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    A solitary voice measures itself against an indifferent horizon. In Last Words, Stephen Crane gathers the bracing clarity and ruthless economy that defined his brief, incandescent career, shaping scenes where courage, fear, and chance collide in stark daylight. Issued after his death, the collection reads like a ledger of final reckonings: compressed stories, sketches, and poems that test how language can hold the shock of experience. The book’s energy lies in its unblinking look at human beings under pressure, but also in its wary humor, its refusal of easy consolations, and its abiding curiosity about what remains when the noise subsides.

Last Words is considered a classic because it encapsulates the qualities that made Crane a pivotal figure in American letters: vivid immediacy, psychological acuity, and a radical economy of form. Rather than presenting one monumental tale, it crystallizes a sensibility that helped bridge nineteenth-century realism and emerging modernism. Many later writers learned from Crane’s stripped, scene-driven prose and his ability to suggest interior states through surface details. His work’s influence settled deeply into twentieth-century fiction and war writing, where understatement and hard clarity became hallmarks. The collection’s enduring reputation rests on this distilled, portable mastery, as well as its fearless engagement with chance and contingency.

Stephen Crane, an American author born in 1871, produced an astonishing body of fiction, poetry, and journalism before his death in 1900. Last Words was published posthumously in 1902. The volume brings together short prose pieces and poems written and circulated during the late 1890s, alongside materials drawn from his final years. While the collection is not organized around a single narrative, it presents a cohesive view of his late style: spare, ironic, and edged with compassion. Crane’s purpose, evident across his work and reflected here, was to confront experience plainly and to dramatize the tension between human perception and a resistant world.

Readers encounter, across these pages, a range of settings and pressures: sea and shore, street and field, moments of quiet observation and sudden crisis. Crane’s scenes are brief yet resonant, often choosing the telling gesture or color over extended explanation. The result is a mosaic of modern life rendered at close range. Without revealing specific developments, it is fair to say the pieces often hinge on a single decisive image or action, the kind that throws motives and illusions into relief. This compression lends the book a remarkable intensity, making each episode feel like a carefully struck spark in the dark.

Crane’s intentions, as this collection suggests, were not to moralize or to instruct but to see and render faithfully. He was attuned to how people behave when conventions thin out—under physical stress, moral uncertainty, or the pressure of chance. He sought a language equal to such moments: exact, rhythmic, and rigorously unsentimental. When he turns to humor, it is dry and exacting; when he turns to pity, it is without ornament. In Last Words, the author’s craft becomes an instrument for testing the adequacy of perception itself, asking what we truly know when we think we have seen everything.

Historically, Last Words stands at a crossroads where reportage, short fiction, and lyrical prose converge. Crane’s background as a journalist sharpened his attention to concrete detail, while his poetic instinct condensed those details into suggestive patterns. The collection demonstrates how American prose was learning to move swiftly, to trust the reader’s inference, and to carry meaning in the angle of a sentence rather than in overt commentary. Its appearance after Crane’s death gave contemporaries and later critics a vantage on his evolution, preserving experiments in concision and mood that would inform the development of the modern short story.

Style is the book’s abiding signature. Crane favors dynamic verbs, spare modifiers, and images that do the thinking. Perspective often shifts with cinematic speed, aligning readers with a figure one instant and with the surrounding scene the next. Colors and textures—dust, glare, wind, shadow—work as structural elements, not decoration, binding fragments into pattern. His poems amplify the same method, compressing perception into lines that feel both tough and musical. Across forms, Crane’s sentences carry a tensile rhythm, and his paragraphs often end on a quietly disorienting turn, a final beat that leaves the world slightly altered yet more precisely seen.

The themes that circulate through Last Words are those that animate Crane’s entire oeuvre: the tussle between individual agency and impersonal forces; the strange companionship of courage and fear; the masks people adopt in public and the private reckonings that follow; the indifference of nature; and the fragile, persistent urge toward meaning. There is also a clear sympathy for the overlooked and the outmatched, expressed without sentimentality. Irony and compassion share the page. In this balance, Crane locates a humane clarity that refuses both cynicism and consolation, allowing readers to feel the weight of circumstance without forfeiting their curiosity.

As a classic, the collection’s influence is felt in the cadence of later American prose, especially in writers who prized understatement, clean surfaces, and moral pressure. Ernest Hemingway, among others, learned from Crane’s capacity to say more by saying less and to let objects and actions carry psychological freight. War writing, too, drew from Crane’s insistence on witness and on the inexact, often chaotic feel of lived experience. Last Words helped validate a way of looking: attentive to the telling detail, skeptical of grand pronouncements, and confident that a short, well-made scene can hold an entire world.

For contemporary readers, the book remains bracingly modern. Its brevity suits the quickening pace of today’s attention, but its density rewards slow reading. The fragments talk to one another, building a composite vision of people caught between necessity and chance. The absence of heavy exposition invites participation; we supply connections, test motives, and feel the suddenness with which life can shift. This openness to reader inference makes the collection feel alive rather than fixed. In an age saturated with noise, the clean lines and steady gaze of Crane’s prose offer an antidote, a practical education in looking and listening.

There are also practical reasons for the book’s enduring presence. Published in 1902 and now widely accessible, Last Words allows readers to encounter Crane’s late work without mediation, and it provides scholars a compact field for studying his evolving methods. The collection sits alongside his better-known novels and stories as an essential complement, showing how his journalism, poetry, and fiction inform one another. It is a record of continued experiment in form and tone, assembled at the threshold of a new century and carrying forward an aesthetic of precision that has proven remarkably adaptable across genres and eras.

In sum, Last Words endures because it turns ordinary perception into an event. Its main ideas—clarity under pressure, humility before the unknown, sympathy without illusion—remain urgently relevant. The collection demonstrates how a writer’s late work can be both distilled and exploratory, honoring the world’s rough edges while seeking exact language for them. Readers come away with a sharpened sense of sight and a renewed respect for the unspectacular courage of attention. That is why this book still speaks: it shows how to face the weather of experience and to leave behind words that do not flinch.
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    Last Words is a posthumous collection that gathers Stephen Crane’s late prose and verse into a single volume, offering a cross section of his war sketches, travel impressions, short fiction, and brief lyrical pieces. Assembled after his death, it presents materials written across his final productive years, framing his subjects with concise scenes and concentrated language. Rather than a continuous narrative, the book functions as a sequence of snapshots that move from the field to the street, from the sea to the parlor, and from observation to distilled reflection. Together, the pieces illustrate Crane’s range and the recurring concerns that occupied his last work.

The collection opens with reports and sketches shaped by warfare and its aftermath, distilling the tensions of campaigns and the rhythms of military life. These segments focus on the immediacy of movement, the uncertainty of command, and the effects of conflict on ordinary participants and bystanders. Crane records the routines of bivouacs, the logistics of marches, and the small incidents that reveal the pressure of circumstance. Instead of strategic analysis, the emphasis falls on ground level experiences and fleeting perceptions. The result is an economical view of conflict that captures atmosphere and incident without lingering on extended histories or conclusions.

From campaigns on land, the volume turns toward the sea and travel, presenting shipboard passages, landfalls, and coastal towns as settings for endurance and improvisation. The maritime pieces attend to labor, weather, and the fragile dependencies among crew and vessel. Encounters with fog, shoals, and storms are rendered through quick impressions and practical detail rather than heroic proclamation. When the narrative moves ashore, it follows the traffic of docks and inns, tracing how strangers intersect and disperse. These episodes retain the collection’s emphasis on transient moments that suggest larger forces without explicit statement.

Domestic and small town scenes broaden the scope, shifting from displacement to the habits of familiar places. Sketches of streets, parlors, schoolyards, and courthouse steps stage brief encounters that crystallize social codes and local humor. The figures who populate these pages include children testing boundaries, tradespeople measuring obligations, and neighbors exchanging news. In compressed arcs, minor events carry the weight of reputation, pride, or misunderstanding. The emphasis remains on gesture and speech, with settings that define what can be said or left unsaid. These vignettes show how routine can tighten into incident and then loosen back into talk.

In several short stories and character pieces, the focus narrows further to individuals at a moment of decision or exposure. Soldiers, laborers, clerks, and drifters are outlined by what they notice, fear, or refuse to admit. Dialogue often carries the scenes, marked by colloquial turns that sketch status and intent. Conflict emerges from mismatched expectations rather than elaborate plots, and outcomes are suggested more than declared. The portraits avoid fixed judgments, allowing actions to stand as evidence. Through this method, the stories highlight contingency, showing how a slight delay, a misplaced word, or a sudden noise redirects a day.

Interspersed are brief allegorical or parable like pieces that compress situations into emblematic form. These works replace proper names with types or images and pivot on a single gesture or surprise. The prose grows sparer, and settings reduce to a few marks of place. Although compact, these episodes connect to the surrounding materials by revisiting concerns with fear, bravado, pity, and chance. They function as tests of perception, asking how much can be shown with minimal means. The effect is to punctuate the volume’s descriptive stretches with distilled statements that illuminate underlying patterns of conduct and consequence.

Poems and prose poems appear alongside the narratives, echoing and reframing familiar scenes. The verse favors short lines, abrupt turns, and stark images that compress thought into a handful of words. Recurring subjects include the costs of conflict, the indifference of landscape, and the search for certainty under strain. Rather than summarize the prose, these pieces parallel it, isolating a feeling or image and holding it without explanation. The placement of verse within the sequence shifts the pace of reading, allowing reflection before the collection moves forward into other terrains and voices.

Late fragments and concluding sketches give the volume its valedictory cast. These pieces revisit motifs introduced earlier, often with increased restraint. A soldier’s habit, a sailor’s superstition, or a child’s question appears again, altered only by setting. Editorial arrangement emphasizes continuity without asserting a single thesis, presenting the works as Crane left them, sometimes brief, sometimes rounded. The final pages suggest an artist refining methods toward greater economy. By ending on concise statements and concentrated images, the book aligns its title with its contents, offering final notes that summarize preoccupations through pared language and carefully observed detail.

Taken together, Last Words presents a compact account of the conditions under which people act and perceive, whether in battle lines, on decks, or in everyday rooms. Without advancing a comprehensive argument, the collection emphasizes immediacy, restraint, and the telling incident as means to register pressure and response. Its sequence moves from outward conflict to inward reckoning and returns, showing how setting and circumstance shape conduct. As a summation of Crane’s late practice, it gathers diverse forms into a coherent display of method. The result is a concise testament to observation under stress and the uses of brevity.
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    Stephen Crane’s Last Words, issued posthumously in 1902, gathers late work shaped by the turbulent final decade of the nineteenth century. Its pieces draw on places Crane knew directly: the Bowery and tenements of New York in the early 1890s, the Florida coast and Atlantic littoral, the Cuban theater during the 1895 to 1898 struggle against Spain, and the front lines of the Greco–Turkish War of 1897. Written between roughly 1894 and 1900 and published from England, the collection reflects a transatlantic milieu in which urban poverty, imperial conflict, and rapid technological change collided with modern journalism and public opinion.

The settings Crane invokes are precise and historically charged. In Manhattan’s Lower East Side and the Bowery, he observed crowded lodging houses, police courts, and saloons during the depression years after 1893. In Florida, he embarked from Jacksonville and met the rough maritime world of filibustering and shipwreck near Mosquito Inlet, today’s Ponce de Leon Inlet. In Cuba, he moved among correspondents, soldiers, and refugees near Daiquiri and Santiago in 1898. Earlier, he reached Thessaly in 1897, where the Ottoman advance forced Greek retreats around Larissa and Domokos. Late drafts were composed in Sussex, England, under the anxious, imperial atmosphere of fin de siècle Britain.

The Panic of 1893, one of the United States’ worst financial crises, triggered bank failures, a collapse in railroad credit, and unemployment estimated at over 15 percent in major cities. The economic distress fed labor actions such as Coxey’s Army’s 1894 march on Washington and the nationwide Pullman Strike the same year. New York’s Bowery, where Crane had reported on flophouses and breadlines since 1892, became a magnet for the displaced. In Last Words, his urban vignettes echo the hunger, itinerancy, and crowd psychology forged in these years, turning specific corners of Manhattan’s Fourth and Sixth Wards into records of a broader national downturn.

New York’s tenement conditions in the 1890s were documented by reformers like Jacob Riis, whose 1890 work How the Other Half Lives cataloged airless rooms and densities surpassing 700 persons per acre in some Lower East Side blocks. Municipal inquiries in the mid 1890s and, eventually, the Tenement House Act of 1901 sought ventilation, fire safety, and sanitary improvements. Crane’s sketches in Last Words, drawing on nights spent in lodging houses and alleys, mirror this reform era’s facts on the ground. He records police station bread lines, overcrowded dormitories, and transient labor, turning the tenement question into lived reportage rather than abstract policy debate.

The Cuban War of Independence (1895 to 1898) began under the leadership of José Martí, with generals Máximo Gómez and Antonio Maceo directing insurgent campaigns. Spain’s Governor General Valeriano Weyler instituted reconcentration in 1896, relocating rural populations into camps where disease and hunger killed tens of thousands; many estimates exceed 150,000 deaths. Martí fell at Dos Ríos in 1895, and Maceo was killed in 1896, but the insurrection endured. In Last Words, Crane’s Cuban sketches register this context: ruined ingenios, uprooted campesinos, and the strategic stalemate prior to United States intervention, presenting the civilian cost of colonial counterinsurgency as the central, measurable fact of the conflict.

Filibustering from US ports fed the Cuban struggle despite neutrality laws. In early January 1897 the steamer Commodore, laden with arms for insurgents, departed Jacksonville and foundered near Mosquito Inlet after taking on water. Crane, aboard as a correspondent, survived a harrowing open boat ordeal before reaching the Florida surf. The episode became one of his most enduring war-adjacent experiences. In Last Words, maritime fragments and survivor’s details recur: failing pumps, navigation by a faint shoreline light, and the deadly strength of breakers. The wreck situates Crane’s war writing within the illegal, clandestine logistics that linked US coastal cities to Cuban revolutionary operations.

Following the explosion of the USS Maine in Havana harbor on 15 February 1898, the United States declared war on Spain on 25 April. Fifth Corps landed near Daiquiri and Siboney in June; clashes at Las Guasimas (24 June), El Caney, and San Juan Heights (1 July) preceded the naval destruction of Cervera’s fleet off Santiago (3 July) and the city’s surrender on 17 July. Disease killed far more US soldiers than combat, with more than 5,000 deaths from typhoid, malaria, and yellow fever versus roughly 400 battle deaths. Crane’s dispatches and later recollections, echoed in Last Words, emphasize dust, heat, supply failures, and medical chaos over martial spectacle.

The Greco–Turkish War of 1897 erupted over Crete and wider irredentist tensions. Ottoman forces under Edhem Pasha advanced into Thessaly in April, defeating Greek troops at Velestino (27 to 30 April), Pharsala (5 May), and Domokos (17 May). An armistice followed on 20 May, with the Treaty of Constantinople signed on 4 December 1897 under Great Power mediation, imposing indemnities on Greece. Crane reached northern Greece during the campaign, observing retreats, field hospitals, and refugee columns. In Last Words, scenes of bivouacs, panicked roads, and terse soldierly exchanges reflect the swift collapse of a small state under modern artillery and maneuver rather than any chivalric set-piece battle.

The rise of mass-circulation journalism in the 1890s shaped war coverage. William Randolph Hearst’s New York Journal and Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World competed with sensational headlines, aggressive illustrations, and rapid telegraphy. In Cuba, Spanish and later American censors controlled cables from Havana and Santiago; correspondents resorted to couriers and code. Crane operated within this system, shuttling dispatches via Key West and writing quickly under logistical strain. Last Words preserves this press environment: brief, datelined fragments and matter-of-fact soldier portraits that cut against headline bombast, implicitly interrogating the distance between field observation and metropolitan news manufacture.

Along the US coast, the Life-Saving Service, a precursor to the Coast Guard, maintained more than 250 stations by 1900, using surfboats, the Lyle gun, and the breeches buoy to rescue wrecked mariners. Florida’s Atlantic stations, including Mosquito Inlet, watched treacherous bars and shifting shoals that doomed heavily laden steamers. Crane’s survival after the Commodore went down gave him direct knowledge of rescue protocols, surf conditions, and the limits of technology in heavy seas. Last Words returns to these maritime realities: exhausted oarsmen, cold shock, and the narrow calculus of who reaches a beach alive, situating heroism in trained routine rather than romantic gesture.

Between 1880 and 1900, millions of immigrants arrived via Castle Garden and, after 1892, Ellis Island, crowding the Lower East Side, the Fourth Ward waterfront, and the Bowery. Yiddish, Italian, Irish, and German enclaves formed amid sweatshops and pushcarts. Overcrowding, low wages, and nativist hostility produced tensions that erupted in strikes and street altercations. Crane’s urban sketches in Last Words place nameless lodging house denizens and day laborers into this demography, registering accents, clothing, and petty economies with documentary specificity. By tracing alley routes to docks and elevated lines, he embeds characters in a mapped, immigrant city shaped by global migration and precarious work.

African American regiments played crucial roles in Cuba. The 9th and 10th Cavalry and 24th and 25th Infantry fought at Las Guasimas and San Juan Heights on 24 June and 1 July 1898, often leading assaults under heavy Mauser fire. Their performance won praise from some officers even as Jim Crow hardened at home after Plessy v. Ferguson (1896). Crane’s battlefield portraits, echoed in Last Words, register the integrated reality of the firing line against the segregated reality of American life. By noting discipline under fire and the anonymity of casualties, his sketches quietly counter the era’s racialized hierarchies of valor and news attention.

The imperial settlement of 1898 to 1902 opened a fierce US debate. The Treaty of Paris (10 December 1898), ratified on 6 February 1899, ceded Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines to the United States, while the Philippine–American War erupted in 1899. The Anti-Imperialist League, founded in Boston in 1898, drew figures such as Mark Twain and Andrew Carnegie, while pro-expansion voices included Henry Cabot Lodge and Theodore Roosevelt. Last Words reflects the contradiction between democratic rhetoric and colonial acquisition: in sketches that stress the mud, fevers, and logistics of occupation, Crane’s war writing deflates triumphalism and keeps strategic aims unadorned by civic myth.

Tuberculosis, then called consumption, was the leading cause of adult death in many Western cities around 1900. Sanatoria regimes and spa treatments proliferated in Switzerland and Germany. Crane, chronically ill after years of field reporting, died at Badenweiler on 5 June 1900, not long after intense bouts of work at Brede Place in Sussex. Last Words bears the stamp of this public health reality: brevity, an awareness of bodily frailty, and scenes of field hospitals and fever tents that belong to a measurable epidemiology of war. The collection’s morbidity is historical as much as personal, keyed to contemporaneous mortality statistics and practices.

Deficiencies revealed in 1898 spurred US Army reforms under Secretary of War Elihu Root from 1899 to 1903: a General Staff, the Army War College, and reorganized logistics sought to remedy supply, transport, and medical failures seen in Cuba. The Spanish Mauser’s smokeless powder and high velocity contrasted with US Krag–Jorgensen rifles and black powder legacy doctrine, underscoring modernization gaps. In Last Words, Crane’s attention to rations, ammunition belts, hospital tents, and mule trains reflects these institutional shortcomings. By itemizing shortages and confusion, his sketches align with the specific administrative problems that postwar reformers quantified, debated in congressional hearings, and sought to correct.

As social critique, Last Words exposes the measurable costs of poverty and war by holding to verifiable detail: dates, places, supplies, casualties, police practices, and wages. Its urban pieces indict a city that tolerated overcrowded lodging houses and cyclical unemployment, translating tenement statistics into observable bodies on curbstones. Its war sketches dismantle official communiqués by depicting censorship, chaotic evacuations, and medical neglect. Rather than sermonize, Crane selects facts and vantage points that force readers to confront the systems producing misery, making policy and administration, not individual vice, the unspoken targets of his steady, reportorial gaze.

Politically, the collection challenges imperial hubris, sensationalist news, and class complacency. By showing African American regiments fighting under a flag that sanctioned segregation, it exposes national contradictions. By following refugees on Greek roads and Cuban peasants into reconcentration, it rebukes euphemisms that veil civilian suffering. By narrating a gunrunning wreck and the routine heroism of surfmen, it reframes glory as competence amid structural risk. And in the Bowery, it places immigrant and jobless figures within identifiable economic cycles, not moral failure. The critique inheres in which facts are chosen and how they are juxtaposed, revealing power through its practical consequences.
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    Stephen Crane (1871–1900) was an American novelist, short-story writer, poet, and journalist whose work helped shape literary realism and naturalism at the fin de siècle. Best known for The Red Badge of Courage, he portrayed psychological conflict, social pressure, and the indifferent forces of nature with spare, impressionistic prose. Though his life was brief, his output was remarkably diverse, ranging from urban fiction and war narratives to experimental verse. Working across newspapers, magazines, and books, he brought a reporter’s eye to fiction, fusing concrete detail with symbolic patterning. His reputation rests on an enduring mix of stylistic daring, thematic intensity, and narrative economy.

Crane grew up in late nineteenth-century America and attended preparatory schools in New Jersey and New York before briefly enrolling at Lafayette College and Syracuse University. He did not complete a degree, turning instead to journalism and fiction. Early exposure to newspapers honed his concise, observational style. He read widely in contemporary realism and naturalism and absorbed techniques from the period’s reporting culture, which valued immediacy and unflinching depiction. These influences informed his approach to setting, character, and point of view, especially his interest in individuals under stress. Rather than moralizing, he emphasized sensation, perception, and the often violent contingencies of urban and martial life.

Crane’s first novel, Maggie: A Girl of the Streets, appeared in the early 1890s after he arranged for its private printing. Set in New York’s tenements, it offered an unsentimental portrait of poverty, vice, and social determinism. Initially overlooked and criticized for its frankness, the book later gained recognition when republished by a commercial house. During this period Crane supported himself with newspaper work and sketches of city life, developing a flexible prose that could move from close description to sharp irony. Maggie signaled a sustained commitment to depicting the pressures of environment and circumstance, themes he would refine in subsequent fiction and journalism.

The Red Badge of Courage, published mid-decade, became Crane’s breakthrough. Although he had not seen combat, he studied accounts of the American Civil War and interviewed veterans, crafting a novel focused on the inner life of a young soldier rather than battlefield chronology. Critics praised its psychological realism, impressionistic battle scenes, and innovative use of limited perspective. The book found readers in the United States and Britain, securing Crane’s reputation as a major new voice. Its success opened doors to further assignments and established recurring concerns in his work: fear, courage, group dynamics, and the uneasy boundary between personal myth and lived experience.

Crane’s poetry and short fiction expanded his range. The Black Riders and Other Lines offered gnomic, unconventional verses that rejected ornament for stark aphorism; War Is Kind extended this idiom with bitter irony directed at martial rhetoric. As a short-story writer he produced enduring pieces such as The Open Boat, derived from his survival of a shipwreck while en route to cover conflict off Cuba. He also wrote The Blue Hotel and The Bride Comes to Yellow Sky, both notable for their economy, atmosphere, and moral ambiguity. These works distilled Crane’s preoccupations with chance, perception, and the fragile codes that organize human conduct.

Crane reported widely as a correspondent in the late 1890s, covering the Greco-Turkish War and later the Spanish-American War. Journalism provided material for fiction and nonfiction alike, sharpening his sense of how institutions, technology, and rumor shape conflict. He continued to publish books, including the novels The Third Violet and Active Service, as well as collections like The Open Boat and Other Stories. Reception varied—frequently admiring of his style and intensity, sometimes skeptical of his experiments—but even detractors acknowledged his distinctive voice. His professional life remained peripatetic, with extended stays in the United States and Europe that connected him to transatlantic literary networks.

Crane’s health declined by the late 1890s, and he died in 1900 after prolonged illness. In his final years he resided in England, wrote steadily despite setbacks, and issued volumes such as Wounds in the Rain, drawn from his war correspondence. Posthumously, his reputation grew as critics traced lines from his compressed, image-rich prose to later modernists. Writers of the early twentieth century cited his influence on narrative objectivity and the treatment of violence and alienation. Today The Red Badge of Courage remains a staple of American literature courses, and stories like The Open Boat exemplify the enduring power of his concise, unsentimental art.
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Two men sat by the sea waves.

"Well, I know I'm not handsome," said one gloomily. He was poking holes in the sand with a discontented cane.

The companion was watching the waves play. He seemed overcome with perspiring discomfort as a man who is resolved to set another man right.

Suddenly his mouth turned into a straight line. "To be sure you are not," he cried vehemently. "You look like thunder. I do not desire to be unpleasant, but I must assure you that your freckled skin continually reminds spectators of white wall paper with gilt roses on it. The top of your head looks like a little wooden plate. And your figure—heavens!"

For a time they were silent. They stared at the waves that purred near their feet like sleepy sea-kittens.

Finally the first man spoke.

"Well," said he, defiantly, "what of it?[1q]"

"What of it," exploded the other. "Why, it means that you'd look like blazes in a bathing-suit."

They were again silent. The freckled man seemed ashamed. His tall companion glowered at the scenery.

"I am decided," said the freckled man suddenly. He got boldly up from the sand and strode away. The tall man followed, walking sarcastically and glaring down at the round, resolute figure before him.

A bath-clerk was looking at the world with superior eyes through a hole in a board. To him the freckled man made application, waving his hands over his person in illustration of a snug fit. The bath-clerk thought profoundly. Eventually, he handed out a blue bundle with an air of having phenomenally solved the freckled man's dimensions.

The latter resumed his resolute stride.

"See here," said the tall man, following him, "I bet you've got a regular toga, you know. That fellow couldn't tell—"

"Yes, he could," interrupted the freckled man, "I saw correct mathematics in his eyes."

"Well, supposin' he has missed your size. Supposin'—"

"Tom," again interrupted the other, "produce your proud clothes and we'll go in."

The tall man swore bitterly. He went to one of a row of little wooden boxes and shut himself in it. His companion repaired to a similar box.

At first he felt like an opulent monk in a too-small cell, and he turned round two or three times to see if he could. He arrived finally into his bathing-dress. Immediately he dropped gasping upon a three-cornered bench. The suit fell in folds about his reclining form. There was silence, save for the caressing calls of the waves without.

Then he heard two shoes drop on the floor in one of the little coops. He began to clamour at the boards like a penitent at an unforgiving door.

"Tom," called he, "Tom—"

A voice of wrath, muffled by cloth, came through the walls. "You go t' blazes!"

The freckled man began to groan, taking the occupants of the entire row of coops into his confidence.

"Stop your noise," angrily cried the tall man from his hidden den. "You rented the bathing-suit, didn't you? Then—"

"It ain't a bathing-suit," shouted the freckled man at the boards. "It's an auditorium, a ballroom, or something. It ain't a bathing-suit."

The tall man came out of his box. His suit looked like blue skin. He walked with grandeur down the alley between the rows of coops. Stopping in front of his friend's door, he rapped on it with passionate knuckles.

"Come out of there, y' ol' fool," said he, in an enraged whisper. "It's only your accursed vanity. Wear it anyhow. What difference does it make? I never saw such a vain ol' idiot!"

As he was storming the door opened, and his friend confronted him. The tall man's legs gave way, and he fell against the opposite door.

The freckled man regarded him sternly.

"You're an ass," he said.

His back curved in scorn. He walked majestically down the alley. There was pride in the way his chubby feet patted the boards. The tall man followed, weakly, his eyes riveted upon the figure ahead.

As a disguise the freckled man had adopted the stomach of importance. He moved with an air of some sort of procession, across a board walk, down some steps, and out upon the sand.

There was a pug dog and three old women on a bench, a man and a maid with a book and a parasol, a seagull drifting high in the wind, and a distant, tremendous meeting of sea and sky. Down on the wet sand stood a girl being wooed by the breakers.

The freckled man moved with stately tread along the beach. The tall man, numb with amazement, came in the rear. They neared the girl.

Suddenly the tall man was seized with convulsions. He laughed, and the girl turned her head.

She perceived the freckled man in the bathing-suit. An expression of wonderment overspread her charming face. It changed in a moment to a pearly smile.

This smile seemed to smite the freckled man. He obviously tried to swell and fit his suit. Then he turned a shrivelling glance upon his companion, and fled up the beach. The tall man ran after him, pursuing with mocking cries that tingled his flesh like stings of insects. He seemed to be trying to lead the way out of the world. But at last he stopped and faced about.

"Tom Sharp," said he, between his clenched teeth, "you are an unutterable wretch! I could grind your bones under my heel."

The tall man was in a trance, with glazed eyes fixed on the bathing-dress. He seemed to be murmuring: "Oh, good Lord! Oh, good Lord! I never saw such a suit!"

The freckled man made the gesture of an assassin.

"Tom Sharp, you—"

The other was still murmuring: "Oh, good Lord! I never saw such a suit! I never—"

The freckled man ran down into the sea.
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The cool, swirling waters took his temper from him, and it became a thing that is lost in the ocean. The tall man floundered in, and the two forgot and rollicked in the waves.

The freckled man, in endeavouring to escape from mankind, had left all save a solitary fisherman under a large hat, and three boys in bathing-dress, laughing and splashing upon a raft made of old spars.

The two men swam softly over the ground swells.

The three boys dived from their raft, and turned their jolly faces shorewards. It twisted slowly around and around, and began to move seaward on some unknown voyage. The freckled man laid his face to the water and swam toward the raft with a practised stroke. The tall man followed, his bended arm appearing and disappearing with the precision of machinery.

The craft crept away, slowly and wearily, as if luring. The little wooden plate on the freckled man's head looked at the shore like a round, brown eye, but his gaze was fixed on the raft that slyly appeared to be waiting. The tall man used the little wooden plate as a beacon.

At length the freckled man reached the raft and climbed aboard. He lay down on his back and puffed. His bathing-dress spread about him like a dead balloon. The tall man came, snorted, shook his tangled locks and lay down by the side of his companion.

They were overcome with a delicious drowsiness. The planks of the raft seemed to fit their tired limbs. They gazed dreamily up into the vast sky of summer.

"This is great,[2q]" said the tall man. His companion grunted blissfully.

Gentle hands from the sea rocked their craft and lulled them to peace. Lapping waves sang little rippling sea-songs about them. The two men issued contented groans.

"Tom," said the freckled man.

"What?" said the other.

"This is great."

They lay and thought.

A fish-hawk, soaring, suddenly turned and darted at the waves. The tall man indolently twisted his head and watched the bird plunge its claws into the water. It heavily arose with a silver gleaming fish.

"That bird has got his feet wet again. It's a shame," murmured the tall man sleepily. "He must suffer from an endless cold in the head. He should wear rubber boots. They'd look great, too. If I was him, I'd—Great Scott!"

He has partly arisen, and was looking at the shore.

He began to scream. "Ted! Ted! Ted! Look!"

"What's matter?" dreamily spoke the freckled man. "You remind me of when I put the bird-shot in your leg." He giggled softly.

The agitated tall man made a gesture of supreme eloquence. His companion up-reared and turned a startled gaze shoreward.

"Lord," he roared, as if stabbed.

The land was a long, brown streak with a rim of green, in which sparkled the tin roofs of huge hotels. The hands from the sea had pushed them away. The two men sprang erect, and did a little dance of perturbation.

"What shall we do? What shall we do?" moaned the freckled man, wriggling fantastically in his dead balloon.

The changing shore seemed to fascinate the tall man, and for a time he did not speak.

Suddenly he concluded his minuet of horror. He wheeled about and faced the freckled man. He elaborately folded his arms.

"So," he said, in slow, formidable tones. "So! This all comes from your accursed vanity, your bathing-suit, your idiocy; you have murdered your best friend.[3q]"

He turned away. His companion reeled as if stricken by an unexpected arm.

He stretched out his hands. "Tom, Tom," wailed he, beseechingly, "don't be such a fool."

The broad back of his friend was occupied by a contemptuous sneer.

Three ships fell off the horizon. Landward, the hues were blending. The whistle of a locomotive sounded from an infinite distance as if tooting in heaven.

"Tom! Tom! My dear boy," quavered the freckled man, "don't speak that way to me."

"Oh, no, of course not," said the other, still facing away and throwing the words over his shoulder. "You suppose I am going to accept all this calmly, don't you? Not make the slightest objection? Make no protest at all, hey?"

"Well, I—I—" began the freckled man.

The tall man's wrath suddenly exploded. "You've abducted me! That's the whole amount of it! You've abducted me!"

"I ain't," protested the freckled man. "You must think I'm a fool."

The tall man swore, and sitting down, dangled his legs angrily in the water. Natural law compelled his companion to occupy the other end of the raft.

Over the waters little shoals of fish spluttered, raising tiny tempests. Languid jelly-fish floated near, tremulously waving a thousand legs. A row of porpoises trundled along like a procession of cog-wheels. The sky became greyed save where over the land sunset colours were assembling.

The two voyagers, back to back and at either end of the raft, quarrelled at length.

"What did you want to follow me for?" demanded the freckled man in a voice of indignation.

"If your figure hadn't been so like a bottle, we wouldn't be here," replied the tall man.
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The fires in the west blazed away, and solemnity spread over the sea. Electric lights began to blink like eyes. Night menaced the voyagers with a dangerous darkness, and fear came to bind their souls together. They huddled fraternally in the middle of the raft.

"I feel like a molecule," said the freckled man in subdued tones.

"I'd give two dollars for a cigar," muttered the tall man.

A V-shaped flock of ducks flew towards Barnegat, between the voyagers and a remnant of yellow sky. Shadows and winds came from the vanished eastern horizon.

"I think I hear voices," said the freckled man.

"That Dollie Ramsdell was an awfully nice girl," said the tall man.

When the coldness of the sea night came to them, the freckled man found he could by a peculiar movement of his legs and arms encase himself in his bathing-dress. The tall man was compelled to whistle and shiver. As night settled finally over the sea, red and green lights began to dot the blackness. There were mysterious shadows between the waves.

"I see things comin'," murmured the freckled man.

"I wish I hadn't ordered that new dress-suit for the hop to-morrow night," said the tall man reflectively.

The sea became uneasy and heaved painfully, like a lost bosom, when little forgotten heart-bells try to chime with a pure sound. The voyagers cringed at magnified foam on distant wave crests. A moon came and looked at them.

"Somebody's here," whispered the freckled man.

"I wish I had an almanac," remarked the tall man, regarding the moon.

Presently they fell to staring at the red and green lights that twinkled about them.

"Providence will not leave us," asserted the freckled man.

"Oh, we'll be picked up shortly. I owe money," said the tall man.

He began to thrum on an imaginary banjo.

"I have heard," said he, suddenly, "that captains with healthy ships beneath their feet will never turn back after having once started on a voyage. In that case we will be rescued by some ship bound for the golden seas of the south. Then, you'll be up to some of your confounded devilment, and we'll get put off. They'll maroon us! That's what they'll do! They'll maroon us! On an island with palm trees and sun-kissed maidens and all that. Sun-kissed maidens, eh? Great! They'd—"

He suddenly ceased and turned to stone. At a distance a great, green eye was contemplating the sea wanderers.

They stood up and did another dance. As they watched the eye grew larger.

Directly the form of a phantom-like ship came into view. About the great, green eye there bobbed small yellow dots. The wanderers could hear a far-away creaking of unseen tackle and flapping of shadowy sails. There came the melody of the waters as the ship's prow thrusted its way.

The tall man delivered an oration.

"Ha!" he exclaimed, "here comes our rescuers. The brave fellows! How I long to take the manly captain by the hand! You will soon see a white boat with a star on its bow drop from the side of yon ship. Kind sailors in blue and white will help us into the boat and conduct our wasted frames to the quarter-deck, where the handsome, bearded captain, with gold bands all around, will welcome us. Then in the hard-oak cabin, while the wine gurgles and the Havana's glow, we'll tell our tale of peril and privation."

The ship came on like a black hurrying animal with froth-filled maw. The two wanderers stood up and clasped hands. Then they howled out a wild duet that rang over the wastes of sea.

The cries seemed to strike the ship.

Men with boots on yelled and ran about the deck. They picked up heavy articles and threw them down. They yelled more. After hideous creakings and flappings, the vessel stood still.

In the meantime the wanderers had been chanting their song for help. Out in the blackness they beckoned to the ship and coaxed.

A voice came to them.

"Hello," it said.

They puffed out their cheeks and began to shout. "Hello! Hello! Hello!"

"Wot do yeh want?" said the voice.

The two wanderers gazed at each other, and sat suddenly down on the raft. Some pall came sweeping over the sky and quenched their stars.

But almost the tall man got up and brawled miscellaneous information. He stamped his foot, and frowning into the night, swore threateningly.

The vessel seemed fearful of these moaning voices that called from a hidden cavern of the water. And now one voice was filled with a menace. A number of men with enormous limbs that threw vast shadows over the sea as the lanterns flickered, held a debate and made gestures.

Off in the darkness, the tall man began to clamour like a mob. The freckled man sat in astounded silence, with his legs weak.

After a time one of the men of enormous limbs seized a rope that was tugging at the stern and drew a small boat from the shadows. Three giants clambered in and rowed cautiously toward the raft. Silver water flashed in the gloom as the oars dipped.

About fifty feet from the raft the boat stopped. "Who er you?" asked a voice.

The tall man braced himself and explained. He drew vivid pictures, his twirling fingers illustrating like live brushes.

"Oh," said the three giants.

The voyagers deserted the raft. They looked back, feeling in their hearts a mite of tenderness for the wet planks. Later, they wriggled up the side of the vessel and climbed over the railing.

On deck they met a man.

He held a lantern to their faces. "Got any chewin' tewbacca?" he inquired.

"No," said the tall man, "we ain't."

The man had a bronze face and solitary whiskers. Peculiar lines about his mouth were shaped into an eternal smile of derision. His feet were bare, and clung handily to crevices.

Fearful trousers were supported by a piece of suspender that went up the wrong side of his chest and came down the right side of his back, dividing him into triangles.

"Ezekiel P. Sanford, capt'in, schooner 'Mary Jones,' of N'yack, N.Y., genelmen," he said.

"Ah!" said the tall man, "delighted, I'm sure."

There were a few moments of silence. The giants were hovering in the gloom and staring.

Suddenly astonishment exploded the captain.

"Wot th' devil—" he shouted, "wot th' devil yeh got on?"

"Bathing-suits," said the tall man.
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The schooner went on. The two voyagers sat down and watched. After a time they began to shiver. The soft blackness of the summer night passed away, and grey mists writhed over the sea. Soon lights of early dawn went changing across the sky, and the twin beacons on the highlands grew dim and sparkling faintly, as if a monster were dying. The dawn penetrated the marrow of
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