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SOMETHING more than twenty years ago Mrs. Burnett's public, which can justly be

said to include nearly all the reading world, received a charming and original little

book under the title, "The One I Knew the Best of All." It was about a deliciously

human-feminine and imaginative "Small Person." Those who had followed Mrs.

Burnett's writings closely knew that it was one of a series of short sketches of "Children

I Have Known," which had happened to grow to a size that demanded it should have

covers for itself. Those more intimate with the author knew that the "Small Person" was

indeed the child she knew the best of all, none other than her own self, and that she was

having the delightful experience of looking at her childish personality with older eyes and

was passing the pleasure on, in her own inimitable way, to others. The book presented,

in fact, the first chapters in the life-story of an imagination. It was a unique bit of

autobiography written with charming detachment and impersonality.

That the vivid and intense imagination of the "Small Person" has fulfilled its promise we

all know. The mysterious working of that power which comes forth for some, often unbid-

den, and makes books, or other things, piques the curiosity of us all. Here may be some

light on the subject. The following story, "The Christmas in the Fog," and the others that

are to follow from time to time in this magazine, form later chapters in that life-story of an

Imagination so interestingly begun in "The One I Knew the Best of All" and deal with

the "Small Person" in maturer years. They show, among other things, that the mysterious

power which creates books, in one case at least has also made a "Romantick Lady."

The Christmas in the Fog

THE least imaginative of persons,

being impressed even to the

verge of stimulation by long

reiterated quotation, will admit,

though it may be with reluctance, that

Truth is Stranger than Fiction. There is

to such individuals a suggestion of bold

flight and daring in the statement, made

with whatsoever of conservativeness of

mental reservation. The suggestion, how-

ever, that Truth is as a rule more enter-
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taining, more delightfully colored, more

varied than Fiction, not having as yet been

generally accepted as a point of view as-

suming the aspect of a proverb, might, by

the inelastic mind, be regarded with dis-

trust. Yet this is the suggestion which

I have the courage to offer.

I was about to say that I offer it quite

unreservedly, but for a moment I pause to

reflect. Do incidents marked by all the

picturesqueness, the color and character-

revealing quality, usually regarded as being

the attributes of mere fiction, occur con-

tinually to every human being? That is

what I ask myself. After the pause for

reflection I decide that it is more than

probable that they do. Because they are

things which merely happen as part of the

day's work, and are not incidents recorded

on a printed page, they are passed by com-

paratively little noticed, except by the

born romancerâ€”of whom there are many

who have written no line of fiction in their

lives.

This aspect of affairs renders the Book

of Life enthralling. It is crowded with the

fantastic, the unexpected, the pathetic,

the alluring. Each individual hour is "To

be continued in our next." There is a

certain exhilaration in realizing that if one

sat down today to read a realistic historyâ€”

thoroughly well done with actual atmos-

phere and feelingâ€”of all that oneself would

do and think and see during the next week,
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lating recognition of this fact in view I have

been lured by a fancy for telling little

storiesâ€”or rather making sketches of

Things which Happened.

When I say they "happened" I mean

literally what I write. They are not in-

vented, they are not elaborated, they are

simply recorded as they occurred. Mere

episodes they are, not stories with a begin-

ning, a middle, and an end; not even ad-

venturesâ€”mere episodes whose chief in-

terest may perhaps lie in the fact that they

are, as I have said, Things which Happened.

The fact is that when even comparatively

trivial incidents taking place in the every-

day life of a person who has the mental

trick of seeing things as storiesâ€”dramasâ€”

pictures, if he or she has also the con-

stitutional story-teller's habit of pre-

senting them vividly in casual conversa-

tion to friends, when these incidents are

narrated, audiences have also a trick of

exclaiming â€” after laughter, derision, or

temporary emotion are at an endâ€”"Why

don't you make that into a story?" "Why

doesn't somebody write that?" And after

these things have been said persistently

enough, and the reply, "Oh! There isn't

enough in it," has been sufficiently often

protested against, somebody almost in-

evitably does end by writing them. And

there you are!â€”to quote Henry James.

It was, in fact, after this manner that

these odds and ends of records came into
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written existence.

To begin with. They occurred in the

ordinary day's work of a person known

ironically to herself and to me as "The

Romantick Lady"â€”a name which the

bearer of it owns she privately bestowed

upon herself after having studied her own

case for half a lifetime. She found it, she

says, useful when arguing with herself on

the subject of her own peculiarities.

"It seems rather to excuse and modify

them a little," was her explanation. "A

discerning friendâ€”or enemyâ€”might have

chosen the name of The Slightly Mad Lady

â€”The Fantastic Ladyâ€”The Fools-Rush-in

Ladyâ€”or The Sentimental Lady, and far

be it from me to say that there might not

have been fittingness in any one of them.

That is what I myself don't know. But

'The Romantick Lady' is more palliative.

And you may be sure that if I choose a

name for myself I shall choose one which

cheers if it does not inebriate. But you

must always spell it with a 'k' at the end,

as it is spelled in those nice old worn leather-

bound books with yellowed pages and f's

for s'sâ€”The Romantick Lady."

I have known her for some twenty years,

and during that time have each year recog-

nized more fully the entire fitness of the

name it pleased her to decide upon. It is

used between us only when she makes a

little sketch for me of some of the occa-

sions on which she has suddenly found her-
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that horribly bewept, almost blinded look

one shudders before when one sees it in an

older person. That a child's face and eyes

should look so was inhumanâ€”unnatural."

"You spoke to him?" I suggested.

"That was my crime. I didn't." She

answered. "The first moment there seemed

only one thing to doâ€”to stop himâ€”to kneel

down before him if need be so that he would

know one was close to himâ€”to put both

hands on his poor little shoulders and say:

'Look here! Tell me! Tell me what it is.

I can help you. I can! If any one has hurt

you or frightened you they shall not dare

to do it again! I can prevent them. I

can make them afraid.' At times like that

something leaps up in me which makes me

know I could make lions and tigers afraid.

I don't know what it is. I had an appalling

vision of some brute and devil who had

either hideously beaten or ill-treated himâ€”

or had sworn to do it, when he reached his

destination with his little bundle. I saw

it all, and knew his heart-broken, abject,

child terror and helplessness before his fate.

What can a child do?â€”And yet, with that

in my mind I found myself suddenly over-

whelmed with a sort of shyness. Even as

he came nearer I realized certain things

I know about boysâ€”how they hate being

made conspicuous, how they shrink from

public emotions, how they abhor being

meddled with when they do not want to

own that they are crying. I thought a
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thousand things in one minute. It might

make a sort of scene for himâ€”"

"If you had knelt on the pavement to

put your hands on his shoulders and pour

out your soul," I interposed, with firmness

and logic, " that entire hurrying crowd would

have stopped, and formed a mob in five

seconds. You would have impeded traffic,

and a policeman would have ordered you

to move on or taken you and your boy in

charge."

"In that one minute I saw all that," she

made swift, uneasy answer. "But it

ought not to have mattered. Nothing

ought to have mattered. I said to myself:

T must stop him! I will. I can't let him

pass! I dare not.' And because I was

a hesitating cowardâ€”it was all over in two

minutes I supposeâ€”I let the crowd sweep

him past me and swallow him upâ€”his little

awful, bewept face and eyes, his breathless

sobs and tiny bundle, were gone! Yes,

I did that. I, your friend, did that! And

I shall never know what I allowed to pass

me by, and to what woe it went its piteous

helpless little way, when / might have

stepped in between. Being the kind of

person I amâ€”whatsoever kind that may

beâ€”my brain has a trick of making abso-

lutely real pictures for me. I wish it hadn't.

I shall not tell you all the things it showed

me which might have happened that day

to that one small sobbing boy. I made a

new prayer that nightâ€”something like
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"You may tell them if you like," she

says. "None of them matters to any one.

And I shall only be the shadow of a Ro-

mantick Lady. And I might also be either

a sort of warningâ€”or a sort of encourage-

ment."

There is no warning in the incident of

The Christmas in the Fog; there is, in fact,

little in it but the lights and shades of a

curious picture.

After a year or so of wandering in various

countries she took passage for New York

in one of the huge liners which was to sail

two days before Christmas. The day be-

fore she left London a great fog had de-

scended and enfolded the city in a yellow

blanket so thick that traffic had gradually

become dangerous and at last almost im-

possible. It was a fog to be remembered.

People lost themselves and wandered help-

lessly about for hours, garnering material

for thrilling anecdote which enlivened many

dull evenings during the remainder of the

winter. It was a fog which lasted for

several days.

A fog in London, however, does not always

presuppose a fog in the country. One may

leave the Strand groping in the darkness of

the Last Day, take a train at Charing Cross

or Waterloo, and after a few miles of un-

certain and slow journeying through various

degrees of eerie yellowness, gradually emerge

through thinning veils of mist into clear

airâ€”sometimes into sunshine.
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This is what the Romantick Lady antic-

ipated when she settled herself into the

corner of her railway carriage lighted by

a lamp the fog dimmed, and peered out of

the window trying to follow the shadowy

figures whose outlines were lost in the gloom

at a yard's distance and less.

"We shall be out of it in half an hour at

most," she thought. "We may sail out

of the Mersey in a glittering sun."

But there was a character of pertinacity

about the thing. The train moved slowly,

explosions of fog-signals were heard along

the line, the platforms of stations were

mere dull orange glimmers of light in an

orange-brown darkness through which muf-

fled voices shouted, and uncertain ghosts

of would-be passengers were bundled into

first-, second,- or third-class carriages by

assisting ghosts of porters who banged

doors or said hoarsely, "Than 'y, Sir," for

tips. All the world seemed muffled and

mysterious and hoarse. Ordinary existence

was temporarily suspended, or performed

its functions after the manner of a sort of

Blind Man's Buff. That it was weird and

interesting could not be deniedâ€”neither

could it be denied that it was dangerous.

The yellow blanket spread its heavy

folds farther beyond London than was usual;

even when it began to attenuate itself a

little, its thinning to a semi-obscurity took

a long time. Even after that had happened

it trailed along, and here and there seemed

"If you please, will you give me a penny

reverie with a start, and pushed back the cap from his eyes. "Eh! 'What? I beg pardon!" he stam-

mered. It was not an infrequent thing for the Romantick Lady to be thought slightly mad

themselves with the arrangement of their

belongings and the opening of packages

and letters.

The Romantick Lady was never able to

tell me how many letters and packages she

opened, and how many of her steamer books

she dipped intoâ€”how long it was, in fact,

passenger

iozing

before she became conscious that she could

not see clearlyâ€”that she could scarcely

see at allâ€”that she was actually in need

of a light. She dropped her book and

looked about her stateroom. Even the

gay chintz of the hangings of her berth had

faded into indistinctness; a thick yellow
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curtain had been drawn across the window.
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"What has happened?" she said. "We

sailed at three o'clock. I have not been

here more than an hour, surely."

She had been so absorbed that she knew

she could not be sure of her own estimate

of time; also she had not been conscious

that the steamer had been moving very

slowly. She became aware now that it

was scarcely moving at allâ€”and there

broke forth in the dimness a wild and hollow

booming roar such as a Megatherium, as it

rooted up and trampled down great trees

in a primeval forest in darkest ages, might

have bellowed in his lonely rage. She

knew it well. What ocean traveler does

not? It was the fog-horn!

'' Wooâ€”ooâ€”ooâ€”ooh!''

"It has followed us," she said, sitting

down among her belongings. "It has got

us. It has shut us in."

Then the steamer shuddered a little,

went more slowlyâ€”-more slowly stillâ€”

stopped!

"And here we are," thought the Roman-

tick Lady. "A thousand or so of us. I

wonder how many are in the steerage?"

That was the opening of the little episode.

The Giant Wraith had fallen behind merely

to gather strength and volume. Upon

the river crowded with shippingâ€”with

great and small craft, most of them making

their way toward its mouth, either to pass

in or out of the open seaâ€”it had dropped

its heaviest mantle, and shut out all chance
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of safety in movement. To move was al-

most certain disaster. Who would be

mad enough to do it? Not the guider of

a giant liner with the lives of more than

a thousand souls in the hollow of his hand.

"The fact that it is rather awesome does

not make it any less one of the most weird

and nerve-thrilling of adventures." This

was the mental attitude of the Romantick

Lady. "An adventure it is. I must go

out and inquire into detail."

Others had left their staterooms for the

same purpose. In the corridors several

somewhat anxious-looking women were

standing at doors, or were just emerging

from them. There were excitedly curious

faces and some excitedly alarmed ones.

Male relatives were being questioned or

were being dispatched to investigate.

"We've stopped! What is the matter?

How dark it is! It is the fog. It came

on all at once. I rang for the steward. It

is like the Day of Judgment!" Several

people had rung for steward or stewcrdess,

who presented themselves with uncertain

but determinedly reassuring aspects. On

the stairs and in the companionway were

groups of talking passengers. It was not

difficult to hear the facts of the situation.

There was no reason for concealment.

The captain had hoped to be able to steam

out of the pursuing fog, but it had â€¢ de-

scended upon and surrounded its prey

with extraordinary suddenness, thickening
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amount of color in any first letter from a

voyager which was headed, "In a Fog in

the Middle of the Mersey."

In half an hour the gloom had not dis-

appeared, in an hour it had become even

heavier and deeper, and the steamer did

not move. To the Romantick Lady there

presented itself the alluring idea that to

mount to the deck might be to make a

mental record of a unique order of picture.

It was unique enough. When she found

herself outside she stood still to make the

mostâ€”for her own peculiar pleasureâ€”of

the mysterious unearthliness of it. The

great ship hung enclosed as though in

opaque yellow walls. The fog of which

they were built covered the decks, as it

covered land and sea. But for the dimmed

orange glow of numerous lamps it would

have been impossible to guess where one

was moving. And but for the ship's rail

an explorer might easily have walked over-

board.

The Romantick Lady began to make her

way slowly. At intervals the booming

roar of the fog-horn prolonged itself in the

midst of the stillness, and the incoming

liner who had also lost her way seemed to

respond, while smaller hollow or shrill

sounds added their protesting warning.

"Don't move! Don't move! It's death

to stir. Here I stand motionlessâ€”hereâ€”

here!" the Leviathans bellowed as the

Romantick Lady translated them. And
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the smaller craft shrieked in terror: "And

here am Iâ€”here-hereâ€”here! If you move

you may sweep me to the sea's bottom!"

No one seemed to be on deck. To the

Romantick Lady the deck appeared her

sole demesne. The remoteness, the sense

of being at once shut in and shut out from

the world, from life itself, was an uncanny

and spectral thing. A new-born ghost

wandering in ghostly spaces as yet unknown,

might have felt it. When, as she made her

second round of the deck, there loomed up

out of the mystery a few feet ahead of her

a tramping male passenger. He was but

another disembodied creature, who silently

drew near and passed through the non-

obstructing wall which closed behind him.

He made her feel more ghost-like than

before. Round the deck he went appar-

ently as she was going, but in the opposite

direction. As they went round they passed

each other againâ€”emerging from the veil,

nearing, silently passing, and swallowed up

in its swathing folds. Again and again

they passed each other, but always as

shadows and ghosts. Neither really saw

the other, and throughout the voyage

which followed neither recognized in the

body the disembodied thing which had

touched its sphere in its ghostly wanderings.

At length the Romantick Lady paused

at the rail at one end of the deck, and leaned

against it to look down. It was not that

she anticipated seeing anything, but a
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"How many children are there?"

The detached voice plainly was suffi-

ciently startling. She heard quick move-

ment, and there was a pause in which there

was evident listening.

"How many children?" she dropped

down again. Something like suppressed

laughter, and then a disembodied voice

came up to her.

"I can't see yer, laidy!"

"I can't see you either, but we can hear

each other. How many children are there?"

More suppressed chuckling and a mum-

bled interchange of words. Then the

answer ascended, "About a hundred and

fiftyâ€”laidyâ€”most of 'em squealin'."

"Thank you."

That was all. She went away and re-

sumed her walk, and while she walked she

saw pictures of the fog which had crept

down into the steerage, of the Poles and

Italians and Russian Jews, and the hundred

and fifty children on their way to America

to begin againâ€”to begin differently. They

gave her plenty to think of, and from this

visionary figure and that branched stories

of all shades.

Several times in her talk with me of this

incident she has wondered curiously how

many of the passengers have remembered

it, how many of them felt the three days

of fog to be weird enchantment, how many

felt them merely draggingly dull.

For three days it actually lastedâ€”for
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three days they were held motionless by

the soft but impenetrable gloom. There

must have been deep sleeping through the

silence of that first night. In many cases

there was late waking after it, because the

night and the morning were as one, and

there were no sounds of working engines

when consciousness came back.

The most mysteriously interesting of

human characteristics is human adaptability

to circumstances, which, indeed, seems

almost automatic in its action. After the

first hours of amazement, nervousness,

and talk, the entire passenger-list began to

adapt itself to lamplight and yellow mist

in staterooms, corridors, and saloons, and

more or less resignedly settled down. Men

began to play cards and talk over their

cigars in the smoking-room, women began

to read, and write letters, and chat in the

library and sitting-room. Gradually people

appeared on deck, and made themselves

comfortable with furs and rugs in steamer-

chairs under the dulled yellow glow of the

many lights.

Lying in her berth before she breakfasted,

the Romantick Lady had entertained her-

self by evolving a seasonable little plan.

She had asked questions of her stewardess,

who was an intelligent person. She had

verified the statements of the detached

male voice which had answered her out of

the pit. There were eight hundred Rus-

sians, Poles, Italians, etc., in the steerage.

That most of them stared is not to be denied, but they were all good-natured and generous, and the number of

pennies bestowed by the smoking-room made an appreciable addition to the fortunes

of the one hundred and fifty children in the steerage

"Eh! What? Beg pardon! "he stammered.

It is not an infrequent experience of

the Romantick Lady'-s, she tells me, that

she is conscious that there are occasions

when the first impression she produces

upon really intelligent persons is that she

is slightly madâ€”not very mad really, but

the harmless victim of hallucinations. That

a practically minded first-class passenger

on a voyage across the Atlantic should find

himself suddenly addressed by a comfort-

ably clothed and furred woman who rises

out of the fog to hold out her hand and ask

him for a penny, might be regarded as an

incident a trifle startling and unexplainable.

"Would you mind giving me a penny?"

she said again.

And again he stammered, "I begâ€”I beg

your pardon. I don't quite understand!"

"Tomorrow is Christmas Day," explained

the Romantick Lady. "I want it for the

children in the steerage. There are a

hundred and fifty of them. I am going to

ask every one for a penny. Any one will

give a penny. And it will mount up. If

it is not enough I shall add something my-

self. I want every child to have something

in its hand when it lands in America."

The end passenger probably still heldâ€”

in the back of his mindâ€”the idea of harmless

hallucinations, but he was a lenient and

generous person. He fumbled in his pocket,

murmuring something civil as he searched
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for his pocketbook. When he found it he

handed her a five-dollar bill.

"That is two hundred and fifty pennies,

I believe," said the Romantick Lady.

"Oh, I am grateful to you!"

"Not at all! Not at all!" answered the

end passenger, replacing his pocketbook.

By this time the next passenger was

awake, and the next, and the next, until

as the Romantick Lady passed slowly on her

way, a mendicant ghost in the orange-

brown mist, one by one the whole row of

chairs was aroused, and asked questions

as she approached, and dived into pockets

or opened bags and made ready for her.

"Will you give me a penny? " she askedâ€”

never for any more, and she could not easily

have asked for less. "Will you give me

a penny?"

But nobody gave her a penny. Some

gave her sovereigns, some half-sovereigns,

some dollars or two dollars, or even again

sumptuous five-dollar bills, some gave half-

crowns or florins, and children proudly

forced upon her sixpences or shillings. She

asked stewards, she asked officers, she let

nobody escape, and it was apparent that

nobody wished to elude her. Everybody

was interested as well as amused, and every

one was kind. People who were beginning

to feel apathetic and bored were not in the

mood to refuse, finding themselves provided

with an incident to talk over. Between

ourselves we have often since then laughed

smoky lights, and the Mendicant

Shadow looming out of the mist,

extending a hand, and uttering

her mysterious appeal, "Please,

will you give me a penny?"

She had not gone far on her

round before there sprang out of

a dark corner chair a tall and

cheerful boyish young man who

had sat near her at table the

night before.

"Let me go with you and carry

the bag," he said. "I can take you

into the smoking-room. Most of

the men are there. May I come?"

With her he went, and when

they had made their tour of the

decks they invaded the smoking-

room. It was more than usually

well filled, and the smoke of

cigars and cigarettes added to

the floating fog made greater

mystery. Men were playing

cards, men were smoking, with

whiskey and sodas before them,

some were dozing on chairs, and

some were talking. Enter a

Mendicant with extended hand

and attended by a squire of

dames. All who were near

enough to see her turned quickly

round. Had she mistaken her way?

What was going to happen?

"Please, will you give me a

penny?" she said. "Tomorrow

will be Christmas Day, and there
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are a hundred and fifty emigrant

children in the steerage, etc., etc."

That most of them stared, is

not to be denied; that the

theory of the harmless hallucina-

tion occurred to several, the Ro-

mantick Lady was quite aware. They had

not lain in their berths and thought out

the picturesque emotional features of the

case. There were those who for a few mo-

ments looked rather stupefied, and as if

they could not quite understand. To

these she endeavored in a few words to

make clear the picture of the small empty

hands. Her hearers no doubt did not see

the thing quite as she did, most of them

being hard-driven business men for whom

emigrants created no particular Vision.

But they were all good natured and gener-

ous. The little bag gradually filled itself,

and she began to stuff bills and pieces of

gold and silver into the pocket of her fur

coat. The number of pennies bestowed by

the Smoking-Room made an appreciable

The money was distributed the next day. after the children had had

courses. My stewardess told me all about it. She

fathers shuttled them to the front

addition to the fortunes of the one hundred

and fifty.

When she returned to her stateroom and

poured out her garnerings on the couch,

there lay before her a most respectable pile.

Here perhaps it would be illuminating

to pause and make a certain noteâ€”illumi-

Christmas dinner. They probably thought it was an agreeable American custom to serve money as one of the

also said that after some of the children had been given their share their thrifty

again and pretended that they had had nothing

"It was quite a lot," she said slowly,

"but I can't remember how much. I actu-

ally can't remember."

"You wouldn't, you Romantick thing,"

I answered resignedly. "One needn't ex-

pect it of you."

"But what does it matter? The chil-

dren got it," she triumphed. "It was

distributed the next day after their Christ-

mas dinner. Of course they did not under-

stand where it came from. They probably

thought it was an agreeable American cus-

tom to serve money as one of the courses.

My stewardess told me all about it. She

also said that after some of the children had

been given their share, their thrifty Russian

Jew fathers shuffled them to the front again.

Another story of The Romantick

and pretended that they had been over-

looked and had had nothing."

In the afternoon of Christmas Day the

fog lifted, and the ship went on its way.

"But," said the Romantick Lady, "as

we swung past the Statue of Liberty in the

harbor, and I went to lean over the rail again

and looked down at the crowd standing

about or sitting huddled among its bundles

on the steerage deck, I was suddenly beset

by the usual question. Perhaps my Ro-

mantic moment had really resulted in one

of my fell deeds. Perhaps I had firmly im-

bedded in the minds of the hundred and

fifty the seed of pauperism, and they would
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sail in with their hands held out for charity

and not for work. How can one know?"

Lady will appear in an early bsue.

