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    A meditation on the way the immediate past refuses to stay put, The Day Before Yesterday considers how the things we thought we had just left behind reappear a step ahead of us, shaping our choices and affections even as we strain toward the next moment, and it traces that delicate frontier where recollection becomes imagination, where tenderness toward what has gone risks hardening into nostalgia, and where the discipline of looking closely at ordinary days discloses the quiet drama of time’s passage and the subtle, exacting work of learning how to remember without turning away.

Written by the English author Richard Middleton (1882–1911), The Day Before Yesterday belongs to an early twentieth-century current of literary prose attentive to transience, self-scrutiny, and the rhythms of modern life. While rigid labels are unhelpful, the book can be approached as reflective narrative—part story, part meditation—more concerned with atmosphere and perception than with elaborate incident. Emerging from the milieu that bridges the late Victorian and Edwardian years, it inhabits a world in which rapid change and everyday detail sit side by side, inviting readers to notice how the near past acquires meaning as soon as we pause long enough to look back.

Readers encounter a work that privileges acuity over spectacle: instead of racing through events, it lingers, tracing sensations, half-formed thoughts, and the textures of recent experience. The premise is deceptively simple: by attending to what has only just receded, the book reveals how the present is braided with memory. The result is an intimate, quietly insistent reading experience—measured in pace, attentive in tone, and suffused with a calm melancholy that never lapses into despair. It offers the pleasures of close observation, cadenced sentences, and a voice that invites companionship while maintaining a clear-eyed regard for the unreliability of remembrance.

Central themes include the instability of identity over time, the porousness between innocence and experience, and the ethics of looking backward. The Day Before Yesterday asks how we might honor the life we have recently lived without embalming it, and how attention can redeem overlooked moments without turning them into monuments. It considers what is lost in the rush to move on and what is gained when we look again, noting the interplay between private memory and communal time. Throughout, it raises questions about the uses of nostalgia, testing whether longing clarifies or distorts, and whether tenderness toward the past can coexist with candor.

Part of the book’s force lies in its craft. Middleton’s prose favors balance and precision: images emerge cleanly, transitions feel unforced, and the rhythm of the sentences accommodates both stillness and motion. Scenes are sketched with economical detail, then widened into reflection, allowing the reader to inhabit a moment before considering its echo. An understated irony prevents sentimentality, while a humane curiosity keeps the tone hospitable. The structure encourages accumulation rather than crescendo; meaning gathers incrementally as observations converse across chapters, so that by the end the reader has traveled far without ever feeling hurried.

For contemporary readers, the book’s questions feel newly urgent. In a culture of accelerated timelines and perpetually refreshed feeds, The Day Before Yesterday models another tempo, one that treats memory as a practice rather than a passive archive. It invites a form of attention that is both affectionate and exact, refusing to choose between tenderness and truth. Those interested in reflective literature will find its inquiries illuminating: how might we curate our own near past without falsifying it, and how can careful recollection make us more present, not less? The work’s quiet intelligence offers a counterpoint to distraction and haste.

Approached in this spirit, The Day Before Yesterday becomes not merely a look backward but a school for perceiving. It proposes that the recent past, precisely because it is close enough to touch, is the hardest to see clearly—and therefore the most fruitful ground for understanding who we are becoming. Read slowly, and let its patiently shaped pages recalibrate attention, so that familiar details regain their strangeness and significance. In doing so, the book offers companionship in the ongoing task of living deliberately: choosing what to carry forward, what to release, and how to meet tomorrow with a steadier gaze.
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    The Day Before Yesterday is a collection of autobiographical sketches in which Richard Middleton evokes the recent past of childhood and early youth. Rather than offering a continuous narrative, the book presents self-contained scenes arranged to suggest a gradual passage from early memories to the threshold of adult life. Middleton focuses on the textures of ordinary experience—streets, weather, rooms, and routines—to convey how the world once appeared at a smaller scale and closer range. The tone remains descriptive and restrained, inviting readers to observe how recollection selects details and gathers them into a portrait of a time not distant yet already altered by change.

The opening sketches linger on the child’s immediate surroundings: the house, the street, and the neighborhood’s unremarkable corners that become terrain for discovery. Middleton records the games, small rituals, and seasonal markers that structure a young person’s sense of time. Dawn light, rain on paving stones, and the shifting sounds of a day form a background against which a first understanding of scale and distance emerges. Rather than dramatizing events, the chapters attend to habits and impressions, showing how certainty and wonder coexist in early years, and how boundaries—garden walls, corner shops, and lamplight—define a safe but expanding world.

With schooldays, the perspective broadens to include the formal rhythms of lessons, the physical arrangement of classrooms, and the interplay of fellow pupils. Middleton traces how rules, timetables, and the authority of teachers impose structure while leaving space for private curiosity. Books, maps, and exercise papers appear as objects that shape taste and ambition, while playgrounds stage alliances and rivalries that are quickly formed and soon forgotten. The writing emphasizes textures of routine rather than exceptional incidents, suggesting how discipline and daydreams run in parallel, and how memory preserves voices, chalk dust, and corridor echoes as much as achievements.

Excursions beyond the immediate neighborhood introduce parks, riversides, and public entertainments that enlarge the known world. Middleton describes walks, outings by train or tram, and the fascination of crowds. He notes fairground colors, street musicians, and the peculiar blend of freedom and supervision felt on half-holidays. Along the water, boats and bridges supply a vocabulary for distance and return, while the seaside—when reached—offers a new horizon line and unfamiliar airs. The sketches do not linger on a single grand adventure; instead they accumulate small thresholds of experience, showing how mobility and spectacle begin to reframe the child’s understanding of place.

Domestic scenes and social customs occupy another set of chapters, attentive to mealtimes, visits from relatives, and the calendar of observances that punctuates the year. Middleton considers how manners, clothing, and household tasks instruct children in expectations they only partly grasp. Markets, chapels, and parlors supply settings where voices and silences carry equal weight. He notes the subtle signals by which adults communicate approval or disapproval, and how these shape conduct without extinguishing private fantasy. The emphasis rests on the way ordinary obligations intersect with curiosity, as the young narrator learns to read rooms, faces, and pauses, and to navigate a network of tacit rules.

As adolescence approaches, the city draws focus. Evening streets, shopfronts, and the murmur of traffic suggest a different pace and promise. Middleton records tentative forays into theaters, music halls, and other public rooms where light and noise rearrange attention. The sketches register contrasts—prosperity and hardship, display and fatigue—without argument, letting the juxtaposition speak for itself. New companions and solitary walks open vantage points from which the familiar appears newly complicated. The writing observes how perception alters with height and stride: avenues seem shorter, yet distances widen in imagination, and the layered life of the city becomes both readable and resistant.

Entering work marks a turn from school routine to the steady cadence of offices and commuting. Middleton outlines desks, ledgers, and the etiquette of colleagues, presenting the workplace as a measured environment whose predictability exerts both comfort and constraint. The clock, once a schoolyard signal, becomes a daily metronome. Evenings and weekends acquire a clearer value as spaces for reading, talk, and tentative literary efforts. The book notes not a dramatic break but a gradual adjustment, as responsibilities increase and freedoms assume new forms. The contrast between inward preoccupations and outward tasks quietly defines this phase of the sequence.

Later chapters return to earlier streets and haunts with an eye informed by distance. Middleton compares remembered scenes to their present outlines, finding continuities alongside erasures. Shops have changed, voices differ, and yet certain angles of light or turns in a road restore the former scale. The narrative reflects on memory’s selectiveness—how some details endure while others vanish—and on how recollection itself reshapes what is recalled. The emphasis remains observational rather than elegiac: the sketches seek to register the ways in which time modifies recognition without claiming that the past could be recovered intact.

The book closes by affirming its modest purpose: to record the moods and materials of the near past, not to argue a thesis or dramatize a crisis. By tracing a movement from child to young adult through ordinary scenes, The Day Before Yesterday suggests that subtle transitions define a life as surely as decisive moments. Its central message is that attention to commonplaces—rooms, streets, voices, and weather—reveals how identity is formed in concert with place and habit. The result is a compact survey of experience that lets readers recognize their own thresholds in the author’s carefully observed itinerary.
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    Richard Middleton’s The Day Before Yesterday is rooted in the late Victorian and Edwardian world of London and the English provinces, roughly from the 1880s to 1911. Its scenes of streets, parks, schools, and holidays unfold in a metropolis that had surpassed six million inhabitants by 1901, governed since 1889 by the reform-minded London County Council. Gaslight was yielding to electricity; horse-drawn omnibuses shared thoroughfares with trams and early motorbuses; and new deep-level Underground lines stitched neighborhoods together. Social life remained stratified, yet public space expanded through municipal parks and board schools. Middleton’s recollected childhood and youth view this cityscape in transition, capturing the textures of daily life amid imperial ceremony and urban modernity.

The book’s most formative historical matrix is the transformation of British childhood and schooling under late Victorian and Edwardian reforms. The Elementary Education Act of 1870 established school boards; the 1880 Act made attendance compulsory; and by 1891 elementary education was effectively free. Subsequent measures raised the leaving age (to 11 in 1893 and to 12 in 1899) and reorganized provision under the 1902 Balfour Act, which replaced school boards with local education authorities and expanded secondary education. Social-policy innovations followed: the Education (Provision of Meals) Act 1906 enabled free school meals for needy children; the 1907 Education (Administrative Provisions) Act introduced medical inspections; and the Children Act 1908—hailed as the “Children’s Charter”—created juvenile courts and strengthened protections against neglect and exploitation. These changes reshaped the rhythms, expectations, and spaces of childhood: classrooms standardized learning; playgrounds and parks channeled play; and municipal oversight brought the state more intimately into family life. Middleton’s vignettes of school routines, street games, and the sovereign freedoms of holidays mirror this redefinition. The narrative’s affectionate yet clear-eyed regard for children’s autonomy implicitly weighs statutory benevolence against institutional regimentation, registering how board schools, inspectors, and charitable interventions both safeguarded and circumscribed youth. By situating boys’ adventures, mischief, and imaginative geographies within an era of compulsory attendance and rising educational ladders, the book captures a culture negotiating between Victorian paternalism and modern social citizenship. Its keen attention to uniforms, timetables, and the geography of playgrounds evokes the concrete settings created by these Acts, while its tonal ambivalence reflects public debates over whether education should form docile workers, patriotic citizens, or independent minds.

Imperial spectacle and the South African War (Boer War, 1899–1902) shaped public ritual and schoolroom ethos. News of sieges at Ladysmith, Kimberley, and Mafeking, and Emily Hobhouse’s 1901 reports on concentration camps, saturated the press, while “Mafeking Night” celebrations in May 1900 filled London’s streets. Jingoistic songs and flag-waving infused children’s games and classroom maps inked in red. Although the book is not a campaign chronicle, its street scenes and boyish bravado resonate with the era’s martial pageantry and the patriotic schooling that accompanied it, implying how imperial confidence—and its disquieting shadows—filtered into ordinary urban childhoods.

The rise of labor politics and New Liberal social reform framed everyday inequalities the book quietly registers. The 1889 London Dock Strike signaled mass trade-union mobilization; the Labour Representation Committee formed in 1900, and 29 Labour MPs entered Parliament in 1906. Liberal governments enacted Old Age Pensions (1908), the People’s Budget (1909), and National Insurance (1911). Social investigators Charles Booth (Life and Labour of the People in London, 1889–1903) and Seebohm Rowntree (Poverty, 1901) mapped structural poverty. Middleton’s glimpses of clerks, hawkers, and recreational crowds align with these findings, presenting the city as a mosaic of precarious livelihoods, modest comforts, and municipal amelioration that rarely dissolved entrenched class boundaries.

Expanding public leisure shaped Middleton’s landscapes of play. The Bank Holidays Act 1871 institutionalized working-class excursions; cheap day-return rail fares carried Londoners to Southend-on-Sea, Margate, and Brighton; and the London County Council invested in parks and open spaces such as Victoria Park and Hampstead Heath (extended in 1904). Electric trams rolled from 1903 under LCC management, linking suburbs to the center and enabling weekend mobility. Music halls and pleasure gardens drew heterogeneous crowds. The book’s summer vistas, riverbank wanderings, and festive streets echo these democratized leisure regimes, showing how inexpensive transport and municipal amenities expanded children’s and clerks’ access to green space, spectacle, and brief escape from routine.

Technological modernity altered tempo, distance, and perception. The City and South London Railway (1890) inaugurated deep-level electric travel; the Central London Railway opened in 1900; and motorbuses began regular service after 1904. Electric lighting spread through shops and thoroughfares; telephones and a booming penny press accelerated communication. The book’s attention to shopfronts, crowded pavements, and the quicksilver feel of streets reflects these changes, as does its sensitivity to the threshold between gaslit intimacy and illuminated boulevards. Without dwelling on devices, it captures the new cadence of urban life—the compression of space, the immediacy of news, and the mingling of classes in vehicles and stations—that defined Edwardian London.

White-collar expansion and the culture of the City form an essential backdrop. Between 1881 and 1911 the number of clerks in Britain surged into the hundreds of thousands, concentrated in insurance, banking, and shipping around the Royal Exchange and Lombard Street. Middleton himself worked as an insurance clerk in the City before turning to journalism, and the 1907 transatlantic financial panic—when the Bank of England raised the bank rate to 7% in November—highlighted the fragility of office-world certainties. The book’s contrasts between free-ranging childhood and adult office routine, between playground imagination and ledger discipline, mirror the emergence of a disciplined, respectable, yet anxious clerical middle class.

As social and political critique, the book illuminates the costs of modernization: the regimentation of childhood by benevolent institutions, the narrowing horizons of clerical adulthood, and the inequities that municipal improvements could not fully redress. It exposes how imperial pageantry fostered easy patriotism while obscuring suffering, how education could drift toward conformity, and how public space both included and subtly policed the poor. By setting moments of wonder against bureaucratic routines and festive crowds against chronic want, it interrogates class stratification, paternal governance, and complacent civic pride, urging a humane vision of urban life that preserves children’s freedom while confronting the era’s structural injustices.
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When elder brothers insisted on their rights with undue harshness, or when the grown-up people descended from Olympus with a tiresome tale of broken furniture and torn clothes, the groundlings of the schoolroom went into retreat. In summer-time this was an easy matter; once fairly escaped into the garden, any climbable tree or shady shrub provided us with a hermitage. There was a hollow tree-stump full of exciting insects and pleasant earthy smells that never failed us, or, for wet days, the tool-shed, with its armoury of weapons with which, in imagination, we would repel the attacks of hostile forces. But in the game that was our childhood, the garden was out of bounds in winter-time, and we had to seek other lairs. Behind the schoolroom piano there was a three-cornered refuge that served very well for momentary sulks or sudden alarms. It was possible to lie in ambush there, at peace with our grievances, until life took a turn for the better and tempted us forth again into the active world.

But when the hour was tragic and we felt the need for a hiding-place more remote, we took our troubles, not without a recurring thrill, to that enchanted place which our elders contemptuously called the “mouse-cupboard.” This was a low cupboard that ran the whole length of the big attic under the slope of the roof, and here the aggrieved spirit of childhood could find solitude and darkness in which to scheme deeds of revenge and actions of a wonderful magnanimity turn by turn. Luckily our shelter did not appeal to the utilitarian minds of the grown-up folk or to those members of the younger generation who were beginning to trouble about their clothes. You had to enter it on your hands and knees; it was dusty, and the mice obstinately disputed our possession. On the inner walls the plaster seemed to be oozing between the rough laths, and through little chinks and crannies in the tiles overhead our eyes could see the sky. But our imaginations soon altered these trivial blemishes. As a cave the mouse-cupboard had a very interesting history. As soon as the smugglers had left it, it passed successively through the hands of Aladdin, Robinson Crusoe, Ben Gunn, and Tom Sawyer, and gave satisfaction to them all, and it would no doubt have had many other tenants if some one had not discovered that it was like the cabin of a ship. From that hour its position in our world was assured.

For sooner or later our dreams always returned to the sea—not, be it said, to the polite and civilised sea of the summer holidays, but to that sea on whose foam there open magic casements, and by whose crimson tide the ships of Captain Avery and Captain Bartholomew Roberts keep faithful tryst with the Flying Dutchman. It needed no very solid vessel to carry our hearts to those enchanted waters—a paper boat floating in a saucer served well enough if the wind was propitious—so the fact that our cabin lacked portholes and was of an unusual shape did not trouble us. We could hear the water bubbling against the ship’s side in a neighbouring cistern, and often enough the wind moaned and whistled overhead. We had our lockers, our sleeping-berths, and our cabin-table,[1q] and at one end of the cabin was hung a rusty old cutlass full of notches; we would have hated any one who had sought to disturb our illusion that these notches had been made in battle. When we were stowaways even the mice were of service to us, for we gave them a full roving commission as savage rats, and trembled when we heard them scampering among the cargo.

But though we cut the figure of an old admiral out of a Christmas number, and chased slavers with Kingston very happily for a while, the vessel did not really come into her own until we turned pirates and hoisted the “Jolly Roger” off the coast of Malabar. Then, by the light of guttering candles, the mice witnessed some strange sights. If any of us had any money we would carouse terribly, drinking ginger-beer like water, and afterwards water out of the ginger-beer bottles, which still retained a faint magic. Jam has been eaten without bread on board the Black Margaret, and when we fell across a merchantman laden with a valuable consignment of dried apple-rings—tough fare but interesting—and the savoury sugar out of candied peel, there were boisterous times in her dim cabin. We would sing what we imagined to be sea chanties in a doleful voice, and prepare our boarding-pikes for the next adventure, though we had no clear idea what they really were.

And when we grew weary of draining rum-kegs and counting the pieces of eight, our life at sea knew quieter though no less enjoyable hours. It was pleasant to lie still after the fever of battle [5q]and watch the flickering candles with drowsy eyes. Surely the last word has not been said on the charm of candle-light;[4q] we liked little candles—dumpy sixteens they were perhaps—and as we lay they would spread among us their attendant shadows. Beneath us the water chuckled restlessly, and sometimes we heard the feet of the watch on deck overhead, and now and again the clanging of the great bell. In such an hour it was not difficult to picture the luminous tropic seas through which the Black Margaret was making her way. The skies of irradiant stars, the desert islands like baskets of glowing flowers, and the thousand marvels of the enchanted ocean—we saw them one and all.

It was strange to leave this place of shadows and silences and hour-long dreams to play a humble part in a noisy, gas-lit world that had not known these wonders; but there were consolations. Elder brothers might prevail in argument by methods that seemed unfair, but, beneath a baffled exterior, we could conceal a sublime pity for their unadventurous lives. Governesses might criticise our dusty clothes with wearisome eloquence, but the recollection that women were not allowed on board the Black Margaret helped us to remain conventionally polite. Like the gentleman in Mr. Wells’s story, we knew that there were better dreams, and the knowledge raised us for a while above the trivial passions of our environment.

We were not the only children who had found the mouse-cupboard a place of enchantment,[2q] for when we explored it first we discovered a handful of wooden beads carefully hidden in a cranny in the wall. These breathed of the nursery rather than of the schoolroom, and yet, perhaps, those forgotten children had known what we knew, and our songs of the sea stirred only familiar echoes. It is likely enough that to-day other children have inherited our dreams, and that other hands steer the Black Margaret under approving stars. If this indeed be so, they are in our debt, for in one of our hiding-places we left the “Count of Monte Cristo” in English, rare treasure-trove for any proper boy. If this should ever meet his eyes he will understand.
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I suppose that when little boys made their journeys by coach with David Copperfield or Tom Brown and his pea-shooting comrades they did in truth find adventure easier to achieve than we who were born in an age of railways. But though the rarer joys of far travel by road were denied us, it did not need Mr. Rudyard Kipling in a didactic mood to convince us that there was plenty of romance in railway journeys if you approached them in the right spirit. We were as fond of playing at trains as most small boys, and a stationary engine with the light of the furnace glowing on the grim face of the driver was a disquieting feature of all my nightmares. So when the grown-up people announced that one of us was to make a long journey young Ulysses became for the moment an envied and enchanted figure. Our periodical excursions to London were well enough in their way; noisy, jolly parties in reserved carriages to pantomimes and the Lord Mayor’s Show, or matter-of-fact visits to the dentist or the shops. But we all knew the features of the landscape on the way to London by heart, and it was the thought of voyaging through the unknown that fired our lively blood, our hazy sense of geography enabling us to believe that all manner of marvels were to be seen by young eyes from English railway-carriages. Also we did not feel that we were real travellers until we had left all our own grown-ups behind, though in such circumstances we had to put up with the indignity of being confided to the care of the guard. Until children have votes they will continue to suffer from such slights as this!

One morning in early spring I left London for the north. The adult who saw me off performed his task on the whole very well. True, he introduced me to the guard, a bearded and sinister man; but, on the other hand, he realised the importance of my having a corner seat, and only once or twice committed the error of treating me as if I were a parcel. For my part, I was at pains to conceal my excitement beneath the mannerisms of an experienced traveller. I put the window up and down several times and read aloud all the notices concerning luncheon-baskets and danger-signals. Then my companion shook hands with me in a sensible, manly fashion, and the train started. I sat back and examined my fellow-travellers, and found them rather disappointing. There were three ladies, manifestly of the aunt kind, and a stiff, well-behaved little girl who might have stepped out of one of my sister’s story-books. She was reading a book without pictures, and when I turned over the pages of my magazines she displayed no interest in them whatever. I could never read in the train, so, with a tentative effort at good manners, I pushed them towards her, but she shook her head; to show her that I did not think this was a snub I pulled out my packet of sandwiches and had my lunch. After that I played with the blind, which worked with a spring, until one of the aunts told me not to fidget, although she was no aunt of mine. Then I looked out of the window, a prey to voiceless wrath.

By now we had left London far behind, and when I had finished composing imaginary retorts to the unscrupulous aunt I was quite content to see the wonders of the world flit by. There were hills and valleys decked with romantic woods and set with fascinating and secretive ponds. To my eyes the hills were mountains and the valleys perilous hollows, the accustomed lairs of tremendous dragons. I saw little thatched houses wherein swart witches awaited the coming of Hansel and Gretel, and fairy children waved to me from cottage gardens and the gates of level-crossings, greetings which I dutifully returned until the aunt made me pull up the window. After a while a change came over the scenery. The placid greens and browns of the countryside blossomed to gold and purple and crimson. I saw a roc float across the arching sky on sluggish wings, and my eyes were delighted with visions of deserts and mosques and palm-trees. That my fellow-passengers would not raise their heads to behold these marvels did not trouble me; I beat on the window with delight, until, like little Billee in Thackeray’s ballad, I saw Jerusalem and Madagascar and North and South Amerikee.

Then something surprising happened. I saw the earth leap up and invade the sky and the sky drop down and blot out the earth, and I felt as though my wings were
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