mortals would be to outrage all the better feelings of the British public. I am sorry. He was a jolly old chap and, I think, original. We had given him a sense of humour.

Haddon Chambers had the reputation of being a dangerous character; but my wife always said she was sure it was their fault, and our two daughters loved him. The elder, who was nearly thirteen, said the great thing was to keep him to serious subjects. They taught him croquet and talked to him about horses and religion; and he used to tell them stories about Bushrangers, and Madame Melba when she was a little girl.

New Lamps for Old, I wrote for Cissy Grahame. She produced it at Terrys Theatre. Horatio Bottomley was her backer. We all liked him. He used to take us out to lunch at the old Gaiety; and tell us stories about his early struggles, when he was a poor boy selling newspapers for his uncle, Charles Bradlaugh; and how he saved his first half-crown. Penley played the old family lawyer. He made a wonderful character of it at rehearsal. Penley was really a great actor. If he had played the part as he rehearsed it, he would have made for himself a new reputation. But he funked it at the end; and on the first night he was just Penley, as usual. Fred Kerr, Gertrude Kingston and Bernard Partridge were in the cast, in addition to Cissy herself. But the most wonderful person connected with the affair was our acting manager. I wish I could remember his name. It deserves to go down to posterity as the man who swindled Bottomley.

He must have started faking the accounts from the very first week, commented Bottomley, more in sorrow than in anger; and hes done it so cleverly that, although it is staring me in the face, I cant prove it. Damned scoundrel!

Later, he got a cheque out of The Daily Mail for telling lies about Lloyd George. The Daily Mail was very indignant and charged him with fraud. The man must have had a sense of humour, when you come to think of it.

Bottomley had a wonderful tongue. I remember a shareholders meeting, called together for the sole and express purpose of denouncing him. Half of them were in favour of lynching him. He talked to them for three-quarters of an hour; and now and then there were tears in his eyes. Before he sat down he had launched a new company on them. The majority of them subscribed to it before they left the room. He had his kindly side and was always good company. Once when I was in sore straits he lent me a thousand pounds; and never asked me for security or interest.

Augustus Daly took New Lamps for America; and Ada Rehan and John Drew played in it. Ada Rehan was superb in passion. Her Katharine in The Taming of the Shrew was a magnificent performance. It began like a tornado and ended like a summers breeze whispering to the willows. But John Drew in Shakespeare always suggested to me A Yankee at the Court of King Arthur. Afterwards, Daly asked me to adapt Sudermanns Die Ehre. I had marvelled up till then at the linguistic range of the average dramatic author who at a moments notice adapts you from the Russian, or the Scandinavian, or any other language that you choose. I did not then know very much German and had to confess it.

Thatll be all right, said Daly. Ill send you the literal translation.

For translations, a shilling a folio used to be the price generally paid to the harmless necessary alien.

Somewhat against my conscience, I consented to bowdlerise Sudermanns play so as not to offend Mrs. Grundy, who then ruled the English and American stage. Poor lady! She must have done quite a lot of turning in her grave since then. Jones went further when he adapted Ibsens Dolls House. In the last act Helmar took the forgery upon himself, and the curtain went down on Nora flinging herself into his arms with the cry of Husband; and the band played Charlie is my Darling. That was the first introduction of Ibsen to the British public. A charming author, was the verdict first passed upon Ibsen in London.

I wrote The MacHaggis in collaboration with Eden Phillpotts. Penley accepted it, but fell ill, and handed the part over to Weedon Grossmith. Our heroine shocked the critics. She rode a bicycle. It was unwomanly, then, to ride a bicycle. There were so many things, in those days, that were unwomanly to do. It must have been quite difficult to be a woman, and remain so day after day. She smoked a cigarette. The Devil must have been in us. Up till then, only the adventuress had ever smoked a cigarette. In the last act, she said damn. She said it twice. Poor Clement Scott nearly fell out of The Daily Telegraph. Once before, it is true, a lady (Mrs. Huntley, I think) had said damn upon the stage, but that was in a translation from the French. No one dreamed the day would come when Mrs. Pat Campbell would say bloody. But it is an age of progress, we are told. One blushes at the thought of what they may say next. She cost me a friend, that heroine of ours. By chance we christened the hussy Ewretta; and it happened to be the name of an actress friend of mine, Ewretta Lawrence. She wouldnt believe we hadnt done it of malice prepense. She never spoke to me again. I am sorry. It is always with fear and trembling that one chooses names for ones less immaculate characters. During the run of Pineros Mrs. Ebbsmith, a real Mrs. Ebbsmith committed suicide. She thought that Pinero had been told her story and had used it.

Phillpotts and myself had bad luck over The MacHaggis. It was doing well when Penley suddenly closed the theatre. His illness, it turned out, was mental.

One of the things I best remember in The MacHaggis was Reeves Smiths performance of a cheerful idiot. He was a delightful actor. He went to America soon after, and they never let him come back. I met him there when on a lecturing tour. He was playing with Nazimova. I went behind to see him.

Forgive me, I said, so soon as his dresser had left the room, but arent you making him rather too noisy? They were playing Ibsen—The Master Builder, I think.

Great heavens, he answered. You dont think its my idea, do you? Its the new method, over here. Everybody has to shout at the top of their voice, except the Star. How quiet and natural she is, they say. What a contrast. Clever idea. Gillette invented it.

Alia Nazimova was drawing all New York. I found her somewhat changed from the quiet, simple girl who with her husband (they spelt the name Nazimof then) had knocked at our door in London with a letter of introduction from friends of ours in Russia. They had got themselves into trouble with the political police, and had had to cut and run with barely time to pack a handbag. She spoke German, but he spoke only Russian. They looked little more than boy and girl; and he in his way was as beautiful as she was. That first evening, we taught him an English sentence. He had said it in Russian, his eyes fixed on my wife. Alla translated it into German, and then we told him the English for it, which was: You remind me of my first love. He repeated it till he had it perfect; and subsequently quite a number of women mentioned to me casually that he only seemed to know one English sentence. We chaffed him about it. He maintained it was not humbug. All beautiful women reminded him of his first love. But his last love! There was no one like her. And kneeling, he kissed Alla Nazimofs hand. He was rather a lovable, childish person. I took them to Tree, and we fixed up a benefit performance for them at the Haymarket; and afterwards I got Frohman interested, and he fathered them into America. For some reason, the boy went back to Russia and was killed in a pogrom. The first person she asked me about, when I saw her in New York, was Madame Needles, as she had always called a small fox-terrier of ours. They had been great friends, and had played hunt the slipper together. Madame Needles would go outside the room, while Madame Nazimof would hide one of her shoes, and then open the door. Only once Needles failed to find it, and that was when Alla had sprinkled scent upon it. Needles said, in dog language, that it wasnt fair; and wouldnt play any more that night.

Another play Phillpotts and I wrote together was The Prudes Progress. I read it one evening to a little Jew gentleman, a friend of Fanny Broughs, at his chambers in Piccadilly. Read it to him after dinner, she had counselled me. Dear, sentimental, fat old gentleman, how he cried over the pathetic parts! At the end, he shook me by both hands, and wrote me an agreement then and there. He left the business arrangements to me, and I took the Comedy Theatre and gathered together a company regardless of expense: among others, Fanny Brough, Teddy Righton, Cyril Maude, Lena Ashwell, glorious in her first youth and beauty. Bernard Partridge was to have played an up-to-date journalist who knew everything and was not ashamed of it: an amusing fellow, and Partridge would have played him to perfection. Alas and alack! I listened to advice. The author who listens to advice is lost. During the second rehearsal, your manager draws you aside. He has been talking the play over with his mother-in-law. It seems that she likes it, immensely. She has only one suggestion to make — or rather two. He propounds them at some length. You explain that the adoption of either would necessitate the re-writing of the piece. Well, better do that, my dear boy, he answers, than have a failure; Im only advising you for your own good. The producer does not agree with the managers mother-in-law. His advice is: Cut the other woman out altogether. Lighten the play and save a salary. He slips his arm through yours. If it was only a question of art, he continues in a friendly undertone, I daresay youre right. Unfortunately, weve got to consider the great B.P. Now Ive had twenty years experience, and so on. Later on, the solicitor to the syndicate drops in and watches a rehearsal. He stumbled over the cat and reaches the stage. He has thought of an alteration that may save the play. The next afternoon, the stage door-keeper stops you on your way out. He also has been thinking the play over with the idea of helping you. They all know what the public want, and how to give it to them. It is everybodys secret, except the authors. I once overheard a producer talking to a friend concerning one of Barries plays.

It was all no good, he was saying. He wouldnt take my advice. Of course the piece was successful — in a way, I admit. But think what it might have been!

Over the play proper, I had learnt to be firm; but I was young at producing, and I listened to George Hawtrey. He meant well. He was a dear fellow, in many respects. He always did mean well. He had discovered a genius made by the Creator on purpose to play our journalist. Partridge was my friend, he would not stand in the way of my making my fortune — of my making Phillpotts fortune — of my making everybodys fortune. To cut a sad story short, I put it to Partridge, and, of course, he agreed. But he never forgave me; and I have always felt ashamed of myself for having done it.

It was hoped, when the Dramatists Club was formed, that it might develop into a dramatic authors trades union on the lines of the French Société des Auteurs Dramatiques. It would have been a good thing. The established dramatist can, perhaps, hold his own: though even he is never sure of not being cheated, especially when it comes to dealing with the syndicates. But the young and struggling are fleeced and humbugged without mercy. Often a play out of which the management will make its tens of thousands is sold outright for a few pounds down. Take it or leave it, is presented at the authors head; and the youngster, impatient to see his play produced, signs the receipt. Occasionally he makes good, and the future repays him. More often the play turns out to be his one and only success. We used to grumble at the actor manager. We wish now we had him back. He had his failings, but at least he was an artist. The theatrical bosses who nowadays control the English and American stage have no idea beyond that of pandering to the popular taste of the moment. They regard the authors work as raw material to be cut down, altered, added to, and generally worked up by experts at so much an act. They would have boiled down Hamlet to an hour and a half; written in some comic business for the ghost; and brought down the curtain on Hamlet cuddling Ophelia. Actors and actresses wail that not enough plays are being written. Where are the new dramatists? they bewilderedly inquire. Why dont authors write more plays? The answer is that authors with any self-respect are being practically forbidden the stage door. I asked a well-known literary man, when last in America, why he never wrote for the theatre. There could be no question of his ability.

I havent the courage, he answered. I could not bear seeing my play knocked about and rendered senseless by a horde of syndicated savages. It would break my heart.

The Dramatists Club, at one time, had the dream of starting a dramatists theatre. That would have been a sound scheme, if only we had had faith. It may yet materialise. The plan was that ten or a dozen leading dramatists, possessing a bank balance, should form themselves into a company, lease a theatre and produce their own plays. Afterwards the doors would be thrown open to all. Cecil Raleigh and myself were appointed to report upon the scheme. I went into the City and found there would be no difficulty in obtaining, if need be, financial assistance. Your City man is a born gambler, and the theatre being a ready-money proposition, particularly appeals to him. We could have had a lease of the Savoy at eighty pounds a week, and I am still of the opinion that we missed a golden opportunity. The danger confronting a new management is that of running short of plays. We should have had a dozen to fall back upon, each one the work of an experienced dramatist. Running a theatre is the easiest business going. I ran the Comedy Theatre for six months with the Prudes Progress. If I had had a better play I would have made a fortune. As it was I came out with a profit. All that had to be known I learnt in the first week. Bram Stoker, Henry Irvings manager, put me up to the art of papering. It was almost the rule then for plays to hang fire at first. The house had to be dressed, as the saying was. Generally, this was done by handing out each morning a bundle of passes to the bill-poster for distribution. The deserving poor came in for, perhaps, more than their share. Evening dress, so far as the stalls and dress circle were concerned, was indispensable; but the term is necessarily elastic in the case of female attire, and often the appearance of the house would be irresistibly suggestive of Mrs. Jarleys wax works. Bram Stoker, in those early years when he was building up the Lyceum, took pains. With a Burkes peerage at his elbow, he would confine his complimentary admissions to Mayfair and Kensington, together with, maybe, the park end of Bayswater. It was rarely that his invitation was declined. The Lyceum floor would blaze with jewels, and the line of waiting carriages extend to Covent Garden. I followed the same plan, and kept The Morning Post busy recording the nobility and gentry that, the previous evening, had honoured the Comedy Theatre with their gracious presence.

Collaboration, generally speaking, is a mistake. Like on the old tandem bicycle, each man thinks he is doing all the work. The last time I tried it was with Justin McCarthy. But that was a play asking for collaboration. Its subject was re-incarnation. Our hero and heroine meet for the first time in the days of Prometheus, and he shows her how to light a fire. A million years later, they turn up in Athens. He is Socrates and she is a slave. What theyve been up to in the meanwhile we do not bother about. In the end, they come back to the Present, where the play first opened. I had submitted the idea to Phyllis Neilson-Terry in New York, and she had been tremendously keen about it. But her plans fell through. That is the heart-breaking side of play-writing: you spend a years labour and nothing comes of it. Or it is produced only to be jeered at and promptly buried. True, what one loses on the roundabout failures one makes on the swinging successes. But, somehow, the failures seem always to be the ones that we love best.

My first collaboration was with Addison Bright. We wrote a play for Miss Eastlake. I remember Brights reading it to Wilson Barrett in his dressing-room at Birmingham after a performance of Claudian. Barrett had not changed his costume, and came to us with two long hat-pins sticking out of each of his calves. Miss Eastlake had stuck them into him as she had followed him up the stairs. He never noticed them until he went to cross his legs. Miss Eastlake had a great sorrow in the first act, and the curtain went down on her sobbing her heart out. During rehearsals, she came forward for the second act still weeping. Bright explained to her that six years had elapsed, and that the stage directions were: Enters talking and laughing.

I know, she answered, the tears still falling down her cheeks. I cant help it, its so absurd of me. Ill never be able to get over it in time.

There was some risk of it, especially on the first night. To avoid danger, we made the second act to take place on the anniversary of her trouble; and gave her a pensive entrance.

She and Annie Hughes both came out the same evening at the Criterion in a play, I think, of McCarthys. They both had a wonderful success. The last time I saw poor Miss Eastlake, she was running a cheap boarding-house in Gower Street. As the result of an illness, she had lost all her beauty and had grown tremendously stout. She was still playing the heroine. She was finer than I had ever seen her: patient and cheerful. She made a jest of the whole thing. It was in a play that I wrote for Annie Hughes that the telephone first appeared on the English stage. People talked about it, and the critics said it was false realism. I wish now I hadnt done it. But maybe somebody else would have thought of it, if I hadnt.

I wrote three plays for Marie Tempest, two of which she never played in, and the third she wished she hadnt. It was her own fault. She wanted a serious play, and I gave her a serious play. She loved it when I read it to her. Esther Castways was the name of it. She was magnificent in it, and on the first night received an ovation. But, of course, the swells wouldnt have it. She had made a groove for herself; and her public were determined she should keep it. We ought to have known that, all of us. I didnt get on with her at rehearsals. I wore a red suit. I rather fancied it myself; but somehow it maddened her; and I was obstinate and wouldnt change it, though she offered to buy it off me that she might burn it. My daughter made a successful first appearance in the play. Marie took a liking to her. She liked young girls, and was always very nice to women. It was men she hadnt any use for, so far as I could gather. A pity she ever got into that groove. She was a great actress pinned down to frocks and frivolity. Lillah McCarthy gave me an insight into female psychology when she told me that the first thing she did with a new part was to dress it. She could not imagine how the woman would think and feel till she had visualized the clothes that she would wear. Then she began to understand the woman, working from the clothes inwards. I can understand: because The Stranger in The Third Floor Back came to me like that. I followed a stooping figure, passing down a foggy street, pausing every now and then to glance up at a door. I did not see his face. It was his clothes that worried me. There was nothing out of the way about them. I could not make out why it was they seemed remarkable. I lost him at a corner, where the fog hung thick, and found myself wondering what he would have looked like if he had turned round and I had seen his face. I could not get him out of my mind, wandering about the winter streets; and gradually he grew out of those curious clothes of his.

Miss Hobbs (or The Kissing of Kate, to give the play its original title), produced by Chas. Frohman in America with Annie Russell as Kate and wonderful old Mrs. Gilbert as Auntie, was my first real money-making success: if a gentleman may mention such detail. She has been a good child to me, God bless her. The Princess Paulowa presented her in Russia and is now showing her round Italy. She was a great success in Germany. I was living in Dresden at the time; and the Kaiser sent me his congratulations, through an official of the Saxon Court, who brought it to me in a big envelope: so he couldnt have been all bad. How the coming of the Great War was kept from us common people may be instanced by the production of my play, The Great Gamble, at the Haymarket, six weeks before the guns went off. The scene was laid in Germany. One of our chief characters was a dear old German Professor. German students, in white caps, sang German folk songs and drank Lager beer. We had incidental music, specially written, in the German style. The hero had been educated in Germany and the heroines mothers co-respondent was an Austrian. For a solid month, we rehearsed that play without a suspicion that the Chancelleries of Europe were one and all making their secret preparations to render it a failure. Talk of organized opposition! It was a conspiracy.

Fanny and the Servant Problem I wrote for Marie Tempest. She was otherwise engaged when it was ready; and Frohman not wanting to wait, we gave the part to Fannie Ward. I think myself she made a quite delightful Fanny, and Charles Cartwrights Butler was a joy. Alma Murray played the Ladys Maid. I had not seen her for nearly twenty years. She had been one of the first to put Ibsen on the London stage. But for that, she might have had her own theatre and been a leading light. But in those days the feeling against Ibsen was almost savage, and no player prominently connected with his plays was ever forgiven. For some reason or another, Fanny failed in London. So Fannie Ward took it to America, and there it was a big success, under the name of Lady Bantock. The Americans love a title. Afterwards it was converted into a musical comedy and ran for four seasons. With Hamlet, I object to actors speaking more than is set down for them. But a gag by the American actor cast for the music-hall manager was quaint, I confess. He finds the Bible that her Uncle and Butler has placed open on Fannys desk. He turns over the pages, and seems surprised. What have you got there? asks his companion. I dont know, he answers. Its all about the Sheenies.

Fanny has been translated and played in almost every European country, except Portugal.

Cook (I called it The Celebrity, and if I had originally called it Cook my manager would have wanted to call it The Celebrity) proved to me, I am sorry to say, that the power of the critics to make or mar a play is negligible. I have never written anything that has won for me such unstinted praise. I could hardly believe my eyes when I opened the papers the next morning. Generally, if your play does get through, it is the actors who have saved it. But in the notices for Cook, favourable mention was made even of the author. We all thought we were in for a record run; and I ordered a new dress suit. I ought to have remembered Charles Frohmans advice and waited for the second Monday. But Cook also has succeeded abroad, so I comfort myself with the prophets customary consolation.

Rehearsals are trying periods. Everybody seems to be wearing their nerves outside their skin. The question whether the actor should take three steps to the right, and pause with his left hand on the back of chair, centre, before proposing to the heroine; or whether he should do it from the hearthrug, with his left elbow on the mantelpiece, may threaten the friendship of a lifetime. The author wants him to do it from the hearthrug — is convinced that from there and there only can he convey to the heroine the depth and sincerity of his passion. The producer is positive that a true gentleman would walk round the top of the table and do it from behind a chair. The actor comes to the rescue. He feels he can do it only from the left-hand bottom corner of the table.

Oh well, if you feel as strongly about it as all that, my dear boy, says the producer, that ends it. Its you whove got to play the part.

Do you know, says the author, I think hes right? It does seem to come better from there.

The rehearsal proceeds. Five minutes later, the argument whether a father would naturally curse his child before or after she has taken off her hat, provides a new crisis.

In ancient times, the fashion was for movement. The hero and heroine would be seated, making love, one each side of the piano. At the end of the first minute, the stage manager, as he was then, would call out:

Now then, come along, my dears, break it up. Put some life into it. Youre not glued to those chairs, you know.

The hero and heroine would rise and change seats.

Nowadays the pendulum has swung too far the other way. I remember a rehearsal where the leading actress suddenly jumped up and began stamping about the stage.

Whatevers the matter? asked the producer.

Ill be all right in a minute, she answered. Ive got pins and needles.

My own worst experience was over a musical play I wrote for Arthur Roberts, then with Lowenfeldt at the Prince of Wales. Lowenfeldt was an Austrian who had made a fortune out of Kops ale. It was a popular temperance beverage, twenty years ago, until the Revenue authorities discovered it contained more alcohol than the average public-house beer. His grievance against the London critics was that they didnt take cheques. Why not? he argued. A good notice in a respectable paper is worth a hundred pounds to me. I give the critic ten. It pays him, and it pays me. He thought the time would come.

Arthur Roberts took me aside.

I want you to write me a part with a touch of pathos in it, he said. You know what I mean. Plenty of fun, but not all fun. I want them to go home saying, Well, I always knew Arthur could make me laugh, but damned if I thought he had got it in him to make me cry. See what I mean?

I retired into the country and worked hard. It seemed to me an interesting story. There were moments in it when, if properly played, a chocky feeling would, I felt sure, manifest itself throughout the audience. But it all came right in the end. I made him a licensed victualler, of the better sort. An uncle died and left him an hotel. Roberts had not attended the reading. At the first rehearsal he took me aside. He said:

Ive got an idea for this part. Im a young farmer — — He gave me an imitation of a Somersetshire yokel. It was an excellent performance. You know, he continued, a Simple Simon sort of part. In the second act — —

But you cant, I said. Youre an hotel proprietor at Maidenhead.

Good, he answered. All youll have to do, is to knock out the hotel and call it a farm.

I tried reason, but he was just mad to be a farmer. He sketched out the part. It would be novel and amusing, I could see that. I sat up for a night or two, and turned him into a farmer. We struggled through one or two rehearsals; and then he had another inspiration. He wanted to be a detective, disguised as an Italian waiter.

Wheres the difficulty? he demanded. Somebody steals the old girls jewels. Im in love with the daughter. The police are no good, I take the job on for her sake.

It meant re-writing half an act. I did it. Three days later, he wanted to be a French Marquis, reduced to giving English lessons in Soho.

Dont you see, my dear boy? he explained. Gives me an opportunity for pathos. Ive been making them laugh, now I make them cry. Variety: thats the thing we want.

I never saw the play myself. I was told that he got them all in; and the critics spoke highly of his versatility. Adrian Ross (Arthur Ropes) took it off my hands and finished it. He was a wonderful worker. He would write a scene — quite a good scene — while Arthur Roberts walked up and down the room and acted it. The next morning, Arthur had forgotten all about it; and Ropes would write him another.

I wrote The Passing of the Third Floor Back for David Warfield. I worked it out first as a short story. It was John Murray, the publisher, who put the idea into my head of making it into a play; and when I saw Warfield in The Music Master, it seemed to me he was just the actor to play it. He would not have had the dignity and compelling force of Forbes-Robertson. He would have made the character win rather through tenderness and appeal. I was on a lecturing tour in America; and I got my agent, Miss Marbury, to put me into touch with Belasco, Warfields manager. It was in a Pullman car between Washington and New York that I sketched out the idea to him. It got hold of him. We were both doubtful as to how the public would receive it. I thought I could do it without giving offence. Belasco agreed to trust me, and on my return to England I got to work upon it. It was not an easy play to write: one had to feel it rather than think it. I was living in a lonely part of the Chiltern hills with great open spaces all around me, and that helped; and at last it was finished. I had arranged to return to America to produce Sylvia of the Letters, a play I had written for Grace George; and I took The Passing with me. I read it to Warfield and Belasco late one night at Belascos theatre in New York. We had the house to ourselves; and afterwards we adjourned to Warfields club for supper. It was about three oclock in the morning, and the only thing we could get was cold beef and pickles. They were both impressed by the play, and we found ourselves talking in whispers. I fancy Belasco got nervous about it, later on. We fixed things up next morning at Miss Marburys office, and he asked me to see Percy Anderson, the artist, when I got back to England, and get him to make sketches for the characters. It was while he was drawing them, in his studio at Folkestone, that one morning Forbes-Robertson, who had a house there, dropped in upon him. Forbes was greatly interested in the sketches; and Anderson showed him the play.

Forbes-Robertson wrote me telling me this; and saying that if by any chance arrangements between myself and Belasco fell through, he would like to talk to me. His letter arrived the day after I had had one from Belasco, making it clear that he did not want, if possible, to be bound to his contract; so for answer, I called upon Forbes-Robertson in Bedford Square; and read the play to him and his wife. He also was nervous; but Gertrude Elliott swept all doubts aside and ended the matter.

We got together as perfect a cast as I think any play has ever had. Ernest Hendrie as the old Bookmaker, Ian Robertson as the Major, Edward Sass as the Jew, Agnes Thomas as Mrs. Sharpe, and Haidee Wright as the Painted Lady were all wonderful; and Gertrude Elliott played the Slavey. I was afraid, at first, that her beauty and her grace would hamper her; but she overcame these drawbacks and, even at rehearsal, invested the little slut with a spirituality that at times transfigured her. My daughter played the part in the country and afterwards in London during the war, and they two were the best Stasias I have seen. Lillah McCarthy was to have played Vivien. Granville Barker was in America, and she consulted Shaw, who read the play and told her to grab the part and hang on to it. She had an engagement she thought she could get out of; but it was not so, and we had to seek elsewhere.

We must have someone supremely beautiful, said Forbes. There are six women in the play; four of them have to be middle-aged, and my wife has to disguise herself. Its our only chance.

I thought of Alice Crawford. Time was pressing. We sent her a wire. She had just left for a ball at the Piccadilly Hotel.

You must go to the ball, said Forbes.

I went as I was, in a blue serge suit, brown boots, and a collar that I had been wearing since eight oclock in the morning. I made a sensation in the ballroom. I gathered that the people round about took me for a policeman in unnecessarily plain clothes; but I spotted Alice Crawford, and beckoned her outside. A gentleman came up and asked if he could be of any use. I take it the idea of bail was in his mind.

We produced the play at Harrowgate. The audience there mistook it for a farce. It was by the author of Three Men in a Boat, so they had been told. That evening the Robertsons and myself partook of a melancholy supper. It was Blackpool that saved the play. Forbes wired me — 

Its all right. Blackpool understands it and loves it.

In London, on the first night, the curtain fell to dead silence which lasted so long that everybody thought the play must be a failure, and my wife began to cry. And then suddenly the cheering came, and my wife dried her eyes.

I was not present myself. I have shirked my own first nights ever since a play of mine that Willard produced at the Garrick. I thought the applause was unanimous, but was received with a burst of booing. The argument is that if an author is willing to be applauded, he must not object to being hissed. It may be logic, but it isnt sense: as well say that because a man does not mind being patted on the back, he ought not to object to being kicked. I remember the first night of one of Joness plays. There was a difference of opinion and Jones very properly did not appear. In the street, I overheard some critics from the gallery talking:

Why didnt he come out, said one, and take his punishment like a man?

W. T. Stead used to gather interesting people round him, on Sunday afternoons, at his house in Smith Square. Soon after the production of The Passing of the Third Floor Back I received an invitation from him to discuss The Gospel according to St. Jerome. Another time, we discussed the chief motive power governing human affairs, and decided that it was hate: hatred of nation for nation, religious hatred, race hatred, political hatred. Just then the suffrage movement was in full swing, and sex hatred had been added to the list. Stead lived and died a convinced Spiritualist, in spite of the fact that his spirit friends once let him down badly. They urged him to start a daily newspaper and assured him of success. It was a grim failure, but he forgave them.

Forbes-Robertson was doubtful about taking the play to America. It was his sister-in-law, Maxine Elliott, who insisted. It was at her theatre in New York that he opened.

Matheson Lang took it East. In China, a most respectable Mandarin came round to see him afterwards and thanked him.

Had I been intending to do this night an evil deed, he said, I could not have done it. I should have had to put it off, until to-morrow.




Chapter VIII

I BECOME AN EDITOR

[image: img243.jpg]

THE IDLER. EDITED by Jerome K. Jerome and Robert Barr. An illustrated monthly magazine, Price sixpence, was Barrs idea. But the title was mine. Barr had made the English edition of the Detroit Free Press quite a good property; and was keen to start something of his own. He wanted a popular name and, at first, was undecided between Kipling and myself. He chose me — as, speaking somewhat bitterly, he later on confessed to me — thinking I should be the easier to manage. He had not liked the look of Kiplings jaw. Kipling had been about two years in London, and had just married his secretary, a beautiful girl with a haunting melancholy in her eyes that still lingers.

By writers he was recognized as a new force, though his aggressive personality naturally made enemies. The critics and the public were more squeamish then. He was accused of coarseness and irreverence. The reason, it is said, that he was never knighted was that Queen Victoria would not forgive him for having called her The Widdy o Windsor. He has not missed much. Lord Charles Beresford used to tell the story — and those who knew him could easily believe it — that King Edward on one occasion said to him:

You remember L —— , that fellow at Homburg. Well, Ive just made him a knight.

Dirty little bounder, said Beresford; serve him damn well right.

The Idler was a great success, so far as circulation was concerned. Our business manager was one Robert Dunkerley. I see from Whos Who that he himself explains that he took to writing as an alleviation and alternative from business, and found it much more enjoyable. He is now John Oxenham. We had pleasant offices in Arundel Street, off the Strand, and gave tea-parties every Friday. They were known as the Idler At Homes, and became a rendezvous for literary London. Burgin, G. B., was our sub-editor. He was a glutton for work, even then; and his appetite seems to have grown. He thinks nothing of turning out three novels a year. I once wrote two thousand words in a single day; and it took me the rest of the week to recover. Wells is even yet more wonderful. He writes a new book while most people are reading his last; throws off a history of the world while the average schoolboy is learning his dates; and invents a new religion in less time than it must have taken his god-parents to teach him his prayers. He has a table by his bedside; and if the spirit moves him will get up in the middle of the night, make himself a cup of coffee, write a chapter or so, and then go to sleep again. During intervals between his more serious work, he will contest a Parliamentary election or conduct a conference for educational reform. How Wells carries all his electricity without wearing out the casing and causing a short circuit in his brain is a scientific mystery. I mentioned once in a letter to him that I was a bit run down. He invited me to spend a day or two with him at Folkestone: get some sea-air in my lungs and a rest. To rest in the neighbourhood of Wells is like curling yourself up and trying to go to sleep in the centre of a cyclone. When he wasnt explaining the Universe, he was teaching me new games — complicated things that he had invented himself, and under stress of which my brain would reel. There are steepish hills on the South Downs. We went up them at four miles an hour, talking all the time. On the Sunday evening a hurricane was raging with a driving sleet. Wells was sure a walk would do us good — wake us up. While Mrs. Wells was not watching, we tucked the two little boys into their mackintoshes and took them with us.

Well all have a blow, said Wells.

They were plucky little beggars, both of them, and only laughed. But battling up the Leas against the wind, we found the sleet was cutting their small faces. So we made them walk one each behind us with their arms around our waists, while we pressed forward with ducked heads. And even then Wells talked. But one day Nature got the better of him and silenced him. That was when he was staying with me at Goulds Grove near Wallingford. We climbed a lonely spur of the Chilterns, and half-way up he gave out, and never spoke again till we had reached the top, and had sat there for at least five minutes, looking down upon the towers of Oxford and the Cotswold Hills beyond. Southampton water gleamed like a speck of silver on the horizon, and at our feet we marked — now rutted and grass-grown — the long straight line of the old Roman way that led from Grimms Dyke, past the camp on the Sinodun hills, and so onward to the north.

I cant remember, for certain, whether it was to Wells at Folkestone when I was staying with him, or to me at Wallingford when he was stopping with me, that there came one afternoon a company of garden city experts on the hunt for a new site. The head of the party was an American gentleman who had devoted most of his life to the building of garden cities. He had been invited over to assist with his experience. He never got further than the two words garden city. At that point, Wells took the matter in hand, and for twenty minutes he explained to the old gentleman how garden cities should be constructed; the inherent imperfectability of all garden cities that had hitherto been built; the proper method of financing and running garden cities. The old gentleman attempted a few feeble interruptions, but Wells would have none of them.

Your ideas are all right, said the old gentleman, when Wells at last had finished, but they are not practical.

If the ideas are right, said Wells, your business is to make them practical.

Of Shaw, it is said that he is never at rest unless he is working. Shaw once told me that he only had three speeches. One about politics (including religion); one about art (together with life in general); and the other one about himself. He said he found these three — with variations — served him for all purposes.

People think I am making new speeches, he said. Im repeating things that I have told them over and over again, if only they had listened. Im tired of talking, he said. I wouldnt have to talk one-tenth as much, if people only listened.

He used to say there were two schools of elocution: one the Lyceum Theatre (in Irvings time) and the other Hyde Park. He himself had graduated in Hyde Park, mounted on a chair without a back, opposite the Marble Arch. There is only one way of countering Shaw on a platform. It is hopeless trying to cross wits with him. The only thing is to force him to become serious. Then I have known him to flounder. His mind works like lightning. I remember the then President of the Playgoers Club coming to him one day. It was at the beginning of the cinema boom. He was an earnest young man.

We want you to speak for us on Sunday evening, Mr. Shaw, he said, on the question: Is there any danger of the actor being eliminated?

You dont say which actor, answered Shaw, and, anyhow, why speak of it as a danger?

Shaw is one of the kindest of men, but has no tenderness. His chief exercise, according to his own account, is public speaking; and his favourite recreation, thinking. He admitted to me once that there have been times when he has thought too much. He was motoring in Algiers, driving himself, with his chauffeur beside him, when out of his musings came to him the idea for a play.

What do you think of this? he said, turning to his chauffeur; and went on then and there to tell the man all about it.

He had usually found his chauffeur a keen and helpful critic. But on this occasion, instead of friendly encouragement, he threw himself upon Shaw and, wrenching the wheel out of his hands, sat down upon him.

Excuse me, Mr. Shaw, the man said later on; but its such a damn good play that I didnt want you to die before youd written it.

Shaw had never noticed the precipice.

Conan Doyle used to be another tremendous worker. He would sit at a small desk in a corner of his own drawing-room, writing a story, while a dozen people round about him were talking and laughing. He preferred it to being alone in his study. Sometimes, without looking up from his work, he would make a remark, showing he must have been listening to our conversation; but his pen had never ceased moving. Barrie had the same gift. He was a reporter on a provincial newspaper in his early days, and while waiting for orders amid the babel and confusion of the press room, he would curl himself up on a chair and, quite undisturbed, peg away at something dreamy and poetic.

A vigorous family, the Doyles, both mentally and physically. I remember a trip to Norway with Doyle and his sister Connie: a handsome girl, she might have posed as Brunhilda. She married Hornung the novelist. Another sister married a clergyman named Angel, a dear ugly fellow. They lived near to us at Wallingford, and next door to them happened to live another clergyman named Dam. And later on Dam was moved to Goring, and found himself next door to a Roman Catholic priest whose name was Father Hell. Providence, I take it, arranges these little things for some wise purpose.

We had a rough crossing to Norway. Connie Doyle enjoyed it: she was that sort of girl: it added to her colour and gave a delightful curl to her hair. She had a sympathetic nature, and was awfully sorry for the poor women who were ill. She would burst in upon them every now and then to see if she could be of any help to them. You would have thought her mere presence would have cheered them up. As a matter of fact, it made them just mad.

Oh, do go away, Connie, I heard one of her friends murmur, while passing the open door, it makes me ill to look at you.

Doyle was always full of superfluous energy. He started to learn Norwegian on the boat. He got on so well that he became conceited; and one day, at a little rest house up among the mountains, he lost his head. We had come there in stoljas — a tiny carriage only just big enough for one person, drawn by a pony about the size of a Newfoundland dog, but marvellously sturdy. They will trot their fifty miles in the day and be frisky in the evening. While we were lunching, with some twenty miles still in front of us, a young officer came into the room, and said something in Norwegian. Of course we turned him on to Doyle; and Doyle rose and bowed and answered him. We all watched the conversation. The young Norwegian officer was evidently charmed with Doyle, while Doyle stood ladling out Norwegian as though it had been his mother tongue. After the officer was gone, we asked Doyle what it was all about.

Oh, just about the weather, and the state of the roads, and how some relation of his had hurt his leg, answered Doyle carelessly. Of course I didnt understand all of it. He turned the conversation.

When we had finished lunch, and the stoljas were brought out, Doyles pony was missing. It appeared Doyle had lent it to the young officer, whose own pony had gone lame. The ostler, who was also the waiter, had overheard the conversation. Doyle had said Certainly, with pleasure. He had said it once or twice. Also the Norwegian equivalent for: Dont mention it.

There wasnt another pony within ten miles. One of our party, who had taken a fancy to the view, and thought he would like to spend a day or two in the neighbourhood, let Doyle have his stolja. But for the rest of that trip, Doyle talked less Norwegian.

Leprosy is still a living terror in Norway. Eating bad fish is the cause of it. Round about the fjords, preserved fish is the chief article of food during the long winter. Doyle, as a doctor, got permission to visit one of the big leper hospitals and took me with them. Not till one has seen the thing can one understand the full meaning of that awful cry: The leper, the leper. The strange thing was the patience of the poor marred creatures, their quiet acceptance of their fate. Above the doors were texts of scripture. His mercy endureth for ever, was one of them. The bell was ringing for service when we thanked our guide for an interesting afternoon. We left them trooping towards the little cold grey chapel.

Doyle had always a bent towards the occult. He told me once a curious story. It led him to conclusions with which he may now disagree. He and another member of the Psychical Research Society were sent down to an old manor house in Somerset to investigate a phenomenon, as it is now termed—ghost story, our grandmothers would have said. There lived in this house a retired Colonel and his wife with their only daughter, an unmarried woman of about five and thirty. For some time past, strange noises had been heard: a low moaning, rising to a wailing sob, and a sound as of a chain being dragged across the floor. Night after night, the noises would be heard. Then, for a while, they would cease. And then they would come again. The servants — so the old gentleman explained — were being frightened out of their lives: most of them had left; and even the dogs were becoming jumpy. Doyle and his friend were to say nothing about the Psychical Research Society. They were to come merely as guests, friends of the Colonels, that he had run across in London. He had not told his wife and daughter. His idea was that no woman could keep a secret. The Colonel himself pooh-poohed the whole thing. He put it down to rats. But his wifes health was becoming affected. He was evidently more worried than he cared to show.

It was a lonely house. Doyle and his friend arrived there in time for dinner. In the evening, they played a rubber of whist with the Colonel and his daughter. It was before bridge was invented. The old lady looked on while knitting. They seemed a most devoted family. Doyle and his friend, pleading drowsiness, the result of country air, retired early. That night nothing happened. On the second night, Doyle, suddenly waking about two oclock in the morning, heard the noises exactly as described: the low moaning, rising to a wailing sob, and the dragging of a chain. He was out of bed in a jiffy. The other man, whose turn it had been to keep watch, was in the gallery overlooking the hall, from where, he felt sure, the sounds had come. The old lady and gentleman joined them, almost immediately; and the daughter a few minutes later. The daughter, while comforting her mother, whose self-control seemed to be at breaking-point, declared she had heard nothing; and was sure it was all imagination, the result of suggestion; but admitted, after the old people had gone back into their room, that this was only pretence. She burst into a violent fit of weeping. Doyles medical training came to his aid. The next night they laid their plans; and discovered, as Doyle had suspected, that the ghost was the daughter herself.

She was not mad. She protested her love both for her father and her mother. She could offer no explanation. The thing seemed as unaccountable to her as it did to Doyle. On the understanding that the thing ended, secrecy was promised. The noises were never heard again. The mysteries are with the living, not the dead.

From shining examples of industry and steadfastness I — being a lazy man myself — find it a comfort to turn my thoughts away to W. W. Jacobs. He has told me himself that often he will spend (the word is his own) an entire morning, constructing a single sentence. If he writes a four-thousand-word story in a month, he feels he has earned a holiday; and the reason that he does not always take it is that he is generally too tired. I once recommended him to try a secretary. I have found it so myself: the girl becomes a sort of conscience. After a time, you get ashamed of yourself, muddling about the room and trying to look as if you were thinking. She yawns, has pins and needles, begs your pardon every five minutes — was under the impression that you said something. A girl who knows her business can, without opening her mouth, bully a man into working.

It wasnt any good, he told me later on. I put Nance on to it (Nance was his sister-in-law). I felt it wasnt going to be any use; and I didnt want the disgrace of it to get outside the family. I suppose Im too far gone, or else she was too eager. She would persist in our beginning sharp at ten, and Im never any good before twelve.

He told me that if it hadnt been for the Night Watchman, he might have had to give up writing. He had exhausted all his own stories. For weeks he cudgelled his brain in vain. Then suddenly in desperation he seized his pen and wrote:

Speaking of wimmen, said the Night Watchman.

And after that, it was plain sailing. He left it to the Night Watchman. The Night Watchman talked on.

I like talking to Jacobs about politics. He is so gloriously honest.

Im not sure that I do want the greatest happiness of the greatest number, he said to me one afternoon. We were driving across the Berkshire downs, behind a jolly little Irish cob of mine: it was before the days of motors. So far as I can see, theres not enough of the good things of this world to go round evenly, and I want more than my share.

As a matter of fact, he doesnt. All he wants to make him happy is a pipe, two Scotch whiskies a day, and a game of bowls three afternoons a week. But hes an obstinate beggar. I asked him once why he was afraid of Socialism. I promised him — I offered to personally guarantee it — that under Socialism all his simple desires would be assured to him.

I dont want things assured to me, he answered quite crossly. Id hate a lot of clever people fussing about, making me happy and doing me good. Damn their eyes.

During the Suffrage movement Mrs. Jacobs became militant. Husbands lived in fear and trembling in those days. Ladies who, up till then, had been as good as they were beautiful, filled our English prisons. Mrs. Jacobs, for breaking a post-office window, was awarded a month in Holloway. Jacobs did all that a devoted husband could do. Armed with medical certificates, he waited on the Governor: with all the eloquence fit and proper to the occasion, pointed out the impossibility of Mrs. Jacobs surviving the rigours of prison régime. The Governor was all sympathy. He disappeared. Five minutes later he returned.

You will be pleased to hear, Mr. Jacobs, said the Governor, that you have no cause whatever for anxiety. Your wife, since her arrival here a week ago, has put on eight pounds four ounces.

As Jacobs said, she always was difficult.

Editorial experience taught me that the test of a manuscript lies in its first twenty lines. If the writer could say nothing in those first twenty lines to arrest my attention, it was not worth while continuing. I am speaking of the unknown author; but I would myself apply the argument all round. By adopting this method, I was able to give personal consideration to every manuscript sent in to me. The accompanying letter I took care, after a time, not to read. So often the real story was there. Everything had been tried: everything had failed: this was their last chance. The sole support of widowed mother — of small crippled brother, could I not see my way? Struggling tradesmen on the verge of bankruptcy who had heard that Rudyard Kipling received a hundred pounds for a short story — would be willing to take less. Wives of little clerks, dreaming of new curtains. Would-be bridegrooms, wishful to add to their income: photograph of proposed bride enclosed, to be returned. Humbug, many of them; but trouble enough in the world to render it probable that the majority were genuine. Running through all of them, the conviction that literature is the last refuge of the deserving poor. The idea would seem to be general. Friends would drop in to talk to me about their sons: nice boys but, for some reason or another, hitherto unfortunate: nothing else left for them but to take to literature. Would I see them, and put them up to the ropes?

That it requires no training, I admit. A writers first play, first book, can be as good as his last — or better. I like to remember that I discovered a goodish few new authors.

Jacobs I found one Saturday afternoon. I had stayed behind by myself on purpose to tackle a huge pile of manuscripts. I had waded through nearly half of them, finding nothing. I had grown disheartened, physically weary. The walls of the room seemed to be fading away. Suddenly I heard a laugh and, startled, I looked round. There was no one in the room but myself. I took up the manuscript lying before me, some dozen pages of fine close writing.

I read it through a second time, and wrote to W. W. Jacobs, Esq. to come and see me. Then I bundled the remaining manuscripts into a drawer; and went home, feeling I had done a good afternoons work.

He came on Monday, a quiet, shy young man, with dreamy eyes and a soft voice. He looked a mere boy. Even now, in the dusk with the light behind him, he could pass very well for twenty-five — anyhow with his hat on. I remember Mrs. Humphrey Ward whispering to me at a public dinner not so very long ago — 

Who is the boy on my left?

The boy, I told her, was W. W. Jacobs.

Good Lord! she said. How does he do it?

I made a contract with him for a series of short stories. He was diffident — afraid lest they might not all be up to sample. I had difficulty in persuading him. The story he had sent me had been round to a dozen magazines, and had been returned with the usual editorial regrets and compliments. I fancy the regrets came to be sincere.

We had an old farmhouse on the hills above Wallingford. William the Conqueror had a friend at Wallingford, who opened the gates to him. It was there he first crossed the Thames. In return, William granted to the town a boon. Curfew still rings at Wallingford, but at nine oclock instead of eight. We would hear it clearly when the wind was in the west; and always there would fall a silence. The house was on the site of an old monastery. The ancient yews still stand. There was a corner of the garden that we called the Nook. A thick yew hedge, the haunt of birds, surrounded it, and an old nut tree gave shelter from the sun. It made a pleasant working place. An interesting tablet might be placed above its green archway, commemorating the names of those who at one time or another had written there: among others, Wells, Jacobs, Doyle, Zangwill, Phillpotts. Zangwill wrote stories of the Ghetto there; but wasted much of his time, playing with the birds, digging up worms with the end of his pen to feed the young thrushes and blackbirds.

It was a lonely house, on a western slope of the Chilterns. There were two front doors. One had to remember which way the wind was blowing. If one opened the wrong one, there was danger of being knocked down; and then the wind would rush through all the rooms and play the devil before one got him out again. I had a liking for being there alone in winter time, fending for myself and thinking. The owls also were fond of it. One could imagine all manner of sounds. Often I have gone out with a lantern, feeling sure I had heard the crying of a child. I remember reading there one night the manuscript of Wells Island of Doctor Moreau. It had come into the office just as I was leaving; and I had slipped it into my bag. I wished I had not begun it; but I could not put it down. The wind was howling like the seven furies; but above it I could hear the shrieking of the tortured beasts. I was glad when the dawn came.

Locke came to live at Wallingford. He had a bungalow down by the river, and lived there by himself until he married. He used to work at night. We could see his light shining across the river. His future wife lodged with an old servant of ours. He would tell my girls stories of the Munchausen family, descendants of the famous Baron. He used to stay with them in France. The family failing, judging from Lockes stories, still clung to them. An heirloom they particularly prized was the sling used by the late King David in his contest with Goliath. Locke had seen it himself: a simple enough thing, apparently home-made. We took him to Henley Regatta one year. We had the saddlers house down by the bridge. It was an awful week. We got drenched every day. I lent him some clothes. He is longer than I am. His arms were too long, and his legs were too long. Some Oxford boys with us dubbed him Dick Swiveller. He did suggest poor Dick.

Henham, or John Trevena as he called himself, was a neighbour of ours at Wallingford. He wrote some good books. Furze the Cruel and Granite are among the best. The woman to whom he was engaged died. But he always spoke of her as if she were living — would talk with her in his study and go long walks with her. He built himself a solitary house high up on Dartmoor. Lived there by himself for a time. And then quite suddenly he married his typist.

I suppose luck goes to the making of reputations, as it does to the shaping of most things human. Next to Hardy, I place Eden Phillpotts as the greatest of living English novelists: and Hardy has not his humour. But I take it he will have to wait till he is dead before full justice is done to him. He was staying with us; and one afternoon we went on a picnic. Landing at Dorchester lock, we climbed the Sinodun hills, where once was a Roman encampment, commanding the river. The ramparts still remain, and one may trace the ordered streets. And before that, in Druid times, it had been a British fortress. A grove of trees marks the place now. A green crown upon a lovely hill. It is a famous landmark for many miles around. We talked, as we boiled our kettle, of the danger of fire. There had been no rain for weeks and all the countryside was parched. The fear haunted us. The idea once started, we seemed unable to get away from it. There were dead trunks among the living that would have served as touchwood to ignite the whole.

After tea, we were preparing to light our pipes. Phillpotts was standing with his match-box in his hand. I was waiting to ask him for a light. It is most mens one economy, lucifer matches. Instead, he replaced the box in his pocket and, turning his back on me, walked down the hill. I called to him, but he took no notice. Later, I found him seated on the lock gates, smoking.

Do you know what was happening to me just now? he said. A beastly little imp was urging me for all he was worth to set fire to that rotten tree against which we were standing. One lighted match would have done it, and burnt down the entire grove. If I hadnt come away, I believe hed have nagged me into doing it.

Love of Nature is to Phillpotts almost a religion. I wonder if there is a Devil?

A Scotchman who signed himself Cynicus drew cartoons for The Idler: clever sketches, with a biting satire. He had a quaint studio in Drury Lane; and lived there with his sisters. One used to meet Ramsay MacDonald there. He was a pleasant, handsome young man — so many of us were, five and thirty years ago. He was fond of lecturing. Get him on to the subject of Carlyle and he would talk for half-an-hour. He would stand with his hat in one hand and the door-handle in the other, and by this means always secured the last word.

Gilbert Parker was another Idler man. He married in 1895 and became The Rt. Hon. Sir Gilbert Parker, Bart., M.P., L.L.D., D.C.L. It might have been jealousy — probably was, but there was a feeling that after his marriage he had become more impressive than was needful. I remember one evening at the Savage Club. He had kindly looked in upon us, on his way to some reception. He moved about, greeting affably one man after another. Eventually he came across Odell, an old actor; his address now is the Charterhouse, where Colonel Newcome heard the roll call. Odell was an excellent raconteur, one of the stars of the club. Sir Gilbert laid a hand upon his shoulder.

You must come down and see me, Odell, he said. Fix a day and write me. You know the address. B —— Court.

Delighted, answered Odell. What number?

The Idler was not enough for me. I had the plan in my mind of a new weekly paper that should be a combination of magazine and journal. I put my own money into it, and got together the rest. Dudley Hardy designed us a poster. It was the first time a known artist had condescended to do poster-work. It came to be known as the Yellow Girl. She seemed to be stepping out of the hoarding. If high up, you feared she would land on your head; and if low down, you feared for your toes. To-day, I suppose, is now forgotten; but though I say it who shouldnt, it was a wonderful twopennyworth. Stevensons Ebb-Tide was our first serial. Myself, I never read the serial in a magazine. A month is too long: one loses touch. But a week is just right: one remembers, and looks forward. Stevenson agreed with me. I had met him some time before. He was ill, and looking forward to getting out of England. It was always a difficulty getting him to talk; but once started he would go on without a break: reminding me, in this respect, of Barrie. Maybe it is a Scotch trait. A gentle, unassuming man: he seemed to have no notion that he was anybody of importance — or if he had, he kept it hidden.

Anthony Hope wrote for both The Idler and To-day. I am sorry he came into money. He might have been writing to-day if he hadnt. Poverty is the only reliable patron of literature. He was a methodical worker. He had his office in a street opposite the Savoy Chapel. He would reach there as the clock struck ten, work till four, then, locking the door, go home to his flat in Bloomsbury. I met him for the first time at the house of a young couple named Baldry, who have since grown older, and become dear friends of mine. Baldry and Hall Caine, in those days, used to be mistaken occasionally, by sinners out late at night, for Jesus Christ. Baldry now suggests Moses, and Hall Caine has come down to Shakespeare. Baldry was an artist and still is; but is best known as a critic. She was a slip of a girl then, and even more beautiful than she is now. She had been chief dancer at the Gaiety — Lily Lyndhurst on the programme. She confided to me, in the course of the evening, that she was the original Dolly of the famous Dolly Dialogues. Anthony Hope had — well, not exactly told her so, but given her to understand it. He had a way with him. Since then I have met quite a dozen charming women who have confided to me precisely the same secret.

To-day was an illustrated paper. Dudley Hardy, Sauber, Fred Pegram, Lewis Baumer, Hal Hurst, Aubrey Beardsley, Ravenhill, Sime, Phil May, all drew for it. As I have said, it was a wonderful twopennyworth. It was difficult to get work out of Phil May in his later years. He would promise you — would swear by all the gods he knew; and then forget all about it. I had a useful office-boy. He had a gift for sitting still and doing nothing. He could sit for hours. It never seemed to bore him. James was one of his names.

James, I would say, you go round to Mr. Phil Mays studio; tell him youve come for the drawing that he promised Mr. Jerome last Friday week; and wait till you get it.

If Phil May wasnt in, he would wait till Phil May did come in. If Phil May was engaged, he would wait till Phil May was disengaged. The only way of getting him out of the studio was to give him a drawing. Generally Phil May gave him anything that happened to be handy. It might be the drawing he had intended for me. More often, it would be a sketch belonging, properly speaking, to some other editor. Then there was trouble with the other editor. But Phil May was used to trouble. He was a thirsty soul. His wife used to tell the story that one night he woke her up, breaking crockery. It seemed he was looking for water. The water-bottle was empty.

Oh, well, drink out of the jug, suggested Mrs. May; theres plenty of water in that. I filled it myself, the last thing.

Ive finished that, said May.

He had been in the office of an art dealer in Liverpool, before he came to London. They hadnt got on together. There had been faults on both sides, one gathered. The old man also came to London and established himself in Bond Street. From him, I obtained an insight into the ways of picture dealers. He looked me up one day at my office.

Could you put your hand on a journalist, he asked me, who knows anything about art?

Sounds easy, I answered. Most of them know everything. What is it you want?

He neednt know much, he went on. I want him to write me an article about Raeburn. Ill tell him just what I want him to say. All hes got to do is to make it readable, with plenty of headlines. Then I want you to make a special feature of it in To-day.

Wait a bit, I said. From all Ive heard, this man Raeburn is dead. Where does the excitement come in, from my point of view?

Im not asking you to do it for nothing, he explained. Send your advertisement man to me and he and I will fix it up.

I began to understand.

Youve been buying Raeburns? I suggested.

Raeburn is going to be the big thing this season, he answered. Were just waiting for the Americans to come over.

Another view of the Press was afforded me by the late Barney Barnato. He had just arrived in London from South Africa; and To-Day had taken the occasion to give its readers the story of his life, putting down nothing in malice, I hope; but, on the other hand, nothing extenuating. Two days after our article had appeared, he called upon me. He was not of imposing presence; but his manner was friendly and he made himself at home.

Ive read your article, he said. He seemed to be under the impression I had written it myself. There are one or two points about which you are mistaken.

He was looking at me out of his little eyes. There came a twinkle into them.

Ive always been friendly with the Press, he continued. Ive made a note of where youve gone wrong, here and there. What Id like you to do is to write another little article — no immediate hurry about it — just putting things right.

He had taken from his pocket-book a sheet of note-paper. He rose, and breathing heavily, he came across and laid it on the desk before me. It was covered with small writing. I took it up to read it. Underneath it, there was a cheque for a hundred pounds, payable to bearer and uncrossed.

He was sadly out of condition, it was evident, but he had been a prize-fighter. Besides, violence is always undignified. I handed the cheque back to him; and crumpling up his sheet of paper threw it into the waste-paper-basket. He looked at me more in sorrow than in anger. A sigh of resignation escaped him. He took a fountain pen out of his bulging waistcoat and, leaning over the back of the desk, proceeded quite calmly to make alterations: then pushed the cheque across to me. He had made it for two hundred pounds and had initialled the corrections.

It was my turn to give it back to him. I wondered what he would do. He merely shrugged his shoulders.

How much do you want? he asked.

He was so good-tempered about it, that I could not help laughing. I explained to him it wasnt done — not in London.

There came again a twinkle into those small sly eyes.

Sorry, he said. No offence. He held out a grubby hand.

Barry Pain was of great help to me upon To-day. He wrote for me Elizas Husband, which myself I think the best thing he has done. Eliza is a delightful creation. Another series he wrote for To-day we called De Omnibus. They were the musings, upon things in general, of a London omnibus conductor, with occasional intrusions from the driver. One is glad of the disappearance of the old horse bus, for the sake of the horses; but the rubicund-faced driver one misses with regret. His caustic humour, shouted downward from his perch, was a feature of the London streets. I remember once our driver making as usual to pull up by the kerb at the top of Sloane Street, outside Harvey & Nichols. A gorgeous equipage — as the newspaper reporter would describe it — drawn by a pair of high-stepping bays, and driven by a magnificent creature in livery of blue and gold, dashed in between and ousted us. Our driver bent forward and addressed him in a loud but friendly tone:

Good-morning, gardener, he said. Coachman ill again?

The conductor also was a kindly soul — would recognize one as a fellow human being. One would hardly dream of trying to be familiar with the modern motor-bus conductor.

It was to Barry Pain that the reproach new humorist was first applied. It began with a sketch of his in the Granta — a simple little thing entitled The Love Story of a Sardine.

Le Gallienne was another of my Young Men, as the term goes. The Chief they used to call me. Is the Chief in? they would ask of the young lady in the outer office. Just a convention, but always it gave me a little thrill of pride, when I overheard it. Le Gallienne was a great beauty in those days. He had the courage of his own ideas in the matter of dress. I remember at a matinée, a lady in the stall next to me looking up at him. He was sitting in the front row of the dress circle.

Whos that beautiful woman? she asked.

It has come to be the accepted idea that woman is more beautiful than man. It is a masculine delusion, born of sex instinct. I give woman credit for not believing it. The human species is no exception to the general law. The male is Natures favourite. I remember at Munich a young officer going to a ball in his sisters clothes. He made a really lovely woman, but over-played the joke. It led to a duel the next morning in the Englischer Garten between two of his brother officers; and one of them was killed.

There is nothing of the celebrity about Thomas Hardy, O.M. He himself tells the story that a very young lady friend of his thought that O.M. stood for Old Man; and was very angry with King Edward. The order was created to give Watts, the painter, a distinction that he could not very well refuse. He had declined everything else. The last time I saw Thomas Hardy was at a private view of the Royal Academy. He was talking to the Baldrys. The papers the next morning gave the usual list of celebrities who had been present: all the famous chorus ladies, all the film stars, all the American millionaires. Nobody had noticed Thomas Hardy.

He lives behind a high wall in an unpretentious house that he built for himself long ago on the downs beyond Dorchester. We called upon him there, just before the war. His wife was away and it happened to be the servants afternoon out. His secretary opened the door to us. His wife died a little later and she is now the second Mrs. Hardy. It was a warm afternoon, and we walked in the garden. At first, he appears to be a gentleman of no importance; but after a while, behind his quietness and simplicity, you catch glimpses of the real man. He shows himself in his poetry to be one of the deepest thinkers of the age. The unassuming little gentleman looking at you with pale gentle eyes does not suggest it. There was a whispering towards tea-time between Hardy and the lady. Hardy was worried. It seemed Mrs. Hardy, careful soul, not anticipating visitors, had before leaving locked up all the spare tea-things. We had some fun searching round. My wife and daughter were with me, making five of us. We got together a scratch lot; and sat down to table.

An interesting club, established in London about thirty years ago, was the Omar Khayyam club. I was never a member, but frequently a guest. In the winter, we dined at Andertons Hotel in Fleet Street, and in the summer, wandered about to country inns. William Sharpe, the poet, was a member. So, also, was Fiona McLeod, the poetess, who wrote the Immortal Hour. About her, there came to be a mystery. Some people must have gone about pulling other peoples legs. George Meredith, in a letter to Alice Meynell, dated from Box Hill, writes: Miss Fiona McLeod was here last week, a handsome person, who would not give me her eyes. All I know is that Sharpe himself made no secret of the fact that he and Fiona McLeod were one and the same person. It was after an Omar Khayyam dinner, at Caversham near Reading, that, walking in the garden, I mentioned to him my admiration of the lady, and my wish to obtain some of her work. He laughed. To confess the truth, he said, I am Fiona McLeod. I thought you knew. He told me that, when it came to writing, he really felt himself to be two separate personalities; and it seemed the better course to keep them apart.

I am writing these memoirs in a little room where, years ago, Edward Fitzgerald sat writing The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam. The window looks out across the village street; and some of those who passed by then still come and go. Mrs. Scarlett, our landlady, who keeps the village shop, remembers him as a gentleman somewhat thin on the top, with side whiskers and a high-domed forehead. He wore generally a stove-pipe hat at the back of his head (at rather a rakish angle, so I gather), an Inverness cape with a velvet collar, and a black stock round his neck. In voice and manner, Mr. Zangwill reminds her of him. He used to frighten the good fisher folk, at first, by his habit of taking midnight walks along the shore, talking to himself as he went by. A favourite working place of his was the ruined church upon the cliffs. It was still a landmark up to a few years ago, standing out bravely against the sky. But now its stones lie scattered on the beach or have been carried out to sea, and not a trace remains. There, with his back against a crumbling buttress, he would sit and write of mornings, till Mrs. Scarlett, to whom in those days steep pathways were of small account, would fetch him home to lunch. No one knew of his retreat: until one day some yachting friends dropped in at Mrs. Scarletts shop to replenish their larder, and so discovered him.

Mrs. Scarletts shop was, of course, the hub of the village. The gossips would gather there and talk. But Fitzgerald had a way of getting rid of them. Putting on his hat — at the back of his head, according to that rakish custom of his — he would bustle out and join them.

Ah! Mrs. Scarlett, he would say, you are talking about something interesting, I feel sure of it. Now tell me all about it.

The ladies would look from one to another, and assure him it was nothing of importance.

No, no. You must not keep it from me, Fitzgerald would persist. Do let me hear it.

It would occur to the ladies, one after another, that tasks were awaiting them at home. Excusing themselves, they would drift away. After a time, it came to be sufficient for Mrs. Scarlett to indicate by signs that Fitzgerald was in the little front room, working. He used to write, sitting by the window, in the easy chair (it isnt really very easy), with his writing-pad on his knee. The ladies would make their purchases in whispers and depart.

To-Day was killed by a libel action brought against me by a company promoter, a Mr. Samson Fox, whose activities my City Editor had somewhat severely criticised. I have the satisfaction of boasting that it was the longest case, and one of the most expensive ever heard in the court of Queens Bench. It resolved itself into an argument as to whether domestic gas could be made out of water. At the end of thirty days, the unanimous conclusion arrived at was, that it remained to be seen; and the Judge, in a kindly speech, concluded that the best way of ending the trouble would be for us each to pay our own costs. Mine came to nine thousand pounds; and Mr. Samson Foxs to eleven. We shook hands in the corridor. He informed me that he was going back to Leeds to strangle his solicitors; and hoped I would do the same by mine. But it seemed to me too late.

A big catastrophe has, at first, a numbing effect. Realisation comes later. It was summer time, and my family were in the country. I dined by myself at a restaurant in Soho, and afterwards went to the theatre; but I recall a dull, aching sensation in the neighbourhood of my stomach, and an obstinate dryness of the throat.

Of course it meant my selling out, both from The Idler and To-Day. Barrs friends took over The Idler, and Bottomley bought most of my holding in To-Day. But it had, from the beginning, been a one-man paper, and after I went out, it gradually died.

I had always dreamed of being an editor. My mother gave me a desk on my sixth birthday, and I started a newspaper in partnership with a little old maiden aunt of mine. She wore three corkscrew curls on each side of her head. She used to take them off, before bending down over the table to write.

My mother liked our first number. I am sure he was meant to be a preacher, she said to my father.

It comes to the same thing, said my father. The newspaper is going to be the new pulpit.

I still think it might be.




Chapter IX

THE AUTHOR ABROAD
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IT WAS COMPARATIVELY early in my life that I found myself a foreigner. A fellow clerk and I saved up all one winter, and at Easter we took a trip to Antwerp. We went by steamer from London Bridge: return fare, including meals, twenty-six shillings; and at Antwerp, following the second mates directions, we found an hotel in a street off the Place Verte where they boarded and lodged us for five francs a day: café complete at eight, déjeuner at twelve, and dìner at six-thirty, with half a bottle of wine.

I would not care to live the whole of my youth over again; but I would like to take that trip once more, with the clock just where it was then.

The following year we bestowed our patronage upon Boulogne; and ferreting about for ourselves unearthed a small hotel in the Haute-Ville, where they did us well for seven francs a day en pension. Étaples had just been discovered by the English artists. Dudley Hardy was one of the first to see the beauty of its low-lying dunes and pools of evening light. I became an habitué of the Continent. I discovered that with a smattering of the language, enabling one to venture off the beaten tracks, one could spend a holiday abroad much cheaper than in England. Ten shillings a day could be made to cover everything. Zangwill once told me that he travelled through Turkey in comfort on twenty sentences, carefully prepared beforehand, and a pocket dictionary. A professor of languages I met at Freiburg estimated the entire vocabulary of the Black Forest peasant at three hundred words. Of course, if you want to argue, more study is needful; but for all the essentials of a quiet life, a working knowledge of twenty verbs and a hundred nouns, together with just a handful of adjectives and pronouns, can be made to serve. I knew a man who went to Sweden on a sketching tour, knowing nothing but the numbers up to ten; and before he had been there a month, got engaged to a Swedish girl who could not speak a word of English. Much may be accomplished with economy. At Ostend, in the season, one can enjoy oneself for eleven francs a day; but to do so one should avoid the larger hotels upon the front. It was the smell of them, and of the people dining in them, that first inclined my youthful mind to Socialism.

Paris is a much over-rated city, and half the Louvre ought to be cleared out and sent to a rummage sale. On a rainy day with an east wind blowing, it isnt even gay; and its streets are much too wide and straight: well adapted, no doubt, to the shooting down of citizens, with which idea in mind they were planned, but otherwise uninteresting. All the roads in France are much too straight. I remember a walking tour in Brittany. All day long, the hot, treeless road stretched a straight white line before us. We never moved; or so it seemed. Always we were seven miles from the horizon, with nothing else to look at. There must have been villages and farmsteads scattered somewhere around, but like the events of a Greek drama one had to imagine them. The natives were proud of this road. They boasted that an army corps could march along it thirty abreast without ever shifting a foot to right or left. But they did not use it much themselves. From morn to eve, we met less than a score of people; and half of them were mending it. A motoring friend of mine told me that touring in France was ruination. A tyre burst every day. It was the pace that did it. But must you go so fast? I suggested. My dear boy, he answered, have you seen the roads? You dont want to linger on them.

The best things about Paris are its suburbs. I am sorry they are rebuilding Montmartre. I never grew tired of the view, and one lodged there cheaply. The huge lumbering omnibus drawn by three mighty stallions served one for getting about Paris when I first knew it. And for playing the grand Seigneur there was the petit fiacre at one franc fifty the course; or two francs by the hour, with a pour-boire of twenty cents. But the drivers were cruel to their half-starved horses.

Provence is the most interesting part of France. The best way is through Blois and the region of the great châteaux. With a Dumas in ones pocket, one can dream oneself back in the days of the Grande Monarque; and when one reaches Orange, and has forgotten the railway, one hears the marching of the legions. I never succeeded in finding Tartarins house at Tarascon, but King René still holds his court there, in the twilight. They were repairing the Palace of the Popes at Avignon when I first visited the town, some thirty-five years ago, and they were still repairing it when I was there last, the year before the war. They did not seem to me to have got much further. Maybe the British workman does not take so disproportionate a share of the cake for leisureliness as he is supposed to do. But everything goes slow, or else stands still, in sunny, sleepy Provence. I used to like it in the summer time before the tourists came. We English get accustomed to extremes. I remember, after déjeuner in a cool cellar, strolling through Les Beaux. The houses are hewn out of the rock on which the town stands: so much of it as still remains. From one of the massive doors a little child ran out, evidently with the idea of joining me upon my walk. And next moment came its mother, screaming. She snatched up the child and turned on me a look of terror.

Mon Dieu! she exclaimed. To promenade here in the heat for pleasure! You must surely be Monsieur the Devil himself. Or else an Englishman.

Another time, at St. Petersburg on a mild winters morning (as it seemed to me), I went out without a greatcoat; and made a sensation in the Nevski Prospect.

A curious thing once occurred to me in Russia, persuading me of the possibility of thought transference. I was staying with my friends the Jarintzoffs. General Jarintzoff had been the first governor of Port Arthur, and Madame, most fortunately for me, had constituted herself my translator; and had made my name fairly well known in Russia. A friend had dropped in, and the talk had turned on politics. Madame Jarintzoff was repeating, in Russian, a conversation I had had with her the day before on India. Suddenly she stopped and stared at me.

I am sorry, she said. I must have misunderstood you. But how on earth did you know what I was saying?

Unconsciously, I had interrupted her, and corrected a statement she had made. I knew hardly a word of Russian, except a few sentences she had taught me, enabling me to go out by myself. Her voice could have conveyed nothing to me, but the thought behind it I had grasped. I may, of course, have gathered it from her expression.

The Russians are a demonstrative people. On stepping out of the train at St. Petersburg, I found a deputation waiting to receive me. The moment they spotted me, the whole gang swooped down upon me with a roar. A bearded giant snatched me up in his arms and kissed me on both cheeks; and then light-heartedly threw me to the man behind him, who caught me only just in time. They all kissed me. There seemed to be about a hundred of them: it may have been less. They would have started all over again, if Madame Jarintzoff had not rushed in among them and scattered them. Since then, my sympathies have always been with the baby. I knew it was affection; but in another moment I should have burst out crying. I never got used to it.

There used to be a special breed of fox-terrier popular in Russia, employed on bear-hunting expeditions. Being very small and very courageous, they would contrive to get behind the bear, when sheltering in his cave, and by biting at his heels drive him out. Some friends at Zarskoe Selo made me a present of one of these dogs. He was eleven weeks old at the time, but grew up to be quite the smallest and quite the fiercest animal that I have ever lived with. His name — I forget the Russian for it — signified Seven Devils, but for short I called him Peter. He was useful on the way back from St. Petersburg to Berlin. He saw to it that we had the compartment to ourselves; and were both able to lie down and get some sleep. There were complaints, of course. But in Russia, in those days, there was a fixed tariff for officials. Railway guards and ticket-inspectors cost a rouble; station-masters two; and Divisional Superintendents, with sword, sometimes as much as five.

My wife met me at the station. Peter was lying curled up in a nest I had made him inside my fur coat. He was then nine inches long, pure white with blue eyes. He looked half asleep: that was one of his tricks. Before I could warn her, my wife stooped to kiss him. Fortunately she was quick, and saved her nose by a hairs breadth. I remember her delight, two years later, when she ran back into the bedroom to tell me that Peter had let her kiss him. I would not believe it until I had seen it myself.

Yet he was an affectionate little beggar, in his cranky way. He would sit on my desk while I worked; and would never go to sleep unless he was lying on something belonging to one or another of us. One of the girls hats would do as well as anything. He would take it on to a chair and curl himself up inside it; and his one answer to all their storming and raving was: What I have, I hold; what I take, I keep. Well, it taught them not to leave their things about. He would keep close enough to me in the country; but the town always confused him; and often I would lose him. He would make no attempt to find me, but would just sit down in the middle of the street where he had last noticed me, and howl. In Munich, he came to be known as: The English dog that for his master screams. Policemen would knock at my door to inform me that he was screaming in such and such a street; and that I must come immediately and fetch him home. His chief trouble was that big dogs, as a rule, would not fight him; and for little dogs he had too much contempt. I suppose it was inherited instinct. Something about the size of a bear was his idea of a worthy antagonist. One day at Freiburg, in the Black Forest, he succeeded in persuading a great Dane to take some notice of him. So long as Peter merely leapt about in front of him and tried to reach his throat to kill him, the Dane just walked on. Peter ran after him and bit his leg. He bit it hard; and the Dane turned. Peters every hair bristled with delight. At last, he had found a gentleman willing to oblige him. But life brings disappointments both to dogs and men. The Dane was quicker than Peter had expected. He made a sudden dive and seized Peter by the scruff of the neck. I overtook them just as the Dane, with Peter cursing and kicking, reached the middle of a bridge crossing a small stream. The Dane put his front paws on the parapet and looked over. All was clear. So he dropped Peter into the middle of the stream, waited to see Peters head come up again, and then trotted off.

The stream flowed between walls, and Peter had to swim quite a quarter of a mile before he found a landing-place. He was still looking for that great Dane when we left Freiburg for Dresden, some six months later.

Taking summer and winter together, Dresden is perhaps the most comfortable town to live in of all Europe. Before the war, quite a large English colony resided there. We had a club; and a church of our own, with debt and organ fund just as at home. A gemütliche town, as the Germans say, and cheap. One went to the opera, the finest in Europe, in a tramcar. It didnt land you in the mud a quarter of a mile away, but put you down outside the door. And when you came out at ten, in time for a cosy supper and so home to bed by twelve, it was waiting there for you. For the best seats you paid six marks. You did not have to get yourself up. Nobody did, except the Kings relations. (A kindly old gentleman. He sent a special messenger round to me one morning to tell how much he had enjoyed my Three Men on the Bummel.) You just got up from the tea-table, and went. The only dress restriction was that ladies must take off their hats. You had no call to tap her on the shoulder, beg her with tears in your eyes to do so, and wonder if she would. The gentleman at the door, in a uniform suggestive of a Field-Marshal, had seen to all that. She was not bound to take off her hat. She could keep it on and go home again. It was only if she wanted to get in to hear the opera that she had to take it off, and leave it in the Garde-robe. But then the Garde-robe cost twopence, and was surrounded with looking-glasses. They think of these things, in Germany. Another Hunnish law that always shocked the English visitor at first, was one forbidding him to scatter dirty paper in the street. I once asked a Turkish celebrity I was interviewing for a newspaper what had most impressed him on his first arrival in England. We always asked them that. Generally they said it was the beauty of our women, or the greenness of our grass, or something of that sort. This ruffian was new to the business and answered without a moments hesitation, Dirty paper.

A kindly, simple folk, the Saxons. We spent two years in Dresden and made many friends. On Sunday evenings we had music at each others houses. Students from the great music schule would drop in, armed with their favourite instrument; also full-fledged members of the orchestra. Marie Hall was a student there — a shy, diffident little girl; and Mischa Elman.

The Military were gods, and everybody feared and loved them. Gaudy officers, with clanking swords, would walk the pavements two or three abreast, sweeping men, women and children into the gutter. But indoors, they could be quite human. We had a visit from the Kaiser, during the manœuvres. He was not popular in Saxony; and that year made himself still less so. The first-floor window of a country villa commanded a good view of the operations. It was five oclock in the morning. The Kaiser would not wait a moment. A door was forced open and the Kaiser stamped upstairs, marched into the bedroom, and threw open the window. The Gnädiger Herr with his Gnädigen Frau were in bed. Both were furiously indignant, but had to lie there till it pleased the Kaiser to tramp out again, without so much as even an apology. He must always have been a tactless fool.

There was good skating at Dresden in the winter. Every night the lake in the Grosser Garten would be swept and flooded. In the afternoon a military band would play, and there was a comfortable restaurant in which one took ones tea and cakes. The Crown Princess would generally be there. She was a lovely woman. She mingled freely with the people, and was popular with all classes, except her own. She saw me waltzing one day, and sent for me; and after that I often skated with her. She was a born Bohemian, with, perhaps, the artists love of notoriety. The ponderous respectability of the Saxon Court must have weighed upon her like a nightmare. But there is no need to believe all the stories that were told against her. A man I knew well, an Irish doctor, got himself mixed up with the business; and was given forty-eight hours to clear out of Dresden, taking all his belongings, including his family, with him. He was in good practice there, and it ruined him. It transpired afterward that he was guiltless of all; except maybe of having talked too much. But the court had got its dander up, and was hitting out all round. His name was OBrien. He was aware of his national failing. I asked him once to support me in a resolution I was putting to the club.

Dont, my dear J., he begged me. Dont ask me to get on my legs. If I once start talking I go on for ever. And the Lord knows what Ill say.

We had the same sort of trouble with G. B. Shaw, another Irishman, on the dramatic committee of the Authors Club. Shaw could be, and generally was, the most exemplary and helpful of committee men. But every now and then the old OAdam would assert itself.

Speaking of musical glasses, he would interrupt, Ill tell you a thing that happened to a play of my own.

The anecdote would have all Shaws delightful wit and inconsequence, and would invariably lead to another. Carton, our chairman, would take out his watch, and lay it ostentatiously upon the table. But hints were of no use when once Shaw had got into his stride. Carton in the end would have to use his hammer.

Im sorry, my dear Shaw, he would say, I should love to hear the end of it. We all should, I am sure. But — —

With a gesture he would indicate the agenda paper.

Im sorry, Shaw would answer. Youre quite right. Now what were we talking about?

Knowing Germany well, it would amuse me, if it did not so much disgust me, to hear the Germans spoken of as brutal and ferocious. As a matter of fact, they are the kindest and homeliest of people. Cruelty to animals in Germany is almost unknown. It was Barbarossa who left his war tent standing that the swallows who had built there should not be disturbed. Every public park and garden in Germany has its Fütterhaus, where, morning and evening, stern officials in grey uniform spread a table for the singers, as they call them. They love the birds in Germany. In the Black Forest, they fix cart-wheels on the chimney tops, where the storks may build their nests. Cats are unpopular and rare for the reason that a healthy cat, in every country, slaughters on an average a hundred birds a year. How anyone who cares for birds can keep a cat, I have never been able to understand. The charge I myself should bring against the German people is that of over indulgence in patriotism. Out of it have grown most of their follies. The duelling clubs amongst the students, for example. That he may fight the better for the Fatherland, the German lad must be made indifferent to wounds and suffering: so the mensur with all its bloody paraphernalia was conceived. I attended one or two, while we were living at Freiburg; and to my horror found I was developing a liking for the smell of blood. The human tiger is not indigenous to any soil. He roams the whole world round. In England, we give him the run of the football field and the prize ring, where he is less harmful. A young secretary of mine that I took out with me to Freiburg, George Jenkins by name, first taught the boys there to play football. They had heard about it and were keen to learn; and when we left, they were playing it three days a week. The older professors shook their heads. Almost immediately it had had its effect upon the mensur. A youngster who is going to play for his corps on Saturday does not want to run the risk of having his eye put out on Friday. The women were against us, of course. The Fräulein took pride in seeing the face of her Hertzschatz half-hidden behind bandages, but shrank from him when he came back from the football field dirty and dishevelled. She agreed with Kipling in thinking him a muddied oaf; and that fighting was a much more attractive game — for the onlooker, at all events. But then women and poets (except the really big ones) are naturally bloodthirsty. Henley, and even dear Stevenson, used to warble about how fine a thing a blood bath would be for freshening up civilization. Another thing football did for them in Freiburg was to encourage them to drink less beer. The Kneiper was another thing to the debit side of German patriotism. Every true German hobbledehoy had to be capable of swilling more beer than the hobbledehoy of any other country. They would turn themselves into bulging beer-tubs for the honour of Saint Michael. Again, a boy keen on football thinks about his wind, and goes to bed sober. Perhaps we overdo sport in England. But, anyhow, it is a fault on the right side. I should like to see French boys take it up more seriously.

Not far from Freiburg, there stands, upon the banks of the Rhine, a little fortress town called Breisach. During the middle ages, the townsfolk of Alt Breisach must have been hard put to it to maintain their patriotism always at high-water mark. Every few years it changed hands. Now France would seize it, and then, of course, all the good citizens of Breisach would have to thank God that they were Frenchmen; and be willing to die for France. And hardly had the children been taught to hate the Deutscher Schwein, when, hey presto! they were Germans once again. God this time had sided with the Kaiser; and all the men and women of Alt Breisach — all of them that were left alive — praised Unserer Gott. Until the next French victory, when they had to hurry up and praise instead Notre Dame, and impress upon their children the glory of dying for France: and so on for three hundred years. Patriotism must have been a quick-change business to the citizens of Alt Breisach.

Tennis, also, was beginning to catch on when we were at Freiburg. There were only two tennis courts then. Last time I passed through Freiburg, I could have counted a hundred; and a little red-haired girl I had taught to play had become Germanys lady champion.

Munich is a fine town, but its climate is atrocious. I used to think that only we English were justified in grumbling at the weather. Travel soon convinced me that, taking it all round, English weather is the best in Europe. In Germany, I have known it to rain six weeks without intermission. In France, before going to bed, I have stood a pitcher of water in front of a blazing fire, dreaming of being able to wash myself in the morning. And, when I woke up, the fire was still burning, and the pitcher contained, instead of water, a block of solid ice. In Holland, there is always a cold wind blowing. In Italy, they have no winter. In your cold England, they say, for six months in the year you have to sit over a fire to keep yourselves warm. In Italy we have no fires. You can see for yourself. They are quite right. There isnt even a fire-place. They carry about a little iron bucket containing two ounces of burning charcoal. I have never tried sitting on it. It is the only way I can think of, for feeling any heat from it. Two good friends of mine have died of cold in Italy. In Russia — well, Englishmen who grumble at their own climate ought to be made to spend either a summer or a winter there. I dont care which. It would cure them in either case.

The chief business of Munich is dressing-up. In Munich, it is always somebodys holiday, and everybody else who has nothing better to do — and most of them have — join in. For the Christian, there are carnivals and saints days. Munich is the paradise of saints. They swarm there, and each one has his own particular day, winding up with a dance in the evening. For the more worldly-minded, there are festivals organized by the guilds; and pageants by the students; and fancy-dress balls gotten up by the artists. Most folk walk to these glittering balls. There would not be sufficient cabs for a quarter of them. On rainy nights, one passes gods and goddesses in mackintoshes, fairies in goloshes, Socrates and Brunhilda under one umbrella. On fine nights, the dancers overflow into the streets. On ones way home to bed, one may be seized by a gang of Knight Templars and carried off to take part in a witchs sabbath.

German beer is seductive. The trouble is that it does not go to ones head: the consequence being that one never knows when one has had enough. I took a Scotchman to the Hofbrau one night.

See that solemn old Johnny at the table opposite, he said, looks like a professor. Hes had seven of these mugs of beer—masses, or whatever you call them. Ive counted them.

The Fräulien was just that moment passing.

How many beers has my friend had up to now? I asked her.

Six, she answered.

Youre one behind him, I said. Youd better have another.

I ordered it, and he drank it. But he stuck out to the end it was only his third: which was absurd.

But a little way outside Munich, there is a far-famed brewery, where they make it different. They brew for a year. Then they placard Munich, announcing they are ready; and all the town pours forth and climbs the hill; and in a week, the house is drunk dry and the garden is closed, till the following spring. They told me it was strong—heftig. But they did not say how heftig. Everybody was going. We hired a carriage, and I took my girls and their governess. My wife had left for England, the day before, to see a sick friend. Our governess, who was from Dresden, said Be careful. She had heard about this beer. I claim that I was careful. The girls had each one mug. I explained to them that this was not the ordinary beer that they were used to; and that anyhow they were not going to have any more. It was a warm afternoon. They answered haughtily, and drank it off. Our governess, a sweet, high-minded lady — I cannot conceive of her having done anything wrong in all her life — had one and part of another. I myself, on the principle of safety first, had decided to limit myself to three. I was toying with the third, when my eldest girl, saying she wanted to go home, suddenly got up, turned round and sat down again. The younger swept a glass from the table to make room for her head, gave a sigh of contentment and went to sleep. I looked at Fräulein Lankau.

Whatever we do, she said, we must avoid attracting attention. You remain here, as though nothing had happened. I will lead the poor dears away, and find the carriage. A little later, you follow quietly.

I could not have thought of anything more sensible myself. She gathered her things together and rose. The following moment she sat down again: it was really one and the same movement.

You take the two children, she said, and find the carriage. Then come back for me. Hold them firmly, and walk straight out. Nobody is looking. Go now.

I am very intelligent, and I have formed the habit of taking notice. I had noticed a common-looking man, of powerful physique, who on three occasions had passed our table arm in arm with a different companion; each time he had come back alone. He was now returning empty-handed. I beckoned to him.

If you, Fräulein Lankau, I said, and you, my dear Elsie, will take this gentlemans arm — or rather arms, he will, I am sure, kindly see you into the carriage. I will rest here, and look after the child until he returns.

He put one arm round Fräulein Lankau, in quite a fatherly way; and one round Elsie. It seemed to come natural to him.

A few minutes later he reappeared. He lifted up the child without waking her. As a matter of fact, she did not wake up till much later in the day. I took his other arm and we sauntered out together. He mentioned, as he tucked a rug round me, that the price was four marks. I gave him five, and shook him by the hand.

I am sorry, remarked Fräulein Lankau on the way home, that dear Mrs. Jerome was called back to England to see her sick friend. And yet, perhaps, it was the hand of Providence. Having said which, she went to sleep.

Poor Fräulein! She had much faith in Providence. She died of starvation during the blockade.

Lenbach, the painter, was a prominent figure in Munich, when we were there. His daughter was a beautiful child, then about six years old. Her mother was away; and she did the honours of the studio with a grave dignity. Most of the visitors would want to kiss her. But there she drew the line, putting out her little hand with a reproving gesture. Another interesting party I met at Munich was a grand-looking, red-haired dame. She was the wife of a Baron. They were common then in Germany. She lived in a sombre, silent street, the other side of the river; and few people associated her with Clotilde von Rüdiger, who, at seventeen, had been the talk of Europe. Meredith tells her story in The Tragic Comedians: A passionate, mad love affair. She, of the older nobility. He, Jew, rebel, demagogue, stormy leader of the people. Aristocratic family at first unbelieving, then furious, as was to be expected. All the material of an historical romance, the characters still living. Heroine devoted, ecstatic, defying her world for love. Hero, magnificent, all daring. In the last chapter, shot dead by high-born rival, the suitor approved and favoured by stern parents. So far, all in order. We prepare to shed our tears. And then the curious epilogue. Clotilde von Rüdiger gives her hand to Prince Romaris, the man who killed her lover. Meredith understands her, and is thus able to forgive. He explains her to us, but leaves us still puzzled. Talking to her — one tactfully avoids religion, politics or sex — about the opera, her stage experiences in America; answering her inquiries as to whether one takes lemon in ones tea, and so forth, it is difficult to dismiss the dismal Gastzimmer with its shabby, shop-made furniture, and think of her flaming youth, when she made havoc in the world.

One of the reasons that snobbery hardly exists upon the Continent must be that titles are so plentiful. Among others in Munich, there was an Italian Prince, of lineage dating back to Charlemagne, whom we came to know well. His wife, who was a Princess in her own right, had her At Home on Thursdays. They lived in a three-roomed flat not far from us. A charming little man. On Thursday mornings, one could always meet him in the neighbourhood of the Theatinerstrasse, with a basket on his arm, selecting pretty cakes and fancy biscuits against the afternoons reception. He did most of the marketing. He was so clever at it, the Princess would explain. She, herself, took more interest in cooking. Another lady we knew, an Austrian Countess, won a carriage in a lottery. Originally, it must have been intended for a circus: a gorgeous affair, all yellow and gold, suggesting a miniature of our own dear Lord Mayors coach. But it never occurred to her that there was anything ridiculous about it. Seated in it, very upright, behind an ancient, raw-boned steed, hired by the hour from a livery stable, and a little coachman in a chocolate coat belonging to the eighteenth century, she would solemnly, of afternoons, make the tour of the Englischer Garten. Our Dienstmädchen was related to her Dienstmädchen, and we came to know that the poor lady had put aside many a small comfort to pay for that hired horse and little coachman. But the charm of the whole turn-out was that none could pretend they had not seen and recognized it. Through the throng it would make its way, the cynosure of every eye. Hats would be raised, and fair heads bowed. The Countess, her old dull face transfigured, would shower her gracious acknowledgments.

There was a large English Colony in Brussels before the war. It is a cheap town to live in: provided you possess a knowledge of the language and are quick at mental arithmetic. At first, the new arrival, on being introduced to fellow-countrymen, is often perplexed.

Mr. and Mrs. Blankley-Nemo, you whisper to your wife. I seem to know the name. Where have we met them?

I cant be sure, your wife answers. I know her face quite well.

Experience teaches you not to say anything much at the time, but to make discreet inquiries later on.

Remember her face! laughs your friend. Well, you ought to. It was in all the newspapers every day for a fortnight. Interesting case. Three co-respondents. They called them The Triple Alliance. Nemo seems to have been the leading member. Anyhow, he married her. Nice people. Give jolly little dinners.

Another, whose name sounds familiar, turns out to be an ex-company promoter, about whose previous address it is not considered etiquette to make inquiry. During our stay of two winters in Brussels I make the acquaintance of three gentlemen, all of whom, so they themselves informed me, had been known as the Napoleon of Finance: an unfortunate family, apparently.

An added trouble besetting the newly arrived is the habit among Brussels tradesmen of calling and leaving their cards. There is nothing on the card to indicate the nature of the compliment. Just the gentlemans name and address. My wife and I made a list. None of their ladies had accompanied them, so far as we could tell; but maybe that was a custom of the country. On Sunday afternoon, we started on a round. The first people we called on lived over a grocers shop. They were extremely affable; and yet we had a feeling that, for some reason, they had hardly been expecting us. It was so pronounced that we could not shake it off. My wife thought it might be that they were Sabbatarians; and apologized for our having come on a Sunday. But it was not that. Indeed, they were emphatic that Sunday was the most convenient day we could have chosen; and hoped, if ever we thought of calling upon them again, that it would be on a Sunday. They offered to make us tea; but we explained that we had other calls to make and at the end of the correct twenty minutes we departed.

The next people on our list lived over a boot shop. The International Shoe Emporium. Their door was round the corner, in a side street. Monsieur was asleep, but Madame soon had him awake; and later the children came down and the eldest girl played the piano. We did not stop long, and they did not press us. Madame said it was more than kind of us to have come, and was visibly affected. The entire family came to the door with us, and the children waved their handkerchiefs till we had turned the corner.

If you want to finish that list, I said to my wife, you take a cab. Im going home. I never have cared for this society business.

We will do one more, said my wife. At least we will see where they live.

It turned out to be a confectioners. The name was over the door. It was the third name on our list. The shop was still open.

Well have some tea here, said my wife.

It seemed a good idea. They gave us very good tea with some quite delicious cream buns. We stayed there half-an-hour.

Do we leave cards, or pay the bill? I asked my wife.

Well, if the former, explained my wife, we shall have to ask them to dinner.

There is a vein of snobbery in most of us. I decided to pay the bill.

The late King Leopold was the most unpopular man in Brussels when we were there. It was the time when the Congo horrors were coming to light. One hopes, for the credit of the Belgians, this may have had something to do with it. The people would rush to the windows, when his carriage came in sight, and hastily draw down the blinds. In the streets, he was generally followed by a hooting crowd. His brother, the Vicomte de Flandres, was much liked. A quaint old gentleman. He would promenade the Avenue Louise, and talk to anyone he met: for preference anyone English. Waterloo is a pleasant bicycle ride from Brussels; through the Forêt de Soignes, where little old Thomas à Kempis once walked and thought. It was always good fun to take an Englishman there, and get a Belgian guide I knew, an old Sergeant, to come with us and explain to us the battle. We would be shown the Belgian Lion, on a pyramid, proudly overlooking the field; and would learn how on the 18th of June, 1815, the French were there defeated by the Belgian army, assisted by the Germans, and some English.

We tried to winter once in Lausanne. But Swiss town life holds few attractions. We had a villa at the top of the hill. The view was magnificent. But of an evening one yearns rather for the café and the little theatre. Oswald Crawford and his wife were staying at the Beau Rivage. It was there that he invented Auction Bridge. I used to go down and play with him. He was tired of the old game, and was working out this new idea with the help of some French officers. I took a dislike to invalids that winter. The Beau Rivage was given over to them. There were men and women who would take seven different medicines with their dinner, and then sit nipping all the evening. Young girls would lure you into a corner, and tell you all their kidney troubles; and in the middle of a game your partner would break off to give an imitation of the sort of spasms that had happened to him in the night. It was difficult at times to remember what were trumps.

It gave me a good conceit of myself, living abroad. I found I was everywhere well known and — to use the language of the early Victorian novel — esteemed and respected. I cocked my head and forgot the abuse still, at that time, being poured out upon me by the English literary journals. If it be true that the opinion of the foreigner is the verdict of posterity, said I to myself, I may come to be quite a swell dead author.

Speaking of my then contemporaries, Phillpotts I found also well read, especially in Germany and Switzerland. Zangwill was known everywhere in literary circles. Barrie, to my surprise, was almost unknown. I was speaking of him once at a party in Russia. Do you mean Mr. Pain? asked one of the guests. Shaw had not yet got there. Wells was popular in France, and Oscar Wilde was famous. Kipling was known, but was discussed rather as a politician than a poet. Stevenson was read and Rider Haggard. But of the really great — according to Fleet Street — one never heard.




Chapter X

THE AUTHOR AT PLAY
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ADVANCED FRIENDS OF mine, with a talent for statistics, tell me that, when the world is properly organized, nobody will work more than two hours a day. The thing worrying me is, what am I going to do with the other twenty-two. Suppose we say seven hours sleep, and another three for meals: I really dont see how, without over-eating myself, I can spin them out longer. That leaves me fourteen. To a contemplative Buddhist this would be a mere nothing. He could, so to speak, do it on his head — possibly will. To the average Christian, it is going to be a problem. It is suggested to me that I could spend most of these hours improving my mind. But not all minds are capable of this expansion. Some of us have our limits. During the process, I can see my own mind wilting. It is quite on the cards, that instead of improving myself Id become dotty. Of course, my fears may be ungrounded. One of Shaws ancients, in Back to Methuselah, to whom some young persons have expressed their fear that he is not enjoying himself, retorts in quite the Mrs. Wilfer manner: Infant, one moment of the ecstasy of life as we live it would strike you dead. After which, according to the stage directions, he stalks out gravely. And they, the young persons, stare after him, much damped. Just as one feels poor Mr. Wilfer would have done. It may come to that. Like the old road-mender, who sometimes sat and thought, and sometimes just sat, we may eventually acquire the habit of doing nothing for fourteen hours a day without injury to our liver. But it will have to come gradually. In the interim, we shall have to put in more play.

I have wasted a good deal of time myself on play. Gissing, in a short story, relates the history of a tramp. I have never been able to make up my mind whether Gissing intended the story to be humorous or tragic. He is quite a superior young tramp, fond of flowers and birds. He does not write poetry — is always a bit too tired for that — but thinks it. Not of much use in the world — perhaps few of us are — but, on the other hand, harmless. Unfortunately, for everybody, he awakens love in the bosom of a virtuous young woman. She reforms him: persuades him of the sin of idleness, the nobility of labour. For her sake, he borrows money and starts a grocers shop; works up from bad to worse till he becomes a universal stores; and ends eventually a bloated capitalist. I have always told that story to my conscience whenever it has reproved me for not sticking closer to my desk. Id only have written more books and plays: might have ended as a best seller, or become a theatrical manager.

The genius has no call to shirk his work. He likes it. Shaw never wastes his time. Hall Caine is another. You hear that Hall Caine has gone to Switzerland for the winter. You picture him dancing about on a curling rink with a broom; or flying down a toboggan slide without his hat shouting Achtung. You find him in his study, at the end of a quiet corridor on the top floor of the hotel, doing good work. I lured him out into the snow one day. He was at St. Moritz, at the Palace Hotel, and I was at Davos with my niece. It was snowing. Sport was off. But Satan can always find some mischief for idle legs. It occurred to us to train over and disturb Hall Caine in the middle of his new novel. It happened to be The Christian. Often a good book will exert an influence even on the author himself. He received us gladly and when, after lunch, I proposed a walk, answered with gentleness that he would be pleased.

He said he knew a short cut to Pontresina. It led us into a snowdrift up to our waists.

I know where we are now, said Caine. We are in a hollow. We ought to have turned to the right.

We turned to the right, then and there. A minute later, we were up to our necks.

Ive been to Pontresina, I said. Its not particularly interesting.

Perhaps youre right, said Caine.

It is easier to get into a snowdrift, than to get out. It was dusk before we reached Celerina. We left Caine walking up the railway track, and made ourselves for the station. It was still snowing.

No joke, I said, to my niece in the train. We might have been buried alive. Such things often happen.

My niece, Nellie, is a pious girl, and a great admirer of Hall Caine.

I should have felt anxious, she said, if we hadnt had Mr. Hall Caine with us. I felt so sure that Mr. Caine was being watched over.

St. Moritz used to be a homely little place. The Kuln was the only hotel, practically speaking. My wife and I stayed at the Palace the first winter it opened. They charged us seven francs a day, inclusive. I am told that since then prices have gone up. About a dozen of us had the place to ourselves: among us a retired Indian General who was keen on skating.

Havent had a pair of skates on for forty-five years, he confided to me the first morning. Used to be rather a dab at it. Daresay it will soon come back.

A sporting old fellow! He had had pads made: two for his knees, two for his elbows, and one for the back of his head.

My nose I can always save with my hands, he explained. And the only other place doesnt matter. Its bones that we have to be careful of, at my age.

Jacobs contents himself with bowls. As he points out, it is a game you can play without getting hot and excited, and losing your dignity. Phillpotts and his wife used to be good tennis players, in the old days at Ealing — how many years ago there is no call to discuss. Lawn tennis had not long come in. We used to play it with any kind of racquet. Keen players designed their own. Some were the shape of a kidney, and others bent like an S, with the idea of giving the ball a twist. It was not till the time of the Renshawes that we settled down to a standard size and form. There was a period when we played it — those of us who wished to be in the fashion — in stiff shirts and stand-up collars; and women wore trains which they held up as they ran. W. S. Gilbert, always original, would persist in having his court twenty feet too long. I forget the argument. It was about as long as the court. He was an obstinate chap. I remember one man making him awfully ratty by shouting out in the middle of a game — he hadnt thought to notice the court before we started:

I say, Gilbert, what are we supposed to be doing? Playing tennis or rehearsing a Bab Ballad?

Tennis is the only active game that a man can play when he is old. Golf I have always regarded as a remedy rather than a game. A friend of mine was completely cured of hay fever by a six months course of golf. For most nervous complaints it is excellent. Doctors used to recommend a little gentle carriage exercise. Now they prescribe golf. Much more sensible. A rattling good game of tennis I have seen played by four men whose united ages totalled two hundred and forty years. I had a first-class court at Monks Corner on Marlow Common. It costs much labour to keep a grass court in good condition. They say that at Wimbledon, on the centre court, each blade of grass has its own pet name. I didnt go so far as that, but there was rarely a day I did not spend an hour there on my knees. Wilfred Baddeley — he held the All England Championship for three years — said it was the best private grass court he had ever played on. We used to get good players there. My neighbour Baldry, the art critic, had laid down a cement court, and a short path through the wood connected them. Both courts were well sheltered. So, except in flood time, we could always be sure of a game. Mrs. Lambert Chambers is a delightful partner to play with. She puts quietness and confidence into one. It seems quite an easy game. We had the Italian champion, one summer. He had an impossible service. He would put a backward spin on the ball. It would drop just over the net, and bounce backward. Wimbledon had to summon a meeting, and hastily make a new rule: to the effect that, in service, the ball must continue a forward course. In play, the stroke is still permissible. It is a most irritatingly difficult stroke to counter. The only chance is to volley, and even then there is the devil in it. Kathleen McKane and her sister, when they were little girls, used often to come over. The family generally put up for the summer at the lock-keepers house at Hambledon, which was just a bicycle ride.

Doyle was an all-round sportsman; but was at his best, perhaps, as a cricketer. I was never any good at cricket myself. I had no chance of learning games as a boy, and cricket is not a thing you can pick up any time. Barrie was a great cricketer, at heart. I remember a match at Shere, in Surrey. We had a cottage there one summer. It was a little Old World village in those days. There was lonely country round it: wide-stretching heaths, where the road would dwindle to a cart track and finally disappear. One might drive for miles before meeting a living soul of whom to ask the way: and ten to one he didnt know. Barrie had got us together. He was a good captain. It was to have been Married v. Single. But the wife of one of the Married had run away with one of the Singles a few days before. So to keep our minds off a painful subject, we called it Literature v. Journalism. Burgin, who was then my sub-editor on The Idler, caught a ball hit by Morley Roberts, I think. But it came with such force that it bowled Burgin over. He turned a somersault, and came up again with the ball still clutched in his hands. Burgin argued that the ball had not touched the ground, and that therefore the catch ought to count. There was a distinct mark of mud on the ball. But Burgin said that was there before he caught it. He had noticed it. I forget how the argument ended.

Doyle was great on winter sports; and was one of the first to introduce ski-ing into Switzerland. Before that, it had been confined to Norway. All Davos used to turn out to watch Doyle and a few others practising. The beginner on skis is always popular. My own experience has convinced me that it is, practically speaking, impossible to break your neck, ski-ing. There may be a way of doing it: if so, it is the one way I havent tried. I must have been forty-five when I first put on skis. I had the advantage of being a good skater, and knowing all that could be done with the old-fashioned snow-shoe. Eventually I became fairly proficient. But were I to have my time over again, I would not leave it quite so late. Back somersaults, and the splits are exercises less painfully acquired in youth.

But it was worth the cost. The last time I put on skis was at Arosa, the first year of the war. We were an oddly mixed lot. American girls and German officers skated hand in hand. French, Germans and Italians clung together on the same bob-sleigh. A kind gentleman from St. Petersburg, who claimed to be related to the Tzar, gave lessons in Russian every morning to three Austrian ladies from Vienna, who were fearful that after the war they might have to talk it. We were all on the best of terms with one another. Sport is a shameless internationalist. It was the last day of my holiday. Arosa is an excellent centre for ski-ing. I had had some fine runs and was in good form. I hired a boy from the village to come with me: and climbed the slopes of the Weibhorn. No experienced skier ever goes out alone. There are positions, quite easy to fall into, from which it is anatomically impossible to rise without assistance. The snow was just perfect that day. There had been a slight fall in the night, and the surface had not yet frozen. We climbed for two hours; and then on a narrow plateau we stripped the skins from our skis and fastened them round our waists, tightened our straps, and launched forth. Often have I envied the swallows, watching them sweep on poised wing downward through the air till they almost touch the ground. I envy them more now that I know what it feels like. I can imagine only one more wonderful sensation, and that is the jump — an ugly word that does not really describe it. The signal is given to go, and the skier gently moves forward, skis straight, side by side, with the knees just bent. The hard, beaten track grows steeper. The pine trees glide past him, swifter and swifter. Suddenly the trees divide: the track heads straight as an arrow to — nothing. And then that glorious leap into sheer space with arms outstretched and head thrown back. I wonder how long it seems to him until the earth comes rushing up to meet him, and he is flying through the cheering crowd towards the flagstaff. It only wants nerve.

One of the most dangerous things that can happen when ski-ing is to strike a sunk-fence. A broken ankle is generally the result of that; and once I came upon a man, sitting on the edge of a precipice, over which his skis were projecting. He dared not move. He had plunged his arms into the snow behind him and was hoping it would not give way. But having regard to all the dangers that a skier is bound to face, the marvel is that so few accidents occur: and even were they umpteen times as frequent, I should still advise the average youngster to chance it.

The thing to beware of is exhaustion. Ski-ing, like riding, requires its own particular set of new muscles. Until these have been built up, avoid long excursions. It was at Villars I first put on skis. One, Canon Savage, got up a ski-ing party and asked me to come in. I told him I was only a beginner, but he said that would be all right; they would look after me; and at eight oclock the next morning we started. On the way home, I found it impossible to keep my legs. I would struggle up merely to go down again. Towards dusk, I fell into a drift, and lost my skis. The fastenings had become loosened. They slipped away from under me, and I watched them sliding gracefully down the valley. They seemed to be getting on better without me. I had taken an equal dislike to them and, at first, was glad to see them go. Until it occurred to me that with nothing on my feet but a pair of heavy boots, I had not much chance — in my then state of exhaustion — of extricating myself. I shouted with all the breath I had left. Maybe it wasnt much; and anyhow the Canon and his party were too far ahead to hear me. Fortunately a good Christian, named Arnold, thought of me and came back. I mentioned the incident to the Canon the next morning, but his sense of humour proved keener than mine. He found it amusing.

I never cared for the English school of skating. I have the idea it must have been invented by someone with a wooden leg. I learnt it — sufficiently, at all events, to be able to pass judgment on it. There is no joy in it. It is difficult, I admit. So, likewise, would be dancing in a strait-waistcoat. Why do a thing merely because it is against the laws of nature? Pirouetting around with arms and legs stretched out, looking like something out of a Russian ballet, may not be a dignified amusement for an elderly gentleman of middle weight. But I still enjoyed it up to fifty-eight.

Tobogganing down a carefully prepared snow run soon loses its charm. It answers too closely to the Chinamans description of it: Swish. Then walk a milee. Beginners can come off at a bend and perform a few more or less amusing antics before they come to a standstill. Fortunately they often do, or the spectators would have a dull time. I remember one winter, a lady at Mürren attempting to steer herself by means of a pole some twenty feet long, which she used as a rudder. She wasnt good. At every bump the pole shot up into the air; and then it was the crowd on the bank that performed the antics, and did all the swearing. The bob-sleigh is, of course, another matter. That wants both pluck and skill. Freeman of Davos, who was skipper, once broke his arm at the beginning of a race, and yet steered on to the end. It must have been grim work getting her round those hairpin bends above Klosters, with a splintered bone sticking into your flesh. The best use to make of the ordinary toboggan is to take it out for an afternoons run down the valley. One walks a little, here and there, where the road is on the level. In the Gasthaus of the scattered village, one halts to drink a glass of beer, and to smoke. One glides through pine-woods, looking down upon the foaming torrent far below. It is good sport dodging the woodcutters sledges. The horses watch you out of their quiet eyes, and jingle their bells as you pass. The children, coming out of school, bar your way. You shake your fist at them and plunge on headlong. You know that, at the last moment, they will leap aside. But you must be prepared for snowballs. You overtake stout farmers wives, seated upright with their basket of eggs between their knees; and exchange a grave Grüss Gott. And so on till you reach the sleepy town at the gateway of the valley. There you take coffee, with perhaps a glass of schnapps. Then home in the little bustling train, crowded with chatty peasant folk; and maybe, if your seat is near the stove, you fall asleep.

Climbing, so far as Switzerland is concerned, will soon be a thing of the past. Every peak will have its railway. The fine thing was to talk about it afterwards, round the great pitcher of wine in the Gastzimmer of the village inn, listening to the wisdom of the guides, comparing notes with your fellow climbers, recounting your dangers and hairbreadth escapes. Who cares to do that now, when a sportsman in spats and a jazz jumper may, at any moment, burst in upon your tale of peril and exhaustion with a cheery: Oh, yes, we bumped up there this morning by the nine forty-five. Not a bad view, but a rotten lunch?

Only on one occasion have I been mixed up with a mishap. We were crossing a glacier, and my friend Frank Mathew fell into a crevass. We were roped together, and he did it so carelessly that he nearly pulled me in after him. The guide, of course, stood firm; but it took some time to get him out. I was all for going on; but Mathew took a more serious view of it; and we helped him to limp home.

Frank Mathew was a nephew of Father Mathew, the great temperance preacher. Frank wrote delightful Irish stories for The Idler. I am convinced he would have made a name for himself in literature if he had stuck to it. Alas! he came into money and married happily.

A snow slope is the most dangerous thing to negotiate. One day, Mathew and I walked up the Scheidegg. The hotel was not then built. It was only a hut in those days. We were looking forward to getting something to eat, but found the old landlord too scared to attend to us, crying, and hardly able to stand. He had been watching through his telescope, and had just seen three men follow one another down a snow slope and over one of the precipices of the Jungfrau. Their bodies were recovered a few days later. They were three young Italians who had ventured without a guide.

The amateur photographer is the curse of Switzerland. One would not mind if they took one at ones best. There was a charming photograph in The Sphere one winter of my daughter and myself, waltzing on the ice at Grindelwald. It made a pretty picture. But, as a rule, beauty does not appeal to the snap-shotter. I noticed, in my early ski-ing days, that whenever I did anything graceful the Kodak crowd was always looking the other way. When I was lying on my back with my feet in the air, the first thing I always saw when I recovered my senses, was a complete circle of Kodaks pointing straight at me. Poor Rudyard Kipling never got a chance of learning. I was at Engelberg with him one winter. He was in the elementary stage as regards both skating and ski-ing; and wherever he went the Kodak fiends followed him in their hundreds. He must have felt like a comet trying to lose its own tail.

I took him one morning to a ski-ing ground I had discovered some mile or more away: an ideal spot for the beginner. We started early and thought we had escaped them. But some fool had seen us, and had given the hulloa; and before we had got on our skis, half Engelberg was pouring down the road.

Kipling is not the meekest of men and I marvelled at his patience.

They might give me a start, he sighed; I would like to have had them on, just once.

Engelberg is too low to be a good sports centre. We had some muggy weather, and to kill time I got up some private theatricals. Kiplings boy and girl were there. They were jolly children. Young Kipling was a suffragette and little Miss Kipling played a costermongers Donah. Kipling himself combined the parts of scene-shifter and call boy. It was the first time I had met Mrs. Kipling since her marriage. She was still a beautiful woman, but her hair was white. There had always been sadness in her eyes, even when a girl. The Hornungs were there also, with their only child, Oscar. Mrs. Hornung, née Connie Doyle, was as cheery and vigorous as ever, but a shade stouter. Both boys were killed in the war.

It was election time in England, and the hotel crowd used to encourage Kipling and myself to political argument in the great hall. I suppose I was the only man in the hotel who was not a Die-hard conservative. Kipling himself was always courteous, but not all the peppery old colonels from Cheltenham and fierce old ladies from Bath were. Notwithstanding, on wet afternoons, when one couldnt go out, it wasnt bad sport. Conan Doyle in his memoirs writes me down as one hot-headed and intolerant in political matters. When I read the passage I was most astonished. It is precisely what I should have said myself concerning Doyle. I suppose the fact is that tolerance is another name for indifference. A man convinced that his views, if universally adopted, would be of ineffable service to humanity, is bound to attribute opposition to stupidity or else to original sin. Socrates himself — if Plato is to be trusted — was quite an intolerant person. I am not sure that, arguing with Socrates, I would not rather he called me a fool and have done with it, than proceed to prove it to me, step by step, according to that irritating method of his. Thrasymachus, I am prepared to wager, thought Socrates one of the most intolerant men he had ever met. If Doyle can get into touch with Thrasymachus, he might put it to him if I am not right. Not until we have come to see that mans goal lies within him, not without — that what we call the progress of the Race is never towards the truth, but always round it, do we become tolerant — on most matters of opinion.

The road has disappeared. The motor track has taken its place. But the wheel is a poor substitute for the ribbons. I speak as an old coachman. It was good sport, going for a drive with jolly horses that you loved; who knew they were part of the game, and took care that it never got dull. I have a city friend who, in the old days, whenever he would take his mind off business worries, would have out his dog-cart, and drive tandem through Piccadilly and the Broadway, and so home by Richmond Hill and Brentford. Now, he takes out his motor, and all he has to do is to watch the policeman. It is no help to him whatever. Driving a coach and four was interesting but, compared with tandem driving, it was restful. In a team your leaders were coupled together and, unless they had talked it over beforehand and arranged upon a signal, could not suddenly turn round and look at you. Your tandem leader could, and sometimes would; and then you had to be quick with the flick of your whip: and maybe an oath or two, thrown in. Of course, the perfectly trained tandem was easy to take anywhere; but such was only for the rich: and, after all, there was more fun when your horses were not mere machines, and you had to watch their twitching ears and try to guess what they were thinking. I had a little Irish horse. He was a born leader. I did not have to drive him, beyond just giving him a general idea of where I wanted to get. He would pick his own way through an agricultural town on market day, leaving me to concentrate myself upon the wheeler. But that was when he was feeling good. And when he wasnt, he was just a little devil. I had some Oxford boys staying with me one summer. The horses hadnt been out all day, and the boys suggested a tandem drive by moonlight. We didnt take my old coachman, and he didnt clamour to come.

I should keep my eye on the Little un, if I were you, sir, he advised me, as he handed me the reins. I dont like the way he has been picking up his feet.

We started all right. Pat let his collar hang and seemed sleepy, but I knew his head was full of mischief: I could feel it through the eighteen feet of rein. In the hope of discouraging him, I turned up a narrow road with a high bank on either side. He still seemed drowsy, but I wasnt trusting him. It was a winding road. Suddenly, at a bend, he flung up his head and laid back his ears. Hold on, I shouted. The next moment we were charging up the bank. There was nothing else to be done but to let the wheeler follow: a dear quiet girl, when left to herself; but Pat always gave her a bit of his devil. The two men behind were shot out, but hung on, and managed somehow to scramble back. I wish they hadnt. I could have got on better without them. We cleared the top, and then they started cheering. We went through that cornfield at twenty miles an hour. I saw an open gate and made for that. We crossed a lane and through the hedge to the other side: by good luck it was chiefly bramble. The two fools at the back, I gathered, were unhurt. They were singing Annie Laurie. We took the Ewelme golf links still at the gallop. They seemed to me to be all bunkers. At the Icknield corner, I managed to get the horses on to the road. It rises four hundred feet in a mile and a half; and at Swyncombe, Pat agreed to my suggestion that we should pull up and have a look at the view. We returned home, via Nettlebed, at a gentle trot. Beyond having lost our hats, and the temporary use of my left eye, we were not much damaged. My Oxford friends crowded round Pat and congratulated him. The youngest of them, who had an indulgent mother, offered me my own price for him, then and there. He had been bitten with the idea of starting a tandem of his own.

Poor Pat! I had to shoot him when the motors came. He had never let anything pass him on the road, before, and one day, at the Henley Fair Mile, he ran his last race. He was only a few days short of twenty then: though you wouldnt have thought it. He had had a good time.

Tandem driving is asking for trouble, sooner or later. I had driven tandem, summer and winter, for over ten years, in and out among the Chilterns, which isnt an easy country; and my escapes had put it into my head, I suppose, that nothing ever could happen to me. And then, one afternoon, driving quietly round a corner at eight miles an hour, I tilted over a heap of stones that had been shot out there that morning for road-mending and broke poor Norma Lorimers leg. She and Douglas Sladen were staying with us at the time. Sladen had remained behind to write a book-review in answer to a telegram: which shows how wise it is always to put duty before pleasure. Fortunately, we were near home, and some labourers quickly came to our assistance. I got on my bicycle and rode down to Wallingford, and wired for a bone setter; and when I started to return, I discovered I had broken an ankle. I had not known it till then, when my excitement had begun to cool down. I remember we boys had a way of getting into the Alexandra Palace by climbing a tree and dropping down inside the fence. One day, I slipped and fell upon the spikes. I felt nothing at the time, except the desire to put distance between myself and a young policeman who seemed to have suddenly sprung out of the earth. It was my mother who noticed that my arm was in ribbons. Nature, red though she be in tooth and claw, provides an anæsthetic. It was man who invented cold-blooded cruelty. Miss Lorimer stayed with us for a month, and forgave me. She talked as if all I had done had been to provide her with a good excuse for a pleasant holiday. But I was glad of that broken ankle. Id have felt mean merely saying Im sorry. We used to play croquet on crutches.

Killing has never attracted me. I give myself no airs. As Gilbert points out, there is no difference, morally speaking, between the Judge who condemns a man to be hanged and the industrious mechanic who carries out the sentence. If I like eating a pheasant (which I do) I ought, logically, to take a pleasure in shooting it. Possibly, if we all had to be our own butchers, vegetarianism would be less unpopular. But there would still remain a goodly number to whom the cutting of a pigs throat would afford enjoyment; and such, alone, are entitled to their bacon. There was an old farmer I knew in Oxfordshire, a simple soul. He owned the shooting over one solitary field, in the centre of which was a three-acre copse of beech wood. All round him, for miles, were rich men who spent quite fabulous sums on rearing pheasants.

No, he said to me one day during a big shoot. We were leaning over the gate of his one small field. No, I dont myself go in for breeding. I just take what the Lord sends me.

I didnt count them but, speaking roughly, I should say about a hundred birds had gained the shelter of that three-acre copse while we had been talking.

Theyve got more sense than people think, he added musingly. They know theyll find a little corn there; and will be safe, poor things — till after Christmas.

Riding to hounds would be good sport, if it were not for the fox. So long as the gallant little fellow is running for his life, excitement, one may hope, deadens his fear and pain. But the digging him out is cold-blooded cruelty. He ought to have his chance. How men and women, calling themselves sportsmen, can defend the custom passes my understanding. It is not clean.

As for the argument about the dogs, that is sheer twaddle. Is anybody going to tell me that my terrier will decline to chase rabbits on Tuesday, because the rabbit he ran after on Monday had the good luck to get away from him! I only wish it were so. Many a half-crown Id have been saved, in my time.

I learnt riding with the Life Guards at Knightsbridge barracks. It was a rough school, but thorough. You were not considered finished until you could ride all your paces bareback, with the reins loose; and when the Sergeant-Major got hold of a horse with new tricks, he would put it aside for his favourite pupil.

Ive got a daisy for you, sir, this afternoon, he would whisper to you, his honest face illumined with a kindly grin. As full of play as a litter of kittens. Look at her — shes laughing.

You looked. She would be standing with her head stretched out straight, and all her teeth showing. And you would wonder if the Sergeant-Major had noticed that, while he was patting her neck, you had slipped off your spurs and put them in your pocket.

There used to be a belt of well-kept grass along most country roads; and riding was a pleasant mode of taking a short journey. While for the joy of a stretch gallop on the turf, there were the commons. There was a fine straight course from the top of Nuffield Hill to Heath Bottom, across what are now the Huntercombe golf links. All the commons have been appropriated by the golfers; and the grass-way by the roadside is a tangle of briar and weed: and one comes across the old brown saddle in a corner of the loft, covered with cobwebs, and dreams of days gone by: as old men will.

The river must have been the mother of sport. Little brown-skinned picaninnies of the Stone Age must have played upon its banks; pushed each other in: splashed and shouted; learnt to swim and dive. Hairy, low-browed Palæolithic gentry must have crouched there with their fishing spears; launched their bark canoes. One day, some blue-eyed, lithe young cave man must have shouted that first challenge to a friendly race. Most of my life, I have dwelt in the neighbourhood of the river. I thank old Father Thames for many happy days. We spent our honeymoon, my wife and I, in a little boat. I knew the river well, its deep pools, and hidden ways, its quiet backwaters, its sleepy towns and ancient villages. It is pleasant to feel tired when evening comes and the lamp is lighted in the low-ceilinged parlour of the inn. We stayed a day at Henley for the Regatta.

It was King Edward who spoilt Henley Regatta. His coming turned it into a society function, and brought down the swell mob. Before that, it had been a happy, gay affair, simple and quiet. People came in craft of all sorts, and took an interest in the racing. One could count the people on the tow-path: old blues, the townsfolk, with the farmers and their families from round about. The line of house-boats, decked with flowers, stretched from Phyllis Court to the Island, and we all came to know one another. My nephew, Harry Shorland, brought his houseboat up from Staines by easy stages, one year. A pair of swallows had started building on it, and came with him all the way. They finished the nest just in time to take a day off, and watch the finals.

Goring Regatta was always good fun when Frank Benson, the actor, stage-managed it. He lived at Goring, and was an all-round sportsman. One year, his ambition ran away with him. He planned an aquatic drama. I am a little confused, regarding the details. I was at the time, I remember. The main idea was that a bevy of beauteous damsels — some half a dozen of them — had to be rescued from an island in mid-stream; and that time was the essence of the contract, as we say in the law. The mistake Benson made, in my opinion (and I was not the only one), was in arranging for the rescue to be made in a canoe. Myself, I should have given the young man a fishing punt, or one of those old-fashioned dinghies that ferrymen used to ply. The journey might have taken him longer, but time would have been saved in getting the lady on board and comfortably seated. The first young man dashed off at a terrific pace. His particular damsel was on the bank of the island, waiting for him, holding up her skirts. (They wore them, in those days.) Not a moment was to be lost. The husband — I think he was the husband: of the whole six, if I remember rightly — was already in sight. The gentleman, with one foot in the canoe and one foot on the island, held out his arms; and the lady sprang. Having said this much, I need hardly add that they both sat down in the water. Fortunately, the gentlemans right leg was still in the canoe. With great presence of mind, he dragged the lady on board and, stepping lightly over her, regained the opposite bank: where there was much cheering. The second lady may have been rendered nervous by seeing what had happened to the first. The general opinion was that, if she had kept her head, it might have been avoided; and that after all there are worse things than being soused in the river on a pleasant July afternoon. The remaining four ladies elected to be rescued by the umpires launch.

Croquet is an irritating game; but a boon to cripples. I took it up when I was suffering from a broken ankle. The more you try, the worse you play. I know a man who never touches a mallet except once a year, when he enters for the county tournament, and carries off half the prizes. Children, before they are old enough to have known trouble, make good players. What the game seems to require is a thoughtless temperament. My eldest girl, at the age of about twelve, was a demon. Shed just whack round and hit everything. It used to make me mad. I remember being Lady Beresfords partner against Lord Charles and Miss Beresford. Three times that child croquetted her mother to the other end of the lawn, and then Lady Beresford — very properly, as it seemed to me — put an end to the atrocity.

You do that again, my girl, and you go straight to bed, she told the child. Eventually, Lady Beresford and myself won that game.

Zangwill used to be keen on croquet, but never had the makings of a great player. Wells wasnt bad. Of course, he wanted to alter all the laws and make a new game of his own. I had to abandon my lawn, in the end. I had laid it out in the middle of a paddock where the farmer kept his young bulls. They couldnt resist the sight of the fresh green grass. I had fenced it round with barbed wire, but they made light of that. They would gather into a little group and confabulate, and then suddenly would lower their heads and charge. Sometimes they got through and sometimes they didnt: but it used to distract us. I remember a nightingale that would perch on one of the sticks and sing — often while we were playing. Nightingales love an audience. There was another that had his nest in a garden of ours by Marlow Common. Like the swallows, they return each year to the same loved spot. If one went to the gate and whistled, he would soon appear and, perching on the branch of an old thorn, sing for so long as one remained there, listening.




Chapter XI

AMERICA
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HOW DO YOU like America?

Oh, I said, are we there?

Soon will be, he answered. How do you pronounce your name?

I told him. He repeated it louder, for the benefit of the others — some dozen of them, grouped around him. They made a note of it.

What would you say was the difference between English and American humour?

A chill north wind was blowing, and I hadnt had my breakfast. I did my best.

These things, I said, are a natural growth, springing from the soil. In England, to go no further back than Chaucer — — Nobody was listening. They were all busy writing. I wondered where they had come from. Out of the sea, apparently. I had been pacing the deck, scanning the horizon for my first sight of New York, and suddenly had found myself in the midst of them. Their spokesman was a thick-set, red-haired gentleman. He had a military manner. The rest were a mixed collection. Some of them looked to me to be mere boys.

Say, can you tell us a story? he questioned me.

I stared at him. A story? I repeated. You want me to tell you a story?

Why, sure, he answered.

What on earth did they mean! Did they want me to start off and spin them a yarn, at a quarter to eight in the morning? And if so, was it to be adventure or romance, or just a simple love episode? I had a vision of being, perhaps, expected to sit down in the centre of them, taking the youngest of them on my knee.

He saw I was bewildered. Anything happened to you on the voyage, he suggested, anything interesting or amusing?

I had the feeling of a condemned prisoner, reprieved at the last moment. In gratitude, I tried to think of something interesting and amusing that really might have happened to me. Given time, I could have done it. But they stood there waiting with their pencils poised, and I had to fall back upon the truth. I told them the only thing that had happened — that, three days out, we had sighted an iceberg. It was a silly little iceberg. I had mistaken it, myself, for a portion of a wreck; and a man who had been looking at it through a telescope had pronounced it to be a polar bear. If it had not been for the bartender, none of us would have known it was an iceberg. I made the most of it, describing how we had run before it, and speaking highly of the Captain. It appeared in the evening papers under the heading, The Ice Queen shows her Teeth.

We got on better after that. They saw that, at all events, I was trying. I told them how the American woman struck me — or rather how I felt sure she was going to strike me when I saw her; and gave them (by request) my opinion of Christopher Columbus, the American drama, the future of California, President Roosevelt and Elizabeth B. Parker. Who Elizabeth B. Parker was I have never discovered to this day; but that, I take it, is my fault. I gathered her to be one of Americas then leading idols (they dont last long); and said that one of my objects in coming to America was to meet her. This seemed to give general satisfaction, and we parted friends.

I make no charge against the American interviewer. One takes the rough with the smooth. I have been described, within the same period of seven months, as a bald-headed elderly gentleman, with a wistful smile; a curly-haired athletic Englishman, remarkable for his youthful appearance; a rickety cigarette-smoking neurotic; and a typical John Bull. Some of them objected to my Oxford drawl; while others catalogued me as a cockney, and invariably quoted me as dropping my aitches. All of them noticed with unfeigned surprise that I spoke English with an English accent. In the city of Prague, I once encountered a Bohemian ruffian who claimed to be a guide — a Czecho-Slovakian, I suppose he would be called to-day. He had learnt English in New York from a Scotchman. Myself, I could not understand him; but the New York interviewer would, I feel sure, have found in him his ideal Englishman. To anyone visiting America for a rest cure, I can see the American interviewer proving a thorn in the flesh. In pursuit of duty, he makes no bones about awakening you at two oclock in the morning to ascertain your opinion of the local baseball team; and on arriving at your hotel, after a thirty-six hours journey, you may find him waiting for you in your bedroom, accompanied by a flashlight photographer. But not many people, I take it, go to America for their health. At Pittsburgh, my wife woke with a sick headache, and I had to leave her behind me for a day or two. In the evening, better but still shaky, she dressed herself and slipped down into the lounge. Little black things were running about the floor. She thought they were kittens and tried to make friends with them, but they none of them would come to her. The place was poorly lighted, but there seemed to be about a score of them; sometimes more and sometimes less. The chambermaid looked in. She was an Irish girl. My wife drew her attention to these black kittens, as she thought them, commenting upon their shyness.

Oh, theyre not kittens, explained the chambermaid, theyre rats.

It seemed they came up from the kitchen, making use of the air shaft. If you did not interfere with them or tease them, they did you no harm.

It was a slack time and the girl, at my wifes earnestly expressed wish, brought in her sewing. The girl was full of stories about rats, but doubted their being as intelligent as it was said. Otherwise, so the girl argued, you would hardly find them in Pittsburgh.

But you yourself are in Pittsburgh, said my wife, and you told me yesterday you had been here six years.

The girl explained the seeming riddle. She hoped in another three years to have saved enough to be able to return to Ireland and settle down. She had pigs and a small holding in her mind, not unconnected with one named Dennis. Thousands of Irish girls, she assured my wife, came to America with similar intention. Not all of them, of course, succeeded, but it was long before they lost hope. It is the dream of every Dago to return to his native village and open a shop with dollars brought back from America. Nor is it only the hyphenated alien who looks forward to spending abroad money got out of the United States. In travelling about, I have discovered that all the best parts of Europe are inhabited by hundred-per-cent Americans. Sooner or later, it occurs to the English literary man that there is money to be made out of lecturing in America. But without the American interviewer to boom us in advance, and work up the local excitement for us when we arrive, we would return with empty pockets. For what I have received in the way of lecturing fees out of America the Lord make me truly thankful to the American interviewer: and may his sins be forgot.

The most impressive thing in America is New York. Niagara disappointed me. I had some trouble in finding it. The tram conductor promised to let me know when we came to the proper turning, but forgot; and I had to walk back three blocks. I came across it eventually at the bottom of a tea garden, belonging to a big hotel. My tour did not permit me to visit the Yellowstone Park. But I saw the Garden of the Gods in Colorado, and it struck me as neglected. The Rockies are imposing, but lack human interest. The Prairies are depressing. One has the feeling of being a disembodied spirit, travelling through space, and growing doubtful as to ones destination. To the European, what America suffers from is there being too much of it. In Switzerland, one winter, I met a man from Indianapolis. We were looking out of the window on our way to Grindelwald.

This would be quite an extensive country, he said, if it were rolled out flat.

In America everything seems to have been sacrificed to making an extensive country. In Arizona, they point out to you the mirage; but to the stranger it still looks like salt. The American lakes are seas surrounded by railways. In New Orleans, there are old-world nooks and corners, but these are disappearing. The first thing they do with you in New Orleans is to take you a drive through the cemeteries. There are miles and miles of them. You go in a char-à-banc, and the gentleman with the megaphone draws your attention to the most important tombs. Seeing New Orleans they call it.

California is beautiful (one can forget the movies). I was in San Francisco the week before the earthquake. My wife and I were the guests of Bancroft, the historian. I shall never forget the kindness of himself and his sweet wife. He took us drives into the country behind two grand grey horses. He was a splendid whip. One afternoon, he proposed an excursion down into the town: But we will leave your dear little lady to rest herself, he said. And, later, I understood and was grateful to him. It was a curious experience. During the war, round Verdun, I came across roads that reminded me of that drive. Every few yards we went down into a hole and often it took the horses all their strength to pull us out. I asked if there had been an earthquake; but my host said no. For years the roads had never been repaired, the mayor and corporation (Grafters they are termed in America) having found another use for the money.

In Florida, one seems to have dropped back into antediluvian times, or, to be more exact, the third day of the Creation, before God had quite finished separating the dry land from the waters, and creeping things sat about, wondering which they were.

Virginia has an atmosphere and speaks English; but the new towns in the Middle states, with their painted canvas Broadways, suggest a Wild West exhibition at Earls Court. One looks instinctively for the sign-board, pointing to the switchback. Here and there, New England reminds one of the old country. I forget who it was said he would like to come back and see America when it was finished. One has the fancy that, returning in a thousand years or so, one might find there little cottages standing in gay gardens; pleasant rambling houses amid soft lawns and kindly trees. But there will never rise the clustering chimneys with the blue smoke curling upward. America will still be central-heated. I missed the friendly chimneys. Elsewhere in America, there is no country. There are summer resorts, and garden cities, and health centres; and just outside the great towns long avenues of homes, each on its parallelogram of land. The larger ones have verandahs and towers and gables; and the smaller ones are painted red. They told me that the reason why all the houses in America are painted red was that the Trust made red paint only. You can paint your house red or leave it alone, according to your taste and fancy. In America, a man who wants to paint his house any other colour than red is called a radical. America never walks. I am told that now every fifth American owns an automobile and the other four crowd in. In my time, you took a surface car. I used to dream of going for a walk, and when I asked my way, they would direct me to go straight on till I came to nine hundred and ninety-ninth street — or some such number — and there I would find the car.

But I want to walk, I would explain.

Well, Im telling you, they would reply, you walk to the end of the block. The car starts from round the corner.

But I dont want the car, I would persist. I want to walk — all the way.

Then they would dive into their pocket and press a twenty-five cent piece into my hand and hurry off to catch their own car.

But New York reminds you of nothing, suggests no comparison. New York is America epitomized: fierce, tireless, blatant if you will, but great. Nature stands abashed before it. The sea crawls round it, dwarfed, insignificant. Trees, like waving grasses, spring from its crevices. The clouds are rent upon its pinnacles.

It strikes a new note. Behind the mere bigness is a new idea: something that you feel is tremendously important. You worry for a time, wondering. And then suddenly it springs upon you. In London, Paris, Rome — go where you will in the old world it is the great cathedral, the spires of a hundred churches, the minarets, towers, domes, the theatres and palaces that pierce the sky-line: that rise serene above the market place, the byways of the money-changers. In New York it is Business Triumphant that towers to heaven, dominating, unchallenged. The skyscraper alone is visible. Religion, art: they have their hiding-places, round its feet.

In a town of the middle west, a kind man put me up. He was rich and had one child, a daughter Margaret, who was the apple of his eye. She was twelve years old at the time. She had her own banking account, and drew her own cheques. I remember a conversation between them one evening. He had just returned home from his office; and she had fetched him his house shoes and was sitting on his knee.

I brought off a good stroke of business to-day, Maggie, he said to her, while stroking her hair. So I paid five thousand dollars into your account. How do you propose to invest it?

The child sat for a while with puckered brows, one arm about his neck.

Well, she answered at length, if, as the papers say, there is going to be a famine in Russia this winter, hadnt I better put it into wheat?

He kissed her.

Thats right, he answered. Ill fix it up for you in the morning.

I have made three American tours. It was offered to me to make a fourth just after the war. My agent assured me there would be no difficulty about drinks; but there were other reasons also, and I shirked it. The first must be twenty years ago by now. That it was not as profitable to me as it might have been was my own fault. Never in my life have I felt so lost and lonesome as during my first days in New York. Everything was so strange, so appallingly foreign. I had never been outside Europe before. Never, so it seemed to me, would I be able to adapt myself to the ways and customs of the country. And then there was the language problem. In Vevey, on Lake Leman, there sits cross-legged — or used to sit — a smiling small Italian shoeblack: behind him on the wall a placard with this wording, English spoken — American understood. I thought of him, as I wandered bewildered through the New York streets, and wondered how long it had taken him.

At the end of a fortnight, I cabled what would now be called an S.O.S. to my wife, and she, gallant little lady, came to my help.

And she it was who persuaded me to further extravagance, as is the way of women. Major Pond, or rather his good widow, had booked me a stupendous tour. It took in every state in the Union, together with Canada and British Columbia. Five readings a week, the average worked out; each to last an hour and twenty minutes. I showed my wife the list. She said nothing at the time, but went about behind my back, and got round my agents. Among them, they decided that, to avoid a funeral, I had best have help; and found one Charles Battell Loomis. He was, I think, the ugliest man I have met. But that was only the outside of him. All the rest of him was beautiful; and sad I am to have to speak of him in the past tense. Through him, I came to know the other America — the America of the dreamers, the thinkers, the idealists. He took me to see them in their shabby clubs; to dine with them in their fifty-cent restaurants; to spend fine Sundays with them in their wooden shanties, far away where the tram-lines end. He was a wonderful actor, but had never been able to afford a press agent. His writings, as scattered through the magazines, were mildly amusing, but that was all. Until he stood up before an audience and read them: when at once they became the most humorous stories in American literature. He made no gestures; his face, but for the eyes, might have been carved out of wood; his genius was in his marvellous voice. His least whisper could be heard across the largest hall. He had to be careful when using the telephone. Once, when I was with him, a Hello girl irritated even him after a time and, forgetting himself, he shouted No, I didnt. There was no answer. After a while the bell boy knocked at the door to suggest that if we wanted to go on talking we had better come downstairs. For some reason or another, our telephone had suddenly gone out of order.

I envied him. The lecturer through America has to cultivate adaptability. For one night a rich man would hire us to read to his guests in a drawing-room. He was always very kind, and would make us feel part of the party. The next evening we would find ourselves booked to perform in a hall the size of Solomons Temple, taking Mr. H. G. Wells figures as correct. There was a Coliseum, I think they called it, down South. I forget the name of the town. But I am sure it was down South, because of the cotton that floated on the wind, and turned our hair grey. Even Loomis had found the place difficult. The first few dozen rows must have heard him. Anyhow they laughed. But beyond and above brooded the silence of the grave. By rare chance, we had a few hours to spare the next morning; and coming across the place I stepped in, wondering how it looked in daylight. Men were busy hauling scenery about. It served for all purposes — mass meetings, theatrical performances, religious revivals, prize fights. On one wet fourth of July, a display of fireworks had been given there with great success. A small lady in black was standing just inside the door, likewise inspecting. It was Sarah Bernhardt. She was billed to play there that evening. She was finishing a tour with a few one-night stands, and had been travelling all night. She recognized me, though we had met only once before, at a Lyceum supper in Irvings time.

My God! she said, throwing up her arms. Why, its as deep as hell. How do they expect me to reach them?

They dont, I told her. They want to see you, thats all. They are a curious people, these Americans. They paid last night to see me. They must have known they would not hear me.

But they will not see her, she answered. They will see only a little old woman. I am not Sarah Bernhardt until I act. It would be a swindle.

Well, isnt that their affair? I suggested.

She drew herself up. She was quite tall when she had finished — or looked it.

No, my friend, she answered, it is mine. Sarah Bernhardt is a great artist. And I am her faithful servant. They shall not make a show of her.

She held out her hand. Please do not tell anyone that you have seen me, she said. She drew down her veil and slipped out.

What actually happened I do not know. They were posting notices up when we left, announcing with regret Madame Sarah Bernhardts sudden indisposition.

I have always found American audiences most kind. Their chief fault is that they see the point before you get there, which is disconcerting. One morning I woke up speechless with a sudden cold. I could not even use the phone. I telegraphed to my chairman, explaining, and asking him to call the reading off. In half-an-hour the answer came back: Sorry you wont be able to read but do come or it will be a real disappointment to us we want to see you and thank you for the pleasure your books have given us as for fee that has been posted to your agent and is too unimportant a matter to be talked about among friends.

I went and had a delightful evening. They put me in the middle of the room and entertained me. We had music and songs and stories. I whispered a few to my chairman, and he translated them. They turned the whole thing into a joke. At the end, one of them, a doctor, gave me a draught to take in bed. I wish I had asked him what it was. My cold was gone the next morning.

At Salt Lake City, we ought to have arrived with an hour to spare, instead of which our train was three hours late. A deputation met us on the platform with hot coffee and sandwiches. They put us into cabs and took us straight to the platform. An audience of three thousand people had been waiting patiently for two hours. Our chairman, in his opening, apologized to us for the train service; and asked everybody to agree that, as we must be tired, we should be asked to read for only half-an-hour, unless we felt ourselves equal to more. Both Loomis and myself felt bucked up, and gave them the full programme. Not one of them left before the end, which must have been about twelve oclock; and if they didnt like it they were good actors.

A leading Elder put us up in Salt Lake City. He introduced us to his wife. He noticed I was looking expectant.

There are no more, he explained. He put his arm round her. The modern American woman, he continued, has convinced us that one wife is sufficient for any man.

I was told that domestic establishments on a more generous basis still existed; but they were rare; and later on the law put an end to them.

It is difficult to know what your audience really thinks of you. Even if bored, I feel convinced they would pretend to be enjoying themselves. There are times when hypocrisy can he a virtue. But hidden behind a newspaper in a smoking car, I once overheard praise of myself.

Were you at the lecture last night? asked one man of another.

Yes, came the answer in a soft, low, drawling voice. The wife thought shed like to go. Id never heard of him myself.

What was he like?

Well — there was a pause. I guessed he was fixing a plug of tobacco—for an Englishman — good.

Once only — at Chattanooga — did I meet with disagreement: and then I was asking for it. Two negroes had been lynched a few days before my arrival on the usual charge of having assaulted a white woman: proved afterwards (as is generally the case) to have been a trumped-up lie. All through the South, this lynching horror had been following me; and after my reading I asked for permission to speak on a matter about which my conscience was troubling me. I didnt wait to get it, but went straight on. At home, on political platforms, I have often experienced the sensation of stirring up opposition. But this was something different. I do not suggest it was anything more than fancy, but it seemed to me that I could actually visualize the anger of my audience. It looked like a dull, copper-coloured cloud, hovering just above their heads, and growing in size. I sat down amid silence. It was quite a time before anybody moved. And then they all got up at the same moment, and turned towards the door. On my way out, in the lobby, a few people came up to me and thanked me, in a hurried furtive manner. My wife was deadly pale. I had not told her of my intention. But nothing happened, and I cannot help thinking that if the tens of thousands of decent American men and women to whom this thing must be their countrys shame, would take their courage in both hands and speak their mind, America might be cleansed from this foul sin.

American hospitality is proverbial. If I had taken the trouble to arrange matters beforehand, I could have travelled all over America without once putting up at an hotel. Had I known what they were like, I would have made the effort. In the larger cities they are generally of palatial appearance. If their cooking and attendance were on a par with their architecture and appointments, there would be no fault to find with them. But often I have thought how gladly I would exchange all the Parian marble in my bathroom, all the silver fittings in my dressing-room, for a steak I could cut with a knife. It appears from the statistics of the Immigration Bureau that there arrive every year in the United States well over four thousand professional cooks. What happens to them is a mystery. They cant all become film stars.

On the great routes, European customs prevail; but in the smaller towns, hotels are still run on what is termed the American plan. A few days after landing in New York, I went to Albany to give a reading. I was due on the platform at eight. I did not have any lunch. I thought I would dine early and afterwards sit quiet. I put out my clothes and came downstairs. The dining-room was empty. There didnt seem to be any bell. I found the gentleman who had sent me up to my room. He was sitting in a rocking-chair, reading a newspaper.

I beg your pardon, I said. But are you the hotel clerk?

Yup, he grunted and went on reading.

I am sorry to disturb you, I continued, but I want the head waiter.

What do you want him for? he said. Friend of yours?

No, I answered, I want to order dinner.

He was still reading his newspaper. You havent got to order it, he said. It will be ready at half-past six.

But I want it now, I said. The time was a little after four.

He put down his paper and looked at me.

Say, where do you come from? he asked me.

I have come from New York, I answered him.

You aint been even there long, he commented. Englishman, arent you?

I admitted it.

He rose and laid a kindly hand on my shoulder.

You run along and take a look round the town, he said. Interesting city. Anyhow, theres nothing else for you to do, till half-past six.

I followed his advice. It wasnt really an interesting city. Or maybe I was not in the mood. At six oclock I came back and dressed. I was feeling hungry. When I saw the menu I felt hungrier still. It would have made Lucullus sit up and smile. It covered two closely written pages, and contained, so far as I could judge, every delicacy in and out of season.

I order caviare and clam soup, to open with. I was doubtful about the clam soup, being new to it. But if too rich, I could just toy with it. The waiter, a youthful gentleman who apparently had mislaid his coat, remained standing.

Ill think of the next thing to follow, I said, while you are getting that.

Better think of it now, he said. We havent got the time to spare over here that you have in the old country.

I did not want to antagonize him. I took up the menu again. I ordered whitebait to follow the soup. I told him I liked them crisp. A slice of broiled ham with truffles. Peas in butter. Lamb cutlet with tomatoes. Asparagus. Chicken (I mentioned I preferred the wing). A caramel ice cream. Dessert, assorted. Coffee, of course, to finish up with.

I was sorry to miss all the rest; but I had to think of my lecture. Even as it was I feared I had overdone it.

That all? asked the coatless young gentleman.

I thought he meant to be sarcastic, and put a touch of asperity into my tone.

That is the order, I said.

He was gone longer than I had expected. When he reappeared he was carrying a sort of butlers tray. He put it down in front of me, straightened out the four sides and left me.

There was everything on it — everything I had ordered, beginning with the caviare and ending with the coffee. All the things (except the soup and the coffee) were on little white saucers, all the same size. The whole thing suggested a dolls tea party. The soup was in a little white pot with a handle. That also might have been part of the furnishing of a dolls house. One drank it out of the pot — about a tablespoonful altogether. There were six whitebait and one shrimp. Thirteen peas. Three ends of asparagus. Five grapes and four nuts (assorted). Two square inches of ham, but no truffle: the thing I took for the truffle turned out to be a dead fly. The lamb cutlet I could not place. I fancy they must have given me the wrong end. The tomato I lost trying to cut it. It rolled off the table and I hadnt the heart to follow it up. For some reason or another they had fried the chicken. I did my best, but had to put it back. It didnt look any different. I wondered afterwards what happened to it.

I suppose it was not having had any lunch. If I had been by myself, Id have put my head down on the tray and have cried. But three or four other men were feeding near me and I pulled myself together. I started with the coffee. It was still lukewarm. It seemed a pity to let it get quite cold. The caviare did not appeal to me. It may have been the smell. After the coffee, I tackled the ice cream, which by that time was already half melted. I stole a glance at my companions. None of them were bothering about a knife. They were just picking up things with a fork, first from one saucer and then from another. Somehow they suggested the idea of mechanical chickens. But it seemed the simplest plan and I followed their example.

I never got used to it. Natives, to whom occasionally I talked upon the subject, admitted that, considered as an art, the European plan of dining might be preferable; but would hasten to explain that America was too busy — the spry American citizen had not the time for all these social monkey tricks. I would leave them, settling themselves into their rocking-chairs, ranged round the hotel lounge, preparing to light their cigars and shape their plugs of tobacco. On my return some two or three hours later, they would still be there, smoking and spitting.

America can be proud of her railways. An American train with its majestic engine and its thousand feet of steel cars, is a fine sight. Always, we were glad to get into them, away from the comfortless hotels where one is harassed by the bell boy, bullied by the waiter, and patronized by the clerk. The darky porter welcomes one with a smile, and is not above being courteous. It is only in the dining-car that one can hope for a decently cooked meal. In the sleeping-car there is no telephone over ones bed, no patent improved radiator to go wrong, and keep one awake all night. There are stretches where for miles one can look out of the window without being pestered with advertisements. But one knows one is nearing a town by the hoardings each side of the track. The magnificent approach to San Francisco is spoilt by twenty miles of boards, advertising somebodys stores. Carters Little Liver Pills does the same thing in England, to a lesser degree. I used to find them helpful, but have given up taking them, myself. At a Rotary dinner in London Mr. Carter (not to be personal) made quite a good speech on the subject of how one could best serve God. Anthony Hope suggested that one way might be not to mar Gods landscapes with advertisement signs. In New York, I was arrested by a notice in a shop window. It ran: Come unto me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. It was an advertisement for somebodys spring mattress. Except on a few main routes, punctuality is rare. There is excuse. The distances are enormous. The permanent ways are still in the making. Nature plays her tricks upon them. One does not bother about time-tables — the schedule as they call it. One waits until the message is sent round the town from the depôt that the train is signalled. One day, to my amazement, my train came in on time. It was at a junction. I had just got out of the branch train and was wondering what I would do with myself. The station-master was passing by.

Any notion when she is likely to turn up, I asked him—the 11.33 for Sioux Falls? It was then a minute past the half hour.

Hurry up, he said, shes coming in now.

She glided in as he was speaking, and drew up with a soft low sigh as of self-satisfied content. He was a big, genial man. He looked at my face and laughed.

Its all right, he said. To be quite candid, this is yesterdays train.

Sioux Falls, by the way, is — or was then — the centre of the American divorce trade. The hotels were filled with gorgeous ladies waiting their turn: many of them accompanied by brothers. It was a merry crowd. Three ladies, a mother and her two daughters, the younger just seventeen, sat at the table next to us and were friendly. The mother had been divorced before, but the two girls were new to it. They expected to be through by the end of the week.

Roosevelt was President at the time of my first tour; and was kind enough to express a wish to see me. By a curious coincidence, he had received that morning a letter from his son, then at school, talking about my books. He had the letter in his hand when we were shown in. Somewhat the same thing happened the first time I met Lloyd George. A relation had written him, a day or two before, urging him to read my last book. He was then in the middle of it. I couldnt get him to talk about anything else. There was a delightful boyishness about Roosevelt. You were bound to like him if he wanted you to. My wife has still the gloves in which she shook hands with him. They lie in her treasure box, tied with a ribbon and labelled.

Joel Chandler Harris (Uncle Remus) lives in my memory. A sweet Christian gentleman; even if he did spit. We spent an afternoon with him at Atlanta. Frank Stanton dropped in, and brought with him a volume of his songs which he had dedicated to me. James Whitcomb Riley was kind and hospitable, but made me envious, talking about the millions his books had brought him in.

I was in America when Maxim Gorky came to lecture upon Russia. He was accompanied by a helpmeet to whom he had not been legally married. America is strict on this point. So was Henry VIII. At a Press lunch in Chicago, I sat next to a man who that morning had published a leader, fiercely demanding the immediate shipping back to Europe of Maxim Gorky and his concubine. America must not be contaminated and so forth. A few evenings before he had introduced Loomis and myself to his mistress, a pretty Swedish girl with flaxen hair. His wife was living abroad, the air of Chicago not agreeing with her. I admit the sign-post argument. I have found it useful myself. But in America there would appear to be almost more sign-posts than travellers. I have been about a good deal in America. My business has necessitated my spending much time in smoking-cars and hotel lounges. My curiosity has always prompted me to find out all I could about my fellow human beings wherever I have happened to be. I maintain that the American man, taking him class for class and individual for individual, is no worse than any of the rest of us. I will ask his permission to leave it at that.

The last time I visited America was during the first year of the war. America then was all for keeping out of it. I had friends in big business, and was introduced to others. Their opinion was that America could best serve Humanity in the bulk by reserving herself to act as peace-maker. In the end, she would be the only nation capable of considering the future without passion and without fear. The general feeling was, if anything, pro-German, tempered in the East by traditional sentiment for France. I failed to unearth any enthusiasm for England, in spite of my having been commissioned to discover it. I have sometimes wondered if England and America really do love one another as much as our journalists and politicians say they do. I had an interesting talk with President Wilson, chiefly about literature and the drama. But I did get him, before I left, to say a little about the war; and then he dropped the schoolmaster and became animated.

We have in America, he said, twenty million people of German descent. Almost as many Irish. In New York State alone there are more Italians than in Rome. We have more Scandinavians than there are in Sweden. Here, side by side, dwell Czechs, Roumanians, Slavs, Poles and Dutchmen. We also have some Jews. We have solved the problem of living together without wanting to cut one anothers throats. You will have to learn to do the same in Europe. We shall have to teach you.

Undoubtedly at that time Wilson was intending to remain neutral. Whether his later change of mind brought about good or evil is an arguable point. But for America the war would have ended in stalemate. All Europe would have been convinced of the futility of war. Peace without Victory — the only peace containing any possibility of permanence would have resulted.

To the democrat, America is the Great Disappointment. Material progress I rule out. Beyond a certain point, it tends to enslave mankind. For spiritual progress, America seems to have no use. Mr. Ford has pointed out that every purchaser of a Ford car can have it delivered to him, painted any colour he likes, so long as its black. Mr. Ford expresses in a nutshell the mental attitude of modern America. Every man in America is free to do as he darn well pleases so long as, for twenty-four hours a day, he does what everybody else is doing. Every man in America is free to speak his mind so long as he shouts with the crowd. He has not even Mr. Pickwicks choice of choosing his crowd. In America there is but one crowd. Every man in America has the right to think for himself so long as he thinks what he is told. If not — like the heretics of the middle ages — let him see to it that his chamber door is locked, that his tongue does not betray him. The Ku Klux Klan, with its travelling torture chamber, is but the outward and visible sign of the spirit of modern America. Thought in America is standardized. America is not taking new wine, lest the old bottles be broken.

I ask my American friends — and I have many, I know — to forgive me. Who am I to lecture the American nation? — I feel, myself, the absurdity of it — the impertinence. My plea is that I am growing old. And it comes to me that before long I may be called upon to stand before the Judge of all the earth, and to make answer, concerning the things that I have done and — perhaps of even more importance — the things that I have left undone. The thought I am about to set down keeps ringing in my brain. It will not go away. I am afraid any longer to keep silence. There are many of power and authority who could have spoken it better. I would it had not been left to me. If it make men angry, I am sorry.

The treatment of the negro in America calls to Heaven for redress. I have sat with men who, amid vile jokes and laughter, told of Buck Niggers being slowly roasted alive; told how they screamed and writhed and prayed; how their eyes rolled inward as the flames crept up till nothing could be seen but two white balls. They burn mere boys alive and sometimes women. These things are organized by the towns leading citizens. Well-dressed women crowd to the show, children are lifted up upon their fathers shoulders. The Law, represented by grinning policemen, stands idly by. Preachers from their pulpits glorify these things, and tell their congregation that God approves. The Southern press roars its encouragement. Hangings, shootings would be terrible enough. These burnings; these slow grillings of living men, chained down to iron bedsteads; these tearings of live, quivering flesh with red-hot pinchers can be done only to glut some hideous lust of cruelty. The excuse generally given is an insult to human intelligence. Even if true, it would be no excuse. In the majority of cases, it is not even pretended. The history of the Spanish Inquisition unrolls no greater shame upon the human race. The Auto-da-fé at least, was not planned for the purpose of amusing a mob. In the face of this gigantic horror, the lesser sufferings of the negro race in America may look insignificant. But there must be tens of thousands of educated, cultured men and women cursed with the touch of the tar-brush to whom life must be one long tragedy. Shunned, hated, despised, they have not the rights of a dog. From no white man dare they even defend the honour of their women. I have seen them waiting at the ticket offices, the gibe and butt of the crowd, not venturing to approach till the last white man was served. I have known a woman in the pains of childbirth made to travel in the cattle wagon. For no injury at the hands of any white man is there any redress. American justice is not colour blind. Will the wrong never end?





Chapter XII

THE WAR
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ONE OF MY earliest recollections is of myself seated on a shiny chair from which I had difficulty in not slipping, listening to my father and mother and a large, smiling gentleman talking about Peace. There were to be no more wars. It had all been settled at a place called Paree. The large gentleman said Paris. But my mother explained to me, afterwards, that it meant the same. My father and my mother, so I gathered, had seen a gentleman named Napoleon, and had fixed it up. The large gentleman said, with a smile, that it didnt look much like it, just at present. But my father waved his hand. Nothing could be done all at once. One prepared the ground, so to speak.

The young men, now coming forward, said my mother, they will see to it.

I remember feeling a little sad at the thought that there would be no more war — that, coming too late into the world, I had missed it. My mother sought to comfort me by talking about the heavenly warfare which was still to be had for the asking. But, in my secret heart, it seemed to me a poor substitute.

With the coming of the Alabama claim things looked brighter. My father, then President of the Poplar branch of the International Peace Association, shook his head over Americas preposterous demands. There were limits even to Englands love of Peace.

Later on, we did have a sort of war. Nothing very satisfying: one had to make the best of it: against a King Theodore, I think, a sort of a nigger. I know he made an excellent Guy Fawkes. Also he did atrocities, I remember.

At this period France was The Enemy. We boys always shouted Froggy whenever we saw anyone who looked like a foreigner. Crécy and Poitiers were our favourite battles. The King of Prussia, in a three-cornered hat and a bob-tailed wig, swung and creaked in front of many a public-house.

I was at school when France declared war against Prussia in 1870. Our poor old French Master had a bad time of it. England, with the exception of a few cranks, was pro-German. But when it was all over: France laid low, and the fear of her removed: our English instinct to sympathize always with the underdog — not a bad trait in us — asserted itself; and a new Enemy had to be found.

We fixed on Russia.

Russia had designs on India. The Afghan War was her doing. I was an actor at the time. We put on a piece called The Khyber Pass — at Ashleys, if I remember rightly. I played a mule. It was before the Griffith Brothers introduced their famous donkey. I believe, if I had been given a free hand, I could have made the little beast amusing. But our stage-manager said he didnt want any of my damned clowning. It had to be a real mule, the pet of the regiment. At the end, I stood on my hind legs, and waved the British flag. Lord Roberts patted my head, and the audience took the roof off, nearly.

I was down on my luck when the Russo-Turkish War broke out. There were hopes at first that we might be drawn into it. I came near to taking the Queens shilling. I had slept at a doss-house the night before, and had had no breakfast. A sergeant of Lancers stopped me in Trafalgar Square. He put his hands on my shoulders and punched my chest.

Youre not the first of your family thats been a soldier, he said. Youll like it.

It was a taking uniform: blue and silver with high Hession boots. The advantages of making soldiers look like mud had not then been discovered.

Im meeting a man at the Bodega, I said. If he isnt there Ill come straight back.

He was there; though I hadnt expected him. He took me with him to a Coroners inquest, and found a place for me at the reporters table. So, instead, I became a journalist.

The music-hall was the barometer of public opinion in those days. Politicians and even Cabinet Ministers would often slip in for an hour. MacDermott was our leading Lion Comique. One night he sang a new song: We dont want to fight, but by Jingo if we do. Whatever happened, the Russians should not have Con-stan-ti-no-ple, the no indefinitely prolonged. It made a furore. By the end of the week, half London was singing it. Also it added the word Jingo to the English language.

Peace meetings in Hyde Park were broken up, the more fortunate speakers getting off with a ducking in the Serpentine. The Peacemonger would seem to be always with us. In peace-time we shower palm leaves upon him. In war-time we hand him over to the mob. I remember seeing Charles Bradlaugh, covered with blood and followed by a yelling crowd. He escaped into Oxford Street and his friends got him away in a cart. Gladstone had his windows broken.

And, after all, we never got so much as a look in. Peace with Honour, announced Disraeli; and immediately rang down the curtain. We had expected a better play from Disraeli.

To console us, there came trouble in Egypt. Lord Charles Beresford was the popular hero. We called him Charlie. The Life Guards were sent out. I remember their return. It was the first time London had seen them without their helmets and breastplates. Lean, worn-looking men on skeleton horses. The crowd was disappointed. But made up for it in the evening.

And after that there was poor General Gordon and Majuba Hill. It may have been the other way round. Some of us blamed Gladstone and the Nonconformist conscience. Others thought we were paying too much attention to cricket and football, and that God was angry with us. Greece declared war on Turkey. Poetical friends of mine went out to fight for Greece; but spent most of their time looking for the Greek army, and when they found it didnt know it, and came home again. There were fresh massacres of Armenians. I was editing a paper called To-day, and expressed surprise that no healthy young Armenian had tried to remove Abdul the damned, as William Watson afterwards called him. My paragraph reached him, by some means or another, and had the effect of frightening the old horror. I had not expected such luck. The Turkish Constitution used to be described as: Despotism tempered by assassination. Under the old régime, the assassin, in Turkey, took the place of our Leader of the Opposition. Every Turkish Sultan lived in nightly dread of him. I was hauled up to the Foreign Office. A nice old gentleman interviewed me.

Do you know, he said, that you have rendered yourself liable to prosecution?

Well, prosecute me, I suggested. Quite a number of us were feeling mad about this thing.

He was getting irritable.

All very well, for you to talk like that, he snapped. Just the very way to get it home into every corner of Europe. They cant be wanting that.

The they I gathered to be the Turkish Embassy people.

I am sorry, I said. I dont seem able to help you.

He read to me the Act of Parliament, and we shook hands and parted. I heard no more of the matter.

It was about this time that America made war upon Spain. We, ourselves, had just had a shindy with America over some God-forsaken place called Venezuela, and popular opinion was if anything pro-Spanish. The American papers were filled with pictures of Spanish atrocities, in the time of Philip II. It seemed the Spaniards had the habit of burning people alive at the stake. Could such a nation be allowed to continue in possession of Cuba?

The Fashoda incident was hardly unexpected. For some time past, France had been steadily regaining her old position of The Enemy. Over the Dreyfus case it occurred to us to tell her what we thought of her, generally. In return, she mentioned one or two things she didnt like about us. There was great talk of an Entente with Germany. Joe Chamberlain started the idea. The popular Press, seized with a sudden enthusiasm for the study of history, discovered we were of Teutonic origin. Also it unearthed a saying of Nelsons to the effect that every Englishman should hate a Frenchman like the Devil. A society was formed for the promotion of amicable relationship between the English and the German-speaking people. Friends of Germany I think it was called. I remember receiving an invitation to join it, from Conan Doyle. An elderly Major, in Cairo, who had dined too well, tore down the French flag, and performed upon it a new dance of his own invention. This was, I believe, the origin of the Fox-trot. One of the Northcliffe papers published a feuilleton, picturing the next war: England — her Navy defeated by French submarines — was saved, just in the nick of time, by the arrival of the German Fleet.

The Boer War was not popular at first. The gold mines were so obviously at the bottom of it. Still, it was a war, even if only a sort of a war, as the late Lord Halsbury termed it. A gentleman named Perks resigned from the Presidency of the Peace Society, in order to devote himself to war work. Other members followed his example. There were Boer atrocities. But they were badly done and, for a while, fell flat.

It was the Kaisers telegram that turned the wind. I was in Germany at the time, and feeling was high against the English. We had a party one evening, at which some Dutch ladies were present — relations of De Wet, we learnt afterwards. I remember in the middle of the party, our Dienstmädchen suddenly appearing and shouting Hoch die Buren, and immediately bursting into tears. She explained to my wife, afterwards, that she couldnt help it — that God had prompted her. I have noticed that trouble invariably follows when God appears to be interesting Himself in foreign politics.

In France it was no better. Indeed, worse. In Paris, the English were hooted in the street, and hunted out of the cafés. I got through by talking with a strong American accent that I had picked up during a lecturing tour through the States. Queen Victoria was insulted in the French Press. The Daily Mail came out with a leader headed Ne touchez pas la Reine, suggesting that if France did not mend her manners we should roll her in the mud, take away her Colonies, and give them to Germany. The Kaiser had explained away his famous telegram. It seemed he didnt really mean it. In a speech at the Vagabonds Club, I suggested that God, for some unrevealed purpose of His own, had fashioned even Boers, and was denounced the next morning in the Press for blasphemy.

At the time, there was much discussion throughout Europe as to when the twentieth century really began. The general idea was that it was going to bring us luck. France was decidedly reforming. On the other hand, Germany was dumping things upon us. She was dumping her goods not only in England, but in other countries, where hitherto we had been in the habit of dumping ours, undisturbed. After a time we got angry. There was talk of an Entente with France, who wasnt dumping anything — who hadnt much to dump. The comic papers took it up. France was represented to us as a Lady, young and decidedly attractive. Germany as a fat elderly gentleman, with pimples and his hair cropped close. How could a gentlemanly John Bull hesitate for a moment between them!

Russia also, it appeared, had been misunderstood. Russia wasnt half as bad as we had thought her: anyhow, she didnt dump.

And then, out of sheer cussedness as it seemed, Germany, in feverish haste, went on building ships.

Even the mildest among us agreed that Britannia could tolerate no rival on the waves. It came out that Germany was building four new cruisers. At once we demanded eight. We made a song about it.

We want eight, And we wont wait.

It was sung at all the by-elections. The Peace parties won moral victories.

Sir Edward Grey has been accused of having jockeyed us into the war — of having so committed us to France and Russia that no honourable escape was possible for us. Had the Good Samaritan himself been our Foreign Secretary, the war would still have happened. Germany is popularly supposed to have brought us into it by going through Belgium. Had she gone round by the Cape of Good Hope, the result would have been the same. The Herd instinct had taken possession of us all. It was sweeping through Europe. I was at a country tennis tournament the day we declared war on Germany. Young men and maidens, grey-moustached veterans, pale-faced curates, dear old ladies: one and all expressed relief and thankfulness. I was so afraid Grey would climb down at the last moment—It was Asquith I was doubtful of. I didnt think the old man had the grit—Thank God, we shant read Made in Germany for a little time to come. Such was the talk over the tea-cups.

It was the same whichever way you looked. Railway porters, cabmen, workmen riding home upon their bicycles, farm labourers eating their bread and cheese beside the hedge: they had the faces of men to whom good tidings had come.

For years it had been growing, this instinct that Germany was The Enemy. In the beginning we were grieved. It was the first time in history she had been called upon to play the part. But that was her fault. Why couldnt she leave us alone — cease interfering with our trade, threatening our command of the sea? Quite nice people went about saying: Were bound to have a scrap with her. Hope it comes in my time—Must put her in her place. Well get on all the better with her afterwards. That was the idea everywhere: that war would clear the air, make things pleasanter all round, afterwards. A party, headed by Lord Roberts, clamoured for conscription. Another party, headed by Lord Fisher, proposed that we should seize the German Fleet and drown it. Books and plays came out one on top of another warning us of the German menace. Kipling wrote, openly proclaiming Germany, The Foe, first and foremost.

In Germany, I gather from German friends, similar thinking prevailed. It was England that, now secretly, now openly, was everywhere opposing a blank wall to German expansion, refusing her a place in the sun, forbidding her the seas, plotting to hem her in.

The pastures were getting used up. The herds were becoming restive.

The only contribution of any value a private citizen can make towards the elucidation of a National upheaval is to record his own sensations.

I heard of our declaration of war against Germany with cheerful satisfaction. The animal in me rejoiced. It was going to be the biggest war in history. I thanked whatever gods there be that they had given it in my time. If I had been anywhere near the age limit I should have enlisted. I can say this with confidence because later, and long after my enthusiasm had worn off, I did manage to get work in quite a dangerous part of the front line. Men all around me were throwing up their jobs, sacrificing their careers. I felt ashamed of myself, sitting in safety at my desk, writing articles encouraging them, at so much a thousand words. Of course, not a soul dreamt the war was going to last more than a few months. Had we known, it might have been another story. But the experts had assured us on that point. Mr. Wells was most emphatic. It was Mr. Wells who proclaimed it a Holy War. I have just been reading again those early letters of his. A Miss Cooper Willis has, a little unkindly, reprinted them. I am glad she did not do the same with contributions of my own. The newspapers had roped in most of us literary gents to write them special articles upon the war. The appalling nonsense we poured out, during those hysterical first weeks, must have made the angels weep, and all the little devils hold their sides with laughter. In justice to myself, I like to remember that I did gently ridicule the War to end war stuff and nonsense. I had heard that talk in my babyhood: since when I had lived through one of the bloodiest half centuries in history. War will go down before the gradual growth of reason. The movement has not yet begun.

But I did hate German militarism. I had seen German offizieren swaggering three and four abreast along the pavements, sweeping men, women and children into the gutter. (I had seen the same thing in St. Petersburg. But we were not bothering about Russia, just then.) I had seen them, insolent, conceited, over-bearing, in café, theatre and railway car, civilians compelled everywhere to cringe before them, and had longed to slap their faces. In Freiburg, I had seen the agony upon the faces of the young recruits, returning from forced marches under a blazing sun, their bleeding feet protruding from their boots. I had sat upon the blood-splashed bench and watched the Mensur — helpful, no doubt, in making the youngsters fit for the greatest game of all, as Kipling calls it. I hated the stupidity, the cruelty of the thing. I thought we were going to free the German people from this Juggernaut of their own creation. And then make friends with them.

At first, there was no hate of the German people. King George himself set the example. He went about the hospitals, shook hands with wounded Hans and Fritz. The Captain of the Emden we applauded, for his gallant exploits against our own ships. Kitcheners despatches admitted the bravery of the enemy. Jokes and courtesies were exchanged between the front trenches. Our civilians, caught by the war in Germany, were well treated. The good feeling was acknowledged, and returned.

Had the war ended with the falling of the leaves — as had been foretold by both the Kaiser and our own Bottomley — we might — who knows? — have realized that dream of a kinder and better world. But the gods, for some purpose of their own, not yet perhaps completed, ordained otherwise. It became necessary to stimulate the common people to prolonged effort. What surer drug than Hate?

The Atrocity stunt was let loose.

A member of the Cabinet had suggested to me that I might go out to America to assist in English propaganda. On the ship, I fell in with an American Deputation returning from Belgium. They had been sent there by the United States Government to report upon the truth — or otherwise — of these stories of German frightfulness. The opinion of the Deputation was that, apart from the abominations common to all warfare, nineteen-twentieths of them would have to be described as otherwise.

It was these stories of German atrocities, turned out day by day from Fleet Street, that first caused me to doubt whether this really was a Holy War. Against them I had raised my voice, for whatever it might be worth. If I knew and hated the German military machine, so likewise I knew, and could not bring myself to hate, the German people. I had lived among them for years. I knew them to be a homely, kind, good-humoured folk. Cruelty to animals in Germany is almost unknown. Cruelty to woman or child is rarer still. German criminal statistics compare favourably with our own. This attempt to make them out a nation of fiends seemed to me as silly as it was wicked. It was not clean fighting. Of course, I got myself into trouble with the Press; while a select number of ladies and gentlemen did me the honour to send me threatening letters.

The Deputation published their report in America. But it was never allowed to reach England.

America, so far as I could judge, appeared to be mildly pro-French and equally anti-English. Our blockade was causing indignation. In every speech I made in America, the only thing sure of sympathetic response was my reference to the just and lasting peace that was to follow. I had been told to make a point of that. A popular cartoon, exhibited in Broadway, pictured the nations of Europe as a yelling mob of mud-bespattered urchins engaged in a meaningless scrimmage; while America, a placid motherly soul, was getting ready a hot bath and bandages. President Wilson, in an interview I had with him, conveyed to me the same idea: that America was saving herself to come in at the end as peace-maker. At a dinner to which I was invited, I met an important group of German business men and bankers. They assured me that Germany had already grasped the fact that she had bitten off more than she could chew, to use their own expression, and would welcome a peace conference, say at Washington. I took their message back with me, but the mere word conference seemed to strike terror into every British heart.

It was in the autumn of 1916 that I got out, as the saying was. I had been trying to get there for some time. Of course my age, fifty-five, shut all the usual doors against me. I could have joined a company of veterans for home defence, and have guarded the Crystal Palace, or helped to man the Thames Embankment; but I wanted to see the real thing. I had offered myself as an entertainer to the Y.M.C.A. I was a capable raconteur and had manufactured, or appropriated, a number of good stories. The Y.M.C.A. had tried me on home hospitals and camps and had approved me. But the War Office would not give its permission. The military gentleman I saw was brief. So far as his information went, half the British Army were making notes for future books. If I merely wanted to be useful, he undertook to find me a job in the Army Clothing Department, close by in Pimlico. I suppose my motives for wanting to go out were of the usual mixed order. I honestly thought I would be doing sound work, helping the Tommies to forget their troubles; and I was not thinking of writing a book. But I confess that curiosity was also driving me. It is human nature to jump out of bed and run a mile merely to see a house on fire. Here was the biggest thing in history taking place within earshot. At Greenwich, when the wind was in the right direction, one could hear the guns. Likewise masculine craving for adventure. Quite conceivably, one might get oneself mixed up with excursions and alarms: come back a hero. Anyhow, it would be a relief to get away, if only for a time, from the hinterland heroes with their shrieking and their cursing. The soldiers would be gentlemen.

I had all but abandoned hope, when one day, outside a photographers shop in Bond Street, — I met an old friend of mine, dressed up in the uniform of a Major-General, as I took it to be at first sight.

You could have knocked me down with a feather. I knew him to be over fifty, if a day. The last time I had seen him, about three weeks before, had been in his office. He was a solicitor. I had gone to him about some tea-leaves my wife had been saving up. She was afraid of getting into trouble for hoarding.

He shook hands haughtily. Sorry I cant stop, he said. Am sailing from Southampton to-night. Must look in at the French Legation.

One moment, I persisted. Cant you take me out with you, as your Aide-de-camp? I dont mind what I do. Im good at cleaning buttons — —

He waved me aside. Impossible, he said. Joffre would — —

And then, looking at my crestfallen face, the soldier in him melted. The kindly stout solicitor emerged. Taking out a note-book, he wrote upon a page. Then tore it out and gave it me.

You can tell them I sent you, he said. Ta-ta. He dived into a waiting taxi. The crowd had respectfully made way for him.

It was an address in Knightsbridge that he had given me. I saw a courteous gentleman named Illingworth, who explained things to me. The idea had originated with a French lady, La Comtesse de la Panousse, wife of the military attaché to the French Embassy in London. The French Army was less encumbered than our own with hide-bound regulations. Age, so long as it was not accompanied by decrepitude, was no drawback to the driving of a motor ambulance. I passed the necessary tests for driving and repairs, and signed on. Thus I became a French soldier: at two and a half sous a day (paid monthly; my wife still has the money). The French Legation obtained for me my passport. At the British War Office I could snap my fingers. Passing it, on my last day in London, I did so: and was spoken to severely by the constable on duty.

Upon our uniform, I must congratulate La Comtesse de la Panousse. It was, I understand, her own creation: a russet khaki relieved by dark blue facings, with a swordbelt and ornamental buttons. It came expensive. Of course, we paid for it ourselves. But I am sure that none of us begrudged the money. The French army did not quite know what to make of us. Young recruits assumed us, in the dusk, to be Field-Marshals. One day, in company with poor Hutchinson, the dramatist, who died a few months after he got back to England, I walked through the gateway of the Citadelle at Verdun, saluted in awed silence by both sentries.

I sailed from Southampton in company with Spring-Rice, brother to our Ambassador at Washington, and our Chef de Section, D. L. Oliver, who was returning from leave in England. We took out with us three new cars, given by the British Farmers Association. The ship was full of soldiers. As we stepped on deck, we were handed life collars, with instructions to blow them out and tie them round our necks. It gave us an Elizabethan touch. One man with a pointed beard, an officer of Engineers, we called Shakespeare. Except for his legs, he looked like Shakespeare. But lying down in them was impossible. Under cover of darkness, we most of us disobeyed orders, and hid them under our greatcoats. Passing down the Channel was like walking down Regent Street on a Jubilee night. The place was blazing with lights. Our transport was accompanied by a couple of torpedo destroyers. They raced along beside us like a pair of porpoises. Every now and then they disappeared, the waves sweeping over them. About twelve oclock the alarm was given that a German submarine had succeeded in getting through. We returned full speed to Southampton dock, and remained there for the next twenty-four hours. On the following night, we were ordered forward again; and reached Havre early in the morning. The cross-country roads in France are designed upon the principle of the Maze at Hampton Court. Every now and then you come back to the same village. To find your way through them, the best plan is to disregard the sign-posts and trust to prayer. Oliver had been there before but, even with that, we lost our way a dozen times. The first night we reached Caudebec, a delightful mediæval town hardly changed by so much as a stone from the days of Joan of Arc, when Warwick held it for the English. If it hadnt been for the war, I would have stopped there for a day or two. As it was, Spring-Rice and myself were eager to get to the front. Oliver, who had had about a year of it, was in less of a hurry. At Vitry, some hundred miles the other side of Paris, we entered the zone of the Grand Armies, and saw the first signs of war. Soon we were running through villages that were little more than rubbish heaps. The Quakers were already there. But for the Quakers, I doubt if Christianity would have survived this particular war. All the other denominations threw it up. Where the church had been destroyed the Friends had cleared out a barn, roofed it, and found benches and a home-made altar — generally, a few boards on trestles, with a white cloth and some bunches of flowers. Against the shattered walls they had improvised shelters and rebuilt the hearth-stone. Old men and women, sitting in the sun, smiled at us. The children ran after us cheering. The dogs barked. Towards evening I got lost. I was the last of the three. Over the winding country roads — or rather cart tracks — it was difficult to keep in touch. I knew we had to get to Bar-le-Duc. But it was dark when I struck a little town called Revigny. I decided to stop there for the night. Half of it was in ruins. It was crowded with troops, and trains kept coming in discharging thousands more. The poilus were lying in the streets, wrapped in their blankets, with their knapsacks for a pillow. The one miserable hotel was reserved for officers. My uniform obtained me admission. The salle-à-manger was crammed to suffocation: so the landlady put me a chair in the kitchen. The cockroaches were having a bad time. They fell into the soups and stews, and no one took the trouble to rescue them. I secured some cold ham and a bottle of wine; and slept in my own ambulance on one of the stretchers. I pushed on at dawn; and just outside Bar-le-Duc met Oliver, who had been telephoning everywhere, enquiring for a lost Englishman. I might have been court-martialled, but the good fellow let me off with a reprimand; and later on I learnt the trick of never losing sight of the car in front of you. It is not as easy as it sounds. At Bar-le-Duc we learnt our destination. Our unit, Convoi 10, had been moved to Rarécourt, a village near Clermont in the Argonne, twenty miles from Verdun. We reached there that same evening.

We were a company of about twenty Britishers, including Colonials. Amongst us were youngsters who had failed to pass their medical examination, and one or two officers who had been invalided out of the army. But the majority were, like myself, men above military age. Other English sections, similar to our own, were scattered up and down the line. The Americans, at that time, had an Ambulance Service of their own: some of them were with the Germans. A French officer was technically in command; but the chief of each section was an Englishman, chosen for his knowledge of French. It was a difficult position. He was responsible for orders being carried out and, at the same time, was expected to make things as easy as possible for elderly gentlemen unused to discipline: a few of whom did not always remember the difference between modern warfare and a Piccadilly club. Oliver was a marvel of tact and patience. We drew the ordinary army rations. Meat and vegetables were good and plentiful. For the rest, we had a mess fund, and foraged for ourselves. Marketing was good fun. It meant excursions to Ste. Menehould or Bar-le-Duc, where one could get a bath, and eat off a clean tablecloth. For mess-room, we had a long tent in the middle of a field. In fine weather it was cool and airy. At other times, the wind swept through it, and the rain leaked in, churning the floor into mud. We sat down to la soupe, as our dinner was called, in our greatcoats with the collars turned up. For sleeping, we were billeted about the village. With three others I shared a granary. We spread our sleeping sacks upon stretchers supported on trestles, and built ourselves washing-stands and dressing-tables out of packing-cases that we purchased from the proprietress of the épicerie at a franc a piece. Later, I found a more luxurious lodging in the house of an old peasant and his wife. They never took their clothes off. The old man would kick off his shoes, hang up his coat, and disappear with a grunt into a hole in the wall. His wife would undo hidden laces and buttons and give herself a shake, put her shoes by the stove, blow out the lamp, and roll into another hole opposite. There was a house near the church with a bench outside, underneath a vine. It commanded a pretty view, and of an evening, when off duty, I would sit there and smoke. The old lady was talkative. She boasted to me, one evening, that three officers, a Colonel and two Majors, had often sat upon that very bench the year before and been quite friendly. That was when the Germans had occupied the village. I gathered the villagers had made the best of them. They had much money, added Madame.

Fuel was our difficulty. Its an ill wind that blows nobody good. The news that a shelled village had been finally abandoned by its inhabitants flew like wildfire. It was a question of who could get there first, and drag out the timbers from the shattered houses. Green wood was no good: though, up in the dug-outs, it was the only thing to be had. They say there is no smoke without fire. It is not true. You can have a dug-out so full of smoke that you have to light a match to find the fire. If its only French matches you have, it may take a boxfull. It was our primus stoves that saved us. Each mans primus was his vestal fire. We kept them burning day and night: cooked by them, dried our clothes, and thawed our feet before going to bed. Mud was our curse. The rain never ceased. We lived in mud. Our section worked the Argonne forest. Our point de secours, where we waited, was some hundred yards or so behind the front trenches. The wounded, after having passed through the Field Dressing Station, were brought to us on stretchers; or came limping to us, twisting their faces as they walked. So long as we were within call we could wander at our will, creep to where the barbed-wire ended, and look out upon the mud beyond. Black, silent, still, like some petrified river piercing the forest: floating on it, here and there, white bones, a mans boot (the sole uppermost), a horses head (the eyes missing). Among the trees the other side, the stone shelters where the German sentries watched.

The second night I was on duty, I heard a curious whistling just above my head. I thought it some night bird, and looked up. It came again, and I moved a few steps to get a better view. Suddenly something butted me in the stomach and knocked me down; and the next moment I heard a loud noise, and a little horse, tethered to a tree some few yards off, leapt up into the air and dropped down dead. It was Monsieur Le Médecin, a chemist from Peronne, who had bowled me over, and was dragging me down the steps into his dug-out. I didnt hang about another time, when I heard that whistling in the trees.

There must have been some means of communication between the men themselves on either side. During the two hours, every afternoon, when the little tramway was kept busy, hauling up food, both French and German batteries were silent. When the last barrel of flour, the last sack of potatoes, had been rolled in safety down the steps of the field kitchen, the firing would break out again. When a German mine exploded, the Frenchmen who ought to have been killed, were invariably a quarter of a mile away sawing wood. One takes it that the German peasant lads possessed like gift of intuition, telling them when it would be good for their healths sake to take walking exercise.

A pity the common soldiers could not have been left to make the peace. There might have been no need for Leagues of Nations. I remember one midday coming upon two soldiers, sitting on a log. One was a French poilu and the other his German prisoner. They were sharing the Frenchmans lunch. The conquerors gun lay on the ground, between them.

It was the night call that we dreaded. We had to drive without lights: through the dense forest, up and down steep, narrow ways with sudden turns and hairpin bends — one had to trust to memory: and down below, in the valley, were the white mists into which one strained ones eyes till it felt as if they were dropping out of their sockets. We had to hasten all we dared, the lives of men behind us depending upon time. Besides, we might be wanted for another journey. We often were. There ought at times to have been a moon, according to the almanac: but to that land of ceaseless rain she rarely came. It was nerve-racking work. The only thing to do was not to think about it till the moment came. It is the advice that is given, I understand, to men waiting to be hanged. One takes off ones boots, and tunic, blows out the candle and turns in. A rat drops from somewhere on to the table, becomes immovable. By the light of the smouldering logs, we look at one another. One tries to remember whether one really did put everything eatable back into the tin. Even then they work the covers off, somehow — clever little devils. Well, if he does, he does. Perhaps he will be satisfied with the candle. Ambulance Driver Nine turns his head to the wall. Suddenly he is up again. A footstep is stumbling along the wooden gangway. It is coming nearer. He holds his breath. The gods be praised, it passes. With a sigh of relief he lies down again, and closes his eyes.

The next moment — or so it seems to him — a light is flashing in his eyes. A bearded, blue-coated figure is standing over him. Ambulance to start immediately! (Ambulance faut partir.) The bearded figure, under its blue iron helmet, kindly lights the candle (rat having providentially found something more tasty) and departs. Ambulance Driver Nine struggles half unconsciously into his clothes and follows up the steps. Pierre, the aide, is already grinding away at the starting handle, and becoming exhausted. One brushes him aside and takes ones turn, and with the twentieth swing — or thereabouts — the car answers with a sudden roar, as of some great drowsy animal awakened from its slumbers; and Pierre, who has been cursing her with all the oaths of Gascony, pats her on the bonnet and is almost amorous. A shadowy group emerges apparently from the ground. Two stretchers and three assis is the tale. The stretchers are hoisted up and fitted swiftly into their hangings. The three assis mount slowly and shuffle painfully into their places. Rifles and knapsacks are piled up beside them, and the doors are clanged to. Another case is to be picked up on the way — at Champ Cambon. You take the first road on the left, after passing the ruins of the Ferme de Forêt, and the camp is just beyond the level crossing. It seems you cannot miss it. And Ambulance Driver Nine climbs into his seat.

Through the forest, he keeps his eyes upon the strip of sky above his head. Always he must be in the exact centre of that narrow strip of sky. And it will wobble. Pierre sits on the foot-board, his eyes glued to the road. Gauche, gauche, he cries suddenly. Driver Number Nine pulls the wheel to the left. A droit, shrieks Pierre. Which the devil does he mean? And what has become of the sky? Wheres the damned thing gone to? The deep ditch that he knows to be on either side of the road seems to be calling to him like some muddy Lorelei. Suddenly the sky reappears. It seems to have come from behind him. He breathes once more.

Arretez, cries Pierre, a little later. He has detected a vague, shapeless mass that might be the ruins of a farm. He descends. One hears his footsteps squelching through the mud. He returns triumphant. It is a farm. Things seem to be shaping well. Now, all they have to do is to look out for a road on the left. They find a road on the left — or hope they have. The descent appears to be steep. The car begins to jump and jolt. Doucement, camarade — doucement! comes an agonized cry from within. Pierre opens the little window and explains that it cannot be helped. It is a mauvaise route: and there is silence. The route becomes more and more mauvaise. Is it a road, or are they lost? Every minute the car seems as if it were about to stand on its head. Ambulance Driver Nine recalls grim stories of the mess-room: of nights spent beside a mud-locked car, listening to groans and whispered prayers: of cars overturned, their load of dying men mingled in a ghastly heap of writhing limbs, from which the bandages have come undone. In spite of the damp chill night, a cold sweat breaks out all over him. Heedless of Pierres remonstrances, he switches on his electric torch and flashes it downwards. Yes, it is a road of sorts, chiefly of shell-holes, apparently. The car crashes in and out of them. If the axles do not break, they may get down. The axles do not break, by some miracle. Pierre gives a whoop of joy as the car straightens herself out. They have reached the level, and the next moment they bump over the crossing, and hear the welcome voice of a sentry.

The blessé is brought out. He has been unconscious for two hours. Driver Nine had best make speed. The mist that fills the valley grows whiter and whiter. It is like a damp sheet, wrapped round his head. Shadows move toward him, and vanish; but whether they were men or trees or houses he cannot tell. Suddenly he jams on his brakes and starts up. It is clear enough this time — a huge munition wagon, drawn by a team of giant horses. They are rearing and plunging all round him.

But no sound comes from them! Pierre has sprung to the ground and is shouting. Where is their driver?

The whole thing has vanished. They listen. All is silence. Pierre climbs up again and they break into a loud laugh.

But why did Pierre see it, too!

They crawl along on bottom gear. There comes a low crashing sound. Even the torch is useless, a yard in front of them. They find by feeling that they are up against a door. Fortunately the back wheels are still on the road, so that they can right themselves. But it seems useless going on. Suddenly, Pierre dives beneath the car and emerges, puffing a cigarette. He dances with delight at his own cleverness. He holds the lighted cigarette behind his back and walks jauntily forward, feeling the road with his feet. Ambulance Driver Nine drives on, following the tiny spark. Every now and then, the invisible Pierre puffs the cigarette, covered by his hand, and it reappears with a brighter glow. After a time the mist rises; and Pierre bursts into song and remounts. A mile or so farther on they reach the barrier, beyond which lamps are permitted, but decide not to light up. Their eyes are in training now, and had better not be indulged; it will spoil them for the journey back. They are both singing different tunes when they arrive at the Base Hospital, twenty kilometres behind the lines.

Have any trouble? asks a fellow driver from another section, who has just discharged his load and is drawing on his gloves.

The mist was a bit trying, answers Driver Nine. We had to come round by Champ Cambon.

Nasty bit of road, that, down the hill, agrees the other. So long!

From Rarécourt we were moved to Verdun. It was in ruins then. From some of the houses merely the front wall had fallen, leaving the rooms intact, just as one sees them in an open dolls house: two chairs drawn close together near the hearth, the crucifix upon the wall, a childs toy upon the floor. In a shop, were two canaries in their cage, starved to death, a little heap of feathers that fell to pieces when I touched them. In a restaurant, the soup still stood upon the table, the wine half finished in the glasses. The Citadelle was still occupied: an underground city of galleries and tunnels, streets of dormitories, mess-rooms, a concert hall, stores, hospitals and kitchens. Here and there, one came across groups of German prisoners removing the débris, tidying up generally. There must have been great shortage of wool in Germany, at that time. It was a bitter winter, yet the most of them had no underclothing but a thin cotton shirt. One could see their naked bodies through the holes. A company of French Engineers was quartered in the Cathedral. The altar served them for a kitchen table. The town was strangely peaceful, though all around the fighting still continued. Our Unit, Section 10, had been there the winter before, during the battle, and had had a strenuous time. During the actual fighting, Hague Conventions and Geneva regulations get themselves mislaid. The guns were eating up ammunition faster than the little tramways could supply them, and the ambulances did not always go up empty. Doubtless the German Red Cross drivers had likewise their blind eye. It is not the soldiers who shout about these things. I was on the Lusitania, the last voyage she made from New York to Liverpool, before she was torpedoed. We were loaded to the Plimsol line with war material. The Germans were accused of dropping shells on to the hospital. So they did. How could they help it? The ammunition park was one side of the railway head and the hospital the other. It was the most convenient place for both. Those who talk about war being a game ought to be made to go out and play it. Theyd find their little book of rules of not much use. Once we were ordered to take a company of staff officers on a tour of inspection. That did seem going a bit too far. Spring-Rice bluntly refused: but not all of us had his courage.

From rain the weather had turned to frost. Often the thermometer would register forty degrees below zero. The Frenchmen said it was pas chaud. A Frenchman is always so polite. It might hurt the Weathers feelings, telling it bluntly that it was damn cold. He hints to it that it isnt exactly warm, and leaves the rest to its conscience. Starting the cars was horses work. We wrapped our engines up in rugs at night and kept a lamp burning under the bonnet. One man made a habit of using a blow-pipe to warm his cylinders, and the rest of us gave him a wide berth. The birds lost the use of their wings. They lay huddled up wherever there was shelter from the wind. Some of the soldiers took them scraps of food, but others caught and cooked them. It wasnt worth the trouble: there was nothing on them.

One day, in a wood, I chanced upon a hospital for animals. It was a curious sight. The convalescents were lying about in the sun, many of them still wearing bandages. One very little donkey was wearing the Croix de Guerre. His driver had been killed and he had gone on by himself, with a broken leg, and had brought his load of letters and parcels safely up to the trenches. The transport drivers were kind to their beasts; and many of the soldiers had their little dog that marched with them and shared their rations. But they used to pour petrol over the rats, when they caught them, and set fire to them. He ate my sausage, a bright-eyed little poilu once answered me. He regarded it as an act of plain justice. Some of the officers had made gardens in front of their dug-outs; and the little cemeteries, dotted here and there about the forest, were still bright with flowers when I first saw them. A major I used to visit had furnished his dug-out with pieces of genuine Louis Quatorze: they had been lying about the fields when he had got there. We used to drink coffee out of eggshell china cups. In the villages further back, life went on much as usual. Except when a bombardment was actually in progress, the peasants still worked in the fields, the women gossiped and the children played about the fountain. Bombardment or no bombardment, Mass was celebrated daily in the church — or what was left of it. A few soldiers made the congregation, with here and there a woman in black. But on Sundays came the farmers with their wives and daughters in fine clothes and the soldiers — on week days not always spick-and-span — had brushed their uniforms and polished up their buttons.

But within the barrier, which ran some ten kilometres behind the front, one never saw a woman or a child. Female nurses came no nearer than the hospitals at the base. It was a dull existence, after the first excitement had worn off. We worried chiefly about our food. The parcel from home was the great event of the week. Often, it had been opened. We had to thank God for what was left. Out of every three boxes of cigarettes that my wife sent me, I reckon I got one. The French cigarettes, that one bought at the canteens, were ten per cent poison and the rest dirt. The pain would go out of a wounded soldiers face when you showed him an English cigarette. Rum was our only tipple, and the amount that each man could purchase was limited. It was kind to us, and warmed our feet. The Paris papers arrived in the evening — when they did arrive. They told us how gay and confident we were. For news, we preferred reading the daily bulletin, posted up each morning outside headquarters: it told the truth, whether pleasant or unpleasant. We got used to the booming of the guns. At the distance of a few miles the sound was not unmusical. Up in the dug-outs, we were close to our own batteries. They were cleverly hidden. I remember once sitting down upon a log to read. It was a pretty spot, underneath a bank that sheltered one from the wind. Suddenly something happened. I thought, at first, my head had come off. I was lying on the ground, and became aware of a pair of eyes looking at me through a hole in the bank. I had been sitting outside a battery of seventy-fives. The boyish young officer invited me inside. He thought Id be more comfortable. Round Verdun, they barked incessantly, and got upon ones nerves. Sometimes the order would be given for all out on both sides, and then the effect was distinctly terrifying. But one had to creep out and look. The entire horizon would be ablaze with flash-lights, stars and rockets, signalling orders to the batteries. Towards dawn the tumult would die down; and one could go to bed. One had no brain for any but the very lightest literature. Small books printed on soft paper, the leaves of which could be torn out easily, were the most popular. We played a sort of bridge and counted the days to our leave. The general opinion among the French was, that the English had started the war to capture German trade, and had dragged France into it. There was no persuading them of their mistake.

It had been a trying winter, and my age had been against me. At the end of it, I was not much more good for the work. I came back cured of any sneaking regard I may have ever had for war. The illustrations in the newspapers, depicting all the fun of the trenches, had lost for me their interest. Compared with modern soldiering, a street scavengers job is an exhilarating occupation, a rat-catchers work more in keeping with the instincts of a gentleman. I joined a little company who, in defiance of the Press and of the Mob, were making an appeal for a reasonable peace. We made speeches in Essex Hall and in the provinces. Among others on our platform, I recall Lord Parmoor, Buckmaster, the Earl of Beauchamp, Ramsay MacDonald, Dean Inge, Zangwill, the Snowdens, Drinkwater, and E. D. Morel the great-hearted. We had one supporter in the Press, Common Sense, edited by F. W. Hirst, who right through the war kept his flag flying with tact and good-humour. Later, Lord Lansdowne came to our aid. Lord Northcliffe, who died not long afterwards of a lingering brain disease, suggested he must be suffering from senile decay. Whether we did any good, beyond satisfying our own consciences, I cannot say.

The war ended in 1918. From 1919 to 1924 there was every prospect of Frances regaining her old position as The Enemy. Reading the French papers, one gathered that nothing would please France better. At the present moment (1925) a growing party would seem to be in favour of substituting Russia. It may be that the gods have other plans. The white are not the only herds. The one thing certain is that mankind remains a race of low intelligence and evil instincts.




Chapter XIII

LOOKING FORWARD
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WE WERE CHAPEL folk. My mother came of Welsh Nonconformist stock; and my father, until he was forty-five, had been an Independent minister — Congregationalists they call them now — and had preached from his own pulpit. I remember talk of pamphlets he had written. One had been in answer to a writer named Thomas Paine, who, according to a great-aunt of mine, credited with knowing the whole of the New Testament by heart, was really Antichrist, and had been prophesied. I was brought up to believe in a personal God who loved you if you were good; but, if you were wicked, sent you, after you were dead, to a place called Hell, where you were burnt alive for ever and ever. My mother had the idea that it was not really for ever and ever; because God was so full of loving-kindness that He would not want to hurt any creature more than He could help; and that, when they had been punished sufficiently and had repented, He would forgive them. But that was only her fancy; and perhaps it was wrong of her to think so. I had had a little brother who had died when I was a baby. My mother would never tire of telling me about him, repeating all the wonderful things that he had said. She would always end by explaining that he was now in Heaven with Jesus, and far happier than he ever could have been on earth: adding, as she would wipe the tears from her cheeks, that it was wicked and selfish of her not to be able to help crying when she thought of him. I remember the look of happiness that came into her eyes, years later, a few days before she died. She had been lying very quiet, with her eyes wide open. Suddenly she clasped her hands. I shall see him soon now, she said, and he will be so beautiful. It was a queer place, this Heaven of my people. It rather frightened me. Gold entered a good deal into the composition of it. You wore a golden crown, and you played upon a golden harp, and God sat in the centre of it — I pictured it a bare, endless plain — high up upon a golden throne; and everybody praised Him: there was nothing else to do. My mother explained that it was symbolism. All it meant was that we should be for ever with the Lord, and that He would take away all pain. But it was the ever-and-everness of it that kept me awake of nights. A thousand years — ten thousand — a million! I would try to count them. And still one would be no nearer to the end. And God would always be there with His eyes upon one. There would never be any getting away by oneself, to think.

Until I was fourteen, I used to kneel and say my prayers each night and morning. I was told that whatever I prayed for, really believing that I should obtain it, would be granted me. If it were not, that proved I had not had sufficient faith. They were a mixed collection, those childish prayers of mine. If they ever did reach Heaven, I cannot help thinking they must have caused amusement, even up there: that God would wake me early in the morning; that He would forgive me for having wished that the boy at the coalshed was dead — he used to run after me and kick me; that God would put it into somebodys heart to give me a white rabbit; that He would make me like fat — preferring it, if anything, to lean — because it was good for me. There were others: some of them quite reasonable. Once, I prayed that I might find a half-sovereign I had lost. My father had sent me out with it to buy a post-office order. It was in my trousers pocket when I started. Both my mother and I had felt it there. But, when I went to pay for the order, it was gone. I had run up and down the crowded streets for hours, though knowing it was useless. My father had said nothing; but my mothers face had gone white; and I had cried myself to sleep. I went straight to the post office the next morning, getting there before the doors opened. It was lying in the dust, underneath the counter, just where I had been standing. And that time, I had not believed, or attempted to believe: it had seemed too impossible. While other times, when I really had believed, God had taken no notice.

My mother thought the explanation was that God granted us only those things that were good for us: and that always He knew best.

Papa and I, she confided to me, so often kneel and pray that business may improve, and that He will bless papas enterprises, so that our burthen may be lighter. But things dont seem to get any better.

God tried us in the furnace. But whatever happened we must always believe in Him. Though He slay me, yet will I trust in Him.

But why then all this fuss about faith, if He did not really mean it? And why did He think things were not good for us that were good for other people? It was not till long after, when I came across an old diary of my mothers, that I learnt how hard had been the struggle for bare existence during those last years of my fathers life. But I knew that we were poor. I remember how tired my mother would get, walking, and yet would never take the omnibus. She promised she would always do so when our ship came home. Sometimes, I could not help feeling angry with God for showering favours upon others while being so stingy, as it were, to us. There was a white-whiskered old gentleman, who occasionally asked us to tea, a Mr. Wood, with fat fingers and a great gold chain, of whom God must have been particularly fond. He rode in a carriage and pair, and had servants to wait upon him. He told me once it was God who had given him everything. God had prospered him. He had lately built God a chapel, and as a result was richer than ever. My father had built a chapel, mostly out of his own money, when he was a young man. True, it was only a little one, compared with Mr. Woods great red-brick edifice off the Bow Road; and God had apparently forgotten it, altogether.

For in those days, among religious folk, there was no doubt that God gave all things literally: the good things of this world as well as of the next. I remember a hymn I learnt at Sunday school:

Wheneer I take my walks abroad, How many poor I see. How grateful should I be to God For all His gifts to me.

I was to praise God that I was well fed and warmly clad, while others wore but filthy rags, and begged from door to door. God ordered all things, and was satisfied with them, presumably.

The rich man in his castle, The poor man at his gate, God made them, high or lowly, And ordered their estate.

I remember the cold sweat that broke out over me one grey chill evening in the street, when suddenly I heard my own voice saying out aloud: It isnt right of Him. It isnt just.

After my mothers death, my prayers were few and far between — occasional cries for help such as a shipwrecked swimmer might fling out into the darkness without any real hope of response. I did not pray that she might live. I had prayed so hard that my father might live, spending whole nights upon my knees. Of what use? If it depended upon childrens prayers, what loved father or mother would ever die? The thing was absurd. I was beginning to doubt the whole story. The more I thought about it, the more unbelievable it seemed to me.

As it had been presented to me — as to this day it is still taught to Youth — it was this. God the omniscient, the omnipotent creator of all things had made man in His own image, and had placed him in a garden, in the centre of which grew the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. The fruit of this particular tree man was forbidden to eat. Even as a child, I had never been able to understand what the tree was doing there. God had planted this garden Himself, had meant it for mans dwelling-place. It seemed to me it could have been put there for no other purpose than to be a perpetual temptation to poor Adam, to say nothing of Eve. To add to their difficulties, a serpent — which likewise God had made and placed in the garden — was allowed to come and talk to Eve and to persuade her. God must have known of this serpent and that it was very subtle. It seemed to me that God might, at least, have warned them. Man, evidently a simple soul, easily beguiled, listened to the cunning words of the serpent and ate of the forbidden fruit. Gods astonishment on discovering that he had done so, I was never able to entirely credit.

For this one act of disobedience, Adam — and not only Adam but all his descendants, myself included — had been condemned by God to everlasting perdition. When I was older, Bishop Butler and other worthy writers, sought to point out to me how just and reasonable had been Gods behaviour in this matter. But I was never able to see it. To me it seemed that Adam, and with him the entire human race, had been treated with undue severity, to say the very least of it. Indeed, God Himself, later on, must have felt that He had been too harsh. To put matters right, He sent His only-begotten Son into the world to die for our sins. By this means Adam and Eves original transgression had been wiped out and mankind given another chance. Why God, who was all-powerful and could do anything, had not chosen some simpler and more human method was never explained to me; and the question I felt was too awful to be uttered aloud. Even as it was, not all mankind were to be saved, but only those who believed. If you didnt believe the story you were still to be damned.

As a child, my difficulty was that I was never quite sure whether I believed it or not. That I made every effort in my power to believe it, goes without saying. My not believing would break my mothers heart: that I knew. Added to which, it meant going to Hell. From many a fiery pulpit, I had heard vivid and detailed descriptions of Hell. The haunting horror of it was ever present to my mind. Face downwards on my pillow, I would repeat I do believe, over and over again: ending by screaming it out aloud, sometimes, in case God had not heard my smothered whisperings. For periods, I would be confident that I had conquered — that I really did believe: there could be no doubt about it. And then the fear would come to me that, after all, I was only pretending to believe; and that God saw through me and knew I didnt. I dared not open my mouth. To ask questions would be to confess my disbelief. I tried not to think about it. But the thoughts would come. It was the Devil tempting me, I told myself. But neither prayers nor fasting drove him away. And as the years passed by he became more persistent.

I could not understand God going about His work in this hole-and-corner way. All men were surely His children. Why had He revealed Himself only to the Jews, an insignificant tribe of wandering shepherds, leaving it to them to disseminate His message or not as they thought fit? As a matter of fact, they had made no attempt to do so. Regarding Him as their own property, they had done their best to keep Him to themselves. Even among the early Christians, it was fiercely debated whether Christ should be shared with the Gentiles or confined to the circumcised. The vast majority of mankind are to this day in ignorance of the Gospel upon which their salvation depends. Why had God made a secret of Himself? Why had He not spoken His commands in trumpet tones that all the world might hear?

Why did He not speak to me? If it really was the Devil that was whispering to me my doubts, why did not God speak also, and with a word dispel them? Why had reason been given me, if blind faith — the instinct of an animal — was all that was required of me? Why would not God speak? Or couldnt He?

Was there a God? This God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, what had I to do with Him? This God who made blunders and repented them: who grieved at the result of His own work — would destroy what He had made. This God of punishments and curses. This jealous God, so clamorous for His meed of praise and worship, His sacrifices and burnt offerings, His blood of lambs and goats. This God with a pretty taste in upholstery. This Designer of curtains and of candlesticks, so insistent on His shittim wood and gold. This God of battles. This God of vengeances and massacres. This God who kept a Hell for His own children. This God of blood and cruelty! This was not God. This was a creature man had made in his own image.

There were three subjects about which, when I was a young man, respectable folk were not supposed to talk: politics, sex, and religion. I remember how fervently my early editors would seek to impress upon me this convention. Round about me, must have been many, sharing my doubts and difficulties. We might have been of help to one another. But religion, especially — even in Bohemian circles — was strictly taboo. To be interested in it stamped a youngster as not only priggish but unEnglish. Books dealing with the subject from the free thinkers point of view I knew existed: but for such I had no use. The usual standard works in support of orthodox opinion I did read. I do not think it altogether my fault that, instead of removing, they had the effect of increasing my perplexities.

I passed through a period of much mental suffering. The beliefs of childhood cling close. One tears them loose at cost of pain. Gradually, I arrived at what Carlyle terms the centre of indifference. What did we know — what could we know? What were all the creeds but the jargon of a High Court affidavit, to be sworn before the nearest solicitor at a fee of eighteenpence? I have been informed, and I believe.

And, after all, what did it matter? Beliefs did not alter facts. There must be a God. The watch proclaims the watchmaker. The starry firmament above me proved that. Some time — somewhere, the Truth would be revealed to us. Meanwhile, what needed man other than the moral law within him? That was the only true religion. The voice of God Himself, speaking to us direct, requiring no interpreter. That, one could believe.

I remember a conversation I once had with Zangwill. We were sitting in a wood upon a fallen tree. My little dog was with us. A cute little fellow. He sat between us, looking intently from one to the other as we talked. Zangwill thought that, as a dog is able to conceive of certain attributes of man, so man is able to grasp and understand a little part of God. A portion of mans nature is shared by the dog. So far, my dog, looking up into my eyes, knows me — can translate my wishes and commands. But for the rest, I remain a mystery to him. His earnest eyes look up at me, wondering, troubled. Till a rabbit crosses his path, and he scampers off.

A part of Gods nature man shares. To that extent, he apprehends God — can be the friend, the helper of God. But God Himself, mans finite mind cannot conceive. For knowledge of God, we must be content to wait. But, meanwhile, our business is to seek Him, lest we lose touch with Him. The creeds will pass away. But the altar to the Unknown God will still remain.

For mans desire will ever be towards God. He cannot help himself. It is the part of God within him, seeking to return to its source. If there be any meaning in this life, beyond the mere animal existence we share with the dumb beasts, it is that we may prepare ourselves to meet God.

That man is immortal seems to me self-evident. Not even a cabbage is lost. It is but resolved into its component parts, to be used again. There is no road by which mans soul can escape out of the Universe. The only question is whether it be absorbed back into the fountain of all life from which it came, or retain its separate existence. But, if the former, why should it have been given a separate existence only on this earth: where it is so soon to be done for: where its opportunities for development are so limited? The chief argument against the immortality of man is that of his kinship with the lower animals. Mans intellect he shares with all sentient creation. The difference between instinct and reason is merely of degree. At their extremes, they overlap. In the unfolding of mans brain, instinct has been the chief educator. That many animals exhibit powers of reasoning is capable of proof. Mans superior intelligence entitles him to the lordship of the world, but cannot be held to guarantee him a future beyond its boundaries.

Nor in his moral nature does man stand apart from the transient life around him. The creeping myriads of the dust labour and sacrifice themselves unceasingly for the good of their community, for love of their offspring. The law of the tribe — of the nation is but the law of the herd, amplified, extended. Man shares his virtues, with the inhabitants of the jungle. Courage, devotion, faithfulness even unto death are theirs too. God speaks to them also. The moral law within them guides them likewise through the darkness.

Any claim of man to immortality, based upon his intellectual or moral perception, would have to apply equally to the entire animal creation. The argument may be granted. Yubisthiras dying prayer to Brahma that his dog might be suffered to accompany him does not strike one as altogether without reason. It may be that all life is struggling upward by many ways, through many stages. King Yubisthira and his dog may yet meet, and remember.

But man, in his journey, has already made the tremendous leap from blind existence to self-consciousness. Still trembling, wondering, amazed, he stands upon the other side of the immeasurable gulf separating him from all other living creatures.

When did it happen, this new birth of man, through which he acquired kinship with God, also? At what turning-point of mans story first came the thought to him: What am I? Whence came I? Whither goeth? How long had man been wandering upon earth before he discovered the unseen land around him, and made himself a grave to mark the road?

The desire — the intuitive belief in a future state must have grounds for its growth, or it would not have taken root in us. If our souls, like our bodies, were to be dissipated, we should not possess this instinct: it would be useless to us — a hindrance. The stoics were prepared to face the possibility; but that was that they might be free from all fear. They acknowledged that God moved in them. Their ideal was absorption back into the Godhead — the Nirvana of the Buddhists. It may be so. Eternity is a long lane. It may lead to rest.

But surely labour will come first. Kant put the moral law within him and the starry firmament above him as parts of the same whole. Mans soul must have been given to him that he should become the helper — the fellow-labourer with God. The building of the Universe is not completed. God is still creating.

That a man shall so spend his life that, when he leaves it, he shall be better fitted for the service of God, that surely is the explanation of our birth and death.

The battle of life is a battle not for, but against self. One has not to subscribe literally to the book of Genesis to accept the doctrine of original sin. How sin came into the world, we shall know when we have learnt the secrets of Eternity. Meanwhile, our business is to fight it. By wrestling with it, we strengthen our souls. Of all who have been given power to help man in his struggle for spiritual existence, one must place Christ Jesus as the highest. As a child, I had been taught that Christ was really God. There was some mystery about a Trinity, which I did not understand — which no one ever has understood, which the early Church wisely forbade its votaries from even trying to understand. Christ, himself I could have loved. I doubt if any human being has ever read or heard his story without coming to love him — certainly no child. It was thinking of him as God that caused me to turn away from him. If all the time he was God then there had been no reality in it. It had all been mere play-acting. If Christ was God, what help to me the example of his life?

But Christ my fellow-man — however far above me — was still my brother, sharer of my bonds and burthens. From his sufferings, I could learn courage. From his victory, I could gather hope. What he demanded of me, that I could give. Where he led, I too might follow.

The Christ spirit is in all men. It is the part of man that is akin to God. By listening to it, by making it our guide, we can grow more like to God — fit ourselves to become His comrade, His fellow-labourer. By neglecting it, by allowing it to be overgrown with worldliness, stifled under the evil that is also within us, we can destroy it. That the wages of sin is death is literally true. Sin drives out the desire for God. If we do not seek Him, we shall not find Him. Christ was the great Exemplar. By his teaching, by his life and death, he showed us how a man may become truly the Son of God. All the rest makes only for confusion. The idea that Christ was sent into the world to be the scapegoat for our sins is not helpful. If God has no further use for us — if all that awaits us is an eternal idleness, to be passed in either bliss or pain, the doctrine might conceivably be comforting. But if it is for labour that God is seeking to prepare us, then it is but a stumbling-block.

It is not our sins that will drag us down, but our want of will to fight against them. It is from the struggle, not the victory, that we gain strength. Not what I am, but what I strove to be, that comforts me. It was not that we might escape punishment, win happiness, that we were given an immortal soul. What sense would there have been in that? Work is the only explanation of existence. Happiness is not our goal, either in this world or the next. The joy of labour, the joy of living, are the wages of God. Those realms of endless bliss in which, according to popular theology, we are to do nothing for ever and ever, one trusts are but a myth — at least, that they will still recede as we advance. Perfect rest, perfect content, can only be the final end, when all things shall have been accomplished, and even thought has ceased. Until that far-off twilight of creation, we trust that, somewhere among His many mansions, God will find work for us, according to our strength.

To prepare ourselves for the service of God: for that purpose came we into the world. How have we quitted ourselves? How have we prospered? Who among us dare hope to meet The Master, face to face, with head erect, saying, Lord, I have done my best?

But if we have truly sought Him, let us not lack courage. It may be, in some contest by ourselves forgot, that we won further than we knew. Where we have succeeded, He will remember. And where we have failed, we trust He, understanding, will forgive.


The Biography
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Jerome, c. 1926
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DEDICATED,

WITH PROFOUND RESPECT, TO

MRS. AND MISS JEROME


INTRODUCTION by Coulson Kernahan 

I 
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BEFORE ME LIES the volume for 1887 of a magazine to which Swinburne, Watts-Dunton, J. M. Barrie, Zangwill, Eden Phillpotts, G. B. Burgin, W. H. Hudson, St. John Adcock, Jerome, and, by way of contrast, even so obscure a writer as myself, contributed. On page 320, over the signature, Jerome K. Jerome, I read:

I remember one evening, not long ago, sitting in this very room of mine, with one or two boys. It was after supper, and we were smoking and discussing plots — I dont mean revolutionary or political plots, necessitating slouch hats, black cloaks, and a mysterious walk, but plots to harrow up the feelings of magazine readers and theatrical audiences. Poor Philip Marston was one of us, and he, puffing contentedly at a big cigar, sketched us, Traddles-like, the skeleton of a tale he meant to write. There was dead silence when he had finished, and I felt hurt, because it was precisely the same plot that I had thought out for a tale I meant to write, and it seemed beastly unfair of Marston to go and think it out, too. And then young Coulson Kernahan got up, and upset his beer, and fished out, from my bookshelves, an old magazine with the very story in it. He had been and sneaked it from both of us, and published it two years before.

And now I, who am no longer young, am, in fact, a fogey, am asked to write an Introduction to a Life of Jerome. The invitation recalls something told me by the late Sir Frederick Bridge. When he was a little lad at Rochester, he met, on most mornings, while trudging to school, a bluff and bearded man who was taking his dog for a run, and whom Bridge took for a sailor.

Little did that small schoolboy think, added Bridge, that he would, one day, be at the organ when that man, Charles Dickens, was laid to rest by a mourning nation, in Westminster Abbey.

I record what Sir Frederick told me for the reason that the author of Paul Kelver believed that, as a boy, he talked with a stranger who was no other than the author of David Copperfield.

II 

Before writing of Jerome, I ask the reader to permit me to say something about the author of the present book. I have not asked Mr. Alfred Mosss permission because I question whether it would be accorded. He and I have corresponded though we have never met, but from our correspondence I am sure that he is one of the most modest of men, and would prefer to remain in the background. Hence in sending him what I am now writing, and that he has not yet seen, I shall say: Either my words about the author of the book appear — or you must try to persuade Sir J. M. Barrie, Mr. Eden Phillpotts, Mr. G. B. Burgin, or Mr. Carl Hentschel, who could say what is necessary far better than I can say it, to write the Introduction. My first word, then, is about Mr. Moss. As many of my wifes and my own friends are Staffordshire-born, she and I have recently been reading Staffordshire Poets in Poets of the Shires Series, edited by Charles Henry Poole, LL.D., and Russell Markland, Phil. B. On page 324 is an article on Mr. Moss, from which I learn that He went to Oxford and pursued his studies of the classics, until, forced by the stress of circumstances, he adopted a commercial career, and that while he was enabled entirely by his own efforts to build up a highly successful business with far-reaching connections, he did not neglect the higher aims of life, but devoted his leisure to the study of literature and the cultivation of the art of music.... His passionate love of music led him to place himself under Dr. Swinnerton Heap, of Birmingham, for guidance in musical composition and playing, and, in singing, under the famous tenor of the mid-Victorian period, Sims Reeves.... But the sister art of poetry had always an equal attraction for him. His war-hymn Repentance and Hope, which he himself set to music, found wide acceptance among congregations of diverse creeds, both at home and abroad. It was used in many churches during the great united services on Remembrance Day (1918) the anniversary of the outbreak of War. It will doubtless find a place in the standard hymnals of the future, together with other hymns from Mr. Mosss pen which have been sung on various occasions of national supplication during the War, and which have been set to music by the late Sir Frederick Bridge, organist of Westminster Abbey, and by Mr. John Ireland. His finely-written poem, The Silent Navy, was published in the Naval Magazine, Sea Pie.

From the same source I learn that Mr. Moss has edited an Anthology of Walsall Poetry, and was the founder of, and the leading spirit in, the first South Staffordshire Musical Festival (1921) of which His Majesty the King, and Her Majesty the Queen, were Patrons.

III 

When Mr. Moss asked me to write an Introduction to this book on Jerome, two instances of unconventional introductions occurred to me. One was when Jeromes and my old friend, Israel Zangwill, penned an Introduction to one of his own books thus: The Reader — my Book. My Book — the Reader. The other was even more unconventional. His late Majesty, King Edward the Seventh, while on a visit to a great country mansion, took a stroll one morning through a neighbouring village. Noticing that one of two working men, who were standing together, had a fine war record, as witnessed by the medals he was wearing, the late King who — like our beloved present King, and his beloved eldest son — was keenly interested in ex-Service men, stopped to ask: Where did you get that now rarely-seen decoration? pointing to one of the medals.

The question answered, King Edward touched another medal. And that? he inquired, to add, on receiving particulars: You have a very gallant war record, and I am very glad to see you. Good morning — and with characteristic graciousness, the King shook hands with the old soldier.

Thank you very much, sir, said the latter. Then, anxious to do to a comrade such a good turn, as the chance to do would never come again, he added hurriedly: And please Your Majesty, may I introduce my friend, Mr. Jones? Hes an old soldier, too.

The Gentleman-in-Waiting, standing just behind the King, looked, I am told, not a little scandalized at such breach of the etiquette with which Royalty was, in those days, supposed to be hedged around. Not so King Edward. Laughing jovially, he replied: Im very pleased to meet Mr. Jones, an old soldier, and shaking hands with that worthy also, walked off, his beard still wagging at the informality and unconventionality of the introduction. My Introduction shall also be on unconventional lines. My readers will not expect from me anything in the shape of comments, critical or otherwise, on Mr. Mosss work. They and the reviewers will form their own opinion, and would resent any attempt on the part of an outsider to pre-judge the issue. On one point, at least, I may, however, be allowed to speak. It is that, as Cecil said of Raleigh, Mr. Moss can toil terribly. His pride in Walsall, Jeromes, as well as his own birthplace, is so great that one feels that the writing of the book has been to the author a labour of love, for he has spared himself nothing in making the work both accurate and exhaustive. Here is a case in point. Mr. Moss must not complain if some critic remark, and rightly, that my name appears too often in his pages. It does, but for that unfortunate fact, neither Mr. Moss nor I can be altogether blamed, as Jerome and myself were already friends in the days when Philip Marston, the blind poet to whom both Rosetti and Swinburne addressed a sonnet, had gathered around him the little group of writers and artists known as The Vagabonds. On my recollections of those days, Mr. Moss has been compelled, as only two or three of us are now alive, to draw, as well as to quote, with like frequency, letters from Jerome to myself. Now for my instance of Mr. Mosss painstakingness. It so happens that my sister Mary, also a contributor to The Idler, and an intimate friend of Jerome and his wife (who is held in reverence and affection by everyone privileged to know her) and I have been in the habit of dashing off, from time to time — my sister, original and delightful Nonsense Verse; and I, Commonplace doggerel — in celebration of any unusual happening in our own or a friends family. When the present volume was in preparation, Mr. Moss wrote, asking permission to quote some verses of mine, the subject of which was one of Jeromes plays. I replied that he was mistaken in crediting, or, rather, discrediting, me with the doggerel in question, as I had no recollection of ever having written anything of the sort. Mr. Moss promptly countered by giving name and date of issue of some long-defunct periodical, in which the lines in question — wholly forgotten by me — had appeared under my signature. He seems, indeed, to have searched the files of any and every print known to him, in which Jeromes name was likely to be found; to have ransacked libraries, and to have written letters to every living person who could supply information of any sort concerning Jerome. Realizing all that Mr. Moss has unearthed about his subject, I breathe a sigh of relief to think that I am too unimportant a person for him to think, after my demise, of writing a biography. With such a sleuth-hound on ones trail, one trembles to think what dark and guilty secret might not be dragged into the light of day.

IV

My first meeting with Jerome came about in this wise. He had seen, and been interested in, something I had contributed to the magazine already mentioned, and had said as much to a friend of mine, Tom Wingrave, now risen to eminence in the medical profession, and the brother of George (Wingrave) of Three Men in a Boat.

Why, Kernahan is an old friend of mine, said Wingrave, I should like you and him to meet.

Then Jerome wrote, asking me to dine with him on a specified date in his rooms at Tavistock Place. I happened to be engaged that evening, but replied, asking Jerome to dine with me at the table of my dear and honoured father, with whom (I was a bachelor in those days) I was then living. He accepted, and as I chanced to be at the window when he arrived, I did not wait for a maid to open the door, but opened it myself.

How are you, Kernahan, delighted to meet you, he said, dropping the mistery — the phrase is not mine, but my friend A. Percival Graves, author of Father OFlynn, who wrote: May we not drop the mistery? soon after we came to know each other — at sight.

How are you, Jerome? It is equally good to meet you, I replied; and so began a friendship that continued while he was in this world, and that I hope and believe will be renewed in the next.

We had differences of opinion on many matters, but never a difference to the end, for the very last letter he wrote me — hearing he was ill we had invited him and Mrs. Jerome to stay awhile at our little home in health-giving Hastings — was couched in all the old and affectionate terms. In saying that he and I differed in opinion, I word the situation mildly, for he detested certain views of mine, no less heartily than I detested certain views of his. But when, as in Jeromes case, a man has a heart of gold, who cares greatly about his views? When he and I met on the occasion of Sir Arthur Conan Doyles second marriage, and Jerome asked me, What are you writing now, old man? to receive the reply: Nothing at present, as Im working in support of Lord Robertss National Defence Campaign, and, moreover, have been living in Barracks for Instruction and Training as a Company Commander in the Territorial Army, Jerome did not attempt to conceal his amazed amusement.

What! he exclaimed, almost shouted, you, YOU, and in your fiftieth year, are playing at soldiers, marking time, forming fours, and such silliness! But what, in Heavens name for? Dont you know that Lord Roberts, and those who support him, are making themselves ridiculous in the eyes of all thinking and far-seeing men and women? You are all a hundred years behind the times, for theres never going to be another war — unless with savages. War is a thing of the past — the advance of Civilization, the International Movement in all countries, the Humanitarian Movement, and the Brotherhood Movement, will see to that!

But though he poured scorn on me for holding (though I abhor war no less than he) that the time is not yet come when we can safely abolish our Defensive Forces, any more than, while crime exists, we can abolish Police Courts and a Police Force; though something of a Socialist himself, he was contemptuous of my Conservatism as out of date, undemocratic, and a policy merely of class-interests and vested-interests — though he did this and more, I remember with gratitude his fine forbearance and consideration on another subject.

Incidentally, two of the best Christians I have ever known would not be so designated in the sense in which the Christian faith and creeds are held by the Churches. I refer to Jerome K. Jerome and Arthur Conan Doyle. Here I write only of the former, and give one out of many instances of his practical Christianity. A certain author, known to him and me, was dying, and in money difficulties. Jerome wrote to a few of us, only half a dozen in all, asking for a contribution which he limited to £5, for, though open-handed himself, he was close-fisted for others, and hated to squeeze friends to whom, he knew, charitable appeals often came. The fivers were cheerfully sent, and that the dying author should not suspect whence the money came, Jerome with characteristic sensitiveness, fell back upon a ruse. A dramatic agent was instructed to write to the author saying that a client of his was convinced that a certain short story (really wholly unsuited for dramatization) by the author in question would make a capital one-act play, and offering a named sum for the dramatic rights. As the sum in question, so I heard afterwards, but not from Jerome, ran into three figures, Jerome must have paid the remainder, some seventy pounds, himself. The offer was gladly but unsuspectingly accepted, and the dying authors closing days eased and relieved, at least, on the score of ways and means.

On National Defence, on questions of policy, national or international, Capitalism and Labour, Social Reform and the like, Jerome spoke his mind to me unsparingly. My views, antiquated, reactionary, even silly, as he thought them, annoyed and irritated him, and he let out at them and me mercilessly. He knew that I should take the vehemency of his onslaught in good part, enjoyed it, in fact, for there was give and take on both sides, and I did not hesitate to hit back.

But he knew that one subject there was which was sacred to me, and on that he was silent. He knew that my faith in Christianity differed in little from that of my father, and my fathers father, and is, indeed, in these days, somewhat old-fashioned. Jerome, though in heart, in character, but most of all in practice, a far better Christian that I, and though holding the Person, the life, and the teachings of our Lord in the most profound and wondering reverence as the highest revelation of the Divine in man, that the world has ever known, went no farther. I go infinitely farther, as Jerome was aware, and though, in his opinion, my beliefs were super-credulous, if not something of a superstition — on that subject at least, never once in the course of our long friendship did he say or write to me one word which could give me pain.

The advantages of birth and breeding are not to be denied in the making of what is called a gentleman, but Jerome was more than that. He was a great gentleman, with an exquisite consideration for the feelings of others, loyal in friendship, the soul of honour in himself, and as incapable of anything in the way of snobbery, as he was incapable of a meanness or a falsehood. In one of the most human documents ever penned, his My Life and Times, Jerome writes frankly, and with manly self-respect, of a time of hardship and privation, when as a young and unknown man, he made friends who were, comparatively speaking, humbly placed in life. When he came to fame, and — again, comparatively speaking, for he was too generous ever to become a rich man — to fortune, those humble friends were not, as sometimes happens, dropped, but were always welcomed to his home as honoured guests. And lastly, though his views on what is called patriotism were not mine, I believe him to have been, in the highest and truest sense of the word, a patriot, and that but for the strain he put upon a weakened heart in the Christlike task of bringing in the wounded during the War, he might have been alive to-day.

V

In conversation Jerome had a dry way of saying things, and a ready wit. Discussing humour one night, someone defined it as a surprise, to which Jerome, with a queer, twisted smile on his face, replied: If you came across a strange man with his arm around your sweethearts waist, it might come as a surprise to you, and you would probably have a surprise in store for him, but where would be the humour? After the laughter had subsided, someone else, I think Clement Shorter, remarked: I agree with Mr. Jerome. The essence of humour is not a surprise, but something incongruous.

It is, said Jerome, slyly, but suppose some editor had asked you to write an article for him. And suppose you expected thirty guineas for it, and he sent you only three. You might feel that here was something incongruous, but youd fail to find any humour.

When he and I were chatting, in the early days of our friendship, he mentioned that he had once been a schoolmaster.

Thats news to me — that you were once a schoolmaster, I said. How did you get on?

Not at all, old man! — nor did the boys, was his laconic reply.

Jeromes and my good friend, G. B. Burgin, was so good as to dedicate his novel, Dickie Dilver to me, and did so in a set of five verses. As there is a reference to The Vagabonds, of which Jerome and I were original members, and a reference to myself as one of Jerome Ks young men.

(I was a contributor to The Idler, and a member of the Idlers Club), a friend showed Jerome the lines, remarking Burgin pays Kernahan a compliment, I see.

The dedication begins chaffingly, thus:

Lord of weird and mystic booklets, with a range from God to ants, Lord of military bearing, with a DOrsay taste in pants.

Just a moment doff your helmet, take your hand from off your sword, Sit within this Fleet Street window, for a reminiscent word, and runs as follows in the third verse:

You have stood on lecture platforms, one of Jerome Ks young men, You have basted critic earthworms, at The Vags cried out Say when!

You have wandered thro wide cities, have pervaded deserts wild, But the God Who giveth all things, leaves you still a little child.

My friend told me that Jerome read the lines to the end and gravely handing back the book, adjusted his glasses, and then remarked: You call that a compliment, do you? — Burgin telling his readers they neednt mind anything Kernahan says, for he is only a bally kid!

In a volume of Recollections, which shall be nameless, I have told many anecdotes about J. K. J. Here is one not hitherto recorded: I was to dine with the Lord Mayor, and Jerome asked me to look in afterward, for a last chat and smoke, at Chelsea Gardens Mansions, where he was then living. His was the topmost flat of all, and the Mansions are very high buildings, which then had no lift. Climbing countess stone steps, after attending a Lord Mayors Banquet, is apt to make one puff — I do not mean at the excellent cigar with which the Lord Mayor had supplied his guests, and was still within my lips, as I had driven straight to Chelsea in a hansom. So when Jerome opened the door, I quoted, gaspingly, the beginning of a well-known hymn, Oh, for a mansion in the skies!

Till then you elect, I added, for an eyry on earth. Its an awful climb up those stairs of yours, after banqueting with the Lord Mayor.

Youll have to climb higher and harder if ever you are to get to those mansions in the skies you were talking about. Come in.

After we were seated, I said: You are writing a problem play, Im told. I am going to set you another sort of problem. Supposing, one freezing winter morning, when you had a bad cold, and a train to catch, you discovered, on reaching the bottom rung of those interminable stairs, that you had left your gloves and your handkerchief behind you. What would you do?

That wants thinking over, said Jerome. Lets tell off the points, one by one, which he did — on his fingers.

One: Its a freezing winter morning. Two: I have a bad cold. Three: I have a train to catch. Four: I find when I get to the bottom of the stairs, that Ive left my gloves and my handkerchief behind. The question before the House is, What should I do? — why, put my hands in my pockets — and sniff.

I do not tell the story as typical of Jeromes humour, for it is in no sense so, but only as an instance of his readiness of quaint and quick reply. Stories, turning on the use of handkerchiefs, are often, in the hackneyed saying, funny, but vulgar — sometimes they are not even funny. They were not to his liking, nor did he count them to be humorous. His own humour consists, sometimes, in going one better than the truth. Truth sees life in a mirror, humour may do so through a magnifying glass, but there is always an element of truth in humour. Take, for instance, Jeromes account of two women making a purchase in a linendrapers. Somewhat exaggerated it may be, but can anyone, even a woman, deny that it gets very near the facts? I take it from The Second Thoughts of an Idle Fellow (published by Hurst & Blackett):

Now, which would you advise, dear? You see, with the red, I shant be able to wear my magenta hat.

Well, then, why not have the grey?

Yes — yes, I think the grey will be more useful.

Its a good material.

Yes, and its a pretty grey. You know what I mean, dear; not a common grey. Of course, grey is always an uninteresting colour.

Its quiet.

And then, again, what I feel about the red is that it is so warm-looking. Red makes you feel warm even when youre not warm. You know what I mean, dear.

Well, then, why not have the red? It suits you — red.

No; do you really think so?

Well, when youve got a colour, I mean, of course.

Yes, that is the drawback to red. No, I think, on the whole, the grey is safer.

Then you will take the grey, madam?

Yes, I think Id better, dont you, dear?

I like it myself very much.

And its good wearing stuff. I shall have it trimmed with — oh! you havent cut it off, have you?

I was just about to, madam.

Well, dont for a moment. Just let me have another look at the red. You see, dear, it has just occurred to me — that chinchilla would look so well on the red.

So it would, dear.

And, you see, Ive got the chinchilla.

Then have the red. Why not?

Well, theres the hat Im thinking of.

You havent anything else you could wear with that?

Nothing at all, and it would go so beautifully with the grey. Yes, I think Ill have the grey. Its always a safe colour, grey.

Fourteen yards I think you said, madam?

Yes, fourteen yards will be enough; because I shall mix it with — One minute. You see, dear, if I take the grey, I shall have nothing to wear with my black jacket.

Wont it go with grey?

Not well — not so well as with red.

I should have the red, then. You evidently fancy it yourself.

No, personally I prefer the grey. But then, one must think of everything, and — Good gracious! Thats surely not the time?

No, madam, its ten minutes slow. We always keep our clocks a little slow.

And we were to have been at Madame Jannaways at a quarter-past twelve. How long shopping does take! Why, whatever time did we start?

About eleven, wasnt it?

About half-past ten. I remember now; because, you know, we said wed start at half-past nine. Weve been two hours already!

And we dont seem to have done much, do we?

Done literally nothing, and I meant to have done so much. I must go to Madame Jannaways. Have you got my purse, dear? Oh, its all right, Ive got it.

Well, now, you havent decided whether youre going to have the grey or the red.

Im sure I dont know what I do want now. I had made up my mind a minute ago, and now its all gone again — oh, yes, I remember, the red. Yes, Ill have the red. No, I dont mean the red, I mean the grey.

You were talking about the red last time, if you remember, dear.

Oh, so I was, youre quite right. Thats the worst of shopping. Do you know, I get quite confused sometimes.

Then youll decide on the red, madam?

Yes — yes, I shant do any better, shall I, dear? What do you think? You havent got any other shades of red, have you? This is such an ugly red. The shopman reminds her that she has seen all the other reds, and that this is the particular shade she selected and admired.

Oh, very well, she replies, with the air of one from whom all earthly cares are falling. I must take that then, I suppose. I cant be worried about it any longer. Ive wasted half the morning already.

Outside she recollects three insuperable objections to the red, and four unanswerable arguments why she should have selected the grey. She wonders would they change it, if she went back, and asked to see the shopwalker? Her friend, who wants her lunch, thinks not.

That is what I hate about shopping, she says. One never has time to really think.

She says she shant go to that shop again.



Here is another instance of Jeromes method of so twisting, or so exaggerating, the facts with which he started — in this case the invasion of a house by blackbeetles — as to set those facts in a humorous light. The extract is from Novel Notes (The Leadenhall Press):



She [MacShaughnassys aunt] sent us a recipe on one occasion, through MacShaughnassy, for the extermination of blackbeetles. We occupied a picturesque old house; but, as with most picturesque old houses, its advantages were chiefly external. There were many holes and cracks and crevices within its creaking framework. Frogs who had lost their way and taken the wrong turning, would suddenly discover themselves in the middle of our dining-room, apparently quite as much to their own surprise and annoyance as to ours. A numerous company of rats and mice, remarkably fond of physical exercises, had fitted the place up as a gymnasium for themselves; and our kitchen, after ten oclock, was turned into a blackbeetles club. They came up through the floor and out through the walls, and gambolled there in their light-hearted and reckless way till daylight.

The rats and mice Amenda did not object to. She said she liked to watch them. But against the blackbeetles she was prejudiced. Therefore, when my wife informed her that MacShaughnassys aunt had given us an infallible recipe for their annihilation, she rejoiced.

We purchased the materials, manufactured the mixture, and put it about. The beetles came and ate it. They seemed to like it. They finished it all up, and were evidently vexed that there was not more. But they did not die.

We told these facts to MacShaughnassy. He smiled a very grim smile, and said in a low voice, full of meaning: Let them eat!

It appeared that this was one of those slow, insidious poisons. It did not kill the beetle off immediately, but undermined his constitution. Day by day he would sink and droop without being able to tell what was the matter with himself, until one morning we should enter the kitchen to find him lying cold and very still.

So we made more stuff and laid it round each night, and the blackbeetles from all around the parish swarmed to it. Each night they came in greater quantities. They fetched up all their friends and relations. Strange beetles — beetles from other families, with no claim on us whatever — got to hear about the thing, and came in hordes, and tried to rob our blackbeetles of it. By the end of a week we had lured into our kitchen every beetle that wasnt lame for miles round.

MacShaughnassy said it was a good thing. We should clear the suburb at one swoop. The beetles had now been eating this poison steadily for ten days, and he said that the end could not be far off. I was glad to hear it, because I was beginning to find this unlimited hospitality expensive. It was a dear poison that we were giving them, and they were hearty eaters.

We went downstairs to see how they were getting on. MacShaughnassy thought they seemed queer, and was of opinion that they were breaking up. Speaking for myself, I can only say that a healthier-looking lot of beetles I never wish to see.

One, it is true, did die that very evening. He was detected in the act of trying to make off with an unfairly large portion of the poison, and three or four of the others set upon him savagely and killed him.

But he was the only one, so far as I could ever discover, to whom MacShaughnassys recipe proved fatal. As for the others, they grew fat and sleek upon it. Some of them, indeed, began to acquire something of a figure. We lessened their numbers eventually by the help of some common oil-shop poison. But such vast numbers had settled in the house, to finally exterminate them now was hopeless.



I have known personally many, if not most of the humorists of my time — God bless them! for whether they set out intentionally to be our benefactors, or did not so set out, our benefactors they are, the dispersers of gloom and depression, the bestower of the largess of happy smiles and laughter — and I have found them, as I found Jerome, shy men, highly sensitive men, to whose making went a more serious side than goes to the making even of those who set out intentionally to be serious writers. For humour is neither a broad grin on the face of things, nor even a twinkle in the eye, at sight of lifes absurdities. Still less is it, as some persons suppose, a knack or gift for seeing things a-squint, and so for seeing things awry, and comically. A humorist is, on the contrary, straight-sighted, clear-sighted, and keen-sighted. He sees life and his fellows as they are, not as they appear to be, and he sees them as a whole, not merely one side at a time, as happens with most non-humorsome men and women. To what shall I liken humour, unless to the prism-glass by which the seemingly white ray, of what we call life, is resolved into its varying and component colours? If, at the edge of the ray, the humorist sees a banding of gay and happy gold, the banding of humour — he sees also, at the other edge, a banding of the violet or the purple which have been chosen as the colour-symbol of sadness and mourning, and so he sees life sorrowfully, as well as sun-fully and fun-fully. For though, to change the metaphor, the lips of the Goddess of Humour may smile at the sight of human folly, yet, when we look into her eyes, we see them sad at the thought of the mysteries, the sorrows, the suffering, and the shrinking — for are we not confronted, sooner or later, with the mystery of death? — of this, our all too brief human life on earth.


PREFACE
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IN COMPILING THESE memoirs of my old friend I have had assistance which I wish to acknowledge here with much gratitude. First of all I have to thank Mrs and Miss Jerome for their kindly co-operation. This has simplified my task and made it a very pleasant one.

Mr. Coulson Kernahan has been so great-hearted in giving me help, that, if necessary, to render homage to the memory of his dear old friend, Jerome, he would, I am convinced, give himself away.

I am indebted to Mrs. Kernahan Harris, Mr. Frank Shorland, Mr and Mrs. Harry Shorland, Mr. George Wingrave and Mr. Carl Hentschel, for having most willingly placed at my disposal biographical material obtained by them during many years of intimate acquaintance with Mr. Jerome.

I also cordially thank Miss Sybil Thorndike, Mrs. Dorothy Young (Mr. Jeromes secretary), Professor Gutheim, of Freiburg, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, and Sir Johnson Forbes-Robertson, for their letters and for giving me permission to use them.



I acknowledge with many thanks the courtesy and kindness of the following publishers for allowing me to make extracts from their publications:

Messrs. J. W. Arrowsmith, Ltd., Messrs Cassell & Co., Ltd., Messrs. Hodder & Stoughton, Ltd., Messrs. Hutchinson & Co. (Publishers), Ltd., The Editor of The Walsall Observer.

ALFRED MOSS.

MERTON,

WALSALL.


CHAPTER I. PARENTAGE
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JEROME K. JEROMES father, Jerome Clapp Jerome, was born in London in the year 1807, and was educated at the Merchant Taylors School. He was trained as an Architect, but did not follow architecture as a profession. His inclination was more in the direction of the Nonconformist ministry, and he received some training for that vocation at Rothweil Nonconformist Academy, Northamptonshire. He was never ordained, but, having remarkable gifts as a public speaker, he devoted much of his time to preaching. He was also architect for several chapels: one at Marlborough, in which he afterwards occupied the pulpit. A silver salver still in the possession of his family bears the inscription: Presented to the Reverend Clapp Jerome by the congregation of the Independent Chapel, Marlborough, June, 1828. At this time he was only about twenty-one years old.

He then moved to Cirencester, where he was instrumental in building the Independent Chapel in which he conducted the services. His family have in their possession a huge Bible presented to him by the Ladies of the Congregation. This indicates that the chapel was opened under his ministry on June 6th, 1833. He then married a Welsh lady, Marguerite, the elder daughter of Mr. Jones, a solicitor, of Swansea, whose family were also Nonconformists. In 1840 he moved to Appledore, where he became the accredited minister of the Appledore Congregational Church, one of the oldest in Devonshire. Whilst there he edited and published a hymn-book, named The Appledore Hymn-Book, which was very generally used in the West of England. He had the reputation of being an exceptionally eloquent preacher, and intellectually superior to the ordinary run of ministers. He also became popular as a lecturer, and frequently lectured in Bideford Town Hall. He was always sure of a crowded audience.

At Appledore he appears to have dropped his surname Jerome, and, whether spoken or written, his name was always the Rev. Jerome Clapp, or Parson Clapp. An old resident of Appledore, Mr. Thomas Ackland, who, at the time of writing, is in his 90th year, states that he worked for the Rev. Mr. Clapp on his farm, and remembers him well. He states that on one occasion when Mr. Clapp had consented to lecture, on being asked for the title, he noticed a board in front of a house on which were the words in big letters, Power to let, enquire within. That, he said will do for the title. Mr. Ackland states that the lecture was very amusing, and so successful that he was requested to repeat it, but did not do so.

Mr. Jerome was well-to-do; he built his own house, which he named Milton, and occupied his spare time in farming. It was suggested to him by a Scottish miner that silver ore was to be found on his estate. This led to Mr. Jeromes first mining adventure, in which a good deal of money, which no doubt belonged to his wife, was lost. He appears to have been successful in his religious work, and it was unfortunate for him and for his family that he did not devote his energies entirely to it. In 1855 he left Appledore, and settled at Walsall as a partner in the Birchills Iron Works. He joined the Bridge Street Congregational Church there, and was later elected to the office of deacon.

These were stirring times for Nonconformists. The persecutions through which they were passing were, owing to the influence of Wesley, Whitfield, and others, less bitter than they had been for a long series of years. But they were still smarting under the memory of unjust and oppressive Acts of Parliament of the Restoration period, some of which, although not enforced, were unrepealed.

The Rev. T. Grove, M.A., a former minister of Bridge Street Congregational Church, had been expelled from Oxford University for offering up extempore prayer, it was said, in a barn. This was his only offence. His life was exemplary, his character good, his attainments unquestionable, his behaviour humble and peaceable; but he offered an extempore prayer, it was said, in a barn. The authorities of Oxford could, at that time, tolerate many things — laziness, drunkenness, blasphemy — but not extempore prayer in a barn. So Mr. Grove had to leave the University. The object of these University regulations was, of course, to render powerless the efforts of Nonconformists.

Mr. Jerome was moved very deeply by such injustices, and he seems to have devoted this period of his life to the removal of what was left of them. In this cause his voice and pen were very active. In January, 1857, events did not run smoothly at Bridge Street Church. Mr. Jerome and about twenty of the most zealous workers seceded. This small body of enthusiasts used to assemble for worship in the New Inn club-room. Mr. Jerome conducted the services. This action on the part of the seceders of Bridge Street caused a great commotion in the town. In a short time the club-room could not accommodate the congregation, and they removed to the Guildhall Assembly Room, Mr. Jeromes remarkable eloquence attracting large congregations.

[image: img249.jpg]

During the time they worshipped at the Guildhall Room, the congregation of a neighbouring chapel also became uneasy about the orthodoxy of their minister, the Rev. A. A. Cole, and many of them joined Mr. Jeromes cause. The Guildhall Room soon became inadequate for the congregation, and they subsequently built for themselves the Bradford Street (now the Wednesbury Road) Congregational Church. Mr. Jerome was the architect, and planned the building on the model of a church at Bideford, near Appledore. He suggested that the new church should be named Ephratah (ancient name of Bethlehem-Judah). This suggestion was not adopted, although for many years some people called it by that name. This edifice had distinct and unique architectural features, which unfortunately were destroyed by German Zeppelins during the Midland air raid in January, 1916.

The church was rebuilt, and care was taken to restore its original features. Mr. Jerome also drafted the plans for the Congregational Church in North Street, Walsall.

Contrary to expectation, he did not become the first minister of the new church in Wednesbury Road, but his friends, Mr. E. T. Holden (afterwards Sir Edward Holden) and Mr. Elijah Stanley, and others who left the old Bridge Street Church with Mr. Jerome, remained staunch supporters of the cause as long as they lived.

Instead of becoming the first minister, Mr. Jerome entered upon a second venture in the mining industry which proved a disastrous failure. He sank two coal pits situated in Hednesford Road, Norton Canes, now known as the Conduit Pits Nos. 9 & 10. The work was carried on until running sand and water were met with. To cope with this additional capital was needed, which Mr. Jerome did not possess, and he was a ruined man. The pits were subsequently taken over by Messrs. Holdcroft and Fellows. The beam engine installed by Mr. Jerome is said to be still in operation as a stand by. Coal has been wound continuously ever since, and the collieries have no doubt been a profitable undertaking. Many people still refer to them as Jeromes pits.

Jerome Clapp Jeromes second name was given him after one Clapa, a Dane, who lived in the neighbourhood of Bideford, Devonshire, about the year A.D. 1000. Clapa owned property there, and some years ago relics were discovered near a ruined tower which proved beyond all doubt that the said Clapa was the founder of the Jerome House. Even at that early period there was a family crest, which was an upraised arm grasping a battle axe, the motto being Deo omnia data.

Mr. Jerome Clapp Jerome claimed relationship to Leigh Hunt. The present writer has been unable to trace what the relationship was; it may have been somewhat distant. In any case, there were certain resemblances between the talents of the Leigh Hunt and the Jerome families, which are very interesting. Leigh Hunts father and Jerome K. Jeromes father were both popular preachers, both were unpractical, and had serious financial embarrassments; while their mothers were both of Puritan extraction and were deeply religious, refined and tender. Leigh Hunt said his mother was a serene and inspiring influence, which animated in him the love of truth. Jerome K. Jerome said much the same of his mother.

The resemblances between the two distinguished sons of these parents must also be noted. Leigh Hunt and Jerome K. Jerome both experienced much poverty in their early days, both published humorous books, both wrote plays which became extremely popular, both were journalists of high repute, both used their influence mainly on behalf of suffering humanity, both experienced an unsympathetic and even hostile press, both had a firm belief in all that is good and beautiful, and in the ultimate success of every true and honest endeavour.

These resemblances show that a man cannot altogether escape from the influence of his ancestors. The lines along which he develops are more or less predetermined for him. A definite kind of talent is often transmitted through several generations, as, for instance, the musical talent of the Bach family. John Locke held that all children were born with equal abilities, and the differences which afterwards developed were due to environment and education. The newer psychology holds, perhaps rightly, that there are original differences, due to nature as distinguished from nurture. The stronger the natural intellectual bent the more readily will it find its right place in the world, and persist in the face of every discouragement.


CHAPTER II. CHILDHOOD
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A HALO OF romantic interest always surrounds the birthplaces of distinguished men. The house in Bradford Street, Walsall, where Jerome Klapka Jerome was born, has now upon its front wall a tablet bearing the following inscription:



In this house Jerome K. Jerome was born on the 2nd May, 1859.



Jeromes first name was given him, of course, after his father; his second one is not a variation of his fathers second name, as is often supposed, but is after a famous Hungarian general, George Klapka, who was an exile, and was frequently a guest of the Jeromes. Some ten years previously, during the Hungarian War of Independence, this courageous young general, only twenty-nine years old at the time, held the fort of Komorn against the united Austrian and Russian armies, and only surrendered when he had secured honourable terms for his soldiers. This was on October 3rd, 1849. After the surrender, General Klapka came to London. On his arrival, Francis Pulezky (secretary to Kossuth, the leader of the Hungarian insurrection) advised him to write his memoirs. As the book had to be finished within two months, he needed a quiet retreat, and gladly accepted the invitation of Mr. Jerome Clapp Jerome, and it was in his home that Klapkas memoirs of the War of Independence in Hungary were written. This book was published in 1850, and a copy is in the Walsall Public Library. Klapka visited the Jeromes in Walsall, and in all probability was with them at the time of their youngest sons birth, and in honour of their famous guest named him Jerome Klapka.

The present writer has been fortunate enough to discover two or three aged persons who knew Jeromes parents personally. Mrs. Jerome is invariably spoken of as a deeply religious woman, and as being passionately devoted to her children. She was evidently one of those mothers who, at the cradle side, instil into the child principles which can never be altogether departed from. They may for a time be lost sight of, but the mothers legacy is written indelibly on the heart of the child. Her distinguished son, long after she had gone to rest, paid a fine tribute to her unfailing love in his last book, My Life and Times. On another occasion he stated that whenever he visited his birthplace he never failed to raise his hat in memory of his mother.
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Mrs. Jerome used to keep a diary, and in it is recorded the fact that on the first anniversary of little Jeromes birthday, when her husband came home at night, sitting on the side of her bed, he broke the news as gently as he could of the disaster that had befallen them — that the pits were inundated, and that they were ruined. For the parents, this, indeed, was the beginning of sorrows. Poverty and privation now stared them in the face, and continued to do so almost as long as they lived.

There were four children, two elder daughters, Paulina Deodata and Blandina, also a son, Milton Melanchthon, who was four years old when Jerome Klapka was born. When the latter was about two years old the family removed from Walsall to Stourbridge. (Another famous Midlander, Dr. Johnson, also removed to Stourbridge for a short time in his boyhood.) The Jeromes suffered great hardships there. The struggle for a livelihood was severe. But another calamity befell them, which to Mrs. Jerome was far greater than the loss of their money and property. Their elder son Milton was taken ill and in a few days died. His mother was almost overwhelmed with grief. On each anniversary of his death she used to write in her diary that she was another year nearer finding him again. The last entry, written sixteen years afterwards, and just ten days before she herself died, is as follows: Dear Miltons birthday. It can be now but a little while longer. I wonder if he will have changed.

His remains were interred in the burial-ground behind the High Street Congregational Church, Stourbridge. A tombstone there has the following inscription upon it:



MILTON MELANCHTHON JEROME.

He increased in wisdom and stature, in favour with God and man.

Born June nth, 1855. Died January 26th, 1862.



Mr. Jerome Clapp Jerome had previously gone to London by himself, and, in the hope of retrieving their fortunes, worked hard for nearly two years trying to establish an ironmongery business in Narrow Street, Limehouse. Mrs. Jerome, who was still at Stourbridge, hearing that the business was not prospering, decided to take the family to London so that she might help to look after things herself.

This journey to London must have left a vivid impression on Jeromes young mind, for long after, in 1923, he contributed an article to The Daily News in which he recalls his experiences of the journey as follows:



The houses slid away, and it seemed to me that I had been wafted into a new world. Surely this must be the Fourth Dimension, I might have said to myself, had I known then what the Fourth Dimension was, which I still dont. Anyhow, it was something I had never dreamed of. At Stourbridge, as a little chap, I must have seen trees and fields and streams, but I had forgotten them.

In addition to the family of five, there were also Mrs. Jeromes unmarried sister and a servant to be kept; and the business being unprofitable, the outlook was gloomy indeed.

Poplar was a dreary, poverty-stricken quarter of the great city; but little Jeromes mother looked after him with unremitting devotion. She was a sincerely pious woman, and, like most Nonconformists of that period, brought up her children largely on Foxes Book of Martyrs. That religious instinct, which later inspired his most famous play (The Passing of the Third Floor Back), was already strong in Jerome as a child.

Mr. T. Ackland, mentioned in Chapter I, informs the writer that he was working as a ships carpenter on the steamer Cinderella, which called at London in 1865. The captain and his wife, who had known the Jeromes at Appledore, sent Ackland with a note inviting them to tea on board. Young J. K. J., he states, would not walk over the gangway. I picked him up in my arms and carried him. They spent a pleasant afternoon and I carried him ashore again.

When Jerome was eight years old he was taken by his mother, together with his two sisters, on a visit to Appledore. It must have been twelve years since Mrs. Jerome left there; and she looked forward with great delight to seeing again the place of her husbands triumphs as a preacher and lecturer and to meeting many old friends whom she held in very great esteem. When she arrived they overwhelmed her with their love and hospitality. To little Jerome it was an entirely new experience. Mr. Ackland, who was at the time in Appledore, states that the young fellow was delighted with everything, especially the steep hill. He said: I like this. I have never seen such a big hill before, but it makes me tired! They stayed at their old home, which they themselves had built, but through an unfortunate speculation was now lost to them. The memory of this must have saddened their visit, but, nevertheless, it was a time of great happiness and enjoyment.

On their way back to London Jerome was left behind at a station where they got out for refreshments. His mother thought he was with his sisters, and his sisters thought he was with his mother. But he was taken care of by a lady who happened to be travelling to London. Stories were beginning to shape themselves in his mind at this early age, for he confided to the lady that the incident would be useful to be put in a book he thought of writing. The lady was much interested in his talk and did not leave him until he had found his mother at Paddington.
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He was now allowed to go about the ugly, sordid streets of Poplar, and in time became a typical London boy. The average London boy is proudly conscious of the fact that he lives in the biggest city in the world, and that his city is the capital of the greatest Empire the world has ever known. The London boy is probably the most wide-awake, fearless youngster yet produced by civilization. Dante Gabriel Rosetti has said that the learned London children know more than is good for them. Later in life J. K. J. himself claimed in his humorous way to have been a model boy in Poplar, but he learned King Davids knack of throwing stones with a sling. He aimed at birds and cats but rarely hit them, being more successful with windows.

Jerome was now parting with his childhood. In Paul Kelver he recalls the time when he was standing upon Barking Bridge watching the river; he turned from the river, and passed through a white toll-gate, he had a sense of leaving himself behind on the bridge. So vivid was the impression that he looked back, half expecting to see himself still leaning over the iron parapet watching the sunlit water. He was looking back upon his childhood with vague feelings of regret; an emotion common to humanity, which has been finely expressed by R. L. Stevenson:



Ah, never to return again!

The eternal dawn, beyond a doubt, 

Shall break on hill and plain, 

And put all stars and candles out 

Ere we be young again.


CHAPTER III. SCHOOL DAYS
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CHEERILY, THEN, MY little man, 

Live and laugh as boyhood can.

WHEN Jerome was about ten years old, there was great excitement throughout the country over Mr. W. E. Forsters Education Bill. Joseph Chamberlain was then making things more lively than usual. Although he had not entered Parliament, as a member of the Birmingham Education League he was a great force in his advocacy of free education. When the Bill had become law, Jeromes parents were eager that he should take full advantage of it. He accordingly commenced his school life in the Philological School, at the corner of Lisson Grove, having passed the preliminary examination, according to his mothers diary, with flying colours. He entered school with much advice from his mother as to his choice of companions, and from his father about learning to take his own part.

On the first day at school some boys gathered round him and demanded to know where he was born. He told them Walsall. A shrill voice on the outskirts of the crowd sang out: Oh, I know Walsall, just the sort of place he would be born in. Jerome did not know whether to take it as a reflection upon Walsall or himself. This worried him, and that evening he asked his father what was wrong with Walsall. His father told him something of the history of his native town and he felt happier about Walsall, but not sure about himself.

Wm. Willett, the author of the Daylight Saving Bill, was one of his schoolmates. Another schoolfellow was Mr. H. J. Stratton, with whom the present writer has had several conversations. Mr. Stratton says that he remembers more of Jeromes boyish characteristics than those of the other boys because his personality made a deeper and more lasting impression upon him. He also expresses the opinion that if ever a boy was father of the man, that boy was J. K. J.

Jerome, he says, was very reserved, he made no close acquaintances and rarely volunteered a statement. He was generally dreamy, but at the same time was a pugnacious boy; he was proud and sensitive. It did not take the other boys long to discover the kind of material he was made of. Stratton himself once, and only once, thoughtlessly tweaked Jeromes ear. In less than two seconds he wished he hadnt. The boys sometimes made play with his uncommon name, of which he himself was rather proud. They made rhymes and limericks with it. On one occasion a few of them were indiscreet enough to go beyond fun to a mean insult. Jerome singled out the biggest, as he always did, and went for him. His onslaught rather terrified them and took them by surprise. They never made fun of his name again.

There is a story of a school fight in Paul Kelver, in which Paul found himself fighting a whole crowd of boys. He was hitting out right and left, and presently found himself punching something soft. He was putting in his best work when he discovered he was punching a policeman. Mr. Stratton says this is a Jeromian description of the fight mentioned above, which he himself witnessed.

In later life Mr. Jerome did not think much of the system of education under which he spent four years of his life. Speaking of his school days he said it made him angry to think about them, not that he blamed his own particular school. He thought the system was wrong. He claimed to have learned more by his own efforts, by picking up food for his mind as he went about from day to day.

As this boy was destined to become famous, and to give the world a new humour, it may be fitting to place on record some of the mischievous inanities and adventurous pranks of boyhood in which he took a delight. He probably learned from these things more to his purpose than he did from the school curriculum. He was unconsciously, but quite naturally, educating himself for his true vocation. He learned much in the open air from that greatest of all teachers, Nature.

His sister Paulina had married Mr. Robert Shorland, and the family moved from Poplar and went to live at Colney Hatch, then only a small place surrounded by fields and woods.

In holiday time he would take long solitary walks in the country. Sometimes he would induce a stray dog to accompany him, but generally he went alone. He thus realized the truth of Goethes words that talents are best nurtured in solitude. Or, perhaps, he felt the satisfaction of solitude, as expressed by the poet Milne:



I can think whatever I like to think, 

Theres nobody here but me.



Fishing was another favourite pastime. All the brooks, ponds and lakes in the neighbourhood that contained fish were known to him. He had his own method of catching trout and pike. He also became skilled in snaring rabbits.

He got mixed up, to quote his own words, with a bad set, which included the Wesleyan ministers two sons, also the only child of the church organist. These youngsters were no sooner out of one scrape than they were in another.

Jerome was spoken of as a plucky little devil, a fair ot un, and was acknowledged to be very clever in evading the police or the keepers when on trespass. Before going on a poaching expedition he would first ascertain from the milk boy or the cowmans boy how the land lay. Those were the days when trespassers were prosecuted with the utmost rigour of the law, the days of mantraps, spring-guns, and dog-catchers; but these things had no terrors for mischievous boys who were out for fish, rabbits, mushrooms or blackberries. A farm bailiff, after fruitlessly chasing Jerome, whom he took to be the ringleader, remarked: They do mischief out of sheer devilment; but my word, I wish my lads had half the guts of that young hound. On another occasion, a big policeman was chasing Jerome, when someone was heard to remark: As well might an elephant try to corner a flea as to catch him.

It was during his school days that Jerome talked with a gentleman in Victoria Park, whom he always believed to be Charles Dickens. He afterwards gave an account in Paul Kelver of this, which, he said, was a fairly true record of what took place.

Things at home were, perhaps, less desperate than they had been for some time past. Nevertheless, the fight against poverty was continuous. Mr. Jerome, senior, was suffering from ill-health, and went to Cheddar for a short holiday. Three of his old Walsall friends, Edward Holden, Henry Hateley and Charles Hawley, hearing of his illness, collected the sum of fifty pounds and took it to him as a mark of their affection and sympathy. His remark on receiving the gift was: Friends in need are friends indeed. His health improved and he returned to London.

The following is an account contributed by Jerome later in life to the magazine Home Chimes of a little comedy that took place at school:



It is not my nature to do anything in the regular orthodox way. It was just the same, I remember, at school. I used to work away at the Scalp Hunters while the rest of the class were revelling in Ovids Metamorphoses. I was generally absorbed in Jack Sheppard or the Arabian Nights when the mathematical lesson was on, and they would drop down upon me, out of my turn (a mean trick), and want to know what isosceles triangles and other absurd things were, when I had not even heard the question.

Me, sir? I would reply bewilderedly, with the usual schoolboy air of injured innocence.

Yes, sir; you, sir. Well, what is it?

What is it, sir? (Pause.) Me, sir? (desperately). Samson, sir.

Samson, Samson! What about Samson?

He was the wisest man that ever lived, sir.

And you are the biggest idiot.

Go down to the bottom, sir, and after school write Solomon was a wise man, Samson was a strong man, and I am an ass two hundred times.



Jerome loved a joke, even when it was against himself. This account may be slightly touched up, or it may not; in any case there is something in it that marks him as being out of the ordinary run of boys. George Meredith wrote that comedy is the foundation of common-sense. This aphorism is full of meaning. The talk of the ordinary schoolboy is hardly ever worth recording, but this is a bit of comedy which stamps the boy — to quote the words of his old school-fellow — as being father of the man.

The same magazine has also a contribution in reference to his studies at home:



I did not care for literature at home, except, maybe, when I was wanted to go an errand, and then it was found that I was deep in some good book, such as Sandford and Merton or the Evangelical Rambler.

Oh, dont disturb him if he is reading, my poor dear mother would say. Jane can go. But when I was wanted to read I was not nearly so enthusiastic about it.

Why dont you get a book and read! my aunt would ask in a tone expressive more of irritation than inquiry.

Cant read just now, aunt, it makes my head ache so.

No, you never can do anything when youre wanted to, she would exclaim exasperatedly, thats just like you. And like everybody else, too, the old lady might have added.



When he was twelve years old his father died of heart failure. This was Jeromes first great sorrow. It naturally cast the shadow of a profound sorrow over the home. There was, no doubt, much truth in what Jerome afterwards wrote in Paul Kelver: I looked up into my fathers face, and the peace that shone from it slid into my soul and gave me strength. After Mr. Jeromes death the family removed from Colney Hatch to Finchley, and the boys schooldays came to an end when he was fourteen years of age. His mother for a number of years past had called him Luther, to distinguish him from her husband, whose Christian name was also Jerome. There are many entries in her diary which show that her affection for Luther deepened as time went on. The sacrifices she made on his behalf will never be fully known, because she never spoke of them.

Her love had sheltered him through all their privations, so that in after life he knew but little of the poverty which they as a family had suffered; indeed, he looked back upon his childhood as a happy one.

Although, as a boy, he saw the funny side of things, he certainly at the same time looked upon life seriously. He has stated, more than once, that as a boy he heard the worlds cry of pain, and that he meant to help. He had seen enough poverty, suffering and sorrow to make him intensely serious. The cry of pain sounded in his ears all through life, and his early resolution, I mean to help, was never departed from.


CHAPTER IV. FACING LIFE
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JUST DRAW ON your grit, its dead easy to quit!

Its the keeping-your-chin-up thats hard.

— R. W. SERVICE.

AT school Jerome had learned to play well, and his father had trained him in the principles of playing well the greater game of life. He possessed those typical youthful attributes, self-confidence, enthusiasm and strength. He had common sense enough to know that if he was to be the architect of his own career, he would have to take the rough with the smooth; that he would have to stand on his own feet and face the grim facts of life cheerfully, whether pleasant or unpleasant.

Although he had left school he continued to learn. His teachers were books, people, animals, sorrows, failures; indeed, everything around him. Probably he learned more from his failures than from anything else. For in after-life he realized that the foundation of any success he achieved was laid upon the strata of defeat.

His father had gone; his aunt, who had certainly been a good friend to him, had also gone, and he was left with his mother and two sisters, one of whom was married. His mothers devotion to him was almost pathetic. She poured her love into his young heart, and fed his mind with her transparently sincere and simple Puritan faith. He had great affection for his mother, but as time went on he had misgivings about her faith. He found some difficulty in reconciling it with his conscience and his daily experiences. It sometimes happens that a mother of great charm and strong principles is not altogether good for the formation of a boys character if he is constrained to live a religious life merely to please her. If this can be regarded as a fault on the part of Mrs. Jerome, then, in the words of the poet:



Her very faults enshrined in so much good Lend winsome witchery to her womanhood.

— ARTHUR BROCKHURST.



A mother would probably give her boy a better start in life if she trained him to do without her, and made herself unnecessary to him. He would then become self-reliant and would the sooner learn to play the game of life off his own bat. This may be a hard task for a mother; but motherhood is full of hard tasks, and this is probably the hardest of all, but the boy will be better equipped to face the realities of life.

The youth of to-day is not suffering from the repression that was common in Jeromes boyhood. It is, therefore, more natural. The young are more self-assertive, and demand more from life than formerly; and these are signs of vitality and progress. They are the same loveable, exasperating creatures they always were, and, providing the pendulum does not swing from the one extreme of rigid repression to the other of licence, they will probably be better fitted to take up the torches dropped from the hands of the torch-bearers of the past.

Jerome commenced the real battle of life as a clerk under the L.N.W. Railway Company at Euston, at a salary of £26 a year. In busy times he was allowed to work overtime, which enabled him to increase his income somewhat, but the drudgery of office routine was distasteful to a mind working in the direction of the drama and literature. Indeed, it tormented him to be perched upon a stool from morning till night.

His taste for the theatre began to take possession of him. This troubled his mother greatly. At that time among religious people the theatre was regarded as the gate of hell. Yet she gave consent, no doubt reluctantly, for him and his sister to go occasionally. She remained at home and prayed for them while they were away; but after hearing the earnest and stirring account they gave on their return, she smilingly said that perhaps some day she might go with them herself. But the sweet inoffensive lady was to die soon, and she never made the adventure. She wrote in her diary that their path remained very cloudy and full of sorrow. She told the melancholy story that coals have been eight shillings a ton. It is a fearful prospect. I have asked the Lord to remove it. Still hoping that coals would go down in price, and that their ship would come in, this beautiful soul entered into rest.

Jerome was fifteen years old when his mother died. This was the greatest grief of his life. When the end came, his sister Blandina was away in the North, and he was alone in the house. The spectre of loneliness now stared him in the face. At this early age he had experienced more than a grown mans share of sorrow and tribulation. He had lost his father, mother and aunt, and his only brother had died in childhood, and now he had to face the bufferings of life alone. He lived alone, thought alone, felt alone.

Fortunately his health was good and was in no way undermined by his troubles. He had an optimistic temperament and knew that the blue sky always lies behind the cloud. He had a profound purpose in life and an indomitable perseverance. He was, as the Americans would say, a hard-boiled youngster, and to him there was no such word as impossible.

He felt his loneliness very keenly. He was naturally sensitive and shy, and these qualities were intensified by his poverty. He had friends and relations who would gladly have helped him; in fact they sent him invitations, but in one he suspected patronage, in another compassion, and he declined them. He showed the same spirit as was shown by Dr. Johnson at Oxford. A wealthy fellow-student, noticing that Johnson was going about the muddy streets in worn-out boots, with a kindly intention placed a new pair outside his room door. Johnson picked them up and threw them away. Jerome, no doubt, felt as Johnson did:



The glorious privilege 

Of being independent.



In his loneliness he moved about from one lodging-house to another, and was thrown into all sorts of company; and in after-life he took a delight in telling his under-world experiences. In one place a man hanged himself in one of the back rooms. In another his landlord was a retired engine-driver and belonged to the Strict Baptists, who had a little chapel near. One night the first-floor lodger brought home some friends who became hilarious — there was much jollification and drinking. Jerome, who occupied the top floor, heard the landlord shouting in stentorious voice that if first-floors rubbishy friends were not sent packing, and there wasnt immediate quiet, first-floor was going to be shot out into the street and all his belongings thrown after him. Mr. Jerome wrote later: Our landlord was a sturdy fellow, apt in moments of excitement to be a retired engine-driver first, and a Strict Baptist afterwards. The first-floor lodger was named Eugene Sandow, and when the landlord learned that he was the celebrated strong man he changed his mind about throwing him into the street.

At this period Jeromes mind was continually turned towards literature. He had tasted the joys of revelling in the penny dreadful of the Jack Sheppard type, and had, no doubt, often flattened his youthful nose against the paper-shop windows. He now spent a good deal of his spare time in the British Museum. He read not only books, but men, and chiefly himself.

All the time stories and plays were shaping themselves in his mind. He knew that if literature was to be his goal he would have a desperate struggle owing to his poverty, but he also knew that the story of literary achievement abounds with the names of men who, in spite of poverty, have reached the highest pinnacles of fame. At this juncture he probably did not realize that poverty has its uses; but later in life he knew that it brought out his best qualities. Just as many a poor man has worked his passage across the ocean to a land where a larger life awaited him, so was he stimulated to work his passage through to ultimate success. Though poor, he was rich in courage and self-confidence, he possessed a controlled imagination, and generally thought and acted in his best interests.

Realizing that a tough fight was in store for him, it does not seem inappropriate that he should learn the art of boxing. A few years later Mr. Jerome, referring to his youth, wrote in a magazine as follows:



Boxing I practised pretty regularly for a little while, but I kept getting black eyes, and having to explain how I got them; people, however, didnt believe my explanations. Hulloa, old man, some stupid ass would remark, youve been enjoying yourself.

Oh, boxing, you know, I would airily reply.

Boxing? Ah! would be the rejoinder. With a policeman, wasnt it? Then they would laugh in their common vulgar way, go off, and tell the others.

Jerome followed the example of a companion and tried his luck on the stage. He still kept his post in the office at Euston and did all his theatrical work in his spare time. This enabled him to increase his income at first by about 10s a week. He took part in plays that were popular at that time, Dolly Varden, Little Nell, Lost in London, and others. He doubled and trebled parts. He played the part of a soldier, a shepherd, and a priest on the same evening. At times he had to look at his clothes to make sure which he was. His company had a successful run and his salary was raised to 30s a week.

He then gave up his situation at Euston and, joining a touring company, went North and South through the provinces. Occasionally he got into the clutches of a bogus manager. So long as money was being made the manager paid his company their salaries, but when the takings were small the manager would disappear, takings as well, leaving his company to do as best they could. Sometimes they had to beg their way along the roads.

After giving the stage a trial for three years he returned to London with little else in his pockets but pawn-tickets. He had become accustomed to roughing it, having slept in church porches and in the dressing-rooms of theatres and shared hayricks with tramps. Now, in London, when he could dodge the police, he would sleep out in the open air. When he could find ninepence he would go to a doss-house. There he would sleep with everything belonging to him, even leaky boots, underneath his pillow, and mice would creep about the floor.

He next learned shorthand and entered the portals of journalism as a reporter. He went to coroners inquests, police-courts, raced after fire-engines, and attended public meetings. On Sundays he took down sermons. He was present at Spurgeons Tabernacle on Sunday morning when the great preacher began his sermon by saying: As I came into the Tabernacle I overheard a young man outside make a remark which I intend to take as my text, merely adding two words. He then mopped his brow, and dramatically imitated the young man— Its damned hot (a long pause) in hell. He preached a powerful sermon on that text.

After gaining some experience in reporting, he became an assistant school-master, but only for a short time. He could have become secretary to Herbert Spencer, but to please his sisters he declined it and became, instead, secretary to a builder in North London. He next found employment with a firm of commission agents; after that with a parliamentary agent. His last situation before settling down to his lifes work was that of clerk to a solicitor who had offices in Essex Street, the Strand.

In trying to reconstruct Jeromes early career, one is forced to the conclusion that he went through these varied experiences as much from choice as from necessity. His ambition was in the direction of the drama and literature; for, all along, he had been trying his hand at writing plays and stories. He was educating himself under the sternest of all teachers. Some men study books and take University degrees to prepare themselves for their vocation, but Jerome graduated in the greater university of life. He saw the seamy side of the world; its shams and hollowness, its low-mindedness, its impurity and meanness, its shame and dishonour; but wherever there is evil there is always for the intelligent mind some compensatory good. Jerome, therefore, saw with equal clearness the worlds love and pity, its honour and nobleness, its unselfishness and chivalry, which existed in abundance side by side with depravity.

He meant to help, and if he was to give any real assistance to suffering humanity he must himself feel the pangs of an aching back and a breaking heart. To be the poor mans friend, he must himself experience nights of sleepless hunger. To understand poverty he must himself taste it. Such experiences would not only nerve him to live up to his ideals, but they would also purify the divine flame in him and reveal the deeper mysteries of Art.


CHAPTER V. JEROME K. JEROME AS A JOURNALIST
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THIS IS TRUE liberty, when free-born men, Having to advise the public, may speak free.

— EURIPIDES.

WHEN acting as a clerk to a firm of solicitors, Jerome lived in a front room at No. 36, Newman Street, W. In a back room of the same building lived also Mr. George Wingrave, a bank clerk. For a considerable time the two young men used to pass each other without speaking. The property changed hands, and the landlady then suggested that it would be more economical for them both if they lived together. This they did, occupying the same sitting-room and sleeping in the same bedroom. This was the beginning of an intimate and lifelong friendship. They were both poor, and Jerome never claimed to have over-much business aptitude, but Wingrave had keen business instincts, and, no doubt, often saved Jerome from being imposed upon.

In his spare time Jerome wrote articles for theatrical journals and was a dramatic critic; but his criticisms became too outspoken and he lost his post. Wingrave helped him to get reasonable remuneration for his work. They addressed each other familiarly as George and J. Each lived his own life; George being devoted to business, Jerome being a more or less solitary man.

In the early days of their friendship Jerome confided to Wingrave that he was determined to accomplish four things in his lifetime, which were as follows:



(1) To edit a successful journal.

(2) To write a successful play.

(3) To write a successful book.

(4) To become a member of Parliament.



Jerome was a prodigious worker. After his days work at the office he would read and write far into the night, and would then take a book to bed with him. He contrived a sort of lantern into which he stuck a candle. This he hung at his bedside, and would sit up in bed reading and eating bread and jam until he was thoroughly tired and could not keep awake.

He qualified himself for journalistic work by getting an insight into every phase of human activity, and, like all budding journalists, he was prepared to go up in a balloon or down a coal-pit; he would dodge brick-ends in a riot or take his chance at a political meeting, or follow criminals to their dens with all the energy at his command in order to secure good copy.

Although Jerome had made much headway in literary work, he was persuaded by his employer to study for the law. He had heard of professional men writing books and plays. Why should not he combine law and literature? But his employers death put an end to this dream. His thoughts were now turned towards that other dream — the editors chair of a successful journal. He was unknown, and had no influence behind him; he knew that in order to succeed he would have to begin at the bottom and fight his way up step by step.

He would think out stories and essays as he walked about the streets; and stop near a street lamp to write down his thoughts. If he had written anything that he thought was amusing, he would read it over to a rather surly policeman whose acquaintance he had made; if it made him laugh he would go home satisfied with his achievement.

When a story was finished it would go the round of all known journals and magazines, only too often to be returned. At length, however, a story was accepted and published in a paper called The Lamp. Jerome, who always enjoyed telling a joke against himself, said: The paper died soon afterwards.

He had written stories on a variety of subjects without success. He now thought he would write one about himself — how he ran away and went on the stage — describing his experiences in various theatres and lodging-houses up and down the country. In three months this story, On the Stage and Off, was finished. After several magazines had refused it he offered it to a paper called The Play. The editor, after reading the story, shook hands with him, offered him a cigarette, and asked what he wanted for the serial rights. Jerome said he was willing to let him have it for nothing. The editor then shook hands with him again and gave him a £5 note.

The story appeared in the journal regularly each week and created much interest. This was the first real step towards the distant chair.

Jerome was one of the first to realize that compulsory education would make a nation of readers. Formerly newspapers were limited in number and not widely read. Education was rapidly bringing about enormous circulations of the daily and weekly press and increasing the power of journalism. The expression The Fourth Estate, attributed to Lord Macaulay, indicated the influence of the press upon the life of the nation. As a profession it attracted men of the highest culture and intelligence.

It is said that Dr. Jowett, the famous Master of Balliol, once told his young men at meal-time that he had been requested by a distinguished newspaper proprietor to recommend a young man as a leader writer. Jowett stated that he had replied recommending one as a distinguished scholar with a good style, and another as being well up in history and modern literature. No, no, replied the proprietor. I want none of these. I want a young man who can write good sense in highly bombastic language. Dr. Jowetts comment was: I could have named him several, if it hadnt been for the good sense.

Jerome certainly possessed this quality. Moreover he had the journalistic instinct, and knew that success would depend upon his articles being racy and original rather than upon academic display.

The next forward step was when he became a contributor to a magazine called Home Chimes. He sent the first of his Idle Thoughts of an Idle Fellow to the editor, Mr. F. W. Robinson, who realized that there was a new note in his work. Jerome met with more kindness and encouragement from Mr. Robinson than he had been accustomed to, and it was agreed that he should contribute a number of Idle Thoughts (fourteen in all) for which he was paid a guinea each.

Among his fellow contributors to Home Chimes were Mark Twain, Swinburne, Coventry Patmore, Bret Harte, Coulson Kernahan, J. M. Barrie, Dr. Westland Marston and his blind son Philip, the poet. It was no small matter that a clerk living in lodgings on twenty-five shillings a week should find himself associated with some of the most eminent writers of the day.

In addition to Idle Thoughts Jerome was responsible for Gossips Corner. This proved to be a popular feature of the magazine. The articles were both humorous and serious, often displaying a rich imagination, and were much appreciated by the reading public.

At this time the poet Swinburne was interested in the poems of Miss E. Nesbit, and being anxious for them to be more widely known, mentioned the matter to Mr. F. W. Robinson. The latter suggested that a notice should appear in his own publication Home Chimes.

That will do, said Swinburne, a most admirable little magazine... who does the reviewing there? Robinson replied that there was no review section, but he himself would write and work in a little paragraph about Miss Nesbits poems.

Swinburne, holding Robinsons opinion on poetry as of small worth, was not satisfied by the promise of a paragraph, and asked: Who else writes for you?

Jerome does Gossips Corner, was the reply. Jerome K. Jerome! said Swinburne, the man for whose delightful contributions — so fresh and joyous in their humour — we look with such interest. That portion of your Magazine, Gossips Corner is very widely read. I think if you can persuade Mr. Jerome to say something about E. Nesbits book it would help much more than an isolated paragraph would.

Thus it came about that a considerable part of Gossips Corner was devoted to the discovery of a new poet. This incident is taken from Mr. Coulson Kernahans deeply interesting book— Swinburne as! Knew Him. It shows that Jerome was held in high esteem by this eminent poet.

Here are two extracts from Gossips Corner which will serve to show the kind of writing that gained him recognition in the Eighties.



BREAKFAST IN BED

I like having my breakfast in bed, though I couldnt tell you why I like it. The tray slants and all the things huddle up together at the far corner. The pepper caster gets into a state of nervous excitement, and, after you have got him out of the marmalade, he tumbles into the tea. You draw the bacon towards you, but before you can cut it, it gets away and rejoins the others, leaving you looking like a fool with a knife and fork in your hand. Then the egg drops from the spoon on to the bedclothes just before you can get it into your mouth; and the buttered toast falls inside, so that you cant find it, and have to get out of bed and shake yourself, or they forget to give you a spoon, and, after ringing for five minutes and then getting out of bed and yelling over the banisters twice, you give it up and stir your tea with the handle of your knife, and eat the egg with the flat end of the fork. The tea tastes of salt and other things, is lukewarm and slops itself everywhere. The extraordinary garment that your wife has given you to put over your shoulders slips round and smothers everything. At this point your knee explodes, and your leg shoots up underneath the tray, and everything comes over on top of you, and when they come up to know if you want any more, you are sitting in the middle of the room picking egg-shell off your legs, and throwing away every chance you ever had of Heaven.



ART

I looked in at the Grosvenor the other day and studied my Millais. Do not be frightened dear N or M (as the case may be) I am not an art critic. I am too fond of pictures to be that. I am not going to drive you mad with unity and composition, and brushwork and pigment, and atmosphere, and tones and equation, and lines. My views on art I generally express by saying: Oh, heres a jolly nice picture, or I dont think much of this one, or The nose stands out well, doesnt it? or Why, it isnt a bit like a cow, you know. I think Millais is an awfully good artist. I like his pictures because I can like them. Millais one can admire without being artistic.

The year 1888 was an eventful one in Jeromes life. In addition to his journalistic work his first book, On the Stage and Off, was published; he wrote three plays which were performed in London theatres, and he was married all in the same year. The lady who henceforth was to be the gracious companion of his life was Georgina Henrietta Stanley, daughter of Lieutenant Nesza of the Spanish Army; her mother was Irish. The marriage ceremony took place quietly and simply at St. Lukes Church, Chelsea, and was performed by the Rev. F. Relton, whose son, Prebendary Relton, afterwards became vicar of Walsall, Jeromes native town. George Wingrave was best man. Jerome and his wife resided for a time at Chelsea Gardens and then went to live at Goulds Grove, a pretty country place near Wallingford.

Wingrave felt the removal of his old friend very keenly. Speaking recently to the present writer, he said: J. and I used to pass each other without recognition, but once a friend he was always a friend. We slept in the same bedroom for a number of years, we went long walks together, and trip after trip along the Thames, and I got to know him through and through, and can safely say that a more high-principled man I have never known. He never got into bed at night without saying his prayers, and I never heard him say a base word or utter an unclean thought. He was as true to his friends as he was to his own principles. I witnessed both the beginning and the ending of J.s married life, and if there was one feature of his married life that stood out more prominently than another, it was his devotion to his wife.

Both Mr and Mrs. Jerome shrank from the limelight. One hesitates, therefore, to draw aside the curtain of purely domestic affairs. Perhaps, however, it may be permitted to record the fact that the marriage was a most fortunate and happy one. Their steadfast affection for each other kept them entirely free from the deplorable quarrels which have cast their shadow over the married life of so many literary men.

The following is a letter written by Mr. Jerome to his niece, Mrs. Harry Shorland, on her marriage:



104, Chelsea Gardens, London, S.W.

April 3rd, 1891.



My dear Lizzie, Just a line to wish you and Harry a sweet and happy married life. It lies in your four hands to make this for yourselves, and you seem to me to have all the materials for the building of a fair future. You have both common sense and unselfishness, and in these two virtues are found the happiness of married life.
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Excuse an old married man like myself advising you, but I do so hope to see you grow happier together each year. Dont expect to live in clover-land, you know. Be always ready to meet little disappointments and worries, and to conquer them. Dont either of you expect to find the other a perfect Angel; because if you do there will be bitter disappointment.

If you think of the other one a little more than of yourself — if you both try to give way to the other rather than assert yourselves, and if you both, instead of seeing the other ones failings, try to find out your own, you are bound to keep your love fair to the end.

God bless you both and give you guidance and help you to help each other.

Ever your loving uncle, JEROME K. JEROME.



Here surely is the secret of a happy married life. There would be fewer failures if this simple homely counsel were followed. Jerome wrote: Excuse an old married man like myself advising you, etc. The humour of this is that he himself had only recently been married.

To return to the journalistic ladder, Jerome gained the next rung in 1892 when he became joint editor of The Idler with Robert Barr. Rudyard Kipling was at that time rapidly becoming famous, and there was some uncertainty whether Barr would ask Jerome or Kipling to join him in the editorship; but Barr and Jerome finally agreed to work together, and Kipling became a contributor to the magazine.

The business manager of The Idler was Robert Dunkerley, who afterwards wrote under the pseudonym John Oxenham, and published much acceptable verse during the Great War. The subeditor was Mr. G. B. Burgin, who became famous as a novelist. Among the contributors were Mark Twain, Morley Roberts, Bret Harte, Andrew Lang, Sir Gilbert Parker, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, I. Zangwill, Coulson Kernahan, W. W. Jacobs, D. Christie Murray, the Rev. Dr. Joseph Parker, Marie Corelli, and Eden Phillpotts. The latter belonged to a family of great Churchmen, and was regarded by Jerome as being, next to Thomas Hardy, the greatest living English novelist.

With such an array of talent it is not surprising that The Idler was a great success. There existed in those days a splendid spirit of co-operation between editors and contributors. Some writers would contribute purely out of regard for the editor, but the editor generally paid what he could afford, and writers of note were well paid.

Jerome himself contributed a series of articles entitled Novel Notes. This was a popular feature of the journal and was afterwards published in book form. It was dedicated to my Big Hearted, Big Souled, Big Bodied friend, Conan Doyle. The following thoughts are taken from Novel Notes:



For the poor themselves — I do not mean the noisy professional poor, but the silent fighting poor — one is bound to feel a genuine respect. One honours them as one honours a wounded soldier.



Suppressing sin is much the same sort of task that suppressing a volcano would be — plugging one vent merely opens another. Evil will last our time.



If somebody had believed in me it might have helped me, but nobody did, and at last I lost belief in myself, and when a man loses that, hes like a balloon with the gas let out.



Books have their places in the world, but they are not its purpose. They are side by side with beef and mutton, the scent of the sea, the touch of a hand, the memory of a hope, and all other items in the sum total of our threescore years and ten.



Sir Arthur Conan Doyle has very kindly sent the following letter which he received from Jerome during the time he was joint editor of The Idler.

My dear Doyle, I want something very strong to follow my Novel Notes, which will end about February. Now what do you say to giving yourself a rest for awhile now, and then taking up for me a complete series of six or eight stories to commence in March and run straight away? This would give you plenty of time. You could have three or four ready by February. Then we could advertise this series, and make it the feature of the magazine. The two tales we have, we could use up between this and Christmas.

Let me know at once as to this, and if possible let us have a chat over it. I have been trying to get away, but have not been able to spare an hour.

Kindest regards, Yours ever, J. K. J.



By this time Jeromes initials had become widely known and esteemed in literary circles; and he was affectionately referred to both in writing and speaking as J. K. J.

Another series of articles, entitled My First Book, appeared in this magazine. These were written by some of the most distinguished contributors. The experiences these writers went through, their anxious days and sleepless nights while they were discovering exactly what publishers would accept and what would appeal to the reading public, would certainly be profitable reading for young authors of to-day.

The remarkable interest of these articles lies in the fact that all the writers were young beginners in the field of literature, and that nearly all of them in after-life won world-wide fame. This shows how sound Jerome was in his judgements of the quality of literary work.

Robert Louis Stevenson tells how his first attempt at a book was made at the age of fifteen; the next one at twenty-nine, and a succession of defeats lasted, unbroken, until he was thirty-one. By that time he had written little essays and short stories and had got patted on the back and paid for them — though not enough to live on.

Jerome K. Jerome states that the MS. of his first book On the Stage and Off journeyed a ceaseless round from newspaper to newspaper, from magazine to magazine, returning always more limp and soiled. Some editors would keep it for a month, making him indignant at the waste of time. He hated the dismal little slavey who twice a week on an average brought it up to him; if she smiled, he fancied she was jeering at him; if she looked sad, he fancied she was pitying him. He shunned the postman if he saw him in the street, feeling sure he guessed his shame. He finally offered to give the MS. to an editor for nothing, but as he was leaving the editor slipped a five-pound note into his hand.

Hall Caine tells how at five-and-twenty he came to London and left his manuscript with a great publishing house. After waiting three torturing weeks he called again, when the office boy brought a pile of loose sheets of white paper. The editors compliments sir, and — thank you, said the boy, and my manuscript went sprawling over the table. I gathered it up, tucked it as deep as possible into the darkness under the wings of my Inverness cape, and went downstairs ashamed, humiliated, broken-spirited.

Miss Marie Corelli states that the story of her first book, A Romance of Two Worlds is less romantic than some. She did not go to London without the proverbial shilling, she never went about hungry and footsore, begging from publisher after publisher with perpetually-rejected MS. under her arm. She confesses that she did none of these things, which in the language of the prayer-book she ought to have done. She won her public without difficulty, and attributes her good fortune to the fact that she always tried to write straight from her own heart to the heart of her readers regardless of the opinions of others.

Conan Doyle tells how he began his first book at the age of six. Rudyard Kipling writes of his first baby, Departmental Ditties. They were very bad, he said, but the joy of doing them was payment a thousand times their worth. Rider Haggard, G. R. Sims, A. T. Quiller Couch (Q), and others, all write with affection of their literary first-born.

Jerome frequently asked his young men, as he called them, to contribute articles upon subjects that were of special interest at that time; for instance, the typewriter had just made its appearance in the world. G. B. Burgin described his experiences with it as follows:—You had to pull a string to make the carriage run properly. The thing wouldnt do anything after one preliminary spurt. It declined to spell, to be grammatical, or to furnish me with ideas. Every now and then it rang a little bell jeeringly as if to call attention to the fact that it was there. In a week it condescended to know me. Full of pride I typed a love-letter on it. There was no answer, but my presents were returned.

G. R. Sims wrote: I am a typewriter myself sometimes, when I am in a good temper. I typewrite with one finger only.... As a rule someone else uses the machine for me, but it has to be someone who is on terms of closest intimacy with my handwriting. A charming young lady arrived one day from the typewriting agency to copy an act of a play for me. She aged visibly over the first page, which is always my best; and then she gently murmured that she should like me to read it to her. I tried, but could only make out a word here and there. I never can read my own handwriting. In the long-run I had to send the play to a printer, who can read anything.

The articles were not only of special interest at that time; some of them will be of interest for all time. For example — a contribution by Mr. George Bernard Shaw upon Literary Criticism. Mr. Shaw was at that time a music critic, and was not the world-famous man he has since become; but the article is none the less valuable on that account.

Dog stories were popular at the time; here is one told by J. K. J.:



There is a story going — I cannot vouch for its truth, it was told me by a judge — of a man who lay dying. The pastor of the parish, a good and pious man, came to sit with him, told him an anecdote about a dog. When the pastor had finished, the sick man sat up, and said: I know a better story than that. I had a dog once, a big, brown, lop-sided...

The effort had been too much for his strength. He fell back upon the pillows, and the doctor, stepping forward, saw that it was a question only of minutes.

The good old pastor rose, and took the poor fellows hand in his, and pressed it. We shall meet again, he gently said.

The sick man turned towards him with a consoled and grateful look.

Im glad to hear you say that, he feebly murmured. Remind me about that dog.

Then he passed peacefully away, with a sweet smile upon his pale lips.



During his Idler days Jerome frequently met Mr. Ramsay MacDonald at a small studio in Drury Lane occupied by a Scotsman who drew cartoons for The Idler. Many years afterwards, Jerome wrote in My Life and Times: Ramsay MacDonald was a pleasant, handsome young man — so many of us were, five-and-thirty years ago. He was fond of lecturing. Get him on the subject of Carlyle and he would talk for half an hour. He would stand with his hat in one hand and the doorhandle in the other, and by this means always secured the last word.

Jeromes work in connection with The Idler kept him well occupied, yet his restless spirit and indomitable energy impelled him to start a weekly illustrated paper, a combination of magazine and journal called To-day. This venture was entirely his own. The first number appeared on November nth, 1893. The paper became extremely popular, and sold well all over the country. Some of the most brilliant writers of the day contributed to its columns.

R. L. Stevensons Ebb-tide caused the paper to be looked forward to week by week. Bret Hartes The Bellringer of Angels was also a popular serial. Barry Pain contributed Elizas Husband, which Jerome regarded as Barry Pains best work. Coulson Kernahan, Conan Doyle, Richard Le Gallienne, W. W. Jacobs, and other distinguished men wrote for it. Illustrations were drawn by Phil May, Fred Pegram, Raven Hill, Dudley Hardy, Aubrey Beardsley, and others.

Jeromes own contributions were perhaps the more attractive. He wrote a series of articles called Characterscapes, and his clever editorial notes upon current political and social happenings were brilliant pieces of journalism. Elderly and middle-aged people will to-day recall with what eagerness this paper was read in the Nineties and the part it played in forming a healthy public opinion.

Jeromes ambition to edit a successful paper was now realized. He had certainly paid the price in hard work. He was one of the fighting few who had faith in themselves. He had failed, and kept on failing, and kept on learning from every failure. Great rewards are won only by terrific effort. A letter written to his intimate friend, Coulson Kernahan, whom he always called Jack, reveals what it meant, in work, to edit a paper.



7, Alpha Place, Regents Park.



My dear Jack, How can I thank you, old fellow, for your kindly, useful words? To tell the truth, I have not been able to read your book. This paper (To-day) is costing on an average of 14 hours work a day. On Sundays I have been at it 20 hours. It is getting a bit easier now. I have been reading wonderful notices of it everywhere.

With kindest regards and wishes to you all from us both, Yours affectionately, J. K. J.



It may be interesting to quote the experiences of two other famous men to show what editing papers meant about that time:



Charles Dickens, who, with some enthusiasm, accepted the editorship of the Daily News, occupied the editorial chair nineteen days, or rather nineteen nights, and then resigned, tired to death, and quite worn out.



Dr. Joseph Parker, the famous preacher, when editor of The Sun, wrote:



This is only my second day of editorship, and I already feel that something should be done for editors all over the world. Talk about the sweating system! Talk of shorter hours for shop assistants! I should not be far wrong in thinking that the most hard-worked creatures in existence lived in a perpetual bank holiday compared with the editors of newspapers.



A great painter was asked what was the secret of his success. He replied: I have no secret, only hard work. Had the question been put to J. K. J. he would probably have replied: A mixture of hard work and good humour. His sense of humour enabled him to put something of play into his work. He got through much work with little friction, and to him work was really no hardship.

There is in To-day an abundance of clever quips and Jeromian humour. The following extracts are typical:



IF HE HAD LIVED TO-DAY

Scene: Managers sanctum. Manager seated at desk. Shakespeare, a nervous young man, standing at the door in an apologetic attitude, with his hat in his hand.

Manager (opening and reading letters, and speaking without turning round): Well, my boy, what is it? Ive only a minute to spare.

Shakespeare (nervously twisting his hat the while): Er — er — about that play of mine. I left it with you about a week ago. You said youd glance it over — er—

Manager: Yes, very pretty thing, nothing much in it, though; undramatic, hardly a thing to suit us.

Shakespeare (after a pause, speaking with a slight tremor in his voice, and smoothing his hat abstractedly, but with great care): I — I rather thought it would have suited you. I thought it — it strong, you know, in the play scene, and at the grave; and Hamlet I thought would have been a good part for you. Just suited your style. A good opportunity for pathos—

Manager: Oh, no! Nothing in the part at all; and the speeches are too long altogether, and rambling. We want smartness, you know, my boy, in a play, everything brisk and quick. All those long-winded soliloquies, theyd kill any play.

Shakespeare: I meant them as typical of the character. You see, hes a very thoughtful, moody man, and all that, and — and — they seemed to me to be — to be what a dreamy, deep-thinking suffering man would say to himself, when his brain and heart were wracked—

Manager (interrupting): Yes, well, I read it carefully through, and I didnt like it. The ghost business isnt bad. If you take my advice — Im an older man than you — youd cut out all those long speeches, and work in a detective. Something might be done with it then, perhaps, in the provinces.

Shakespeare (eagerly): Would you take it then?

Manager: No, I couldnt. I merely throw out the idea to you, as I know something about these things.

Shakespeare: Then its no good, of course, my leaving it with you any longer (taking it from the table and looking sadly at it).

Manager: None whatever, my boy.

Shakespeare: Well, thank you very much for having read it, sir. Good morning.

(Manager, absorbed in his letter, makes no response, and Shakespeare, taking up his hat and trying to fix his MS. under his coat so that it will not be seen, goes out, closing the door softly behind him.)



APHORISMS TAKEN FROM TO-DAY



Reason no more makes wisdom than rhyme makes poetry.

The value of an idea has nothing to do with the sincerity of the man who expresses it.

Knowledge collects, wisdom corrects.

The cynic has little hope, less faith, and least charity.

Man must go up, go down, or go out.

The chief function of fools is to teach — what to avoid.

The easiest to do is often the hardest to bear.

To-day was a great success; but it caused Jerome to appear in two civil actions in the High Court of Justice. Immediately after the first number was published Jerome and his business manager brought an action against the printer of the journal for defective printing. One particular complaint was that an autograph letter from the Right Hon. W. E. Gladstone was obscure and almost unreadable. Jerome won the case and the jury awarded one farthing damages.

There was some chaff indulged in by J. K. J.s friends. To-day, they said, was now being edited by a bloated capitalist. In a later number, Jerome wrote that something better than the printing of the first number could be done and was going to be done, even if I have to take special lessons in language from Lord Randolph Churchill to accomplish it.

An editors path is beset with many pitfalls. He has to be careful in handling hazardous reports. The law of libel has to be strictly observed. It is an anxious occupation, especially to a man who fearlessly speaks his mind in the interests of fair dealing and honest trade.

The second action was one brought against Jerome by Mr. Samson Fox, a Leeds company promoter, whose case was that he had been libelled by the editor of To-day. Mr. Foxs leading counsel was the Right Hon. H. H. Asquith, Q.C., M.P. Jerome engaged Sir Frank Lockwood, Q.C., whose clever and humorous drawings had from time to time appeared in To-day. The learned Judge (Baron Pollock) in summing up stated that the action had taken a longer time than any other action for libel that he could recollect, and his recollection went back over fifty years. The case resolved itself into an argument as to whether gas could be made out of water. The conclusion arrived at was that it remained to be seen.

Jerome lost this case. The damages were one farthing. The jury, it would seem, had a sense of humour. The farthing that J. K. J. won in the previous action and on which, it was said, he had fared sumptuously every day, had to be handed over to a wealthy Yorkshire magnate. But, the farthing apart, each had to pay their own costs. The trial cost J. K. J. nine thousand pounds and Samson Fox eleven thousand pounds.

Much sympathy was felt for Jerome. One of the best-known editors in London wrote to him:



Heartiest congratulations upon the public service To-day has rendered.



This gentleman also suggested a million farthing fund, that those who know the present-day necessity for straightforward financial criticism may enjoy the satisfaction of subscribing the damages a million times over.

Jerome discouraged the idea, but the heavy costs brought to an end his career as a journalist. It was an overwhelming blow. He had to sell out from To-day and The Idler. He wrote from Germany to Coulson Kernahan:



My dear Jack, Can you tell me if To-day is dead yet? If not, will you send me over a copy? The To-days creditors are coming down on us. I do not expect to be free from this business till I die....

All best love and wishes, Yours ever, JEROME.



Up to the time of this action, To-day had been a one-man paper. It lasted but a short time after Jerome went out. There is a tinge of irony in the fact that in a few years after the trial Mr. Samson Fox became Parliamentary candidate for Walsall, Jeromes native town. He did not live, however, to contest the constituency.

To Jerome, journalism had been a great game. He had begun at the very bottom of the ladder, and worked his way upward, step by step, through every grade. It had enabled him to get nearer to the great heart of things. The Press was rapidly becoming a powerful force in moulding public opinion, and Jerome had felt the thrill of taking a hand in this enterprise. Journalism was, in fact, the joy of his life, in so far as it enabled him to carry out his early determination to help the weak, to lift up those who are down and to make their lives cleaner and happier.


CHAPTER VI. JEROME K. JEROME AS A DRAMATIST
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ALL THE WORLDS a stage, And all the men and women merely players.

— SHAKESPEARE.

MUCH of Jeromes energy had been devoted to Journalism. At the same time he had written much on theatrical matters, revealing his gifts in this direction. Plays were also shaping themselves in his mind. In his spare time, when a clerk at Euston, he had gained some stage experience, and for three years had travelled the country as a roving player.

To reconstruct his career as a writer and a creative dramatist, we must go back to the time when he was a solicitors clerk in lodgings with George Wingrave. They had left Newman Street, but still lived together at 33, Tavistock Place, W.C. (since pulled down) to be near the British Museum. The two young men frequently went to the theatre together. They attended first night performances; at one of these they became acquainted with Mr. Carl Hentschel, who also was an enthusiastic first nighter and pittite. After the theatre Hentschel accompanied them to their lodgings. This was the beginning of another intimate and lifelong friendship.

On arriving at their rooms they would toss up to decide who should go back into the street to fetch the supper from the fried fish shop. They also had at homes at their lodgings on Sunday evenings, and, as one of them recently remarked, matters of grave importance were discussed, and not only the drama but the affairs of the Universe were satisfactorily settled.

About the year 1883 the Old Vagabond Club was formed. The original meeting-place was the sitting-room of the blind poet, Philip Marston, at 191, Euston Road. The object of the club was to discuss subjects in connection with literature and the drama. The first Vagabonds were Addison Bright (whose grandfather gave its name to Brights disease), J. K. J., Coulson Kernahan, Philip Marston, Dr. Westland Marston, Carl Hentschel, and George Wingrave, etc. Pett Ridge joined later.

In the following year The Playgoer Club was formed. Jerome, being one of the regular frequenters of the pit on first nights, was a member. The Pittites had been in the habit of meeting regularly outside the pit, and the club was formed to enable members to discuss the drama in comfort.

They met at the Danes Inn Coffee House, Holywell Street, the subscription being two shillings and sixpence per week. When they had collected sufficient money they took furnished rooms in Newman Street, W. Thus the first club for playgoers began its career. J. K. J. was the first president. He remained in that office until, several years afterwards, a split occurred and Carl Hentschel, followed by about five hundred members, seceded.

The O. P. Club (Old Playgoers Club) was then formed to carry on the original idea of the former club. Jerome was always closely identified with it, and owing to the enterprise of Carl Hentschel (trustee and founder) it rendered invaluable aid to the cause of the drama. The club later occupied rooms at the Hotel Cecil. (It was in a small street where this hotel now stands that Jerome worked as a clerk in a solicitors office.)

H.R.H. The Prince of Wales had honoured the club with his presence. H.M. Queen Alexandra also (unsolicited) granted her Royal Patronage. The club has given large sums of money to the Disabled Actors War Fund; and has given complimentary dinners to Sir Henry Irving, Dame Ellen Terry, Sir Charles Wyndham, and Jerome K. Jerome. This latter function will be referred to in a later chapter.

In 1885 J. K. J.s first book On the Stage and Off was published. In it he recorded his experiences gained on the road as a roving player. He undoubtedly picked up there some of the technique of playwriting, as in the same way did Shakespeare and Ibsen. It was a rough, hard school. He was often the victim of the bogus manager, the swindling agent, and the humbugging unemployed actor. His sense of humour, however, never deserted him, and his difficulties were in reality no great hardship. He knew that no artist could ever begin as a master, and that the deeper mysteries of art are only realized after passing through the furnace. Moreover, all is not bad on the turnpike of life. As he himself wrote: Let the bad pass. I met far more honest, kindly faces than deceitful ones, and I prefer to remember the former. Plenty of honest, kindly hands grasped mine, and such are the hands that I like to grasp again in thought.

In the following year he wrote a series of articles entitled Stageland. These were first published in a monthly journal called The Playgoer. The articles were illustrated by Sir Bernard Partridge and were full of delightful humour and diverting satire; they were generally regarded as the best things in the paper. They contained much fun at the expense of the Stage Hero, the Stage Comic Man, the Stage Lawyer, the Stage Villain, etc. The following extracts from these cleverly-written articles will, no doubt, be read with interest.



The Stage Hero.

The Stage Hero is a very powerful man. You wouldnt think so to look at him, but you wait till the heroine cries: Help! Oh, George, save me! and the police attempt to run him in. Then two villains, three extra hired ruffians, and four detectives are about his fighting weight. If he knocks down less than three men with one blow, he fears he must be ill, and wonders Why this strange weakness?

The Stage Comic Man.



The chief duty of the Comic Mans life is to make love to the servant girls, and they slap his face, but it does not discourage him, he seems to be more smitten by them than ever. Like the Irishman, he is happy under any pretence, he says funny things at funerals, or when bailiffs are in the house, or the hero is waiting to be hanged. In real life such a man would probably be slaughtered, but on the stage they put up with him.

Stage Peasantry.



The Stage Peasantry like to do their love-making in public. Some people fancy a place to themselves for this sort of thing — where nobody else is about. We ourselves do, but the Stage Peasant is more sociably inclined. Give him the village green, just outside the public-house, or a market square on a market day to do his courting in. The Stage Peasant has a keen sense of humour and is easily amused. There is something almost pathetic about the way he goes into convulsions of laughter over very small jokes! How a man like that would enjoy a real joke! One day he will, perhaps, hear a real joke. Who knows? It will, however, probably kill him.



The theatre at that time was in a bad way. The drama had passed through many vicissitudes, but its condition had rarely been so unsatisfactory as it was then. Mr. George Bernard Shaw about this time wrote to The Nation: You can see in many a humble melodrama a brothel on the stage with its procuress in league with the villain, and the bold, bad girl whom he has ruined, all set forth as attractively as possible under the protection of the Lord Chamberlains certificate. The Poet Laureate, Lord Tennyson, also wrote in a letter to Mr. Hall Caine: The British Drama must be in a low state indeed if, as certain dramatic critics have lately told us, none of the great moral and social questions of the time ought to be touched upon in a modern play.

Moreover, actors, instead of jealously upholding an honourable professional standard, became demoralized, and tempted by larger salaries, frittered away their talents on trivialities. Jerome always stood for sincerity and honesty; he strongly advocated all that was worthiest in the work of the stage, and as strongly condemned all that was contemptible. He carried these principles into every phase of theatrical activity. Just as Charles Dickens brought about many reforms by means of clever satire, so J. K. J.s satirical humour had a wholesome effect upon the theatre of his time. For instance, he satirized and trounced unsparingly those managers who indulged in exaggerated puffery; for example:



House Full as an advertisement is not good enough. House crammed is the legend now displayed. As the art of puffing advances, House crammed will soon seem weak, and then we shall probably get such announcements as House crammed to suffocation, men and women fighting for air. House jammed full — every gangway and exit choked up with people. Three men now dying from suffocation! Four times the number of persons in the theatre than it will safely hold — galleries giving way! Walk up! Walk up!



Jerome also recognized a false note in the Claque system; that is, the practice of engaging theatre workmen and billposters to applaud the actors, and brought to bear his bantering satire in exposing it; here is a specimen:

For the convenience of acting managers on first nights, we append a scale of claque charges, corrected up to date:
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As already stated one of Jeromes ambitions was to write a successful play. In 1886 his play Barbara was accepted by Charles Hawtrey (afterwards Sir Charles) who thought very highly of it. He offered Jerome a hundred pounds if he would sell the play outright. This was a sore temptation to a young man, still a solicitors clerk, with a salary of twenty-five shillings a week; but he wisely refused to sell it. The play had a long run in London. It was performed for years in the provinces, and was a great favourite with amateurs.

In 1888 his one-act play Sunset was produced at the Comedy Theatre, and scored its hundredth performance. This play is founded upon Lord Tennysons poem The Sisters. It was treated, however, with originality of thought, and at the conclusion of the first performance there were loud calls for the author.

His next play was a curtain-raiser, Fennel. This was produced at the Novelty Theatre in March, 1888. It is a one-act play adapted from François Coppées The Violin Makers of Cremona. There was at that time a demand for adaptations; moreover, Shakespeare himself began his career by rehandling plays that were not his own. Jerome carried out his task reverently and preserved the poetic spirit of the original.

Fennel is a touching story of the self-sacrifice of an old violin-maker. It contains much excellent dialogue, and proves the young adapter to be a dramatist in the true sense of the word.

While Fennel was running Mr. Coulson Kernahan, who has since won world-wide fame, wrote the following rondeau, which was published in a stage journal.



Yes, things are changed! — so changed, in fine, 

That folk who fared ertswhile to dine 

Till the show farces feeble fun, 

And vapid, vulgar jokes are done, 

Now take their place in rain or shine 

At Panton Street, and sit aline 

In pit or stall, or boxed recline, 

And all to see the raiser run, 

Yes, things are changed.

Yes, they are changed, let me entwine 

A moral with this song of mine — 

No more the Curtain-raiser shun, 

Go to see Fennel, take your son, 

Be there at eight, and leave at nine, 

For things ARE changed!



Jerome wrote another little piece, entitled Pity is Akin to Love, which was performed as a curtain-raiser at the Olympic in September of the same year.

It must be borne in mind that all the above-mentioned plays were produced in London theatres while Jerome was still in his twenties. Bernard Shaw, J. M. Barrie, and John Galsworthy were all in their thirties when they attained that coveted honour.

Jerome had therefore made a good start towards the goal at which he was aiming. To have advanced so rapidly proves that he had method in his work. Life is very like a battle. There must be a plan of campaign; but no general can foresee to what extent his plan may be rendered useless. Neither can any man trying to reach his ideal foresee how future events, or the influence of inherited tendencies, may thwart his plan.

Jerome had met with obstacles which would have disheartened a weaker man, but, strengthened by adversity, he rose superior to them.

Up to this period he had forged ahead single-handed. Henceforward, as seen in the last chapter, he was to have the assistance of a devoted wife.

New Lamps for Old was produced in 1890. The cast included W. E. Penley and Bernard Partridge (afterwards knighted). Later it was taken to America by Augustus Daly, where it proved a great attraction.

In 1891 his three-act play Woodbarrow Farm was produced at the Comedy Theatre. This was more ambitious than any of his previous plays, and certainly contained merit far in advance of most new productions of that period. It has a capital story with many touches of pathos, as well as much humour of the best quality. At one moment the audience is moved to tears, then it rocks with laughter; there are no dull moments. At the conclusion of the first performance the author was called to the stage and offered the hearty congratulation of the crowded audience. This play afterwards had a successful run in America.

There is a little romance in connection with Woodbarrow Farm that must be recorded. This play was running in the provinces and Miss Mary Ansell was acting in it. At the same time J. M. Barrie was producing Walker, London. He asked Jerome if he could recommend him a leading lady. She was to be young, beautiful, charming, a genius, and able to flirt. Jerome could think of no one except Mary Ansell. He was anxious to help Barrie. He also thought it would be a good thing for Miss Ansell. He therefore cancelled the contract and released his most important actress. The next time they met, Barrie introduced her to Jerome as his wife.

Jerome wrote several plays in collaboration with other dramatists. The first time he did this was with Mr. Addison Bright in a play they wrote for Miss Eastlake, a popular actress of the day, who was Wilson Barretts leading lady. Then he joined Mr. Haddon Chambers, a leading pre-war dramatist, in writing a play specially for America. By this time Jeromes name was well-known there. He was paid a good sum for it, but it was never produced. He also collaborated with Mr. Eden Phillpotts in The Prudes Progress and The Mac Haggis. Finally he joined Mr. Justin McCarthy in another play for New York, which also came to nothing. Jerome remarked that the failures seemed always to be the ones he loved best.

Jerome himself did not like collaborations. He jokingly said: It was like the old tandem bicycle; each man thinks he is doing all the work. A deeper reason was probably the difficulty in keeping the aesthetic imagination of two men, when under the stimulus of emotion, under equal control. There is, of course, the classic example of collaboration in Beaumont and Fletcher of Shakespeares time. Their dramas are generally regarded as being among the finest in the world after those of Shakespeare. These two poets were closely allied spiritually, as well as being fellow-students, lifelong co-workers, and close friends.

Jerome and Phillpotts, too, had much in common. One was a bishops grandson, the other, the son of a Congregational minister. They both had dramatic instincts, and were great friends. Their play, The Prudes Progress, met with a large measure of success. Wherever it was performed there were crowded houses. It has a cleverly evolved story and is lit up with wit and humour, and was one of the smartest and brightest comedies then running.

The Mac Haggis of these two dramatists had a successful, but brief, existence. The good people of those days were shocked when, for the first time, the principal actress rode a bicycle and smoked a cigarette on the stage. W. E. Penley was running it, but, owing to illness, which turned out to be mental, he suddenly closed the theatre.

The Rise of Dick Halward was Jeromes play entirely, and was produced in 1896. There was a good deal of dissatisfaction with the unwholesomeness of some of the drama of the day. The public, therefore, turned with pleasure to such a story as was told in this play.

Dick met with temptations and fell; but rose each time he fell. In the story Jerome sounded the old-fashioned note that honesty is the best policy; only the note was sounded in a new key. Human weakness and sorrows were the material in which he worked, as, indeed, all writers must who seek to touch the emotions. But he took care to show that the fallen could always rise on stepping-stones of their dead selves to higher things.

There are in this play interesting episodes, a healthy morality and a genial vein of humour. Indeed, it was to London as a breath of fresh air. The warm reception given to the Rise of Dick Halward by London playgoers, and the generous appreciation expressed by the dramatic critic of The Times and other London journals, might reasonably have given Jerome the idea that he had reached his goal as a successful dramatist. But he had greater heights to climb.

Jerome, like other dramatists, had some trouble with theatrical managers. He himself always stood for sincerity in all work. He believed that if a play was to be successful it should be so as a specimen of sincere dramatic literature.

When Wagner adapted the symphony to opera, he accomplished exactly what literary people desire to see accomplished in a play. Theatrical managers said: That is all very well; but so far as we are concerned, we want the play to be successful whether it is literature or not. We cant go on if the theatre doesnt pay. The public generally did not demand literature on the stage. They were, rather, bent upon being amused. Jeromes great gift of humour easily enabled him to amuse an audience; but he believed he could not only amuse people, but make them think; and, at all costs, he had to be true to his ideals. When he had really seen and felt something that appealed to his imagination, he put it on the stage in such a way as to make other people feel it regardless as to whether it would pay or not. The reward he most cared for was that awarded by his own conscience when his work rang true.

Honour (adapted from the German of Sudermann) came next. This was followed by Miss Hobbs, which was produced in America and was a big success. It also became very popular in Russia and Italy, and, perhaps, even more popular still in Germany. Mr. Jerome was staying in Dresden at the time and the Kaiser sent him his congratulations through an official of the Saxon Court. Miss Hobbs was Jeromes first real moneymaking success.

Tommy is a three-act play and a clever adaptation by Mr. Jerome himself of his book Tommy and Co.

The Passing of the Third Floor Back calls for special notice.

Students of Shakespeare state that by the time he wrote The Merchant of Venice the great dramatist had acquired a thorough mastery of his art. The Passing of the Third Floor Back similarly revealed the fact that Jerome had thoroughly mastered the difficult technique of the playwright.

One winters night he followed a stooping figure through the foggy streets of London. The man paused every now and then to look up at a door. Jerome never saw the mans face, but for some unaccountable reason his imagination was stirred by the striking figure and strange clothing. The man passed out of sight in the thick fog. The Passing of the Third Floor Back grew out of this incident. It was first written as a story, but he was advised to alter it into a play. Jerome said: It was not an easy play to write; I had to feel it rather than think it. It was written in a lonely country place, the serenity of which was helpful.

He was conscious that he was working upon a great theme, and that it was his supreme effort to bring to the drama that important quality, sincerity. He well knew the vicissitudes through which the drama had passed. That as early as the twelfth century a drama was used by the priests as a mode of teaching the people a knowledge of religion. That the Elizabethan period was the high tide of English drama, which ended with Charles I. That the Puritans prohibited plays of all kinds and theatres were closed. That under Charles II the drama reappeared, but with a licentiousness unequalled by that of any other Christian country; and that, later, such men as Cibber, Congreve, and Sheridan did much to improve matters. The improvement, no doubt, continued during the nineteenth century, and in Jeromes time dramatists were becoming more serious and sincere in their work, and the public had become more ready to support their efforts. The time, therefore, was ripe for such a play as The Passing.

The lodgers in a sordid Bloomsbury boardinghouse are visited by a Stranger, who is, in fact, the better self, or the real self of each. The personality of Christ was undoubtedly in Jeromes mind when he adumbrated the part of the Stranger.

When asked, as he often was, who the stranger represented, he always replied that he preferred people to form their own opinions. Those who were in close touch with him at the time state that he hesitated to put words into the mouth of any great man; least of all would he venture to do so with Jesus of Nazareth.

This Christ-like Stranger, who comes mysteriously upon the scene, occupies the back room of the third floor of the lodging-house. The character of The Stranger is conceived quite apart from theology and dogma; it is more in the spirit of that fine line of poetry: The first true gentleman that ever breathed.

In the boarding-house there are a Cheat, a Slut, a Bully, a Painted Lady, a Hussy, a Rogue, and a Cad. Into this welter of sensuality and selfishness The Stranger brings an atmosphere of mutual kindness and forbearance, of honesty and courage, of clean living and love. He gives expression to deep, yet simple religious sentiments, the energy of which brings about the regeneration of the whole of the mercenary inmates. After this he passes on as mysteriously as he came.

This was a daring experiment, and might have led to disaster, but Jerome most skilfully steered clear of all rocks of offence. Much has been said about art for arts sake, but here is art for humanitys sake.

The dialogue of this play is worthy of study. Dramatic dialogue is perhaps the most difficult part of the literary art. The playwright will pause many times, hesitating between putting another word here, or taking one out there. The true literary play is one in which a word cannot be added or subtracted without deterioration. Another feature of this play is that it can never be dull to any part of the house. Some plays contain parts which are unintelligible to the illiterate, and touch neither their hearts nor heads. But The Passing appeals as powerfully to the humble artizan, or the domestic servant, as to the highly educated.

The part of The Stranger calls for elocutionary technique of the finest order, and it was vitally important that an actor should be found who could feel and interpret the part with sufficient fervour.

Jerome read The Passing of the Third Floor Back to Johnson Forbes-Robertson, and the great character of The Stranger at once gripped him. He realized that such a part would make no appeal unless he put his whole self — his soul and body as well — into it. He had doubts, however, as to whether it would pay, as the following letter shows:



22, Bedford Square, W.C.I.

Jan. 19th, 1928.

Dear Sir, I fear I can be of but little help to you, as I saw hardly anything of Mr. Jerome except when I was preparing The Passing of the Third Floor Back for the stage. I remember that my wife and I were deeply impressed with the theme of this play when he read it to us in this house; so much so that I decided to produce it, though we both felt sure it would not be a financial success. This, of course, it proved to be from the very start, in spite of the most unfavourable Press notices.

Yours faithfully, J. FORBES-ROBERTSON.



Mr. Alfred Moss.



Miss Sybil Thorndike, a great Christian actress, who has done more to maintain general respect for her profession than any other working actress of her time, has just written a remarkably illuminating book entitled, Religion and the Stage. She claims that the actors art is sacramental. She believes that in the words, This is My body which is given for you, do this in remembrance of Me, lies the true meaning of the actors function. The present writer read a review of this book before it was published; and, bearing in mind Jeromes sincerity as an artist, asked Miss Thorndike whether, in her opinion, The Passing of the Third Floor Back gave the principal actor an opportunity of making his art sacramental; in other words, whether his body became the outward and visible sign of his inward and spiritual experiences. Here is Miss Thorndikes reply:



Golders Green Theatre, London, N.W.

March 13th, 1928.



Dear Mr. Moss, In reply to your letter, The Passing of the Third Floor Back is certainly an instance of a play which, by the sincerity of the writing, has brought home to thousands of people the authors message and outlook on the world — but it does not, perhaps, too well illustrate my argument in the little pamphlet, as I think you will agree when you read it. The play seems to me to go further in the direction of actual preaching than is, in my opinion, truly representative of the theatre. Not that the play is any the worse for that in itself, but it is not, I think, the usual or actual function of the Drama.

Yours sincerely, SYBIL THORNDIKE.



Alfred Moss, Esq.

It is difficult to see how the actors art can be lifted to a more exalted plane than that to which Miss Thorndike has raised it, unless it can be done by the actor giving not only his body in interpreting a part, but his soul as well.

The Passing of the Third Floor Back was produced at Harrogate in 1908, with Mr and Mrs. Forbes-Robertson in the cast, but it was not understood by the audience. It had been announced that it was written by the author of Three Men in a Boat, and, whilst looking for humour, they missed the central point of the play. It was then performed at Blackpool. There it was understood and loved. A Blackpool lady who was present at the first performance there, writes a letter quoted here in full:



Dear Sir, The Passing of the Third Floor Back was played in Blackpool, and my first experience of seeing the play I shall never forget.

I was much struck by the effect the play had upon the audience (myself included). One of the incidents which struck me very forcibly was, as the people were leaving the theatre, instead of the usual push and struggle to get out first, there was a marked difference, a subdued feeling in the air; people made way for each other, and I heard Can I help you?; and I saw people help struggling strangers on with their coat or wrap.

I also heard remarks as follows: What a lesson this play is, it makes one realize how selfish one can become in the hurry of life, and it makes one want to be less artificial and better.

I personally shall never forget it, it made me feel if only each individual would play the part of The Stranger in daily life, every problem would be solved, and we should have Heaven on Earth without having to wait for death to attain it.

I have seen The Passing played several times since, and it has always had the same good influence on the audience. I saw Sir Johnson Forbes-Robertson in it, I think it was the last time he played it in Blackpool. It was grand. His rendering of the Character made one feel that he had spring-cleaned ones mind.

I do not know if these little experiences will be of any use to your biography, but at any rate I should like to feel that I had paid tribute to Mr. Jerome K. Jerome for his wonderful play.

Yours sincerely, (Mrs.) W. MABEL THOMPSON.



On September 1st in the same year it was performed at St. James Theatre, London. The spiritual beauty of the idea and the wonderful acting of Forbes-Robertson in the part of The Stranger, and the great charm and sly, gentle humour of Mrs. Forbes-Robertson in the part of the Slavey, created a profound impression. Forbes-Robertson infused his subtlest powers into his part. He had the necessary spiritual insight, the sonority of voice, and a fascinating presence. It is as true to say that Forbes-Robertson created The Stranger as that Sir Henry Irving created King Lear.

In the following November a complimentary dinner was given by the New Vagabond Club in the Hotel Cecil to Mr and Mrs. Forbes-Robertson to celebrate the success of the play. Mr. T. P. OConnor, M.P. (who later attained the distinction of Father of the House of Commons) presided. In the course of his remarks he said: They would always be glad to honour Mr and Mrs. Forbes-Robertson. They honoured them especially in reference to their success in the very remarkable play in which they were now appearing, a play written by one of the oldest and most respected members of the club, Mr. Jerome K. Jerome. This play marked an epoch, and a glorious epoch, in the history of the stage. It carried on the movement which had been gaining repute and force for the last twenty years. It fulfilled the demand that the drama should not avoid serious and solemn issues and problems of human existence. He failed to see any spirit of irreverence in the dramatic representation of the most beautiful and the most potent personality in the history of the world. If religion was to be a reality, it must be with us in the smallest daily transactions no less than in the supreme moments of our lives, and Mr. Jeromes play showed it operating in the meanest circumstances among the most sordid human beings. Mr. Jerome was justified in showing that even the commonest details of life could be sanctified and exalted by the symbolism of Christ.

The Rev. R. J. Campbell said: He desired to add a brief tribute to the qualities of Mr. Jeromes play, and the acting of it by Mr and Mrs. Forbes-Robertson. The central idea of the play was one that he had been trying to preach through the whole of his ministry. He urged Mr. Jerome to give them another book, and Mr. Forbes-Robertson to produce another play showing a majestic Christ, who had power to subdue the selfishness of a small man, not only by appealing to his better self, but by showing him the towering, unimaginable influence of Christ himself.

Mr. Forbes-Robertson, in responding for himself and his wife, said: He had been very proud to have had the opportunity of producing this play with its beautiful symbolism. The script was read to him and his wife by Mr. Jerome, and they were deeply moved by it. The theme was so great and appealing that he could come to no other conclusion than that it would appeal to the public. Well, it had appealed, and the play had made a great impression. There had been a certain amount of criticism. A member of his company while travelling in an omnibus overheard a conversation about the play. One lady said that the opening of the play was extremely funny until that Forbes-Robertson comes in and converts em all, and spoils my evening.

The Passing in Prison. An experiment, as revolutionary as it was noteworthy, was carried out in 1922 by the Governor of Gloucester Gaol. The prison authorities believed that the policy of trying to reform prisoners rather than merely punishing them was worth trying. With the consent of the Commissioners, the Governor invited an excellent company of players, under the direction of Mr. Hannam-Clark, to perform Jeromes play before the prisoners. Prior to the performance the Governor told them that he hoped the play would broaden their outlook on life, and enable them after they regained their liberty to take up the battle of life with those ideals before them which made for good citizenship. The prisoners were quick to appreciate the lighter side of the play, and also showed by their breathless silence that they understood the serious episodes of the noble-minded Stranger.

The chaplain (the Vicar of St. Mary de Lode) thanked the players for the tears and laughter which they had inspired in the boys. The incentive and influence of such a play was, in his opinion, far beyond the lips of any clergyman.

He believed it would have a far-reaching result.

A newspaper report of this unique event was sent to Jerome, who sent the following characteristic acknowledgement:



Ridge End, Marlow Common.

14/2/22.



Dear Mr. Hannam-Clark, Thanks for cutting. It was a kindly thought to give the play to our brother sinners who have been caught. Dont, of course, send me any fee for this particular performance. All good wishes.

Yours sincerely, JEROME K. JEROME.



The Passing was taken to America, and was received with enthusiasm throughout the length and breadth of the land. The impression it created in some places was almost sensational. Stories are told of people waiting many hours after walking many miles to see it. At a New York theatre Salvation Army lasses collected more money from people leaving a performance of this play than they did at all the other theatres put together.

At the Garrick Theatre, Chicago, the play was a great triumph. The demand for seats exceeded all expectations; the utmost capacity of the theatre being taxed at every performance. Chicago people requested Forbes-Robertson to extend the duration of his visit, but the play was definitely booked ahead in a number of cities, and a vacant week, or even night, did not exist. The tour was a phenomenally successful one. It included performances in Minneapolis, St. Paul, Milwaukee, Kansas City, St. Louis, Louisville, Cincinnati, Pittsburg, Cleveland, etc.

In 1928, after twenty years, The Passing of the Third Floor Back was revived. The New York Graphic wrote of it: Like a voice from the dead, yet with glorious freshness, Jerome K. Jeromes classic play, The Passing of the Third Floor Back, was revived at the Davenport Theatre last evening.... It is a great story, and a great play; moreover it is great symbolism of the conquering might of spirituality and gentleness. The smug and aggressive will find it something of a stumbling-block, and bad bruises may be the result. But it is reasonably certain that after seeing The Passing they will have a truer realization of their actual relation to the world.
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While The Passing was still running at St. Jamess, London, in 1908, another of Jeromes plays, Fanny and the Servant Problem, was produced on October 14th, at the Aldwych Theatre. It is a story of Fanny Bennett, a pretty music-hall artist, marrying into the aristocracy. Her husband, Lord Bantock, takes her to a fine old hall in Rutlandshire. Lady Bantock has a shock when she recognizes in the butler her own uncle, and all the rest of the servants are her relations, and are all named Bennett.

It appeared that when Lord Bantock inquired about his intended wifes connections someone invented a bishop and a judge, so that Lord Bantock had no idea of her real origin. Matters became strained, and Lady Bantock writes out a cheque for the wages of the whole gang of servants in lieu of notice, and, after confessing to her husband her relationship to the whole household, she hands the cheque to the housekeeper. All now depends upon the generosity of Lord Bantock. He confesses that had he known exactly the state of the case he would have hesitated before marrying Fanny, but as things are, he is proud of having won her.

In the last act matters are arranged without the butler and the other domestics leaving the service of the family. The butler causes endless merriment, and the play goes with a laugh from beginning to end. Fanny has been translated and played in every European country except Portugal. In America it was a big success. To please the Americans, who love a title, the play was called Lady Bantock.

The Master of Mrs. Chilvers was produced at the Kings Theatre, Glasgow, in April, 1911. This new comedy had an enthusiastic welcome from a crowded house. It deals with the womans franchise question. Geoffrey Chilvers is a rising young Member of Parliament and supports the womens suffrage movement. His wife is also a prominent figure in the cause. Mr. Chilvers is offered a seat in the Cabinet, which necessitates his being reelected for his constituency. The supporters of Mrs. Chilvers had already decided that she should contest this seat when the next vacancy occurs. Husband and wife therefore fight the same seat. There are many humorous situations, and when it is announced that Mrs. Chilvers heads the poll the defeated candidate decides to go home and look after his wife and children. The play caused much amusement, continuous applause, and loud calls for the author.

Esther Castways was produced in 1913. Miss Rowena Jerome made a successful first appearance in this play. During the War she also played the part of Stasia in the Passing of the Third. Floor Back. Mr. Jerome said that his daughter and Miss Gertrude Elliott (Lady Forbes-Robertson) were the two best Stasias he had seen.

The Great Gamble was produced in 1914, just before the War. It had the ill-luck to be a play of German life. Cook also was running during the 

War, but enemy bombs falling over London suddenly brought it to an end.

The Soul of Nicholas Snyders was the last play Mr. Jerome wrote. In America it has been used as a Christmas play. It was not written for Yuletide actually, but there is reflected in it the Christmas spirit. It is full of the warm glow of human sympathy and romance, and has in it the conflicting spirits of good and evil.

Before the World War dramatists were moving towards a greater sincerity and a more vigorous manhood in their work. Jeromes influence was a powerful factor in this movement. But the War put back the hands of the worlds clock. Since the War there has been a glut of sex plays, with their unwholesome and often poisonous atmosphere; and crime plays, with their murders, thefts and horrors, until complaints became general. When Jerome received the freedom of the County Borough of Walsall in 1927, he said:

I should like to see a stock company here presenting English drama — the best in the world. In London we have little else but American rubbish. The hope of the English theatre is outside London. Jeromes life-long advocacy of everything that is sweet and clean in modern plays, and his denunciation of everything that is unworthy, have borne fruit. It has helped the theatre to find its soul. There is at the time of writing a general demand for simple, honest English plays, with less flippancy and more sincerity and real feeling.


CHAPTER VII. JEROME K. JEROMES HUMOROUS WRITINGS
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HUMOUR IS ONE of the rarest of all literary gifts.

— ZANGWILL.

A DOCTOR, not exactly a teetotaller, was consulted by a friend who was also a patient.

I suffer from a constant and unquenchable thirst, said the patient. What would you take for it?

Take for it! ejaculated the doctor. Why, my dear chap, in your place I wouldnt take a hundred thousand pounds.

I do not happen to have a hundred thousand pounds to spare at the moment; but if I had, and the exchange were possible, I should count the money well spent could I swop it for Mr. Jeromes happy gift of humour.

Thus Mr. Coulson Kernahan begins a chapter on Jerome K. Jerome in his book Celebrities.

It is a remarkable fact, though, that Jeromes humour was not understood by the critics of his early days. It is doubtful whether any contemporary writer met with a more hostile press. He was reproachfully styled The New Humorist. One paper was offensive about his new humour, and invariably referred to him as Arry K.Arry. Others joined in the chorus. He himself has stated that whenever he wrote, New Humorist was shouted after him.

The critics apparently did not realize that humour to be worth anything must be new. This is as essential as for the breakfast-egg to be fresh. Old humour is rather on a par with the stale egg.

Yes, it certainly was new, and it appealed to a very wide public because it had a new atmosphere of good-fellowship in it. It was the kind of humour they could live with. It was very different from the humour that old-time jesters employed in royal and noble houses; or from the humour, say, of the early eighteenth century; the strongest feature of which was often scurrility, inasmuch as it attacked mens reputations. It was often offensive and revolting in its vulgarity, and would jest at sacred things.

Jeromes new humour never offends. Its aim is to mix sunshine with the stuff life is made of. It provokes laughter that has some relation to intelligence. Charles Kingsley once stated his belief that the Almighty has a sense of humour, and that He wishes to give happiness to humanity by causing laughter.

For a man to be a humorist he must have that creative gift which is the characteristic of genius. Someone has said that genius is sent into the world, not to obey laws, but to give them. The difference between talent and genius is, talent is merely imitative, while genius is creative. Jeromes genius in creating a new humour was recognized by the great mass of readers; while the charity, tenderness, and purity permeating his writings made him one of the most popular authors of his time.

Jerome wrote twenty books, but it would be difficult to classify them into humorous and serious because there is much that is intensely serious and wise in his most humorous books, and much humour in those most serious.

Idle Thoughts of an Idle Fellow was written in 1889, while still a clerk and in lodgings with George Wingrave. It contains a blend of anecdote and philosophizing. There is something for every mood in which the mind seeks relaxation. There is profound pathos, which brings tears to the eyes; the next moment there is irresistible humour which brings tears of laughter; and, as Jerome says in this book, tears are as sweet as laughter to some natures.

He dedicated the book as follows:

To the Friend Who never tells me of my faults; Never wants to borrow money; 

And never talks about himself — 

To the Companion of my idle hours, 

The soother of my sorrows; 

The Confidant of my joys and hopes — 

My oldest and strongest PIPE



This little volume is gratefully and affectionately dedicated.



In the preface he wrote: What readers ask for nowadays in a book is that it should improve, instruct, and elevate. This book wouldnt elevate a cow. I cannot conscientiously recommend it for any useful purpose whatever.

Notwithstanding this, he proves that a humorist can see as clearly as anyone the deep, true side of human life. For example:



Vanity. Most of us are like Mrs. Poysers bantam cock that fancied the sun got up every morning to hear him crow. Those fine, sturdy John Bulls who hate flattery, sir!

Never let anybody get over me by flattery, etc., etc., are very simply managed. Flatter them enough upon their absence of vanity, and you can do what you like with them.

The Weather: The weather is like the Government, always in the wrong. If it is fine, we say the country is being ruined for want of rain. If it docs rain, we pray for fine weather. If December passes without snow, we indignantly demand to know what has become of the good, old-fashioned winters, and talk as though we had been cheated out of something we had bought and paid for, and when it does snow, our language is a disgrace to a Christian nation.

Babies: The nurse-girl who sent Jenny to see what Tommy and Totty were doing, and tell em they mustnt, knew infantile nature. Give an average baby a fair chance, and if it doesnt do something it oughtnt to, a doctor should be called in at once.

Then there is the casual reference to the Irishman who, seeing a crowd collecting, sent his little girl out to ask if there was going to be a row—Cos, if so, father would like to be in it.

Also to The Society for the Suppression of the Solo-Cornet Players in Theatrical Orchestras.



Idle Thoughts was a great success. Each thousand copies constituted an edition, and in less than twelve months the twenty-third edition was announced. Jerome received a royalty of two-pence-halfpenny a copy. He said at the time that he dreamed of a fur coat. Charles Dickens was paid £29 for the first two numbers of Pickwick when it was published in monthly parts; on the strength of this he got married. The success of Idle Thoughts led Jerome to do the same.

Three Men in a Boat, illustrated by A. Frederics, was written in the top room of a house in Chelsea Gardens shortly after his marriage. This, like Idle Thoughts, was first published in Home Chimes. In serial form, however, it did not attract very much attention. Charles Dickens had the same experience when David Copperfield appeared in Household Words. It in no way increased the circulation of the journal.

Jeromes original intention was to write a historical and descriptive work to be called A Story of the Thames. He had no idea of writing a funny book, but fortunately his sense of humour ran away with him, and he succeeded in producing a masterpiece which made him famous the world over.

The three men were Jerome K. Jerome (J), Mr. Carl Hentschel (whose name for the purpose of the book was changed to Harris), and Mr. George Wingrave (George).

Carl Hentschel was a gifted organizer, and he has made full use of his gift all through his life. His earliest attempts in that direction were organizing on Saturday afternoons and Sundays trips along the River Thames. These expeditions were frequent, extending over several years. Mr. Hentschel states that nearly the whole of Three Men in a Boat is founded upon incidents that actually took place.

In the preface Jerome says: Other books may excel this in depth of thought and knowledge of human nature; other books may rival it in originality and size, but for hopeless and incurable veracity, nothing yet discovered can surpass it. Later in the book he refers to Queen Elizabeths habit of patronizing public-houses:
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Theres scarcely a pub of any attractions within ten miles of London that she does not seem to have looked in at, or stopped at, or slept at, some time or other. I wonder now, supposing Harris, say, turned over a new leaf, and became a great and good man, and got to be Prime Minister, and died, if they would put up signs over the public-houses he patronized. Harris had a glass of bitter in this house; Harris had two of Scotch cold here in the summer of88; Harris was chucked out of here in December, 1886.

No, there would be too many of them! It would be the houses that he never entered that would become famous. Only house in South London that Harris never had a drink in! The people would flock to it to see what could have been the matter with it.



The fact is, Harris was the only teetotaller of the party. On one of their trips he accidentally tasted a sip of something well diluted with water, and that incident, if a War-time expression may be permitted, caused J. to go off at the deep end, and indulge in the above good-natured banter.

Here is another example of their fun, this time at Georges expense:

Rather an amusing thing happened while dressing that morning. I was very cold when I got back into the boat, and, in my hurry to get my shirt on, I accidentally jerked it into the water. It made me awfully wild, especially as George burst out laughing. I could not see anything to laugh at, and I told George so, and he only laughed the more. I never saw a man laugh so much. I quite lost my temper with him at last, and I pointed out to him what a drivelling maniac of an imbecile he was, but he only roared the louder, and then, just as I was landing the shirt, I noticed that it was not my shirt at all, but Georges, which I had mistaken for mine; whereupon the humour of the thing struck me for the first time, and I began to laugh, and the more I looked from Georges wet shirt to George, roaring with laughter, the more I was amused, and I laughed so much that I had to let the shirt fall back into the water again.

Arnt you — you — going to get it out? said George between his shrieks.

I could not answer at all for a while, I was laughing so, but at last, between my peals, I managed to jerk out: It isnt my shirt — its yours! I never saw a mans face change from lively to severe so suddenly in all my life.

What! he yelled, springing up. You silly cuckoo! Why cant you be more careful what youre doing? Why the deuce dont you go and dress on the bank? Youre not fit to be in a boat, youre not. Gimme the hitcher.

I tried to make him see the fun of the thing, but he could not. George is very dense at seeing a joke sometimes.



The dog, Saint Montmorency, contributed much to the amenities and humour of the expedition. Mr. Jerome wrote of Montmorency as follows:



When first he came to live at my expense I imagined he was an angel; I never thought I should be able to get him to stop long. [The artist who drew a picture of Montmorency represented him with a halo around his head.] I used to sit down and look at him as he sat on the rug and looked up at me, and think: Oh, that will never live. He will be snatched up to the dog-skies in a chariot, that is what will happen to him.

But when I had paid for about a dozen chickens that he had killed, and had dragged him, growling and kicking, by the scruff of his neck, out of a hundred and fourteen street-fights, and had had a dead cat brought round for my inspection by an irate female who called me a murderer, and had been summoned by the man next-door-but-one for having a ferocious dog at large, and had learned that the gardener, unknown to myself, had won thirty shillings by backing him to kill rats against time, then I began to think that maybe theyd let him remain on earth a bit longer after all.



Later it is recorded:



We spent two very pleasant days at Oxford. There are plenty of dogs in the City of Oxford.

Montmorency had eleven fights on the first day, and fourteen on the second, and evidently thought he had got to Heaven.



Montmorency, however, exercised more discretion with regard to cats. On one occasion:



His victim was a large black Tom. I never saw a larger or a more disreputable-looking cat. It had lost half its tail, one of its ears, and a fairly appreciable portion of its nose. It was a long, sinewy-looking animal. It had a calm, contented air about it.

Montmorency went for that poor cat at the rate of twenty miles an hour, but the cat did not hurry up — did not seem to have grasped the idea that its life was in danger. It trotted quietly on until its would-be assassin was within a yard of it, and then it turned round and sat down in the middle of the road, and looked at Montmorency with a gentle, inquiring expression that said:

Yes, you want me?

Montmorency does not lack pluck, but there was something about the look of that cat that might have chilled the heart of the boldest dog. He stopped abruptly and looked at Tom.

Neither spoke, but the conversation, one could imagine, was clearly as follows:

The Cat: Can I do anything for you? Montmorency: No — no — thanks!

The Cat: Dont you mind speaking, if you really want anything, you know.

Montmorency (backing down the High Street):

Oh, no, not at all — certainly — dont you trouble.

I — I am afraid Ive made a mistake. I thought I knew you. Sorry I disturbed you.

The Cat: Not at all — quite a pleasure. Sure you dont want anything now?

Montmorency (still backing): Not at all, thanks — not at all — very kind of you. Good morning.

The Cat: Good morning.

Then the cat rose and continued his trot, and Montmorency, fitting what he calls his tail carefully into its groove, came back to us and took up an inconspicuous position in the rear.

To this day, if you say the word Cats! to Montmorency, he will visibly shrink and look up piteously at you, as if to say Please dont!

Three Men in a Boat was written when Jerome was in his thirtieth year, and has proved to be his most successful book. The sale exceeded that of Idle Thoughts. Mr. Arrowsmith (senior), the publisher of Three Men in a Boat, in conversation with Mr. Keble Howard, said: I pay Jerome so much in royalties every year. I cant imagine what becomes of all the copies of that book I issue. I often think the public must eat them. In America over a million copies were sold, but this was a case of literary piracy. Owing to the state of the international copyright laws Jerome had no remedy, and to use his own words:



Gods own country has not paid me for either Idle Thoughts or Three Men in a Boat.

Addison, the eighteenth century essayist, once remarked that the one test of true humour is that it will bear translation into another language. Jeromes humour stood the test of translation into not one only, but into many languages, and it appears to be relished equally in all.

Three Men in a Boat has been translated into most European languages. In Russia it had a great vogue. It was said that the moujik at one time read only two translations of English books, the Jacobean version of the Bible and Three Men in a Boat. The latter was also used in Germany as a school reading-book.

The translations, however, were badly done. On July 8th, 1902, Mr. Jerome wrote to The Times stating that books were published in Russia under his name, the titles of which were entirely new to him, and contained garbled and incorrect stories, only a faint resemblance to anything he had ever written. His play Miss Hobbs was produced in Moscow. Although he had authorized a translation, an unauthorized one was used, which was simply a concoction founded on memory.



Although it is pleasant, he said, to reap honour beyond the shores of ones own language, it is very discomforting to have to submit to the injustices of misrepresentation in a strange country. If an author is worth translating at all, he ought to be translated correctly.

In 1890 a party of three, consisting of J. K. J., Eden Phillpotts, and Walter Helmore, decided to visit Germany in order to see the Ober-Ammergau Passion Play. Helmore and Phillpotts were at that time in the Sun Insurance Office, Charing Cross, but the latter, owing to ill-health, had to withdraw from the trip and J. K. J. and Helmore went.

In the following year The Diary of a Pilgrimage, with illustrations by G. G. Fraser, was published. This is a diverting account of their journey and experience. In the preface Jerome states that a friend said to him: Well, now, why dont you write a sensible book? Jerome replied: This is a sensible book.

In all seriousness it is, it proves that a humorist can see beneath the surface of things as clearly as anyone, and perhaps more clearly than many.

There are many amusing stories told in Jeromes inimitable way. The one, for instance, about the German bed and its goings on. The fun they have over the language is humour of the best kind.

Told after Supper, illustrated by K. M. Skeaping, was published in 1891. This is a series of uncanny ghost stories, told at a Christmas Eve party after a supper consisting of hot veal pasties, toasted lobsters, and warm cheese-cakes, washed down by a particular brand of old ale, followed up by a special brew of whisky punch. The fun of it is that the ghost stories are supposed to be told by people who are more or less drunk. The doctors story, about the ghost of one of his patients, appears to have been fairly intelligible; but the author, who was supposed to record it, must have fallen asleep and the story was lost. The curates story bears unmistakable evidence of his having broken the pledge. In the authors own story there are similar indications.

The Humours of Cycling was published in 1887. This book contains a series of illustrated articles by J. K. J., H. G. Wells, Barry Pain, G. B. Burgin, Pett Ridge, and others. Jeromes article is entitled Women on Wheels. The illustration represents J. K. J. teaching a lady to ride. His arm is too short to be much assistance, owing to the lady being so stout. He was told that he ought to steady the bicycle by holding the saddle. He said he couldnt find the saddle.

The Second Thoughts of an Idle Fellow was published in August, 1898. By January 1st, 1899, the fourth edition had been printed; other editions followed. The book consists of a series of twelve articles upon subjects which lend themselves to Jeromes particular kind of humour. On the Care and Management of Women, On the Nobility of Ourselves, On the Inadvisability of Following Advice are good examples. Here is an extract from the latter article:

I remember a pony I had once.... It was a thoroughbred Welsh pony.... I had to go to Amersham on business. I put him in the cart and drove him across.... He was a bit uppish, and had lathered himself pretty freely by the time we reached the town.

A man was at the door of the hotel. He says: Thats a good pony of yours.

Pretty middling, I says. Hes done ten miles, and Ive done most of the pulling. I reckon Im a jolly sight more exhausted than he is.

I went inside and did my business, and when I came out the man was still there. He says: You take my advice, give him a pint of old ale before you start.

Old ale? I says. Why, hes a teetotaller.

Never you mind that, he answers. You give him a pint of old ale. I know these ponies. Hes a good un, but he aint set. A pint of old ale and hell take you up that hill like a cable-tramway, and not hurt himself.

I dont know what it is about this class of man; one asks ones self afterwards why one didnt knock his hat over his eyes and run his head into the nearest horse-trough; but at the time one listens to them. I got a pint of old ale in a hand-bowl and brought it out. About half a dozen chaps were standing round, and, of course, there was a good deal of chaff.

Youre starting him on the downward course, Jim, says one of them. Hell take to gambling, rob a bank, and murder his mother. Thats always the result of a glass of ale, cording to the tracts.

He wont drink it like that, says another; its as flat as ditch-water. Put a head on it for him.

Aint you got a cigar for him? says a third.

A cup of coffee and a round of buttered toast would do him a sight more good a cold day like this, says a fourth.

Id half a mind to throw the stuff away, or drink it myself. It seemed a piece of bally nonsense giving good ale to a four-year-old pony; but the moment the beggar smelt the bowl he reached out his head and lapped it up as though hed been a Christian; and I jumped into the cart and started off, amid cheers. We got up the hill pretty steady. Then the liquor began to work in his head. Ive taken home a drunken man more than once, and theres pleasanter jobs than that; Ive seen a drunken woman, and theyre worse; but a drunken Welsh pony I never want to have anything more to do with as long as I live. Having four legs, he managed to hold himself up, but as to guiding himself, he couldnt, and as to letting me do it, he wouldnt. First we were on one side of the road, and then we were the other. When we were not either side we were crossways in the middle. I heard a bicycle-bell behind me, but I dared not turn my head. All I could do was to shout to the fellow to keep where he was.

I want to pass you, he sang out, so soon as he was near enough.

Well, you cant do it, I called back.

Why cant I? he answered. How much of the road do you want?

All of it, and a bit over, I answered him, for this job, and nothing in the way.

He followed me for half a mile, abusing me, and every time he thought he saw a chance he tried to pass me, but the pony was always a bit too smart for him. You might have thought the brute was doing it on purpose.

Youre not fit to be driving, he shouted.

He was quite right, I wasnt. I was feeling just about dead-beat.

What do you think you are, he continued, a musical ride? (He was a common sort of fellow.) Who sent you home with the washing?

Well, he was making me wild by this time. Whats the good of talking to me? I shouted back. Come and blackguard the pony if you want to blackguard anybody. Ive got all I can do, without the help of that alarm-clock of yours. Go away; youre only making him worse.

Whats the matter with the pony? he called out. Cant you see? I answered. Hes drunk. Well, of course, it sounded foolish, the truth often does. One of yous drunk, he retorted. For two pins Id come and haul you out of the cart.

I wish to goodness he had! Id have given something to be out of that cart; but he didnt have the chance. At that moment the pony gave a sudden swerve, and I take it he must have been a bit too close. I heard a yell and a curse, and at the same instant I was splashed from head to foot with ditch-water. Then the brute bolted. A mile outside the town I sighted the High Wycombe coach. I didnt feel I minded much. I had got to that pass when it didnt seem to matter to me what happened. I only felt curious. A dozen yards off the coach the pony stopped dead; that jerked me off the seat to the bottom of the cart. I couldnt get up, because the seat was on top of me. I could see nothing but the sky — and occasionally the head of the pony when he stood upon his hind legs — but I could hear what the driver of the coach said, and I judged he was having trouble also.

Take that damn circus out of the road, he shouted. If hed had any sense hed have seen how helpless I was. I could hear his cattle plunging about; they are like that, horses — if they see one fool, then they all want to be fools.

Take it home and tie it up to its organ, shouted the guard.

Then an old woman went into hysterics and began laughing like a hyena. That started the pony off again, and, as far as I could calculate by watching the clouds, we did another four miles at the gallop. Then he thought hed try to jump a gate, and, finding, I suppose, that the cart hampered him, he started kicking it to pieces. Id never have thought a cart could have been separated into so many pieces if I hadnt seen it done. When he had got rid of everything but half a wheel and the splash-board, he bolted again. I remained behind with the other ruins, and glad I was to get a little rest. He came back later in the afternoon, and I was pleased to sell him the next week for a five-pound note; it cost me about another ten to repair myself.

To this day I am chaffed about that pony, and the local temperance society made a lecture out of me. Thats what comes of following advice.



Three Men on the Bummel. The following letter, written to Mr. Coulson Kernahan in 1900, reveals the genesis of another book:



My dear Jack, Thanks for your letter and the papers. At present I am not worrying about anything, but am holidaying through the Black Forest with two old friends, and forgetting everything but sleeping, resting and laughing. What a good life it would be, I sometimes think, if Art and Culture had never come to trouble us. They missed much of good and evil, the old folks. Probably in November we go to Munich. It is cheaper than Davos, and there is music, which I am coming to love deeply. Music takes one up in a lift, where thought toils up the stairs....

With love, yours ever, 

JEROME.



J. K. J. and George Wingrave and Carl Hentschel — the same personnel as the Three Men in a Boat—wanting a change, had gone on a bummel through the Black Forest. They had long wished to see this glorious country and its magnificent scenery; it was a revelation to them, and they never forgot its music, its villages, the smell of its pines, and the sweep of its wooded hills. In the same year Three Men on the Bummel, illustrated by L. Raven Hill, was published. The short time Jerome took to write it, and its obvious spontaneity, indicate that humour of this kind slipped from his pen almost unconsciously. He could always find the comic element in the most trivial incidents. There was a shortage of humour in the world — and he tried to remedy that state of things. The most confirmed pessimist will find this book a real tonic, while thousands of readers cannot fail to be happier for the magic touch of its kindly humour.

Idle Ideas was published in 1905. This book contains twenty-one articles on miscellaneous subjects—Should Women be Beautiful?

How to be Happy though Little, How to Solve the Servant Problem, How Many Charms Hath Music Would You Say? etc., etc.

To appreciate the humour of any one article, the whole of it must be read. The following is only an abbreviation of the latter article.



At a Wagner Grand Opera a Wagnerian enthusiast whispers the cornet now has the Brunnhilda motive. It seemed to me, in my then state of depravity, as if the cornet had even worse than that the matter with him. The second violins, continued the enthusiast, are carrying on the Wotan theme. That they are carrying on goes without saying; the players faces are streaming with perspiration. The brass, explains my friend, is accompanying the singers. I should have said drowning them.

A lone, lorn woman stands upon the stage, opening and shutting her mouth, getting redder and redder in the face. She is singing, one feels sure of it; one could hear her if only those one hundred and forty men would ease up for a minute. My instinct was to leap the barrier, hurl the bald-headed chief of her enemies from his high chair, and lay about him with a trombone or a clarionet. I wanted to say: You cowardly lot of bullies, are you not ashamed of yourselves? A hundred and forty of you against one, and that one still beautiful and comparatively young. Be quiet a minute — cant you? Give the poor girl a chance.



They and I was published in 1909. This book has been spoken of as a cheerful companion to take with you when you go for a holiday to get cured of the hump. It was read by the soldiers in France during the War.

Lieut. Kenneth Restall, 1915-1916, with the 12th Middlesex Regiment, wrote from the trenches: N... Ive struck some good books since Ive been here, nnnn..NNN... Jeromes They and I.

Tommy and Co. was published in 1904. This book reveals much literary merit. Its humour is less boisterous than that of Jeromes earlier books. Tommy is a waif, and is generally referred to as it, because at the age of twelve it does not know whether it is a boy or a girl, and knows nothing whatever about its parents. It is very ignorant, but at the same time is extremely practical and sagacious. When its sex is pronounced to be female, Tommy becomes the adopted daughter of an eccentric journalist, and eventually makes good as a lady sub-editor, and becomes the central figure in a very interesting romance.

The people that constitute the Co. are all connected with journalism. Mrs. Ramsbotham is a very life-like character, and is most skilfully drawn.



Here are a few brief extracts:



One cannot reform the world and human nature all at once. You must appeal to peoples folly in order to get them to listen to your wisdom.

Theres nothing given away free, gratis, for nothing, except misfortune.

Humbug is the sweet oil that helps this whirling world of ours to spin round smoothly; too much of it clogs; we drop it very gently.



It is hardly the function of a biographer to explore the details of an authors technique, but a brief examination of the various methods by which Jerome makes his point and creates laughter may be of interest.

By a sudden and unexpected climax, and giving a comical twist at the end of a story, he achieves surprise at which the reader must laugh. Two illustrations of this are quoted:



(a) Philosophy, it had been said, is the art of bearing ones troubles. The truest philosopher I ever heard of was a woman. She was brought into a London hospital suffering from a poisoned leg. The house-surgeon made a hurried examination. He was a man of blunt speech.

It will have to come off, he told her.

What, not all of it?

The whole of it, I am sorry to say, growled the house-surgeon.

Nothing else for it?

No chance for it whatever, explained the house-surgeon.

Ah, well, thank Gawd its not me ead, observed the lady.

(The Angel and the Author.)



(b) I have lived to see our stage-manager snubbed — sat upon — crushed. He has been carrying on down here and swelling around to that extent youd have thought him a stationmaster at the very least. Now hes like a bladder with the air let out. His wifes come.



(On the Stage and Off.)



I. By turning the joke against himself.

When returning home one evening, after a pipe-party at my friend Jephsons, I informed my wife that I was going to write a novel; she expressed herself as pleased with the idea. She said that she had often wondered why I had never thought of doing so before. Look, she added, how silly all the novels are nowadays; Im sure you could write one. My wife intended to be complimentary, I am convinced, but there is a looseness about her mode of expression which, at times, renders her meaning obscure.



(Novel Notes.)

This is an old method of creating laughter. Shakespeare makes use of it in The Merry Wives of Windsor. It is, in fact, the principle on which the whole character of Falstaff is founded.

II. By an opposite method — indulging in a bit of conceit. In reference to an engagement in a theatrical company he wrote:



I only answered one advertisement, and was engaged at once; but this, no doubt, was owing to my having taken the precaution of enclosing my photograph.



(On the Stage and Off.)



III. By exaggeration. This, in the hands of amateur humorists, is often grotesque, but Jerome handles it so deftly that an air of reality is created.

A good example is the story of the fishermen and their yarns in Three Men in a Boat. This is too long to quote, and too good to mutilate.

IV. By giving an atmosphere of reality to the most absurd events:



(a) When Jerome was crossing the Atlantic, in order to go on a lecture tour, he was persistently annoyed by a fellow-passenger, who was bubbling over with information.

Sir, said this man one day, when Jerome was leaning over the rail, do you know that if the earth were flattened out the sea would be two miles deep all over the world?

My dear sir, exclaimed Jerome, anxiously, if you catch anybody flattening out the earth, please shoot him on the spot. I cant swim.



(b) Montmorency has a fight with the kettle.



Throughout the trip he had manifested great curiosity concerning the kettle. He would sit and watch it, as it boiled, with a puzzled expression, and would try and rouse it every now and then by growling at it. When it began to splutter and steam he regarded it as a challenge, and would want to fight it. He advanced towards it in a threatening attitude. It was only a little kettle, but it was full of pluck, and it up and spit at him.

Ah, would ye? growled Montmorency, showing his teeth. Ill teach ye to cheek a hard-working, respectable dog, ye miserable, long-nosed, dirty looking scoundrel, ye — come on!

He rushed at that poor little kettle and seized it by the spout.

Then, across the evening stillness, broke a bloodcurdling yelp, and Montmorency left the boat and did a constitutional three times round the island at the rate of thirty-five miles an hour, stopping every now and then to bury his nose in a bit of cold mud. From that day Montmorency regarded the kettle with a mixture of awe, suspicion and hate. Whenever he saw it he would growl and back at a rapid rate, with his tail shut down, and the moment it was put upon the stove he would promptly climb out of the boat and sit on the bank till the whole tea business was over.

(Three Men in a Boat.)



V. By a judicious use of slang and colloquialisms.

The use of slang nearly always stamps a writer as third rate, but in the hands of a master it adds point to the humour.

Philologists, whose business it is to study the origin and usage of words, state that Jerome gives correct specimens of the slang and vulgarisms of the Victorian age, and that he shows a remarkable talent in rendering the characteristic talk of different classes of society. Here is one example:

I heard a lady tell how she visited a cottage during a strike, to find the baby, together with the other children, almost dying for want of food. Dear, dear me, she cried, taking the wee, wizened mite from the mothers arms, but I sent you down a quart of milk yesterday. Hasnt the child had it?

Theer weer a little coom, thankee kindly, maam, the father took upon himself to answer. But, thee see, it weer only just enow for the poops.



VI. Jerome was always himself. His humorous writings are all permeated by his own personality. He saw with his own eyes, or he did not see at all.

VII. Jerome never tried to provoke laughter on sacred subjects.

VIII. He possessed the gift of precise expression — so essential in humorous writing. The phrase always fits the thought as a glove fits the hand.

IX. He found his best material in the trivial things of everyday life, but his writings show that the materials are not so important as the handling of them.

The humour that Jerome has given to the world enables men and women to endure more patiently the worries of life. As a sense of humour frequently helps people to find a way out of a difficulty, it may be safely claimed that Jeromes humour often helps men to solve their problems. Carlyle said that he who lacks it (a sense of humour), be his other gifts what they may, has only half a mind.

The world therefore owes gratitude to Jerome for the good cheer he has put into it, and for the happy mirth he has awakened. The Greek dramatist Æschylus speaks of the innumerable laughter of the ocean waves; and Keble in The Christian Year of the many twinkling smiles of ocean; but the laughter of the ocean is not more universal than the smiles created by Jerome which now brighten up the faces of humanity.

Writing in The Idler in 1893 on The Compensation of all Sincere Work, Jerome stated:



There is still a last prize in the gift of literature that needs no sentimentalist to appreciate. In a drawer of my desk lies a pile of letters, of which if I were not very proud I should be something more or less than human. They have come to me from the uttermost parts of the earth, and from the streets near at hand. Some are penned in the stiff phraseology taught when old fashions were new, some in the free and easy colloquialism of the rising generation. Some, written on sick-beds, are scrawled in pencil. Some, written by hands unfamiliar with the English language, are weirdly constructed. Some are crested, some are smeared, some are learned, some are ill-spelled. In different ways they tell me that, here and there, I have brought to someone a smile or pleasant thought; that to someone in pain and sorrow I have given a moments laugh.

Before Jeromes day there was a world shortage of clean, healthful humour, and even now there are far too many long faces and far too much dejection in the world. Thousands of people muddle through life with one foot in the grave just because they fail to exercise those faculties of mind and soul which have to do with honest laughter. They nurse their troubles until they get the blues, and make everybody about them miserable; while a daily bout of good, hearty, side-aching laughter would dispel the gloom and bring sunshine and happiness into life. Laughter is as bracing to the spirit as a fresh breeze is to the body. It goes a long way towards securing a clean bill of health.


CHAPTER VIII. JEROME K. JEROME AS A SERIOUS WRITER

[image: img260.jpg]

ALL POWER TO touch or sway another soul must be power won by our own soul out of the days and hours that are past.

— ANON.

WITH advancing years most literary men experience a feeling of regret in regard to their early works. They often wish they could recall them. Jerome certainly had this experience. His early books, which were mainly humorous, had brought him world-wide fame, and yet the most remarkable feature of him was his intense seriousness. He once said that the East End of London filled him with horror, and gave him his melancholy, brooding disposition. He had a haunting sense of being alone in a small boat on a stormy sea. For fame a man cares but little, if he is bent on helping the underworld to get on its feet and take its place in the march of human progress. He values it only as a means for getting himself heard.

He had proved to the world that he could make people laugh, but humour was only one of his gifts. His knowledge of the world and human nature led him to believe that he could also make them think. This was now his great ambition. He realized, however, that to do this meant beginning the task of winning the public over again, as the following letter to Mr. Coulson Kernahan shows:



Dear old Jack, Say what you like. All I say is that you must not puff me up too much. That anyone could be tried by you, old fellow, would be impossible — but I do want you to see your generous wish fulfilled. When you give your friends help, you give your whole self away, and can see no faults. I know you often make me feel a terrible fraud, and that two-thirds of the pleasant things you say and think of me are the result of friendliness, and not of any merit. Your praise always makes me feel more ashamed of myself and my work than columns of abuse could do, because I know how little I deserve it, and I feel as though I had stolen something. There is one way in which it helps me. It makes me feel that I must try and do something a little worthier....

My work for some time to come will be of a much more serious kind. The old longing to say something — which has not troubled me for the last few years — is growing on me again; but, of course, in this road I shall have the fight all over again.



Yours ever, JEROME.



In addition to humour there is in Jeromes early writings much imaginative beauty and poetic vision, which no doubt played their part in making his writings popular. Before dealing with his novels, a few extracts are quoted which show that in his younger days his mind was running in the direction of serious work:



NIGHT



Then night, like some great loving mother, gently lays her hand upon our fevered head, and turns our little tear-stained face up to hers, and smiles, and though she does not speak, we know what she would say, and lay our hot, flushed cheek against her bosom, and the pain is gone.

Sometimes our pain is very deep and real, and we stand before her very silent, because there is no language for our pain, only a moan. Nights heart is full of pity for us; she cannot ease our aching; she takes our hand in hers, and the little world grows very small and very far away beneath us, and, borne on her dark wings, we pass for a moment into a mightier Presence than her own, and in the wondrous light of that great Presence all human life lies like a book before us, and we know that Pain and Sorrow are but the angels of God.

Only those who have worn the crown of suffering can look upon that wondrous light, and they, when they return, may not speak of it, or tell the mystery they know.

(Three Men in a Boat.)



A GOOD FACE



I could also speak of this gentle, simple priest, the father of the valley, who now lies in silence among his children that he loved so well.... There is a portrait of him over the bed. What a plain, homely, good face it is! How pleasant, how helpful it is to come across a good face now and then! I do not mean a sainted face, suggestive of stained-glass and marble tombs, but a rugged, human face that has had the grit and rain and sunshine of life rubbed into it, and that had gained its expression, not by looking up with longing at the stars, but by looking down with eyes full of laughter and love at the human beings around it.

(The Diary of a Pilgrimage.)



SILENCE



One cathedral is very much like another. Their beauty, to me, lies in their echoing vastness, their deep silence.

There is much help in silence.... From contact with it we rise healed of our hurts and strengthened for the fight.

Amid the babel of the schools we stand bewildered and affrighted. Silence gives peace and hope. Silence teaches no creed, only that Gods arms are around the Universe.

How small and unimportant seem all our fretful troubles and ambitions when we stand with them in our hand before the great calm face of Silence! We smile at them ourselves, and are ashamed.

In silence we hear the voice of Truth.... In silence falsehood cannot live. Leave a lie on the bosom of Silence and it sinks. Silence is a part of the eternal. All things that are lasting and true have been taught to mens hearts by silence.

Among all nations there should be vast temples raised where the people might worship Silence and listen to it, for it is the voice of God.

(Diary of a Pilgrimage.)



John Ingerfield was published in 1894. This book contains several fascinating stories. In order that it should be judged from some other standpoint than that of humour, Jerome wrote in the preface:



Once upon a time I wrote a little story of a woman who was crushed to death by a python. A day or two after its publication a friend stopped me in the street. Charming little story of yours, he said, that about the woman and the snake, but its not as funny as some of your things! The next week a newspaper, referring to the tale, remarked: We have heard the incident related before, but with infinitely greater humour. With this and many similar experiences in mind, I wish distinctly to state that John Ingerfield, The Woman of the Soeter and Silhouettes are not intended to be amusing.



In the stories contained in this book there are strong common-sense, shrewd observation, and a sense of the intangible spirit of beauty. There is, in fact, Jeromes real self.

The following extract is taken from a review written by Mr. Coulson Kernahan in The Star when John Ingerfield was published:



Jerome K. Jerome, the editor of The Idler, no less than the author of Catriona (R. L. Stevenson), has recognized the dangers which beset the writers who work a successful vein too far. Mr.

Jerome is one of the intellectual forces of his day. He is a man who has probed deeply, and even probed for himself, the problems of life which those who sneer at him have merely played with....

In Mr. Jeromes book, John Ingerfield and Other Stories, he exhibits new and perhaps unsuspected qualities of tenderness, delicacy, and restraint, which will come as a surprise to many readers.... John Ingerfield is a story singularly beautiful, and it is told with simplicity, strength, art, and true human tenderness. That it is quite convincing in its psychology I am not sure....

The art with which Mr. Jerome indicates in his closing sentence, and almost in a word, that Anne did not long survive her husband, is masterly, and reminds us of a similar touch in which Thackeray tells us of the death of George Osborne in Vanity Fair.



Of all the forms of literary expression it is generally conceded that poetry ranks first. The novel comes next, because, like poetry, it requires the power to create. In all ages imaginative men and women have created characters, and have endowed them with a vitality and humanness which have rendered them perhaps more potent in their influence upon mankind than actual personages who had made history in the world. For instance, The Good Samaritan, Hamlet, David Copperfield, The Stranger in The Passing of the Third Floor Back. These are all creations of the imagination, and it would be difficult to measure the profound influence they have had in shaping the massed conscience and character of humanity.

It was in this way that Jerome hoped to influence men and women. He believed that by devoting his gifts to fiction he could rouse those emotions which make people desire social betterment, and thus render a service to mankind.

Jeromes educational preparation for a literary career was meagre, but his innate love of knowledge and the tremendous struggle he had to acquire it stood him in good stead. It is a profound saying of Shakespeare: In the reproof of chance lies the proof of men. Without the reproof of chance and its moral and mental discipline, the world might never have had Three Men in a Boat or The Passing of the Third Floor Back.

Jeromes experience as a journalist was an invaluable preparation for this higher form of literature. Journalists record the life of the whole community, and as a rule accurately reflect the mind of the age in which they live. Dostoevsky, the great Russian novelist, gladly acknowledged his debt to contemporary journalism. Charles Dickens, Rudyard Kipling, Sir James Barrie, Sir Hall Caine, Arnold Bennett, and other famous novelists were journalists first.

A novelist may be a philosopher, an historian, a social reformer, a religious teacher, or all these combined; so that his horizon is a very wide one. The collecting and acquiring a knowledge of the raw material used in fiction is a science; but the working up of these materials and fashioning them into a novel is an art. Immediately the emotions are touched and terror or fear, joy or sorrow are excited Fine Art begins. Fiction may be just as much a fine art as music, poetry, sculpture, and architecture.

The raw material used by Jerome in his novels was human life. He held the mirror up to the life that surrounded him. He saw things in the light of his sound commonsense. He not only saw them, but felt them; he felt the sorrows and joys, the humour and pathos of common life. What he felt more than anything else was the cry of pain from the suffering under-world, which he had heard from boyhood.

Paul Kelver was published in 1902. It was written for the most part in Germany, and is easily the best of Jeromes books. It put the coping-stone to the edifice of his reputation. He was a many-sided man — here he turns a fresh side to his readers.

When Paul Kelver appeared, The Times reviewer wrote:



No contemporary writer has been more persistently under-rated by the critics than Jerome K. Jerome. They would not see that the merits of Three Men in a Boat were not merely in its irresistible fun, but in its shrewd observation of a certain habit of mind and type of character. While his serious work has generally been received with supercilious prejudice. The critics have done him an injustice by creating for him a false reputation, which he has had to live down, and it is more difficult to live down a reputation than to make one. So far as that reputation was an undesirable one, Paul Kelver killed it at one blow.



Other reviewers wrote in similar terms, and Jerome realized that he was now being understood, and the critics began to realize that he was an abler man than they had imagined.

Paul Kelver is a great book. It is crowded with human sympathy and wisdom. It is a fascinating story, and the fiction is so perfectly adapted to the general aspect of life, that it is difficult to know where reality ends and fiction begins. It is autobiographical. Paul represents Jerome himself. It recalls, with the interpretive genius of the novelist, his childhood days in the slums of London, his terrific struggles against a host of difficulties and his early ambitions. These things, considered in conjunction with his mothers untiring devotion and love, bring to mind G. W. Donnes lines:



What is that, mother? The eagle boy! Proudly careering his course of joy.



Boy, let the eagles flight ever be thine, Onward and upward, true to the line.



The story deals with the fashioning of Paul. He writes:





I am a youngster, and life opens out before me — immeasurable, no goal too high. This child of my brain, my work, it shall spread my name throughout the world. It shall be a household word in lands that I shall never see. Friends whose voices I shall never hear will speak of me. I shall die, but it shall live, yield fresh seed, bear fruit I know not of. Generations yet unborn shall read it and remember me. My thoughts, my words, my spirit, in it I shall live again; it shall keep my memory green.

The book shows that Paul had faith in himself. When he fell, he got up himself, he did not wait to be picked up; those who want to be lifted up, nearly always flop back again. His difficulties strengthened him as storms make oaks take deeper root; and finally it shows how Paul finds his way. It contains much wise counsel to young men, and it is not difficult to understand why it is a favourite book with thousands of people in various parts of the world. A lady writes:



I have a clever grandson at Cambridge who seems to think more of his pleasure than anything else, though he certainly has his good points. I mean to lend him Paul Kelver.



Another lady writes from Montreal, Canada:



I read Paul Kelver on the sand of the seaside at Nassau in the Bahamas, and was then and there impelled to write to Mr. Jerome — the first time I had ever written to an author — an unknown man! There was something about Paul that went to my innermost soul, and I just had to tell him how I loved it. Mr. Jerome replied: Paul Kelver has brought me many friends, but none so appreciative and sympathetic as you.

Paul Kelver was also Jeromes own favourite book. Writing to Mr. F. H. Visiak, 30, Cavendish Road, London, he said:

Dear Sir, Personally my affection is chiefly for Paul Kelver, but for the life of me I could not tell you why. Does anyone know why one loves?

Yours sincerely, Jerome K. Jerome.



There are in Paul Kelver many shrewd and witty sayings, and they are J. K. J.s own:

An ounce of originality is worth a ton of convention. Little tin ladies and gentleman all made to pattern, one can find them everywhere!

I hate talking to anyone who agrees with me. It is like taking a walk with a looking-glass.

Put Carlyle in your pocket. He is the best maker of men I know.

God made women weak to teach us men to be tender.



Paul Kelver is perhaps truer to actual life than other novels which are more widely read. Novel readers crave for something spectacular and fanciful. Jerome had but little use for artificialities and embroideries, and it is because of this that Paul Kelver will probably be read as long as novels are read at all.

The test of a good book is whether the readers live more intensely for having read it; whether it so stimulates their emotions and mental faculties as to make life more real and earnest.

At a complimentary dinner given to Jerome by the O. P. Club, Mr. Pett Ridge said: It is fair to say that through Paul Kelver posterity will share the delight we all feel in the power and genius of Jerome K. Jerome.

Tea-Table Talk, illustrated by Fred Pegram, was published in 1903. The talks are supposed to be between The woman of the world, The minor poet, The Girton girl, The Philosopher and The old maid. They discuss with shrewdness and good humour such subjects as Art, Philosophy, Socialism, Individualism, etc., etc. A few brief extracts are:



You can generally make people ridiculous by taking them at their word.

Class for class, woman does her share of the worlds work. Among the poor, of the two, it is she who labours the longer.

Man works, as he thinks for beer and baccy, in reality for the benefit of unborn generations.



The Angel and the Author, and Others was published in 1908.

This book may be summed up as being a commonsense way of dealing with commonplace questions. Each topic is handled with originality, a touch of humour and satire, and is looked at not only with the eyes of a skilful observer, but with those of a comprehending spirit:

I do not believe in the Darby and Joan of the song. They belong to song-land. To accept them I need a piano, a sympathetic contralto voice, a firelight effect, and that sentimental mood in myself, the foundation of which is a good dinner well digested; but there are Darbys and Joans of real flesh and blood to be met with — God bless them, and send more for our example — wholesome-living men and women, brave, struggling souls with common-sense. Ah, yes! they have quarrelled, had their dark hours of bitterness.... Darby expected too much; Darby had not made allowance for human nature which he ought to have done, seeing how much he had of it himself. Joan knows that he did not mean it. Joan has a nasty temper; she admits it. Joan will try, Darby will try. They kiss again with tears. It is a work-a-day world. Darby and Joan will take it as it is, will do their best. A little kindness, a little clasping of hands before night comes.



All Roads Lead to Calvary (published 1920) can hardly be called a novel in the general acceptance of the term, although, perhaps, a precise and satisfactory definition of a novel has yet to be arrived at. Someone has said that Pickwick is not a novel, but just a mass of Dickens personality that got itself into book form. So All Roads Lead to Calvary may be described as an outpouring of Jeromes views of life and his outlook on the world. It combines fiction with politics. There are also several descriptions of nature scenes which are powerful and impressive.

This book was written at Bath shortly after the War. Jerome had volunteered for service in the French army. He had seen with his own eyes the horrors of war, and in this book he says much that is arresting about the social, political and religious problems, that, as a legacy of the War, needed solution.

He deals with these problems in a broad-minded, clear-sighted way. At times he leans towards Socialism, but he was far too shrewd a man to be carried away by those noisy people who are always so cocksure in their judgements and who know so much about what is good for their neighbours, but who generally shut their eyes to laws ordained by Providence and consequently get their interfering fingers caught in the economical machinery, and howl horribly when they get them hurt.

While he condemned the philanthropist who paid starvation wages, he also condemned those Socialists who travel first-class and spend their winter in Egypt and Monaco. He was too honest to shut his eyes to economic facts, while on the other hand, he offers suggestions that are worthy of the serious attention of statesmen.

The characters in this book are of the every-day kind. They are mouthpieces expressing the authors views on some of the vital questions of the day. Freshness and variety are imparted to them, because each speaks in his or her own language.

Joan Allway, a clever London journalist, is the outstanding heroine. She and the other female characters give the impression that they are actual women whom the author has met and studied at first hand, because they express the ordinary sentiments and live the everyday life of ninety-nine women out of a hundred. Joan is natural and spontaneous. She is absorbingly interesting, and full of life and adventure. The little scene between Joan and poor, clumsy Mrs. Phillips, wife of a Labour leader (page 80), evinces more than shrewdness and wit; there is wisdom and beauty in it.

In 1920 Mr. Stanley Weiser, of Sioux Falls, U.S.A., wrote to Mr. Jerome in reference to his difficulty in obtaining a copy of The Passing of the Third Floor Back and at the same time expressing his indignation with a review of All Roads Lead to Calvary. He received the following reply:



25-4-20.



Dear Stanley Weiser, Thanks for your kind and generous letter which I shall always keep and value. My publishers are always promising to reprint The Passing, but just now there seems to be much difficulty as regards paper and binding. Dodd, Mead & Co., of New York, are the American publishers, you might wish to know. If you can get a copy, I will autograph it with pleasure.

I was especially glad that you — a young man — cared for All Roads Lead to Calvary. It is you youngsters that have the future of the world in your hands. If sufficient of you could only get together and come out boldly for fellowship and chivalry all the world over — The Brotherhood of Man, Black, White, and Yellow, Europe, Asia, and America — the old earths sorrow would fade away.

Yours sincerely, Jerôme K. Jerome.



On the 8th July, 1920, Mr. Weiser received a further reply from Mr. Jerome as follows:



Dear Mr. Weiser, It was very interesting to read your frank and friendly letter. We wont bother about the critics. Ive always tried to write for youth. If the young like and understand me, I feel that I have won through — Ive influenced the New World. I am very glad you like Calvary, though I felt sad when I wrote it. The War has killed so many of my hopes, and left a world of hate and ruled by greed. You have life before you. Work for the Christ spirit. All good wishes.



Yours sincerely, Jerome K. Jerome.

Mr. Weiser points out that the pronunciation marks over the signature are a reply to his question regarding the accent of the name.

The following is taken from a New York journal:



A PSYCHOLOGICAL STUDY

In Jerome K. Jeromes All Roads Lead to Calvary he speaks of a newsboy vending papers containing a sensational murder story. His heroine, Joan, watched the papers selling like hot cakes, the purchasers too eager even to wait for their change. She wondered with a little lump in her throat how many would have stopped to buy had he been calling instead: Discovery of a new sonnet by Shakespeare. Extra special.



The following pathetic little story is taken from Calvary:



An old Scotch peasant farmer. A mean, cantankerous old cuss, whose curious pride it was that he had never given anything away; not a crust, nor a sixpence, nor a rag, and never would. Many had been the attempts to make him break his boast, some for the joke of the thing, and some for the need; but none had ever succeeded. It was his one claim to distinction, and he guarded it. One evening it struck him that a milk-pail standing just inside the window had been tampered with. Next day he marked a scratch on the inside of the pan, and returning later, found the level of the milk had sunk by half an inch. So he hid himself and waited, and at twilight the next day the window was stealthily pushed open, and two small, terror-haunted eyes peered round the room. They satisfied themselves that no one was about, and a tiny hand clutching a cracked jug was thrust swiftly in and dipped into the pan, and the window softly closed.

He knew the thief, the grandchild of an old, bedridden dame who lived some miles away on the edge of the moor. The old man stood long, watching the small cloaked figure till it was lost in the darkness. It was not till he lay upon his dying bed that he confessed it, but each evening from that day he would steal into the room and see to it himself that the window was left ajar.



The Observations of Henry and Others, published 1901.

The observations are both serious and humorous and are made under ten headings including Evergreens, Clocks, Tea Kettles, A Pathetic Story, Dreams, etc. Two extracts follow:



There are evergreen men and women in the world — not many of them, but a few. They are not the showy folk; they are not the clever, attractive folk. (Nature is an old-fashioned shopkeeper, she never puts her best goods in the window.) They are only the quiet, strong folk, they are stronger than the world, stronger than life and death, stronger than fate.

It is not the brilliant men and women, but the simple, strong, restful men and women that make the best travelling companions for the road of life.

Anthony John was written at Monks Corner, Marlow Common, and was published in 1923. Here Jerome is once more the Christian idealist of The Passing of the Third Floor Back. Generally speaking, idealists are swayed by intellectual and spiritual considerations, and the world would be infinitely the poorer without men, who, sheltered from the stress of life, work out their theories in politics and religion and point out new paths for practical people to explore.

Jeromes idealism, however, was distinctly practical. He was by no means one of those shallow talkers who attempt to realize a Utopia out of nebulous and mystical day-dreams.

In the Forties, novelists wrote stories around social abuses. Charles Kingsley wrote Yeast with the object of calling attention to the condition of the agricultural labourer. Charles Dickens had a definite social and political purpose in writing Hard Times. Charles Reade wrote powerful stories directed against other evils in the social order; but when Anthony John was written the social problems were of an entirely different character. After the War there came the inevitable industrial depression. Unemployment was widespread, and poverty, like a ghastly octopus, fastened itself upon the poor. Jerome saw with his own eyes the plight of many who had fought for their country and he heard the cries of their children. Anthony John was Jeromes contribution to the amelioration of an appalling state of things.

This novel contains a story of a small boy, Anthony John, son of a struggling engineer in the great iron district of Millsborough. The boy was poor, but remarkably astute and determined to get on. By hard work and sheer force of character he became a partner in a wealthy and highly successful firm. Anthonys rise in the world culminated in his marriage to the daughter of a baronet.

Both Anthony and his wife had a passionate desire to serve humanity; this desire was inspired by religion, which is the highest motive that can actuate anyone. They both dreamed of a world in which there would be no poor; where the haunting terror of unemployment would be lifted from their lives, where all would know the meaning of the word home.

They had great possessions, but they both definitely decided to give them up. Anthony declined a peerage, resigned the chairmanship of this, that and the other prosperous concern, gave up his directorship in half a dozen high-dividend paying companies, got rid of vast holdings in twenty sound, profitable enterprises; gave up his great office, furniture, fittings and good-will all included; took a small house and lived among the poor.

He did not do this entirely with the idea of giving all to the poor. He knew that if all the riches of the world were gathered together and given to the poor it would be but a stirring of the waters. From time immemorial the rich had flung money to the poor, and the poor had increased in number, had become even poorer. It was partly for his own sake that Anthony took this step — to escape from many hurtful lusts, which drown men in destruction and perdition, that he must flee from his great possessions — only in common poverty, in common contentment, could there be brotherhood, love.... One day man will wake up and find to his joy that he loves his fellow man, and the tears of the world will be wiped away. It needs only a few to set the example. Fighting for God, fighting with God to save the world.

The story, in this necessarily abridged form, is shorn of much of its force. As presented by Jerome Anthony John is a powerful appeal for sacrifice, brotherhood and the Christ spirit as a means of solving the worlds problems.

This appeal is on a higher level and is more arresting than that of All Roads Lead to Calvary, in which the solution of the worlds problems is based upon politics.

In Anthony John, Jerome writes:

I warn you, Politics will never reform the world.

They appeal only to mens passions and hatreds.

They divide us.



Jeromes last book, My Life and Times, was published in 1926. This is an example of autobiography at its best. It is a very human book, and so full of wit, wisdom and humour that the reader who peruses every page of it will be well repaid. Not only are Jeromes experiences and career recorded, but the story of the eventful and evolutionary times through which he passed makes interesting history. He recalled the time when London was much less crowded, less sordid, and a more comfortable place to live in. He had seen old landmarks disappear — whole districts, once fields and country lanes leading to outlying villages, each having its market cart — and become thickly populated suburbs of greater London. He recollected the time when, as far as he knew, there were only three places in London where a cup of tea could be obtained; also when Gladstone put up the income-tax to eightpence, and, in consequence, the predicted ruin of the country; also the introduction of the typewriter, telephone, electric light and other things that were to put an end to all lifes troubles.

He tells of the characteristics of some of his literary friends. H. G. Wells had a prodigious capacity for work. He would write a new book while his last one was being read, and invent a new religion in less time that it must have taken his godparent to teach him his prayers. Jerome once mentioned to Wells that he was a bit run down. Come and spend a few days with me at Folkestone, said Wells, and have a rest. Jerome says that to rest in the neighbourhood of Wells is like curling yourself up and trying to go to sleep in the centre of a cyclone.

He says of Mr. G. B. Shaw that he is never at rest unless he is working. His chief exercise is public speaking and his favourite recreation thinking. He once admitted to Jerome that, at times, he thinks too much. He was driving his motor in Algiers, his chauffeur sitting beside him, when an idea for a play occurred to him. What do you think of this? he said to the chauffeur, and told him all about it. He usually found the man a helpful critic; but the man suddenly threw himself upon Shaw, took the wheel out of his hands and sat down upon him. Excuse me, Mr. Shaw, the man said, but its such a damn good play that I didnt want you to die before youd written it. They were on the edge of a precipice which Shaw had not noticed.

Jerome writes that Sir James Barrie once explained to Mrs. Jerome how much more intelligent lambs are than is generally supposed. He was thinking out a story, and coming to a stile had sat down and was making notes on the back of an envelope. In the field where Barrie sat there were lambs. One of them strayed away from its mother, turned round three times and was lost. It was a terrible to-do, and Barrie had to put down his story and lead it back to its mother. Hardly had he returned to his stile before another lamb did just the same. The bleating was terrific. There was nothing else to do but for Barrie to put down his work and take it back to its mother. They kept on doing this, one after another. But the wonderful thing was that after a time, instead of looking for their mothers themselves, they just came to Barrie and insisted on his coming with them and finding their mothers for them. It saved their time but wasted Barries.

In the last chapter of this book Jerome stands out as the preacher and prophet. In advance of his time perhaps, but ever seeking after truth and with a steadfast desire to make religion a reality. He never hesitated to contest conventional beliefs that ran counter to his convictions. He did not avail himself, as some did, of the spirit of the age. This is the very thing that prophets and leaders of thought change.

He recognized as Plato did The power which the soul has of loving truth, and doing all things for the sake of truth.



AS A SERIOUS WRITER



Here are a few brief extracts:

Not what I am — but what I strove to be — that comforts me.

The joy of labour — the joy of giving, are the wages of God.

It is from the struggle, not the victory, that we gain strength.


CHAPTER IX. JEROME THE MAN
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THE WORKMAN STILL is greater than his work.

MENANDER, 300 B.C.

IN appearance J. K. J. resembled the late Lord Oxford and Asquith, and was occasionally mistaken for that statesman. During the Suffragette agitation Mr. Asquith was often subjected to undignified treatment at the hands of the militant ladies. On one occasion Jerome was walking along Whitehall, when two policemen courteously took him by each arm and escorted him to a place of safety. They had mistaken him for Mr. Asquith. On discovering their mistake they released him with many apologies.

Jerome was a handsome man, with a well-knit, robust frame; his expression was always open and benevolent. Added to these physical advantages, he had keen popular sympathies, a lovable and benignant character and a brilliant intelligence, but he possessed a higher greatness than that of intellect; higher because more influential and more abiding — namely, greatness of soul. He had always before him the maintenance of vital principles, and a great spiritual end.



His homely and simple habits 

Like most tender-hearted men Jerome was fond of his home. It was dear to him because it was a shrine of love. He rarely went away from home without his wife. If for any reason she had to remain at home he would continually write and send little presents to her.

He could look back upon the time when he had no home. The death of his father and mother not only left him alone in the world, but the old home was broken up. When he had a home of his own it was a sacred place to him, and there was an entire absence of ostentation. Many famous men visited him — H. G. Wells, Coulson Kernahan, W. W. Jacobs, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Pett Ridge, Eden Phillpotts, I. Zangwill, and others. They had, no doubt, many happy hours in their country walks, at golf, tennis, and in the play of wit and humour; but Jeromes highest happiness was in helping the poor, he cheerfully sacrificed his own comfort in order that he might take comfort into their homes. Especially was he anxious about those who were thrown out of work through no fault of their own.

When the family removed to Monks Corner, Marlow, there was the same homeliness and the same family affection. A lady who for several years acted as Jeromes private secretary writes from Marlow:



I had the honour of working for J. K. J. at his picturesque home in Buckinghamshire. My duties enabled me to see him, I think, at his best — namely, in his simple, unaffected home life. To the casual observer he would give the impression as being an extremely alert and clever business man, but I, who saw him day by day, in his quieter moments and at his work, knew him to be the most gentle and kindest man I ever met.



The reason why the simple life appealed to him is best expressed in his own words in a brief passage from Anthony John:



It was what one felt, not what one had, that was the source of our pleasures. It was the schoolboys appetite, not a Rockfellers wealth that purchased the good dinner. The healthy child had no need of expensive toys in the nursery. It was the old rag doll, clutched tight to our bosom, that made the attic into Heaven. It was astride on the wooden horse without a head that we shouted our loudest.

Again in Three Men in a Boat:

Throw your lumber overboard! Let your boat of life be light, packed with only what you need — a homely home and simple pleasures, one or two friends worth the name, someone to love, someone to love you, a cat, a dog, and a pipe or two; enough to eat, enough to wear, and a little more than enough to drink.



After removing to Belsize Park, London, each year the family spent their summer holidays at Dunwich. They always lodged with Mrs. Scarlett, who kept a little shop. This house had been made famous by Edward Fitzgerald, who a few years previously wrote his inspired translation of The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam in the same room in which Jerome wrote My Life and Times. Fitzgerald was remembered by the villagers, said Jerome, as a somewhat eccentric gentleman with side whiskers; who wore a stove-pipe hat on the back of his head, and would take midnight walks along the shore, and talk to himself.

The Scarletts were always glad to have Jerome. He was a godsend to them. Always kind, generous and thoughtful. He would never give anybody trouble if he could help it. He got up regularly at 6.30 a m., had an early cup of tea, went for a walk with his dog, returning for breakfast about 8.30. He would then work at his books, his daughter acting as his amanuensis. Dunwich being quiet, he could work so much better there than in London.

The Vicar of Dunwich, The Rev. A. Scott Thompson, with whom J. K. J. became very friendly, writes:



There is in Jerome one outstanding feature, viz., his love and tenderness to little children. During his annual visits he constantly gave the schoolchildren treats and prizes for essays. He was so interested in their welfare that they will miss his kind face, his bright and cheery words. They will long remember his generous actions. Mr and Mrs. Jerome were great lovers of birds and animals. Personally, I ever found him a true and sincere friend.



It was during one of Jeromes holidays that His Majesty the King, anxious that the beautiful fields and lanes of the country should not be defaced, issued a public entreaty about refuse and litter in the roads and country-side. Dunwich was occasionally visited by holiday-makers, and waste paper, bags, and other remnants were scattered about. Jerome called a meeting to arrange for some local action, but it fell flat. He was alone in his loyal enthusiasm. He thereupon had a special stick made with a sharpened length of steel projecting from the lower end; this he took with him in his walks, and with it pierced and picked up all pieces of paper he saw lying about and buried them out of sight.

The villagers had sincere respect and affection for him. Anyone who asked for his autograph or photograph always got it. On one occasion some people called very late at night for his autograph. Tell them, he said, to come again to-morrow morning, and they shall have it. This was done, and they went away highly delighted.

Success had not hardened him, neither had fame made him inaccessible. On the contrary, he possessed what a great poetess has happily called the genius to be loved. Not only was he loved by those who were admitted to his private friendship, but his tenderness of heart, his warm affections and integrity of purpose endeared him to all with whom he came into contact.



His life was gentle, and the elements So mixed in him that Nature might stand up And say to all the world, This was a man!

— JULIUS Cæsar.



Method of Wording 

In Jeromes early days there were no typewriters and he did all his writing with his own hand. Some of the work which he sent to editors was not even returned so that he would have to write it all out again, and with wonderful persistence he would stick to it until it was re-written. Mrs. Jerome still has the little desk on which he wrote Three Men in a Boat when living at Chelsea Gardens.

Most of his work was done in the country, being quieter. At Monks Corner the study was at the far end of the house, so that he could work without being disturbed. His wife and daughter understood and fell in with his desire for solitude and did all they could to ensure this. He would take long walks, and many were the plots that were woven during his walks on Marlow Common with his dog. He would then draft the main outlines of a story or play in shorthand notes himself. The following is his secretarys account of a mornings work:



He usually commenced work with his secretary about ten oclock a m., and, unless anything unforeseen occurred, would spend the morning in fairly strenuous work. He opened his correspondence first. He would deal with requests for autographs, letters from agents and various minor matters; every detail was carefully considered. It was his peculiarity that he liked his letters to be answered in handwriting instead of typewriting. When the time came to commence his creative work, he would walk up and down the study floor with his hands behind his back and dictate with marvellous ease page after page of humour and pathos. He would occasionally refer to his shorthand notes, and he would often rearrange the ornaments on the mantelpiece while dictating.



Here is Jeromes own version of a mornings work:



The girl (secretary) becomes a sort of conscience; after a time you get ashamed of yourself, muddling about the room and trying to look as if you were thinking. She yawns, has pins and needles, begs your pardon every five minutes — was under the impression that you said something. A girl who knows her business can, without opening her mouth, bully a man into working.



Tenacity of Purpose 

This quality was conspicuous even in his boyhood. At school he was a pugnacious little fellow and had a way of nailing his colours to the mast. All through his life, when once he had decided upon a certain course, he was unyielding, and was always ready and willing to fight for his principles. His spirit was humble and contented, but with dogged determination he bore such hardships and bufferings as rarely fall to the lot of any man.

The following letter from Sir Arthur Conan Doyle confirms this:



Dear Sir, Unhappily my Jerome letters have been lost. I had a number. I send one, however, which is characteristic, in the part where he says he loved fighting for its own sake — and why? Courage was always one of his outstanding qualities. I remember in Norway he was never happy if he went to a rock or a waterfall until he had perched himself on the most dangerous pinnacle.

A fine example was his protesting before a Southern (U.S.A.) audience about the lynching of negroes. You will find the account in his Memoirs. This courage made him a little aggressive and hotheaded at times, but it was always in an unselfish cause. I think he liked to be in a minority often, for the fighting it would bring him.

I may add that he has come back to me in a very convincing way since his death, but the world is still too ignorant to understand these things.

Yours sincerely, A. Conan Doyle.



To Mr. Alfred Moss.



The following is the U.S.A. incident referred to by Sir Arthur:

Jerome was to lecture at Chattanooga. He had been told of negroes being roasted alive; of mere boys, and sometimes women, being tortured to death, and the whole appalling horror being planned for the purpose of amusing a mob. Two negroes had been lynched just before he arrived. After the lecture, he asked permission to refer to a matter which was troubling his conscience; without waiting for permission he fearlessly condemned lynching as inhuman.

He afterwards said he could almost visualize the anger of the audience which seemed to be increasing. Mrs. Jerome was deadly pale, he had not told her of his intention. It was a wonder he was not attacked by the infuriated crowd, but when he had finished, he sat down amid silence. His fine courage and downright sincerity told on the people, who quietly left the hall.

The Jerome letter sent by Conan Doyle is as follows:



Mr. Dear Doyle, I received your white edition about a month ago and I was fascinated by it. You know I love fights for fights own sake. (Its my shameful old ancestors Norse blood.) And I loved to read about that gentle knight of yours. I borrowed Burgins copy. If you have a copy to spare it will save my buying one, as I know I shall want to read it again....

Kindest regards, Yours ever, J. K. J.

In the late Nineties he expressed in To-day his righteous indignation against Abdul the Damned, as William Watson called the Sultan of Turkey. So forcible was his condemnation of the massacre of Armenians by the Turks that his articles were the subject of diplomatic negotiating between the British and Turkish Governments. He was sent for by the Foreign Office and an Act of Parliament was read to him, but that did not prevent his continuing to write powerful articles in condemnation of Turkish brutalities until they began to diminish.

He also attacked the Belfast Corporation for cruelty to tram horses. When dealing with cruelty to animals, Jerome forgot nothing relevant. He took his coat off, and fought until the dumb animals had more humane treatment.

George Wingrave relates an incident which reveals Jeromes utter fearlesness in the face of danger:



He and Jerome spent a week-end at Scarborough; they decided to walk along the coast to Filey. They went on until they came to a notice, beyond which it was dangerous to go. Oh, come on, said Jerome. That is only put up to frighten old women. So on they went, and soon found the water was up to the rocks. They determined, however, to get round the next bend. Their position was then extremely dangerous. Fortunately, some fishermen saw them and pointed out a way of escape.

Jeromes remarkable assiduity and determination were not used for the purpose of becoming rich. That does not appear to have been his ambition. He apparently cared less for the fruits of his labour than for the pleasure and relish of fighting to reach some goal. With each fulfilment of an ambition, came the resolution to achieve something fresh.

He himself wrote in They and I:



Life is giving, not getting.... It is the work that is the joy, not the wages; the game, not the score. Life is doing, not having. It is to gain the peak the climber strives, not to possess.



With Jerome, every defeat was a step towards further victory. He may be likened to a famous Italian general, who, being asked in his old age why he was always victorious, replied that it was because he had been so often defeated in his youth.



Jeromes Travels 

It would be difficult to write about J. K. J. taking a journey without noting his propensity for packing. He prided himself upon his skill in packing hampers and trunks. It was almost an infatuation with him. At one period of his life, if he did not do the packing, he would not take the journey. His genius for packing, no doubt, led to that delightful humour in Three Men on the Bummel, called The Wisdom of Uncle Podger:

Always before beginning to pack, my uncle would say, make a list.

He was a methodical man.

Take a piece of paper — he always began at the beginning— put down on it everything you can possibly require; then go over it and see that it contains nothing you can possibly do without. Imagine yourself in bed; what have you got on? Very well, put it down — together with a change. You get up; what do you do? Wash yourself; what do you wash yourself with? Soap; put down soap. Go on till you have finished. Then take your clothes. Begin at your feet; what do you wear on your feet? Boots, shoes, socks; put them down. Work up until you get to your head. What else do you want besides clothes? A little brandy; put it down. A corkscrew; put it down. Put down everything, then you dont forget anything.

That is the plan he always pursued himself. The list made, he would go over it carefully, as he always advised, to see that he had forgotten nothing. Then he would go over it again and strike out everything it was possible to dispense with. Then he would lose the list.

There is also a very amusing account in On the Stage and Off of a huge hamper which he says he bought when he first went on the road as a travelling player. This hamper let him in for a good deal of chaff from railway porters, and sarcasm from landladies. He tried to lose the thing, but no matter where he left it it always followed him.

When Jerome and George Wingrave lodged together they went occasionally to Belgium and France, Jerome always doing the packing. A few years later, after his marriage, Jerome discovered that his books were more widely read and appreciated in Germany than in England. Three Men in a Boat was read throughout the country, and Three Men on the Bummel had been adopted as a school reading-book. His plays were running in many German Theatres. Naturally, he decided to go. On arriving at Freiburg he took lessons in the German language from Professor Dr. Gutheim, with whom he formed an intimate and lifelong friendship.

Since Jeromes death, Dr. Gutheim has broadcast a number of wireless talks in Germany about Jerome. He has also written a number of articles in literary journals, cuttings of which the Professor has kindly sent for use in this book. The following brief extract is a translation from the German:



The man of whom I am about to speak is, perhaps, next to G. B. Shaw and Oscar Wilde, the one among modem English literary stars who is best known beyond the bounds of his own country; whose works have been translated into all languages and read everywhere with pleasure.

It is the English writer, Jerome K. Jerome, whose humorous story, Three Men in a Boat, has been spread abroad to a degree seldom experienced.

I myself had the pleasure of knowing him when he made a long stay in Freiburg during his journey through Germany, when I was with him during his stay.

I am still, after long years, grateful for the stimulating hours which I spent in his company and for the clever and dry-humoured conversations which I enjoyed with him.



Professor Gutheim sketches, with much accuracy, Jeromes career from the time of his birth in Walsall, all through his struggles and successes until his death in 1927. He speaks of him in the highest terms as a friend, and of his writings with enthusiastic appreciation.

While Jerome was in Berlin a number of young men formed themselves into a club with the object of reading and studying his writings. It was called The Jeromian Club, and meetings were held regularly.

In Dresden, said Mr. Jerome, there was quite a large English colony. We had a club, and a church of our own, with a debt and organ fund just like the churches at home.
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He then went to Russia, and found that at St. Petersburg he was already famous. A number of bearded Russians, so he himself said, met him at the station and insisted upon kissing him.

He made the acquaintance of a Russian General and his wife. The latter could speak English and had helped to make Jeromes name known in Russia. She also acted as his interpreter.

Mr. Maurice Baring, in his book Puppet Show of Memory, mentions meeting with a Japanese Military Attache and a Russian student in St. Petersburg. The conversation turned on English literature. The Russian student said his two favourite modern English authors were Jerome K. Jerome and Oscar Wilde. When Baring showed some surprise at his choice, the student said: You seem to think I refer to Jerome as a comic writer. You probably have not read Paul Kelver, which is a masterpiece and a real human book — a great book. Baring also states that Jeromes books were to be seen on the bookstalls and newspaper kiosks in Central Russia.

In his book American Wives and Others, Jerome relates an amusing account of his return journey from Russia to Germany:

A friend gave me a little dog to bring away with me. It was a valuable animal and I wished to keep it with me. It is strictly forbidden to take dogs into railway-carriages. The list of pains and penalties for doing so frightened me considerably. Oh, that will be all right, my friend assured me. Have a few roubles loose in your pocket. I tipped the station-master and I tipped the guard, and started, pleased with myself. But I had not anticipated what was in store for me. The news that an Englishman with a dog in a basket and roubles in his pocket was coming must have been telegraphed all down the line. At almost every stopping-place some enormous official, generally wearing a sword and a helmet, boarded the train. At first these fellows terrified me. I took them for Field-Marshals at least. When they saw the dog their astonishment was boundless. Visions of Siberia crossed my mind. Anxious and trembling, I gave the first one a gold piece. He shook me warmly by the hand. I thought he was going to kiss me. If I had offered him my cheek I am sure he would have done so. With the next one I felt less apprehensive. For a couple of roubles he blessed me — so I gathered — and, commending me to the care of the Almighty, departed. Before I reached the German frontier I was giving away the equivalent of English sixpences to men with the bearing and carriage of Major-Generals; and to see their faces brighten up, and to receive their heart-felt benedictions, was well worth the money.



Jerome visited Switzerland and called upon Hall 

Caine, who happened to be there, and was in the middle of writing The Christian. It was snowing, but Jerome suggested a walk. Hall Caine agreed and said he knew a short way to Pontresina. They had not gone far when they were up to their waists in a snowdrift. Hall Caine said: I know where we are now, we are in a hollow, we ought to have turned to the right. They at once turned to the right, and in a short time were up to their necks. Jerome said he had been to Pontresina and didnt think much of it. Perhaps youre right, said Hall Caine, as they retraced their steps.

Jerome made three tours through the United States and lectured or gave readings in every State. President Roosevelt expressed a wish to see him. Jerome and his wife called; curiously enough Roosevelt had that morning received a letter from his son mentioning Jeromes books. They had an interesting talk, and Jerome was much struck with the Presidents boyishness. A few years later Jerome spoke his mind freely and frankly about the injustices and wrongs the negro races in America suffer at the hands of white men. Nevertheless, after finding out all he could about his fellow-beings in that country, he expressed the opinion that the American, taking him class for class and individual for individual, is no worse than the rest of us.



Service in the War Jeromes lady secretary writes:
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I can remember as if it were yesterday how grieved and sorrowful he was on that fateful August morning. He knew Germany well, and realized what so many did not, that it would be a long and bitter struggle. There were some who thought that because he did not believe all the tales of atrocities served out by the Press that he was a pro-German. It was utterly untrue. There was no more loyal Englishman, but his heart was torn at the thought of the frightful sacrifice of young lives. He did not presume to pronounce judgement on the authorship of the world-struggle. His thoughts were always for the lads who were day by day sacrificing their lives. When the ghastly news came of the sinking of the Lusitania he was unable to work. A very dear friend, Mr. Charles Frohman, had perished.



On the suggestion of a member of the British Cabinet he went to America to assist in English propaganda. He made speeches in many large centres and had an interview with President Wilson, who conveyed the idea that America was preparing herself to come in at the end as peacemaker. At a dinner in Washington an important group of German bankers and business men assured Jerome that Germany had already realized that she had bitten off more than she could chew, and would welcome a peace conference. He brought back the message to England, but the idea of a conference came to nothing.

He then offered himself for active service but was rejected by the British Army Authorities as being over age. He was, however, accepted by the French Red Cross Society as an ambulance driver.



One bitter night, writes his secretary, I struggled through the deep snow to receive his final orders. I can see him now, straight and virile in his blue uniform. I believe he was fifty-seven at the time, but that night he did not look more than forty.



He was Ambulance Driver Nine. He went through all the hardships that every Tommy who came back from France talks about, with rain almost unceasing and mud everywhere. From rain the weather would change to frost, when the thermometer would register several degrees below zero. He would spend nights beside a mud-locked car, listening to groans and whispered prayers. Cars would be overturned, their load of dying men would mingle in a ghastly heap of writhing limbs from which the bandages had come undone.

To one so sensitive and tender this was heart-rending. The sorrow of it never entirely left him. He was in France about a year.



When he came home, his secretary writes, the old Jerome was gone. In his place was a stranger.

He was a broken man.



Some time afterwards his medical adviser, Dr. T. Wingrave (Georges brother) warned him that his heart was affected.

He joined a small but influential group of men who believed the time had come to end war by negotiation. The group included Dean Inge, Lord Buckmaster, the Earl of Beauchamp, Lord Lansdown, and John Drinkwater. Meetings were held, and their action, no doubt, satisfied their consciences, but it was generally regarded as premature.

The War did not have a very great influence upon him as an artist. The characteristic features of his writings were much the same after the War as before. If there was any change at all, his seriousness was deepened and his work had just a tinge of sadness.



A Human Man.



In 1926 Jerome was entertained by the members of the O.P. Club at the Hotel Cecil, London. Sir Charles Higham, president of the Club, in the course of his speech, asked:



How is it that the man who could write Three Men in a Boat could also write The Passing of the Third Floor Back? One full of humour, while the other touched the tenderest chords in their composition. I think I know the explanation. It is because he is such a human man. You cant write such things unless you know the soul of the people.



Here Sir Charles Higham struck a deep note; the first necessity for man is to be human. Jerome knew the soul of the people, having spent his sad childhood and youth among them. He knew their hardships and sorrows, and was ever-ready to lend a helping hand to those in misfortune. A letter to Coulson Kernahan gives one example of this:



My dear Jack, May I ask your help for a wife and family (left utterly destitute) of a young brother writer? Poor fellow died last week after a long illness, which took all his resources and left his young wife and two babies to battle with the world by themselves. He was only a youngster (twenty-five), Herbert Adams — not a genius, but a humble, ready worker, journalist, essay-writer, poet, etc., etc. I shall do what I can among the societies, but their wants are pressing. I know your weak points, and take, I fear, a mean advantage....

Yours ever, JEROME.



Besides being in sympathy with his fellow men, Jerome believed that there is a kinship running through all living creatures. Indeed, his love for birds and dumb animals was part of his religion. During a hot, dry summer, he had coco-nut shells filled with water and placed on the trees in the woods around his house so that the birds could drink.



On one occasion, his secretary writes, while writing to his dictation I was surprised to hear him break off in the middle of a sentence and say:

Well, what do you want? On looking round I saw a sparrow had entered the study and was hopping round his feet and not making the slightest attempt to fly away. It was typical of the man that he did not move until the little visitor hopped out of its own accord into the garden.

He was merciless in his anger towards any person whom he found ill-treating a bird or animal.



When the Great War was drawing to its close and peace celebrations were being talked about, a bird-lover suggested in the Press that one way of celebrating peace would be to liberate all caged birds. The following is an extract from a letter that Jerome wrote to the paper upon the suggestion:



From what I know of them, I do not believe we could give our boys at the Front any greater pleasure than this little gift of mercy to the sweet singers of our lanes and fields.

We hear how this war is to lift up and purify the nations. How we are to emerge from it braver, truer, kinder. God grant it may be so. Meanwhile, might we not begin with this little thing that to many of us means so much? We are fighting for liberty. Cannot our hearts be big enough that even our little fellow artists, the birds, shall have their liberty and share in our triumph?

JEROME K. JEROME.



Jeromes lady secretary also writes about his favourite dog, Max:



I shall always in my memory of him associate J. K. J. with Max. He was sitting in his study-chair at Monks Corner when I first saw him with his magnificent Great Dane lying at his feet. They made an imposing picture. The white-haired gentleman, with his quaintly humorous smile, and his grave-eyed canine companion seemed to my mind complemental to each other.

When we were at work Max would stroll quietly in, stand for a few moments looking round, and, when he found his master was busy, would come to each desk, give us a wet, doggy greeting with his tongue, and just as quietly amble out. He was a splendid creature, and it was a great grief to his master when he contracted cancer of the throat and had to be destroyed.



In Mr. Jeromes garden was a pool of water into which frogs would sometimes jump, and if they were not taken out they would drown. Jerome made with his own hands some little steps to enable them to climb out.

To him there was a mysterious relationship between all living things, uniting them into one family, and there was an indefinable pleasure in rendering any little act of kindness to the humblest of living creatures.



Jeromes Religion 

Behind all his humour, the key to his character lay in his religion. He had a profound belief in the value of all sincere religious faith. To millions of people religion is the most important thing in life. He realized as Goethe did, that beyond the grandeur and elevation of Christianity the human mind need not advance.
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To him religion was a very beautiful thing, broad-based upon the ineradicable principles of humanity, brotherhood and charity. It meant all men working together for the common good; playing the game, whether in sport, business, or politics — indeed in every walk of life. He believed that foundations of religion must be based upon truth, because the appeal of truth finds a point of contact in men and women generally. He was also convinced of the utter hopelessness and despair that comes with no faith.

It was characteristic of him that he could always see both sides of a religious question, but he once remarked to the present writer that he could not swallow everything that divines asked him to; saying in his humorous way that he had not the stomach of an ostrich, and was unable to digest nails.

Like most serious-minded people, Jerome wished to be orthodox, but he could only be orthodox by believing the dictates of his own conscience.



In five hundred years from now, he remarked, the accepted dogmas of to-day will have changed, perhaps beyond recognition, but the voice of conscience, and the need of communion with the Unseen, will be then just as now.



To him the unhappy divisions into which Christianity is rent was painful. He said the man in the street was bewildered and knew not which voice to believe. Christianity, as represented by its accredited teachers, had become a confusion of tongues, a never-ending disputation between pulpit and pulpit. The practice of elevating non-essentials into first principles had engendered much strife and bitterness. In theory Christian people love one another, in practice they often do exactly the opposite; the consequence is that the masses have little to guide them but their own consciences.

At the same time he believed that in the religious world men were groping after truth and reality. All that is wanted to produce order out of chaos is a great and inspired leader. When such a man arrives he will find that there burns in the heart of English people unmistakably and unshakably a deep and passionate religious conviction.

On December 16th, 1893, Jerome wrote in To-day a remarkable article which at the time caused much discussion, entitled Is Christianity Played Out?



I ask the question, he said, in no irreverent spirit; Christianity, although indirectly responsible for many dark pages in the worlds history, has been the most ennobling influence given to humanity, and I most earnestly desire to be classed amongst those who acknowledge the grandeur of its teaching and who pay reverence to its mighty founder.

But a religion that has outgrown its strength to be up and doing, that sits inert, a voiceless mummy, bedizened with the trappings of mere word-worship, is a thing best buried and forgotten. In all seriousness I ask if Christianity has come to this pass amongst us. Is it a live force in our midst this day, or but a painted figure-head upon the ship of State? Have we become a Christian people, carrying out our Christianity by proxy, instead of being a people of Christians?

The other week I briefly alluded to the case of a woman who died of starvation in Kensington, W. The womans sister, who was living with her — or, rather, dying with her — begged her to consent that they should go into the house, but the woman, who had earned her own bread for over half a century, shrank from the public shame. The Lord will provide for us, she answered — and died. We read the report in the morning paper and pass it by with a sigh.

But shift your vision for a moment. Be that other starving woman watching the only thing you have to love on earth slowly dying before your eyes. Think of the daily, hourly prayer for help; for a little bread, for a little coal; and the feeble voice grows feebler and feebler, drowned by the voices of the cheerful street and the joyous clanging of the church-bells of the Christians — until it ceases.

Take another example. An old woman of seventy drowns herself in the Serpentine. I have no home and no food, she writes, leaving the letter behind her for the living, and so I have made up my mind to end it. I cant get work because I am deaf and old. My hope is gone. May the Almighty forgive me! So the old soul, having finished her letter, totters through the long streets where dwell so many Christians to her comfort; and the muddy waters, closing over her, shut out from her ears the kindly voices urging on the hungry to have faith....

Towards the end of the same week an old soldier, a man who had been through Alma, Inkerman, Balaclava and Sebastopol, died of want at Bromley. He, also, preferred death to the house.

A Christian government, we say, provides the house. We subscribe to this charity, that society, the other organization. Let the officials look after our brothers.

It cant be done, my friends; we cant do our duty in this world by deputy. This automatic machine of ours, into which we put our gold at one end and our brother draws his dole at the other, is clogged and will not work.... It is you he wants. Give him your help and sympathy as from human being to human being and he will thank you for it. Christ and His disciples did not go about collecting money for the poor; when their days work was done they went into the houses of the poor. Their friends were poor. It is human hands, human hearts that are wanted. Gods work can never be done by societies. It is done by men and women. If each man took his work in his own hands the world would be more what God meant it to be.



Jerome certainly took his work into his own hands. He was the last man to advocate anything he could not live up to himself. His was a practical Christianity; but he carried out his acts of kindness so unobtrusively that the world knew little or nothing about them.

His religion was not of the seraphic kind that lives too much in the clouds to be any use in this plain, prosaic world of ours. Religion to him was a tremendous reality — something he could apply to his daily actions and to the common life to render it useful.

When living at Wallingford and Marlow Jerome took but little interest in the towns affairs. He preferred devoting the time at his disposal to work in which he was profoundly happy, namely, with his devoted wife ministering to the wants of the poor. Theirs was not the generosity that headed subscription lists, as far as possible it was anonymous. The friend in trouble, the man down on his luck, the woman oppressed by family anxieties, the bread-winner lying ill — these loomed largest in his thoughts and were the duties that each day brought, that must in the natural order of things come first. These duties were performed with great-hearted human sympathy.

A friend with small means and but little time at her disposal had reason for anxiety about her young sister on the Continent. Jerome put down his work, closed the door of the room in which he worked, and, with his wife, put a few things together and started for the Continent that night. A guest was staying in the house, but their hurried departure was understood. Nobody else could go, and whatever the inconvenience, they must.

A charwoman at Monks Corner had a delicate child; without the slightest display the little one was sent for a change into the country.

A man was out of work. Jerome, anxious to interview an employer, called at his London office seven times in one day. This incident has been spoken of as a myth; but those who knew him best say it has an amazing resemblance to fact.

These are a few instances out of many that can never be recorded, which show how Jerome played his part on the stage of life, a part which he faithfully continued to play until the curtain dropped.

In view of the fact that Jerome wrote an autobiography, the question may be asked, What need is there for another story of his life? One answer to that question is that Jerome was not the man to place on record his own countless good deeds and acts of kindness to the poor. These were known only to those who were nearest to him. But it is right that they should be widely known. As Shakespeare finely says:



One good deed, dying tongueless, Slaughters a thousand, waiting upon that.



Jerome helped the poor without a thought that he was even doing right, and thereby gaining some credit to himself. He helped the poor because it made them happy. His own happiness was, no doubt, incidentally heightened, because good deeds such as Jerome delighted in can never be thrown away. They imperceptibly but unmistakably help to fashion a better and kindlier world.



Jeromes Politics.



In his speech after being presented with the Freedom of the Borough of Walsall, Jerome said:



Now that I am one of you, and that you may know all about me, and that nothing may be hid, I ought perhaps to confess to you my politics — not an unimportant matter in a fellow-citizen. I am happy to say that I have been at various times in complete agreement with the political opinions of every one of you. (Laughter.)

I commenced as a Radical. It was your Radical who was then the bogey of respectable society. The comic papers generally represented him as something between a half-starved Guy Fawkes and an extraordinary gorilla.

I reformed. I became a true blue Conservative. I forget what converted me. It may have been the Liberal Press. (Laughter.) From Toryism I passed on naturally to Socialism, and joined the Fabians in company with Wells and Shaw.

With them, I soon grew tired of Fabianism. Mr. Wells — or should it be Mr. Clissold — is now, I gather, an ardent believer in government by men of business.... While Mr. Shaw, from his latest utterances, would appear to be now a humble disciple of Mussolini, and I am saved only by a miracle from becoming a Liberal Member of Parliament.

Still seeking my ideal, I might have joined the Labour Party, but that with the years there has come to me the reflection that the future of mankind does not depend upon any party, but upon natural laws, shaping us to their ends quite independently of governments and politics.



This sums up very neatly J. K. J.s attitude towards party politics. It is hardly to be wondered at that each policial party has claimed him as its own. In this respect he was something like Shakespeare. There is a difference of opinion among Shakespearian scholars as to his party leanings. Mr. Charles Whibley speaks of Shakespeare as being, like Aristophanes and all the greatest poets, a sound Tory. To Lord Morley he was a feudalist. To Swinburne he was something of a Socialist. Professor Dowden is not sure whether he was a Liberal or Conservative.

The fact is Shakespeare was superior to party or class prejudices. His nearest approach to a party cry was A plague on both your houses. He was too human, too universal in his sympathies, to be limited by the shibboleths of any party. The same may be said of Jerome. Strictly speaking he was not a party man. Politics interested him only in so far as they would improve the condition of the poor.

Jerome believed that there is no permanent greatness in a nation unless it is based upon the contentment and happiness of the great mass of people. The masses do not dwell in palaces and stately homes, but in humbler abodes, and unless legislation illuminates the homes of the people our system of government is yet imperfect.

His intense desire to help the poor had weighed upon his mind from youth up. It was impressed upon him by the memory of his own bitter struggles and sufferings in his early life. But his privations had not embittered him. On the contrary they made a saint of him. Such sufferings cause some men to be cynical, bitter, and enemies of society. Jeromes heart and mind were too big to seek reprisals and to fan class warfare. There was no room in his great heart to hold the memory of a wrong. These things made him humble and sympathetic. They sanctified his life both during his struggles and when they were comparatively over.

Jerome was asked to write a foreword for a volume of Dog Stories by Zola, the distinguished French novelist, and others. He did so, and following the foreword are these lines:



I know that the world, the great big world 

Will never a moment stop 

To see which dog may be in fault, 

But will shout for the dog on the top; 

But for me, I shall never pause to ask 

Which dog may be in the right, 

For my heart will beat, while it beats at all, 

For the under dog in the fight.



These lines may have been written by J. K. J. or they may not; there is nothing in the book to indicate their authorship. In any case they certainly express Jeromes sentiments; but while his sympathies were always with the under dog it does not follow that he harboured antipathy towards the top dog. The characteristic of the top dog, as a rule, is capability, and J. K. J. possessed a full share of this. He was far too astute to regard a man as an enemy of the race merely because he has ability. Some people do this, particularly if the ability runs in the direction of employing labour; but Jerome often said to Coulson Kernahan that hed rather own a great commercial concern, honourably and conscientiously, and by his own labour and brains helping to keep the poor fellows in employment, than write a great classic.

Jerome started out in life to achieve four ambitions, one of which was to become a Member of Parliament. The other three, as we have seen, were accomplished fairly early in life; but for the War it is almost certain he would have entered Parliament.



Jerome on Poetry 

In 1919 Jerome was asked to contribute to an Anthology of Walsall Poetry, namely, a collection of poems by Walsall writers of the past two hundred years. He replied that he did not know why, but he had never written any verse. He stated that he seriously thought of trying his hand. He, however, wrote a foreword for the said volume. In this he traced the history of poetic utterance right back to the cradle of the human race, before the conventional language had been invented and men and women made themselves understood by signs and vocal sounds. The fore-word is too long to quote in full. Here is a brief extract:



Let those to whom the gift has been given, the poets of the world, the makers of pictures, the makers of music, the makers of runes, continue their work in quietness and confidence. Major or minor, greater or smaller, they are helping to make the world less ugly and less brutal. It may be that the true progress of the world lies with them, and less than we thought with the builders and chemists, the mechanics and the bankers. It may be that the things of the spirit are more important than the things of the body. If so, mans future is the business of the poets.



Jerome Visits Walsall 

In 1921 he was collecting material for what proved to be his last book, My Life and Times. He visited Walsall with the object of seeing again the house in which he was born and obtaining a photograph of it. He also wished to see his fathers old friend, Sir Edward Holden, then over ninety years of age. He was the guest of Councillor Brockhurst, J.P., and Mrs. Brockhurst. On their way to Sir Edwards home he leaned upon his friend Arthur Brockhursts arm, and gave expression to thoughts which seemed always to be uppermost in his mind:

The older I get, he said, the more insistent does the cry of suffering humanity become. All my life I have been trying to help. Now that I am less able to answer its call, owing to advancing years, the cry becomes more and more poignant and saddens me.



After dinner they talked far into the night about old times. He was intensely interested in what Sir Edward told him about his fathers activities before he (J. K. J.) was born. How, many times, he drove Mr. Jerome, Sen., in a gig to the coal-pits at Norton Canes, and how he tried to persuade him not to invest his money in them, unfortunately to no purpose.

Besides spending some time at his birthplace, Jerome visited Wednesbury Road Church, which his father helped to build, and of which he was architect. He enjoyed a quiet and restful time, and on returning to London he wrote as follows:



189, Earls Court Road, S.W.5.

Sunday.



Dear Mrs. Brockhurst, Just a line to tell you that I got home safe and well after a comfortable journey.

My visit and your great kindness did me good, and I am feeling better than before I started on my visit to Walsall.

A thousand thanks and all best wishes. You, both of you, were so good to me. I shall always retain pleasant memories.

Yours ever sincerely, JEROME K. JEROME.



Entertained by the O.P. Club 

On January 30th, 1927, a complimentary dinner was given in Jeromes honour at the Hotel Cecil by the members of the O.P. Club. The club is composed of literary men, artists and musicians, and a large and distinguished company assembled. Sir Johnson Forbes-Robertson presided. In the course of his speech he said:



Mr. Jerome is a great literary genius. He has taken his place amongst the best in literature. Speaking of the play, The Passing of the Third Floor Back, Sir Johnson said: I remember the afternoon Jerome read it to me and my wife. I saw my wifes eyes fill with tears. My eyes, also, were wet. As a second title he called it An Idle Fancy. It was a noble fancy — a great fancy (applause), which had enormous influence on the people of this country and through the length and breadth of America. For seven years my wife and I played in that great play. It was a sort of new religion, and the beauty of it was, no religion was thrust upon the people. This man, concluded the chairman, is a genius, and I hope he will be able to impress the world with his beautiful character and fine ideals.



Sir Charles Higham, president of the club, said:



It would be difficult to find two men who started life with fewer advantages than Mr. Jerome and Sir Johnson Forbes-Robertson. They simply had to fight for success. Few men could have worked harder or with more determination, and possibly few had shed more tears in the course of their careers. They know now that there is nothing comparable with the joy which comes with a days work well done. God help those men who dont try to do their best at their jobs, whether they work only eight hours a day or, as some of us have to do, eighteen hours a day.



The Lord Chief Justice of England (Lord Hewart) related his interesting experiences when working with Mr. Jerome as a journalist. In the course of his reply Mr. Jerome said:



My successes I never had any difficulty in explaining to myself (laughter), but I confess my failures always puzzled me — until one day there came to me an explanation, and I give it to-night for what it may be worth. It is that life is a gamble. Disappointments are part of the game. Without them life would be a poor thing.

Honoured by His Native Town 

Some months prior to the function just referred to, viz., in the summer of 1926, a movement was set on foot in Walsall to entertain Jerome at a complimentary dinner. The Mayor of the town, Councillor D. E. Parry, fell in with the suggestion, which developed into a proposal for presenting Mr. Jerome with the Freedom of the Borough. The Mayor piloted the proposition through the Town Council and secured an enthusiastic and unanimous vote in its favour.

The presentation ceremony, owing to the time required for making the casket, did not take place until Thursday, February 17th, 1927. This was Jerome Day in Walsall. Mr. Jerome afterwards said it was the greatest day in his life. Some of the works were closed for a period to enable their staffs to pay homage to their much-esteemed townsman.

A tablet had been placed upon the house in which Mr. Jerome was born recording the date of his birth. The streets were thronged as the Mayor (Councillor J. A. Leckie) and the Mayoress, accompanied by the Town Clerk (Mr. Herbert Lee), the Deputy Mayor, Mr. Jerome, his wife and daughter, Mr. W. W. Jacobs and many members of public bodies made their way to the birthplace for the purpose of witnessing the unveiling of the tablet.
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The Mayor said: In unveiling this artistic tablet which marks the birthplace of one of Walsalls most eminent sons, I should like to say what special pleasure it gives me to do so, in the happy circumstances, that this tablet has been placed in its position during the lifetime and in the presence of him whom it commemorates. We are delighted to have Mr. Jerome K. Jerome with us to-day as a witness of what is in many respects a unique ceremony. For these tablets are usually erected after a mans death. It is, therefore, a peculiar tribute that we are to-day paying to Mr. Jerome. It can no longer be said of Walsall, at any rate, that a prophet has no honour in his own country or among his own kindred, for here we have visible proof to the contrary.

May this tablet, commemorating one who in spite of early struggles has risen to a high position by sheer ability and determination, be an inspiration to the youth of to-day and of the coming days to use their talents for the best and highest aims in life and an encouragement to all with high ideals to steadfastly pursue them, realizing that they are bound to receive their reward.



The Knighthood of the People 

The company then returned through the crowded streets to the Town Hall, which was densely packed with people, many having to stand. When the Mayor, accompanied by Mr. Jerome, W. W. Jacobs, the Town Clerk and the mace-bearers appeared on the platform they had a most vociferous reception. A choir of school children sang very beautifully two pieces which some time previously they sang before the Prince of Wales. Mr. Jerome then signed the Freemans Roll, and the Mayor declared him to be an Honorary Freeman of Walsall and presented him with the scroll and casket. The latter was unique in that it was made of leather beautifully ornamented, Walsall being noted the world over for its leather products, Mr. Jerome had expressed a wish that the casket should be in this material.

The Mayor in making the presentation referred to the town of Walsall as being one of the oldest in the country, having had a Mayor and governing body certainly since 1377, probably much earlier, and that the honour of its Freedom had always been jealously guarded. Mr. Jerome, he said, had shed lustre upon the old borough, and the town was proud to honour him by giving him the greatest distinction it was able to confer upon any citizen. He referred to the wonderful influence of Jeromes mother as being immortal, also to his being blessed with a good wife who stood by his side and encouraged him in his early struggling days.

Turning to Mr. Jerome the Mayor said: The town is proud of your literary and dramatic achievements, and of your unconquerable spirit, but, above all, it is proud of you as a man. Your pen has never been used unworthily, your humour has always been clean and refreshing, your serious work uplifting and your influence wielded for the betterment of mankind and the world.

In his reply Mr. Jerome said: Many of my literary friends are knights and baronets, others have received degrees of honour from the hands of Chancellors of Universities, and heads of Royal Societies. But I am the only literary man who has received his honour from the people. This Freedom of the Borough, it is the peoples knighthood. I take it you have conferred upon me the Knighthood of Walsall, and I shall always be proud of my spurs.

Speaking of the town as represented to him by his father he said: Behind your teeming streets and rearing factories I seem to see, like some faint ghost, that goodly town upon the hill, surrounded by its woods and heathland upon which the sun is shining.

It may come again, the sunshine and the clean, bright streets, and the pleasant country round about. There is no reason why industrialism should not become civilized. There is no reason why factories should be ugly. There is no reason why men and women should live in sordid streets. Science holds out the hope that one day smoke and dirt will be banished from the land. Let us prepare for that time by keeping alive our love of beauty, by learning to value the finer things of life. You love music and art and poetry, I know. All wise men do. They are the food and drink of the soul. You have built yourselves noble buildings, you have made yourselves leafy roads and gardens. It was in a garden that man first talked with God. We banish God when we turn the country into slums. It is these things — religion, art, learning, music, literature — that are the important things. Business is very necessary. It is the bread of life. But a community does not thrive on business alone. It is by taking thought for the things of the spirit that a city shall prosper. Let us all work together for the prosperity of our good old town of Walsall.



The Complimentary Dinner 

Under the chairmanship of the Mayor, Councillor J. A. Leckie, there was a large and representative gathering at the complimentary dinner to Mr. Jerome in the evening. The ex-Mayor, Councillor Parry, proposed the health of the new Freeman. In the course of his remarks he said that when the resolution was before the Council the question was asked: What would Stratford-on-Avon be without its Shakespeare? What would Lichfield be without Dr. Johnson? What would Stafford be without Isaac Walton? In the future men would ask, What would Walsall be without its Jerome K. Jerome? There is so much that is dull and drab in life that the humorist becomes a benefactor to the race. But it is when I turn to almost the last page of his last book that I find the real man. The humorist and the play-right become the prophet and the preacher. This is the man Walsall delights to honour. We hope he will carry away with him from Walsall pleasant memories of to-day.

Mr. Jerome, replying, spoke under great emotion. He said: Do you think you have gone the right way to get a speech out of me this evening? He had made a few casual notes, he said, but he had hardly the heart to go on with them. After a while his humour gained the mastery, and he told an amusing incident concerning the production of The Passing of the Third Floor Back at Harrogate. The audience had expected something different from the author of Three Men in a Boat. He himself walked out of the theatre behind two old ladies. One, wiping her eyes, said: Well, my dear, I did not think it was at all funny.

Never mind, said the other, also wiping her eyes, it does not do to be too critical. No doubt he was doing his best. The next morning he read in the paper a criticism that the play began all right, but towards the end the fun collapsed. (Laughter.)

Perhaps, he continued, it is as well that this very delightful day in my existence did not come too soon. It might have sent me down with a swelled head, perhaps; now it does not so much matter. I shall always remember this day, ladies and gentlemen, and it will be pleasant to think of one little place in England where one is thought about as a child of that town.

Dr. Layton proposed the toast of Literature and the Drama. This was responded to by Mr. W. W. Jacobs, who kept the company in a state of continual merriment. He indulged in some delightful raillery at Mr. Jeromes expense.

The rewards of literature, he said, were very unequal. One man gets a tablet stuck on a house in which he says he was born, the freedom of a famous town is conferred upon him in a beautiful casket I should like to have stolen, and a public dinner given in his honour. Another man has to act as a sort of best man, carrying his train, so to speak, and whispering in his ear not to look quite so self-conscious and try to appear as though freedoms and public dinners in his honour were matters of every-day occurrence. (Laughter.) The rewards are unequal. As I say, one man writes about Three Men in a Boat and lives in affluence; another man writes about boats of all sorts, and crews consisting of hundreds of people, and has to borrow money to pay his super-tax.

I am very pleased to come to take part in this honour to Jerome K. Jerome, who is a clever man. I have always had a great respect for his intelligence since he took my stories thirty years ago, and asked for more. He is one of the best men I know. A lot of people say so, and he himself has never denied it. (Laughter.) He has never tried to. (Laughter.) I know a great deal in favour of him, but have never heard anything against him. Whether that is due to my carelessness or to his carefulness I will not say.



The Freedom Scroll 

The Scroll conveying the Freedom of the Borough to Mr. Jerome is of the finest vellum inscribed by hand and tastefully illuminated in gold and colours. It is authenticated by the Borough Seal and signed by the Mayor and Town Clerk. Overleaf is a photograph showing the inscription.

During their stay in Walsall Mr., Mrs and Miss Jerome were entertained by Alderman and Mrs. Smith, J.P., is a Freeman of the County Borough of Walsall.

On returning to London after the Freedom ceremony Jerome expressed through The Walsall Observer his thanks to his fellow-citizens as follows:



Dear Walsall, Though I said all I could think of at the time, I feel I must write and thank you again for your wonderful hospitality and kindness to me when I was with you last week. You were there waiting for me in your streets — on your doorsteps, so to speak — with hands outstretched. There was more than welcome in your eyes. You gave me the feeling that behind your formal greetings there was genuine affection for me — that all these years you had remembered me, had been looking forward to my coming back.

It made me think of that dear Walsall nurse of mine that I mention in my memoirs who always thought of me as her boy.

I felt I was the guest of all of you. There were no class distinctions; your quiet, undemonstrative men; your placid, smiling women; your grave-faced little children who clamoured to be lifted up that they might wave their hands to me — you were, all of you, so evidently pleased to have me among you; you gave me the freedom of your hearts.
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There were so many things I forgot to say when I was with you.

As a child in London I heard no music that I can remember; if I had remained with you I should have come to love it earlier. It must be that all children have music in them, and yours have been taught how to express it.

That childrens choir of yours that I heard in the Town Hall; it was wonderful! How I enjoyed it!

And the beautiful casket you gave me, of Walsall work, in which to keep the record of the honour you have done me — it will always be a joy for me to look at.

I shall always think of your music and your art. And, above all, of your sincerity and largeheartedness, and be proud of my relationship to you.

Yours affectionately, 

JEROME K. JEROME.



Illness and Death 

In May, 1927, Mr. Jerome, his wife and daughter visited Devonshire. They telephoned to Mrs. Kernahan Harris, at Ashburton, that they would call the next day. For a number of years Mrs. Jerome and Mrs. Kernahan Harris had been close and intimate friends; they were indeed as sisters to each other. After the message had been telephoned Jerome had a sudden but brief seizure. With medical assistance he recovered in a few hours.

The next day they decided to go to Ashburton as arranged. They could not go by car, as the doctor had told Jerome that he must not drive, so they went in the Devon bus. Arriving at their friends house they had to climb a little hill to reach the plateau on which the house stands. Owing to his illness the day before he walked very slowly, but in a short time, after resting and breathing the clear fragrant air of the moorland, he became himself again.

When leaving, Mrs. Kernahan Harris accompanied them down to the gate opening on the road to wait for the Devon bus to take them back. They all said Good-bye. But some presentiment must have been in Jeromes mind, for as he was about to step in the bus he looked back, and returning, took his friends hands again and said Goodbye, Mary! There was something in his face and voice so strangely impressive that, although Mrs. Kernahan Harris had not been told of the grim warning of the previous day, she afterwards wrote:



I knew, as I stood there, that I should never see my friend again. But the old, cheerful smile, the courage that made light of a physical weakness, was the last thing I saw — once more — before they were all lost to sight. And so, looking back — so smiling — I shall remember him.



On May 30th they all started by car on their homeward journey, Mr. Jerome declining his wifes offer to drive and, contrary to medical advice, drove through Cheltenham to Northampton, where they put up at the Angel Hotel. He appeared in his usual health, but in the night he had another seizure which paralysed his right side. Miss Jerome immediately telephoned to London for the family doctor and it was found he was suffering from cerebral haemorrhage. The private nursing-homes being all full, he was removed to a private ward in the Northampton Hospital.

He never spoke after the seizure, but was conscious and able to recognize his dear ones and appreciate their loving ministrations until nearly the end. He passed peacefully away on June 14th at the age of sixty-eight.

It is pleasing to know that he suffered but very little after he was stricken down.

The funeral took place at Golders Green Crematorium on Friday, June 17th, the Rev. Herbert Trundle, Vicar of St. Albans, Golders Green, officiating. The principal mourners were Mrs. Jerome, Miss Jerome, Mr. Harry Shorland, Mr. Frank Shorland and Mr. Frank Bannister (nephews) and Mrs. Harry Shorland. Among those present were Councillor J. A. Leckie (Mayor of Walsall), Mr. George Wingrave, Mr. Carl Hentschel, Dr. Woodley Stocker, Mr. W. Walsh, Mr. G. B. Burgin, Mr. Will Owen, and Mr. P. H. King.

At the time of the funeral a memorial service was held at Walsall in the church which Jeromes father, in his prosperous days, was instrumental in building.

In the course of his address the Rev. J. W. James said: Jerome K. Jerome spent his life in climbing Mount Parnassus; most of us live on the plains of life. The ideal life seems remote, and at times, sick at heart, we turn to the books and painting and music of men who have struggled upwards, and live the glorious life of the spirit on the mountains whose very slopes are often hidden from our view. In the future days many of us will turn in an hour of weariness and sickness towards Mount Parnassus, and in our delight we shall find that the voice of Jerome K. Jerome can still come with power to gladden and inspire. He being dead yet speaketh.

His last resting-place is the beautiful churchyard at Ewelm, Oxfordshire.

One autumn day in 1928 three friends, Mr. Frank Shorland, Mr. George Wingrave and the present writer, visited the historic church at Ewelm. In the chancel of this church Chaucers son lies buried. Jerome K. Jerome and his family worshipped there when they lived at Wallingford, and now in its picturesque churchyard his ashes sleep in silence. The three friends each placed flowers upon his grave, which is side by side with that of his sister Blandina and his stepdaughter.

Archbishop Trenches lines came to mind as a fitting and almost literal description of the scene:



And formed from out that very mould 

In which the dead did lie 

The daisy, with the eye of gold, 

Looked up into the sky.



The rook was wheeling overhead, 

Nor hastened to be gone; 

The small bird did its glad notes shed, 

Perched on a grey headstone.



The text of Scripture on his gravestone is For we are labourers together with God — I Cor iii, 9.



This was a striking reminder of his self-imposed mission — to take happiness into the homes of the poor and help to bring back to God His unhappy world.

While standing by the graveside thoughts of the rich harvest of his life crowded into the mind. Nobly did he serve his generation, sweetening the moral and religious life of his time. Out of the abundance of his kindly heart he made the pathway of life easier for many poor wayfarers. Though dead, his thoughts and acts survive, and will leave their mark upon the character of unborn generations. The light of his white soul will illuminate the days that are ahead.

The thoughts of millions of people who have felt the magic of Jeromes kindly humour, or the profound spiritual significance of his plays will go out to the faithful partner of his life, Mrs. Jerome, who was always by her husbands side in good fortune and ill, and who ministered to his every need in sickness and in health, till death did them part; also to his daughter, Miss Jerome, who for some years acted as her fathers secretary and companion, and now is the comfort of her mother in her widowhood.

Critics have pointed out that in some of Jeromes short stories, and in Paul Kelver, the influence of Dickens can be detected; also that some of his humour is reminiscent of Mark Twain. Surely it is true that most writers are influenced by their predecessors or by their contemporaries, and in the interests of the development of literature it is useful to trace these connections. It is good, for instance, to study the effect that other writers had upon Shakespeare, also the influence that Mozart exercised over the early compositions of Beethoven, or the extent to which Handel gave to his music the breadth and majesty of Purcell.

If it is true that Jerome reveals the influence of Dickens and Mark Twain, it is not suggested that he was a copyist. His individuality is apparent in almost every line he wrote. Jerome was nothing if not himself.

But these memoirs do not profess to be a scientific treatise of Jeromes art and technique; neither are they a critical review of his writings from the scientific standpoint; nor yet an attempt to fix his position and importance in modern English literature. It is perhaps too early to attempt these things. It has been well said that the balances in which the works of the masters are weighed vibrate long before they are finally adjusted.

In October, 1927, a lecture was given to the prisoners in Swansea Gaol by the Rev. T. Mardy Rees on Jerome K. Jerome. The prisoners laughed and cried at the humour and pathos of the selections. An employer of labour accompanying the chairman was profoundly moved by the examples given of Jeromes kindheartedness. He recognized among the prisoners an old employé who was married and had five children. At the close he said he would pay the mans fine and give him a job. The lecturer said: He being dead yet speaketh. A great heart such as Jerome can never die. He was one of the greatest souls of his generation.

In October, 1928, a remarkable scene was witnessed at St. Pauls Church, Covent Garden, London. Jeromes play The Passing of the Third Floor Back was performed on a Sunday afternoon. The sacred edifice was crowded until not an inch of standing room was left. Hundreds of people had to be turned away. The rector, the Rev. Hart Davies, expressed himself as delighted with the experiment. The resident population of the parish being only about one thousand, he was glad to do something to attract casual visitors to the church.

The same play has since been performed with similar success in a Manchester church.

In 1924 Sir Oliver Lodge wrote to a meeting of the Walsall Civic Board of Music, at which Mr. Jerome was expected to be present:



This is to express goodwill to the town of Sister Dora and to assure Mr. Jerome K. Jerome of the gratitude which many feel to him for the humorous and serious writings, especially for the play The Passing of the Third Floor Back, which must have made many realize the good that lies buried beneath the surface of ordinary humanity, capable of being evoked by a spirit of faith and charity.

OLIVER LODGE.

These testimonies, selected from many, show that Jeromes works contain the power to quicken the best instincts in our common humanity; they have in them, therefore, an element of permanency, and it is certain that the more widely they become known the more powerful will be their influence for good in the world.

It was not only for his literary attainments that Jerome was regarded as a great man. In addition to his literary genius he possessed a fine character, an unsullied honour, and a strong faith. Linked to these qualities there was also an indefinable something which emanated from him, and which commanded general homage. It is not easy to find an English word that precisely expresses this attribute. The word personality is perhaps the nearest. There is nothing so akin to it as the fragrance of flowers; just as sweet scent is taken from flowers to give refreshment to people, so the fragrance of his beautiful life is perhaps Jeromes greatest gift to the world.

This subtle atmosphere radiates from some men with greater warmth than others. The Duke of Wellington had it in a marked degree. John Keble had it. Sir Johnson Forbes-Robertson when acting the part of The Stranger in The Passing of the Third Floor Back had it. Jerome had it, and it was unmistakably felt by those who came into contact with him. Its influence was so potent that this chapter cannot be closed with more appropriate words than those of the old Greek philosopher with which it commenced:



The workman still is greater than his work.

THE END
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The churchyard of St Marys, Ewelme, Oxfordshire — Jeromes final resting place
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Jeromes grave



Ops/images/img80.jpg





Ops/images/img83.jpg





Ops/images/img84.jpg





Ops/images/img81.jpg





Ops/images/img82.jpg





Ops/images/img76.jpg





Ops/images/img77.jpg





Ops/images/img74.jpg





Ops/images/img75.jpg





Ops/images/img78.jpg





Ops/images/img79.jpg





Ops/images/img72.png





Ops/images/img73.png





Ops/images/img70.jpg





Ops/images/img71.jpg





Ops/images/img65.png





Ops/images/img66.jpg





Ops/images/img63.jpg





Ops/images/img64.jpg





Ops/images/img69.jpg





Ops/images/img67.png





Ops/images/img68.jpg





Ops/images/img61.jpg





Ops/images/img62.jpg





Ops/images/img60.jpg





Ops/images/img54.png





Ops/images/img55.jpg





Ops/images/img52.jpg





Ops/images/img53.jpg





Ops/images/img58.png
;..\v' "» N

Pl %

1 ALt
75 W EANOHEY
"





Ops/images/img59.jpg





Ops/images/img56.jpg





Ops/images/img57.png





Ops/images/img50.jpg
=S
G-
=

S
=





Ops/images/img51.png





Ops/images/img49.jpg





Ops/images/img43.jpg





Ops/images/img44.png





Ops/images/img41.jpg





Ops/images/img42.jpg





Ops/images/img47.jpg





Ops/images/img48.jpg





Ops/images/img45.jpg





Ops/images/img46.jpg





Ops/images/img40.png





Ops/images/img38.jpg





Ops/images/img39.jpg
e





Ops/images/img32.png





Ops/images/img33.jpg





Ops/images/img30.png





Ops/images/img31.png





Ops/images/img36.jpg





Ops/images/img37.jpg





Ops/images/img34.png





Ops/images/img35.jpg





Ops/images/img29.png





Ops/images/img27.png





Ops/images/img28.jpg





Ops/images/img21.png
@Three {en in 1 Boat

(70 sAY NoTHING OF THHE DOG)

Sttustratons by B, grederics.

i






Ops/images/img22.jpg





Ops/images/img20.png





Ops/images/img25.jpg





Ops/images/img26.jpg





Ops/images/img23.jpg





Ops/images/img24.jpg
{JEROME K JEROME )
1859~ 1927, .|
Author ¥

Wrote Three Men in a Boato
while living here i
at flac 104






Ops/images/img18.jpg





Ops/images/img19.png





Ops/images/img16.jpg





Ops/images/img17.png





Ops/images/img10.png





Ops/images/img11.jpg





Ops/images/img14.png
(S 15

&ASSIC HUMOUR

o

=120






Ops/images/img15.png
D EEEZ





Ops/images/img12.png
Parts Edition





Ops/images/img13.jpg
¢ HLHB





Ops/images/img4.jpg
MAIN SERIES 11012






Ops/images/img3.png
DELPHI ﬁCLASSICS

Explore the catalogue...





Ops/images/img6.jpg
DELPHI POETS






Ops/images/img5.jpg
Ancient Crassics






Ops/images/img8.jpg
”
DELPHI GREAT COMPOSERS

& f¢

or / ubert






Ops/images/img7.jpg
Masters of Art Series






Ops/images/img9.png
DELPHIﬁCLASSICS





Ops/images/img2.png





Ops/images/img1.jpg





Ops/images/img186.jpg
3

The Diary of
a Pilgrimage.

JEROME K. JEROME.

ARROWSMITH'S THREE -xx0-SIXPENNY SERIES,
b K1y






Ops/images/img187.jpg





Ops/images/img188.jpg





Ops/images/img189.jpg





Ops/images/img182.jpg
1893






Ops/images/img183.jpg





Ops/images/img184.jpg





Ops/images/img185.jpg





Ops/images/img180.jpg





Ops/images/img181.jpg
dle Thoughts
AN IDLE FELLOW

AN IDLE HOLIDAY

JEROME K. JEROME
At 00 Sr—en 7

Va2

—_—

L





Ops/images/img197.jpg





Ops/images/img198.jpg





Ops/images/img199.jpg





Ops/images/img193.jpg





Ops/images/img194.jpg





Ops/images/img195.jpg





Ops/images/img196.jpg





Ops/images/img190.jpg





Ops/images/img191.jpg





Ops/images/img192.jpg





Ops/images/img168.jpg
! JOHN INGERFIELD

AND OTHER STORIES

JEROME K. JEROME






Ops/images/img169.jpg





Ops/images/img164.png
it is the proper,”orthodox,
respectable way to begin,
and I have been brought up
in a proper, orthodox, re-
spectable way, and taught to always do
the proper, orthodox, respectable thing ;
and the habit clings to me.

Of course, as a mere matter of in-

formation it is quite unnecessary to
s






Ops/images/img285.png





Ops/images/img165.png





Ops/images/img166.jpg





Ops/images/img167.jpg





Ops/images/img160.jpg





Ops/images/img281.jpg





Ops/images/img161.jpg





Ops/images/img282.jpg





Ops/images/img162.png





Ops/images/img283.jpg





Ops/images/img163.jpg
TOLD
AFTER SUPPER





Ops/images/img284.jpg





Ops/images/img280.jpg





Ops/images/img179.png





Ops/images/img175.jpg





Ops/images/img176.jpg
Conservatory
backing

Centre  ——
opening

Chatr~y
o® O Table
s





Ops/images/img177.jpg





Ops/images/img178.jpg





Ops/images/img171.png





Ops/images/img172.jpg





Ops/images/img173.jpg





Ops/images/img174.jpg





Ops/images/img170.jpg





Ops/images/img106.jpg





Ops/images/img227.jpg





Ops/images/img107.jpg





Ops/images/img228.jpg





Ops/images/img108.jpg





Ops/images/img229.jpg





Ops/images/img109.png





Ops/images/img102.png





Ops/images/img223.jpg





Ops/images/img103.jpg





Ops/images/img224.jpg





Ops/images/img104.jpg





Ops/images/img225.jpg





Ops/images/img105.jpg





Ops/images/img226.jpg





Ops/images/cover.jpg
DELPHI
Y cLAssics

Jerome K. Jerome

Complete Works






Ops/images/img220.jpg





Ops/images/img100.png





Ops/images/img221.jpg





Ops/images/img101.png





Ops/images/img222.jpg





Ops/images/img117.jpg





Ops/images/img238.jpg





Ops/images/img118.png





Ops/images/img239.png





Ops/images/img119.jpg





Ops/images/img113.png





Ops/images/img234.jpg





Ops/images/img114.png





Ops/images/img235.jpg
m

1y
L
(181 ‘”n

]

"

N






Ops/images/img115.png
REE MEN ON
THE BUMMEL:

JEROME K. JEROME






Ops/images/img236.jpg





Ops/images/img116.png





Ops/images/img237.png





Ops/images/img230.jpg





Ops/images/img110.png





Ops/images/img231.jpg





Ops/images/img111.png





Ops/images/img232.jpg





Ops/images/img112.png





Ops/images/img233.jpg





Ops/images/img209.jpg





Ops/images/img205.jpg





Ops/images/img206.jpg





Ops/images/img207.jpg





Ops/images/img208.jpg





Ops/images/img201.jpg





Ops/images/img202.jpg





Ops/images/img203.jpg





Ops/images/img204.jpg





Ops/images/img200.jpg





Ops/images/img216.jpg





Ops/images/img217.jpg





Ops/images/img218.jpg





Ops/images/img219.jpg





Ops/images/img212.jpg





Ops/images/img213.jpg





Ops/images/img214.jpg





Ops/images/img215.jpg





Ops/images/img210.jpg





Ops/images/img211.jpg





Ops/images/img146.png





Ops/images/img267.jpg





Ops/images/img147.jpg
Tommy
AND

Co

f JEROME KIUEROME






Ops/images/img268.jpg





Ops/images/img148.jpg





Ops/images/img269.jpg





Ops/images/img149.jpg
MY AND CO.

JEROME K. JEROME

LONDON

HUTCHINSON AND CO.

PATERNOSTER ROW.
1904






Ops/images/img142.png
5
{
i
i
g
4

|
]
!

s s s ol b s et A 3 o R 4

AL KELVER

JEROME K. JEROME





Ops/images/img263.jpg





Ops/images/img143.jpg





Ops/images/img264.jpg





Ops/images/img144.png
UL KELVER

A NOVEL

Y
JEROME K. JEROME

~ LONDON: HUTCHINSON & CO.
PATERNOSTER ROW
1902






Ops/images/img265.jpg
mm.ﬁm&. ;






Ops/images/img145.jpg





Ops/images/img266.png





Ops/images/img260.jpg





Ops/images/img140.png





Ops/images/img261.jpg





Ops/images/img141.png





Ops/images/img262.jpg
B L SR

T Sw T

M s Tt oo i Raciay

repcst Mhofploscrer)

Company 16~ Dinrir
R Bogh i oo ik






Ops/images/img157.jpg





Ops/images/img278.jpg





Ops/images/img158.png
ANTHONY JOHN

'JEROME K.JEROME






Ops/images/img279.jpg





Ops/images/img159.jpg





Ops/images/img153.jpg





Ops/images/img274.jpg





Ops/images/img154.jpg
AL ROADS
LEAD TO
CALVARY

_ JEROME-K-JEROME






Ops/images/img275.jpg





Ops/images/img155.jpg
D TO CALVARY

w

JEROME K. JEROME
ke T Frmio f e Tid Fioe k" st

NEW YORK
. DODD, MEAD AND COMPANY
1919






Ops/images/img276.jpg





Ops/images/img156.jpg





Ops/images/img277.jpg





Ops/images/img270.jpg





Ops/images/img150.png





Ops/images/img271.jpg





Ops/images/img151.jpg





Ops/images/img272.jpg
o





Ops/images/img152.jpg
JEROME K. JEROME.

ot
Q T Mo B P e

b

k London
HUTCHINSON & CO.
| Paternoster Row =z 1909 |

i e——





Ops/images/img273.jpg





Ops/images/img128.png
You must not skoot with a crossbow.





Ops/images/img249.jpg
JEROME cLAF
VK






Ops/images/img129.png





Ops/images/img124.jpg





Ops/images/img245.png





Ops/images/img125.png





Ops/images/img246.jpg





Ops/images/img126.png





Ops/images/img247.jpg





Ops/images/img127.jpg





Ops/images/img248.jpg





Ops/images/img120.png





Ops/images/img241.jpg
MY LIFE AND TIMES

By

JEROME K. JEROME

e i M 1 Bt i
P e T P Bk B

vork LoNDON
PER & DROTHERS PUBLISHERS

MeMXXVI

.





Ops/images/img121.png





Ops/images/img242.jpg





Ops/images/img122.jpg





Ops/images/img243.jpg





Ops/images/img123.png
My Unde Podger rans jor bis trai






Ops/images/img244.jpg





Ops/images/img240.png





Ops/images/img139.png
The German child that is
fatted by o






Ops/images/img135.jpg





Ops/images/img256.png
To ordinary applause
,» frantic . o1
» a single call .
,» a double dmo
(Subsequent ones at r/ each for the
first dozen and 9d. afterwards.)
»» laughter 3
» involuntary ditto ... 12
,» shrieks of ditto and subscqucnt com-
plaints of i 2
,»» exclamations of] delight (cach) 1
,»» loud comments of approval 7
» a few tears hurriedly wiped away and
nose blown 10
,» real ditto* ... ... 55

Signed—]Jack the Packcr X (his mark).”

* Two days’ notice must be given when this is required.

wNowa

v oo &

a0 o oo

o o





Ops/images/img136.png
The German Duellist.





Ops/images/img257.jpg





Ops/images/img137.png
He explains that that is her husband.





Ops/images/img258.jpg





Ops/images/img138.jpg





Ops/images/img259.jpg





Ops/images/img131.jpg





Ops/images/img252.jpg





Ops/images/img132.png
Explaining to the Porter.





Ops/images/img253.jpg





Ops/images/img133.jpg





Ops/images/img254.jpg





Ops/images/img134.png
A brick tied to a
rope.





Ops/images/img255.jpg





Ops/images/img250.jpg





Ops/images/img130.png
The German Boy.





Ops/images/img251.jpg
(T

[ =
Hh |

S

JEROME K. JEROME'S





Ops/images/img98.jpg





Ops/images/img99.jpg





Ops/images/img96.png





Ops/images/img97.jpg





Ops/images/img90.jpg





Ops/images/img91.jpg





Ops/images/img94.png





Ops/images/img95.jpg





Ops/images/img92.jpg





Ops/images/img93.jpg





Ops/images/img87.jpg





Ops/images/img88.jpg





Ops/images/img85.jpg





Ops/images/img86.jpg





Ops/images/img89.jpg





