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IN collating these stories and literary sketches from the files
of The Bulletin, the aim has been to make an interesting
book. It has not been attempted to choose the best examples of
literary style. Judged by a high canon, our most talented
story-writers are still only clever students of the art of writing.
A mere two or three have been able to earn a living by the
profession of literature, and even these have been obliged to make
the perilous compromise with journalism. So the stories and
sketches which follow are usually the literary dreams of men of
action, or the literary realisation of things seen by wanderers.
Usually they are objective, episodic, detached—branches torn
from the Tree of Life, trimmed and dressed with whatever skill the
writers possess (which often is not inconsiderable). In most of
them still throbs the keen vitality of the parent stem: many are
absolute transcripts of the Fact, copied as faithfully as the
resources of language will permit. Hence many of them, remaining
level with Nature, remain on the lower plane of Art—which at
its highest is not imitative, but creative,—making anew the
whole world in terms of its subject. What is desiderated is that
these isolated impressions should be fused in consciousness, and
re-visualised, re-presented with their universal reference made
clear—yes! with the despised Moral, but with a moral which
shines forth as an essence, is not stated as an after-thought. In
other words, the branch should be shown growing upon the Tree, not
severed from it: the Part should imply the Whole, and in a sense
contain it, defying mathematics. Every story of a man or woman
should be a microcosm of humanity; every vision of Nature should
hold an imagination of the Universe. These be counsels of
perfection which it is easier to teach than to practise, though
many writers in other lands have practised them. So we take the
good the gods provide, and are properly grateful, while striving
for better and best.

Further, in this book it has not been attempted to choose
examples of work characteristically Australian. The literary work
which is Australian in spirit, as well as in scene or incident, is
only beginning to be written. The formal establishment of the
Commonwealth has not yet crystallised the floating elements of
natural life. Australia is still a suburb of Cosmopolis, where men
from many lands perpetuate in a new environment the ideas and
habits acquired far away. Our children bow instinctively to the
fetishes of their fathers, for the heredity of centuries is not
eliminated in a generation, or in half-a-dozen generations. Only
here and there we receive hints and portents of the Future.
Australian Nationality to-day is like an alchemist's crucible just
before the gold-birth, with red fumes rising, and strange odours,
and a dazzling gleam caught by moments through the bubble and
seethe. Yet, without a deliberate choice, a few examples of
Australian work—of work which could not have been conceived
or written anywhere but in Australia—have naturally included
themselves in the following pages. These are often sad or tragic:
because, first, the fierce intensity of Tragedy makes more
poignant, profounder literature than Comedy can make; because,
second, our pioneering stage of civilisation is necessarily a stage
of hard struggle, often of individual defeat, and the shadow of
Tragedy lowers heavily over men who are fighting in a doubtful
battle. Yet there are not wanting adumbrations of the Beauty of
Australia—glimpses of the secret enchantment in which this
strange, feline land—half-fierce, half caressing—holds
those who have listened to the gum-trees' whispered spells or drunk
the magic philter of landscapes flooded with Nature's
opiate-tints.

Verlaine's cult of Faded Things, extolling the hinted hue before
the gross colour, finds a natural home in Australia,—in many
aspects a Land of Faded Things—of delicate purples, delicious
greys, and dull, dreamy olives and ochres. Yet we have been content
to let strangers foist upon us the English ideals of glaring green
or staring red and orange; we have permitted them to denounce our
grave harmonies of rock and vegetation, with shadow laid on tender
shadow, light on dusky light. This, though the chief English
art-magazine passes by all the English emeralds and flaunting
autumn tints to bind itself in dull Australian green! This, though
intelligent Englishmen themselves revolt against their tradition of
crude colouring, and declare, like returning Morley Roberts, that
"there was one thing that struck me in England as very strange, not
to say painful, and that was the vivid colour of the pastures. We
are quite proud of our perpetual verdure: but, to tell the truth,
the tint of the grass after the soberer dull greys and greens and
browns of Australia was extremely unpleasant to my eye. I thought
the colour glaring, not to say inartistic; it certainly was not
unnatural, and yet it struck me as being as nearly that as if
someone had deliberately painted the fields. It took me months to
get reconciled to it."

And the typical English beauty often looks as painted as the
fields, with her coarse contrast of carmine and white; yet we
permit Englishmen to come here and decry the divine pallor of
Australians ruddied like a capricious coral! Englishmen have been
permitted even to denounce the gum-tree, the most picturesque tree
that grows, always at ease and unconventional. To see the
many-bosomed gum-tree moving in a breeze (that gum-tree shaped like
a soaring parachute made of a score of minor parachutes which lift
and strain as if eager to be off and up); to watch the shifting
interspaces of sky when amber days or purple nights play
hide-and-seek among the wayward branches, and to listen to the
birdlike murmur of the leaves, almost a twittering;—this is
to receive an aesthetic education. Yet Englishmen persist in
bringing hither their dense, sombre trees which defy even an
Australian sun-ray, which almost disdain to ruffle in an Australian
breeze—trees with the heavy magnificence of an English
dinner, and often as dull;—and they call upon us to admire
these unnatural exotics! Englishman Marcus Clarke has even called
our gum-tree "melancholy," our forests "funereal." He knew nothing
of this country beyond Victoria and Tasmania, but he multiplied a
Wimmera station by the literary imagination and called the product
Australia—actually winning quasi-Austialian praise for the
misrepresentation!

The grotesque English prejudice against things Australian,
founded on no better reason than that they are unlike English
things, still remains to vitiate the local sense of local beauty;
but every year is teaching us wisdom. We have learnt to laugh at
the ridiculous and reiterated fiction that our flowers have no
scent and our birds no song. Why, the whole Bush is scented; in no
land is there a greater wealth of aromatic perfume from tree and
shrub and making the daisied meadows of England, as honest Henry
Kingsley suggests, tame and suburban by comparison. And when you go
up beyond the tropic-line, and walk out of your tent at dawn, the
air in many places is literally weighed down with the fragrance of
a hundred brilliant flowers. What would they not give in England
for ten acres of wattle-blossom on Wimbledon Common? and how many
nightingales would they exchange for a flight of crimson lories at
sunset?—a shower of flaming rubies. Did Marcus Clarke never
hear the fluting of an Australian magpie?—so mellow, so
round, so sweet. If the little brown English birds sing better than
our vari-plumaged parrakeets, is not the strife at least equal?
Does not fine colour yield as much pleasure to the artist eye as
fine song to the artist ear? When will Englifed city critics
realise that Australia is a country which extends through forty
degrees of latitude and thirty-five of longitude, and comprehends
all climates, all scenery—snow-capped mountain and torrid
desert, placid lake and winding river, torrent and brook, charm as
well as grandeur, garden and homely field as well as barren
solitude?

It is heredity and custom which again betray us. The rose is a
beautiful flower, but the most beautiful only because thousands of
years of care and cultivation have been lavished to bring it to
perfection, because thousands of lovers have breathed its perfume,
thousands of poets have apostrophised its exquisite form. Give the
same care and cultivation to a hundred modest bush flowers, draw
them from obscurity as the rose has been drawn from the parent
wilderness, let them be worshipped and adored through centuries of
sentiment—and we have here the rivals of the rose herself.
Cluster the associations of the oak and yew around the yarran or
the cedar (all the cedars of Lebanon were not more stately than
those of the Herberton scrub), and the oak and yew will shrink, not
indeed into insignificance, but into their proper proportion as
regarded from Australia. In a word, let us look at our country and
its fauna and flora, its trees and streams and mountains, through
clear Australian eyes, not through bias-bleared English spectacles;
and there is no more beautiful country in the world.

It will be the fault of the writers, not of the land, if
Australian literature does not by-and-by become memorable. In the
field of the short sketch or story, for example,—the field
which includes this book,—what country can offer to writers
better material than Australia? We are not yet snug in cities and
hamlets, moulded by routine, regimented to a pattern. Every man who
roams the Australian wilderness is a potential knight of Romance;
every man who grapples with the Australian desert for a livelihood
might sing a Homeric chant of victory, or listen, baffled and
beaten, to an aeschylean dirge of defeat. The marvels of the
adventurous are our daily common-places. The drama of the conflict
between Man and Destiny is played here in a scenic setting whose
novelty is full of vital suggestion for the literary artist. In the
twilit labour of the timber-getter in a Richmond scrub; in the
spectacle of the Westralian prospector tramping across his
mirage-haunted waste; in the tropic glimpse of the Thursday Island
pearling fleet, manned by men of a dozen turbulent races,—the
luggers floating so calmly above a search so furious;—here,
and in a hundred places besides, there is wealth of novel
inspiration for the writers who will live Australia's life and
utter her message. And when those writers come, let us tell them
that we will never rest contented until Australian authors reach
the highest standards set in literature, in order that we may set
the standards higher and preach discontent anew.

A. G. STEPHENS.

[image: ]


List of Stories.


Table of Contents



[image: ]

The Procession of Egos - J. F.
Millington

A Row in our Boarding-House - James
Edmond

Some of Fate's Puppets - John Reay
Watson

Long Charley's Good Little Wife - Louis
Becke

On the Land - Henry Fletcher

The Parson's Blackboy - Ernest Favenc

Esther - J. J. O'Meara

Bill's Yarn: and Jim's - "A. Chee"

The Bond - Louise Mack

Collop's Mother - J. Evison

A Bush Tanqueray - Albert Dorrington

Basher's Hurricane - F. Marryat
Norris

The Drover's Wife - Henry Lawson

A Night at Kelly's - Perce Abbott

Men and Women:

Consolation - G. J. V. Mackey

Her
Coup-de-Theatre - Amy E. Mack

An
Egotist - "E. & O. E."

Two
Verdicts - Graham Kent

A Woman
and a Fly - Nellie Bruton

After Many
Years - "Victor Zeal"

He Had
Not Hurt Her - C. W.

Bowled Out - T. H. Prichard

Nell's Letter - W. B. Young

Jessop's Coat - John B. Castieau

A Step Too High - Max Merroll

Dies Irae - E. J. Dempsey

Under the Rose - F. F. Elmes

The Funerals of Malachi Mooney - Edward
Dyson

Judas - E. F. Squires

He let his Heart Go - "Omicron"

The Square Ring - "Mc G."

Dolly - "Frank Renar"

Caught on the Beach - "Brogden"

At Yarrawonga - F. S. Delmer

His Hair - Mabel Holmes

Strawberry: A Love Story - J. J.
Poyton

The Patient's Hand-Bell - F. M. W.
G.

The Correspondence of a Little Dressmaker -
Maud Light

A Martyr of No Account - C. H.
Souter

Nick Vedder's Gold - A. Conway

Products - A. Rose-Soley

An Error in Administration - A. C.
M'Cay

A Bridal Party and a Dog - "Omega"

Broken China - "Hoiya"

The Dispersion of Mrs. Black - "Robin
Studholme"

White-When-He's-Wanted - A. B.
Paterson

The Tramp - Barbara Baynton

The Man Who Saw a Moa - "Weka"

From the Log of the Outward Bound - J. H.
Greene

On Our Selection - Arthur H. Davis

A Box of Dead Roses - Ethel Mills

A Stripe for Trooper Casey - Roderic
Quinn

Swamp-Swallowed - Alex. Montgomery

Bailiffs I Have Met - Victor J.
Daley

Three Cups of Tea - F. Rollett

Silhouettes:

My
Horse - "A. Chee"

Hanging and Hell - Phil. Mowbray

The
School at Sergeant's - "Ponte"

The
Burial Serice of a Musician - "Mc G."

Selling Scripture Texts - "Boiling Billy"

"Colonial Experience" - J. P.

The
Ferryman - L. De Bakker

Barmy Barker's Boots - E. S. Sorenson

The
Benefit of Clergy - Alex. Allen

Biographical Index

[image: ]


List of Writers.


Table of Contents



"A. Chee"

Bill's Yarn : and Jim's

My
Horse

Abbott, Perce

A
Night at Kelly's

Allen, Alex.

The
Benefit of Clergy

Baynton, Barbara

The
Tramp

Becke, Louis

Long
Charley's Good Little Wife

"Boiling Billy"

Selling Scripture Texts

"Brogden"

Caught on the Beach

Bruton, Nellie

A
Woman and a Fly

C. W.

He
Had Not Hurt Her

Castieau, John B.

Jessop's Coat

Conway, A.

Nick Vedder's Gold

Daley, Victor J.

Bailiffs I Have Met

Davis, Arthur H.

On
Our Selection

De Bakker, L.

The
Ferryman

Delmer, F. S.

At
Yarrawonga

Dempsey, E. J.

Dies Irae

Dorrington, Albert

A
Bush Tanqueray

Dyson, Edward

The
Funerals of Malachi Mooney

"E. & O. E."

An
Egotist

Edmond, James

A Row
in our Boarding-House

Elmes, F. F.

Under the Rose

Evison, J.

Collop's Mother

F. M. W. G.

The
Patient's Hand-Bell

Favenc, Ernest

The
Parson's Blackboy

Fletcher, Henry

On
the Land

"Frank Renar"

Dolly

Greene, J. H.

From the Log of the Outward Bound

"Hoiya"

Broken China

Holmes, Mabel

His
Hair

J. P.

"Colonial Experience"

Kent, Graham

Two
Verdicts

Lawson, Henry

The
Drover's Wife

Light, Maud

The
Correspondence of a Little Dressmaker

Mack, Amy E.

Her
Coup-de-Theatre

Mack, Louise

The
Bond

Mackay, G. J. V.

Consolation

"Mc G."

The
Square Ring

The
Burial Service of a Musician

M'Cay, A. C.

An
Error in Administration

Merroll, Max

A
Step Too High

Mills, Ethel

A
Box of Dead Roses

Millington, J. F.

The
Procession of Egos

Montgomery, Alex.

Swamp-Swallowed

Norris, F. Marryat

Basher's Hurricane

Mowbray, Phil.

Hanging and Hell

O'Meara, J. J.

Esther

"Omega"

A
Bridal Party and a Dog

"Omicron"

He
Let His Heart Go

Paterson, A. B.

White-When-He's Wanted

"Ponte"

The
School at Sergeant's

Poynton, J. J.

Strawberry : A Love Story

Prichard, T. H.

Bowled Out

Quinn, Roderic

A
Stripe for Trooper Casey

"Robin Studholme"

The
Dispersion of Mrs. Black

Rollett, F.

Three Cups of Tea

Rose-Soley, A.

Products

Sorenson, E. S.

Barmy Barker's Boots

Souter, C. H.

A
Martyr of No Account

Squires, E. F.

Judas

"Victor Zeal"

After Many Years

Watson, John Reay

Some
of Fate's Puppets

"Weka"

The
Man Who Saw a Moa

Young, W. B.

Nell's Letter

[image: ]



The Procession of Egos.


Table of Contents



ON each side of him, for many a mile, extended a pebbled beach
shut in by hazy headlands. The quiet sea chafed gently at his feet
on a myriad little stones—once hugest boulders, now worn by
unwearied Time into minute and most diverse shapes.

He stooped and separated one stone from its fellows—it was
so very circular. It was somewhat flat; about the size of a small
coin. Chance has formed this little pebble so, he thought. Then ..
what Chance?

The Philosopher put the little stone disc in his pocket and
walked home, considering deeply. He went at once to his laboratory
and measured the granite fragment with his most delicate
instruments. To their mechanism, capable of discriminating to a
thousandth part of an inch, the circle of the thing was round, try
it which way he would—round absolutely. The Philosopher was
disturbed. He leaned his head upon his hands, with his eyes fixed
upon the insignificant pebble placed on the table before him.

"It seems to me," he mused, "it is no mere speculation. It is a
certainty—it must be. Yet I will place the argument on paper
so that no error may creep in."

He was trembling as he took a pen and wrote:

"The conception of Space necessarily insists upon an infinity of
Space. If Space be not infinite, it must have a boundary. But if
that boundary be not infinite, itself must have a boundary and so
on—to infinity.

"And for similar reasons, the conception of Time implies an
infinity of Time. "Therefore the material Universe—what we
call Matter—occurs in an infinity of Space and Time.

"But if Space and Time be infinite, why not Matter? The infinite
repetition of Matter is at least as likely as its sudden cessation.
So far as human knowledge extends, Matter is infinitely
repeated.

"And, so far as human knowledge extends, Matter is identical in
essence. There is at least as much likelihood that its primal
elements will remain the same as there is that they will change to
something inconceivably different.

"This Matter must be held or governed by a condition of its own
existence—since Space and Time are abstractions.

"And as Matter is identical, the Law which governs it must also
be identical.

"This pebble in all its remarkable rotundity was formed by what
we call Chance, which in its last analysis is only an expression of
Law, and is certain and entirely inflexible.

"Given Sea, and Stone, and Time long enough, a shape such as
this must have been formed.

"And if this shape, in the chances which Time never-ending must
bring, then every and any other shape.

"But Time is not operating in its chances on this World alone,
but on all other Worlds which it has formed, extending in Space
illimitably.

"Therefore other discs the very counterpart of this must exist
in other Worlds.

"And, the Worlds being unlimited in number, the perfect discs
must be unlimited.

"But Chance must repeat the shape and characteristics of this
World as it repeats the discs.

"And, as the Worlds are unlimited, and Time has never begun nor
yet can end, some World must be so like that the similarity will
extend to every islet, to every rock, to every pebble, and to that
pebble's exact position on the sea-beach as I found this.

"Chance, then, in its infinite variety, must at this moment hold
sway over a World which is in everything the precise replica of
this World—with like human beings, like laws, customs,
languages, and religions—like to the tiniest grain of sand,
and to the most transient thought flickering through a
brain—a perfect identity.

"There must be therefore a Man like me—of my name—of
my past—a Man who is now writing—who is now thinking
what I am now thinking—who picked up lately, as I did, a
remarkable pebble.

"But, as there is a limitless series of Worlds subject to
Chance, there must be a limitless series of Worlds such as
this.

"And as Time ever was and ever will be, there now as necessarily
must be, must ever have been, and ever will be, an infinite series
of . . ."

He broke off here—the room seemed so small and its
confines so insupportable. He went out into the night wind, which
enveloped him with its grateful chill.

A swart cloud hung sullen under the face of the moon. Before him
crouched in the darkness an undefined mass. It was a rugged hill,
strewn with rocks and smoothed boulders. He gained the summit, and
bared his head to the stronger breeze. The cloud had moved and no
longer prevented the moon's light.

And the Philosopher now for the first time became aware of a
rhythmic murmur—not loud and thundering, but enormous in its
pervasiveness. Tramp!—it sounded . . . tramp! .
. . tramp! . . .

He looked at the landscape below and saw at first dimly, then
quite distinctly, an expanse of people. It was the noise of their
walking he had heard as they marched past the hill with measured
and unhurried step. They entirely filled the view, save on the side
on which he stood, and they rolled on as a sea that rolls to meet a
sea.

Looking still more intently, the Philosopher perceived with a
terror, the like of which he had never imagined before, that every
man of the crowd was a likeness of himself dreadful in its
exactness.

Yet they paid no sort of attention to him, but continued their
sombre way.

Impelled by a strange curiosity, he shouted to them:

"Where do I come from?"

He had intended to say—"Where do you come from?"
but in some inexplicable way, and in spite of himself, he was
compelled to say "I" instead of "you."

Then all who marched below, to the most remote of them, turned
their heads backwards and peered at him with contracted brows, and
peered most curiously, and said together in one great voice,
enquiringly, yet somewhat sadly withal:

"Where do I come from?"

Then he asked again, being again impelled to say "I" instead of
"you":

"How far do I extend?"

And all the men who marched below suddenly raised themselves
a-tip-toe to look over one another's head, and answered
blankly:

"How far do I extend?"

And once more, notwithstanding his fear, he asked a further
question, not this time essaying to speak the word "you," for it
was impossible:

"Where am I going?"

And at this question all the landscape of faces with the
moon-light on them turned towards him, and looked at him with
frightful mockery, and answered:

"Where am I going?"

But the sound of their voice was so loud and pervading that the
hill on which he stood quivered to its rooted depths. Its cliffs
rose from the earth and flung themselves headlong down sheer
steeps. Massy stones, lying squat, starred and split to their
bellied bases. The rounded granite pebbles crumbled into dust. The
moon herself, serenest of spheres, darkened her ray and trembled in
her silver chains; and the stars sparkled fitfully and sought
vainly to forsake their customed paths. Nor was the sound unfelt by
the nether and piled universes for ever.

He hastened down the quaking hillside and joined the infinite
throng.

J.F. Millington.
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THE trouble began on the night when a newly-imported British
youth named Johnson appeared at our boarding-house.

There were ten of us there before his arrival, including Bem,
the Polish tailor, who was vaguely understood to have thrown bombs
at all the royal families of Europe, and then gone into exile. We
paid seventeen shillings a week each, not including washing; and we
lived riotously on boiled mutton. There were more empty
beer-bottles in the bedrooms, and more laughter, and more grease
slopped on the floor, and the candle-ends got into the soup oftener
in that boarding-house than in any other I ever heard of. Also, the
neighbours got less sleep than anybody ever did in the vicinity of
any other boarding-house. The dining-room had not been papered
since the beginning of history, and the landlady had only one eye;
also, her daughter had recently eloped with a non-union printer.
She, the landlady, was aged about 40, and wore a green dress, and
in the evenings she used to sing songs to us with her hair down.
These few details will convey a reasonably good idea of the nature
of that wild Bohemian establishment.

One windy evening in March, the landlady had agitated the bell
on the stairs, as was her custom. Her weapon was a sort of cowbell,
and when she wrestled with it on the murky staircase she looked
like a witch dancing on a heath. Her arms, her hair, her feet, her
green dress, her trodden-down shoes flew in eight different
directions, and her one eye and the bell flew in two more.
Strangers coming down in the dark, and meeting this apparition
suddenly, generally took her for a heap of boa-constrictor, or an
immense octopus leaping on the top step. Poor old agitated
female—she is dead now. She broke her neck in the passage one
day, rushing down to look at a funeral. But if she had kept on
ringing that dinner-bell she would have been immortal. Death
couldn't have aimed straight enough to hit her in her gambols.

I rushed down to the dining-room at the first signal, and,
meeting Bem and two more coming tumultuously in the opposite
direction, we got jammed in the doorway. I was just going to pass
some uncomplimentary observations when we all caught sight of a
spectacle such as the oldest individual in that boarding-house had
never seen before. A great calm descended upon us, and we
disentangled ourselves and went in silently.

What I saw was an object like a naked infant's hind-leg, resting
in a careless, graceful attitude against a chair. There was a
bracelet on it, and attached to one end of it was a woman. She was
attired in a silk dress which exposed her right down to the fifth
knob of her spine, or thereabouts, and she had a necklace, and an
eye-glass, and sundry rings. There was a frozen expression in her
eye—a look of cold derision that seemed to fall like a curse
upon the whole company. This was Johnson's wife. Johnson himself
was there, in a tail-coat, and a tremendous collar, and another
eye-glass, and he had a silver bangle on his wrist. He was the
first male human being that I ever saw inside a bangle, and I am
prepared to swear that he was the very first who ever wore a bangle
in a boardinghouse.

Between them they made just one remark all dinner-time. It was
"Haw!" I could have said the same thing myself if I had been
dead.

We did not eat much that evening, and there was very little
conversation. We were all paralysed by the spectacle of Johnson and
his wife. They kept looking round the table in a pensive, perplexed
sort of way, as if they were searching for some of the commonest
necessaries of life, such as were to be found in stacks in their
ancestral castle; and then they would wake up as from a dream, and
recollect suddenly that they were castaways in a savage land where
the wild aborigines never heard of the article, whatever it might
be. And when they were finished the lady went and smote the piano
with an arm of might for about 38 minutes, after which the pair
retired and were seen no more that night.

That was the beginning of the row in our boarding-house.

Next morning the owner of the establishment came down early and
refreshed herself with a few melodies before breakfast. She was a
strange, promiscuous, half-savage female, and was wont at times to
get up before daybreak, and thud out all manner of lost chords on
the keyboard, and then she would keep time with her slippers and
her head, and whirl her tangled locks in the air, and cast the
tails of her dressing-gown out behind her in a frenzy of
inspiration. After that she would scuttle away with a prodigious
clatter, and clutch the sausages that were to be fried for
breakfast, and for about half-an-hour the air would be darkened
with a chaos of food and dishes, and it would blow a gale of gravy,
cruets, loaves, and similar properties. When she entered with the
breakfast-tray it always made me think of Napoleon's
commissariat-department flying from Moscow, for she generally
arrived at a gallop, shoving one-half the provisions in front of
her and dragging the other half behind, and hissing to scare off
the cat, which ran with its tail up in the rear of the procession,
trying vainly to claw at the alleged eatables.

Then she would fling herself on the bell like a hash-house
keeper possessed, and make a riot that was calculated to wake the
lost souls of all the dead boarders who had shuffled off this
mortal coil, and were eating spectral ham and eggs in the fields of
asphodel. On this morning I found her leaping and gambolling on the
stairs as usual, and I stopped to propound a solemn question.

"Mrs. Jones," I said sternly, "who are the partially-dressed
intruder in the bed-furniture, and the tailor's advertisement with
the jewellery on his fore-leg?"

"He's in the Gas-Office!" she replied in gasps, as she threw
herself up against the air with the bell. "Newly-married! He's
English, and got £80 a year! I took them in at a reduced
rate!"

"Oh, you did! Now, look here; have you any reason to suppose
he's a duke or an emperor, or anything of the sort?"

"No!"

"Do you suppose, as a respectable Christian woman, that he's got
a castle anywhere?"

"No, I don't s'pose he has."

"Did he come in with the Conqueror, now?"

"There wasn't anybody with him when he came in, that I saw."

"And did you know when you took them in that she was going to
stick so far out of her clothes?"

"No, I DIDN'T. If I'd knowed it I'd have throwed her out."

I went in to breakfast in a subdued mood. Johnson was there,
looking with a shocked expression at the sausages, and shuddering
in a new bangle and a collar that was six times taller than the
previous one. His wife, with a fresh bracelet, was glaring at the
same viand, and the expression in her eye seemed to say, "Where am
I? Is this a horrid dream?" It was the only morning in six months,
too, when the sausages hadn't either fallen under the grate or been
dropped on the stairs, and this made their conduct all the more
uncalled-for.

At lunch-time Johnson's wife appeared in another fresh bracelet,
and with a profusion of jewellery on her right forefinger. And as
for Johnson, astounding as it may seem, he had a third bangle on.
Evidently he had one for each meal, and this was his
lunch-bangle.

In the evening the lady had another silk dress on, and it
exposed one knob more of her spine than her previous one. Johnson
wore his second clean collar and his dinner-bangle, and his small
countenance, looming over his great expanse of shirt-front, looked
like a pallid bird of prey on the top of an icy mountain. They
talked together in scraps of inferior French, and when the meal was
over Mrs. Johnson again smote the piano, and then retired coldly to
her own apartments.

That night we held an indignation meeting on the balcony. The
landlady had deposited the vegetable-dish out there through the
window when she was getting ready to make her turbulent entry with
the pudding, and had forgotten it. Inside there were two candles
burning, and one lamp with a broken shade—the gas had been
cut off for nonpayment. The bread was in a plate on top of the
piano, and the dishes were in an unwashed condition downstairs, and
the mistress of the house was singing a shrill melody in the
kitchen. And amid these surroundings Bem, the Polish tailor, passed
a resolution that he would drive Johnson off the premises, or die
in the attempt. After that our souls felt relieved, and we settled
down to placid harmony. Somebody found some liquor in a bottle
under his bed and brought it down. The cards were fished out, and
we played Nap, and gave each other I O U's on a lavish scale. The
lamp flickered and went out with an awful smell. Then one of the
candles died amid a tremendous blob of grease, and we gave up
playing, and smoked in the semi-darkness. The bread cast a long,
gaunt shadow on top of the piano, and the vegetable-dish was still
forgotten on the balcony. And, finally, our landlady burst in with
the green dress partially open at the back, and wearing a hat
decorated with six broken feathers; and fell over the cat in the
doorway; and played some tune that was all discords, on the piano,
while Bem sang a dirge about some forgotten period when he lived
alongside a river, and went out musing with a female by moonlight.
He was so moved by the recollection that he wept into the last
candle, and it went out also, leaving us in darkness.

I woke on that third morning with a vague and indefinable
feeling that somebody had died in the night. There was a Sabbath
calm brooding over Jones's boarding-house which was quite foreign
to that clamorous establishment, and as I listened it suddenly
occurred to me that Bem must have carried out his threat, and
dynamited Johnson in the darkness. All the doors seemed to close
softly, instead of shutting with a soul-destroying bang as usual.
The landlady flopped about gently on her trodden-down shoes,
instead of bringing in the breakfast with a crash and a shriek, and
shedding dishes about in all directions; and she rang the bell
gently, whereas she usually rang it like a dray-load of escaped
lunatics. I descended the stairs amid a prevailing smell of ham and
eggs, and went into the dining-room.

Johnson was breakfasting with a troubled expression and a
bangle, and his wife was glaring across the table. Opposite them
Bem was solemnly feeding in evening dress. He looked absolutely
vacant, and seemed to be lost in profound thought, and the frantic
excitement of the other eight boarders made no impression on him at
all. He wore a pair of kid gloves and a bracelet, and his moustache
was elegantly waxed. Johnson rose at last, and walked round this
apparition, but the apparition never moved. Finally the Pole got
up, and thoughtfully extracted an ancient, battered straw hat from
under his chair, and, having jammed it hard down on his head, he
went out of the room and out of the house like a man who was lost
in profound vacancy.

Nobody spoke. A species of paralysis seemed to have descended on
that boarding-house. But, after a moment, Johnson rushed on to the
balcony and glared in a cataleptic fashion after this unaccountable
visitant. And outside, on the stairs, stood a petrified landlady,
in a smudged green dress, and with a hat with six broken feathers
in it cocked rakishly over one eye, and two misfit shoes that
seemed to have taken root in the floor. She held a teapot in one
hand and a pie in the other, and she was unconsciously pouring the
tea into the pie, and the pie on to the staircase.

Bem turned up in the evening costume again at lunch-time, but,
though expectation rose to fever-heat, nothing happened. Owing to
mental strain, however, the landlady fainted in the sink in the
course of the afternoon.

At dinner, the Johnsons began to show signs of wear and tear.
Mrs. Johnson's left eyebrow was out of line, and her complexion had
shifted round to her ear. Evidently it had been put on with a
reckless hand, while the wearer was under the influence of
considerable excitement. Her husband had an enraged and harassed
look, and his tie was off the straight, and his hair was crumpled.
The landlady's shoes were in the hall, from which I gathered that
she had lost them in her agitation; and her hat was under the
table. As for that joyous Bohemian herself, she was dodging round
in a semi-hysterical condition, and when I entered she had just
given Johnson the whole dish of potatoes, and had shoved the entire
joint on another boarder's plate, after which she deposited the
kettle in an abstracted manner on the tablecloth. Then she fled
unaccountably round the table and supplied us all with a number of
other remarkable things too numerous aud too badly assorted to
mention. There was a dead and awful silence in the company—a
silence that was too awful to be accounted for on the supposition
that Bem had appeared again in evening-dress and caused a panic.
For one awful moment the thought occurred to me that the insane
Pole might possibly have appeared clothed in a marked scarcity of
dress of any kind——

He entered at that moment, carefully removing a shiny
bell-topper as he came in, and depositing a pair of gloves in its
inmost recesses. He was attired in grey pants and a linen jacket,
but he had taken the sleeves out of the jacket and out of his
shirt, and he was "cut low" at the neck. Also, he wore a gold
bracelet—in fact, he was a remarkably good copy of Johnson's
wife. The landlady uttered a shriek when she saw him, and
disappeared down the stairs. The cat escaped up the chimney,
scattering last night's dead ashes out of the grate as it went. The
other boarders choked with insane glee, but Bem only contemplated
them for an instant with a lack-lustre eye and a funereal visage,
and sat down. He was the one unmoved individual in the company.

Then Johnson arose, and shaking a fork in the air with a palsied
hand, he made a brief oration.

"I give notice," he shrieked, "that I will leave this den of
infamy at the end of this week. I am accustomed—I mean, I am
not accustomed—British constitution—degraded parody
upon a human being—I refuse to associate—dash and
confound the—the—objectionable ruffian
opposite—insolent outrage upon all gentlemanly
sentiment—gorilla on the other side of the
table——"

He gave out there, and choked. With a wild howl he heaved up the
table and capsized the ruins of it bodily at Bem, and then he
tramped heavily over the débris and engaged his enemy in
mortal combat. The Pole emerged from the wreckage, and with his
hair full of gravy, and corned beef in both ears, and one eye
stopped up with cabbage, and mustard streaming down his back, he
flew at Johnson like a wild cat. The candles went out; Mrs. Johnson
shrieked in the passage; the landlady wailed dismally in the
kitchen; and all was horror and confusion.

There was an item in Johnson's bill when he left, which read:
"Broken crockery, 22s. 6d." I believe he hypothecated his
lunch-bangle to pay it. The gas has been turned on again since
then, and the landlady sings weird songs to us in the gloaming,
with her hair down as of old. She wears the same green dress, and
drops her shoes all over the house as before, but it isn't the same
landlady—the old one broke her neck on the stairs as
beforementioned, and her daughter has inherited her clothes and the
business, and she rings the dinner-bell with even more vim than her
lamented predecessor. She reminds me very much of her mother, for
she drops the meals on the stairs in a way that calls up sad,
pathetic memories; and she rushes in as recklessly holding out the
gravy in front of her, and rushes out again as madly to look for
the vegetables, as her deceased relative could have done. Johnson
is in gaol somewhere—there was a gap in his accounts which
even his jewellery could not fill; and the wife has eloped with our
new landlady's husband, the printer. Also, nobody wears
evening-dress at our boarding-house any more.

JAMES EDMOND.
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LOOKING toward his home, Moore caught a glimpse of light through
the trees. It came from his wife's bedroom, most likely? He
wondered vaguely what would be her greeting. She had expected him
to return in five weeks; it was exactly five hours since she had
waved good-bye to him from the wharf. He pondered without interest
the question what she would have thought, and said, and done, had
the other steamer been moving just a little faster and sent them
all to eternity.

He had expected to find the house in darkness. Yet where was the
need to alter his pace? What did he gain by getting home a minute
sooner—say, before his wife put out her light? He would have
to depict the scene of the collision for her; and he was in the
wrong mood for that. She would be full of wifely interest, womanly
sympathy, about his share. Could a woman never escape from her sex?
Exalted to a position of mock heroism by his wife! In contemplation
of the part marked for him he felt that he could weep—tears
of petulance.

The thought recurred—if it had ended otherwise, giving his
wife the freedom to shape her course anew? A loss or gain to her?
Neither, in any great degree, he could answer. She would marry
again; he could look calmly at that, with even a smile at his
inability to give distinct features to the figure his fancy
conjured up as his successor. There was the boy—a different
matter; but as he had his father's blood in him, he could be
left almost unconsidered; he would work out his own destiny.

His wife was eight years younger—barely thirty; bright,
clever, good-looking. One who met life gaily,—who, with a
nature as deep as anyone's, yet immersed herself in
superficialities. An anomaly; the centre of it hidden from him.
Their natures were widely divergent; they were fettered together,
yet trod separate paths.

Was that to be regretted? No; or at least in a very limited
number of aspects. Their married life fell midway between happiness
and discontent, touching neither. Life to him was mostly on that
plane.

Perhaps the one thing he regretted—if anything in life
were serious enough to demand regret—was the fact of his
marrying at all. That had been a mistake; one among many; all the
natural issue of the mistake of continuing to live. A world of
error! How could it be otherwise, when the right thing lay
undecipherable amid a bewilderment of illusion?

Looking up at the house, he noted that it was the drawing-room
that was lighted—a matter that called for surprise; but he
was reluctant to confess to any. The drawing-room was seldom used
at night, the dining-room downstairs being occupied as a
sitting-room. Only when visitors came in the evening—an
unusual event—was it necessary to go upstairs.

He went to the back of the house and found it dark. The servants
must have gone to bed, but that was denied in the fact of visitors
being present. They had gone out before the visitors came, and had
not returned? Yet that seemed unlikely, since the house was shut.
He tried one door—to find it locked. Was it that his wife was
alone, and feeling timid had locked up the house before the
servants came in? Then there were no visitors, and she was sitting
by herself in the drawing-room—a change from her ordinary
habit, induced by her loneliness. Probably she had been at the
piano. On this theory the seeming contradictions were congruous and
intelligible.

He was about to ascend the back stairs when he remembered that
the key of one door had been lost a few days before. He turned the
handle and entered; darkness enveloped him. He walked carefully, so
as not to startle his wife by any noise. He was fortunate enough to
find a clear passage, and reaching the foot of the stairs safely he
began to ascend, keeping a hand on the balustrade.

The silence of the house seemed an ominous thing; Moore caught
himself stopping to listen to it. At the turning he halted; his
heart was beating strangely fast, his blood alert, as if expectant
of something. He was visited by an outrageous thought. "Was he in
the wrong house?" He was about to consider the question, to sum up
remembrance, when he heard a voice—pitched, sustained, with a
musical clearness in the sound—a man's voice. He was struck
aghast—the thing was so contrary to anything the
circumstances made possible. He was awake, and in his own
home. His mind ran back, but he found no rest for his thought; no
haziness in his remembrance. A gleam of light shot across the
events of the day, revealing them to him in one immediate
glance—distinct and in order, carrying him to his presence
there.

He had ascended to the top of the stairs, and his hand now
encountered an overcoat. The touch of it sent a shock through him
that reduced him to material facts of life. He took up the hat that
was on the stair-post, and, handling it, was vaguely glad he could
not name the owner. Neither did the voice help him to a guess,
though he heard it more distinctly now—the voice of a man
reading aloud.

Why was his first conscious instinct a desire to escape—to
descend the stairs and go out into the street till he could
consider what to do?

Surely small consideration was necessary; his imperative duty
lay before him, not behind. Was it that he felt some charity
towards his wife? Was it for her sake that he did not wish
to come upon them? Or was it wholly a fear to take up his own part
in the discovery; a fear that had masked itself in subtle
disguise?

He had leaned back against the wall, but now stood up; he was in
no need of support. But he could not calm his heart; his blood
tingled through his veins, giving him an odd sense of a new value
in life—a value that deficient human senses could not quite
lay hold of. Existence seemed to promise something. A clear
happiness when his present task was accomplished? He asked himself
the question.

Looking up the corridor, he saw the ray of light that came
through the drawing-room door. What was the scene that the door hid
from him? And what was the basis of the sudden, bitter prayer that
it should close fast now, and, opening to no one's effort, bury
those two within walls? It was the awakening of the husband within
him: he knew it, and felt it in a weakening of his blood. He was no
longer his old self, but one among a hundred; acting a part that
had so often been acted before—the meanest part that could be
given to a high-minded man. In angry denial of such conception of
himself—in attempt to shut it out, he went up the
passage.

The length appeared interminable, the noise of his walking was
deafening, and the walls seemed to close in upon him as he passed.
Even at the threshold of the door he had a prompting that it was
not too late to turn back; but he compressed his lips and entered.
A flood of warm light seemed to close around him. The fancy gave
him strength; he became calmer; it was as if he had been
spiritually welcomed.

In one glimpse he saw the pair; the noise of his footsteps had
alarmed them; they stood separate, the first instinctive movement
of each had been towards an individual defence. The identity of the
man gave no surprise; he was not able to be surprised, more intense
feelings finding place with him.

It was Leston, a young doctor who had recently come to the town.
He remembered, even at this turbulent moment, that he had once
remarked to his wife that Leston was distinctly a good-looking man;
a judgment that she had not wholly acceded to. Was this idle word
the germinal cause of his present dishonour? The thing was almost
worth enquiry. He could not recall that there had been much
intimacy between his wife and Leston. But then the husband is ever
the last to see what is happening at his side.

She was dressed in a pale blue tea-gown, a ribbon at her throat.
He could think that this evening she must have looked remarkably
well, but now the deadly pallor and set cast of her features showed
only a mind in travail. She was standing behind a chair, her hands
clasping the back of it.

She was small in stature, but carried herself well; her eyes
gave a depth, her lips were finely cut, her face in every pose
showed the strength of fearlessness. Young, with good features and
an abundance of dark brown hair, she was a woman who impressed one
with a sense of woman's witchery over man.

"You!" she said quiveringly, almost as he entered. It seemed as
if the word broke from her, before she was conscious of the effort
to speak.

He crossed over to the mantelpiece, and, resting one arm there,
stood facing her. He could see that Leston was shifting his gaze
from one to the other, unknowing what to do, or what was to be
done. The feverish excitement of his wife stirred an echo in him;
he endeavoured to steady his voice.

"I have disturbed you," he said.

"It seems like it!" Her laughter rang out; recklessness,
nervousness, echoing in the notes of it.

She knew now that he had long suspected her; that his departure
had been but a trick. He had come back to discover the thing he
looked for. In her feminine mind, the pitiful meanness of his
manner of unmasking her—not to include the full success of
it—made him appear contemptible. For the moment, her sin was
in some retrospective way justified by it; and she was conscious of
the vividness of the impression that she too gained in being no
longer compelled to deceive. How much easier it was to acknowledge
guilt than it would have been to deny!

Moore kept his eyes off Leston; he was aware of being more
assured of the man's weakness than of his own strength. And his
wife would feel a keener shame in his looking to her as the only
guilty one.

He addressed himself to her with gay pretence. "A friend of
yours?"

Could any man but he be so infamous as to amuse himself with her
shame? Could he not see that the shame was partly his? She would
force him to feel it. "You can call him what you like."

"A lover, then?"

She had courted the word, yet her woman's nature felt a stab.
"Lover!" It seemed to cry itself in the street, to be caught on the
wind, and carried echoing to the ears of the outer world. But she
had compelled him to explicitly attack her. "You have defined
him—and yourself," she said.

"And also you."

Strange that she had not foreseen to what she would lay herself
open. Was it that her mind was not capable of calm thought? Must
she acknowledge that she was not able to cope with him? She saw her
woman's heart as the foundation of defeat. Was his strength more
than of manhood—an individual element in him? She felt
suddenly that he could do as he willed with her; that he could make
her kneel to him; make her pitifully repentant. She saw the future
and its threats against her; a word rang in her brain that would
not be driven out.

In protest of finding herself at that depth, she looked at the
man for whom she had sacrificed herself. But there was no help for
her there; he was younger, more hesitating than herself. In a flash
she realised that she was more to blame than he; that she had not
less misshaped his life, than her own. Shiveringly she felt her
isolation; a guilty woman at the mercy of the world.

Moore watched her unflinchingly. He was surprised at the ease
with which he had taken command of the situation; how calmly he
held it. A few moments before he had not known what to do, but now
he could think coolly, see clearly. Victory was his, even a kind of
victory over Fate, who had prepared a situation in which he was to
have been made to play a ridiculously pitiful part.

He felt no pang in knowing he was a dishonoured husband, and
endeavored to persuade himself that there was no reason why he
should feel one. But he was wise enough to know that his strength
lay in contempt of the pair before him, in making them realise
themselves contemptible.

"What is the book?" he asked, gazing at a volume that lay open
on the floor where it had been dropped.

"Does that interest you?" she said angrily.

"Naturally. It has interested you."

"A loving husband!" She laughed scornfully—at herself and
him.

"You seem to regret something."

"Our marriage?" she suggested.

"My God, woman, not half as much as I do—as I have done
from the first."

He moved his arm, and accidentally upset a vase; it fell on the
floor breaking into fragments. The noise resounded through the
house. To the woman's excited fancy it was a signal of something
that was to happen; she looked to the door expecting to see a
terrifying shape take entrance. She listened, and afar off she
thought she heard the faint tolling of a bell. Her heart stopped,
then beat to the tolling. She felt chilled to the blood.

Leston stood watching the scene before him with a weak
resentment of his impotence. The fear that had first seized him had
in contemplation of the husband's calmness given place to a desire
to assert himself, to claim a share in the guilt. It was distinctly
a situation that demanded a show of courage from him. Yet he was
completely ignored. The tragedy which he had helped to create was
being played out without one thought of him. He chafed at the
humiliation of his position, yet could not summon the courage to
escape from it.

Moore considered the import of the silence, then permitted
himself to add, at a measured pace—"We both made a mistake.
And the issue—we have here. Well, even of that I can bear my
part. But your part—I honestly pity."

She seemed heedless of all around; her eyes hung on the doorway
expectantly. "I can do without it," she said pettishly.

"I am aware of that, and I can easily understand it. You get rid
of me, and you take in my place—this." He turned to Leston,
and the man shrank back ashamed. "A pretty boy, young enough to be
educated to appreciate you."

"Oh, stop! stop!" she cried.

A child, barefooted and clad in a nightgown, stood hesitant at
the door. He was about seven years old, and in features a likeness
of his father. The mother saw him, and called him to her with a
look.

Moore followed her gaze, and knew then that it was not the sting
of his words that had moved her, but only the fear of the child
understanding. "Frank!" he said sharply to the boy, "Come
here!"

Disobedience of that voice was impossible; he came like a
dog.

"Close the door—and take that chair."

The boy did his bidding, and then sat looking at his mother; his
childish astonishment addressed to her.

The woman stood up with locked hands—supplicating,
speechless.

"You are not forbidden to look upon him," said Moore, coldly, in
answer.

"Send him away," she whispered, quiveringly.

"His proper place is here."

She flung herself on the chair, in a passion of weeping, her
soul given up to despair.

"Father,——" began the boy.

"Sit there, sir! Don't move till I tell you!" he was
answered.

Leston crossed over and stood beside the woman; an opening was
offered him. "For the child's sake, if not for hers, send him
away!"

Moore laughed in contemptuous derision. "Surely you are
imposing on your position!"

"I do not know about that, but you are cruelly imposing upon
yours."

"If you dare to question me, by the living God I'll throw you
over that balcony!" His violent utterance rang true, and the echo
of it, adding further excitement to his blood, made him dangerously
apt to do what he threatened.

"Don't speak to him!" said Mrs. Moore, in alarmed protest. "You
do not know how passionate—— And you can do no
good."

Leston, warm in offence, hated now to acknowledge to a physical
fear. With his whole soul he longed for action. But for her sake he
must submit; and because he was so checked and hampered he began to
look forward to escape. Yet honour compelled him to stay.
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