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Out of the Blue Surge
prithi shukla
Jack London felt the situation might be hopeless that day as he rushed down to the parsimonious Overland Monthly to try to collect his pay for The White Silence. London, a medium height boyish figure in a cheap ready-made suit, hurtled down the porch steps of his bungalow on Piedmont Hill and jumped on his bicycle, determined to return with a full pocket. As he cycled through the wild poppy field, a landscape that had been sadly stripped of its indigenous redwoods, logged for commercial timber, he mused at their loss. In the distance, over the low eucalyptus trees, he could clearly see a spectacular view of the silver sheen bay and the City of San Francisco. The shimmering estuary far below, with its sailing vessels, yachts and steamships infused London with excitement. He was a creature of his environment. The scene as he descended invigorated him.  
Speeding through downtown Oakland, London passed numerous familiar saloons, each with their own congenial crowds.  As the cheers from within these alehouses grew louder and louder, he could no longer resist the temptation to join the revelry. He removed his grey cap revealing a messy mop of wavy brown hair. It was mid-day and the amicable company helped him douse his pent-up irritation before he set off on his mission to demand his rightful dues.
A few hours later, well tanked with beer, he soon found himself at the door of the Overland Monthly. No longer swearing under his breath and with well-worn cap in hand, he entered the building and began to ascend the stairs.
“Mr London,” a stiff voice called out “could you please come back.”
Eager to get his money, London disregarded the stern gaze and the admonishing tone reverberating down the hallway from the grey-haired receptionist. He sprinted up the stairs to see Mr Roscoe Eames, the business manager for the magazine and husband of Ninetta Eames, who wrote for the Overland Monthly. He had no desire to make his request into a scruffy affair, but he resolved that he would get his money. London attempted to suppress impetuous expletives as he burst into the office ready to make his demand. 
“Mr Eames, it’s been over two months,” he said brusquely, “can I please be paid.”
Charmian Kitteridge, secretary for the magazine, looked up from her large desk and stared at London as he barged in. The twenty-eight-year-old niece of Ninetta Eames had, at the young age of fourteen, mastered her Uncle Roscoe’s shorthand lessons and had taken control of her career at the magazine. This impressed London when he later learnt of her achievement. 
London, faced with an attractive woman and embarrassed by his belligerent entrance, swiftly extended his hand to shake hers.  Charmain was taken aback, both by the diminutive size of his thick fingers, and by the absence of a grip, but his grey eyes had an alluring honest openness that impressed her. Her wide mouth smiled, and her upturned nose wrinkled as she made a mental note of the incongruities he presented. Scrutinizing his boyish appearance, she noticed that it overlaid an attractive masculinity. 
“And you are?” she enquired, feigning not to recognize the man in front of her.
“Jack London,” he said, “I’m here to collect payment for my book, The White Silence.”
“I’m sorry, I haven’t yet had time to read it,” Charmian replied, in an attempt to stall reimbursement.
“It’s been published,” London argued, “could you please ask Mr Eames.”
“Alright,” she said, walking across to the window, “he will be back in an hour, I shall ask him then.”
London sat down on the chair opposite her desk to wait. His attention was immediately diverted by the tall bookcases that lined the back wall. He swiftly scanned over the volumes and mumbled the book titles and authors. His eyes shone with eagerness and he jumped up to investigate the paperbacks and hardcovers, his index finger running down the spines of those that interested him. 
Charmian found London’s capricious demeanour confusing yet intriguing. She had heard so many conflicting stories about him: that he was a hard-shouldered sailor, a hobo, an oyster pirate, a hoodlum in Oakland, a gold-seeking vagrant in Alaska, a convict in New York and a rugged socialist rebel. All of these were at great odds with the appearance of the man who stood in front of her.
“Where’s Mrs Eames,” enquired London, “I wondered if she had an opportunity to review my last book?”
“Which one is that?” she asked.
“The Son of the Wolf,” he replied.
“Oh yes. She asked me to do a review of that for the Overland, but she still needs to send me the book”
“Will you be available at about five this evening? I can come back with a copy of the proof to avoid delaying matters.”
Charmian outside office hours occupied herself either horse riding, socialising at the University of California attending get-togethers or dances and over the weekend she would indulge herself by yachting on the waters of San Francisco Bay. 
“It’s Friday” she retorted “I have an engagement I need to attend and will be rushing off a little early.”
Just then Mrs Eames entered.
“Oh, hello Aunt Eames,” said Charmian. “Mr London is here to collect payment for his book The White Silence.”
Mrs Eames acknowledged Charmian’s greeting and puts out her hand to welcome London. 
“You’ll have to check with Mr Eames, Charmian. You know he handles the finances for the magazine.” She walked across to Charmian’s chair behind the redwood desk and sat down. 
“Mr London,” Mrs Eames said looking at London, “Charmaine will be doing the review for your book The Son of the Wolf. You would need to give her some interesting facts about yourself for the article.”
“Uh…of course,” replied London. “Should I come by on Monday?”
“Why don’t you come down to the bay tomorrow instead” butted in Charmain. “I shall be sailing with a few friends, we can talk then if you like?”
London a keen sailor himself, jumped at the invitation. “I’d love that,” he said eagerly, “I’ll bring a copy of the proof.”
“Good, that’s settled. Be at the Oakland Long Wharf at sharp nine in the morning. We will set sail at quarter past.”
“I’ll be at the Pier much before then.” London replied, “I can’t wait to be on the bay waters again.”
The appointment went exceptionally well for London. Besides, being able to sell himself as a budding young writer and impress Charmaine with his sailing skills, he had learnt a great deal about her. Her literary knowledge and support for socialism enthralled him. She was a pianist and played in the Bay region concerts despite not being a professional. She also knew how to dance, a luxury he did not have time to learn during his youthful hard-working years.
At the time, London believed one must not marry for strong feelings of affection. Impetuous by nature, shortly after his encounter with Charmaine, he married Elizabeth Bessie Maddern, a widowed woman he didn’t love. To remedy his promiscuous behaviour, he felt it was necessary to restrain his ways as a duty to himself, his work and society. He concluded he could only achieve this by enmeshing himself in boundaries of domesticity. However, his licentious traits and extramarital affairs continued after his marriage, and he soon had an illicit affair with Anna Strunsky a socialist, who co-authored his novel The Kempton-Wace-Letters. 
A few years after London’s earlier acquaintance with Charmian, he chanced on her again on Piedmont Hill when he was strolling down the poppy slopes with his dog in the afternoon sun, enjoying the scent of the eucalyptus trees in the air. 
“Hey, Charmian,” he called out, trying to get Charmian’s attention when he spotted her riding up the hill that afternoon.
Charmian pulled the reins and stopped. She was pleased to see London and galloped up to him.
“It’s been a while,” he said. “I understand from your Aunt you were away.” 
“That’s right,” Charmian replied concentrating on trying to steady her horse, “I’ve been on vacation in Europe and on the East Coast.”
“Nice, you should come visit us at the bungalow.” 
“I will. I’d love to come by and meet Bessie and the girls.” 
Charmaine did visit and became a close friend of Bessie. It was not long after he ended his relationship with Anna did Charmian start having a long secret love affair with London. Two years later London divorced Bessie and married Charmain in November 1905. Neither Charmian or London were aware, when they met again, that they would play such a significant role in each other’s lives. She had a vigorous charm derived from her willingness to respond to any challenge thrown at her, which drew London even closer to her. 
“You came in my great need,” he would tell Charmian, “it’s good to be with somebody who is not a puritan like Bessie.”
On weekend afternoons and evenings at Beauty Ranch in Glenn Ellen, they’d pleasure themselves in the liveliest and raucous hours of fun. Charmian was not only his sexual equal but a life-partner and soul-mate who shared all his interests and adventures. There was no dearth of singing, piano and poetry. London and Charmian also engaged in sport and challenged each other in boxing and fencing matches. 
 “Come on,” London would encourage, prodding her lightly with his sword, “you must also attack, not just defend yourself. Judge the situation, then lunge, turning your left foot.”
Charmian, narrowing her eyes, enjoying the challenge and with agility on her side, would make her move.
“Hah, got you there!” she would chuckle.
Boxing too was one of Jack London’s pet sports. Wearing well-padded gloves, he would follow a scientific approach in self-defence. Charmian, watching him box with the other men was aware of this technique.
“You can’t get me,” she’d say and then cautiously slug him back. She wouldn’t allow his repetitive gentle punching, vex her, nevertheless, he would tire her out. They played Cribbage too, a card and board game, which he habitually won.
London was committed to sailing and Charmian loved this pastime too. With Charmian just as much as an adventurer as him and familiar with the techniques of sailing, they voyaged across the Pacific in their yacht Snark which London designed. He felt sailing was an art which required both skill and intelligence.
 “Hey, my Mate Woman” London would call out endearingly, “help me steer and navigate this yacht.” Once on the Ocean, he’d hoist the sail in delight and invariably yell - 
“I’m alive again, I’m alive again.” 
London recorded the adventures he shared with Charmian, closely absorbing and observing the sounds and sights of the scene before him. He loved the crisp, crushing sound of the waves against the stern, the sudden breeze that sprung up, the sea fog extinguishing the afternoon sun and the seagulls cruising gracefully in concentric circles above. Charmian was also now a professional writer and published articles in the Mid-Pacific Magazine.
It wasn’t long before London’s ill health caught up with him. He suffered from Malaria and a multitude of other illnesses he caught in the Tropics, which eventually took their toll. London and Charmian had to terminate their voyage and return to California for him to recuperate. 
“Don’t worry dear,” he’d tell Charmian with certitude, “I’ll soon be in splendid physical condition, I’ll be in the pink of health and will be brimming over with spirit.”
At the age of forty, in 1916 Jack London died.
As the days passed, Charmian had ensured all the books Jack London had written were alphabetically displayed on the broad shelves of the tall redwood book case in his study.
“Look I’ve arranged all your books on these shelves of your favourite redwood bookcase opposite your writing desk,” she’d whisper, running her index finger down the spines of those that interested him most. She’d wait in silence, straining her ears with phantom hope for his reply. 
After Jack London’s death the dramatic romantic side of Charmian’s imagination saw myriads of individuals mutely walk up the stairs looking for him. So, she, without hesitation opened her home to anyone who wished to see his work. 
“The Call of the Wild, John Barleycorn and White Fang are just a few of the revered novels out of the many he wrote,” she’d tell her silent visitors who came to the house. 
“He was especially fond of his non-fiction novel, The People of the Abyss,” she’d explain to the ghostly apparitions with enthusiasm, as she spoke to them in his study. “It reflected his concern for the poor and the destitute living in East London”.
[bookmark: _GoBack]“The book his first-hand unique literary journal,” she’d say, pointing eagerly at the red hard cover novel. 
“To experience their dilemma and to know the truth, he masqueraded as a stranded impoverished American sailor and lived with these forgotten people for six weeks on the streets of East London.” 
After catching her breath, Charmian would whisper slowly to the familiar shadows in the dark room, “Of all his books on the shelf, “The People of the Abyss was his favourite and he enjoyed writing it.  He never wrote it for money, it was his official non-fiction report to expose how the poor who lived in London were abandoned by the state. It is this, his profound compassion and empathy, that has always made me love my Jack deeply.” 
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