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    A restless painter storms the modern city, only to find that the price of vision is paid in private. Theodore Dreiser’s The "Genius" opens its canvas to the heat and glare of American modernity, where appetite and aspiration advance together and collide. With an eye for both the intimate studio and the jostling street, the novel follows an artist’s struggle to reconcile unruly desire with the discipline of creation. It is a story of talent tested by markets, of hunger aggravated by success, and of a temperament seeking a form equal to its zeal. The result is urgent, unsettling, and vast.

This novel is considered a classic because it confronts, without evasion, the American mythology of exceptional talent in a world ruled by money, propriety, and chance. Dreiser extends the naturalist tradition into the arena of artistic life, giving the artist’s formation the same unsentimental scrutiny he had applied to commerce and social mobility. Its sheer scope, psychological candor, and urban sweep influenced how later writers depicted the creative vocation under modern conditions. The book’s frankness also pushed the boundaries of what American literature could represent, helping to normalize topics that had been muted or moralized. Its ambition still feels contemporary.

The author is Theodore Dreiser, a central figure in American naturalism, and The "Genius" was first published in 1915. Written in the 1910s and set largely in early twentieth-century America, the novel tracks Eugene Witla, a gifted Midwestern painter who seeks opportunity in big-city art worlds. It charts his migrations, his experiments with style and livelihood, and his exposure to the temptations and tests of success. Without giving away developments, the narrative frames his career as a series of choices under pressure—professional, social, and intimate. Dreiser’s subject is not celebrity, but the strenuous making of a self in a clamorous age.

Dreiser’s purpose was to examine the idea of genius stripped of romantic haze, placing it within the tangible facts of work, money, reputation, and desire. He portrays creativity as a bodily and social process as much as an internal spark, shaped by the crowded urban world that feeds and frustrates it. The novel’s naturalistic method accumulates detail, allowing causes and consequences to emerge without schematic judgment. By embedding Eugene’s aesthetic ambitions in the traffic of daily life, Dreiser tests whether lofty ideals can survive ordinary strains. The intention is not to punish or to flatter, but to observe without blinking.

Stylistically, the book is expansive and granular. Dreiser builds long, layered scenes—studios, galleries, boardinghouses, streets—whose textures ground the reader in the social mechanics of art. He shows how reputations are made, how prices form, how fashion rises and falls, and how personal charm can be both resource and hazard. The narrative voice keeps close to Eugene’s perceptions while measuring them against stubborn external facts, creating a counterpoint between impulse and reality. The pacing favors steady accumulation over epiphany, letting pressure mount until choices become inevitable. This deliberate architecture gives the novel its immersive weight and analytic power.

Upon publication, The "Genius" stirred controversy for its open treatment of sexuality and its refusal to dress private life in consoling pieties. Public objections and censorship pressures curtailed its circulation, adding a historical charge to its literary one. The furor placed Dreiser at the center of debates about realism, morality, and the rights of fiction in the United States. That context matters: the novel became not only a portrait of artistic struggle but also a test case for artistic freedom. Its survival and subsequent esteem mark a turning point in American tolerance for candor in literary art.

The book’s influence extends beyond its immediate storm. By insisting that the artist’s life be portrayed with the same stark clarity as the financier’s or the laborer’s, Dreiser broadened the American novel’s terrain. He helped legitimize a more candid Künstlerroman, where bodily desire, professional compromise, and public scrutiny are inseparable from technique and vision. Many later narratives of bohemian aspiration, urban migration, and creative risk echo his structural insights. Equally important, the novel’s clashes with censors contributed to a cultural climate in which frankness, complexity, and psychological depth could flourish in the decades that followed.

Central to the book’s power is Eugene Witla, not as a plaster saint of inspiration but as a temperament in motion—magnetic, uncertain, ambitious, susceptible. Around him, Dreiser arranges a social orchestra: friends, rivals, patrons, editors, critics, and lovers whose needs and norms press upon his choices. Relationships become arenas where expectations, resources, and ideals contend. Rather than simplifying characters into emblems, the narrative lets their motives register with ordinary ambiguity. We feel the pull of opportunity, the fatigue of compromise, and the stubborn residue of longing. In this human tangle, the novel locates the true cost of success.

The major themes are the conflict between art and commerce, the tension of desire and restraint, and the precarious dance between individual aspiration and communal demand. Dreiser’s naturalism emphasizes how environment, chance, and social structure contour private will. The city functions as character and crucible: seductive, punishing, and endlessly generative of new arrangements. Celebrity glimmers, fades, and glimmers again, testing identity at each turn. The book scrutinizes the moral vocabulary by which society praises or shames ambition, urging readers to question what counts as integrity. It also weighs whether talent is salvation, burden, or both.

For contemporary readers, the novel’s world feels startlingly familiar. Today, creative labor often depends on visibility, networks, and markets that prize novelty as they erode stability. The friction between authenticity and performance, vocation and livelihood, remains acute. Debates about what art may depict, and who gets to decide, continue in new forms across institutions and platforms. In this light, The "Genius" reads as a prescient study of precarity, reputation, and the ethics of self-making. By showing how private desires entangle with public economies, the book offers tools for thinking about creative life in an age of pervasive exposure.

Reading The "Genius" is an immersive experience that rewards patience and moral attention. Dreiser’s method invites readers to live inside consequences rather than skip to verdicts. The novel neither moralizes nor excuses; it stages situations and allows their pressures to reveal character. That rigor can unsettle, because it denies the comfort of tidy resolutions. Yet the very refusal to simplify is what makes the book enduring: it trusts the reader to weigh competing claims—beauty versus duty, honesty versus survival, the self versus the social frame. In that trust lies a rare confidence in literature’s capacity to clarify life.

In sum, The "Genius" endures because it marries a vast social canvas to an unsparing psychological inquiry into how an artist is made, tested, and changed. It is a landmark of American naturalism, a bold challenge to censorship, and a still-urgent exploration of ambition in a capitalist modernity. Dreiser sought to depict the truth of creative striving without disguise, and he largely succeeded. The themes—desire, integrity, compromise, the fickleness of fortune—remain alive for any reader navigating the costs of making something new. That lasting relevance is the measure of its classic status and its continued power to engage.
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    The "Genius" follows Eugene Witla, a gifted Midwestern youth whose early aptitude for drawing sets him apart in his small Illinois town. Restless and keenly observant, he seeks a larger world where his talent can flourish. The novel opens by tracing his family background, his formative schooling, and the awakening of his artistic ambitions against ordinary, practical expectations. Dreiser presents Eugene as both confident and uncertain, eager to master technique yet drawn to the broader currents of city life. This foundation frames the central tension: the promise of an extraordinary artistic career within a culture preoccupied with work, respectability, and financial success.

Eugene moves to Chicago, where he finds entry-level work in commercial art and illustration. The bustling city becomes a classroom, exposing him to galleries, advertising firms, and fellow strivers. He studies, sketches, and learns the demands of deadlines, while recognizing how commerce can blunt artistic ideals. Socially, he experiences new freedoms that complicate his emotions and priorities. Relationships begin to test his self-discipline and his sense of responsibility. Meanwhile, the city’s theaters, streets, and newspapers offer him subjects and scale, fueling dreams of larger canvases. As he refines his craft, Chicago reveals both opportunity and compromise, shaping his next decisive step toward a national stage.

Determined to test himself where publishing and art converge, Eugene relocates to New York. He enters a competitive world of magazines, advertising studios, and art dealers, encountering influential editors, patrons, and ambitious peers. The metropolis sharpens his eye for modern life while intensifying pressures to produce commercially viable work. He senses the gap between illustration and the independent painting he values. Yet bills must be paid, and visibility depends on steady assignments. In cafés and studios, he explores a bohemian milieu that mingles idealism with market realities. The city’s contradictions crystallize his resolve to pursue serious art without abandoning practical means of support.

In New York, Eugene’s rising reputation brings wider social circles, including contact with Angela Blue, whose gentleness and stability contrast with his restless temperament. Their relationship offers the promise of domestic order and moral grounding. Eugene’s professional success grows, as editors commend his facility and patrons admire his style. Even so, he feels constrained by schedules and formulas that limit experimentation. Marriage draws him toward conventional respectability, yet the pull of creative risk persists. The narrative balances scenes of home life with glimpses of studios, salons, and exhibitions, underscoring his efforts to reconcile personal commitments with the demanding, often unpredictable rhythms of artistic work.

Resolved to paint on his own terms, Eugene secures larger studios and devotes sustained effort to ambitious subjects. He experiments with composition and light, aiming to express the energy of modern America. Exhibitions bring attention and debate, with responses ranging from enthusiasm to sharp criticism. Financial realities remain close at hand: studio rent, materials, and household expenses require steady income. This leads him back to illustration and design assignments, even as he seeks patrons who support independent work. Domestic tensions surface around time, money, and fidelity to declared ideals. Public recognition arrives unevenly, and the strain of balancing ambition and stability grows more acute.

To deepen his skills, Eugene travels abroad, studying European masters and absorbing varied schools of technique. Museums and studios broaden his perspective, sharpening his sense of what his own art can be. He reflects on national taste, the role of patronage, and the challenge of transplanting European traditions into an American context. Returning home, he aims to fuse technical discipline with a distinctly American vision, attentive to city streets, industrial light, and human character. New canvases attract collectors and controversy, and the promise of sustained achievement seems closer. Yet the demands of social life and the lure of distraction accompany his renewed momentum.

As his name circulates more widely, Eugene becomes enmeshed in circles of models, patrons, and hostesses, where admiration blurs boundaries. Domestic expectations collide with spontaneous impulses and invitations that attach to rising fame. Professional opportunities in advertising and publishing increase, offering money and visibility but diverting energy from painting. Meanwhile, critical voices question his consistency and seriousness. Friendships strain under gossip and conflicting loyalties. Through rehearsals, openings, and studio visits, the narrative traces the friction between public acclaim and private responsibility. Eugene’s search for authenticity intensifies, as temptations and disappointments complicate his path toward the sustained, disciplined practice he envisions.

A pivotal entanglement emerges when Eugene becomes involved with Suzanne Dale, a much younger figure whose presence ignites scandal. The relationship triggers public outcry, moral condemnation, and mounting legal and social pressures. Patrons distance themselves, friends take sides, and editors worry about reputational fallout. The crisis threatens his household and jeopardizes the fragile equilibrium he has maintained between art and livelihood. Confronted with demands to choose, Eugene faces the consequences of impulse, ambition, and the culture’s moral codes. The novel heightens its scrutiny of the artist’s place in a society that alternately celebrates and punishes nonconformity, leaving the outcomes uncertain and the costs unmistakable.

The closing movement assesses Eugene’s reckoning with talent, desire, and obligation. Without resolving every conflict, the narrative emphasizes the ongoing work of shaping a life in art within a pragmatic, judgmental environment. Dreiser presents a detailed portrait of American modernity: its commercial energies, its ideals of success, and its tensions around sex and respectability. The novel’s central message stresses the difficulty of sustaining artistic integrity amid social pressure and temptation. It highlights the uneven nature of recognition and the personal toll exacted by ambition. Eugene’s journey stands as a study of promise and peril, charting the fragile balance between inspiration and responsibility.
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    The action of Theodore Dreiser’s The "Genius" unfolds primarily between the late 1880s and the mid-1910s, moving from a small Midwestern town to Chicago and then to New York City, with later excursions toward the American West. This trajectory mirrors the migrations of ambitious Americans seeking artistic or professional distinction in the nation’s burgeoning urban centers. Chicago’s print shops, newspaper offices, and advertising agencies shape the protagonist’s early career as a commercial artist, while New York’s loft studios, galleries near Washington Square, and uptown patronage circles constitute the crucible in which aesthetic aspiration collides with money, morality, and media publicity.

The cityscapes Dreiser invokes belong to a recognizable historical geography: Chicago’s Loop and riverfront at the height of post-fire reconstruction; New York’s Lower East Side tenements, Bohemian Greenwich Village, and the gallery-and-publisher corridors along 14th and 23rd Streets. Elevated trains and, after 1904, the IRT subway knit Manhattan together, while new bridges and stations reoriented daily life. The result is a setting saturated in the visual language of modernity—billboards, halftone magazine images, electric lights, and skyscraper vistas—that contextualizes both the seductions of commercial success and the isolation of an uncompromising artist.

Rapid urbanization and industrial capitalism between 1880 and 1915 provided the social frame for Dreiser’s narrative. The U.S. population reached about 76 million in 1900, with the urban share accelerating from roughly 28% in 1880 to 40% in 1900 and surpassing 50% by 1920. Trusts consolidated capital, department stores transformed consumption, and a new service economy arose around publishing, advertising, and leisure. The book reflects these changes through the tension between the art market and individual vision, and through portraits of social stratification that place the artist between impoverished models and wealthy patrons whose tastes and money shape reputations.

The Panic of 1893 triggered one of the nation’s deepest depressions, precipitated by railroad overbuilding and the collapse of key firms like the Philadelphia and Reading Railroad. Banking failures spread, unemployment spiked—estimates for 1894 range into double digits—and breadlines appeared in Chicago and New York. The downturn lingered until roughly 1897. Dreiser’s depiction of unstable commissions, precarious magazine work, and the vulnerability of artists to the business cycle mirrors these macroeconomic shocks, revealing how downturns determined studio rents, supply costs, and whether critics, collectors, and periodicals could afford to support experimental work.

The 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago, designed by Daniel H. Burnham with Frederick Law Olmsted’s landscape plan, showcased the “White City” and monumental Beaux-Arts grandeur. The Fine Arts Building and international displays broadcast aesthetic ambition while the Midway revealed a commercial spectacle culture. The fair influenced Chicago’s civic identity and the nation’s taste hierarchies for decades. The novel’s Chicago milieu echoes this dual legacy—high-minded civic art ideals colliding with entertainment-driven markets—illustrating how a young illustrator-painter navigates a city where prestige institutions and mass amusements both court and compromise artistic careers.

The rise of mass magazines and advertising in the 1890s–1910s created new visual labor markets. Halftone printing (widely adopted after the 1880s) allowed photographic and tonal reproduction, fueling illustrated weeklies and slick monthlies like Harper’s, Scribner’s, Collier’s, and The Saturday Evening Post. Agencies such as J. Walter Thompson and N. W. Ayer channeled corporate budgets into persuasive imagery. This commercial sphere appears throughout the book as both livelihood and temptation. It frames the protagonist’s early success and the aesthetic compromises demanded by clients, underscoring how industrial media shaped styles, deadlines, and perceptions of “serious” versus “commercial” art.

The New York art world of the 1900s was remade by realist circles later called the Ashcan School, centered on Robert Henri, John Sloan, George Bellows, William Glackens, and others. Their works foregrounded working-class streets, tenement life, and candid urban scenes. In 1908, “The Eight” exhibited at the Macbeth Gallery, challenging conservative juries. Dreiser’s urban studios and street-level observation reflect the same appetite for contemporary subject matter and social texture. The book’s painter encounters critics, dealers, and patrons embroiled in debates over what constituted American art, evoking the period’s realistic focus while charting tensions with genteel tastes.

The 1913 International Exhibition of Modern Art—the Armory Show—brought European avant-garde painting and sculpture to the 69th Regiment Armory in New York (February–March), then to Chicago’s Art Institute (March–May), and Boston’s Copley Society (April–May). Showcasing works by Matisse, Picasso, Duchamp (notably Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2), Brancusi, and others, it attracted roughly 87,000 visitors in New York and an even larger audience in Chicago. The exhibition ignited public uproar, press caricature, and serious debate about form, abstraction, and the legitimacy of modernism. Patronage networks coalesced around defenders like lawyer-collector John Quinn, while opponents demanded moral and aesthetic boundaries. Parallel to this, galleries and salons—Alfred Stieglitz’s “291” (1905–1917) and, from 1914, Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney’s studio—fostered a milieu that legitimized experimentation. These institutions tied critical authority to social capital, advancing the idea that artistic innovation needed both sympathetic intermediaries and new audiences. The novel’s New York chapters map precisely onto this historical turning point. The struggle between commercial illustration and uncompromising painting dramatizes the post-Armory market: reviewers and collectors could make or unmake careers overnight, and artists were forced to negotiate whether to pursue galleries championing modernism, cultivate private patrons, or produce saleable images for magazines. Dreiser captures the era’s ambivalence—an intoxicating promise of freedom and a brutal economy of taste—through scenes that mirror the period’s press battles, studio talk, and the precarious fate of artists who refused to imitate academic models. In foregrounding ambition, scandal, and the search for recognition, the book embeds its painter’s trajectory in the institutional and ideological aftershocks of 1913.

Greenwich Village bohemianism flourished during the 1910s. Mabel Dodge hosted salons at 23 Fifth Avenue (c. 1912–1915), gathering artists, radicals, and reformers; The Masses (1911–1917), edited by Max Eastman, fused politics and art before facing postal bans under wartime measures. The Provincetown Players (founded 1915) experimented with new drama. Such circles debated free love, feminism, and modern art, often in small studios near Washington Square. The novel channels this ferment through characters who adopt or resist bohemian codes, exposing how radical talk collided with rent, jealousy, and respectability—and how reputations depended on both avant-garde solidarity and bourgeois curiosity.

Immigration reshaped New York’s social fabric. Ellis Island opened in 1892, and immigration peaked in 1907 with over one million arrivals, many from Southern and Eastern Europe. The Lower East Side’s dense tenements, polyglot shops, and café culture formed a cosmopolitan environment for cheap labor and creative exchange. The book’s studios, models, and social scenes draw on this demographic reality, portraying a city where accents, cuisines, and customs mingle in cramped rooms and crowded streets. The immigrant economy provided both low-cost services crucial to artists and new audiences, while also stoking nativist anxieties that framed debates about morality and taste.

Labor unrest and reform marked the garment industry. The 1909–1910 “Uprising of the Twenty Thousand,” led in part by Clara Lemlich and the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union, won concessions from many firms. The Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire on March 25, 1911, in the Asch Building killed 146 workers—mostly young immigrant women—prompting investigations and New York State workplace reforms championed by figures like Al Smith and Frances Perkins. Dreiser’s city scenes—stenographers, models, seamstresses, and the casual exploitation surrounding studio work—echo the era’s unsafe conditions and wage pressures, linking the artist’s freedom to the hidden costs borne by the urban poor.

The women’s suffrage movement accelerated in the 1910s: the 1913 Washington, D.C., parade organized by Alice Paul and Lucy Burns drew national attention; New York State voters approved women’s suffrage in 1917; the Nineteenth Amendment was ratified in 1920. These victories consolidated decades of organizing under NAWSA and more militant tactics by the National Woman’s Party. In the novel, financially independent women, social hostesses, and models exercise new forms of autonomy, while marriage and divorce law constraints persist. The narrative’s conflicts over choice, reputation, and desire map onto a society renegotiating gender power both in politics and in intimate life.

Sexual reform, birth control advocacy, and “free love” debates unsettled Victorian norms. Margaret Sanger published The Woman Rebel in 1914, was indicted under obscenity statutes, and opened the first U.S. birth control clinic in Brownsville, Brooklyn, in 1916, leading to arrest and trials; Emma Goldman faced repeated prosecutions for lectures on contraception and anarchism. Medical and sexological discourse (e.g., Havelock Ellis) circulated in translation despite censorship. The book’s frank treatment of adultery, desire, and marital strain resonates with this climate, depicting characters who test the limits of propriety and confront the legal and social penalties policing sexual knowledge and conduct.

Obscenity and censorship laws decisively shaped the book’s fate. The federal Comstock Act (1873) and parallel New York statutes empowered the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice, led by Anthony Comstock until 1915 and then by John S. Sumner, to raid and prosecute. After publication in 1915 by the John Lane Company, The "Genius" faced threats of prosecution; in 1916 the publisher agreed to withdraw it from sale in New York under pressure. The novel returned to wider circulation in 1923 amid shifting standards. This history underscores how Dreiser’s social realism collided with moral crusades that policed literature, sexuality, and artistic autonomy.

Urban infrastructure and architecture transformed experience and vision. New York’s IRT subway opened in 1904, connecting uptown and downtown; Pennsylvania Station (1910) and Grand Central Terminal (1913) monumentalized mobility; steel-frame construction produced icons like the Flatiron Building (1902) and Woolworth Building (1913). Washington Square’s arch (1895) anchored a bohemian precinct even as real estate speculation advanced. Dreiser’s artist surveys the city from elevated windows and rooflines, cultivating a modern gaze shaped by speed, light, and scale. The built environment’s grandeur and anonymity feed both aspiration and alienation, situating aesthetic struggle within the vast machinery of metropolitan life.

World War I, beginning in 1914 and bringing U.S. entry in 1917, unsettled cultural markets and civil liberties. The Espionage Act (1917) and Sedition Act (1918) were deployed against radical publications; The Masses was denied mailing privileges and shut down after legal battles. Wartime nationalism and xenophobia stigmatized foreign influences, including certain avant-garde tendencies, while European art markets were disrupted. The book’s late chapters exist in this tightening climate: patrons grew cautious, critics policed propriety, and debates about loyalty and morality intensified. The pressures of war amplify Dreiser’s themes of conformity and courage in art, love, and public speech.

As a social and political critique, The "Genius" exposes the commodification of creativity under capitalism, the complicity of critics and patrons in enforcing taste hierarchies, and the hypocrisies of sexual morality. By tracing an artist’s entanglements with advertising, gallery politics, and scandal, the novel indicts a culture that monetizes vision yet censors candor. Dreiser dramatizes class divides—from studio to salon to tenement—and highlights gender constraints that persist amid proclaimed freedoms. The book’s own suppression becomes evidence in its argument: a society that fears representation of desire and dissent cannot honestly face the realities it has built in its cities and markets.
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    Theodore Dreiser was an American novelist, journalist, and critic whose work helped define literary naturalism in the United States. Writing from the turn of the twentieth century into the mid-1900s, he portrayed the pressures of industrial capitalism, urban life, and social ambition with an unvarnished realism that challenged prevailing moral norms. Best known for Sister Carrie and An American Tragedy, he explored how environment and desire shape individual fate. His prose, often plain and forceful, rejected genteel conventions in favor of social observation and psychological depth. Controversy, censorship, and debate accompanied his career, but his novels came to be viewed as milestones in modern American fiction.

Dreiser was born in the American Midwest and raised in Indiana, experiences that grounded his later depictions of small-town aspiration and urban migration. He briefly attended Indiana University before leaving due to financial constraints, turning to journalism for livelihood and training. Exposure to the rough facts of city life and the rhythms of newsrooms informed his realism. Intellectually, he aligned with the naturalist movement, drawing on ideas associated with Charles Darwin and Herbert Spencer, and absorbing lessons from European realists such as Émile Zola and Honoré de Balzac. These influences encouraged an impersonal, cause-and-effect view of character, society, and the limits of free will.

Beginning as a reporter in the Midwest and later a magazine editor in New York, Dreiser learned to observe social detail and economic power at close range. That background shaped his debut novel, Sister Carrie, published in 1900. The story’s frank treatment of desire, consumer culture, and mobility clashed with contemporary moral expectations, leading to a muted initial reception and distribution hesitancies. Over time, however, readers and critics recognized its originality: a city novel attentive to work, money, and the subtle bargains of survival. Its open-ended moral atmosphere and focus on social determinants helped establish Dreiser as a principal American naturalist.

Across the 1910s, Dreiser consolidated his reputation with fiction that scrutinized ambition, sexuality, and finance. Jennie Gerhardt extended his sympathy for characters constrained by class and convention. The Financier and The Titan began a sequence centered on Frank Cowperwood, a ruthless magnate whose rise and setbacks illuminate the dynamics of markets and power; a concluding volume, The Stoic, would appear after Dreiser’s death. He also published essays and travel writing, testing his voice outside fiction while defending the right to portray experience without moral embroidery. Public disputes over taste and censorship accompanied these books, yet they deepened his influence on American realism.

An American Tragedy, released in the mid-1920s, became Dreiser’s most celebrated and debated novel. Drawing on a widely reported criminal case, it examines a young man caught between aspiration, class anxiety, and the consequences of his choices. Dreiser’s method—patient accumulation of detail, attention to social pressure, and cool appraisal of motive—produced a panoramic portrait of American desire and discipline. The book sparked controversy for its grim subject and determinist shading, but it won broad critical attention and a large readership. It cemented Dreiser’s standing as a major novelist of modern America and influenced subsequent depictions of crime, celebrity, and moral ambiguity.

Dreiser’s nonfiction and public stances in the late 1920s and 1930s strengthened his profile as a social critic. He visited the Soviet Union and published Dreiser Looks at Russia, reflecting curiosity about alternative social systems and discontent with American inequality. During the Great Depression, he wrote essays and gave talks that scrutinized the ethics of business and the hardships of labor, while defending artistic freedom against censorship. Although his economic views drew criticism from various quarters, they aligned with the skeptical, reformist impulses visible in his fiction. He maintained a vigorous schedule of journalism, travel writing, and advocacy alongside continuing literary projects.

In his later years, Dreiser lived for periods on both coasts and eventually spent significant time in California, working on fiction, essays, and the final installment of his Cowperwood saga, The Stoic, published posthumously. He died in the mid-1940s, leaving a body of work that reshaped the American novel’s subject matter and tone. Subsequent generations have debated his sometimes ungainly style, yet praised the moral seriousness and social scope of his narratives. Sister Carrie and An American Tragedy remain staples of classrooms and reading lists, frequently adapted for stage and screen. Dreiser’s legacy endures as a touchstone for writers confronting power, desire, and the structures that bind them.
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 This story has its beginnings in the town of Alexandria, Illinois[1], between 1884 and 1889, at the time when the place had a population of somewhere near ten thousand. There was about it just enough of the air of a city to relieve it of the sense of rural life. It had one street-car line, a theatre,—or rather, an opera house, so-called (why no one might say, for no opera was ever performed there)—two railroads, with their stations, and a business district, composed of four brisk sides to a public square. In the square were the county court-house and four newspapers. These two morning and two evening papers made the population fairly aware of the fact that life was full of issues, local and national, and that there were many interesting and varied things to do. On the edge of town, several lakes and a pretty stream—perhaps Alexandria's most pleasant feature—gave it an atmosphere not unakin to that of a moderate-priced summer resort. Architecturally the town was not new. It was mostly built of wood, as all American towns were at this time, but laid out prettily in some sections, with houses that sat back in great yards, far from the streets, with flower beds, brick walks, and green trees as concomitants of a comfortable home life. Alexandria was a city of young Americans. Its spirit was young. Life was all before almost everybody. It was really good to be alive.

In one part of this city there lived a family which in its character and composition might well have been considered typically American and middle western. It was not by any means poor—or, at least, did not consider itself so; it was in no sense rich. Thomas Jefferson Witla[2], the father, was a sewing machine agent with the general agency in that county of one of the best known and best selling machines made. From each twenty, thirty-five or sixty-dollar machine which he sold, he took a profit of thirty-five per cent. The sale of machines was not great, but it was enough to yield him nearly two thousand dollars a year; and on that he had managed to buy a house and lot, to furnish it comfortably, to send his children to school, and to maintain a local store on the public square where the latest styles of machines were displayed. He also took old machines of other makes in  exchange, allowing ten to fifteen dollars on the purchase price of a new machine. He also repaired machines,—and with that peculiar energy of the American mind, he tried to do a little insurance business in addition. His first idea was that his son, Eugene Tennyson Witla, might take charge of this latter work, once he became old enough and the insurance trade had developed sufficiently. He did not know what his son might turn out to be, but it was always well to have an anchor to windward.

He was a quick, wiry, active man of no great stature, sandy-haired, with blue eyes with noticeable eye-brows, an eagle nose, and a rather radiant and ingratiating smile. Service as a canvassing salesman, endeavoring to persuade recalcitrant wives and indifferent or conservative husbands to realize that they really needed a new machine in their home, had taught him caution, tact, savoir faire[3]. He knew how to approach people pleasantly. His wife thought too much so.

Certainly he was honest, hard working, and thrifty. They had been waiting a long time for the day when they could say they owned their own home and had a little something laid away for emergencies. That day had come, and life was not half bad. Their house was neat,—white with green shutters, surrounded by a yard with well kept flower beds, a smooth lawn, and some few shapely and broad spreading trees. There was a front porch with rockers, a swing under one tree, a hammock under another, a buggy and several canvassing wagons in a nearby stable. Witla liked dogs, so there were two collies. Mrs. Witla liked live things, so there were a canary bird, a cat, some chickens, and a bird house set aloft on a pole where a few blue-birds made their home. It was a nice little place, and Mr. and Mrs. Witla were rather proud of it.

Miriam Witla was a good wife to her husband. A daughter of a hay and grain dealer in Wooster, a small town near Alexandria in McLean County, she had never been farther out into the world than Springfield and Chicago. She had gone to Springfield as a very young girl, to see Lincoln buried, and once with her husband she had gone to the state fair or exposition which was held annually in those days on the lake front in Chicago. She was well preserved, good looking, poetic under a marked outward reserve. It was she who had insisted upon naming her only son Eugene Tennyson, a tribute at once to a brother Eugene, and to the celebrated romanticist of verse, because she had been so impressed with his "Idylls of the King[4]."

Eugene Tennyson seemed rather strong to Witla père, as the name of a middle-western American boy, but he loved his wife  and gave her her way in most things. He rather liked the names of Sylvia and Myrtle with which she had christened the two girls. All three of the children were good looking,—Sylvia, a girl of twenty-one, with black hair, dark eyes, full blown like a rose, healthy, active, smiling. Myrtle was of a less vigorous constitution, small, pale, shy, but intensely sweet—like the flower she was named after, her mother said. She was inclined to be studious and reflective, to read verse and dream. The young bloods of the high school were all crazy to talk to Myrtle and to walk with her, but they could find no words. And she herself did not know what to say to them.

Eugene Witla was the apple of his family's eye, younger than either of his two sisters by two years. He had straight smooth black hair, dark almond-shaped eyes, a straight nose, a shapely but not aggressive chin; his teeth were even and white, showing with a curious delicacy when he smiled, as if he were proud of them. He was not very strong to begin with, moody, and to a notable extent artistic. Because of a weak stomach and a semi-anæmic condition[5], he did not really appear as strong as he was. He had emotion, fire, longings, that were concealed behind a wall of reserve. He was shy, proud, sensitive, and very uncertain of himself.

When at home he lounged about the house, reading Dickens, Thackeray, Scott and Poe. He browsed idly through one book after another, wondering about life. The great cities appealed to him. He thought of travel as a wonderful thing. In school he read Taine and Gibbon between recitation hours, wondering at the luxury and beauty of the great courts of the world. He cared nothing for grammar, nothing for mathematics, nothing for botany or physics, except odd bits here and there. Curious facts would strike him—the composition of clouds, the composition of water, the chemical elements of the earth. He liked to lie in the hammock at home, spring, summer or fall, and look at the blue sky showing through the trees. A soaring buzzard poised in speculative flight held his attention fixedly. The wonder of a snowy cloud, high piled like wool, and drifting as an island, was like a song to him. He had wit, a keen sense of humor, a sense of pathos. Sometimes he thought he would draw; sometimes write. He had a little talent for both, he thought, but did practically nothing with either. He would sketch now and then, but only fragments—a small roof-top, with smoke curling from a chimney and birds flying; a bit of water with a willow bending over it and perhaps a boat anchored; a mill pond with ducks afloat, and a boy or woman on the  bank. He really had no great talent for interpretation at this time, only an intense sense of beauty. The beauty of a bird in flight, a rose in bloom, a tree swaying in the wind—these held him. He would walk the streets of his native town at night, admiring the brightness of the store windows, the sense of youth and enthusiasm that went with a crowd; the sense of love and comfort and home that spoke through the glowing windows of houses set back among trees.

He admired girls,—was mad about them,—but only about those who were truly beautiful. There were two or three in his school who reminded him of poetic phrases he had come across—"beauty like a tightened bow," "thy hyacinth hair, thy classic face," "a dancing shape, an image gay"—but he could not talk to them with ease. They were beautiful but so distant. He invested them with more beauty than they had; the beauty was in his own soul. But he did not know that. One girl whose yellow hair lay upon her neck in great yellow braids like ripe corn, was constantly in his thoughts. He worshiped her from afar but she never knew. She never knew what solemn black eyes burned at her when she was not looking. She left Alexandria, her family moving to another town, and in time he recovered, for there is much of beauty. But the color of her hair and the wonder of her neck stayed with him always.

There was some plan on the part of Witla to send these children to college, but none of them showed any great desire for education. They were perhaps wiser than books, for they were living in the realm of imagination and feeling. Sylvia longed to be a mother, and was married at twenty-one to Henry Burgess, the son of Benjamin C. Burgess, editor of the Morning Appeal. There was a baby the first year. Myrtle was dreaming through algebra and trigonometry, wondering whether she would teach or get married, for the moderate prosperity of the family demanded that she do something. Eugene mooned through his studies, learning nothing practical. He wrote a little, but his efforts at sixteen were puerile. He drew, but there was no one to tell him whether there was any merit in the things he did or not. Practical matters were generally without significance to him. But he was overawed by the fact that the world demanded practical service—buying and selling like his father, clerking in stores, running big business. It was a confusing maze, and he wondered, even at this age, what was to become of him. He did not object to the kind of work his father was doing, but it did not interest him. For himself he knew it would be a pointless, dreary way of making a living, and as for insurance, that was equally  bad. He could hardly bring himself to read through the long rigamarole of specifications which each insurance paper itemized. There were times—evenings and Saturdays—when he clerked in his father's store, but it was painful work. His mind was not in it.

As early as his twelfth year his father had begun to see that Eugene was not cut out for business, and by the time he was sixteen he was convinced of it. From the trend of his reading and his percentage marks at school, he was equally convinced that the boy was not interested in his studies. Myrtle, who was two classes ahead of him but sometimes in the same room, reported that he dreamed too much. He was always looking out of the window.

Eugene's experience with girls had not been very wide. There were those very minor things that occur in early youth—girls whom we furtively kiss, or who furtively kiss us—the latter had been the case with Eugene. He had no particular interest in any one girl. At fourteen he had been picked by a little girl at a party as an affinity, for the evening at least, and in a game of "post-office" had enjoyed the wonder of a girl's arms around him in a dark room and a girl's lips against his; but since then there had been no re-encounter of any kind. He had dreamed of love, with this one experience as a basis, but always in a shy, distant way. He was afraid of girls, and they, to tell the truth, were afraid of him. They could not make him out.

But in the fall of his seventeenth year Eugene came into contact with one girl who made a profound impression on him. Stella Appleton was a notably beautiful creature. She was very fair, Eugene's own age, with very blue eyes and a slender sylph-like body. She was gay and debonair in an enticing way, without really realizing how dangerous she was to the average, susceptible male heart. She liked to flirt with the boys because it amused her, and not because she cared for anyone in particular. There was no petty meanness about it, however, for she thought they were all rather nice, the less clever appealing to her almost more than the sophisticated. She may have liked Eugene originally because of his shyness.

He saw her first at the beginning of his last school year when she came to the city and entered the second high school class. Her father had come from Moline, Illinois, to take a position as manager of a new pulley manufactory which was just starting. She had quickly become friends with his sister Myrtle, being perhaps attracted by her quiet ways, as Myrtle was by Stella's gaiety.

 One afternoon, as Myrtle and Stella were on Main Street, walking home from the post office, they met Eugene, who was on his way to visit a boy friend. He was really bashful; and when he saw them approaching he wanted to escape, but there was no way. They saw him, and Stella approached confidently enough. Myrtle was anxious to intercept him, because she had her pretty companion with her.

"You haven't been home, have you?" she asked, stopping. This was her chance to introduce Stella; Eugene couldn't escape. "Miss Appleton, this is my brother Eugene."

Stella gave him a sunny encouraging smile, and her hand, which he took gingerly. He was plainly nervous.

"I'm not very clean," he said apologetically. "I've been helping father fix a buggy."

"Oh, we don't mind," said Myrtle. "Where are you going?"

"Over to Harry Morris's," he explained.

"What for?"

"We're going for hickory nuts."

"Oh, I wish I had some," said Stella.

"I'll bring you some," he volunteered gallantly.

She smiled again. "I wish you would."

She almost proposed that they should be taken along, but inexperience hindered her.

Eugene was struck with all her charm at once. She seemed like one of those unattainable creatures who had swum into his ken a little earlier and disappeared. There was something of the girl with the corn-colored hair about her, only she had been more human, less like a dream. This girl was fine, delicate, pink, like porcelain. She was fragile and yet virile. He caught his breath, but he was more or less afraid of her. He did not know what she might be thinking of him.

"Well, we're going on to the house," said Myrtle.

"I'd go along if I hadn't promised Harry I'd come over."

"Oh, that's all right," replied Myrtle. "We don't mind."

He withdrew, feeling that he had made a very poor impression. Stella's eyes had been on him in a very inquiring way. She looked after him when he had gone.

"Isn't he nice?" she said to Myrtle frankly.

"I think so," replied Myrtle; "kind o'. He's too moody, though."

"What makes him?"

"He isn't very strong."

"I think he has a nice smile."

"I'll tell him!" 

"No, please don't! You won't, will you?"

"No."

"But he has a nice smile."

"I'll ask you round to the house some evening and you can meet him again."

"I'd like to," said Stella. "It would be a lot of fun."

"Come out Saturday evening and stay all night. He's home then."

"I will," said Stella. "Won't that be fine!"

"I believe you like him!" laughed Myrtle.

"I think he's awfully nice," said Stella, simply.

The second meeting happened on Saturday evening as arranged, when he came home from his odd day at his father's insurance office. Stella had come to supper. Eugene saw her through the open sitting room door, as he bounded upstairs to change his clothes, for he had a fire of youth which no sickness of stomach or weakness of lungs could overcome at this age. A thrill of anticipation ran over his body. He took especial pains with his toilet, adjusting a red tie to a nicety, and parting his hair carefully in the middle. He came down after a while, conscious that he had to say something smart, worthy of himself, or she would not see how attractive he was; and yet he was fearful as to the result. When he entered the sitting room she was sitting with his sister before an open fire-place, the glow of a lamp with a red-flowered shade warmly illuminating the room. It was a commonplace room, with its blue cloth-covered center table, its chairs of stereotyped factory design, and its bookcase of novels and histories, but it was homey, and the sense of hominess was strong.

Mrs. Witla was in and out occasionally, looking for things which appertained to her functions as house-mother. The father was not home yet; he would get there by supper-time, having been to some outlying town of the county trying to sell a machine. Eugene was indifferent to his presence or absence. Mr. Witla had a fund of humor which extended to joking with his son and daughters, when he was feeling good, to noting their budding interest in the opposite sex; to predicting some commonplace climax to their one grand passion when it should come. He was fond of telling Myrtle that she would one day marry a horse-doctor. As for Eugene, he predicted a certain Elsa Brown, who, his wife said, had greasy curls. This did not irritate either Myrtle or Eugene. It even brought a wry smile to Eugene's face for he was fond of a jest; but he saw his father pretty clearly even at this age. He saw the smallness of his business, the  ridiculousness of any such profession having any claim on him. He never wanted to say anything, but there was in him a burning opposition to the commonplace, a molten pit in a crater of reserve, which smoked ominously now and then for anyone who could have read. Neither his father nor his mother understood him. To them he was a peculiar boy, dreamy, sickly, unwitting, as yet, of what he really wanted.

"Oh, here you are!" said Myrtle, when he came in. "Come and sit down."

Stella gave him an enticing smile.

He walked to the mantel-piece and stood there, posing. He wanted to impress this girl, and he did not quite know how. He was almost lost for anything to say.

"You can't guess what we've been doing!" his sister chirped helpfully.

"Well—what?" he replied blankly.

"You ought to guess. Can't you be nice and guess?"

"One guess, anyhow," put in Stella.

"Toasting pop-corn," he ventured with a half smile.

"You're warm." It was Myrtle speaking.

Stella looked at him with round blue eyes. "One more guess," she suggested.

"Chestnuts!" he guessed.

She nodded her head gaily. "What hair!" he thought. Then—"Where are they?"

"Here's one," laughed his new acquaintance, holding out a tiny hand.

Under her laughing encouragement he was finding his voice. "Stingy!" he said.

"Now isn't that mean," she exclaimed. "I gave him the only one I had. Don't you give him any of yours, Myrtle."

"I take it back," he pleaded. "I didn't know."

"I won't!" exclaimed Myrtle. "Here, Stella," and she held out the few nuts she had left, "take these, and don't you give him any!" She put them in Stella's eager hands.

He saw her meaning. It was an invitation to a contest. She wanted him to try to make her give him some. He fell in with her plan.

"Here!" He stretched out his palm. "That's not right!"

She shook her head.

"One, anyhow," he insisted.

Her head moved negatively from side to side slowly.

"One," he pleaded, drawing near.

Again the golden negative. But her hand was at the side  nearest him, where he could seize it. She started to pass its contents behind her to the other hand but he jumped and caught it.

"Myrtle! Quick!" she called.

Myrtle came. It was a three-handed struggle. In the midst of the contest Stella twisted and rose to her feet. Her hair brushed his face. He held her tiny hand firmly. For a moment he looked into her eyes. What was it? He could not say. Only he half let go and gave her the victory.

"There," she smiled. "Now I'll give you one."

He took it, laughing. What he wanted was to take her in his arms.

A little while before supper his father came in and sat down, but presently took a Chicago paper and went into the dining room to read. Then his mother called them to the table, and he sat by Stella. He was intensely interested in what she did and said. If her lips moved he noted just how. When her teeth showed he thought they were lovely. A little ringlet on her forehead beckoned him like a golden finger. He felt the wonder of the poetic phrase, "the shining strands of her hair."

After dinner he and Myrtle and Stella went back to the sitting room. His father stayed behind to read, his mother to wash dishes. Myrtle left the room after a bit to help her mother, and then these two were left alone. He hadn't much to say, now that they were together—he couldn't talk. Something about her beauty kept him silent.

"Do you like school?" she asked after a time. She felt as if they must talk.

"Only fairly well," he replied. "I'm not much interested. I think I'll quit one of these days and go to work."

"What do you expect to do?"

"I don't know yet—I'd like to be an artist." He confessed his ambition for the first time in his life—why, he could not have said.

Stella took no note of it.

"I was afraid they wouldn't let me enter second year high school, but they did," she remarked. "The superintendent at Moline had to write the superintendent here."

"They're mean about those things," he cogitated.

She got up and went to the bookcase to look at the books. He followed after a little.

"Do you like Dickens?" she asked.

He nodded his head solemnly in approval. "Pretty much," he said.

 "I can't like him. He's too long drawn out. I like Scott better."

"I like Scott," he said.

"I'll tell you a lovely book that I like." She paused, her lips parted trying to remember the name. She lifted her hand as though to pick the title out of the air. "The Fair God," she exclaimed at last.

"Yes—it's fine," he approved. "I thought the scene in the old Aztec temple where they were going to sacrifice Ahwahee was so wonderful!"

"Oh, yes, I liked that," she added. She pulled out "Ben Hur" and turned its leaves idly. "And this was so good."

"Wonderful!"

They paused and she went to the window, standing under the cheap lace curtains. It was a moonlight night. The rows of trees that lined the street on either side were leafless; the grass brown and dead. Through the thin, interlaced twigs that were like silver filigree they could see the lamps of other houses shining through half-drawn blinds. A man went by, a black shadow in the half-light.

"Isn't it lovely?" she said.

Eugene came near. "It's fine," he answered.

"I wish it were cold enough to skate. Do you skate?" She turned to him.

"Yes, indeed," he replied.

"My, it's so nice on a moonlit night. I used to skate a lot at Moline."

"We skate a lot here. There're two lakes, you know."

He thought of the clear crystal nights when the ice of Green Lake had split every so often with a great resounding rumble. He thought of the crowds of boys and girls shouting, the distant shadows, the stars. Up to now he had never found any girl to skate with successfully. He had never felt just easy with anyone. He had tried it, but once he had fallen with a girl, and it had almost cured him of skating forever. He felt as though he could skate with Stella. He felt that she might like to skate with him.

"When it gets colder we might go," he ventured. "Myrtle skates."

"Oh, that'll be fine!" she applauded.

Still she looked out into the street.

After a bit she came back to the fire and stood before him, pensively looking down.

"Do you think your father will stay here?" he asked.

 "He says so. He likes it very much."

"Do you?"

"Yes—now."

"Why now?"

"Oh, I didn't like it at first."

"Why?"

"Oh, I guess it was because I didn't know anybody. I like it though, now." She lifted her eyes.

He drew a little nearer.

"It's a nice place," he said, "but there isn't much for me here. I think I'll leave next year."

"Where do you think you'll go?"

"To Chicago. I don't want to stay here."

She turned her body toward the fire and he moved to a chair behind her, leaning on its back. She felt him there rather close, but did not move. He was surprising himself.

"Aren't you ever coming back?" she asked.

"Maybe. It all depends. I suppose so."

"I shouldn't think you'd want to leave yet."

"Why?"

"You say it's so nice."

He made no answer and she looked over her shoulder. He was leaning very much toward her.

"Will you skate with me this winter?" he asked meaningly.

She nodded her head.

Myrtle came in.

"What are you two talking about?" she asked.

"The fine skating we have here," he said.

"I love to skate," she exclaimed.

"So do I," added Stella. "It's heavenly."
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Some of the incidents of this courtship that followed, ephemeral as it was, left a profound impression on Eugene's mind. They met to skate not long after, for the snow came and the ice and there was wonderful skating on Green Lake. The frost was so prolonged that men with horses and ice-saws were cutting blocks a foot thick over at Miller's Point, where the ice houses were. Almost every day after Thanksgiving there were crowds of boys and girls from the schools scooting about like water skippers. Eugene could not always go on week evenings and Saturdays because he had to assist his father at the store. But at regular intervals he could ask Myrtle to get Stella and let them all go together at night. And at other times he would ask her to go alone. Not infrequently she did.

On one particular occasion they were below a group of houses which crept near the lake on high ground. The moon was up, its wooing rays reflected in the polished surfaces of the ice. Through the black masses of trees that lined the shore could be seen the glow of windows, yellow and homey. Eugene and Stella had slowed up to turn about, having left the crowd of skaters some distance back. Stella's golden curls were covered, except for a few ringlets, with a French cap; her body, to below the hips, encased in a white wool Jersey, close-fitting and shapely. The skirt below was a grey mixture of thick wool and the stockings were covered by white woolen leggings. She looked tempting and knew it.

Suddenly, as they turned, one of her skates came loose and she hobbled and exclaimed about it. "Wait," said Eugene, "I'll fix it."

She stood before him and he fell to his knees, undoing the twisted strap. When he had the skate off and ready for her foot he looked up, and she looked down on him, smiling. He dropped the skate and flung his arms around her hips, laying his head against her waist.

"You're a bad boy," she said.

For a few minutes she kept silent, for as the center of this lovely scene she was divine. While he held her she pulled off his wool cap and laid her hand on his hair. It almost brought tears to his eyes, he was so happy. At the same time it awakened a tremendous passion. He clutched her significantly.

 "Fix my skate, now," she said wisely.

He got up to hug her but she would not let him.

"No, no," she protested. "You mustn't do like that. I won't come with you if you do."

"Oh, Stella!" he pleaded.

"I mean it," she insisted. "You mustn't do like that."

He subsided, hurt, half angry. But he feared her will. She was really not as ready for caresses as he had thought.

Another time a sleighing party was given by some school girls, and Stella, Eugene and Myrtle were invited. It was a night of snow and stars, not too cold but bracing. A great box-wagon had been dismantled of its body and the latter put on runners and filled with straw and warm robes. Eugene and Myrtle, like the others, had been picked up at their door after the sleigh had gone the rounds of some ten peaceful little homes. Stella was not in yet, but in a little while her house was reached.

"Get in here," called Myrtle, though she was half the length of the box away from Eugene. Her request made him angry. "Sit by me," he called, fearful that she would not. She climbed in by Myrtle but finding the space not to her liking moved farther down. Eugene made a special effort to have room by him, and she came there as though by accident. He drew a buffalo robe around her and thrilled to think that she was really there. The sleigh went jingling around the town for others, and finally struck out into the country. It passed great patches of dark woods silent in the snow, little white frame farmhouses snuggled close to the ground, and with windows that gleamed in a vague romantic way. The stars were countless and keen. The whole scene made a tremendous impression on him, for he was in love, and here beside him, in the shadow, her face palely outlined, was this girl. He could make out the sweetness of her cheek, her eyes, the softness of her hair.

There was a good deal of chatter and singing, and in the midst of these distractions he managed to slip an arm about her waist, to get her hand in his, to look close into her eyes, trying to divine their expression. She was always coy with him, not wholly yielding. Three or four times he kissed her cheek furtively and once her mouth. In a dark place he pulled her vigorously to him, putting a long, sensuous kiss on her lips that frightened her.

"No," she protested, nervously. "You mustn't."

He ceased for a time, feeling that he had pressed his advantage too closely. But the night in all its beauty, and she in hers made a lasting impression.



 "I think we ought to get Eugene into newspaper work or something like that," Witla senior suggested to his wife.

"It looks as though that's all he would be good for, at least now," replied Mrs. Witla, who was satisfied that her boy had not yet found himself. "I think he'll do something better later on. His health isn't very good, you know."

Witla half suspected that his boy was naturally lazy, but he wasn't sure. He suggested that Benjamin C. Burgess, the prospective father-in-law of Sylvia and the editor and proprietor of the Morning Appeal, might give him a place as a reporter or type-setter in order that he might learn the business from the ground up. The Appeal carried few employees, but Mr. Burgess might have no objections to starting Eugene as a reporter if he could write, or as a student of type-setting, or both. He appealed to Burgess one day on the street.

"Say, Burgess," he said, "you wouldn't have a place over in your shop for that boy of mine, would you? He likes to scribble a little, I notice. I think he pretends to draw a little, too, though I guess it doesn't amount to much. He ought to get into something. He isn't doing anything at school. Maybe he could learn type-setting. It wouldn't hurt him to begin at the bottom if he's going to follow that line. It wouldn't matter what you paid him to begin with."

Burgess thought. He had seen Eugene around town, knew no harm of him except that he was lackadaisical and rather moody.

"Send him in to see me some day," he replied noncommittally. "I might do something for him."

"I'd certainly be much obliged to you if you would," said Witla. "He is not doing much good as it is now," and the two men parted.

He went home and told Eugene. "Burgess says he might give you a position as a type-setter or a reporter on the Appeal if you'd come in and see him some day," he explained, looking over to where his son was reading by the lamp.

"Does he?" replied Eugene calmly. "Well, I can't write. I might set type. Did you ask him?"

"Yes," said Witla. "You'd better go to him some day."

Eugene bit his lip. He realized this was a commentary on his loafing propensities. He wasn't doing very well, that was certain. Still type-setting was no bright field for a person of his temperament. "I will," he concluded, "when school's over."

"Better speak before school ends. Some of the other fellows  might ask for it around that time. It wouldn't hurt you to try your hand at it."

"I will," said Eugene obediently.

He stopped in one sunny April afternoon at Mr. Burgess' office. It was on the ground floor of the three-story Appeal building in the public square. Mr. Burgess, a fat man, slightly bald, looked at him quizzically over his steel rimmed spectacles. What little hair he had was gray.

"So you think you would like to go into the newspaper business, do you?" queried Burgess.

"I'd like to try my hand at it," replied the boy. "I'd like to see whether I like it."

"I can tell you right now there's very little in it. Your father says you like to write."

"I'd like to well enough, but I don't think I can. I wouldn't mind learning type-setting. If I ever could write I'd be perfectly willing to."

"When do you think you'd like to start?"

"At the end of school, if it's all the same to you."

"It doesn't make much difference. I'm not really in need of anybody, but I could use you. Would you be satisfied with five a week?"

"Yes, sir."

"Well, come in when you are ready. I'll see what I can do."

He waved the prospective type-setter away with a movement of his fat hand, and turned to his black walnut desk, dingy, covered with newspapers, and lit by a green shaded electric light. Eugene went out, the smell of fresh printing ink in his nose, and the equally aggressive smell of damp newspapers. It was going to be an interesting experience, he thought, but perhaps a waste of time. He did not think so much of Alexandria. Some time he was going to get out of it.

The office of the Appeal was not different from that of any other country newspaper office within the confines of our two hemispheres. On the ground floor in front was the business office, and in the rear the one large flat bed press and the job presses. On the second floor was the composing room with its rows of type cases on their high racks—for this newspaper was, like most other country newspapers, still set by hand; and in front was the one dingy office of the so-called editor, or managing editor, or city editor—for all three were the same person, a Mr. Caleb Williams whom Burgess had picked up in times past from heaven knows where. Williams was a small, lean, wiry man, with a black pointed beard and a glass eye which fixed you oddly  with its black pupil. He was talkative, skipped about from duty to duty, wore most of the time a green shade pulled low over his forehead, and smoked a brown briar pipe. He had a fund of knowledge, piled up in metropolitan journalistic experience, but he was anchored here with a wife and three children, after sailing, no doubt, a chartless sea of troubles, and was glad to talk life and experiences after office hours with almost anybody. It took him from eight in the morning until two in the afternoon to gather what local news there was, and either write it or edit it. He seemed to have a number of correspondents who sent him weekly batches of news from surrounding points. The Associated Press furnished him with a few minor items by telegraph, and there was a "patent insides," two pages of fiction, household hints, medicine ads. and what not, which saved him considerable time and stress. Most of the news which came to him received short shrift in the matter of editing. "In Chicago we used to give a lot of attention to this sort of thing," Williams was wont to declare to anyone who was near, "but you can't do it down here. The readers really don't expect it. They're looking for local items. I always look after the local items pretty sharp."

Mr. Burgess took care of the advertising sections. In fact he solicited advertising personally, saw that it was properly set up as the advertiser wanted it, and properly placed according to the convenience of the day and the rights and demands of others. He was the politician of the concern, the handshaker, the guider of its policy. He wrote editorials now and then, or, with Williams, decided just what their sense must be, met the visitors who came to the office to see the editor, and arbitrated all known forms of difficulties. He was at the beck and call of certain Republican party-leaders in the county; but that seemed natural, for he was a Republican himself by temperament and disposition. He was appointed postmaster once to pay him for some useful services, but he declined because he was really making more out of his paper than his postmastership would have brought. He received whatever city or county advertising it was in the power of the Republican leaders to give him, and so he did very well. The complications of his political relationships Williams knew in part, but they never troubled that industrious soul. He dispensed with moralizing. "I have to make a living for myself, my wife and three children. That's enough to keep me going without bothering my head about other people." So this office was really run very quietly, efficiently, and in most ways pleasantly. It was a sunny place to work.

 Witla, who came here at the end of his eleventh school year and when he had just turned seventeen, was impressed with the personality of Mr. Williams. He liked him. He came to like a Jonas Lyle who worked at what might be called the head desk of the composing room, and a certain John Summers who worked at odd times—whenever there was an extra rush of job printing. He learned very quickly that John Summers, who was fifty-five, grey, and comparatively silent, was troubled with weak lungs and drank. Summers would slip out of the office at various times in the day and be gone from five to fifteen minutes. No one ever said anything, for there was no pressure here. What work was to be done was done. Jonas Lyle was of a more interesting nature. He was younger by ten years, stronger, better built, but still a character. He was semi-phlegmatic, philosophic, feebly literary. He had worked, as Eugene found out in the course of time, in nearly every part of the United States—Denver, Portland, St. Paul, St. Louis, where not, and had a fund of recollections of this proprietor and that. Whenever he saw a name of particular distinction in the newspapers he was apt to bring the paper to Williams—and later, when they became familiar, to Eugene—and say, "I knew that fellow out in——. He was postmaster (or what not) at X——. He's come up considerably since I knew him." In most cases he did not know these celebrities personally at all, but he knew of them, and the echo of their fame sounding in this out-of-the-way corner of the world impressed him. He was a careful reader of proof for Williams in a rush, a quick type-setter, a man who stayed by his tasks faithfully. But he hadn't got anywhere in the world, for, after all, he was little more than a machine. Eugene could see that at a glance.

It was Lyle who taught him the art of type-setting. He demonstrated the first day the theory of the squares or pockets in a case, how some letters were placed more conveniently to the hand than others, why some letters were well represented as to quantity, why capitals were used in certain offices for certain purposes, in others not. "Now on the Chicago Tribune we used to italicize the names of churches, boats, books, hotels, and things of that sort. That's the only paper I ever knew to do that," he remarked. What slugs, sticks, galleys, turnovers, meant, came rapidly to the surface. That the fingers would come to recognize weights of leads by the touch, that a letter would almost instinctively find its way back to its proper pocket, even though you were not thinking, once you became expert, were facts which he cheerfully communicated. He wanted his knowledge taken seriously,  and this serious attention, Eugene, because of his innate respect for learning of any kind, was only too glad to give him. He did not know what he wanted to do, but he knew quite well that he wanted to see everything. This shop was interesting to him for some little time for this reason, for though he soon found that he did not want to be a type-setter or a reporter, or indeed anything much in connection with a country newspaper, he was learning about life. He worked at his desk cheerfully, smiling out upon the world, which indicated its presence to him through an open window, read the curious bits of news or opinion or local advertisements as he set them up, and dreamed of what the world might have in store for him. He was not vastly ambitious as yet, but hopeful and, withal, a little melancholy. He could see boys and girls whom he knew, idling in the streets or on the corner squares; he could see where Ted Martinwood was driving by in his father's buggy, or George Anderson was going up the street with the air of someone who would never need to work. George's father owned the one and only hotel. There were thoughts in his mind of fishing, boating, lolling somewhere with some pretty girl, but alas, girls did not apparently take to him so very readily. He was too shy. He thought it must be nice to be rich. So he dreamed.

Eugene was at that age when he wished to express himself in ardent phrases. He was also at the age when bashfulness held him in reserve, even though he were in love and intensely emotional. He could only say to Stella what seemed trivial things, and look his intensity, whereas it was the trivial things that were most pleasing to her, not the intensity. She was even then beginning to think he was a little strange, a little too tense for her disposition. Yet she liked him. It became generally understood around town that Stella was his girl
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