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    When money, mortality, and the fragile veneer of Victorian respectability meet under the pressure of perverse incentives, The Wrong Box turns chance into a sly ringmaster, orchestrating a cascade of misunderstandings, cover-ups, and comic collisions that expose how quickly sober decorum can unravel when a fortune depends upon who lives longest and who is believed to be dead.

Co-authored by Robert Louis Stevenson and Lloyd Osbourne and first published in the late 1880s, The Wrong Box is a darkly comic Victorian novel set largely in England, with London as a prominent backdrop. It blends farce, satire, and macabre humor, using the era’s social manners and legal formalities as both stage and target. Readers encounter a brisk, urbane comedy of errors that plays with the conventions of crime and respectability without settling into either genre’s strict boundaries. Within this late nineteenth-century milieu, the book’s wit and momentum evoke theatrical energy while remaining unmistakably literary in its construction and aims.

At its core is a tontine, a genuine financial arrangement in which a shared fund ultimately falls to the last surviving member. That premise seeds a perfectly polite competition with impolite stakes: the longer one lives, the greater the reward. The novel’s initial movements pivot on the anxieties such a scheme inspires, magnified by misadventure and mistaken identity. A misdirected container, a misplaced body, and the burden of appearances set the farce in motion. The result is a swift, spoiler-safe carnival of near-misses and comic secrecy that invites readers to relish complications rather than puzzle-solve outcomes.

The voice is nimble and wry, alternating crisp narration with scenes that move like clockwork contraptions of coincidence and concealment. Stevenson’s flair for pace and atmosphere meets Osbourne’s keen sense of situational comedy, producing dialogue and set pieces that are buoyant without losing their edge. The prose remains lucid and quick, favoring rhythm and timing over elaborate description, and the humor is shaded with the macabre without tipping into cruelty. This is a novel comfortable in the register of the stage, yet anchored by an authorial control that rewards attentive readers with patterns of setup, reversal, and ironic echo.

Themes gather around the unruly incentives of money, the performative demands of social decorum, and the uneasy proximity of the legal to the moral. The tontine’s design magnifies questions of responsibility and self-justification: when circumstances reward mere survival, what becomes of conscience and candor. Chance behaves almost like a character, reminding us how fragile plans are when the world insists on its own logic. The novel’s satire also glances at bureaucracy and professional polish, suggesting that paperwork and propriety can hide absurdities as easily as they resolve them. Underneath the laughter lies a sober curiosity about motive and mask.

For contemporary readers, the story’s play with incentives feels strikingly fresh. Financial schemes that distort behavior, the pressure to appear respectable, and the bureaucratic impulse to document rather than understand all remain familiar. The Wrong Box offers both amusement and perspective, treating serious subjects with a levity that clarifies rather than trivializes them. Its comedy anticipates later deadpan and darkly humorous traditions, yet its Victorian setting adds a distinct texture of manners and anxieties. The experience is as much about tone—buoyant, brisk, faintly macabre—as about plot, inviting readers to savor performance, timing, and sly moral inquiry.

Enter this novel expecting a polished romp whose complications build like a cleverly scored piece of music: each new note heightens the last, yet the melody stays light on its feet. The Wrong Box offers a tightly wound entertainment that doubles as a mirror for the bizarre ways incentives and appearances steer human choices. It is welcoming to readers who enjoy satire, mystery-adjacent misadventure, and comic misunderstandings, while staying safely spoiler-free for first-time visitors. Above all, it delivers the pleasure of precision: language, structure, and wit aligning to show how a single scheme can set an entire society dancing.
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    The Wrong Box, co-authored by Robert Louis Stevenson and Lloyd Osbourne, is a Victorian comic novel built around a tontine, a fund that enriches the last surviving subscriber. Decades after the scheme begins, only two aged brothers remain: Masterman and Joseph Finsbury. Their families, watching every fluctuation of health, anticipate a fortune that has grown formidable with time. The premise sets a precise, legalistic framework that clashes with ordinary mishap, generating farce from caution, secrecy, and chance. Moving between London and southern England, the narrative follows parallel households and a widening circle of acquaintances as misunderstandings compound, objects go astray, and small decisions acquire disproportionate consequence.

On one side stands Michael Finsbury, a capable young solicitor attached to Masterman's interests. On the other is Joseph's household, where two enterprising young relatives, Morris and John, balance ambition against anxiety as they count the days of the tontine. Domestic scenes and office routines establish motives in practical terms: expenses, careers, and the pressure of propriety. Michael also supervises his ward, Julia Hazeltine, whose independent outlook introduces a steadier tone amid competing schemes. Early chapters arrange these relationships with crisp economy, presenting ordinary tasks - letters, errands, medical consultations - that quietly sharpen rivalries while keeping all parties within the bounds of respectability and law.

Travel sets the central confusion in motion. During a routine journey undertaken for sensible, even cautious reasons, a railway accident interrupts plans and throws timelines into doubt. In the immediate turmoil, Morris and John reach conclusions that, if true, would forfeit their hopes. To protect their standing and postpone inquiries, they decide on secrecy and improvised logistics. A packing case is procured to control what they think is delicate evidence; labels are chosen, a route is plotted, and discretion is urged. Their practical steps, meant to preserve order, instead inaugurate the sequence of misidentifications and misdeliveries that the title - The Wrong Box - anticipates.

With competing addresses and imperfect directions, the case begins a tour of London's minor byways. A mild drawing-master unexpectedly receives it and, with a well-meaning acquaintance, weighs the risks of inspection, declaration, or return. Dread of scandal, and an exaggerated sense of legal jeopardy, spur timid choices: late-night carting, furtive consultations, and nervous re-labeling. Each handoff produces more uncertainty about origins and contents, even as everyone professes a desire to act correctly. The box's travels compose a chain of self-protective maneuvers that remain comic rather than sinister, sustained by polite misunderstandings and the anxious etiquette of an over-scrupulous, paperwork-loving age.

Meanwhile Michael navigates cabstands, clerks' rooms, and chambers with professional briskness. He shields his ailing elder from shocks, gathers documents, and keeps appointments that the tontine's rules make crucial. Conversations with carriers, innkeepers, and fellow lawyers widen the field of action and hint that other parties are also maneuvering. Michael's competence is practical rather than heroic: he corrects addresses, checks registers, and balances accounts. In counterpoint to the more frantic efforts elsewhere, his scenes show how ordinary diligence can still be caught in the city's eddies of rumor and delay, where each misheard name or mislaid docket adds another turn.

Elsewhere, an elderly traveler proceeds with unhurried purpose, offering lectures, gathering anecdotes, and discoursing on statistics and economy. His steps trace quiet circuits through seaside towns and railway halts, observed with affectionate detail but without urgency. Unaware of the agitation surrounding his movements, he pays bills, consults timetables, and changes lodgings with the autonomy of long habit. These chapters lend the narrative a contrary rhythm: measured, talkative, and content with minor incidents. They also clarify how ordinary absence, if poorly communicated, can acquire dramatic meaning for those who have tied their fortunes to timetables, certificates, and the order of events.

Complications accumulate as the case is shuttled, hidden, and reclaimed under a succession of names. Letters without signatures, assurances of confidentiality, and improvised payments appear, each meant to avert exposure while ensuring cooperation. Attempts to dispose of the troublesome object, quietly, privately, and finally, bring night journeys, canal-side pauses, and hurried interviews in dim rooms. Policemen, carters, and landlords comment from the sidelines, practical and unromantic. Coincidence narrows distances between those who know little and those who know less, so that near-meetings and partial recognitions heighten tension without violence. The comedy remains deliberate: a study in delay, avoidance, and nervous respectability.

As inquiries converge, the story assembles its principals (relatives, acquaintances, and officials) around dates, certificates, and statements. The tontine's terms, precise yet impersonal, become the measure against which accidents must be timed and narratives reconciled. Testimony is compared, journeys reconstructed, and disagreeing labels matched to a single itinerary. The fate of the disputed case and the exact sequence of survivals are clarified through ordinary means: ledgers, witnesses, and the careful reading of what has been in sight all along. The resolution follows from law and chronology rather than force, closing the circle on confusions without relying on confession, coincidence, or melodrama.

Throughout, the novel maintains a neutral, playful tone, turning on how respectability, paperwork, and money can magnify trivial missteps. Its central message is practical rather than moralistic: outcomes often hinge on chance, timing, and the management of appearances as much as on intent. By juxtaposing anxious schemers with diligent professionals and innocently wandering travelers, the book suggests that order is restored not by inspiration but by procedure. The authors' brisk chapters and cross-cutting keep the pace light while preserving clarity. The Wrong Box thus offers a carefully plotted comedy of errors in which legal forms and family hopes gently collide.
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    Set in late Victorian Britain, the narrative unfolds mainly in and around London, with excursions along the busy railway and postal corridors that linked the capital to the south of England. Published in 1889 and seemingly contemporary in setting, the book inhabits a world of gas-lit streets, suburban villas, bustling stations, and clerks’ offices. London was then the administrative and financial heart of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, a city exceeding four million inhabitants by the early 1890s, marked by rapid urban growth, formalized bureaucracy, and a dense infrastructure of transport, banking, and law that underpins the novel’s intrigues and misadventures.

The tontine, the novel’s central device, emerged in Europe in the seventeenth century, attributed to the Neapolitan banker Lorenzo de Tonti (c. 1653). In Britain, tontines appeared in both state and private forms, notably in 1693 under William III as a way to raise war finance against France, and later through private family pools during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. A tontine’s structure—participants pay in, and the income share grows as fellow subscribers die, with the last survivor taking the principal—created notorious moral hazards. By the Victorian era, this practice intersected with a booming culture of assurance, trusts, and inheritance law. The Life Assurance Companies Act 1870 sought to stabilize the sector by mandating separate life assurance funds and regular actuarial reporting, responding to failures and abuses in mid-century finance, though tontines themselves persisted in semi-private arrangements. Across the Atlantic, aggressive tontine life policies sold by U.S. insurers in the 1870s–1880s culminated in scandal and the Armstrong Investigation in New York (1905), developments widely reported in the British press and reinforcing public skepticism toward speculative instruments tied to mortality. The Wrong Box distills these anxieties into comedy: the Finsbury family’s scheming, the fixation on survival, and the eagerness to manipulate death certificates dramatize the perverse incentives embedded in tontine logic. By exaggerating the legalistic exactitude required to claim funds and the unseemly attention paid to the demise of relatives, Stevenson and Osbourne mirror Victorian debates about the ethics of finance, the thin line between prudence and gambling, and the ways legal forms could produce antisocial outcomes. The novel’s farce thus rests on real historical fears about financial contrivances that turned human life into an actuarial contest.

The expansion and regulation of Britain’s railways formed a defining backdrop, from the 1840s network boom to later safety reforms. Catastrophes remained vivid in the public mind: the Tay Bridge disaster of 28 December 1879 near Dundee killed around 75 people when the bridge collapsed; the Armagh rail disaster of 12 June 1889 in Ireland killed about 80, prompting the Regulation of Railways Act 1889 mandating continuous automatic brakes, block signaling, and interlocking points. The book exploits the era’s reliance on rail conveyance—and its occasional chaos—by hinging key plot turns on the routing, delay, and misplacement of a box sent by train, reflecting contemporary anxieties about mechanized mobility.

Victorian postal reforms transformed logistics. Rowland Hill’s Uniform Penny Post (1840) democratized correspondence, and the Parcel Post, launched on 1 August 1883, extended the General Post Office’s reach into the movement of goods. Railways carried much of this traffic; parcels could be dispatched station to station or through the GPO’s expanding sorting system, including new depots like Mount Pleasant in Clerkenwell, brought into Post Office use in the late 1880s. The novel’s comedic premise—an ominous crate circulating through the transport web—mirrors the practicalities and hazards of this network, where redirections, labels, and clerical slips determined whether an object reached its destination or vanished into bureaucratic limbo.

Victorian death administration grew increasingly formal. The Births and Deaths Registration Act 1874 tightened requirements for medical certification and timely registration, reinforcing the General Register Office at Somerset House. The Coroners Act 1887 reorganized inquest procedures, standardizing investigations into sudden or suspicious deaths across England and Wales. Such measures shaped the evidentiary thresholds for inheritance, wills, and insurance. In the novel, characters’ urgent need for certificates, avoidance of inquests, and strategic handling of a body track these legal realities. The plot’s urgency derives from the bureaucratic checks that could unlock or block a tontine payout, emphasizing how law and paperwork governed the fate of family fortunes.

London’s late nineteenth-century urbanization and governance reforms provide an essential milieu. The Local Government Act 1888 created the London County Council (LCC), which came into being in 1889, signaling modern municipal administration over a metropolis exceeding four million residents by 1891. Suburban districts expanded along rail lines, and the City’s financial houses multiplied clerical employment. The Wrong Box moves through this strata of respectability—solicitors, clerks, boarding houses, and suburban addresses—using the city’s compartmentalized spaces to stage concealments and near-misses. The layered metropolis, with its offices, depots, and platforms, becomes a machine for coincidence and confusion, emblematic of the societal complexity the LCC was newly tasked to coordinate.

Victorian Britain relished sensational trials involving imposture and fraud, shaping public discourse about identity and evidence. The Tichborne case (civil hearings 1871–1872; criminal perjury trial 1873–1874) transfixed London as Arthur Orton, a butcher from Wapping, claimed to be the missing Sir Roger Tichborne. His exposure as an impostor after years of litigation highlighted the era’s anxieties about proof, testimony, and social gullibility. The Wrong Box taps this cultural current: mistaken identities, dubious claims to money, and the manipulation of appearances drive its farce. The public’s familiarity with such scandals primed readers to see how legal forms and credulity could be exploited within respectable society.

As social and political critique, the book exposes the moral hazards bred by speculative finance and the bureaucratic commodification of life and death. By satirizing a tontine that rewards survivors for others’ passing, it indicts a system where legal instruments distort kinship into calculation. The labyrinth of certificates, inquests, and conveyances lampoons an expanding state and corporate apparatus that could both ensure fairness and enable evasion. Class pretensions and the cult of respectability are skewered as clerks and gentlemen alike connive for advantage. In aligning comedy with critique, the novel reveals the period’s tensions between prudence and avarice, order and opportunism, and law’s capacity to sanctify self-interest.
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‘Nothing like a little judicious levity[1q],’ says Michael Finsbury in the text: nor can any better excuse be found for the volume in the reader’s hand. The authors can but add that one of them is old enough to be ashamed of himself, and the other young enough to learn better.

R. L. S. L. O. 
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How very little does the amateur, dwelling at home at ease, comprehend the labours and perils of the author, and, when he smilingly skims the surface of a work of fiction, how little does he consider the hours of toil, consultation of authorities, researches in the Bodleian[1], correspondence with learned and illegible Germans—in one word, the vast scaffolding that was first built up and then knocked down, to while away an hour for him in a railway train! Thus I might begin this tale with a biography of Tonti—birthplace, parentage, genius probably inherited from his mother, remarkable instance of precocity, etc—and a complete treatise on the system to which he bequeathed his name. The material is all beside me in a pigeon-hole, but I scorn to appear vainglorious. Tonti is dead, and I never saw anyone who even pretended to regret him; and, as for the tontine[2] system, a word will suffice for all the purposes of this unvarnished narrative.

A number of sprightly youths (the more the merrier) put up a certain sum of money, which is then funded in a pool under trustees; coming on for a century later, the proceeds are fluttered for a moment in the face of the last survivor, who is probably deaf, so that he cannot even hear of his success—and who is certainly dying, so that he might just as well have lost. The peculiar poetry and even humour of the scheme is now apparent, since it is one by which nobody concerned can possibly profit; but its fine, sportsmanlike character endeared it to our grandparents.

When Joseph Finsbury and his brother Masterman were little lads in white-frilled trousers, their father—a well-to-do merchant in Cheapside—caused them to join a small but rich tontine of seven-and-thirty lives. A thousand pounds was the entrance fee; and Joseph Finsbury can remember to this day the visit to the lawyer’s, where the members of the tontine—all children like himself—were assembled together, and sat in turn in the big office chair, and signed their names with the assistance of a kind old gentleman in spectacles and Wellington boots. He remembers playing with the children afterwards on the lawn at the back of the lawyer’s house, and a battle-royal that he had with a brother tontiner who had kicked his shins. The sound of war called forth the lawyer from where he was dispensing cake and wine to the assembled parents in the office, and the combatants were separated, and Joseph’s spirit (for he was the smaller of the two) commended by the gentleman in the Wellington boots, who vowed he had been just such another at the same age. Joseph wondered to himself if he had worn at that time little Wellingtons and a little bald head, and when, in bed at night, he grew tired of telling himself stories of sea-fights, he used to dress himself up as the old gentleman, and entertain other little boys and girls with cake and wine.

In the year 1840 the thirty-seven were all alive; in 1850 their number had decreased by six; in 1856 and 1857 business was more lively, for the Crimea and the Mutiny carried off no less than nine. There remained in 1870 but five of the original members, and at the date of my story, including the two Finsburys, but three.

By this time Masterman was in his seventy-third year; he had long complained of the effects of age, had long since retired from business, and now lived in absolute seclusion under the roof of his son Michael, the well-known solicitor. Joseph, on the other hand, was still up and about, and still presented but a semi-venerable figure on the streets in which he loved to wander. This was the more to be deplored because Masterman had led (even to the least particular) a model British life. Industry, regularity, respectability, and a preference for the four per cents are understood to be the very foundations of a green old age. All these Masterman had eminently displayed, and here he was, ab agendo, at seventy-three; while Joseph, barely two years younger, and in the most excellent preservation, had disgraced himself through life by idleness and eccentricity. Embarked in the leather trade, he had early wearied of business, for which he was supposed to have small parts. A taste for general information, not promptly checked, had soon begun to sap his manhood. There is no passion more debilitating to the mind, unless, perhaps, it be that itch of public speaking which it not infrequently accompanies or begets. The two were conjoined in the case of Joseph; the acute stage of this double malady, that in which the patient delivers gratuitous lectures, soon declared itself with severity, and not many years had passed over his head before he would have travelled thirty miles to address an infant school. He was no student; his reading was confined to elementary textbooks and the daily papers; he did not even fly as high as cyclopedias; life, he would say, was his volume. His lectures were not meant, he would declare, for college professors; they were addressed direct to ‘the great heart of the people’, and the heart of the people must certainly be sounder than its head[2q], for his lucubrations were received with favour. That entitled ‘How to Live Cheerfully on Forty Pounds a Year’, created a sensation among the unemployed. ‘Education: Its Aims, Objects, Purposes, and Desirability’, gained him the respect of the shallow-minded. As for his celebrated essay on ‘Life Insurance Regarded in its Relation to the Masses’, read before the Working Men’s Mutual Improvement Society[4], Isle of Dogs, it was received with a ‘literal ovation’ by an unintelligent audience of both sexes, and so marked was the effect that he was next year elected honorary president of the institution, an office of less than no emolument—since the holder was expected to come down with a donation—but one which highly satisfied his self-esteem.

While Joseph was thus building himself up a reputation among the more cultivated portion of the ignorant, his domestic life was suddenly overwhelmed by orphans. The death of his younger brother Jacob saddled him with the charge of two boys, Morris and John; and in the course of the same year his family was still further swelled by the addition of a little girl, the daughter of John Henry Hazeltine, Esq., a gentleman of small property and fewer friends. He had met Joseph only once, at a lecture-hall in Holloway; but from that formative experience he returned home to make a new will, and consign his daughter and her fortune to the lecturer. Joseph had a kindly disposition; and yet it was not without reluctance that he accepted this new responsibility, advertised for a nurse, and purchased a second-hand perambulator. Morris and John he made more readily welcome; not so much because of the tie of consanguinity as because the leather business (in which he hastened to invest their fortune of thirty thousand pounds) had recently exhibited inexplicable symptoms of decline. A young but capable Scot was chosen as manager to the enterprise, and the cares of business never again afflicted Joseph Finsbury. Leaving his charges in the hands of the capable Scot (who was married), he began his extensive travels on the Continent and in Asia Minor.

With a polyglot Testament in one hand and a phrase-book in the other, he groped his way among the speakers of eleven European languages. The first of these guides is hardly applicable to the purposes of the philosophic traveller, and even the second is designed more expressly for the tourist than for the expert in life. But he pressed interpreters into his service—whenever he could get their services for nothing—and by one means and another filled many notebooks with the results of his researches.

In these wanderings he spent several years, and only returned to England when the increasing age of his charges needed his attention. The two lads had been placed in a good but economical school, where they had received a sound commercial education; which was somewhat awkward, as the leather business was by no means in a state to court enquiry. In fact, when Joseph went over his accounts preparatory to surrendering his trust, he was dismayed to discover that his brother’s fortune had not increased by his stewardship; even by making over to his two wards every penny he had in the world, there would still be a deficit of seven thousand eight hundred pounds. When these facts were communicated to the two brothers in the presence of a lawyer, Morris Finsbury threatened his uncle with all the terrors of the law, and was only prevented from taking extreme steps by the advice of the professional man. ‘You cannot get blood from a stone[3q],’ observed the lawyer.

And Morris saw the point and came to terms with his uncle. On the one side, Joseph gave up all that he possessed, and assigned to his nephew his contingent interest in the tontine, already quite a hopeful speculation. On the other, Morris agreed to harbour his uncle and Miss Hazeltine (who had come to grief with the rest), and to pay to each of them one pound a month as pocket-money. The allowance was amply sufficient for the old man; it scarce appears how Miss Hazeltine contrived to dress upon it; but she did, and, what is more, she never complained. She was, indeed, sincerely attached to her incompetent guardian. He had never been unkind; his age spoke for him loudly; there was something appealing in his whole-souled quest of knowledge and innocent delight in the smallest mark of admiration; and, though the lawyer had warned her she was being sacrificed, Julia had refused to add to the perplexities of Uncle Joseph.

In a large, dreary house in John Street, Bloomsbury, these four dwelt together; a family in appearance, in reality a financial association. Julia and Uncle Joseph were, of course, slaves; John, a gentle man with a taste for the banjo, the music-hall, the Gaiety bar[5], and the sporting papers, must have been anywhere a secondary figure; and the cares and delights of empire devolved entirely upon Morris. That these are inextricably intermixed is one of the commonplaces with which the bland essayist consoles the incompetent and the obscure, but in the case of Morris the bitter must have largely outweighed the sweet. He grudged no trouble to himself, he spared none to others; he called the servants in the morning, he served out the stores with his own hand, he took soundings of the sherry, he numbered the remainder biscuits; painful scenes took place over the weekly bills, and the cook was frequently impeached, and the tradespeople came and hectored with him in the back parlour upon a question of three farthings. The superficial might have deemed him a miser; in his own eyes he was simply a man who had been defrauded; the world owed him seven thousand eight hundred pounds, and he intended that the world should pay.

But it was in his dealings with Joseph that Morris’s character particularly shone. His uncle was a rather gambling stock in which he had invested heavily; and he spared no pains in nursing the security. The old man was seen monthly by a physician, whether he was well or ill. His diet, his raiment, his occasional outings, now to Brighton, now to Bournemouth, were doled out to him like pap to infants. In bad weather he must keep the house. In good weather, by half-past nine, he must be ready in the hall; Morris would see that he had gloves and that his shoes were sound; and the pair would start for the leather business arm in arm. The way there was probably dreary enough, for there was no pretence of friendly feeling; Morris had never ceased to upbraid his guardian with his defalcation and to lament the burthen of Miss Hazeltine; and Joseph, though he was a mild enough soul, regarded his nephew with something very near akin to hatred. But the way there was nothing to the journey back; for the mere sight of the place of business, as well as every detail of its transactions, was enough to poison life for any Finsbury.

Joseph’s name was still over the door; it was he who still signed the cheques; but this was only policy on the part of Morris, and designed to discourage other members of the tontine. In reality the business was entirely his; and he found it an inheritance of sorrows. He tried to sell it, and the offers he received were quite derisory. He tried to extend it, and it was only the liabilities he succeeded in extending; to restrict it, and it was only the profits he managed to restrict. Nobody had ever made money out of that concern except the capable Scot, who retired (after his discharge) to the neighbourhood of Banff and built a castle with his profits. The memory of this fallacious Caledonian Morris would revile daily, as he sat in the private office opening his mail, with old Joseph at another table, sullenly awaiting orders, or savagely affixing signatures to he knew not what. And when the man of the heather pushed cynicism so far as to send him the announcement of his second marriage (to Davida, eldest daughter of the Revd. Alexander McCraw), it was really supposed that Morris would have had a fit.

Business hours, in the Finsbury leather trade, had been cut to the quick; even Morris’s strong sense of duty to himself was not strong enough to dally within those walls and under the shadow of that bankruptcy; and presently the manager and the clerks would draw a long breath, and compose themselves for another day of procrastination. Raw Haste, on the authority of my Lord Tennyson, is half-sister to Delay; but the Business Habits are certainly her uncles. Meanwhile, the leather merchant would lead his living investment back to John Street like a puppy dog; and, having there immured him in the hall, would depart for the day on the quest of seal rings, the only passion of his life. Joseph had more than the vanity of man, he had that of lecturers. He owned he was in fault, although more sinned against (by the capable Scot) than sinning; but had he steeped his hands in gore, he would still not deserve to be thus dragged at the chariot-wheels of a young man, to sit a captive in the halls of his own leather business, to be entertained with mortifying comments on his whole career—to have his costume examined, his collar pulled up, the presence of his mittens verified, and to be taken out and brought home in custody, like an infant with a nurse. At the thought of it his soul would swell with venom, and he would make haste to hang up his hat and coat and the detested mittens, and slink upstairs to Julia and his notebooks. The drawing-room at least was sacred from Morris; it belonged to the old man and the young girl; it was there that she made her dresses; it was there that he inked his spectacles over the registration of disconnected facts and the calculation of insignificant statistics.

Here he would sometimes lament his connection with the tontine. ‘If it were not for that,’ he cried one afternoon, ‘he would not care to keep me. I might be a free man, Julia. And I could so easily support myself by giving lectures.’

‘To be sure you could,’ said she; ‘and I think it one of the meanest things he ever did to deprive you of that amusement. There were those nice people at the Isle of Cats (wasn’t it?) who wrote and asked you so very kindly to give them an address. I did think he might have let you go to the Isle of Cats.’

‘He is a man of no intelligence,’ cried Joseph. ‘He lives here literally surrounded by the absorbing spectacle of life, and for all the good it does him, he might just as well be in his coffin. Think of his opportunities! The heart of any other young man would burn within him at the chance. The amount of information that I have it in my power to convey, if he would only listen, is a thing that beggars language, Julia.’

‘Whatever you do, my dear, you mustn’t excite yourself,’ said Julia; ‘for you know, if you look at all ill, the doctor will be sent for.’

‘That is very true,’ returned the old man humbly, ‘I will compose myself with a little study.’ He thumbed his gallery of notebooks. ‘I wonder,’ he said, ‘I wonder (since I see your hands are occupied) whether it might not interest you—’

‘Why, of course it would,’ cried Julia. ‘Read me one of your nice stories, there’s a dear.’

He had the volume down and his spectacles upon his nose instanter, as though to forestall some possible retractation. ‘What I propose to read to you,’ said he, skimming through the pages, ‘is the notes of a highly important conversation with a Dutch courier of the name of David Abbas, which is the Latin for abbot. Its results are well worth the money it cost me, for, as Abbas at first appeared somewhat impatient, I was induced to (what is, I believe, singularly called) stand


































CHAPTER II. In Which Morris takes Action
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