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    WOMAN CAN PUSH HIM OVER THE BRINK TOO EASILY, ALAS . . .
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      "Areterio—what was that you said?"


    




     




    

       




      "—sclerosis."




       




      "Bunky?"




       




      "Yes."




       




      "Our Bunky?"




       




      "Yes."




       




      "God!"




       




      "Sic transit gloria mundi. A rare case. Poor chap went out like a light. Just like a light."




       




      "But I mean— Bunky, of all people! Up in his studies, young, well off, good-looking, everything to live for!"




       




      "Ave at que vale, old boy."




       




      "I can't believe it."




       




      "Here today, gone tomorrow."




       




      "God!"
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      Up until now, Lorenzo Gissing had thought about death, when he thought about it at all, which was practically never, as one of those things which one didn't think about. The frequency of its occurrence among the lower classes made it especially impossible. None of his relatives had ever died, to his knowledge. Nor had any of his good chums. In fact, he had never once looked upon a human corpse. The entire subject, therefore, was dismissed as pointless, morbid and not  a little scatological, no more to be worried over than the other diseases that came as direct sequels to unclean living habits.




       




      So the news of Bunky Frith's rather pell-mell departure from this world affected Lorenzo as few things had. His reaction was one of total disbelief followed by an angry sense of betrayal. He took to his rooms. He refused to eat. He slept little and then fitfully, leaping to the floor from time to time and cursing, knocking the blue china about, and gazing at his image in the mirror.




       




      "God!" he exclaimed feelingly.




       




      The funeral was the usual sort of thing, though perhaps a touch more elaborate than most. Lorenzo sat dazed throughout. The flowers made him ill at the stomach. The music was unbearable. And the Reverend Seay's oration struck new lows. Presently, however, services ended and it was time to line up for a last look at old Bunky.




       




      "Dear old pal!" cried Lorenzo, when his turn had come to stand before the dead man. "What has happened here?"




       




      They had to carry him away. His eyes had rolled up in his head, his skin had paled and, all things considered, he looked not quite as good as the late Frith.




       




      His studies immediately took a dip. Such had been his precarious scholastic standing at the university that this was fatal. He left the ivied walls and took up residence in the city. He became a changed person. From a happy-go-lucky Pierrot to a fog-bound Raskolnikov. Overnight. He lost touch with his parents, with his friends and even with his tailor. He thought of only one thing: Death. His money went for any literature connected with the subject and when he was not thinking about it, he was reading about it. The books were without exception humorless and dispiriting, though the medical publications were the worst of all. They had pictures. In color.




       




      He bought every manner of medicine imaginable. He was inoculated against— or given reason to believe he would not contract— diphtheria, smallpox, chicken pox, elephantiasis, polio, jungle rot, cirrhosis of the liver, Bright's disease, hoof and mouth disease, and the common cold. He avoided drafts and stuffy rooms. He checked daily with four doctors to make sure he did not have cancer, heart trouble, or perforated ulcers.




       




      Then he read a book on the statistics of death. It floored him. He gave up all thought of travel, almost of movement of any kind. It nearly drove him insane. With disease one could fight back, take precautions, guard one's self— but what chance did one have against accidents? If you went into the streets, a safe might fall onto your head; if you stayed at home a thief might murder you and then set the house afire. Lorenzo was thinking these things one night when he found that he had wandered far from home. The gurgle of the Thames could be heard beyond a fogbank. It was late. He remembered poor old Bunky and how frightful he had looked— like dried paste there in the coffin, and dead, dead, dead. He ran a pale hand through his thick bushy hair. Why not?




       




      Do it yourself and at least you won't have to go on waiting for it. There were worse things than drowning. Ateriosclerosis, for one.




       




      He took a step. A finger tapped his shoulder. He jumped.




       




      "Mr. Gissing?" The man was dressed in execrable taste: jaunty bowler, plus fours, a dun jacket of reprehensible fit. "Mr. Lorenzo Gissing?"




       




      "Yes. Who are you? What are you going about prodding people for? I might have had a heart attack!"




       




      "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to startle you. But you were about to leap into the river."
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