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    A young woman steps off a train into a glittering city and discovers that desire, not virtue, is the currency by which lives are measured.

Sister Carrie endures as a classic because it captures the unsettling birth of modern urban life with a boldness rare for its time. In Dreiser’s hands, the American city becomes a vast marketplace of dreams where longing and chance intersect, and where conventional morality yields to the pressures of ambition and appetite. The novel’s frank treatment of social forces, its refusal to tidy human motives, and its unsentimental portrait of success and failure reshaped the possibilities of the American novel. Its influence rests not only on what it depicts, but on how it reorients sympathy toward complex, ordinary strivers.

Written by Theodore Dreiser and first published in 1900, Sister Carrie was his debut novel, set in late nineteenth century Chicago and New York. It follows Carrie Meeber, a young woman from a small town who travels to the city in search of opportunity, navigating work, companionship, and the glittering allure of consumer culture. Dreiser’s purpose was not to instruct or condemn, but to observe the interplay of desire, circumstance, and environment. Drawing on his experience as a journalist, he aimed to represent the rhythms of urban life with fidelity, portraying how aspirations are shaped by the new industrial order.

The novel stands at the crossroads of realism and naturalism, inheriting a European lineage from writers like Zola while joining an American current that includes Stephen Crane and Frank Norris. Dreiser emphasizes the sway of environment and material conditions, yet he also attends to the flicker of choice and imagination. The result is a narrative that enlarges the scope of what American fiction could encompass: factories and theaters, streetcars and boardinghouses, the budgets and bargains of survival. This attention to everyday mechanisms of power made Sister Carrie a precursor to much twentieth century social fiction.

Few works of its era evoke the modern city as vividly. Chicago emerges as an organism that dazzles and devours, with department stores, bright marquees, and the push and pull of anonymous crowds. Dreiser tracks the grammar of spectacle and consumption, showing how storefronts and advertisements shape the inner life as much as wages and weather. New York, too, appears as a seductive horizon, promising worldly polish while extracting its price. Through this dual portrait, the novel anatomizes the American promise, turning the city into both stage and engine, a place where identities are tried on, purchased, and sometimes lost.

At the center is Carrie Meeber, not a symbol of virtue or vice but a receptive, responsive consciousness learning to read the city’s signs. Dreiser gives her curiosity and sensitivity without enclosing her in judgment, allowing readers to feel how impressions, opportunities, and pressures accumulate into decisions. Her ambitions are neither demonized nor sentimentalized; they are presented as natural responses to a world that equates visibility with value. In tracing her movement through rooms, jobs, and social circles, the book considers female aspiration and constraint in a culture that circulates both goods and reputations.

Stylistically, Dreiser’s prose blends documentary attention with psychological listening. He catalogues costs and distances, the texture of fabrics and the glare of gaslight, then pivots to the weather of moods and the quiet calculus of need. The narrative voice is capacious rather than moralizing, mapping cause and effect across economic and emotional terrain. Recurrent motifs such as theater, clothing, and money serve as instruments of self making and self deception. The effect is granular and panoramic at once, producing a realism that feels less like a set of judgments than a record of forces in motion.

The publication of Sister Carrie was troubled by contemporary anxieties about its perceived immorality, and its initial reception was muted. Some early readers bristled at the absence of overt moral reckoning, mistaking Dreiser’s neutrality for endorsement. Over time, however, the book’s integrity of observation and historical clarity won out. As censorship gave way to critical reappraisal, Sister Carrie came to be seen as a cornerstone of American naturalism and an essential narrative of urban modernity. Its path from controversy to canon mirrors the very tensions it depicts, revealing how cultural norms evolve under the pressure of lived realities.

Dreiser’s example cleared space for later writers to portray American life without platitudes. Novelists of social and urban realism, including Sinclair Lewis and James T. Farrell, drew strength from his candor and his insistence that the novel attend to economic life and public spectacle. Sister Carrie’s focus on work, city systems, and the psychology of aspiration helped legitimize subjects once considered too commonplace or impolite for serious art. The book also influenced narrative technique, encouraging an observational mode that links private feeling to public structures, a method that echoes through twentieth century American fiction and beyond.

Thematically, Sister Carrie examines ambition, desire, and the ambiguous promises of mobility. It explores how consumer culture shapes identity, how the city blurs moral boundaries, and how chance collaborates with effort in the making of a life. The book dwells on appearance and performance, on the thirst for recognition and the logistics of survival. It insists that longing is both a private spark and a social product, that success has textures as well as costs, and that failure wears many masks. These insights remain resonant because they treat aspiration as a human constant refracted through changing environments.

For contemporary readers, the novel’s relevance is unmistakable. In an age of branding and spectacle, where visibility often masquerades as worth, Dreiser’s portrait of the marketplace of attention feels prophetic. Migration to cities, the precarity of work, and the pull of lifestyle fantasies continue to shape choices and self understanding. The book’s refusal to supply easy judgments invites reflection rather than compliance, asking readers to see how structures and desires interlock. Its attention to the material facts of life grounds its psychology, while its sympathy for complicated strivers speaks to our own ambivalent negotiations with success.

Sister Carrie remains compelling because it marries the immediacy of lived detail to a broad vision of social change. It invites us to consider what it means to want, to work, and to be seen in a world that assigns prices to dreams. As a foundational work of American naturalism, it broadened the novel’s reach and deepened its honesty. For those meeting it now, it offers a clear window onto the origins of modern urban life and a mirror for present dilemmas. Its lasting appeal lies in its unsparing empathy and its enduring questions about freedom, fate, and desire.
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    Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie, published in 1900, follows Caroline Meeber, called Carrie, as she leaves a small Midwestern town for Chicago in the late nineteenth century. Drawn by the promise of work, pleasure, and modern spectacle, she carries vague ambitions for comfort rather than a fixed plan. The novel opens with her train journey and tentative arrival, establishing an urban landscape of factories, storefronts, and crowded boardinghouses. Dreiser presents a wide social canvas alongside Carrie’s personal story, signaling that her fortunes will be shaped as much by impersonal forces as by choice, and setting the stage for intertwined paths of ascent and decline.

In Chicago, Carrie stays with her married sister and brother-in-law, whose frugal household highlights the narrow margins of working-class life. She secures a position at a shoe factory, where repetitive labor, low wages, and harsh conditions quickly dull early optimism. Illness and missed work threaten her place on the line, and the precariousness of city survival becomes clear. Yet the city’s theaters, shop windows, and bustling streets continue to entice her imagination. The contrast between the drudgery inside and the allure outside marks her first real conflict, as necessity and desire compete for attention in a setting that constantly advertises more.

An acquaintance from the train, Charles Drouet, a genial traveling salesman, reenters her life. Affable and generous, he offers small gifts, attention, and the possibility of easier living. When Carrie falters at factory work, Drouet’s assistance expands into housing and support, and she becomes his companion. Through him, she encounters new clothes, restaurants, and the informal etiquette of urban sociability. The arrangement brings comfort and novelty but also dependence, placing Carrie within a web of appearances and expectations. The novel’s focus on material surfaces and social performance sharpens here, as dress, address, and display begin to shape her opportunities.

Drouet introduces Carrie to George Hurstwood, a respected manager of a fashionable saloon. Older and established, Hurstwood embodies a different kind of urban success, marked by discretion and polish. Their attraction grows amid evenings at theaters and dining rooms, where manners and status serve as currency. Hurstwood, however, is entangled in domestic obligations that complicate his interest. The resulting triangle intensifies the novel’s exploration of desire, respectability, and mobility. Scenes of city leisure reveal how public spaces enable private negotiations, and how charm and position can open doors while masking risks that accompany deviations from accepted roles.

A turning point arrives when Carrie performs in an amateur theatrical production arranged through Drouet’s circle. Onstage, she discovers a nascent talent and the thrill of audience response. The experience suggests a path beyond dependency toward professional work, while also stirring new tensions with both men. Drouet’s casual pride and Hurstwood’s earnest admiration meet Carrie’s awakening sense of possibility. The theater becomes a space where discipline, charisma, and chance intersect, hinting at advancement in a field governed by taste and relentless competition. This moment consolidates the novel’s interest in performance as a route to visibility and change.

A crisis in Hurstwood’s life precipitates an abrupt break from Chicago. After an impulsive misstep involving his employer’s funds, he faces exposure and seeks escape, persuading Carrie to leave with him under pressure and confusion. They arrive in New York with limited resources and ambiguous plans, their earlier confidence softened by the scale of the metropolis. The couple settles into modest rooms, and Hurstwood pursues uncertain work while attempting to preserve appearances. The shift from Chicago’s familiarity to New York’s vastness resets the narrative, placing practical constraints on aspiration and introducing new forms of competition in business and on the stage.

Financial strain deepens in New York as Hurstwood’s prospects narrow and small ventures falter. Carrie, pushed by necessity and encouraged by earlier success, auditions for minor theatrical parts and finds entry-level work in a chorus. The routines of rehearsal, touring companies, and nightly performances provide structure and incremental advancement. Her earnings begin to supplement and then surpass household needs, subtly redefining roles within the apartment. The story tracks the ebb of domestic harmony as expectations shift and economic pressures expose differences in energy and ambition. Urban anonymity, so promising at first, now enables both opportunity and quiet withdrawal.

Carrie’s discipline and stage presence lead to steadily better roles, higher pay, and wider recognition. New acquaintances introduce her to professional networks, and she moves to more comfortable surroundings that reflect her growing independence. Public attention amplifies the rewards of performance, while private ties loosen. Hurstwood, increasingly detached from work and society, recedes to the margins of the city’s bustle. The contrast between her ascent and his contraction underscores the novel’s emphasis on contingency: luck, timing, and environment reinforce effort or compound inertia. Through this divergence, the narrative illustrates how urban modernity can elevate and isolate at once.

By tracing Carrie’s rise and Hurstwood’s decline, Sister Carrie offers a portrait of desire shaped by a commercial city that promises more than it explains. The book highlights how consumption, spectacle, and labor weave together to channel ambition, and how social norms bend around success while punishing hesitation. Without delivering a moral lesson, the narrative suggests that fulfillment and emptiness often coexist in modern life. Dreiser’s neutral, observational approach follows the characters through choices and chances rather than judgments, leaving readers with a sense of vast forces at work. The result is a study of mobility, appetite, and urban change.
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    Sister Carrie unfolds primarily in Chicago and New York during the 1890s, a decade shaped by explosive urban growth and erratic business cycles. Chicago’s population leapt from roughly 503,000 in 1880 to 1.1 million in 1890, while Manhattan alone held about 1.5 million that year. Railroads, stockyards, warehouses, and offices made Chicago a manufacturing and distribution hub; New York dominated finance, publishing, and the theater. Elevated railways, electric streetcars, and dense grids of boardinghouses enabled workers to circulate rapidly. Dreiser situates Carrie Meeber and George Hurstwood within these metropolitan systems, where mobility promises opportunity but also exposes individuals to precarious wage labor and unforgiving competition.

Place matters in the novel’s texture: Chicago’s Loop was tightening into its elevated circuit by 1897, and the South Side Elevated opened in 1892, delivering clerks and shoppers to department stores such as Marshall Field and Carson Pirie Scott. New York’s Broadway and Tenderloin framed a nightlife of theaters, saloons, and hotels, while immigrant quarters and tenement districts pressed nearby. Boardinghouses, cheap restaurants, and large saloons like Hurstwood’s were fixtures of a cash economy that paid weekly and punished lapses. Dreiser’s settings echo real spaces where anonymity was common, work was stratified, and consumer spectacles drew the newly urbanized into cycles of desire and debt.

The United States in the 1890s was a high Gilded Age of industrial capitalism, marked by trusts, heavy rail investment, and large-scale factories. By 1890, manufacturing employed over 4 million workers, with mechanized production spreading in garments, shoes, and metal goods. Cities absorbed rural migrants lured by wages and modern conveniences. The novel’s early scenes, where Carrie seeks sewing and factory jobs, mirror that industrial order: low-paid, piece-rate work for women in cramped workshops, and a managerial male culture that congregated in bars and offices. Hurstwood’s saloon profits are tethered to this economy’s booms and slumps, emphasizing how prosperity could turn swiftly to insecurity.

Mass immigration and internal migration transformed urban life. Between 1880 and 1900, nearly 9 million immigrants arrived, many processed through Ellis Island after it opened in 1892. Chicago’s ethnic wards—Polish, Bohemian, German, Swedish—grew alongside a swelling Irish population; New York’s Lower East Side teemed with newcomers from Eastern and Southern Europe. These movements supplied cheap labor for factories, domestic service, and construction. Sister Carrie reflects this churn through boardinghouse life, crowded transit, and the competitive labor market Carrie confronts. The cosmopolitan mix shaped the consumer and theatrical milieus that ultimately give Carrie an avenue of ascent while leaving others, like Hurstwood, stranded.

The rise of the department store created a new urban consumer culture. Chicago’s Marshall Field and Company expanded in the 1890s; Carson Pirie Scott commissioned a landmark building by Louis Sullivan in 1899. In New York, A. T. Stewart’s earlier emporium and R. H. Macy’s growing operations signaled a retail revolution of fixed prices, elaborate displays, and generous return policies. These enterprises employed large numbers of young women as salesclerks at $5 to $8 a week and cultivated window-shopping as a pastime. Carrie’s fascination with clothing and furnishings is inseparable from this retail world, which presented luxury as attainable and made identity a matter of purchasable style.

Advertising and mass promotion expanded alongside retail. Chicago incubated mail-order giants like Montgomery Ward (founded 1872) and Sears, Roebuck and Company (reorganized in Chicago, 1893), which circulated catalogs to millions. City streets and streetcars carried posters for theaters and consumer goods, while newspapers sold advertorials and classifieds vital to job seekers. This promotional landscape informs Sister Carrie: Carrie’s ambitions are stoked by displays and showbills, and the social valuation of appearances channels her decisions. Dreiser’s narrative underscores how persuasive images, prices, and installment plans normalize aspiration and debt, binding individuals to a marketplace that promises status yet withholds security.

The Panic of 1893 and the ensuing depression (1893–1897) were decisive events shaping the novel’s economic atmosphere. Triggered by railroad overbuilding, shaky financing, and the failure of the Philadelphia and Reading Railroad in February 1893, the panic spread as the National Cordage Company collapsed in May and gold reserves dwindled. By 1894, unemployment estimates ranged from 12 to 18 percent nationally; hundreds of banks and some 15,000 businesses failed over the period. Chicago, a rail nexus, suffered closures and wage cuts affecting stockyards, machine shops, and retail houses. The Pullman Palace Car Company slashed wages in its model town south of Chicago without reducing rents, sparking the Pullman Strike in May–July 1894 under the American Railway Union led by Eugene V. Debs. A federal injunction and the dispatch of troops by President Grover Cleveland escalated violence; dozens died in clashes around Chicago’s yards. Rail traffic halted on lines serving 27 states and territories. The depression reshaped urban life: soup kitchens expanded, municipal relief systems strained, and skilled workers faced prolonged idleness. Sister Carrie’s depiction of Hurstwood’s falling fortunes—first a prosperous saloon manager, then a jobless wanderer in New York—tracks closely with this downturn’s dynamics. Public amusements contracted, saloon receipts dipped with layoffs, and previously protected middle employees were displaced by owners consolidating control. Carrie’s precarious factory wages and sudden unemployment mirror the volatility of 1893–1894 when workshops shut overnight. Dreiser embeds characters in a cycle where downturns erase savings and social standing, and where recovery favors nimble industries like theater while leaving aging, deskilled men excluded. The panic’s long shadow provides the structural logic for the novel’s divergent trajectories: opportunity for those who align with growing sectors, ruin for those tied to shrinking ones.

Transit labor unrest culminated in the Brooklyn streetcar strike of January–February 1895, when conductors and motormen challenged the Brooklyn Rapid Transit–affiliated lines over hours, safety, and union recognition. Governor Levi P. Morton authorized militia deployments; car barns were guarded and routes patrolled. Service was sporadic, crowds jeered at strikebreakers, and confrontations injured many. Dreiser’s New York chapters, in which Hurstwood briefly becomes a strikebreaking streetcar driver under dangerous conditions, directly echo this episode. The meager wages, public hostility, and physical risk expose a worker pushed from white-collar respectability into the front line of industrial conflict, capturing the period’s volatile urban labor politics.

The World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago, from May to October 1893, gathered over 27 million visits, showcasing electric lighting, the Ferris Wheel, and neoclassical architecture planned by Daniel Burnham and his team. The fair’s sanitized White City contrasted with nearby workers’ quarters and looming financial instability. Corporate pavilions advertised a creed of progress and consumption. Sister Carrie resonates with this juxtaposition: Carrie’s enchantment with metropolitan glamour reflects the fair’s promise, while the economic shock of the same year undercuts illusions of stability. The exposition helped inaugurate modern marketing and spectacle, environments that nourish Carrie’s ascent even as they mask widening insecurity.

Labor organization evolved in the shadow of earlier strife, including the Haymarket affair in Chicago in 1886, which intensified policing of radicals and shaped employer hostility. By the 1890s, the American Federation of Labor prioritized skilled trades, while garment and shoe shops still relied on sweated labor. Women’s factory wages often ranged from $4 to $7 per week, with long hours and seasonal layoffs. Carrie’s first job stitching shoes at about $4.50 a week aligns with such conditions. The novel’s depiction of quick dismissals and crowded workrooms reflects the low bargaining power of unskilled and semi-skilled operatives in an era of weak protections and frequent injunctions against strikes.

Women’s urban employment diversified into retail, clerical work, and entertainment. The census recorded rising numbers of female clerks and salesworkers in the 1890s, and the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union would be founded in 1900 from earlier organizing currents. Vaudeville circuits—Tony Pastor’s New York house (from 1881), the Keith–Albee chain in the 1890s, and producers like Charles Frohman—created ladders for chorus work and small roles, typically paying $12 to $18 a week. Sister Carrie maps this path: stage work offers Carrie better pay and visibility than factory labor. Her transition captures both the independence afforded by wages and the vulnerability to managers, critics, and public taste.

Tenement housing and reform movements shaped New York life. Jacob Riis’s How the Other Half Lives (1890) spurred investigations that led to the Tenement House Committee of 1894 and, ultimately, the New York Tenement House Act of 1901, mandating light, ventilation, and sanitary standards. Boardinghouses, cheap furnished rooms, and charity-run shelters filled gaps in a tight market. Chicago had analogous overcrowding in industrial wards. Sister Carrie registers this housing economy: Carrie’s boarding arrangements and later furnished rooms exhibit the thin margins separating respectability from destitution, while Hurstwood’s drift toward municipal lodging houses and breadlines mirrors the period’s expansion of relief for homeless men during winters of high unemployment.

Urban leisure, vice districts, and temperance campaigns structured public life. Chicago’s Levee and New York’s Tenderloin housed dance halls, brothels, and saloons, drawing scrutiny from reformers. The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, founded in 1874, and the Anti-Saloon League (organized nationally in 1895) pressed municipalities for licensing limits and Sunday closing laws. Hurstwood’s saloon management sits within this contested sphere where alcohol sales, politics, and patronage intersected. Sister Carrie illustrates how saloons functioned as business and social nodes, while reform pressures and economic contractions could erode their profitability. The city’s amusements that elevate Carrie coexist with moralized campaigns that threaten livelihoods like Hurstwood’s.

Censorship and social purity activism set the moral climate. The federal Comstock Act of 1873 and the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice, led by Anthony Comstock, targeted obscenity and vice, policing the mail, bookshops, and theaters. Arrests of theater managers for allegedly indecent productions occurred in the mid-1890s; postal authorities suppressed contraception information. While Sister Carrie appeared in 1900, its frank treatment of cohabitation and ambition reflects tensions of the 1890s. The novel’s urban anonymity and ambiguous sexual economies unfold against a backdrop where private behavior carried public stigma and legal risk, shaping characters’ calculations about respectability and exposure.

Railroads bound the narrative’s cities and enabled mobility central to the plot. By the 1890s, trunk lines like the New York Central and Pennsylvania Railroad connected New York to Chicago with coach fares near two cents per mile, roughly $18–$20 one way. Pullman sleeping cars added comfort for those who could pay. Carrie’s initial train to Chicago and the later flight to New York depend on these infrastructures, as does the speed with which fortunes can change across markets. The same network that carries consumer goods and performers also spreads economic shocks, making personal reinvention possible yet tying individuals to national booms and busts.

As social critique, the book exposes the instability of wage labor and the moral economy that blames individuals for structural failures. Dreiser depicts a metropolis where layoffs, injunctions, and price competition render diligence insufficient, and where charity sorting of the deserving poor ignores systemic downturns like the panic of 1893. Consumer display becomes a civic creed: clothing and furnishings signal worth more than character or skill. Carrie’s ascent, reliant on visibility and marketable charm, critiques a culture that rewards spectacle over security, while Hurstwood’s descent shows how middle-ranking men, stripped of patronage and credit, lack safety nets in a city governed by cash and reputation.

Politically, the narrative indicts laissez-faire governance that sided with capital in labor disputes, from Pullman to trolley strikes, and it questions purity campaigns that policed pleasure while tolerating exploitation. The city’s institutions—saloons, theaters, department stores, charities—appear as interlocking mechanisms that sort classes and genders into permissible roles. By juxtaposing Carrie's mobility with Hurstwood’s exclusion, Dreiser highlights unequal access to opportunity and the punitive response to failure. The book thus mirrors and critiques the 1890s order: a polity that celebrated progress at the Columbian Exposition, yet delivered overcrowded tenements, precarious jobs, and public relief lines to those the business cycle cast aside.
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    Theodore Dreiser (1871–1945) was an American novelist and journalist whose stark, unsentimental portrayals of ambition, desire, and social constraint made him a central figure in U.S. literary naturalism. Emerging at the turn of the twentieth century, he challenged genteel conventions and pushed the novel toward documentary breadth and psychological candor. Sister Carrie and An American Tragedy, his best-known works, examined the collision between individual aspiration and the impersonal forces of urban, industrial society. Often controversial for their frankness, his books helped redefine what American fiction could address, influencing generations of writers interested in class, morality, and the mechanics of success and failure.

Dreiser was born in Indiana and grew up in the Midwest during an era of rapid industrial change and periodic hardship. Limited means shaped his early opportunities, but he found intellectual direction in public schools and through voracious reading. In the early 1890s he attended Indiana University for a short period, leaving without a degree as he turned to paid work. The practical training he sought came instead from journalism, where he learned to observe cities, workplaces, and social rituals with a reporter’s eye. This background furnished the factual texture and social range that would later distinguish his long, densely detailed novels.

In the 1890s he worked as a reporter and magazine editor in Midwestern cities and New York, covering everything from municipal politics to society features. The newsroom’s deadlines and the spectacle of modern urban life honed his interest in cause-and-effect, contingency, and the pressures of money. Intellectually he drew on European naturalists such as Émile Zola and Honoré de Balzac, as well as evolutionary and sociological thought associated with Charles Darwin and Herbert Spencer. The result was a narrative method that treated characters as subject to environment and appetite, while insisting on a cool, observant style grounded in concrete detail and social process.

Dreiser’s debut novel, Sister Carrie (1900), startled contemporaries with its refusal to moralize about a young woman’s pursuit of comfort and status in the modern city. Publication became a cause célèbre: moral reservations within the publishing house led to limited promotion and distribution, and the book languished commercially. The episode slowed his momentum and contributed to a period of relative silence. Over time, however, Sister Carrie was recognized as a landmark of American realism and naturalism, admired for its panoramic depiction of Chicago and New York and for its steady attention to the economic and psychological vectors that organize urban life.

Dreiser returned to fiction with Jennie Gerhardt in the early 1910s, consolidating his reputation for expansive, socially grounded storytelling. He then embarked on a sequence following the financier Frank Cowperwood—The Financier and The Titan—with the concluding volume, The Stoic, appearing after his death. These novels investigate capitalism’s energies and costs, anatomizing speculation, consolidation, and personal ambition. Another novel, The Genius, drew censorship battles for its sexual candor, deepening his public association with anti-puritan challenges to literary norms. Throughout these years he also edited magazines and wrote essays, gradually winning advocates among critics who valued his scope over conventional polish.

An American Tragedy (1925) brought Dreiser wide readership and enduring stature. Drawing on a well-known criminal case, it joined psychological investigation with a broad analysis of class mobility, consumer temptation, and legal ritual. The novel’s success amplified debates about his determinism and social critique. Beyond fiction, Dreiser published travel writing and reportage, including accounts of Europe and the Soviet Union, and he spoke and wrote against censorship and economic inequity. While not a programmatic theorist, he was sympathetic to left-leaning reform and skeptical of boosterish narratives of American business, positions that aligned with the themes his narratives relentlessly pursued.

In his later years Dreiser lived and worked in California, continuing to revise long projects and drafting additional fiction. The Bulwark and The Stoic were published posthumously, adding retrospective and summative notes to his portrait of American aspiration. He died in 1945, by then a figure both contested and canonical. Subsequent criticism has alternately faulted his style and celebrated his sociological reach, but his influence on American narrative realism is secure. His major novels remain widely read, taught for their panoramic method, their analysis of money and desire, and their ability to stage the tension between personal agency and structural constraint.
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When Caroline Meeber boarded the afternoon train for Chicago, her total outfit consisted of a small trunk, a cheap imitation alligator-skin satchel, a small lunch in a paper box, and a yellow leather snap purse, containing her ticket, a scrap of paper with her sister's address in Van Buren Street, and four dollars in money. It was in August, 1889. She was eighteen years of age, bright, timid, and full of the illusions of ignorance and youth. Whatever touch of regret at parting characterised her thoughts, it was certainly not for advantages now being given up. A gush of tears at her mother's farewell kiss, a touch in her throat when the cars clacked by the flour mill where her father worked by the day, a pathetic sigh as the familiar green environs of the village passed in review, and the threads which bound her so lightly to girlhood and home were irretrievably broken.

To be sure there was always the next station, where one might descend and return. There was the great city, bound more closely by these very trains which came up daily. Columbia City was not so very far away, even once she was in Chicago. What, pray, is a few hours—a few hundred miles? She looked at the little slip bearing her sister's address and wondered. She gazed at the green landscape, now passing in swift review, until her swifter thoughts replaced its impression with vague conjectures of what Chicago might be.

When a girl leaves her home at eighteen, she does one of two things.[1q] Either she falls into saving hands and becomes better, or she rapidly assumes the cosmopolitan standard of virtue and becomes worse. Of an intermediate balance, under the circumstances, there is no possibility. The city has its cunning wiles, no less than the infinitely smaller and more human tempter. There are large forces which allure with all the soulfulness of expression possible in the most cultured human. The gleam of a thousand lights is often as effective as the persuasive light in a wooing and fascinating eye. Half the undoing of the unsophisticated and natural mind is accomplished by forces wholly superhuman. A blare of sound, a roar of life, a vast array of human hives, appeal to the astonished senses in equivocal terms. Without a counsellor at hand to whisper cautious interpretations, what falsehoods may not these things breathe into the unguarded ear! Unrecognised for what they are, their beauty, like music, too often relaxes, then weakens, then perverts the simpler human perceptions.

Caroline, or Sister Carrie[1], as she had been half affectionately termed by the family, was possessed of a mind rudimentary in its power of observation and analysis. Self-interest with her was high, but not strong. It was, nevertheless, her guiding characteristic. Warm with the fancies of youth, pretty with the insipid prettiness of the formative period, possessed of a figure promising eventual shapeliness and an eye alight with certain native intelligence, she was a fair example of the middle American class—two generations removed from the emigrant. Books were beyond her interest—knowledge a sealed book. In the intuitive graces she was still crude. She could scarcely toss her head gracefully. Her hands were almost ineffectual. The feet, though small, were set flatly. And yet she was interested in her charms, quick to understand the keener pleasures of life, ambitious to gain in material things. A half-equipped little knight she was, venturing to reconnoitre the mysterious city and dreaming wild dreams of some vague, far-off supremacy, which should make it prey and subject—the proper penitent, grovelling at a woman's slipper.

"That," said a voice in her ear, "is one of the prettiest little resorts in Wisconsin."

"Is it?" she answered nervously.

The train was just pulling out of Waukesha. For some time she had been conscious of a man behind. She felt him observing her mass of hair. He had been fidgetting, and with natural intuition she felt a certain interest growing in that quarter. Her maidenly reserve, and a certain sense of what was conventional under the circumstances, called her to forestall and deny this familiarity, but the daring and magnetism of the individual, born of past experiences and triumphs, prevailed. She answered.

He leaned forward to put his elbows upon the back of her seat and proceeded to make himself volubly agreeable.

"Yes, that is a great resort for Chicago people. The hotels are swell. You are not familiar with this part of the country, are you?"

"Oh, yes, I am," answered Carrie. "That is, I live at Columbia City. I have never been through here, though."

"And so this is your first visit to Chicago," he observed.

All the time she was conscious of certain features out of the side of her eye. Flush, colourful cheeks, a light moustache, a grey fedora hat. She now turned and looked upon him in full, the instincts of self-protection and coquetry mingling confusedly in her brain.

"I didn't say that," she said.

"Oh," he answered, in a very pleasing way and with an assumed air of mistake, "I thought you did."

Here was a type of the travelling canvasser for a manufacturing house—a class which at that time was first being dubbed by the slang of the day "drummers." He came within the meaning of a still newer term, which had sprung into general use among Americans in 1880, and which concisely expressed the thought of one whose dress or manners are calculated to elicit the admiration of susceptible young women—a "masher[3]." His suit was of a striped and crossed pattern of brown wool, new at that time, but since become familiar as a business suit. The low crotch of the vest revealed a stiff shirt bosom of white and pink stripes. From his coat sleeves protruded a pair of linen cuffs of the same pattern, fastened with large, gold plate buttons, set with the common yellow agates known as "cat's-eyes[4]." His fingers bore several rings—one, the ever-enduring heavy seal—and from his vest dangled a neat gold watch chain, from which was suspended the secret insignia of the Order of Elks[5]. The whole suit was rather tight-fitting, and was finished off with heavy-soled tan shoes, highly polished, and the grey fedora hat. He was, for the order of intellect represented, attractive, and whatever he had to recommend him, you may be sure was not lost upon Carrie, in this, her first glance.

Lest this order of individual should permanently pass, let me put down some of the most striking characteristics of his most successful manner and method. Good clothes, of course, were the first essential, the things without which he was nothing. A strong physical nature, actuated by a keen desire for the feminine, was the next. A mind free of any consideration of the problems or forces of the world and actuated not by greed, but an insatiable love of variable pleasure. His method was always simple. Its principal element was daring, backed, of course, by an intense desire and admiration for the sex. Let him meet with a young woman twice and he would straighten her necktie for her and perhaps address her by her first name. In the great department stores he was at his ease. If he caught the attention of some young woman while waiting for the cash boy to come back with his change, he would find out her name, her favourite flower, where a note would reach her, and perhaps pursue the delicate task of friendship until it proved unpromising, when it would be relinquished. He would do very well with more pretentious women, though the burden of expense was a slight deterrent. Upon entering a parlour car, for instance, he would select a chair next to the most promising bit of femininity and soon enquire if she cared to have the shade lowered. Before the train cleared the yards he would have the porter bring her a footstool. At the next lull in his conversational progress he would find her something to read, and from then on, by dint of compliment gently insinuated, personal narrative, exaggeration and service, he would win her tolerance, and, mayhap, regard.

A woman should some day write the complete philosophy of clothes. No matter how young, it is one of the things she wholly comprehends. There is an indescribably faint line in the matter of man's apparel which somehow divides for her those who are worth glancing at and those who are not. Once an individual has passed this faint line on the way downward he will get no glance from her. There is another line at which the dress of a man will cause her to study her own. This line the individual at her elbow now marked for Carrie. She became conscious of an inequality. Her own plain blue dress, with its black cotton tape trimmings, now seemed to her shabby. She felt the worn state of her shoes.

"Let's see," he went on, "I know quite a number of people in your town. Morgenroth the clothier and Gibson the dry goods man."

"Oh, do you?" she interrupted, aroused by memories of longings their show windows had cost her.

At last he had a clew to her interest, and followed it deftly. In a few minutes he had come about into her seat. He talked of sales of clothing, his travels, Chicago, and the amusements of that city.

"If you are going there, you will enjoy it immensely. Have you relatives?"

"I am going to visit my sister," she explained.

"You want to see Lincoln Park," he said, "and Michigan Boulevard. They are putting up great buildings there. It's a second New York—great. So much to see—theatres, crowds, fine houses—oh, you'll like that."

There was a little ache in her fancy of all he described. Her insignificance in the presence of so much magnificence faintly affected her. She realised that hers was not to be a round of pleasure, and yet there was something promising in all the material prospect he set forth. There was something satisfactory in the attention of this individual with his good clothes. She could not help smiling as he told her of some popular actress of whom she reminded him. She was not silly, and yet attention of this sort had its weight.

"You will be in Chicago some little time, won't you?" he observed at one turn of the now easy conversation.

"I don't know," said Carrie vaguely—a flash vision of the possibility of her not securing employment rising in her mind.

"Several weeks, anyhow," he said, looking steadily into her eyes.

There was much more passing now than the mere words indicated. He recognised the indescribable thing that made up for fascination and beauty in her. She realised that she was of interest to him from the one standpoint which a woman both delights in and fears. Her manner was simple, though for the very reason that she had not yet learned the many little affectations with which women conceal their true feelings. Some things she did appeared bold. A clever companion—had she ever had one—would have warned her never to look a man in the eyes so steadily.

"Why do you ask?" she said.

"Well, I'm going to be there several weeks. I'm going to study stock at our place and get new samples. I might show you 'round."

"I don't know whether you can or not. I mean I don't know whether I can. I shall be living with my sister, and——"

"Well, if she minds, we'll fix that." He took out his pencil and a little pocket note-book as if it were all settled. "What is your address there?"

She fumbled her purse which contained the address slip.

He reached down in his hip pocket and took out a fat purse. It was filled with slips of paper, some mileage books, a roll of greenbacks. It impressed her deeply. Such a purse had never been carried by any one attentive to her. Indeed, an experienced traveller, a brisk man of the world, had never come within such close range before. The purse, the shiny tan shoes, the smart new suit, and the air with which he did things, built up for her a dim world of fortune, of which he was the centre. It disposed her pleasantly toward all he might do.

He took out a neat business card, on which was engraved Bartlett, Caryoe & Company, and down in the left-hand corner, Chas. H. Drouet[2].

"That's me," he said, putting the card in her hand and touching his name. "It's pronounced Drew-eh. Our family was French, on my father's side."

She looked at it while he put up his purse. Then he got out a letter from a bunch in his coat pocket. "This is the house I travel for," he went on, pointing to a picture on it, "corner of State and Lake." There was pride in his voice. He felt that it was something to be connected with such a place, and he made her feel that way.

"What is your address?" he began again, fixing his pencil to write.

She looked at his hand.

"Carrie Meeber," she said slowly. "Three hundred and fifty-four West Van Buren Street, care S. C. Hanson."

He wrote it carefully down and got out the purse again. "You'll be at home if I come around Monday night?" he said.

"I think so," she answered.

How true it is that words are but the vague shadows of the volumes we mean. Little audible links, they are, chaining together great inaudible feelings and purposes. Here were these two, bandying little phrases, drawing purses, looking at cards, and both unconscious of how inarticulate all their real feelings were. Neither was wise enough to be sure of the working of the mind of the other. He could not tell how his luring succeeded. She could not realise that she was drifting, until he secured her address. Now she felt that she had yielded something—he, that he had gained a victory. Already they felt that they were somehow associated. Already he took control in directing the conversation. His words were easy. Her manner was relaxed.

They were nearing Chicago. Signs were everywhere numerous. Trains flashed by them. Across wide stretches of flat, open prairie they could see lines of telegraph poles stalking across the fields toward the great city. Far away were indications of suburban towns, some big smoke-stacks towering high in the air.

Frequently there were two-story frame houses standing out in the open fields, without fence or trees, lone outposts of the approaching army of homes.

To the child, the genius with imagination, or the wholly untravelled, the approach to a great city for the first time is a wonderful thing. Particularly if it be evening—that mystic period between the glare and gloom of the world when life is changing from one sphere or condition to another. Ah, the promise of the night. What does it not hold for the weary! What old illusion of hope is not here forever repeated! Says the soul of the toiler to itself, "I shall soon be free. I shall be in the ways and the hosts of the merry. The streets, the lamps, the lighted chamber set for dining, are for me. The theatre, the halls, the parties, the ways of rest and the paths of song—these are mine in the night." Though all humanity be still enclosed in the shops, the thrill runs abroad. It is in the air. The dullest feel something which they may not always express or describe. It is the lifting of the burden of toil.

Sister Carrie gazed out of the window. Her companion, affected by her wonder, so contagious are all things, felt anew some interest in the city and pointed out its marvels.

"This is Northwest Chicago," said Drouet. "This is the Chicago River," and he pointed to a little muddy creek, crowded with the huge masted wanderers from far-off waters nosing the black-posted banks. With a puff, a clang, and a clatter of rails it was gone. "Chicago is getting to be a great town," he went on. "It's a wonder. You'll find lots to see here."

She did not hear this very well. Her heart was troubled by a kind of terror. The fact that she was alone, away from home, rushing into a great sea of life and endeavour, began to tell. She could not help but feel a little choked for breath—a little sick as her heart beat so fast. She half closed her eyes and tried to think it was nothing, that Columbia City was only a little way off.

"Chicago! Chicago!" called the brakeman, slamming open the door. They were rushing into a more crowded yard, alive with the clatter and clang of life. She began to gather up her poor little grip and closed her hand firmly upon her purse. Drouet arose, kicked his legs to straighten his trousers, and seized his clean yellow grip.

"I suppose your people will be here to meet you?" he said. "Let me carry your grip."

"Oh, no," she said. "I'd rather you wouldn't. I'd rather you wouldn't be with me when I meet my sister."

"All right," he said in all kindness. "I'll be near, though, in case she isn't here, and take you out there safely."

"You're so kind," said Carrie, feeling the goodness of such attention in her strange situation.

"Chicago!" called the brakeman, drawing the word out long. They were under a great shadowy train shed, where the lamps were already beginning to shine out, with passenger cars all about and the train moving at a snail's pace. The people in the car were all up and crowding about the door.

"Well, here we are," said Drouet, leading the way to the door. "Good-bye, till I see you Monday."

"Good-bye," she answered, taking his proffered hand.

"Remember, I'll be looking till you find your sister."

She smiled into his eyes.

They filed out, and he affected to take no notice of her. A lean-faced, rather commonplace woman recognised Carrie on the platform and hurried forward.

"Why, Sister Carrie!" she began, and there was a perfunctory embrace of welcome.

Carrie realised the change of affectional atmosphere at once. Amid all the maze, uproar, and novelty she felt cold reality taking her by the hand. No world of light and merriment. No round of amusement. Her sister carried with her most of the grimness of shift and toil.

"Why, how are all the folks at home?" she began; "how is father, and mother?"

Carrie answered, but was looking away. Down the aisle, toward the gate leading into the waiting-room and the street, stood Drouet. He was looking back. When he saw that she saw him and was safe with her sister he turned to go, sending back the shadow of a smile. Only Carrie saw it. She felt something lost to her when he moved away. When he disappeared she felt his absence thoroughly. With her sister she was much alone, a lone figure in a tossing, thoughtless sea.

CHAPTER II
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Minnie's flat, as the one-floor resident apartments were then being called, was in a part of West Van Buren Street inhabited by families of labourers and clerks, men who had come, and were still coming, with the rush of population pouring in at the rate of 50,000 a year. It was on the third floor, the front windows looking down into the street, where, at night, the lights of grocery stores were shining and children were playing. To Carrie, the sound of the little bells upon the horse-cars, as they tinkled in and out of hearing, was as pleasing as it was novel. She gazed into the lighted street when Minnie brought her into the front room, and wondered at the sounds, the movement, the murmur of the vast city which stretched for miles and miles in every direction.

Mrs. Hanson, after the first greetings were over, gave Carrie the baby and proceeded to get supper. Her husband asked a few questions and sat down to read the evening paper. He was a silent man, American born, of a Swede father, and now employed as a cleaner of refrigerator cars at the stock-yards. To him the presence or absence of his wife's sister was a matter of indifference. Her personal appearance did not affect him one way or the other. His one observation to the point was concerning the chances of work in Chicago.

"It's a big place," he said. "You can get in somewhere in a few days. Everybody does."

It had been tacitly understood beforehand that she was to get work and pay her board. He was of a clean, saving disposition, and had already paid a number of monthly instalments on two lots far out on the West Side. His ambition was some day to build a house on them.

In the interval which marked the preparation of the meal Carrie found time to study the flat. She had some slight gift of observation and that sense, so rich in every woman—intuition.

She felt the drag of a lean and narrow life. The walls of the rooms were discordantly papered. The floors were covered with matting and the hall laid with a thin rag carpet. One could see that the furniture was of that poor, hurriedly patched together quality sold by the instalment houses.

She sat with Minnie, in the kitchen, holding the baby until it began to cry. Then she walked and sang to it, until Hanson, disturbed in his reading, came and took it. A pleasant side to his nature came out here. He was patient. One could see that he was very much wrapped up in his offspring.

"Now, now," he said, walking. "There, there," and there was a certain Swedish accent noticeable in his voice.

"You'll want to see the city first, won't you?" said Minnie, when they were eating. "Well, we'll go out Sunday and see Lincoln Park."

Carrie noticed that Hanson had said nothing to this. He seemed to be thinking of something else.

"Well," she said, "I think I'll look around to-morrow. I've got Friday and Saturday, and it won't be any trouble. Which way is the business part?"

Minnie began to explain, but her husband took this part of the conversation to himself.

"It's that way," he said, pointing east. "That's east." Then he went off into the longest speech he had yet indulged in, concerning the lay of Chicago. "You'd better look in those big manufacturing houses along Franklin Street and just the other side of the river," he concluded. "Lots of girls work there. You could get home easy, too. It isn't very far."

Carrie nodded and asked her sister about the neighbourhood. The latter talked in a subdued tone, telling the little she knew about it, while Hanson concerned himself with the baby. Finally he jumped up and handed the child to his wife.

"I've got to get up early in the morning, so I'll go to bed," and off he went, disappearing into the dark little bedroom off the hall, for the night.

"He works way down at the stock-yards," explained Minnie, "so he's got to get up at half-past five."

"What time do you get up to get breakfast?" asked Carrie.

"At about twenty minutes of five."

Together they finished the labour of the day, Carrie washing the dishes while Minnie undressed the baby and put it to bed. Minnie's manner was one of trained industry, and Carrie could see that it was a steady round of toil with her.

She began to see that her relations with Drouet would have to be abandoned. He could not come here. She read from the manner of Hanson, in the subdued air of Minnie, and, indeed, the whole atmosphere of the flat, a settled opposition to anything save a conservative round of toil. If Hanson sat every evening in the front room and read his paper, if he went to bed at nine, and Minnie a little later, what would they expect of her? She saw that she would first need to get work and establish herself on a paying basis before she could think of having company of any sort. Her little flirtation with Drouet seemed now an extraordinary thing.

"No," she said to herself, "he can't come here."

She asked Minnie for ink and paper, which were upon the mantel in the dining-room, and when the latter had gone to bed at ten, got out Drouet's card and wrote him.

"I cannot have you call on me here. You will have to wait until you hear from me again. My sister's place is so small."

She troubled herself over what else to put in the letter. She wanted to make some reference to their relations upon the train, but was too timid. She concluded by thanking him for his kindness in a crude way, then puzzled over the formality of signing her name, and finally decided upon the severe, winding up with a "Very truly," which she subsequently changed to "Sincerely." She sealed and addressed the letter, and going in the front room, the alcove of which contained her bed, drew the one small rocking-chair up to the open window, and sat looking out upon the night and streets in silent wonder. Finally, wearied by her own reflections, she began to grow dull in her chair, and feeling the need of sleep, arranged her clothing for the night and went to bed.

When she awoke at eight the next morning, Hanson had gone. Her sister was busy in the dining-room, which was also the sitting-room, sewing. She worked, after dressing, to arrange a little breakfast for herself, and then advised with Minnie as to which way to look. The latter had changed considerably since Carrie had seen her. She was now a thin, though rugged, woman of twenty-seven, with ideas of life coloured by her husband's, and fast hardening into narrower conceptions of pleasure and duty than had ever been hers in a thoroughly circumscribed youth. She had invited Carrie, not because she longed for her presence, but because the latter was dissatisfied at home, and could probably get work and pay her board here. She was pleased to see her in a way, but reflected her husband's point of view in the matter of work. Anything was good enough so long as it paid—say, five dollars a week to begin with. A shop girl was the destiny prefigured for the newcomer. She would get in one of the great shops and do well enough until—well, until something happened. Neither of them knew exactly what. They did not figure on promotion. They did not exactly count on marriage. Things would go on, though, in a dim kind of way until the better thing would eventuate, and Carrie would be rewarded for coming and toiling in the city. It was under such auspicious circumstances that she started out this morning to look for work.

Before following her in her round of seeking, let us look at the sphere in which her future was to lie. In 1889 Chicago had the peculiar qualifications of growth which made such adventuresome pilgrimages even on the part of young girls plausible. Its many and growing commercial opportunities gave it widespread fame, which made of it a giant magnet, drawing to itself, from all quarters, the hopeful and the hopeless—those who had their fortune yet to make and those whose fortunes and affairs had reached a disastrous climax elsewhere. It was a city of over 500,000, with the ambition, the daring, the activity of a metropolis of a million. Its streets and houses were already scattered over an area of seventy-five square miles. Its population was not so much thriving upon established commerce as upon the industries which prepared for the arrival of others. The sound of the hammer engaged upon the erection of new structures was everywhere heard. Great industries were moving in. The huge railroad corporations which had long before recognised the prospects of the place had seized upon vast tracts of land for transfer and shipping purposes. Street-car lines had been extended far out into the open country in anticipation of rapid growth. The city had laid miles and miles of streets and sewers through regions where, perhaps, one solitary house stood out alone—a pioneer of the populous ways to be. There were regions open to the sweeping winds and rain, which were yet lighted throughout the night with long, blinking lines of gas-lamps, fluttering in the wind. Narrow board walks extended out, passing here a house, and there a store, at far intervals, eventually ending on the open prairie.

In the central portion was the vast wholesale and shopping district, to which the uninformed seeker for work usually drifted. It was a characteristic of Chicago then, and one not generally shared by other cities, that individual firms of any pretension occupied individual buildings. The presence of ample ground made this possible. It gave an imposing appearance to most of the wholesale houses, whose offices were upon the ground floor and in plain view of the street. The large plates of window glass, now so common, were then rapidly coming into use, and gave to the ground floor offices a distinguished and prosperous look. The casual wanderer could see as he passed a polished array of office fixtures, much frosted glass, clerks hard at work, and genteel business men in "nobby" suits and clean linen lounging about or sitting in groups. Polished brass or nickel signs at the square stone entrances announced the firm and the nature of the business in rather neat and reserved terms. The entire metropolitan centre possessed a high and mighty air calculated to overawe and abash the common applicant, and to make the gulf between poverty and success seem both wide and deep.

Into this important commercial region the timid Carrie went. She walked east along Van Buren Street through a region of lessening importance, until it deteriorated into a mass of shanties and coal-yards, and finally verged upon the river. She walked bravely forward, led by an honest desire to find employment and delayed at every step by the interest of the unfolding scene, and a sense of helplessness amid so much evidence of power and force which she did not understand. These vast buildings, what were they? These strange energies and huge interests, for what purposes were they there? She could have understood the meaning of a little stone-cutter's yard at Columbia City, carving little pieces of marble for individual use, but when the yards of some huge stone corporation came into view, filled with spur tracks and flat cars, transpierced by docks from the river and traversed overhead by immense trundling cranes of wood and steel, it lost all significance in her little world.

It was so with the vast railroad yards, with the crowded array of vessels she saw at the river, and the huge factories over the way, lining the water's edge. Through the open windows she could see the figures of men and women in working aprons, moving busily about. The great streets were wall-lined mysteries to her; the vast offices, strange mazes which concerned far-off individuals of importance. She could only think of people connected with them as counting money, dressing magnificently, and riding in carriages. What they dealt in, how they laboured, to what end it all came, she had only the vaguest conception. It was all wonderful, all vast, all far removed, and she sank in spirit inwardly and fluttered feebly at the heart as she thought of entering any one of these mighty concerns and asking for something to do—something that she could do—anything.

CHAPTER III
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Once across the river and into the wholesale district, she glanced about her for some likely door at which to apply. As she contemplated the wide windows and imposing signs, she became conscious of being gazed upon and understood for what she was—a wage-seeker. She had never done this thing before, and lacked courage. To avoid a certain indefinable shame she felt at being caught spying about for a position, she quickened her steps and assumed an air of indifference supposedly common to one upon an errand. In this way she passed many manufacturing and wholesale houses without once glancing in. At last, after several blocks of walking, she felt that this would not do, and began to look about again, though without relaxing her pace. A little way on she saw a great door which, for some reason, attracted her attention. It was ornamented by a small brass sign, and seemed to be the entrance to a vast hive of six or seven floors. "Perhaps," she thought, "they may want some one," and crossed over to enter. When she came within a score of feet of the desired goal, she saw through the window a young man in a grey checked suit. That he had anything to do with the concern, she could not tell, but because he happened to be looking in her direction her weakening heart misgave her and she hurried by, too overcome with shame to enter. Over the way stood a great six-story structure, labelled Storm and King, which she viewed with rising hope. It was a wholesale dry goods concern and employed women. She could see them moving about now and then upon the upper floors. This place she decided to enter, no matter what. She crossed over and walked directly toward the entrance. As she did so, two men came out and paused in the door. A telegraph messenger in blue dashed past her and up the few steps that led to the entrance and disappeared. Several pedestrians out of the hurrying throng which filled the sidewalks passed about her as she paused, hesitating. She looked helplessly around, and then, seeing herself observed, retreated. It was too difficult a task. She could not go past them.

So severe a defeat told sadly upon her nerves. Her feet carried her mechanically forward, every foot of her progress being a satisfactory portion of a flight which she gladly made. Block after block passed by. Upon street-lamps at the various corners she read names such as Madison, Monroe, La Salle, Clark, Dearborn, State, and still she went, her feet beginning to tire upon the broad stone flagging. She was pleased in part that the streets were bright and clean. The morning sun, shining down with steadily increasing warmth, made the shady side of the streets pleasantly cool. She looked at the blue sky overhead with more realisation of its charm than had ever come to her before.

Her cowardice began to trouble her in a way. She turned back, resolving to hunt up Storm and King and enter. On the way she encountered a great wholesale shoe company, through the broad plate windows of which she saw an enclosed executive department, hidden by frosted glass. Without this enclosure, but just within the street entrance, sat a grey-haired gentleman at a small table, with a large open ledger before him. She walked by this institution several times hesitating, but, finding herself unobserved, faltered past the screen door and stood humbly waiting.

"Well, young lady," observed the old gentleman, looking at her somewhat kindly, "what is it you wish?"

"I am, that is, do you—I mean, do you need any help?" she stammered.

"Not just at present," he answered smiling. "Not just at present. Come in some time next week. Occasionally we need some one."

She received the answer in silence and backed awkwardly out. The pleasant nature of her reception rather astonished her. She had expected that it would be more difficult, that something cold and harsh would be said—she knew not what. That she had not been put to shame and made to feel her unfortunate position, seemed remarkable.

Somewhat encouraged, she ventured into another large structure. It was a clothing company, and more people were in evidence—well-dressed men of forty and more, surrounded by brass railings.

An office boy approached her.

"Who is it you wish to see?" he asked.

"I want to see the manager," she said.

He ran away and spoke to one of a group of three men who were conferring together. One of these came towards her.

"Well?" he said coldly. The greeting drove all courage from her at once.

"Do you need any help?" she stammered.

"No," he replied abruptly, and turned upon his heel.

She went foolishly out, the office boy deferentially swinging the door for her, and gladly sank into the obscuring crowd. It was a severe setback to her recently pleased mental state.

Now she walked quite aimlessly for a time, turning here and there, seeing one great company after another, but finding no courage to prosecute her single inquiry. High noon came, and with it hunger. She hunted out an unassuming restaurant and entered, but was disturbed to find that the prices were exorbitant for the size of her purse. A bowl of soup was all that she could afford, and, with this quickly eaten, she went out again. It restored her strength somewhat and made her moderately bold to pursue the search.

In walking a few blocks to fix upon some probable place, she again encountered the firm of Storm and King, and this time managed to get in. Some gentlemen were conferring close at hand, but took no notice of her. She was left standing, gazing nervously upon the floor. When the limit of her distress had been nearly reached, she was beckoned to by a man at one of the many desks within the near-by railing.

"Who is it you wish to see?" he inquired.

"Why, any one, if you please," she answered. "I am looking for something to do."

"Oh, you want to see Mr. McManus," he returned. "Sit down," and he pointed to a chair against the neighbouring wall. He went on leisurely writing, until after a time a short, stout gentleman came in from the street.

"Mr. McManus," called the man at the desk, "this young woman wants to see you."

The short gentleman turned about towards Carrie, and she arose and came forward.

"What can I do for you, miss?" he inquired, surveying her curiously.

"I want to know if I can get a position," she inquired.

"As what?" he asked.

"Not as anything in particular," she faltered.

"Have you ever had any experience in the wholesale dry goods business?" he questioned.

"No, sir," she replied.

"Are you a stenographer or typewriter?"

"No, sir."

"Well, we haven't anything here," he said. "We employ only experienced help."

She began to step backward toward the door, when something about her plaintive face attracted him.

"Have you ever worked at anything before?" he inquired.

"No, sir," she said.

"Well, now, it's hardly possible that you would get anything to do in a wholesale house of this kind. Have you tried the department stores?"

She acknowledged that she had not.

"Well, if I were you," he said, looking at her rather genially, "I would try the department stores. They often need young women as clerks."

"Thank you," she said, her whole nature relieved by this spark of friendly interest.

"Yes," he said, as she moved toward the door, "you try the department stores," and off he went.

At that time the department store was in its earliest form of successful operation, and there were not many. The first three in the United States, established about 1884, were in Chicago. Carrie was familiar with the names of several through the advertisements in the "Daily News," and now proceeded to seek them. The words of Mr. McManus had somehow managed to restore her courage, which had fallen low, and she dared to hope that this new line would offer her something. Some time she spent in wandering up and down, thinking to encounter the buildings by chance, so readily is the mind, bent upon prosecuting a hard but needful errand, eased by that self-deception which the semblance of search, without the reality, gives. At last she inquired of a police officer, and was directed to proceed "two blocks up," where she would find "The Fair."

The nature of these vast retail combinations, should they ever permanently disappear, will form an interesting chapter in the commercial history of our nation. Such a flowering out of a modest trade principle the world had never witnessed up to that time. They were along the line of the most effective retail organisation, with hundreds of stores coördinated into one and laid out upon the most imposing and economic basis. They were handsome, bustling, successful affairs, with a host of clerks and a swarm of patrons. Carrie passed along the busy aisles, much affected by the remarkable displays of trinkets, dress goods, stationery, and jewelry. Each separate counter was a show place of dazzling interest and attraction. She could not help feeling the claim of each trinket and valuable upon her personally, and yet she did not stop. There was nothing there which she could not have used—nothing which she did not long to own. The dainty slippers and stockings, the delicately frilled skirts and petticoats, the laces, ribbons, hair-combs, purses, all touched her with individual desire, and she felt keenly the fact that not any of these things were in the range of her purchase. She was a work-seeker, an outcast without employment, one whom the average employee could tell at a glance was poor and in need of a situation.

It must not be thought that any one could have mistaken her for a nervous, sensitive, high-strung nature, cast unduly upon a cold, calculating, and unpoetic world. Such certainly she was not. But women are peculiarly sensitive to their adornment.

Not only did Carrie feel the drag of desire for all which was new and pleasing in apparel for women, but she noticed too, with a touch at the heart, the fine ladies who elbowed and ignored her, brushing past in utter disregard of her presence, themselves eagerly enlisted in the materials which the store contained. Carrie was not familiar with the appearance of her more fortunate sisters of the city. Neither had she before known the nature and appearance of the shop girls with whom she now compared poorly. They were pretty in the main, some even handsome, with an air of independence and indifference which added, in the case of the more favoured, a certain piquancy. Their clothes were neat, in many instances fine, and wherever she encountered the eye of one it was only to recognise in it a keen analysis of her own position—her individual shortcomings of dress and that shadow of manner which she thought must hang about her and make clear to all who and what she was. A flame of envy lighted in her heart. She realised in a dim way how much the city held—wealth, fashion, ease—every adornment for women, and she longed for dress and beauty with a whole heart.

On the second floor were the managerial offices, to which, after some inquiry, she was now directed. There she found other girls ahead of her, applicants like herself, but with more of that self-satisfied and independent air which experience of the city lends; girls who scrutinised her in a painful manner. After a wait of perhaps three-quarters of an hour, she was called in turn.

"Now," said a sharp, quick-mannered Jew, who was sitting at a roll-top desk near the window, "have you ever worked in any other store?"

"No, sir," said Carrie.

"Oh, you haven't," he said, eyeing her keenly.

"No, sir," she replied.

"Well, we prefer young women just now with some experience. I guess we can't use you."

Carrie stood waiting a moment, hardly certain whether the interview had terminated.

"Don't wait!" he exclaimed. "Remember we are very busy here."

Carrie began to move quickly to the door.

"Hold on," he said, calling her back. "Give me your name and address. We want girls occasionally."

When she had gotten safely into the street, she could scarcely restrain the tears. It was not so much the particular rebuff which she had just experienced, but the whole abashing trend of the day. She was tired and nervous. She abandoned the thought of appealing to the other department stores and now wandered on, feeling a certain safety and relief in mingling with the crowd.

In her indifferent wandering she turned into Jackson Street, not far from the river, and was keeping her way along the south side of
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