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    The present collection, THE GIFT OF THE MAGI & THE OTHER TALES FROM NEW YORK, gathers a carefully selected group of O. Henry’s urban narratives alongside several of his most widely read tales, with a concluding biographical sketch. Its purpose is to present readers with a coherent portrait of the author at his most characteristic: stories that revolve around city dwellers, quick turns of fortune, and the moral wit that made his name. Rather than attempting the entirety of his output, these pieces emphasize his New York imagination while acknowledging the broader range that sustained his popularity and helped define short fiction in the early twentieth century.

The volume is primarily composed of short stories, the form in which O. Henry excelled and through which he reached a mass readership in newspapers and magazines. Within that form the collection includes comic episodes, urban sketches, and character studies. It concludes with a brief Biography of O. Henry, offering factual context for the author’s life and publication milieu. Together, these text types show the interplay between the journalistic marketplace that shaped his craft and the literary ambitions that elevated everyday scenes into enduring works of narrative art.

New York City is the dominant stage here, rendered not as a postcard but as a living organism of streets, boarding houses, kitchens, and galleries. In these stories the city acts as chorus and catalyst: a place where strangers meet, plans collide, and character reveals itself under pressure. Greenwich Village studios, Harlem tenements, and downtown sidewalks all appear. O. Henry’s Manhattan is crowded yet intimate, illuminated by the small economies and large emotions of clerks, artists, shopgirls, waiters, and wanderers whose choices—wise or foolish—become tales about belonging and chance in a modern, mobile world.

Stylistically, O. Henry is celebrated for concision, a conversational narrator, and endings that pivot on revelation without violating the story’s inner logic. He favors quick portraits, idiomatic speech, and deft irony. The humor is frequently affectionate, never far from compassion, and the sentences move with the tempo of city life. A hallmark of the voice is its direct address and playful aside, techniques that transform readers into confidants. The craft depends on careful set‑up: details introduced with economy bloom at the close, giving his tales the satisfying symmetry that has kept them among the most anthologized in American literature.

Underneath the sparkle lie unifying themes. The stories weigh generosity against scarcity, pride against need, and self‑image against social expectation. Coincidence is less a trick than a moral geometry through which characters discover what they value. Love is tested by limited means; art competes with survival; the law measures intent against action. O. Henry’s ethical imagination is grounded in ordinary life: a room to rent, a meal to afford, a gift to buy. In these recognitions the tales find their pathos and their humor, and the city becomes a mirror for the hazards and graces of human exchange.

Several pieces capture devotion under hardship with particular clarity. In The Gift of the Magi, a young couple of modest means each seeks to obtain a worthy Christmas present for the other, measuring love against financial constraint. The Last Leaf observes two friends in Greenwich Village when illness darkens one window view and a stubborn vine’s remaining leaf takes on symbolic power. The Skylight Room follows a job‑seeking tenant in a cheap boarding house whose tiny room frames both isolation and hope. These stories reveal O. Henry’s tenderness toward aspiration and the fragile economies that govern urban life.

Other selections probe the daily theater of the streets. The Cop and the Anthem trails a homeless man at the onset of winter as he pursues an unorthodox plan for secure lodging, testing the elasticity of civic order. The Trimmed Lamp examines the divergent choices of young women in the city’s service economy as romance and pragmatism compete. The Voice of the City gently inquires after what, if anything, can be said to define New York itself. The Making of a New Yorker charts the gradual adoption of metropolitan habits, turning civic initiation into a comic rite of passage.

Comedy shades into critique in tales of pride, performance, and domestic complication. A Harlem Tragedy views neighboring couples in uptown Manhattan as jealousy and gossip unsettle modest households, balancing farce with observation. The Duplicity of Hargraves presents a genteel father and devoted daughter confronting reduced means and the unexpected agency of an actor, staging questions about dignity, deception, and help accepted or refused. Without moralizing, O. Henry allows social masks to slip, revealing the tender calculations by which people preserve self‑respect in the face of want.

The collection also includes celebrated pieces set beyond New York, underscoring the author’s wider canvas. A Retrieved Reformation follows a skilled safecracker contemplating an honest life amid the temptations and tests that accompany reinvention. The Ransom of Red Chief unfolds a kidnapping scheme whose youthful captive proves far less manageable than anticipated, turning crime into comedy. The Whirligig of Life looks at marriage, law, and rough‑hewn justice in a rural community. These narratives complement the city tales by widening the range of voices, landscapes, and social codes through which O. Henry explored character.

Formally, these stories display a craftsman working within the constraints of brisk deadlines and column inches while achieving polish and poise. Plotting is tight, scenes are economically sketched, and turns are prepared with a fairness that rewards attentive reading. The closing surprises are not merely devices; they are instruments for ethical emphasis, redirecting attention from what happens to what it means. The influence of this method is visible in later magazine fiction and in popular storytelling that favors brevity, wit, and a final clarifying beat that reorders the reader’s sympathies.

The Biography of O. Henry included here offers a concise account of the writer’s career under his pen name, William Sydney Porter, his emergence as a prolific American short‑story author in the early twentieth century, and his final years in New York City, where many of these tales were composed. It situates his work within the newspaper and magazine culture that sponsored it, without presuming to explain every choice on the page. Readers new to O. Henry will find orientation; returning readers will gain context for the publication circumstances that shaped his subjects, voice, and reputation.

Taken together, these pieces present O. Henry’s lasting significance: a humane comic vision, an ear for the city’s idiom, and a structural ingenuity that continues to delight. The stories respect ordinary strivers while acknowledging the caprices that buffet them. They also remind us that style can be ethical—that a well‑turned ending can illuminate generosity, humility, and resilience. Whether encountered as seasonal favorites or as discoveries on the page, the tales gathered here offer an invitation to see New York, and human nature, with renewed attention, ready to be surprised by recognition.
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    William Sydney Porter (1862–1910), better known by the pen name O. Henry, became one of the most widely read American short-story writers of the early twentieth century. Writing at the turn of the century, he perfected concise urban and regional tales marked by irony, brisk pacing, and sudden turns. His best-known pieces—such as The Gift of the Magi, The Last Leaf, The Ransom of Red Chief, The Cop and the Anthem, and A Retrieved Reformation—helped define a popular magazine fiction era. Through humor and sympathy, he illuminated shop clerks, artists, drifters, clerks, and con men, giving ordinary Americans memorable voices and surprising destinies.

Porter grew up in North Carolina, where his formal schooling was modest but steady. As a teenager he apprenticed in a pharmacy, acquiring a careful eye for detail and an ear for everyday talk. He read widely in nineteenth‑century fiction and American humor, absorbing a feel for plot and vernacular that later shaped his stories. In young adulthood he moved to the American Southwest, living and working in Texas. The variety of jobs he held—practical, clerical, and creative—brought him into contact with ranch hands, townspeople, and clerks alike, material that would later enliven his portraits of both frontier and city life.

In Texas he gravitated to journalism and cartooning, writing humorous sketches, columns, and brief narratives for local papers. This apprenticeship in the newsroom taught speed, compression, and attention to the telling detail—skills essential to his later fiction. He began trying out plots that turned on mistaken identity, guile, and social performance, patterns that animate stories like The Duplicity of Hargraves. Even before his New York period, he showed a knack for staging conflicts between appearance and reality, and for catching the cadences of American speech, whether in boardinghouses, hotel lobbies, or street corners.

Porter’s life took a sharp turn when he faced federal charges connected to his work at a bank in Texas. After legal proceedings, he served time in prison near the turn of the century. During this period he wrote intensively and began publishing short stories under a pen name to maintain professional distance from his circumstances. He adopted the signature byline O. Henry and refined the technique that would make him famous: compact plots, sharply etched characters, and climactic reversals that revealed both irony and kindness without relying on sentimentality alone.

After his release he settled in New York City, where the magazine market was booming. In the first decade of the 1900s he produced stories at a remarkable pace, often on an almost weekly schedule. New York’s streets, boardinghouses, and small shops became his stage. The Gift of the Magi, The Last Leaf, The Cop and the Anthem, The Skylight Room, The Trimmed Lamp, The Voice of the City, The Making of a New Yorker, and A Harlem Tragedy depict clerks, artists, strivers, and wanderers with wit and compassion, capturing the city’s energy while revealing the quiet hopes and compromises of everyday lives.

O. Henry’s craft turned on a distinctive combination of colloquial narration, tight plotting, and humane irony. He favored sudden yet earned resolutions—never mere tricks—rooted in character and circumstance. Comic exuberance drives The Ransom of Red Chief; moral recalibration shapes A Retrieved Reformation; the churn of fate animates The Whirligig of Life; and theatrical self-fashioning colors The Duplicity of Hargraves. He balanced brisk dialogue with exact detail, inviting readers to recognize themselves in modest gestures of generosity, pride, or self-deception. His stories were built for the magazine page yet retain a lasting resonance beyond their immediate moment.

In his later years, O. Henry’s health declined, but he continued to write until shortly before his death in 1910 in New York. His work was collected and reissued widely, and his name became synonymous with the art of the short story. The annual O. Henry prize anthology, established after his death, reflects the enduring esteem for his approach to narrative craft. His tales remain classroom staples and are frequently adapted for stage and screen. Their economy, humor, and empathy—evident in pieces from A Retrieved Reformation to The Last Leaf—continue to influence writers and to engage readers seeking compact narratives with human depth.
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    This collection emerges from the United States’ passage from the Gilded Age into the Progressive Era, roughly the 1890s to the 1910s, when New York City was consolidating power and identity. After the 1898 creation of Greater New York, the metropolis expanded in population, transit, and ambition. Skyscrapers, electric lights, and the 1904 subway reshaped daily rhythms. O. Henry—William Sydney Porter—arrived in 1902 and wrote intensively until his death in 1910, capturing the mingled bustle, hardship, and wit of a city in rapid transition. The stories’ urban vignettes reflect contemporary debates over reform, charity, policing, labor, and consumption, often distilled into memorable, tightly turned scenes.

The publishing ecology that carried these tales was itself a product of modern mass culture. New York’s newspaper empires—particularly Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World with its Sunday magazine—offered enormous audiences for short fiction. General-interest magazines likewise multiplied outlets and standardized the brisk, character-driven story with a strong ending. O. Henry mastered this form for deadline-driven, serialized publication. His 1906 volume The Four Million famously rebutted society lists of the city’s “Four Hundred” elites, asserting instead a democratic abundance of lives. Many stories here first appeared in periodicals before collection, shaped by editors seeking accessible, humorous, and humane portraits of metropolitan life.

Mass immigration transformed New York in these years, with Ellis Island receiving millions after 1892. Crowded tenements filled the Lower East Side and adjacent neighborhoods. Reformers publicized conditions—Jacob Riis’s 1890 photographs and the 1901 Tenement House Act emblematic of the era’s response. O. Henry’s city stories often pivot on small sums, narrow rooms, and the fragile hopes of newcomers and migrants. Boardinghouses and furnished rooms, as in The Skylight Room, encapsulate transience, privacy, and surveillance in equal measure. His characters frequently navigate ethnic and class boundaries on streets where pushcarts, elevated trains, and streetcars made proximity unavoidable and social distances constantly negotiated.

The Cop and the Anthem rests on a legal environment that policed poverty as much as crime. New York’s professionalizing police force, linked in public debate to Tammany Hall politics and reform movements, enforced vagrancy and disorderly conduct statutes against the homeless on the Bowery. Night courts and summary justice aimed at keeping order in crowded districts. Between private missions and municipal lodging houses established in the 1890s, charity and coercion intertwined. O. Henry’s treatment of a winter-bound drifter seeking arrest highlights the contradictory pressures of an urban order that prized efficiency and respectability yet relied on swift, sometimes impersonal, street-level discretion.

The Gift of the Magi engages a turn-of-the-century holiday culture where commercial display met private devotion. Department stores staged elaborate Christmas campaigns, while charities organized seasonal drives. For the working poor, pawnshops offered short-term liquidity, and an international trade in human hair supplied wigmakers and milliners. The story’s focus on modest wages, prized possessions, and intimate sacrifice echoes ordinary strategies for making ends meet in a cash economy. It also reflects a broader conversation—shaped by churches, reformers, and advertisers—about the meaning of generosity within an increasingly consumer-driven city where exchange, sentiment, and status intermingled in storefronts and parlor rooms.

Women’s expanding wage work forms a recurrent backdrop. The Trimmed Lamp and The Skylight Room situate shopgirls, clerks, and stenographers within the era’s retail and clerical boom. The Ladies’ Mile along Sixth Avenue displayed the spectacle and regimentation of department stores, while business colleges trained typists for new office hierarchies. Wages were low and hours long, but paid employment offered mobility and companionship—along with strict expectations of propriety. The “New Woman” of the 1890s and 1900s appeared in popular discourse as independent yet vulnerable, navigating tenement rules, city amusements, and the pressures of fashion in a society where dress signaled aspiration and respectability.

The Last Leaf draws on the emerging bohemia of Greenwich Village, where artists, writers, and immigrants rented cheap rooms in converted houses and lofts. Around 1900 the neighborhood’s cafés, studios, and clubs fostered cross-class and cross-national encounters. Tuberculosis—endemic in crowded cities—shaped public health initiatives from visiting nurse services to sanatorium campaigns; New York’s health department expanded anti-tuberculosis efforts in the early 1900s. Settlement houses such as the Henry Street Settlement (founded 1893) worked nearby. O. Henry uses this milieu of artistic hope, neighborhood solidarity, and medical uncertainty to stage questions of care, perseverance, and the fragile infrastructures sustaining life.

A Harlem Tragedy reflects a district at the threshold of transformation. New transit links and a speculative housing boom around the turn of the century pushed northward expansion. Before the 1920s Harlem Renaissance, the area already contained diverse residents—immigrants, Black New Yorkers relocating within the city, and working-class families seeking newer dwellings. Rapid change created mismatches between grand plans and tenants’ means; many buildings became subdivided or informally managed. Domestic stress and neighborhood gossip traveled quickly through closely packed flats. O. Henry’s attention to everyday quarrels situates private relationships within an urban fabric shaped by mobility, speculation, and uneven opportunity.

A Retrieved Reformation belongs to a national discourse on crime, technology, and rehabilitation. Banks introduced improved vaults and time-locks in the late nineteenth century, while safecrackers developed specialized tools. Private detective agencies—most famously the Pinkertons—symbolized modern investigative methods; American police departments began adopting fingerprinting in the early 1900s. Progressive reformers debated parole and the possibility of genuine moral change. O. Henry crafts a narrative in which the machinery of security, the routines of banking, and the watchfulness of law meet individual resolve. The story’s plausibility rests on contemporary faith in both technological ingenuity and the human capacity for ethical reorientation.

The Duplicity of Hargraves turns to the cultural marketplace of the stage. Vaudeville houses, stock companies, and touring troupes circulated recognizable types and sentimental repertoire to urban and small-town audiences. Around 1904, the naming of Times Square signaled the city’s northward theater drift, but the circuits remained national. Meanwhile, public memory of the Civil War still animated popular culture in the 1890s–1900s, often through nostalgic tableaux that smoothed sectional conflict. O. Henry uses theatrical impersonation to test pride, identity, and generosity, reflecting a period when performance could blur class lines and revive older regional stories in modern, commercial venues.

The Voice of the City crystallizes how modern communications altered perception. Newspapers competed with human-interest sketches and fast-turnaround reporting, while telephones, elevated trains, and electric signs created a chorus of urban stimuli. Park Row’s press district pumped out narratives that taught readers how to interpret the city’s flux. O. Henry often frames New York itself as a speaking character, made legible through anecdote and surprise. This approach mirrors contemporary ethnographic and journalistic impulses: to catalog voices, map neighborhoods, and render an overwhelming metropolis intelligible through small scenes that preserve both humor and pathos without claiming comprehensive authority.

The Making of a New Yorker addresses civic identity after the 1898 consolidation united Manhattan, Brooklyn, Queens, the Bronx, and Staten Island. The 1904 subway and expanding bridges shortened perceived distances, producing a shared, if contested, urban culture. Newcomers—immigrants and Americans from other regions—learned local codes: transit etiquette, street geography, slang, and the brisk tempo of commerce. Clubs, saloons, and cafeterias offered social schooling; newspapers standardized references and jokes. O. Henry’s characters absorb these cues until the city’s speed, self-deprecation, and sharp bargaining become reflexes. Becoming a “New Yorker” appears less as birthright than as practiced literacy in movement, talk, and timing.

The Ransom of Red Chief, though not set in New York, reflects the national reach of mass magazines and a taste for comic crime tales that also circulated in the city. The Saturday Evening Post and similar venues favored fast, ironic narratives about schemes gone awry. Readers in Manhattan consumed stories of rural America even as rural audiences devoured urban sketches, revealing a shared appetite for humor about modern anxieties—enterprise, respectability, and luck. O. Henry draws on the American tall-tale tradition to invert expectations about power and profit, a technique congenial to periodicals that prized surprise and a light touch over moralizing.

The Whirligig of Life evokes the legal patchwork governing marriage and divorce in the early twentieth century. Before the spread of no-fault statutes decades later, grounds and procedures varied widely by state and locality. Courts could be intimate arenas where judges, clerks, and litigants navigated custom as much as code. Progressive reformers advocated standardization; religious leaders defended stricter norms; newspapers reported sensational cases. O. Henry’s interest lies in the human choreography around law: how ordinary people, seeking modest solutions, encounter bureaucracy and community judgment. The comedy underscores a serious truth about federalism’s uneven textures and the improvisations demanded of those with few resources.

Economic volatility shadows the collection. The Panic of 1893 and, later, the Panic of 1907 exposed the precariousness of wages and savings for working people. Urban households stretched budgets with installment plans, mutual aid societies, and timely pawn loans; a day’s illness or a missed pay envelope could cascade into crisis. Charitable societies professionalized casework, debating when to give relief. Stories like The Gift of the Magi and The Skylight Room turn on tiny sums and slender margins, which is precisely why their stakes feel large. O. Henry captures how dignity, romance, and pride persist amid an economy calibrated to the hour and the nickel.

The author’s biography intersects meaningfully with these contexts. William Sydney Porter (1862–1910), born in Greensboro, North Carolina, spent formative years in Texas as a draftsman, clerk, and bank employee. Indicted for embezzlement in the 1890s, he served a federal sentence in Ohio (1898–1901), working as a prison pharmacist and beginning to publish fiction under the name O. Henry. After release he moved to New York in 1902, writing prolifically for newspapers and magazines, including the New York World’s Sunday magazine. His familiarity with cash economies, small-town habits, and urban spectacle informs plots from A Retrieved Reformation to The Ransom of Red Chief.

Collectively, THE GIFT OF THE MAGI & THE OTHER TALES FROM NEW YORK functions as a commentary on the Progressive Era’s promises and compromises. The stories observe reform without sermonizing: settlement work, public health, professional policing, and better housing coexist with persistent scarcity and luck’s caprice. Later readers—from the Depression onward—often rediscovered these narratives as parables of resilience and wit. Critics have debated their sentiment and stock types while admiring their clockwork craft. As cities and economies changed, interpretations shifted: some see nostalgia, others democratic portraiture. What remains historically resonant is O. Henry’s insistence that modernity’s grand systems turn, finally, on intimate choices.
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    Love, Sacrifice, and Hope in the Tenements
In The Gift Of The Magi, The Last Leaf, and The Skylight Room, O. Henry portrays New Yorkers whose slender means are matched by outsized devotion and hope. Acts of self-denial, quiet caretaking, and almost mystical coincidences propel their choices, revealing how love and faith persist amid cold rooms and thin wallets. The tone balances tenderness with urban grit, leading to gently ironic resolutions that dignify ordinary sacrifice.
Working Women and Choices
The Trimmed Lamp and A Harlem Tragedy focus on women navigating shopwork, marriage, and the pressures of appearances in a city that continually tests judgment. One story weighs practicality against romantic fantasy among friends, while the other satirizes jealousy and misplaced loyalty inside cramped tenement life. Both blend sharp social observation with irony, showing how desire and self-image can be trimmed—or inflamed—by the city’s harsh light.
Crime, Reform, and the Law’s Ironies
In A Retrieved Reformation and The Cop And The Anthem, the machinery of law meets human longing in ways both earnest and wry. A skilled offender contemplates a clean slate until a crisis forces a defining choice, while a resourceful vagrant’s attempts to be jailed for the winter run comically awry. Together they reveal O. Henry’s interest in personal turning points and civic systems, delivering compassion alongside twist-laced urban realism.
Schemes, Imposture, and Comic Reversal
The Ransom Of Red Chief, The Duplicity Of Hargraves, and The Whirligig Of Life turn schemes and social roles inside out for comic effect. Kidnappers, actors, and would‑be litigants find themselves outwitted by temperament, pride, or fate, as plans spin beyond control. The brisk pacing and reversals underscore a worldview in which status and intention are provisional, and poetic justice arrives with a grin.
Becoming and Belonging in the Metropolis
The Making Of A New Yorker and The Voice Of The City meditate on identity in the metropolis, tracing how countless small encounters shape a person—and a place. A newcomer’s habits and loyalties quietly reconfigure until belonging feels inevitable, while the city itself emerges as a chorus of everyday voices rather than a single tale. These pieces highlight O. Henry’s mosaic method and affectionate irony, treating New York as both setting and character.
Biography of O. Henry
Biography of O. Henry offers a concise account of the author’s life and career, framing the experiences and sensibilities that inform these tales. It emphasizes hallmarks such as urban settings, sympathetic portraits of strivers, and deft, surprising endings. The sketch situates the collection within the arc of a writer attuned to humor, pathos, and the quick turn of fate.
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A guard came to the prison shoe-shop, where Jimmy Valentine was assiduously stitching uppers, and escorted him to the front office. There the warden handed Jimmy his pardon, which had been signed that morning by the governor. Jimmy took it in a tired kind of way. He had served nearly ten months of a four year sentence. He had expected to stay only about three months, at the longest. When a man with as many friends on the outside as Jimmy Valentine had is received in the “stir” it is hardly worth while to cut his hair.

“Now, Valentine,” said the warden, “you’ll go out in the morning. Brace up, and make a man of yourself. You’re not a bad fellow at heart. Stop cracking safes, and live straight.”

“Me?” said Jimmy, in surprise. “Why, I never cracked a safe in my life.”

“Oh, no,” laughed the warden. “Of course not. Let’s see, now. How was it you happened to get sent up on that Springfield job? Was it because you wouldn’t prove an alibi for fear of compromising somebody in extremely high-toned society? Or was it simply a case of a mean old jury that had it in for you? It’s always one or the other with you innocent victims.”

“Me?” said Jimmy, still blankly virtuous. “Why, warden, I never was in Springfield in my life!”

“Take him back, Cronin!” said the warden, “and fix him up with outgoing clothes. Unlock him at seven in the morning, and let him come to the bull-pen. Better think over my advice, Valentine.”

At a quarter past seven on the next morning Jimmy stood in the warden’s outer office. He had on a suit of the villainously fitting, ready-made clothes and a pair of the stiff, squeaky shoes that the state furnishes to its discharged compulsory guests.

The clerk handed him a railroad ticket and the five-dollar bill with which the law expected him to rehabilitate himself into good citizenship and prosperity. The warden gave him a cigar, and shook hands. Valentine, 9762, was chronicled on the books, “Pardoned by Governor,” and Mr. James Valentine walked out into the sunshine.

Disregarding the song of the birds, the waving green trees, and the smell of the flowers, Jimmy headed straight for a restaurant. There he tasted the first sweet joys of liberty in the shape of a broiled chicken and a bottle of white wine — followed by a cigar a grade better than the one the warden had given him. From there he proceeded leisurely to the depot. He tossed a quarter into the hat of a blind man sitting by the door, and boarded his train. Three hours set him down in a little town near the state line. He went to the café of one Mike Dolan and shook hands with Mike, who was alone behind the bar.

“Sorry we couldn’t make it sooner, Jimmy, me boy,” said Mike. “But we had that protest from Springfield to buck against, and the governor nearly balked. Feeling all right?”

“Fine,” said Jimmy. “Got my key?”

He got his key and went upstairs, unlocking the door of a room at the rear. Everything was just as he had left it. There on the floor was still Ben Price’s collar-button that had been torn from that eminent detective’s shirt-band when they had overpowered Jimmy to arrest him.

Pulling out from the wall a folding-bed, Jimmy slid back a panel in the wall and dragged out a dust-covered suit-case. He opened this and gazed fondly at the finest set of burglar’s tools in the East. It was a complete set, made of specially tempered steel, the latest designs in drills, punches, braces and bits, jimmies, clamps, and augers, with two or three novelties, invented by Jimmy himself, in which he took pride. Over nine hundred dollars they had cost him to have made at ––––, a place where they make such things for the profession.

In half an hour Jimmy went down stairs and through the café. He was now dressed in tasteful and well-fitting clothes, and carried his dusted and cleaned suit-case in his hand.

“Got anything on?” asked Mike Dolan, genially.

“Me?” said Jimmy, in a puzzled tone. “I don’t understand. I’m representing the New York Amalgamated Short Snap Biscuit Cracker and Frazzled Wheat Company.”

This statement delighted Mike to such an extent that Jimmy had to take a seltzer-and-milk on the spot. He never touched “hard” drinks.

A week after the release of Valentine, 9762, there was a neat job of safe-burglary done in Richmond, Indiana, with no clue to the author. A scant eight hundred dollars was all that was secured. Two weeks after that a patented, improved, burglar-proof safe in Logansport was opened like a cheese to the tune of fifteen hundred dollars, currency; securities and silver untouched. That began to interest the rogue-catchers. Then an old-fashioned bank-safe in Jefferson City became active and threw out of its crater an eruption of banknotes amounting to five thousand dollars. The losses were now high enough to bring the matter up into Ben Price’s class of work. By comparing notes, a remarkable similarity in the methods of the burglaries was noticed. Ben Price investigated the scenes of the robberies, and was heard to remark:

“That’s Dandy Jim Valentine’s autograph. He’s resumed business. Look at that combination knob — jerked out as easy as pulling up a radish in wet weather. He’s got the only clamps that can do it. And look how clean those tumblers were punched out! Jimmy never has to drill but one hole. Yes, I guess I want Mr. Valentine. He’ll do his bit next time without any short-time or clemency foolishness.”

Ben Price knew Jimmy’s habits. He had learned them while working up the Springfield case. Long jumps, quick getaways, no confederates, and a taste for good society — these ways had helped Mr. Valentine to become noted as a successful dodger of retribution. It was given out that Ben Price had taken up the trail of the elusive cracksman, and other people with burglar-proof safes felt more at ease.

One afternoon Jimmy Valentine and his suit-case climbed out of the mail-hack in Elmore, a little town five miles off the railroad down in the blackjack country of Arkansas. Jimmy, looking like an athletic young senior just home from college, went down the board sidewalk toward the hotel.

A young lady crossed the street, passed him at the corner and entered a door over which was the sign, “The Elmore Bank.” Jimmy Valentine looked into her eyes, forgot what he was, and became another man. She lowered her eyes and coloured slightly. Young men of Jimmy’s style and looks were scarce in Elmore.

Jimmy collared a boy that was loafing on the steps of the bank as if he were one of the stockholders, and began to ask him questions about the town, feeding him dimes at intervals. By and by the young lady came out, looking royally unconscious of the young man with the suit-case, and went her way.

“Isn’t that young lady Polly Simpson?” asked Jimmy, with specious guile.

“Naw,” said the boy. “She’s Annabel Adams. Her pa owns this bank. What’d you come to Elmore for? Is that a gold watch-chain? I’m going to get a bulldog. Got any more dimes?”

Jimmy went to the Planters’ Hotel, registered as Ralph D. Spencer, and engaged a room. He leaned on the desk and declared his platform to the clerk. He said he had come to Elmore to look for a location to go into business. How was the shoe business, now, in the town? He had thought of the shoe business. Was there an opening?

The clerk was impressed by the clothes and manner of Jimmy. He, himself, was something of a pattern of fashion to the thinly gilded youth of Elmore, but he now perceived his shortcomings. While trying to figure out Jimmy’s manner of tying his four-in-hand he cordially gave information.

Yes, there ought to be a good opening in the shoe line. There wasn’t an exclusive shoe-store in the place. The drygoods and general stores handled them. Business in all lines was fairly good. Hoped Mr. Spencer would decide to locate in Elmore. He would find it a pleasant town to live in, and the people very sociable.

Mr. Spencer thought he would stop over in the town a few days and look over the situation. No, the clerk needn’t call the boy. He would carry up his suit-case, himself; it was rather heavy.

Mr. Ralph Spencer, the phœnix that arose from Jimmy Valentine’s ashes — ashes left by the flame of a sudden and alterative attack of love — remained in Elmore, and prospered. He opened a shoe-store and secured a good run of trade.

Socially he was also a success, and made many friends. And he accomplished the wish of his heart. He met Miss Annabel Adams, and became more and more captivated by her charms.

At the end of a year the situation of Mr. Ralph Spencer was this: he had won the respect of the community, his shoe-store was flourishing, and he and Annabel were engaged to be married in two weeks. Mr. Adams, the typical, plodding, country banker, approved of Spencer. Annabel’s pride in him almost equalled her affection. He was as much at home in the family of Mr. Adams and that of Annabel’s married sister as if he were already a member.

One day Jimmy sat down in his room and wrote this letter, which he mailed to the safe address of one of his old friends in St. Louis:

Dear Old Pal:

I want you to be at Sullivan’s place, in Little Rock, next Wednesday night, at nine o’clock. I want you to wind up some little matters for me. And, also, I want to make you a present of my kit of tools. I know you’ll be glad to get them — you couldn’t duplicate the lot for a thousand dollars. Say, Billy, I’ve quit the old business — a year ago. I’ve got a nice store. I’m making an honest living, and I’m going to marry the finest girl on earth two weeks from now. It’s the only life, Billy — the straight one. I wouldn’t touch a dollar of another man’s money now for a million. After I get married I’m going to sell out and go West, where there won’t be so much danger of having old scores brought up against me. I tell you, Billy, she’s an angel. She believes in me; and I wouldn’t do another crooked thing for the whole world. Be sure to be at Sully’s, for I must see you. I’ll bring along the tools with me.

Your old friend,

Jimmy.

On the Monday night after Jimmy wrote this letter, Ben Price jogged unobtrusively into Elmore in a livery buggy. He lounged about town in his quiet way until he found out what he wanted to know. From the drugstore across the street from Spencer’s shoe-store he got a good look at Ralph D. Spencer.

“Going to marry the banker’s daughter are you, Jimmy?” said Ben to himself, softly. “Well, I don’t know!”

The next morning Jimmy took breakfast at the Adamses. He was going to Little Rock that day to order his wedding-suit and buy something nice for Annabel. That would be the first time he had left town since he came to Elmore. It had been more than a year now since those last professional “jobs,” and he thought he could safely venture out.

After breakfast quite a family party went downtown together — Mr. Adams, Annabel, Jimmy, and Annabel’s married sister with her two little girls, aged five and nine. They came by the hotel where Jimmy still boarded, and he ran up to his room and brought along his suit-case. Then they went on to the bank. There stood Jimmy’s horse and buggy and Dolph Gibson, who was going to drive him over to the railroad station.

All went inside the high, carved oak railings into the banking-room — Jimmy included, for Mr. Adams’s future son-in-law was welcome anywhere. The clerks were pleased to be greeted by the good-looking, agreeable young man who was going to marry Miss Annabel. Jimmy set his suit-case down. Annabel, whose heart was bubbling with happiness and lively youth, put on Jimmy’s hat, and picked up the suit-case. “Wouldn’t I make a nice drummer?” said Annabel. “My! Ralph, how heavy it is? Feels like it was full of gold bricks.”

“Lot of nickel-plated shoe-horns in there,” said Jimmy, coolly, “that I’m going to return. Thought I’d save express charges by taking them up. I’m getting awfully economical.”

The Elmore Bank had just put in a new safe and vault. Mr. Adams was very proud of it, and insisted on an inspection by every one. The vault was a small one, but it had a new, patented door. It fastened with three solid steel bolts thrown simultaneously with a single handle, and had a time-lock. Mr. Adams beamingly explained its workings to Mr. Spencer, who showed a courteous but not too intelligent interest. The two children, May and Agatha, were delighted by the shining metal and funny clock and knobs.

While they were thus engaged Ben Price sauntered in and leaned on his elbow, looking casually inside between the railings. He told the teller that he didn’t want anything; he was just waiting for a man he knew.

Suddenly there was a scream or two from the women, and a commotion. Unperceived by the elders, May, the nine-year-old girl, in a spirit of play, had shut Agatha in the vault. She had then shot the bolts and turned the knob of the combination as she had seen Mr. Adams do.

The old banker sprang to the handle and tugged at it for a moment. “The door can’t be opened,” he groaned. “The clock hasn’t been wound nor the combination set.”

Agatha’s mother screamed again, hysterically.

“Hush!” said Mr. Adams, raising his trembling hand. “All be quite for a moment. Agatha!” he called as loudly as he could. “Listen to me.” During the following silence they could just hear the faint sound of the child wildly shrieking in the dark vault in a panic of terror.

“My precious darling!” wailed the mother. “She will die of fright! Open the door! Oh, break it open! Can’t you men do something?”

“There isn’t a man nearer than Little Rock who can open that door,” said Mr. Adams, in a shaky voice. “My God! Spencer, what shall we do? That child — she can’t stand it long in there. There isn’t enough air, and, besides, she’ll go into convulsions from fright.”

Agatha’s mother, frantic now, beat the door of the vault with her hands. Somebody wildly suggested dynamite. Annabel turned to Jimmy, her large eyes full of anguish, but not yet despairing. To a woman nothing seems quite impossible to the powers of the man she worships.

“Can’t you do something, Ralph — try, won’t you?”

He looked at her with a queer, soft smile on his lips and in his keen eyes.

“Annabel,” he said, “give me that rose you are wearing, will you?”

Hardly believing that she heard him aright, she unpinned the bud from the bosom of her dress, and placed it in his hand. Jimmy stuffed it into his vest-pocket, threw off his coat and pulled up his shirtsleeves. With that act Ralph D. Spencer passed away and Jimmy Valentine took his place[1q].

“Get away from the door, all of you,” he commanded, shortly.

He set his suit-case on the table, and opened it out flat. From that time on he seemed to be unconscious of the presence of any one else. He laid out the shining, queer implements swiftly and orderly, whistling softly to himself as he always did when at work. In a deep silence and immovable, the others watched him as if under a spell.

In a minute Jimmy’s pet drill was biting smoothly into the steel door. In ten minutes — breaking his own burglarious record — he threw back the bolts and opened the door.

Agatha, almost collapsed, but safe, was gathered into her mother’s arms.

Jimmy Valentine put on his coat, and walked outside the railings towards the front door. As he went he thought he heard a faraway voice that he once knew call “Ralph!” But he never hesitated.

At the door a big man stood somewhat in his way.

“Hello, Ben!” said Jimmy, still with his strange smile. “Got around at last, have you? Well, let’s go. I don’t know that it makes much difference, now.”

And then Ben Price acted rather strangely.

“Guess you’re mistaken, Mr. Spencer,” he said. “Don’t believe I recognize you. Your buggy’s waiting for you, ain’t it?”

And Ben Price turned and strolled down the street.


The Cop And The Anthem


Table of Contents


On his bench in Madison Square Soapy moved uneasily[2q]. When wild geese honk high of nights, and when women without sealskin coats grow kind to their husbands, and when Soapy moves uneasily on his bench in the park, you may know that winter is near at hand.

A dead leaf fell in Soapy’s lap. That was Jack Frost’s card. Jack is kind to the regular denizens of Madison Square, and gives fair warning of his annual call. At the corners of four streets he hands his pasteboard to the North Wind, footman of the mansion of All Outdoors, so that the inhabitants thereof may make ready.

Soapy’s mind became cognisant of the fact that the time had come for him to resolve himself into a singular Committee of Ways and Means to provide against the coming rigour. And therefore he moved uneasily on his bench.

The hibernatorial ambitions of Soapy were not of the highest. In them there were no considerations of Mediterranean cruises, of soporific Southern skies drifting in the Vesuvian Bay. Three months on the Island was what his soul craved. Three months of assured board and bed and congenial company, safe from Boreas and bluecoats, seemed to Soapy the essence of things desirable.

For years the hospitable Blackwell’s had been his winter quarters. Just as his more fortunate fellow New Yorkers had bought their tickets to Palm Beach and the Riviera each winter, so Soapy had made his humble arrangements for his annual hegira to the Island. And now the time was come. On the previous night three Sabbath newspapers, distributed beneath his coat, about his ankles and over his lap, had failed to repulse the cold as he slept on his bench near the spurting fountain in the ancient square. So the Island loomed big and timely in Soapy’s mind. He scorned the provisions made in the name of charity for the city’s dependents. In Soapy’s opinion the Law was more benign than Philanthropy. There was an endless round of institutions, municipal and eleemosynary, on which he might set out and receive lodging and food accordant with the simple life. But to one of Soapy’s proud spirit the gifts of charity are encumbered. If not in coin you must pay in humiliation of spirit for every benefit received at the hands of philanthropy. As Caesar had his Brutus, every bed of charity must have its toll of a bath, every loaf of bread its compensation of a private and personal inquisition. Wherefore it is better to be a guest of the law, which though conducted by rules, does not meddle unduly with a gentleman’s private affairs.

Soapy, having decided to go to the Island, at once set about accomplishing his desire. There were many easy ways of doing this. The pleasantest was to dine luxuriously at some expensive restaurant; and then, after declaring insolvency, be handed over quietly and without uproar to a policeman. An accommodating magistrate would do the rest.

Soapy left his bench and strolled out of the square and across the level sea of asphalt, where Broadway and Fifth Avenue flow together. Up Broadway he turned, and halted at a glittering café, where are gathered together nightly the choicest products of the grape, the silkworm and the protoplasm.

Soapy had confidence in himself from the lowest button of his vest upward. He was shaven, and his coat was decent and his neat black, ready-tied four-in-hand had been presented to him by a lady missionary on Thanksgiving Day. If he could reach a table in the restaurant unsuspected success would be his. The portion of him that would show above the table would raise no doubt in the waiter’s mind. A roasted mallard duck, thought Soapy, would be about the thing — with a bottle of Chablis, and then Camembert, a demi-tasse and a cigar. One dollar for the cigar would be enough. The total would not be so high as to call forth any supreme manifestation of revenge from the café management; and yet the meat would leave him filled and happy for the journey to his winter refuge.

But as Soapy set foot inside the restaurant door the head waiter’s eye fell upon his frayed trousers and decadent shoes. Strong and ready hands turned him about and conveyed him in silence and haste to the sidewalk and averted the ignoble fate of the menaced mallard.

Soapy turned off Broadway. It seemed that his route to the coveted island was not to be an epicurean one. Some other way of entering limbo must be thought of.

At a corner of Sixth Avenue electric lights and cunningly displayed wares behind plate-glass made a shop window conspicuous. Soapy took a cobblestone and dashed it through the glass. People came running around the corner, a policeman in the lead. Soapy stood still, with his hands in his pockets, and smiled at the sight of brass buttons.

“Where’s the man that done that?” inquired the officer excitedly.

“Don’t you figure out that I might have had something to do with it?” said Soapy, not without sarcasm, but friendly, as one greets good fortune.

The policeman’s mind refused to accept Soapy even as a clue. Men who smash windows do not remain to parley with the law’s minions. They take to their heels. The policeman saw a man half way down the block running to catch a car. With drawn club he joined in the pursuit. Soapy, with disgust in his heart, loafed along, twice unsuccessful.

On the opposite side of the street was a restaurant of no great pretensions. It catered to large appetites and modest purses. Its crockery and atmosphere were thick; its soup and napery thin. Into this place Soapy took his accusive shoes and telltale trousers without challenge. At a table he sat and consumed beefsteak, flapjacks, doughnuts and pie. And then to the waiter be betrayed the fact that the minutest coin and himself were strangers.

“Now, get busy and call a cop,” said Soapy. “And don’t keep a gentleman waiting.”

“No cop for youse,” said the waiter, with a voice like butter cakes and an eye like the cherry in a Manhattan cocktail. “Hey, Con!”

Neatly upon his left ear on the callous pavement two waiters pitched Soapy. He arose, joint by joint, as a carpenter’s rule opens, and beat the dust from his clothes. Arrest seemed but a rosy dream. The Island seemed very far away. A policeman who stood before a drug store two doors away laughed and walked down the street.

Five blocks Soapy travelled before his courage permitted him to woo capture again. This time the opportunity presented what he fatuously termed to himself a “cinch.” A young woman of a modest and pleasing guise was standing before a show window gazing with sprightly interest at its display of shaving mugs and inkstands, and two yards from the window a large policeman of severe demeanour leaned against a water plug.

It was Soapy’s design to assume the role of the despicable and execrated “masher.” The refined and elegant appearance of his victim and the contiguity of the conscientious cop encouraged him to believe that he would soon feel the pleasant official clutch upon his arm that would insure his winter quarters on the right little, tight little isle.

Soapy straightened the lady missionary’s ready-made tie, dragged his shrinking cuffs into the open, set his hat at a killing cant and sidled toward the young woman. He made eyes at her, was taken with sudden coughs and “hems,” smiled, smirked and went brazenly through the impudent and contemptible litany of the “masher.” With half an eye Soapy saw that the policeman was watching him fixedly. The young woman moved away a few steps, and again bestowed her absorbed attention upon the shaving mugs. Soapy followed, boldly stepping to her side, raised his hat and said:

“Ah there, Bedelia! Don’t you want to come and play in my yard?”

The policeman was still looking. The persecuted young woman had but to beckon a finger and Soapy would be practically en route for his insular haven. Already he imagined he could feel the cozy warmth of the station-house. The young woman faced him and, stretching out a hand, caught Soapy’s coat sleeve.

“Sure, Mike,” she said joyfully, “if you’ll blow me to a pail of suds. I’d have spoke to you sooner, but the cop was watching.”

With the young woman playing the clinging ivy to his oak Soapy walked past the policeman overcome with gloom. He seemed doomed to liberty.

At the next corner he shook off his companion and ran. He halted in the district where by night are found the lightest streets, hearts, vows and librettos. Women in furs and men in greatcoats moved gaily in the wintry air. A sudden fear seized Soapy that some dreadful enchantment had rendered him immune to arrest. The thought brought a little of panic upon it, and when he came upon another policeman lounging grandly in front of a transplendent theatre he caught at the immediate straw of “disorderly conduct.”

On the sidewalk Soapy began to yell drunken gibberish at the top of his harsh voice. He danced, howled, raved and otherwise disturbed the welkin.

The policeman twirled his club, turned his back to Soapy and remarked to a citizen.

“’Tis one of them Yale lads celebratin’ the goose egg they give to the Hartford College. Noisy; but no harm. We’ve instructions to lave them be.”

Disconsolate, Soapy ceased his unavailing racket. Would never a policeman lay hands on him? In his fancy the Island seemed an unattainable Arcadia. He buttoned his thin coat against the chilling wind.

In a cigar store he saw a well-dressed man lighting a cigar at a swinging light. His silk umbrella he had set by the door on entering. Soapy stepped inside, secured the umbrella and sauntered off with it slowly. The man at the cigar light followed hastily.

“My umbrella,” he said, sternly.

“Oh, is it?” sneered Soapy, adding insult to petit larceny. “Well, why don’t you call a policeman? I took it. Your umbrella! Why don’t you call a cop? There stands one on the corner.”

The umbrella owner slowed his steps. Soapy did likewise, with a presentiment that luck would again run against him. The policeman looked at the two curiously.

“Of course,” said the umbrella man— “that is — well, you know how these mistakes occur — I — if it’s your umbrella I hope you’ll excuse me — I picked it up this morning in a restaurant — If you recognise it as yours, why — I hope you’ll—”

“Of course it’s mine,” said Soapy, viciously.

The ex-umbrella man retreated. The policeman hurried to assist a tall blonde in an opera cloak across the street in front of a street car that was approaching two blocks away.

Soapy walked eastward through a street damaged by improvements. He hurled the umbrella wrathfully into an excavation. He muttered against the men who wear helmets and carry clubs. Because he wanted to fall into their clutches, they seemed to regard him as a king who could do no wrong.

At length Soapy reached one of the avenues to the east where the glitter and turmoil was but faint. He set his face down this toward Madison Square, for the homing instinct survives even when the home is a park bench.

But on an unusually quiet corner Soapy came to a standstill. Here was an old church, quaint and rambling and gabled. Through one violet-stained window a soft light glowed, where, no doubt, the organist loitered over the keys, making sure of his mastery of the coming Sabbath anthem. For there drifted out to Soapy’s ears sweet music that caught and held him transfixed against the convolutions of the iron fence.

The moon was above, lustrous and serene; vehicles and pedestrians were few; sparrows twittered sleepily in the eaves — for a little while the scene might have been a country churchyard. And the anthem that the organist played cemented Soapy to the iron fence, for he had known it well in the days when his life contained such things as mothers and roses and ambitions and friends and immaculate thoughts and collars.

The conjunction of Soapy’s receptive state of mind and the influences about the old church wrought a sudden and wonderful change in his soul. He viewed with swift horror the pit into which he had tumbled, the degraded days, unworthy desires, dead hopes, wrecked faculties and base motives that made up his existence.

And also in a moment his heart responded thrillingly to this novel mood. An instantaneous and strong impulse moved him to battle with his desperate fate. He would pull himself out of the mire; he would make a man of himself again; he would conquer the evil that had taken possession of him. There was time; he was comparatively young yet; he would resurrect his old eager ambitions and pursue them without faltering. Those solemn but sweet organ notes had set up a revolution in him. Tomorrow he would go into the roaring downtown district and find work. A fur importer had once offered him a place as driver. He would find him tomorrow and ask for the position. He would be somebody in the world. He would —

Soapy felt a hand laid on his arm. He looked quickly around into the broad face of a policeman.

“What are you doin’ here?” asked the officer.

“Nothin’,” said Soapy.

“Then come along,” said the policeman.

“Three months on the Island,” said the Magistrate in the Police Court the next morning.
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When Major Pendleton Talbot, of Mobile, sir, and his daughter, Miss Lydia Talbot, came to Washington to reside, they selected for a boarding place a house that stood fifty yards back from one of the quietest avenues. It was an old-fashioned brick building, with a portico upheld by tall white pillars. The yard was shaded by stately locusts and elms, and a catalpa tree in season rained its pink and white blossoms upon the grass. Rows of high box bushes lined the fence and walks. It was the Southern style and aspect of the place that pleased the eyes of the Talbots.

In this pleasant, private boarding house they engaged rooms, including a study for Major Talbot, who was adding the finishing chapters to his book, “Anecdotes and Reminiscences of the Alabama Army, Bench, and Bar.”

Major Talbot was of the old, old South. The present day had little interest or excellence in his eyes. His mind lived in that period before the Civil War, when the Talbots owned thousands of acres of fine cotton land and the slaves to till them; when the family mansion was the scene of princely hospitality, and drew its guests from the aristocracy of the South. Out of that period he had brought all its old pride and scruples of honour, an antiquated and punctilious politeness, and (you would think) its wardrobe.

Such clothes were surely never made within fifty years. The major was tall, but whenever he made that wonderful, archaic genuflexion he called a bow, the corners of his frock coat swept the floor. That garment was a surprise even to Washington, which has long ago ceased to shy at the frocks and broadbrimmed hats of Southern congressmen. One of the boarders christened it a “Father Hubbard,” and it certainly was high in the waist and full in the skirt.

But the major, with all his queer clothes, his immense area of plaited, ravelling shirt bosom, and the little black string tie with the bow always slipping on one side, both was smiled at and liked in Mrs. Vardeman’ s select boarding house. Some of the young department clerks would often “string him,” as they called it, getting him started upon the subject dearest to him — the traditions and history of his beloved Southland. During his talks he would quote freely from the “Anecdotes and Reminiscences.” But they were very careful not to let him see their designs, for in spite of his sixty-eight years, he could make the boldest of them uncomfortable under the steady regard of his piercing gray eyes.

Miss Lydia was a plump, little old maid of thirty-five, with smoothly drawn, tightly twisted hair that made her look still older. Old fashioned, too, she was; but ante-bellum glory did not radiate from her as it did from the major. She possessed a thrifty common sense; and it was she who handled the finances of the family, and met all comers when there were bills to pay. The major regarded board bills and wash bills as contemptible nuisances. They kept coming in so persistently and so often. Why, the major wanted to know, could they not be filed and paid in a lump sum at some convenient period — say when the “Anecdotes and Reminiscences” had been published and paid for? Miss Lydia would calmly go on with her sewing and say, “We’ll pay as we go as long as the money lasts, and then perhaps they’ll have to lump it.”

Most of Mrs. Vardeman’s boarders were away during the day, being nearly all department clerks and business men; but there was one of them who was about the house a great deal from morning to night. This was a young man named Henry Hopkins Hargraves — every one in the house addressed him by his full name — who was engaged at one of the popular vaudeville theatres. Vaudeville has risen to such a respectable plane in the last few years, and Mr. Hargraves was such a modest and well-mannered person, that Mrs. Vardeman could find no objection to enrolling him upon her list of boarders.

At the theatre Hargraves was known as an all-round dialect comedian, having a large repertoire of German, Irish, Swede, and black-face specialties. But Mr. Hargraves was ambitious, and often spoke of his great desire to succeed in legitimate comedy.

This young man appeared to conceive a strong fancy for Major Talbot. Whenever that gentleman would begin his Southern reminiscences, or repeat some
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