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    This volume gathers, in a single illustrated edition, twenty-seven extended narratives by William Dean Howells, together with a contemporary introductory portrait by Charles Dudley Warner. Its purpose is to offer readers a coherent view of Howells’s sustained achievement in American realism by assembling the books that most clearly display his long-form storytelling. While the collection is principally composed of novels, it also includes closely related romances and volumes of shorter fiction that illuminate the same concerns and methods. Bringing these works into one place underscores their interconnections across settings, characters, and themes, and enables both newcomers and returning readers to follow the arc of a major literary career.

Howells stands at the center of American realism, a mode devoted to the textures of ordinary experience and to the ethical questions that arise within everyday social life. His fiction observes manners without sentimentality and examines moral choice without melodrama. Readers will find scenes of courtship and marriage, the pressures of business and labor, the claims of art and conscience, and the tensions of travel and migration. The style is lucid, conversational, and quietly ironical, with special attention to talk—how people negotiate belief and desire in dialogue—and to the revealing details of houses, streets, offices, hotels, and parlors.

The March Family Trilogy—Their Wedding Journey, A Hazard of New Fortunes, and Their Silver Wedding Journey—provides a natural framework for the collection. Across these linked books, the Marches embark, first, on the adventure of a young couple’s travels, later on the risks of a new magazine enterprise in New York, and finally on a return to earlier scenes with matured understanding. Taken together, the trilogy shows Howells’s method at full range: movement between regions and classes, close study of work and leisure, and a humane, often gently comic attention to the compromises by which people make a life together in a changing nation.

Commerce, conscience, and social ascent come to the fore in The Rise of Silas Lapham, The Quality of Mercy, The Minister’s Charge (The Apprenticeship of Lemuel Barker), The Landlord at Lion’s Head, and A Modern Instance. In these narratives, self-made fortunes and professional ambitions meet the claims of character and community. The initial premises often involve an individual or family negotiating opportunity—new money, new work, or a move to the city—and discovering what success demands. Howells’s realism lies not in sensational reversals but in the steady illumination of motives, responsibilities, and the costs and consolations of respectability.

Courtship and marriage, treated with sympathetic irony, shape a second cluster: April Hopes, A Chance Acquaintance, Indian Summer, The Lady of the Aroostook, and A Foregone Conclusion. These books begin with encounters—on journeys, in resorts, or within cosmopolitan circles—that test expectation against experience. Youthful hopes rub against family standards; late romance measures feeling against history. Howells finds drama in the small adjustments by which partners learn one another’s minds and the societies around them declare what is permissible. The result is a distinctive social comedy, attentive to tone and custom, in which happiness requires clarity as much as ardor.

Art, medicine, and the theater furnish another set of proving grounds. Dr. Breen’s Practice begins from a woman physician’s commitment to her work and the social scrutiny that follows. The Story of a Play opens the world of the stage—its collaborations, misunderstandings, and ambitions—while Fennel and Rue and The Coast of Bohemia look into literary and artistic circles, where vocation must be weighed against vanity and fashion. In these books, professional life is not an escape from sentiment but a medium in which character is tested, and Howells’s dramatic instinct is exercised without resorting to sensationalism.

Community life and reformist sympathy are central to Annie Kilburn, The Kentons, Ragged Lady, and An Open-Eyed Conspiracy: An Idyl of Saratoga. Each begins with movement—return, relocation, or seasonal gathering—and unfolds as neighbors, families, and chance acquaintances discover what they owe one another. Town meetings, drawing rooms, and promenades become stages on which kindness, pride, and prudence contend. Howells’s eye for social texture—who visits whom, who speaks first, who pays the bill—reveals the moral economies that sustain or strain communal bonds, and the quiet heroism of ordinary decency.

The speculative and the ideal take distinctive shape in A Traveler from Altruria: A Romance and its sequel, Through the Eye of the Needle: A Romance. Both books introduce an outsider whose account of a just society casts fresh light on the habits and inequalities of contemporary life. Rather than invent marvels for their own sake, Howells uses the visitor’s perspective to ask practical questions about work, status, and obligation. The result is a hybrid of romance and social inquiry, extending his realism into the realm of ethical imagination while preserving his characteristic tone of civility and sober curiosity.

Shorter forms and experiments deepen the picture. Questionable Shapes gathers tales that approach the uncanny through the psychology of belief and doubt, while A Pair of Patient Lovers presents shorter fictions centered on the delicate negotiations of affection and fidelity. The Flight of Pony Baker: A Boy’s Town Story turns toward childhood, following a boy’s impulses toward escape and discovery within the safe yet binding order of home. These volumes show Howells adapting his realist method to the brief narrative, sustaining moral interest and social observation without the scaffolding of a large plot.

Across the collection, stylistic hallmarks recur. Howells favors clear, flexible prose; scenes built from talk and close observation; and a narrator’s presence that guides without commanding. Irony is a tool of sympathy, not scorn, enabling readers to recognize error without denying possibility. He is attentive to the moral claims of work, to the pressures of money, and to the mixed motives that accompany generosity and desire. Travel—by riverboat, railway, or ocean steamer—often sets a story in motion, not for spectacle but to place characters in new relations where their habits and hopes can be quietly tested.

The works gathered here remain significant because they articulate a durable ethic of attention. Howells’s realism proposes that social life is knowable, that choices have consequences, and that reform begins with seeing clearly. His novels create room for ordinary characters—clerks, editors, innkeepers, artists, physicians—to occupy the center of the page. They have shaped conversations about American fiction’s proper subjects and methods, demonstrating that moral seriousness can be compatible with humor, and that narrative interest can flourish without resort to extravagance. For contemporary readers, these books offer both a historical record and a living resource for thinking about conduct.

This edition’s design encourages sustained reading and comparative reflection. Charles Dudley Warner’s introductory essay situates Howells among his contemporaries and offers a period vantage from which to begin. The illustrations provide visual context for the dwellings, conveyances, and public spaces that structure the action, inviting readers to imagine the material culture that realism surveys. Within the single volume, one can trace themes across decades, follow recurring figures and situations, and see how Howells’s commitments—justice, sympathy, clarity—adapt to new settings. The result is less a museum than a neighborhood: varied, continuous, and hospitable to return visits.
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    William Dean Howells (1837–1920) was a central architect of American literary realism, spanning the period from the Civil War into the early twentieth century. Novelist, critic, and editor, he sought to represent ordinary life with moral clarity and social sympathy. As editor of the Atlantic Monthly and later a guiding voice in Harper’s Magazine, he helped set national standards of taste while advocating a turn away from romantic excess. His own fiction—ranging from Boston society studies to utopian experiments—mapped the changing contours of American experience, making him, for many contemporaries, the “Dean of American Letters” and a touchstone for generations of writers.

He was born in Ohio and grew up in a printer’s household, learning typesetting and journalism early, with limited formal schooling but wide, purposeful reading. As a young newspaperman he gained national notice by writing a campaign biography of Abraham Lincoln in 1860. The appointment that followed—U.S. consul in Venice during the Civil War—immersed him in European languages and letters and confirmed his belief that literature could treat everyday life without melodrama. Returning to the United States after several years abroad, he brought to American letters a cosmopolitan awareness tempered by Midwestern directness and a reformer’s skepticism toward grandiose posturing.

Settling in Boston, Howells joined the Atlantic Monthly, becoming editor in the 1870s. From that vantage he encouraged a new realism, praising the plain style, the truthful rendering of manners, and the ethical responsibilities of fiction. He supported contemporaries such as Mark Twain and Henry James while cultivating regional voices. His own early novels grew alongside this editorial work, and he used reviews and monthly columns to debate literary method for a broad public. After leaving the Atlantic, he continued shaping opinion through Harper’s Magazine, where his steady criticism and serialized fiction helped normalize the everyday as proper material for art.

The novels of his first major phase explore travel, courtship, and the comedy of manners. Their Wedding Journey traces middle-class tourism and would later frame the March family sequence. A Chance Acquaintance and The Lady of the Aroostook investigate American innocence against international settings, while Dr. Breen’s Practice examines professional women within constraining social codes. A Foregone Conclusion uses an Italian background to measure duty against desire. These works introduced his characteristic balance—sympathetic observation, comic restraint, and moral inquiry—while refining the neutral, daylight style that he believed best suited democratic society and the recording of its subtle, telling shifts.

In the 1880s his realism deepened. A Modern Instance scrutinizes marriage and the law, registering the pressures of ambition and publicity. The Rise of Silas Lapham, often considered his masterwork, portrays a businessman confronting the demands of conscience amid Boston’s social hierarchies. Indian Summer, The Minister’s Charge (The Apprenticeship of Lemuel Barker), Annie Kilburn, April Hopes, and The Quality of Mercy widen his canvas to provincial towns, city drawing rooms, and the porous border between aspiration and responsibility. The Coast of Bohemia adds a backstage angle on art and society. Throughout, he favored ordinary speech and plausible motive over contrived plot.

Howells’s social conscience became more explicit in the March family trilogy—Their Wedding Journey, A Hazard of New Fortunes, and Their Silver Wedding Journey—especially the New York–set A Hazard of New Fortunes, with its tensions among capital, labor, and the press. He pursued social satire and reformist speculation in A Traveler from Altruria and its sequel, Through the Eye of the Needle, while later narratives such as The Landlord at Lion’s Head, Ragged Lady, The Kentons, and The Story of a Play chart ambition, class mobility, and theatrical life. Questionable Shapes experiments with the uncanny; The Leatherwood God revisits American credulity; Fennel and Rue and A Pair of Patient Lovers refine late-style brevity. The Flight of Pony Baker turns to childhood.

Beyond fiction, Howells’s monthly criticism at Harper’s helped codify realist aesthetics and argued for humane, socially attentive art. He spoke out on public questions with measured candor, and his judicious tone made him a national arbiter. In later years he maintained a steady output, revisiting earlier characters and settings with mellowed irony. He died in 1920, leaving a vast, coherent record of American manners in transition. Charles Dudley Warner’s appreciative essay on Howells, often used as an introduction, testifies to his standing among contemporaries. Today his legacy endures in the American novel’s confidence that ordinary life warrants the closest scrutiny.
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    William Dean Howells’s career stretches from the Civil War era through the Progressive Era, and the novels gathered here track the United States’ transformation from a rural republic to an urban-industrial power. Born in 1837 and active as a novelist, critic, and editor until his death in 1920, Howells became the most prominent American advocate of literary realism. The books in this volume, mostly written between the early 1870s and the 1910s, register changing social structures, class formations, and moral debates in the Gilded Age and beyond. They are also transatlantic in outlook, reflecting both American regional life and the cosmopolitan experiences of postwar travelers, expatriates, and cultural intermediaries.

Charles Dudley Warner’s introductory essay situates Howells within the late nineteenth-century literary establishment—Boston- and New York–centered, magazine-driven, and increasingly attuned to everyday life rather than romantic heroics. Howells’s editorial leadership at The Atlantic Monthly (editor-in-chief 1871–1881) and later his “Editor’s Study” column at Harper’s (from the mid-1880s) gave him influential platforms to champion realism and contemporary European models (such as Turgenev, Tolstoy, and Ibsen). Warner, himself a leading man of letters, underscores the period’s belief in the civilizing work of literature and the magazine as arbiter of taste, context crucial to the serialization, tone, and audience of many novels in this collection.

The post–Civil War expansion of railroads and steamship lines democratized travel, turning mobility into a middle-class rite and a subject for fiction. Their Wedding Journey (1871) and A Chance Acquaintance (1873) record tourism along well-trodden routes—Niagara Falls, the St. Lawrence, fashionable hotels—where manners, class, and regional accents collide. The Lady of the Aroostook (1879) addresses the proprieties and perils of transatlantic passage for an unchaperoned young woman, an issue sharpened by Victorian norms. These travel narratives mirror the age’s guidebooks and “picturesque” journalism, while quietly measuring how new conveyances and public spaces re-sort Americans by class, gender, and education.

Howells’s long attachment to Italy—he served as U.S. consul in Venice during the 1860s—animates A Foregone Conclusion (1875) and Indian Summer (1886). The novels draw on expatriate life, Catholic–Protestant encounters, and the post-unification Italian setting that attracted American artists and tourists. They reflect how Europe functioned as a moral and aesthetic mirror for Americans seeking refinement or escape. The increased affordability of Continental travel, the rise of pensions and grand hotels, and the cachet of Old World art institutions shape Howells’s portraits of Americans abroad, while the author’s diplomatic and journalistic experiences lend specificity to the civic and ecclesiastical milieus his characters traverse.

The new fortunes and social codes of the Gilded Age dominate The Rise of Silas Lapham (1885), The Quality of Mercy (1892), and related Boston-centered works. In the decades after the Panic of 1873, speculative booms and busts tested the ethics of businessmen and the permeability of old Brahmin society. Howells maps the moral economy of credit, reputation, and family standing, exploring what industrial wealth could and could not buy in postwar Boston. Architectural and urban developments—the Back Bay’s filled land, new brownstones, club life—provide material markers of class. The novels chart tensions between inherited culture and self-made success without resorting to melodramatic villainy.

A Hazard of New Fortunes (1890) relocates this inquiry to New York City, then exploding in population and diversity. The novel’s creation of a magazine echoes the era’s periodical boom, professional authorship, and dependence on advertising. It stages arguments about labor and capital amid real-world currents: the influx of immigrants, contested tenement conditions, and transit labor disputes. Its climactic urban violence recalls the streetcar strikes that unsettled the city in 1889. Howells captures the city’s polyglot public sphere—elevated railways, department stores, newsstands—while exposing how ideas about art and politics circulate in a marketplace that both nourishes and compromises them.

Howells’s utopian romances, A Traveler from Altruria (1894) and its sequel Through the Eye of the Needle (1907), reflect late nineteenth-century ferment over inequality, trusts, and labor rights. Written in a decade marked by the 1893 depression, the Pullman Strike (1894), and the growth of Populism and the Social Gospel, these books critique competitive individualism through the eyes of an outsider. They converse with the period’s reform literature and civic experiments, imagining cooperative economies and ethical consumption. By adopting a speculative frame, Howells extends realism’s moral inquiry into political economy, while avoiding the sensationalism typical of some dystopian contemporaries.

Women’s changing opportunities and persistent constraints appear across Dr. Breen’s Practice (1881), The Coast of Bohemia (1893), and Fennel and Rue (1908). The era saw the professionalization of medicine, the founding of women’s medical colleges, and the “New Woman” entering learned and artistic fields. Howells tracks the social gatekeeping that met female physicians, the Boston art world’s academies and clubs, and the precarious economics of authorship. These novels register suffrage and reform energies without turning into tracts; they show how education, vocation, and marriage negotiated one another in a culture recalibrating respectability and independence.

Courtship, marriage, and divorce—subjects of public debate as state laws evolved—receive sustained treatment in A Modern Instance (1882) and April Hopes (1888). During these decades, divorce rates rose in many states, provoking sermons, editorials, and legislative tinkering. Howells scrutinizes how romantic idealism fares against legal frameworks, community judgment, and economic pressures. He writes not as a reformer prescribing policy but as a realist charting consequences when private vows intersect with public norms. The novels’ attention to journalism, sensational trials, and gossip reflects how the press amplified marital scandal in an increasingly national media environment.

Annie Kilburn (1888) and The Minister’s Charge (1886) explore charity, class, and the obligations of educated reformers. As industrialization strained small towns and big cities alike, organized philanthropy, settlement work, and church-based aid proliferated; Hull House opened in 1889. Howells focuses on moral intention versus practical effect, especially when rural youth migrate to cities and confront precarious work. He traces the ambiguities of “uplift” in communities caught between older paternalism and newer professional social work, anticipating Progressive Era debates about expertise, sympathy, and the dignity of labor.

The leisure industry—resorts, spas, and summer colonies enabled by rail links—sets the stage for An Open-Eyed Conspiracy: An Idyl of Saratoga (1897) and Ragged Lady (1899–1900). Saratoga Springs, with its racecourse (organized in the 1860s) and grand hotels, symbolized fashionable America. Howells treats leisure not as escapism but as a social laboratory where provincial and metropolitan Americans mix, circulating rumors, money, and marriage prospects. The novels record details of seasonality, service work, and conspicuous display, showing how a national tourist culture stitched together regional identities while polishing, or exposing, class distinctions.

The Leatherwood God (1916) reaches back to the 1820s Ohio frontier and the era often called the Second Great Awakening, when revivalism and charismatic leaders flourished. By reconstructing a community’s encounter with a self-proclaimed messiah, Howells tests the roots of American religious enthusiasm against later nineteenth-century habits of skepticism and historical inquiry. The novel’s interest in rumor, print, and authority reflects how even remote settlements were tied to broader networks of communication. It also shows Howells’s late-life turn to historical material as a way to probe the origins of credulity and the social mechanisms that sustain belief.

The Story of a Play (1898) examines the commercialization of culture during the rise of the modern American theater. By the 1890s, theater syndicates controlled bookings, and New York’s Broadway was consolidating as an entertainment district. Howells tracks the negotiations among playwrights, managers, and audiences, noting how artistic aspiration is mediated by box office risk, touring circuits, and copyright practices. The narrative reflects the broader professionalization of the arts in an era that also saw music halls, vaudeville, and mass-circulation newspapers competing for attention, reshaping the status of the playwright from gentleman amateur to cultural entrepreneur.

Childhood and memory—central to Progressive Era concerns about education and juvenile welfare—inform The Flight of Pony Baker: A Boy’s Town Story (1902). Drawing on Howells’s Ohio youth, the novel depicts antebellum small-town life: chores, play, petty tyrannies, and the moral pedagogy of parents and schools. Its historical interest lies in documenting an everyday world before automobiles and cinema, while its publication moment coincided with growing advocacy for child labor laws and compulsory schooling. The book’s affectionate ethnography of boys’ subcultures complements Howells’s realism by treating children’s imaginative worlds as socially patterned rather than purely sentimental.

Questionable Shapes (1903) aligns with late nineteenth-century fascination with spiritualism and psychical research; the Society for Psychical Research was founded in 1882, and an American counterpart in 1885. Howells engages ghostly or uncanny occurrences while maintaining a realist method—foregrounding perception, testimony, and uncertainty over spectacle. This reflects a broader contemporary effort to discipline wonder through inquiry, a tendency visible in popular science writing and investigative journalism. The result is a dialogue between skepticism and belief characteristic of a culture negotiating laboratory science and lingering metaphysical longings.

The March Family trilogy—Their Wedding Journey (1871), A Hazard of New Fortunes (1890), and Their Silver Wedding Journey (1899)—provides a long arc through which to watch changing infrastructures of travel and culture. Early rail corridors and steamboats give way to mature transatlantic tourism supported by guidebooks and agencies like Thomas Cook. The middle volume’s New York magazine world captures high urban modernity, while the closing European return shows how American tourists arrived with greater cultural confidence by century’s end. Across the trilogy, the family’s movements register the nation’s, from postwar curiosity to established presence in international cultural markets.

Regionalism—a key mode of American realism—threads the collection. New England villages, Midwestern towns, and metropolitan neighborhoods each have idioms, economies, and moral ecologies. Works like The Kentons (1902) and The Landlord at Lion’s Head (1897) trace families negotiating moves between these spheres, amid the hotel booms, rail spurs, and speculative ventures that knit regions together. Such fiction mirrors census trends: large internal migration, urban growth, and the fading of older rural elites. Rather than celebrate rootlessness, Howells inspects the costs and gains of mobility, treating place as a repository of custom that modernity reshapes but does not erase too quickly or cleanly. A Traveler from Altruria and Through the Eye of the Needle, written between financial panics and trust-busting campaigns, mount ethical arguments about work, profit, and social obligation. Against the backdrop of the Haymarket affair (1886), Homestead (1892), and Pullman (1894), Howells dramatizes conversations Americans were already having in newspapers, clubs, and churches. His visitor from a cooperative commonwealth provides a comparative method—common in reform discourse—to test U.S. institutions without resorting to caricature. The novels’ dinner parties, parlors, and lecture halls stage the era’s contested civility as a political resource and a limit. The Atlantic and Harper’s ecosystems shaped how these books reached readers. Serialization favored talk-rich chapters, cliffhanger closures, and topicality; it also tied authorship to a magazine economy increasingly dependent on national advertising. Howells’s editorial crusades for realism unfolded alongside debates about censorship, respectability, and the “genteel tradition,” against which later naturalists pressed harder. His fiction shows the period’s confidence that public conversation—letters, reviews, salon debate—could refine morals, even as the mass market’s pressures compromised literary independence. The collection therefore documents the business conditions under which cultural authority was negotiated. Immigration, urban poverty, and ethnic politics, especially visible in A Hazard of New Fortunes, shadow the collection’s metropolitan scenes. Between 1880 and 1914, millions arrived from southern and eastern Europe, transforming cities’ languages and labor pools. Howells’s characters encounter tenements, mutual-aid societies, and political clubs that render the city both hospitable and harsh. While he typically writes from a middle-class vantage, he registers the period’s philanthropic and municipal reform energies—civil service movements, public health campaigns, transit regulation—that sought to reconcile growth with fairness. These contexts deepen the novels’ ethical debates without requiring melodramatic plots. The cumulative effect of this volume is a social history in narrative form. From postwar reconciliation and mobility to Gilded Age capitalism, from the New Woman’s professional horizons to Progressive anxieties about inequality, Howells records how ordinary choices are shaped by institutions and technologies. Later readers—from early twentieth-century critics to contemporary scholars—have variously praised his moral seriousness, critiqued his limits on matters of race and empire, and rediscovered his experiments in utopian and uncanny modes. Read together, these novels offer a sustained commentary on their eras’ public questions and a record of how American realism learned to think in public.
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    Introduction: WILLIAM DEAN HOWELLS by Charles Dudley Warner
An appreciative critical portrait situates Howells as a central advocate of American realism, attentive to everyday morals, social nuance, and democratic taste. It sketches the concerns that pervade the collection—conscience in public and private life, the comedy of manners, and art’s responsibility to common experience.
The March Family Trilogy (Their Wedding Journey; A Hazard of New Fortunes; Their Silver Wedding Journey)
Following a couple across decades—from first travels to the tests of urban modernity and the reassessments of later life—these linked narratives track intimacy, class contact, and changing American scenes. Pivotal developments arise from journeys that alter perspective, bringing the private terms of marriage into conversation with public currents. The tone balances affectionate irony with social observation, highlighting Howells’s steady realist gaze.
The Altrurian Romances (A Traveler from Altruria: A Romance; Through the Eye of the Needle: A Romance)
A visitor from an ideal commonwealth encounters American habits of work, wealth, and status, prompting searching debates about justice and daily life. The sequel extends this cross-cultural test of principles into more intimate and practical settings, challenging both hosts and guest to justify their assumptions. Satirical yet cordial in tone, the pair blends travel dialogue with social critique.
Art and the Stage (The Story of a Play; The Coast of Bohemia; Fennel and Rue)
These novels immerse readers in studios, salons, and backstage worlds where aspiration meets the marketplace. Misread ideals, shifting loyalties, and the cost of compromise generate both comic entanglements and sober reckonings. Howells probes the gap between aesthetic dreams and practical demands with urbane, sympathetic realism.
Courtship, Travel, and Manners (A Chance Acquaintance; April Hopes; Indian Summer; Ragged Lady; The Lady of the Aroostook; An Open-Eyed Conspiracy: An Idyl of Saratoga; A Pair of Patient Lovers; A Foregone Conclusion)
Meetings on trains and steamers, in resorts and drawing rooms, set couples amid codes of decorum, regional difference, and class expectation. Misunderstandings, tests of sincerity, and the slow education of feeling shape the pivotal turns without melodrama. The tone is gently satirical and humane, using small social frictions to reveal character and conscience.
Work, Conscience, and Social Mobility (The Rise of Silas Lapham; The Quality of Mercy; The Minister's Charge (The Apprenticeship of Lemuel Barker); The Landlord at Lion's Head; The Kentons)
Self-made figures, patrons, and families rise, stall, or recalibrate as integrity collides with opportunity and reputation. Pivotal choices turn on debts owed—to workers, to benefactors, to kin—and on whether success can be kept without moral concession. With sober clarity and psychological tact, Howells maps the ethics of ambition and the pressures of class mobility.
Reform, Marriage, and Community (Annie Kilburn; A Modern Instance; Dr. Breen's Practice)
These works place personal ideals against the hard grain of communal custom, law, and professional duty. A reformer’s zeal, a marriage under strain, and a clinician’s obligations all become tests of principle that expose institutional gaps and private blind spots. The tone is earnest and diagnostic, advancing Howells’s realist critique of well-meant but fraught remedies.
Conscience, Belief, and the Uncanny (The Leatherwood God; Questionable Shapes)
A community’s confrontation with fervent belief and charismatic claims examines how faith, authority, and skepticism contend in public life. Elsewhere, ambiguous experiences blur the line between the explicable and the suggestive, inviting cautious, rational scrutiny rather than sensation. The result is a humane, questioning realism that admits mystery without surrendering judgment.
Boyhood and Memory (The Flight of Pony Baker: A Boy's Town Story)
A boy’s attempts at escape and return trace the push-and-pull between adventure and belonging. Episodic trials illuminate family bonds, peer loyalties, and the dawning sense of responsibility. The tone is warm, humorous, and observant, capturing childhood with understated realism.
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Howells, William Dean, author, b. in Martin's Ferry, Ohio, 1 March, 1837. His ancestors on the father's side were Welsh Quakers, and people of substance; his great-grandfather introduced the manufacture of flannel into his town and built three mills; his grandfather, impelled by his democratic sympathies, emigrated to this country, and became an ardent Methodist; while his father adopted the beliefs of Swedenborg, in which young Howells was educated. In all these generations the family was a cultivated race, living in an atmosphere of books and moral and literary refinement. His father had, for the time and place, a good collection of books, but it was mostly poetry, and familiarity with this doubtless decided the nature of his early literary efforts. Almost as soon as he could read he began to make verses and put them in type in his father's printing-office. In his inherited literary tastes and refinement and liberal and undogmatic religious tendency, in the plain living of his early years and his learning a trade, in his contact with a thoroughly democratic society, in the early habit of self-dependence and the knowledge of the realities of life, it is evident what has given the man his charm as a writer, his courage of opinion, his sturdy Americanism, and his profound sympathy with common life. When he was three years old his father removed to Hamilton, Ohio, and bought the Hamilton “Intelligencer,” a weekly journal, in the office of which Howells learned to set type before he was twelve years old. In 1849, the elder Howells, unable, conscientiously, to support a slave-holding president, sold his newspaper, and removed with is family to Dayton, Ohio, where he purchased the Dayton “Transcript,” a semi-weekly newspaper, which he turned into a daily. After a struggle of two years, this enterprise completely failed, not, however, from any want of industry, for all the sons worked at the case, and young Howells often set type till eleven o'clock at night, and then arose at four in the morning to deliver newspapers. The announcement of the catastrophe in business was accepted with American insouciance. “We all,” says the author, “went down to the Miami river, and went in swimming.” In expectation, which was disappointed, of taking the superintendence of a projected paper-mill, the elder Howells took his family to Greene county, where they remained a year. During this year, in a log house, the author had his sole experience of roughing it, away from the amenities of civilization, an experience which he has turned to account in a charming sketch of his boyhood. In 1851, when the father was clerk of the house at the state capital, Howells worked as a compositor on the “Ohio State Journal,” earning four dollars a week, which he contributed to the family treasury. It was here that he made the acquaintance of John J. Piatt, an intimacy which stimulated his poetical tendency. In 1851 the family removed to Ashtabula, and all found employment on the “Sentinel,” which the elder Howells purchased; but this newspaper was subsequently transferred to Jefferson, where it continued under the management of the family. Before this last removal the talents of the young author had attracted attention; at the age of nineteen he was the Columbus correspondent of the Cincinnati “Gazette,” and when he was twenty-two he was made the news editor of the “State Journal” at Columbus. During his residence in Columbus he published poems in the “Atlantic Monthly,” the first entitled “By the Dead,” and in one year five others, “The Poet's Friends,” “The Pilot's Story,” “Pleasure Pain,” “Lost Beliefs,” and “Andenken.” Upon the nomination of Lincoln in 1860, Howells wrote his life, and from the profits of this book, $160, he made his first excursion into the world, visiting Montreal and Boston, where he formed the acquaintance of James Russell Lowell, then editor of the “Atlantic Monthly,” who introduced him to Oliver Wendell Holmes. By President Lincoln he was appointed consul to Venice, and he resided in that city from 1861 till 1865, devoting his leisure hours to the mastering of the Italian language and literature, and the general cultivation of letters. The earliest fruits of this residence were a series of papers on “Venetian Life,” first published in book-form in England, in which was at once recognized the advent of a new writer of uncommon power, one capable of conveying to the reader exquisite delight merely by the charm of an original style, as vivid as it was subtle and flexible. The sketches had the novelty of realism; never was Venice so perfectly photographed, and the reader was agreeably surprised to find that the intrinsic romance of the city of the lagoons was heightened rather than diminished by this delicate and sympathetic analysis. Returning home well equipped for newspaper work, by a knowledge of foreign politics and literature, and the acquisition of French and Italian, Howells was for some time an editorial writer on the New York “Tribune” and the “Times,” and a salaried contributor of the “Nation,” and in 1866 he was made by James T. Fields assistant editor of the “Atlantic Monthly.” In 1872 he became its editor, which post he retained till 1881, when he resigned and was succeeded by Thomas Bailey Aldrich. Besides his strictly editorial work on this periodical, he contributed to it a vast amount of criticism, miscellaneous sketches, and fiction. During this period he was an occasional contributor to the “North American Review” of papers on Italian literature, and, residing in Cambridge, he was a valuable member of the coterie that gathered at Longfellow's house to assist in the translation of Dante. About this time. he began his acquaintance with Spanish literature. While editor of the “Atlantic Monthly,” he edited with delightful introductory essays a series of “Choice Autobiographies.” His first tentative attempt at a story in “Their Wedding Journey” was so successful with the public that it determined his career as a writer of fiction, and since he dissolved his connection with the “Atlantic” he has pursued the career of a professional man of letters, devoting himself mainly to fiction, with the occasional production of plays, travel sketches, and literary criticism. Since 1881 most of his work has had a preliminary publication in “The Century” and “Harper's Magazine.” In 1882-’3 Mr. Howells was again in Europe with his family, spending some time in England and revisiting Italy. Since his return his residence has been in Boston. In 1886 he made a salaried connection with “Harper's,” taking charge of a new and critical department called the “Editor's Study,” and contributing exclusively to its pages. In this department he exposes and explains his theory of modern fiction, taking part with signal courage and acumen in that conflict which is always raging, under one name or another, between the idealists and the realists. To his apprehension there is a new spirit in the world, or a new era in fiction, which concerns itself with life as it actually is, has a profound sympathy with humanity, and reckons more important the statement of the facts of life than the weaving these facts, by any process of selection, which in a painter would be called “composition,” into any sort of story, more or less ideal. Anything ceases to be commonplace when it is frankly and exactly stated. In this new literary movement, the novels of the past seem unreal and artificial. This tendency is best exemplified in the modern Russian school, which is remorseless in its fidelity to the actual, the lowly, the sordid, the sinful, and the sorrowful in life, and accepts the inevitable, the fateful, without sarcasm, but with a tender pity. Because he portrays life as it is, or rather has the power of transferring the real, throbbing, human life, and not merely its incidents, to his pages as no writer has done before, Mr. Howells regards Count Leo Tolstoi as the first of all novelists that have written. Howells adds to his theory of realism the notion that genius is merely the power of taking conscientious pains. In practice he is a methodical and industrious worker, with a keen literary conscience, mindful of the responsibilities of a writer, serious in mind, but genial and even gay in temperament, and a delightful talker and companion. Mr. Howells married in Paris, 24 Dec., 1862, Elinor G. Mead, sister of Larkin G. Mead, the sculptor. They have three children, two girls and a boy. Besides his occasional uncollected writings, some translations, and four popular farces, “The Parlor Car,” “The Sleeping Car,” “The Register,” and “The Elevator,” the writings of Mr. Howells are “Poems of Two Friends,” with John J. Piatt (Columbus, Ohio, 1860); “Life of Abraham Lincoln” (1860); “Venetian Life” (London and New York, 1866); “Italian Journeys” (1867); “Suburban Sketches” (1868); “o Love Lost, a Poem of Travel” (1868); “Their Wedding Journey” (Boston, 1871); “A Chance Acquaintance” (1873); “A Foregone Conclusion” (1874); “Out of the Question” (Boston, 1876): “Life of Rutherford B. Hayes” (New York, 1876); “A Counterfeit Presentment” (1877); “Choice Biographies,” edited with essays (8 vols., 1877-’8); “The Lady of the Aroostook” (1878); “The Undiscovered Country” (1880); “A Fearful Responsibility, and other Tales” (1882); “Dr. Breen's Practice” (1883); “A Modern Instance” (1883); “A Woman's Reason” (1884); “Three Villages” (1885): “The Rise of Silas Lapham” (1885); “Tuscan Cities” (1885); “A Little Girl among the Old Masters,” drawings by his daughter (1886); “The Minister's Charge” 11886); “Indian Summer” (1886); “Modern Italian Poets” (1887); and “April Hopes” (New York, 1887).
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  As Don Ippolito passed down the long narrow calle or footway leading from the Campo San Stefano to the Grand Canal in Venice, he peered anxiously about him: now turning for a backward look up the calle, where there was no living thing in sight but a cat on a garden gate; now running a quick eye along the palace walls that rose vast on either hand and notched the slender strip of blue sky visible overhead with the lines of their jutting balconies, chimneys, and cornices; and now glancing toward the canal, where he could see the noiseless black boats meeting and passing. There was no sound in the calle save his own footfalls and the harsh scream of a parrot that hung in the sunshine in one of the loftiest windows; but the note of a peasant crying pots of pinks and roses in the campo came softened to Don Ippolito's sense, and he heard the gondoliers as they hoarsely jested together and gossiped, with the canal between them, at the next gondola station.


  The first tenderness of spring was in the air though down in that calle there was yet enough of the wintry rawness to chill the tip of Don Ippolito's sensitive nose, which he rubbed for comfort with a handkerchief of dark blue calico, and polished for ornament with a handkerchief of white linen. He restored each to a different pocket in the sides of the ecclesiastical talare, or gown, reaching almost to his ankles, and then clutched the pocket in which he had replaced the linen handkerchief, as if to make sure that something he prized was safe within. He paused abruptly, and, looking at the doors he had passed, went back a few paces and stood before one over which hung, slightly tilted forward, an oval sign painted with the effigy of an eagle, a bundle of arrows, and certain thunderbolts, and bearing the legend, CONSULATE OF THE UNITED STATES, in neat characters. Don Ippolito gave a quick sigh, hesitated a moment, and then seized the bell-pull and jerked it so sharply that it seemed to thrust out, like a part of the mechanism, the head of an old serving-woman at the window above him.


  "Who is there?" demanded this head.


  "Friends," answered Don Ippolito in a rich, sad voice.


  "And what do you command?" further asked the old woman.


  Don Ippolito paused, apparently searching for his voice, before he inquired, "Is it here that the Consul of America lives?"


  "Precisely."


  "Is he perhaps at home?"


  "I don't know. I will go ask him."


  "Do me that pleasure, dear," said Don Ippolito, and remained knotting his fingers before the closed door. Presently the old woman returned, and looking out long enough to say, "The consul is at home," drew some inner bolt by a wire running to the lock, that let the door start open; then, waiting to hear Don Ippolito close it again, she called out from her height, "Favor me above." He climbed the dim stairway to the point where she stood, and followed her to a door, which she flung open into an apartment so brightly lit by a window looking on the sunny canal, that he blinked as he entered. "Signor Console," said the old woman, "behold the gentleman who desired to see you;" and at the same time Don Ippolito, having removed his broad, stiff, three-cornered hat, came forward and made a beautiful bow. He had lost for the moment the trepidation which had marked his approach to the consulate, and bore himself with graceful dignity.


  It was in the first year of the war, and from a motive of patriotism common at that time, Mr. Ferris (one of my many predecessors in office at Venice) had just been crossing his two silken gondola flags above the consular bookcase, where with their gilt lance-headed staves, and their vivid stars and stripes, they made a very pretty effect. He filliped a little dust from his coat, and begged Don Ippolito to be seated, with the air of putting even a Venetian priest on a footing of equality with other men under the folds of the national banner. Mr. Ferris had the prejudice of all Italian sympathizers against the priests; but for this he could hardly have found anything in Don Ippolito to alarm dislike. His face was a little thin, and the chin was delicate; the nose had a fine, Dantesque curve, but its final droop gave a melancholy cast to a countenance expressive of a gentle and kindly spirit; the eyes were large and dark and full of a dreamy warmth. Don Ippolito's prevailing tint was that transparent blueishness which comes from much shaving of a heavy black beard; his forehead and temples were marble white; he had a tonsure the size of a dollar. He sat silent for a little space, and softly questioned the consul's face with his dreamy eyes. Apparently he could not gather courage to speak of his business at once, for he turned his gaze upon the window and said, "A beautiful position, Signor Console."


  "Yes, it's a pretty place," answered Mr. Ferris, warily.


  "So much pleasanter here on the Canalazzo than on the campos or the little canals."


  "Oh, without doubt."


  "Here there must be constant amusement in watching the boats: great stir, great variety, great life. And now the fine season commences, and the Signor Console's countrymen will be coming to Venice. Perhaps," added Don Ippolito with a polite dismay, and an air of sudden anxiety to escape from his own purpose, "I may be disturbing or detaining the Signor Console?"


  "No," said Mr. Ferris; "I am quite at leisure for the present. In what can I have the honor of serving you?"


  Don Ippolito heaved a long, ineffectual sigh, and taking his linen handkerchief from his pocket, wiped his forehead with it, and rolled it upon his knee. He looked at the door, and all round the room, and then rose and drew near the consul, who had officially seated himself at his desk.


  "I suppose that the Signor Console gives passports?" he asked.


  "Sometimes," replied Mr. Ferris, with a clouding face.


  Don Ippolito seemed to note the gathering distrust and to be helpless against it. He continued hastily: "Could the Signor Console give a passport for America ... to me?"


  "Are you an American citizen?" demanded the consul in the voice of a man whose suspicions are fully roused.


  "American citizen?"


  "Yes; subject of the American republic."


  "No, surely; I have not that happiness. I am an Austrian subject," returned Don Ippolito a little bitterly, as if the last words were an unpleasant morsel in the mouth.


  "Then I can't give you a passport," said Mr. Ferris, somewhat more gently. "You know," he explained, "that no government can give passports to foreign subjects. That would be an unheard-of thing."


  "But I thought that to go to America an American passport would be needed."


  "In America," returned the consul, with proud compassion, "they don't care a fig for passports. You go and you come, and nobody meddles. To be sure," he faltered, "just now, on account of the secessionists, they do require you to show a passport at New York; but," he continued more boldly, "American passports are usually for Europe; and besides, all the American passports in the world wouldn't get you over the frontier at Peschiera. You must have a passport from the Austrian Lieutenancy of Venice."


  Don Ippolito nodded his head softly several times, and said, "Precisely," and then added with an indescribable weariness, "Patience! Signor Console, I ask your pardon for the trouble I have given," and he made the consul another low bow.


  Whether Mr. Ferris's curiosity was piqued, and feeling himself on the safe side of his visitor he meant to know why he had come on such an errand, or whether he had some kindlier motive, he could hardly have told himself, but he said, "I'm very sorry. Perhaps there is something else in which I could be of use to you."


  "Ah, I hardly know," cried Don Ippolito. "I really had a kind of hope in coming to your excellency."


  "I am not an excellency," interrupted Mr. Ferris, conscientiously.


  "Many excuses! But now it seems a mere bestiality. I was so ignorant about the other matter that doubtless I am also quite deluded in this."


  "As to that, of course I can't say," answered Mr. Ferris, "but I hope not."


  "Why, listen, signore!" said Don Ippolito, placing his hand over that pocket in which he kept his linen handkerchief. "I had something that it had come into my head to offer your honored government for its advantage in this deplorable rebellion."


  "Oh," responded Mr. Ferris with a falling countenance. He had received so many offers of help for his honored government from sympathizing foreigners. Hardly a week passed but a sabre came clanking up his dim staircase with a Herr Graf or a Herr Baron attached, who appeared in the spotless panoply of his Austrian captaincy or lieutenancy, to accept from the consul a brigadier-generalship in the Federal armies, on condition that the consul would pay his expenses to Washington, or at least assure him of an exalted post and reimbursement of all outlays from President Lincoln as soon as he arrived. They were beautiful men, with the complexion of blonde girls; their uniforms fitted like kid gloves; the pale blue, or pure white, or huzzar black of their coats was ravishingly set off by their red or gold trimmings; and they were hard to make understand that brigadiers of American birth swarmed at Washington, and that if they went thither, they must go as soldiers of fortune at their own risk. But they were very polite; they begged pardon when they knocked their scabbards against the consul's furniture, at the door they each made him a magnificent obeisance, said "Servus!" in their great voices, and were shown out by the old Marina, abhorrent of their uniforms and doubtful of the consul's political sympathies. Only yesterday she had called him up at an unwonted hour to receive the visit of a courtly gentleman who addressed him as Monsieur le Ministre, and offered him at a bargain ten thousand stand of probably obsolescent muskets belonging to the late Duke of Parma. Shabby, hungry, incapable exiles of all nations, religions, and politics beset him for places of honor and emolument in the service of the Union; revolutionists out of business, and the minions of banished despots, were alike willing to be fed, clothed, and dispatched to Washington with swords consecrated to the perpetuity of the republic.


  "I have here," said Don Ippolito, too intent upon showing whatever it was he had to note the change in the consul's mood, "the model of a weapon of my contrivance, which I thought the government of the North could employ successfully in cases where its batteries were in danger of capture by the Spaniards."


  "Spaniards? Spaniards? We have no war with Spain!" cried the consul.


  "Yes, yes, I know," Don Ippolito made haste to explain, "but those of South America being Spanish by descent"—


  "But we are not fighting the South Americans. We are fighting our own Southern States, I am sorry to say."


  "Oh! Many excuses. I am afraid I don't understand," said Don Ippolito meekly; whereupon Mr. Ferris enlightened him in a formula (of which he was beginning to be weary) against European misconception of the American situation. Don Ippolito nodded his head contritely, and when Mr. Ferris had ended, he was so much abashed that he made no motion to show his invention till the other added, "But no matter; I suppose the contrivance would work as well against the Southerners as the South Americans. Let me see it, please;" and then Don Ippolito, with a gratified smile, drew from his pocket the neatly finished model of a breech-loading cannon.


  "You perceive, Signor Console," he said with new dignity, "that this is nothing very new as a breech-loader, though I ask you to observe this little improvement for restoring the breech to its place, which is original. The grand feature of my invention, however, is this secret chamber in the breech, which is intended to hold an explosive of high potency, with a fuse coming out below. The gunner, finding his piece in danger, ignites this fuse, and takes refuge in flight. At the moment the enemy seizes the gun the contents of the secret chamber explode, demolishing the piece and destroying its captors."


  The dreamy warmth in Don Ippolito's deep eyes kindled to a flame; a dark red glowed in his thin cheeks; he drew a box from the folds of his drapery and took snuff in a great whiff, as if inhaling the sulphurous fumes of battle, or titillating his nostrils with grains of gunpowder. He was at least in full enjoyment of the poetic power of his invention, and no doubt had before his eyes a vivid picture of a score of secessionists surprised and blown to atoms in the very moment of triumph. "Behold, Signor Console!" he said.


  "It's certainly very curious," said Mr. Ferris, turning the fearful toy over in his hand, and admiring the neat workmanship of it. "Did you make this model yourself?"


  "Surely," answered the priest, with a joyous pride; "I have no money to spend upon artisans; and besides, as you might infer, signore, I am not very well seen by my superiors and associates on account of these little amusements of mine; so keep them as much as I can to myself." Don Ippolito laughed nervously, and then fell silent with his eyes intent upon the consul's face. "What do you think, signore?" he presently resumed. "If this invention were brought to the notice of your generous government, would it not patronize my labors? I have read that America is the land of enterprises. Who knows but your government might invite me to take service under it in some capacity in which I could employ those little gifts that Heaven"—He paused again, apparently puzzled by the compassionate smile on the consul's lips. "But tell me, signore, how this invention appears to you." "Have you had any practical experience in gunnery?" asked Mr. Ferris.


  "Why, certainly not."


  "Neither have I," continued Mr. Ferris, "but I was wondering whether the explosive in this secret chamber would not become so heated by the frequent discharges of the piece as to go off prematurely sometimes, and kill our own artillerymen instead of waiting for the secessionists?"


  Don Ippolito's countenance fell, and a dull shame displaced the exultation that had glowed in it. His head sunk on his breast, and he made no attempt at reply, so that it was again Mr. Ferris who spoke. "You see, I don't really know anything more of the matter than you do, and I don't undertake to say whether your invention is disabled by the possibility I suggest or not. Haven't you any acquaintances among the military, to whom you could show your model?"


  "No," answered Don Ippolito, coldly, "I don't consort with the military. Besides, what would be thought of a priest," he asked with a bitter stress on the word, "who exhibited such an invention as that to an officer of our paternal government?"


  "I suppose it would certainly surprise the lieutenant-governor somewhat," said Mr. Ferris with a laugh. "May I ask," he pursued after an interval, "whether you have occupied yourself with other inventions?"


  "I have attempted a great many," replied Don Ippolito in a tone of dejection.


  "Are they all of this warlike temper?" pursued the consul.


  "No," said Don Ippolito, blushing a little, "they are nearly all of peaceful intention. It was the wish to produce something of utility which set me about this cannon. Those good friends of mine who have done me the honor of looking at my attempts had blamed me for the uselessness of my inventions; they allowed that they were ingenious, but they said that even if they could be put in operation, they would not be what the world cared for. Perhaps they were right. I know very little of the world," concluded the priest, sadly. He had risen to go, yet seemed not quite able to do so; there was no more to say, but if he had come to the consul with high hopes, it might well have unnerved him to have all end so blankly. He drew a long, sibilant breath between his shut teeth, nodded to himself thrice, and turning to Mr. Ferris with a melancholy bow, said, "Signor Console, I thank you infinitely for your kindness, I beg your pardon for the disturbance, and I take my leave."


  "I am sorry," said Mr. Ferris. "Let us see each other again. In regard to the inventions,—well, you must have patience." He dropped into some proverbial phrases which the obliging Latin tongues supply so abundantly for the races who must often talk when they do not feel like thinking, and he gave a start when Don Ippolito replied in English, "Yes, but hope deferred maketh the heart sick."


  It was not that it was so uncommon to have Italians innocently come out with their whole slender stock of English to him, for the sake of practice, as they told him; but there were peculiarities in Don Ippolito's accent for which he could not account. "What," he exclaimed, "do you know English?"


  "I have studied it a little, by myself," answered Don Ippolito, pleased to have his English recognized, and then lapsing into the safety of Italian, he added, "And I had also the help of an English ecclesiastic who sojourned some months in Venice, last year, for his health, and who used to read with me and teach me the pronunciation. He was from Dublin, this ecclesiastic."


  "Oh!" said Mr. Ferris, with relief, "I see;" and he perceived that what had puzzled him in Don Ippolito's English was a fine brogue superimposed upon his Italian accent.


  "For some time I have had this idea of going to America, and I thought that the first thing to do was to equip myself with the language."


  "Um!" said Mr. Ferris, "that was practical, at any rate," and he mused awhile. By and by he continued, more kindly than he had yet spoken, "I wish I could ask you to sit down again: but I have an engagement which I must make haste to keep. Are you going out through the campo? Pray wait a minute, and I will walk with you."


  Mr. Ferris went into another room, through the open door of which Don Ippolito saw the paraphernalia of a painter's studio: an easel with a half-finished picture on it; a chair with a palette and brushes, and crushed and twisted tubes of colors; a lay figure in one corner; on the walls scraps of stamped leather, rags of tapestry, desultory sketches on paper.


  Mr. Ferris came out again, brushing his hat.


  "The Signor Console amuses himself with painting, I see," said Don Ippolito courteously.


  "Not at all," replied Mr. Ferris, putting on his gloves; "I am a painter by profession, and I amuse myself with consuling;" [Footnote: Since these words of Mr. Ferris were first printed, I have been told that a more eminent painter, namely Rubens, made very much the same reply to very much the same remark, when Spanish Ambassador in England. "The Ambassador of His Catholic Majesty, I see, amuses himself by painting sometimes," said a visitor who found him at his easel. "I amuse myself by playing the ambassador sometimes," answered Rubens. In spite of the similarity of the speeches, I let that of Mr. Ferris stand, for I am satisfied that he did not know how unhandsomely Rubens had taken the words out of his mouth.] and as so open a matter needed no explanation, he said no more about it. Nor is it quite necessary to tell how, as he was one day painting in New York, it occurred to him to make use of a Congressional friend, and ask for some Italian consulate, he did not care which. That of Venice happened to be vacant: the income was a few hundred dollars; as no one else wanted it, no question was made of Mr. Ferris's fitness for the post, and he presently found himself possessed of a commission requesting the Emperor of Austria to permit him to enjoy and exercise the office of consul of the ports of the Lombardo-Venetian kingdom, to which the President of the United States appointed him from a special trust in his abilities and integrity. He proceeded at once to his post of duty, called upon the ship's chandler with whom they had been left, for the consular archives, and began to paint some Venetian subjects.


  He and Don Ippolito quitted the Consulate together, leaving Marina to digest with her noonday porridge the wonder that he should be walking amicably forth with a priest. The same spectacle was presented to the gaze of the campo, where they paused in friendly converse, and were seen to part with many politenesses by the doctors of the neighborhood, lounging away their leisure, as the Venetian fashion is, at the local pharmacy.


  The apothecary craned forward over his counter, and peered through the open door. "What is that blessed Consul of America doing with a priest?"


  "The Consul of America with a priest?" demanded a grave old man, a physician with a beautiful silvery beard, and a most reverend and senatorial presence, but one of the worst tongues in Venice. "Oh!" he added, with a laugh, after scrutiny of the two through his glasses, "it's that crack-brain Don Ippolito Rondinelli. He isn't priest enough to hurt the consul. Perhaps he's been selling him a perpetual motion for the use of his government, which needs something of the kind just now. Or maybe he's been posing to him for a picture. He would make a very pretty Joseph, give him Potiphar's wife in the background," said the doctor, who if not maligned would have needed much more to make a Joseph of him.
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  Mr. Ferris took his way through the devious footways where the shadow was chill, and through the broad campos where the sun was tenderly warm, and the towers of the church rose against the speck-less azure of the vernal heaven. As he went along, he frowned in a helpless perplexity with the case of Don Ippolito, whom he had begun by doubting for a spy with some incomprehensible motive, and had ended by pitying with a certain degree of amusement and a deep sense of the futility of his compassion. He presently began to think of him with a little disgust, as people commonly think of one whom they pity and yet cannot help, and he made haste to cast off the hopeless burden. He shrugged his shoulders, struck his stick on the smooth paving-stones, and let his eyes rove up and down the fronts of the houses, for the sake of the pretty faces that glanced out of the casements. He was a young man, and it was spring, and this was Venice. He made himself joyfully part of the city and the season; he was glad of the narrowness of the streets, of the good-humored jostling and pushing; he crouched into an arched doorway to let a water-carrier pass with her copper buckets dripping at the end of the yoke balanced on her shoulder, and he returned her smiles and excuses with others as broad and gay; he brushed by the swelling hoops of ladies, and stooped before the unwieldy burdens of porters, who as they staggered through the crowd with a thrust hero, and a shove there forgave themselves, laughing, with "We are in Venice, signori;" and he stood aside for the files of soldiers clanking heavily over the pavement, then muskets kindling to a blaze in the sunlit campos and quenched again in the damp shadows of the calles. His ear was taken by the vibrant jargoning of the boatmen as they pushed their craft under the bridges he crossed, and the keen notes of the canaries and the songs of the golden-billed blackbirds whose cages hung at lattices far overhead. Heaps of oranges, topped by the fairest cut in halves, gave their color, at frequent intervals, to the dusky corners and recesses and the long-drawn cry of the venders, "Oranges of Palermo!" rose above the clatter of feet and the clamor of other voices. At a little shop where butter and eggs and milk abounded, together with early flowers of various sorts, he bought a bunch of hyacinths, blue and white and yellow, and he presently stood smelling these while he waited in the hotel parlor for the ladies to whom he had sent his card. He turned at the sound of drifting drapery, and could not forbear placing the hyacinths in the hand of Miss Florida Vervain, who had come into the room to receive him. She was a girl of about seventeen years, who looked older; she was tall rather than short, and rather full,—though it could not be said that she erred in point of solidity. In the attitudes of shy hauteur into which she constantly fell, there was a touch of defiant awkwardness which had a certain fascination. She was blonde, with a throat and hands of milky whiteness; there was a suggestion of freckles on her regular face, where a quick color came and went, though her cheeks were habitually somewhat pale; her eyes were very blue under their level brows, and the lashes were even lighter in color than the masses of her fair gold hair; the edges of the lids were touched with the faintest red. The late Colonel Vervain of the United States army, whose complexion his daughter had inherited, was an officer whom it would not have been peaceable to cross in any purpose or pleasure, and Miss Vervain seemed sometimes a little burdened by the passionate nature which he had left her together with the tropical name he had bestowed in honor of the State where he had fought the Seminoles in his youth, and where he chanced still to be stationed when she was born; she had the air of being embarrassed in presence of herself, and of having an anxious watch upon her impulses. I do not know how otherwise to describe the effort of proud, helpless femininity, which would have struck the close observer in Miss Vervain.


  "Delicious!" she said, in a deep voice, which conveyed something of this anxiety in its guarded tones, and yet was not wanting in a kind of frankness. "Did you mean them for me, Mr. Ferris?"


  "I didn't, but I do," answered Mr. Ferris. "I bought them in ignorance, but I understand now what they were meant for by nature;" and in fact the hyacinths, with their smooth textures and their pure colors, harmonized well with Miss Vervain, as she bent her face over them and inhaled their full, rich perfume.


  "I will put them in water," she said, "if you'll excuse me a moment. Mother will be down directly."


  Before she could return, her mother rustled into the parlor.


  Mrs. Vervain was gracefully, fragilely unlike her daughter. She entered with a gentle and gliding step, peering near-sightedly about through her glasses, and laughing triumphantly when she had determined Mr. Ferris's exact position, where he stood with a smile shaping his full brown beard and glancing from his hazel eyes. She was dressed in perfect taste with reference to her matronly years, and the lingering evidences of her widowhood, and she had an unaffected naturalness of manner which even at her age of forty-eight could not be called less than charming. She spoke in a trusting, caressing tone, to which no man at least could respond unkindly.


  "So very good of you, to take all this trouble, Mr. Ferris," she said, giving him a friendly hand, "and I suppose you are letting us encroach upon very valuable time. I'm quite ashamed to take it. But isn't it a heavenly day? What I call a perfect day, just right every way; none of those disagreeable extremes. It's so unpleasant to have it too hot, for instance. I'm the greatest person for moderation, Mr. Ferris, and I carry the principle into everything; but I do think the breakfasts at these Italian hotels are too light altogether. I like our American breakfasts, don't you? I've been telling Florida I can't stand it; we really must make some arrangement. To be sure, you oughtn't to think of such a thing as eating, in a place like Venice, all poetry; but a sound mind in a sound body, I say. We're perfectly wild over it. Don't you think it's a place that grows upon you very much, Mr. Ferris? All those associations,—it does seem too much; and the gondolas everywhere. But I'm always afraid the gondoliers cheat us; and in the stores I never feel safe a moment—not a moment. I do think the Venetians are lacking in truthfulness, a little. I don't believe they understand our American fairdealing and sincerity. I shouldn't want to do them injustice, but I really think they take advantages in bargaining. Now such a thing even as corals. Florida is extremely fond of them, and we bought a set yesterday in the Piazza, and I know we paid too much for them. Florida," said Mrs. Vervain, for her daughter had reentered the room, and stood with some shawls and wraps upon her arm, patiently waiting for the conclusion of the elder lady's speech, "I wish you would bring down that set of corals. I'd like Mr. Ferris to give an unbiased opinion. I'm sure we were cheated."


  "I don't know anything about corals, Mrs. Vervain," interposed Mr. Ferris.


  "Well, but you ought to see this set for the beauty of the color; they're really exquisite. I'm sure it will gratify your artistic taste."


  Miss Vervain hesitated with a look of desire to obey, and of doubt whether to force the pleasure upon Mr. Ferris. "Won't it do another time, mother?" she asked faintly; "the gondola is waiting for us."


  Mrs. Vervain gave a frailish start from the chair, into which she had sunk, "Oh, do let us be off at once, then," she said; and when they stood on the landing-stairs of the hotel: "What gloomy things these gondolas are!" she added, while the gondolier with one foot on the gunwale of the boat received the ladies' shawls, and then crooked his arm for them to rest a hand on in stepping aboard; "I wonder they don't paint them some cheerful color."


  "Blue, or pink, Mrs. Vervain?" asked Mr. Ferris. "I knew you were coming to that question; they all do. But we needn't have the top on at all, if it depresses your spirits. We shall be just warm enough in the open sunlight."


  "Well, have it off, then. It sends the cold chills over me to look at it. What did Byron call it?"


  "Yes, it's time for Byron, now. It was very good of you not to mention him before, Mrs. Vervain. But I knew he had to come. He called it a coffin clapped in a canoe."


  "Exactly," said Mrs. Vervain. "I always feel as if I were going to my own funeral when I get into it; and I've certainly had enough of funerals never to want to have anything to do with another, as long as I live."


  She settled herself luxuriously upon the feather-stuffed leathern cushions when the cabin was removed. Death had indeed been near her very often; father and mother had been early lost to her, and the brothers and sisters orphaned with her had faded and perished one after another, as they ripened to men and women; she had seen four of her own children die; her husband had been dead six years. All these bereavements had left her what they had found her. She had truly grieved, and, as she said, she had hardly ever been out of black since she could remember.


  "I never was in colors when I was a girl," she went on, indulging many obituary memories as the gondola dipped and darted down the canal, "and I was married in my mourning for my last sister. It did seem a little too much when she went, Mr. Ferris. I was too young to feel it so much about the others, but we were nearly of the same age, and that makes a difference, don't you know. First a brother and then a sister: it was very strange how they kept going that way. I seemed to break the charm when I got married; though, to be sure, there was no brother left after Marian."


  Miss Vervain heard her mother's mortuary prattle with a face from which no impatience of it could be inferred, and Mr. Ferris made no comment on what was oddly various in character and manner, for Mrs. Vervain touched upon the gloomiest facts of her history with a certain impersonal statistical interest. They were rowing across the lagoon to the Island of San Lazzaro, where for reasons of her own she intended to venerate the convent in which Byron studied the Armenian language preparatory to writing his great poem in it; if her pilgrimage had no very earnest motive, it was worthy of the fact which it was designed to honor. The lagoon was of a perfect, shining smoothness, broken by the shallows over which the ebbing tide had left the sea-weed trailed like long, disheveled hair. The fishermen, as they waded about staking their nets, or stooped to gather the small shell-fish of the shallows, showed legs as brown and tough as those of the apostles in Titian's Assumption. Here and there was a boat, with a boy or an old man asleep in the bottom of it. The gulls sailed high, white flakes against the illimitable blue of the heavens; the air, though it was of early spring, and in the shade had a salty pungency, was here almost languorously warm; in the motionless splendors and rich colors of the scene there was a melancholy before which Mrs. Vervain fell fitfully silent. Now and then Ferris briefly spoke, calling Miss Vervain's notice to this or that, and she briefly responded. As they passed the mad-house of San Servolo, a maniac standing at an open window took his black velvet skull-cap from his white hair, bowed low three times, and kissed his hand to the ladies. The Lido in front of them stretched a brown strip of sand with white villages shining out of it; on their left the Public Gardens showed a mass of hovering green; far beyond and above, the ghostlike snows of the Alpine heights haunted the misty horizon.


  It was chill in the shadow of the convent when they landed at San Lazzaro, and it was cool in the parlor where they waited for the monk who was to show them through the place; but it was still and warm in the gardened court, where the bees murmured among the crocuses and hyacinths under the noonday sun. Miss Vervain stood looking out of the window upon the lagoon, while her mother drifted about the room, peering at the objects on the wall through her eyeglasses. She was praising a Chinese painting of fish on rice-paper, when a young monk entered with a cordial greeting in English for Mr. Ferris. She turned and saw them shaking hands, but at the same moment her eyeglasses abandoned her nose with a vigorous leap; she gave an amiable laugh, and groping for them over her dress, bowed at random as Mr
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