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    On the sidewalks and elevated tracks of a city that manufactures opportunity and unease in equal measure, a new magazine draws together an editor, a promoter, an artist, a capitalist, and a handful of hopefuls and skeptics, each forced to discover how swiftly, in modern life, the pursuit of profit blurs into a test of principle, and how every chance at advancement is shadowed by obligations to family, conscience, and the strangers whose paths cross ours; amid boardinghouses, parlors, and publishing offices, alliances form and fray as the clamor of labor and the allure of wealth press on the most ordinary choices.

A Hazard of New Fortunes is William Dean Howells’s panoramic New York novel, first published in book form in 1890 after appearing in Harper’s Magazine during 1889–1890. Set in the late Gilded Age, it observes the city at a moment of rapid expansion and unsettled ethics. Howells, a leading advocate of American realism, brings his editorial and critical sensibilities to a story about people who try to create a literary enterprise in a marketplace governed by money and publicity. The book’s premise is simple: a family relocates to New York so the husband can edit a new magazine, and the city remakes their world.

The magazine—proposed by an energetic promoter and bankrolled by a self-made businessman—becomes the novel’s crucible. Around it gather writers, artists, investors, clerks, and neighbors whose conversations and conflicts expose the fragile arrangements that let culture exist within commerce. The editor, Basil March, and his wife, Isabel, must reconcile their ideals with the practical demands of rent, deadlines, and patrons’ whims. As they explore neighborhoods and workplaces, they meet characters from different backgrounds whose fortunes are bound up with the city’s volatile rhythms, and they begin to see how institutional decisions ripple through private lives.

Howells uses this setup to demonstrate what realism can accomplish: a candid account of everyday experience, moral testing in ordinary circumstances, and social observation without melodrama. At a time when sensation and romance still held sway in popular fiction, he insisted that contemporary life—talk in offices, strolls in parks, arguments at dinner tables—could carry dramatic weight. The novel’s reach, spanning drawing rooms and street corners, gives it the scale of an urban chronicle while keeping its focus on individual choices. It shows how an apparently modest plot can illuminate a vast economic and cultural system.

Stylistically, the book is notable for its supple dialogue, wry understatement, and steady, humane gaze. Howells prefers implication to thunderbolt revelations; he lets characters reveal themselves through their speech, hesitations, and small breaches of courtesy. Scenes unfold with a journalist’s eye for setting and a dramatist’s ear for cadence. The humor is pointed yet sympathetic, allowing readers to see foibles without dismissing the people who possess them. This balance—critical but never cruel—gives the narrative its credibility and permits complex questions to arise from seemingly casual encounters.

Thematically, the novel examines the entanglement of art and business, the meanings of success, and the ethics of class relations in a modern metropolis. It considers the pressures of immigration and mobility, the gap between cultivated taste and commercial appeal, and the strains that economic ambition places on friendship and marriage. Howells shows how institutions—banks, publishers, transit companies—shape the horizons of individuals who rarely control the terms of their participation. At the same time, he watches for moments when private conscience asserts itself, often in quiet, practical acts rather than grand declarations.

New York itself functions as both setting and argument. The book maps streets, ferries, boardinghouses, and parks with an accuracy that gives the city texture and weight. Transportation systems—the streetcars and elevated trains—knit disparate lives together, accelerating chance encounters and sharpening social contrasts. Office buildings and department stores symbolize a new scale of enterprise that challenges older ideals of craftsmanship and community. Howells’s attention to the physical city makes clear that modern life is lived among structures and schedules, and that those structures shape character as surely as temperament does.

The cast represents a wide social spectrum. The Marches bring Midwestern sensibilities to a metropolis of improvisers. The promoter, Fulkerson, embodies the restless ingenuity of the advertising age. The financier, Dryfoos, stands for the confidence and anxieties of sudden wealth. Artists, reformers, clerks, and craftsmen circulate through the magazine’s orbit, including figures whose political commitments and personal loyalties illuminate the costs of industrial growth. Among them are an outspoken veteran shaped by European radicalism and a fashionable illustrator torn between integrity and vanity, each adding tension to the magazine’s promise of cultural refinement.

What gives the novel its power is moral complexity. No one is rendered as purely villainous or purely heroic; nearly everyone wants to do good as they understand it, but that desire collides with convenience, pride, and institutional necessity. The magazine’s office becomes a microcosm where taste, money, and conscience bargain for priority. Howells shows how easy it is to rationalize small compromises, and how those compromises accumulate into public consequences. The result is a study in responsibility: who owes what to whom in a society that depends on contracts, credit, and persuasion.

The book endures as a classic because it crystallizes American realism at full scale and captures New York at a pivotal juncture. Its unhurried attention to lives across class lines supplied a template for later urban novels that portray the city as a system of interlocking pressures. While every generation reimagines the metropolis, Howells’s method—serious about ordinary people, attentive to social detail—remains foundational. His work helped consolidate a literary approach in which plot arises from character within circumstance, an approach that shaped the expectations of readers and opened paths for twentieth-century narratives of city life.

For contemporary readers, the novel feels strikingly current. Its portrait of a start-up cultural venture wrestling with investor influence anticipates debates about media independence today. Its depictions of inequality, precarity, and public protest echo headlines in any era when growth outpaces fairness. The book also offers a humane counterweight to cynicism: it honors the daily, imperfect labor of living together in crowded spaces. By showing how talk itself—argument, persuasion, confession—builds a public, Howells invites readers to recognize the civic stakes in seemingly private decisions.

To read A Hazard of New Fortunes now is to see how modernity tests character, how cities magnify both generosity and self-interest, and how the stories we tell to make a living can either dignify or diminish the lives they touch. Without resorting to sensationalism, Howells renders the drama of conscience under pressure. That drama has not lost urgency. As long as new fortunes can be made and unmade in a blink, this novel will speak to readers who want to know what such hazards demand—and what kind of community we build, or betray, when we answer.
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    A Hazard of New Fortunes, published in 1890 by William Dean Howells, is a landmark of American realism set in late nineteenth-century New York. The novel follows Basil March, a thoughtful editor from Boston, whose family’s relocation to the nation’s booming metropolis becomes a lens on class, culture, and conscience. Through March’s new work at a fledgling magazine, the book surveys the city’s crowded streets, commercial energies, and social crosscurrents. Howells balances domestic scenes with public life, drawing out the tensions between provincial ideals and urban opportunity, and establishing a calm but probing narrative tone that foregrounds observation, argument, and the unsettled ethics of modern prosperity.

At the outset, March is courted by the exuberant promoter Fulkerson to edit a new periodical, Every Other Week. Accepting the post means uprooting his household and exchanging the familiar decorum of Boston for New York’s tumult and promise. The Marches’ search for an apartment and their first impressions of the city introduce a vivid, practical portrait of daily life: crowded transit, shifting neighborhoods, and the calculus of rent and convenience. Their arrival also frames a central question: whether cultural refinement and humane judgment can survive the compromises demanded by a magazine designed to thrive in a competitive market.

As Every Other Week takes shape, Fulkerson’s ingenuity supplies contributors and visibility, while March tries to define a literary identity grounded in fairness and taste. The staff and circle of collaborators grow to include the agreeable yet self-interested artist Angus Beaton, the outspoken immigrant Lindau, and the former Confederate Colonel Woodburn, each representing distinct convictions and social histories. Editorial meetings, studio calls, and planning sessions reveal the pressure to mix serious discourse with popular appeal. Howells uses these professional routines to explore the delicate balance between art and commerce, and to register the magazine’s vulnerability to forces beyond editorial idealism.

Behind the scenes stands Mr. Dryfoos, the publication’s financier, a self-made capitalist whose recent wealth ushers his family into New York society. His investment secures the magazine’s launch but also introduces the leverage of money over content and policy. Dryfoos’s family relocates as well, bringing together disparate social ambitions and values under one roof. His son Conrad, earnest and religiously minded, is drawn toward charitable work and moral inquiry; other family members gravitate to fashionable circles. The magazine becomes an extension of these cross-pressures, its prosperity tied to a patron whose priorities do not always align with editorial independence.

The Marches’ acquaintance widens to encompass the city’s layered worlds: philanthropic elites, ambitious artists, striving clerks, and recent arrivals adapting to American life. Margaret Vance, a young woman of means with a reflective commitment to reform, emerges as a figure who bridges genteel society and social conscience. Beaton’s attentions converge on Dryfoos’s daughter, revealing the entanglements of aesthetic taste, social mobility, and marriage prospects. Howells counterposes drawing rooms and boardinghouses with equal steadiness, depicting a metropolis where reputations are made and unmade quickly, and where ethical commitments are often examined in public as much as in private.

Public debates reverberate through the magazine’s pages and conversations. Lindau, an immigrant and Civil War veteran, articulates egalitarian and labor sympathies from lived experience, while Colonel Woodburn champions hierarchical social theories rooted in the Old South. Their arguments, at once cordial and charged, distill wider conflicts over national memory, economic justice, and the meaning of freedom in an industrial age. The March household becomes a meeting ground for these views, and Howells’s realist method allows each position to be heard without caricature, even as the narrative underscores the human costs of abstract doctrines when applied to the city’s working lives.

Tensions gather as financial backing shades into editorial control. Dryfoos expects deference to his preferences, while March seeks to safeguard the magazine’s impartiality and tone. Fulkerson, ever practical, mediates between integrity and survival, knowing that periodicals depend on circulation, advertisers, and owner goodwill. Disputes over contributors and political coloration sharpen, and the possibility of dismissals or redesigns tests loyalties. The pressure exposes fault lines among staff and patrons, suggesting how easily public conversation can be narrowed when it threatens vested interests, and how precarious honorable work becomes when sustained by capital with its own ends.

Beyond offices and parlors, broader unrest rises in the city, culminating in a streetcar strike that draws attention from every quarter. The magazine must decide how to cover the conflict, while individuals within its circle take sides according to conscience, experience, or advantage. Conrad’s religious scruples and charitable commitments place him close to suffering, and Margaret Vance’s reform-minded engagement gives a counterpoint from within privilege. Crowded thoroughfares and tense gatherings bring the novel’s social threads into sharp proximity. In the disorder that follows a public confrontation, several lives are irrevocably altered, and the magazine’s fate hangs in the balance without easy resolution.

Howells closes by returning to the moral questions posed at the start: what it means to live decently amid the ambitions and hazards of a great city, and how art, business, and belief can coexist without betrayal. The novel’s enduring significance lies in its patient anatomy of American urban modernity, refusing melodrama while tracing the consequences of choices made under economic and social pressure. Without prescribing a single remedy, it insists on sympathy, clarity, and responsibility. A Hazard of New Fortunes remains a searching portrait of the Gilded Age that speaks to ongoing debates over capital, labor, culture, and the uses of power.
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    William Dean Howells sets A Hazard of New Fortunes in late–Gilded Age New York, roughly the late 1880s to 1890, when Manhattan stood as the nation’s largest city and a nerve center of finance, publishing, transit, and party politics. The story’s frame—founding a magazine and navigating its business and editorial lives—unfolds amid institutions that organized urban power: corporate trusts, street-railway companies, Tammany Hall, and mass-circulation magazines. The novel’s New York is a city of concentrated wealth and visible poverty, where boardrooms, advertising agencies, and editors’ offices coexist with tenement districts. This setting places the narrative squarely within the era’s defining institutions and the social pressures they generated.

The city had grown explosively since the Civil War, swelling with migrants and immigrants and stretching northward along new avenues and transit lines. After the Brooklyn Bridge opened in 1883, metropolitan links thickened, binding commerce and commuters more tightly to Manhattan. Elevated railways sped above crowded streets, and speculative building pressed uptown along the developing Upper West Side. By 1890, New York’s population exceeded 1.5 million. A Hazard of New Fortunes captures this restless expansion through everyday movement—office hunting, apartment searches, and street life—showing how geography and class mapped onto one another in ways that both fostered proximity and sharpened division.

Howells anchors the plot in magazine publishing, an industry transforming American culture. In the 1880s, national monthlies such as Harper’s, Century, and Scribner’s expanded readership through lower prices, advertising revenue, and new distribution networks. The linotype (introduced mid-1880s) accelerated typesetting, while the growing postal system, express companies, and newsstands amplified reach. Magazines blended literature with social commentary and cultivated branded editorial voices. The novel’s fictional periodical mirrors this business model and exposes tensions between editorial ideals and commercial pressures, reflecting the real world in which authors, editors, and investors negotiated market demands for illustrated features, serial fiction, and timely social debate.

The book’s financier-investor figure evokes the Gilded Age’s “new fortunes,” often made in railroads, oil, gas, steel, and land speculation. After the 1870s depression, a renewed boom created millionaires whose wealth rested on volatile markets and corporate combinations such as the Standard Oil trust (organized in 1882). These fortunes entered urban cultural life through philanthropy and investment in media. The novel probes the cultural clash between speculative capital and older, self-styled genteel traditions, dramatizing how money could subsidize art while steering it. It also registers anxiety that national markets—capital flowing from the interior to New York—reordered cultural authority and editorial independence.

Organized labor surged in the 1880s, and New York was a major arena. The Knights of Labor reached their peak mid-decade, while the American Federation of Labor formed in 1886 under Samuel Gompers, a New Yorker. Street railway workers staged disruptive strikes; in 1889, New York saw a significant streetcar strike marked by police escorts for replacement crews and public debate over the right to picket. The novel’s climactic confrontation around a transit strike echoes such conflicts, succinctly showing the era’s public order strategies, the power of municipal policing, and the moral quandaries faced by middle-class observers who sympathized with workers yet feared urban disorder.

Radical currents also coursed through immigrant neighborhoods. German socialists and anarchists published newspapers, held meetings, and debated strategies; the figure of Johann Most, active in New York in the 1880s, symbolized the era’s incendiary rhetoric. The 1886 Haymarket bombing in Chicago shaped national fears of radicalism and intensified scrutiny in New York. Howells’s narrative registers these ideological crosscurrents through conversations about class justice, reform, and violence. Without endorsing extremism, the book reveals why socialist critiques of industrial capitalism resonated among wage workers and intellectuals, and how editorial circles wrestled with whether—and how—to platform radical speech within commercial publications.

Municipal politics formed the backdrop to daily life. Tammany Hall exercised influence through patronage and social services, while reformers advocated civil-service rules and nonpartisan efficiency. The 1886 mayoral race dramatized competing visions: Henry George, running with labor support, startled the city with a strong showing; Abram S. Hewitt, backed by Tammany and reformers, won; a young Theodore Roosevelt lost on the Republican line. The novel reflects a political world where editors and businessmen must navigate machine governments, police powers, and licensing authorities—underscoring that cultural enterprises were never insulated from city hall’s sway.

Tenement districts on the Lower East Side and in other wards concentrated new arrivals in overcrowded housing. A Tenement House Act in 1867 had made limited improvements, but by the late 1880s, inadequate light, air, and sanitation persisted. In 1890, Jacob Riis’s How the Other Half Lives exposed conditions using flash photography, catalyzing reform conversations. Howells’s cityscape presages this moment, contrasting elegant parlors with cramped living spaces and sweatshops. The narrative’s ethical debates—about charity, wages, and editorial responsibility—draw strength from these environmental realities, asking readers to see the city’s prosperity alongside its structural poverty.

Transit technologies structured class encounters and urban rhythms. Manhattan’s elevated railways—steam-driven in this era—carried crowds above congested avenues, while horse-drawn and cable streetcars stitched together neighborhoods. Full electrification of streetcar lines advanced in the 1890s, but the late 1880s already featured technological competition and powerful traction companies. The 1883 Brooklyn Bridge reoriented commuting patterns and symbolized engineering modernity. The novel uses commutes, public promenades, and chance meetings to show how mobility narrowed social distances even as it dramatized conflict, particularly when street railways’ labor disputes turned the very apparatus of urban movement into a battleground.

The period witnessed expanding opportunities for middle-class women in offices, shops, and cultural industries. The typewriter and stenography opened clerical work; art schools and journalism beckoned some into public professions; women’s clubs proliferated. In 1890, the National American Woman Suffrage Association formed from a merger of rival suffrage bodies, signaling renewed national organization. While the novel keeps its focus on editorial and business negotiations, it situates women within the readerships and workplaces that made magazines profitable, acknowledging gendered labor, the moral authority of female consumers, and the emergence of a “New Woman” sensibility attentive to autonomy, education, and civic reform.

Howells’s career shaped the book’s aesthetic. As a leading advocate of literary realism, he had edited The Atlantic Monthly in the 1870s and later wrote the influential “Editor’s Study” column for Harper’s, championing fiction attentive to ordinary life, ethical complexity, and social truth. He urged American writers to learn from European realists such as Tolstoy and Turgenev. A Hazard of New Fortunes embodies this program, observing contemporary manners and institutions without romantic filter. Its dialogue-driven scenes and morally divided characters mirror the realist conviction that fiction should examine the world as it is, particularly in the nation’s most modern city.

The novel’s New York is polyglot. Irish, Germans, Eastern European Jews, Italians, and others reshaped neighborhoods, workplaces, and the city’s soundscape. Yiddish newspapers and theaters flourished; German clubs and beer gardens remained important social centers; Catholic and Jewish philanthropic networks complemented Protestant charities. The city’s literary and journalistic circles drew on this diversity while also displaying elite anxieties and prejudices. By rendering accents, political arguments, and cultural misunderstandings, the book registers the costs and energies of pluralism. It also underlines how immigration fed both labor radicalism and entrepreneurial dynamism in late nineteenth-century New York.

Reform and philanthropy formed a visible middle-class response to urban inequality. New York’s Charity Organization Society (founded 1882) promoted “scientific charity,” emphasizing investigation and coordination; settlement work began to take root with University Settlement in 1886 and, slightly later, Henry Street Settlement in 1893. The Social Gospel movement urged Protestants to address structural sin in city life. Howells’s characters debate charity’s paternalism and efficacy, reflecting controversies over whether benevolence could remedy wage exploitation and housing squalor—or whether structural reform was necessary. By staging drawing-room philanthropy beside labor agitation, the novel interrogates the moral limits of private charity.

Communication technologies accelerated the city’s pace. Telegraphy tied editors to national news cycles; business phones spread in the 1880s; typewriters (commercialized from the 1870s) reshaped office work; and linotype machines revolutionized newspaper composition after 1884. Halftone photo reproduction, advancing by the late 1880s, soon enabled images in mass periodicals and investigative works like Riis’s. Advertising agencies organized national campaigns, binding consumption to print culture. The novel’s magazine venture depends on these systems: timely copy, reliable printers, and advertisers to underwrite circulation. In this techno-economic matrix, editorial ideals constantly collide with deadlines, costs, and market metrics.

Law and political economy framed corporate power. The Interstate Commerce Act of 1887 signaled federal willingness to regulate railroads; the Sherman Antitrust Act of 1890 targeted combinations in restraint of trade, though early enforcement was uneven. Monetary policy debates over silver purchases (the 1890 Sherman Silver Purchase Act) and tariff battles culminating in the McKinley Tariff of 1890 animated editorial pages. Howells’s characters inhabit a world where such abstractions bear on wages, prices, and investment. The magazine’s content decisions and its financier’s calculations are steeped in these policy currents, which would crest in the financial crisis soon after publication.

Civil War memory still shaped politics and identity. Veterans’ organizations like the Grand Army of the Republic sustained public rituals, and sectional reconciliation narratives gained cultural ground, even as racial violence persisted elsewhere in the nation. Howells, an Ohioan by origin, often used veteran figures to illuminate civic duty and social ethics. In A Hazard of New Fortunes, recollections of war-era loyalties and sacrifices color judgments about justice, authority, and national purpose. The book’s urban conflicts thus unfold against a lingering national story about citizenship and conflict, one that realism treats as lived memory rather than distant history.

Culturally, New York bridged genteel tradition and modern spectacle. The Washington centennial celebrations in 1889, new museums and galleries, and architectural statements like the Tribune and World Buildings marked civic ambition. Simultaneously, bohemian enclaves around Washington Square cultivated artistic independence. The novel draws on both spheres: polite salons and clubrooms where opinion was minted, and informal studios and editorial backrooms where art and copy were made. By interlacing these milieus, Howells charts how culture was financed, displayed, and consumed, always with the awareness that the market’s invisible hand was, in fact, attached to very visible patrons and advertisers at the city’s core.—
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    William Dean Howells (1837–1920) was an American novelist, critic, and editor whose advocacy of literary realism shaped U.S. fiction in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Often called the Dean of American Letters, he combined a prolific career in magazines with influential novels and essays that turned attention from melodrama to the textures of everyday life. As an editor and mentor, he helped define national taste, bringing emerging voices to a broad readership and arguing that literature should mirror contemporary manners, speech, and moral complexity. His work connects the post-Civil War era to modern narrative concerns about class, commerce, region, and democratic culture.

He grew up in Ohio and entered print culture early through newspaper work, learning typesetting, reporting, and the discipline of daily deadlines. Largely self-educated, he read widely and began publishing poems and sketches while still a young journalist. His clear prose and preference for ordinary subjects were grounded in the newsroom’s economy of language. In 1860 he wrote a campaign biography of Abraham Lincoln that brought him national notice and public service opportunities. Though he never pursued extensive formal schooling, he studied languages and literature on his own, building the cosmopolitan literacy that would later inform his criticism and fiction.

Appointed United States consul in Venice during the Civil War era, Howells spent several years immersed in Italian life and letters. The experience yielded travel books such as Venetian Life and Italian Journeys, which mix observation, humor, and a developing realist stance. Exposure to European art and to novelists associated with realism, including Russian and Italian writers, deepened his conviction that literature should resist extravagance and record the actual. He refined an ear for social nuance—the small gestures of class, courtship, and conversation—that would animate his later American novels. Returning home with a broadened outlook, he shifted from travel writing toward sustained editorial and fictional work.

Settling in the Northeast after Europe, Howells joined The Atlantic Monthly and, in the 1870s, served as its editor for roughly a decade. From that perch he championed a generation of American writers associated with regional and realist modes, offering steady encouragement and exacting standards. He published and promoted work by figures such as Mark Twain and Henry James, while also supporting women authors and local-color storytelling that mapped the nation’s varied speech and customs. His editorials and reviews carved a middle path between moral earnestness and artistic experiment, making the magazine a central forum for debates over the future of the American novel.

As a novelist, Howells applied his principles to contemporary subjects. Their Wedding Journey introduced his interest in the ordinary as worthy narrative material. A Modern Instance explored the social and legal pressures surrounding divorce in a rapidly changing society. The Rise of Silas Lapham examined business ethics and class aspiration, becoming a touchstone of American realism. Indian Summer offered a mature comedy of manners, and A Hazard of New Fortunes probed urban life, journalism, and labor conflict in Gilded Age New York. Critics often praised his psychological restraint and social observation, even as some readers wished for more romance or melodrama than he was willing to supply.

Howells articulated his aesthetics and social commitments in essays and columns. In Criticism and Fiction he argued for honest, democratic art and praised European realists like Tolstoy and Turgenev. Writing for Harper’s from the mid-1880s, he used widely read columns to support new talent and to address public questions. He criticized the conduct of the Haymarket trial, expressed sympathy for labor, and treated class inequities in the utopian fictions A Traveler from Altruria and Through the Eye of the Needle. He opposed militarism and imperial expansion, a stance echoed in the story Editha. He also aided writers such as Stephen Crane and Paul Laurence Dunbar.

In later years Howells produced autobiographical and critical volumes that both recorded and shaped literary culture, including My Literary Passions, Literary Friends and Acquaintance, My Mark Twain, and Years of My Youth. He lived chiefly in the Northeast and remained active in letters until his death in 1920 in New York. His legacy rests on twin achievements: a body of fiction that made middle-class American life a serious subject, and a long editorial career that opened doors for diverse voices. The realist habits he championed—attention to speech, class, and moral ambiguity—continue to inform American narrative art and discussions of literature’s civic purpose.
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The following story was the first fruit of my New York life when I began to live it after my quarter of a century in Cambridge and Boston, ending in 1889; and I used my own transition to the commercial metropolis in framing the experience which was wholly that of my supposititious literary adventurer. He was a character whom, with his wife, I have employed in some six or eight other stories, and whom I made as much the hero and heroine of 'Their Wedding Journey' as the slight fable would bear. In venturing out of my adoptive New England, where I had found myself at home with many imaginary friends, I found it natural to ask the company of these familiar acquaintances, but their company was not to be had at once for the asking. When I began speaking of them as Basil and Isabel, in the fashion of 'Their Wedding Journey,' they would not respond with the effect of early middle age which I desired in them. They remained wilfully, not to say woodenly, the young bridal pair of that romance, without the promise of novel functioning. It was not till I tried addressing them as March and Mrs. March that they stirred under my hand with fresh impulse, and set about the work assigned them as people in something more than their second youth.

The scene into which I had invited them to figure filled the largest canvas I had yet allowed myself; and, though 'A Hazard of New Fortunes' was not the first story I had written with the printer at my heels, it was the first which took its own time to prescribe its own dimensions. I had the general design well in mind when I began to write it, but as it advanced it compelled into its course incidents, interests, individualities, which I had not known lay near, and it specialized and amplified at points which I had not always meant to touch, though I should not like to intimate anything mystical in the fact. It became, to my thinking, the most vital of my fictions, through my quickened interest in the life about me, at a moment of great psychological import. We had passed through a period of strong emotioning in the direction of the humaner economics, if I may phrase it so; the rich seemed not so much to despise the poor, the poor did not so hopelessly repine. The solution of the riddle of the painful earth through the dreams of Henry George[1], through the dreams of Edward Bellamy[2], through the dreams of all the generous visionaries of the past, seemed not impossibly far off. That shedding of blood which is for the remission of sins had been symbolized by the bombs and scaffolds of Chicago[3], and the hearts of those who felt the wrongs bound up with our rights, the slavery implicated in our liberty, were thrilling with griefs and hopes hitherto strange to the average American breast. Opportunely for me there was a great street-car strike in New York, and the story began to find its way to issues nobler and larger than those of the love-affairs common to fiction. I was in my fifty-second year when I took it up, and in the prime, such as it was, of my powers. The scene which I had chosen appealed prodigiously to me, and the action passed as nearly without my conscious agency as I ever allow myself to think such things happen.

The opening chapters were written in a fine, old fashioned apartment house which had once been a family house, and in an uppermost room of which I could look from my work across the trees of the little park in Stuyvesant Square to the towers of St. George's Church. Then later in the spring of 1889 the unfinished novel was carried to a country house on the Belmont border of Cambridge. There I must have written very rapidly to have pressed it to conclusion before the summer ended. It came, indeed, so easily from the pen that I had the misgiving which I always have of things which do not cost me great trouble.

There is nothing in the book with which I amused myself more than the house-hunting of the Marches when they were placing themselves in New York; and if the contemporary reader should turn for instruction to the pages in which their experience is detailed I assure him that he may trust their fidelity and accuracy in the article of New York housing as it was early in the last decade of the last century: I mean, the housing of people of such moderate means as the Marches. In my zeal for truth I did not distinguish between reality and actuality in this or other matters—that is, one was as precious to me as the other. But the types here portrayed are as true as ever they were, though the world in which they were finding their habitat is wonderfully, almost incredibly different. Yet it is not wholly different, for a young literary pair now adventuring in New York might easily parallel the experience of the Marches with their own, if not for so little money; many phases of New York housing are better, but all are dearer. Other aspects of the material city have undergone a transformation much more wonderful. I find that in my book its population is once modestly spoken of as two millions, but now in twenty years it is twice as great, and the grandeur as well as grandiosity of its forms is doubly apparent. The transitional public that then moped about in mildly tinkling horse-cars is now hurried back and forth in clanging trolleys, in honking and whirring motors; the Elevated road which was the last word of speed is undermined by the Subway, shooting its swift shuttles through the subterranean woof of the city's haste. From these feet let the witness infer our whole massive Hercules, a bulk that sprawls and stretches beyond the rivers through the tunnels piercing their beds and that towers into the skies with innumerable tops—a Hercules blent of Briareus and Cerberus, but not so bad a monster as it seemed then to threaten becoming.

Certain hopes of truer and better conditions on which my heart was fixed twenty years ago are not less dear, and they are by no means touched with despair, though they have not yet found the fulfilment which I would then have prophesied for them. Events have not wholly played them false; events have not halted, though they have marched with a slowness that might affect a younger observer as marking time. They who were then mindful of the poor have not forgotten them, and what is better the poor have not often forgotten themselves in violences such as offered me the material of tragedy and pathos in my story. In my quality of artist I could not regret these, and I gratefully realize that they offered me the opportunity of a more strenuous action, a more impressive catastrophe than I could have achieved without them. They tended to give the whole fable dignity and doubtless made for its success as a book. As a serial it had crept a sluggish course before a public apparently so unmindful of it that no rumor of its acceptance or rejection reached the writer during the half year of its publication; but it rose in book form from that failure and stood upon its feet and went its way to greater favor than any book of his had yet enjoyed. I hope that my recognition of the fact will not seem like boasting, but that the reader will regard it as a special confidence from the author and will let it go no farther.
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"Now, you think this thing over, March, and let me know the last of next week," said Fulkerson. He got up from the chair which he had been sitting astride, with his face to its back, and tilting toward March on its hind-legs, and came and rapped upon his table with his thin bamboo stick. "What you want to do is to get out of the insurance business, anyway. You acknowledge that yourself. You never liked it, and now it makes you sick; in other words, it's killing you. You ain't an insurance man by nature[1q]. You're a natural-born literary man, and you've been going against the grain. Now, I offer you a chance to go with the grain. I don't say you're going to make your everlasting fortune, but I'll give you a living salary, and if the thing succeeds you'll share in its success. We'll all share in its success. That's the beauty of it. I tell you, March, this is the greatest idea that has been struck since"—Fulkerson stopped and searched his mind for a fit image—"since the creation of man."

He put his leg up over the corner of March's table and gave himself a sharp cut on the thigh, and leaned forward to get the full effect of his words upon his listener.

March had his hands clasped together behind his head, and he took one of them down long enough to put his inkstand and mucilage-bottle out of Fulkerson's way. After many years' experiment of a mustache and whiskers, he now wore his grizzled beard full, but cropped close; it gave him a certain grimness, corrected by the gentleness of his eyes.

"Some people don't think much of the creation of man nowadays. Why stop at that? Why not say since the morning stars sang together?"

"No, sir; no, sir! I don't want to claim too much, and I draw the line at the creation of man. I'm satisfied with that. But if you want to ring the morning stars into the prospectus all right; I won't go back on you."

"But I don't understand why you've set your mind on me," March said. "I haven't had, any magazine experience, you know that; and I haven't seriously attempted to do anything in literature since I was married. I gave up smoking and the Muse together. I suppose I could still manage a cigar, but I don't believe I could—"

"Muse worth a cent." Fulkerson took the thought out of his mouth and put it into his own words. "I know. Well, I don't want you to. I don't care if you never write a line for the thing, though you needn't reject anything of yours, if it happens to be good, on that account. And I don't want much experience in my editor; rather not have it. You told me, didn't you, that you used to do some newspaper work before you settled down?"

"Yes; I thought my lines were permanently cast in those places once. It was more an accident than anything else that I got into the insurance business. I suppose I secretly hoped that if I made my living by something utterly different, I could come more freshly to literature proper in my leisure."

"I see; and you found the insurance business too many, for you. Well, anyway, you've always had a hankering for the inkpots; and the fact that you first gave me the idea of this thing shows that you've done more or less thinking about magazines."

"Yes—less."

"Well, all right. Now don't you be troubled. I know what I want, generally, speaking, and in this particular instance I want you. I might get a man of more experience, but I should probably get a man of more prejudice and self-conceit along with him, and a man with a following of the literary hangers-on that are sure to get round an editor sooner or later. I want to start fair, and I've found out in the syndicate business all the men that are worth having. But they know me, and they don't know you, and that's where we shall have the pull on them. They won't be able to work the thing. Don't you be anxious about the experience. I've got experience enough of my own to run a dozen editors. What I want is an editor who has taste, and you've got it; and conscience, and you've got it; and horse sense, and you've got that. And I like you because you're a Western man, and I'm another. I do cotton to a Western man when I find him off East here, holding his own with the best of 'em, and showing 'em that he's just as much civilized as they are. We both know what it is to have our bright home in the setting sun; heigh?"

"I think we Western men who've come East are apt to take ourselves a little too objectively and to feel ourselves rather more representative than we need," March remarked.

Fulkerson was delighted. "You've hit it! We do! We are!"

"And as for holding my own, I'm not very proud of what I've done in that way; it's been very little to hold. But I know what you mean, Fulkerson, and I've felt the same thing myself; it warmed me toward you when we first met. I can't help suffusing a little to any man when I hear that he was born on the other side of the Alleghanies. It's perfectly stupid. I despise the same thing when I see it in Boston people."

Fulkerson pulled first one of his blond whiskers and then the other, and twisted the end of each into a point, which he left to untwine itself. He fixed March with his little eyes, which had a curious innocence in their cunning, and tapped the desk immediately in front of him. "What I like about you is that you're broad in your sympathies. The first time I saw you, that night on the Quebec boat, I said to myself: 'There's a man I want to know. There's a human being.' I was a little afraid of Mrs. March and the children, but I felt at home with you—thoroughly domesticated—before I passed a word with you; and when you spoke first, and opened up with a joke over that fellow's tableful of light literature and Indian moccasins and birch-bark toy canoes and stereoscopic views, I knew that we were brothers—spiritual twins. I recognized the Western style of fun, and I thought, when you said you were from Boston, that it was some of the same. But I see now that its being a cold fact, as far as the last fifteen or twenty years count, is just so much gain. You know both sections, and you can make this thing go, from ocean to ocean."

"We might ring that into the prospectus, too," March suggested, with a smile. "You might call the thing 'From Sea to Sea.' By-the-way, what are you going to call it?"

"I haven't decided yet; that's one of the things I wanted to talk with you about. I had thought of 'The Syndicate'; but it sounds kind of dry, and doesn't seem to cover the ground exactly. I should like something that would express the co-operative character of the thing, but I don't know as I can get it."

"Might call it 'The Mutual'."

"They'd think it was an insurance paper. No, that won't do. But Mutual comes pretty near the idea. If we could get something like that, it would pique curiosity; and then if we could get paragraphs afloat explaining that the contributors were to be paid according to the sales, it would be a first-rate ad."

He bent a wide, anxious, inquiring smile upon March, who suggested, lazily: "You might call it 'The Round-Robin'. That would express the central idea of irresponsibility. As I understand, everybody is to share the profits and be exempt from the losses. Or, if I'm wrong, and the reverse is true, you might call it 'The Army of Martyrs'. Come, that sounds attractive, Fulkerson! Or what do you think of 'The Fifth Wheel'? That would forestall the criticism that there are too many literary periodicals already. Or, if you want to put forward the idea of complete independence, you could call it 'The Free Lance'; or—"

"Or 'The Hog on Ice'—either stand up or fall down, you know," Fulkerson broke in coarsely. "But we'll leave the name of the magazine till we get the editor. I see the poison's beginning to work in you, March; and if I had time I'd leave the result to time. But I haven't. I've got to know inside of the next week. To come down to business with you, March, I sha'n't start this thing unless I can get you to take hold of it."

He seemed to expect some acknowledgment, and March said, "Well, that's very nice of you, Fulkerson."

"No, sir; no, sir! I've always liked you and wanted you ever since we met that first night. I had this thing inchoately in my mind then, when I was telling you about the newspaper syndicate business—beautiful vision of a lot of literary fellows breaking loose from the bondage of publishers and playing it alone—"

"You might call it 'The Lone Hand'; that would be attractive," March interrupted. "The whole West would know what you meant."

Fulkerson was talking seriously, and March was listening seriously; but they both broke off and laughed. Fulkerson got down off the table and made some turns about the room. It was growing late; the October sun had left the top of the tall windows; it was still clear day, but it would soon be twilight; they had been talking a long time. Fulkerson came and stood with his little feet wide apart, and bent his little lean, square face on March. "See here! How much do you get out of this thing here, anyway?"

"The insurance business?" March hesitated a moment and then said, with a certain effort of reserve, "At present about three thousand." He looked up at Fulkerson with a glance, as if he had a mind to enlarge upon the fact, and then dropped his eyes without saying more.

Whether Fulkerson had not thought it so much or not, he said: "Well, I'll give you thirty-five hundred. Come! And your chances in the success."

"We won't count the chances in the success. And I don't believe thirty-five hundred would go any further in New York than three thousand in Boston."

"But you don't live on three thousand here?"

"No; my wife has a little property."

"Well, she won't lose the income if you go to New York. I suppose you pay ten or twelve hundred a year for your house here. You can get plenty of flats in New York for the same money; and I understand you can get all sorts of provisions for less than you pay now—three or four cents on the pound. Come!"

This was by no means the first talk they had had about the matter; every three or four months during the past two years the syndicate man had dropped in upon March to air the scheme and to get his impressions of it. This had happened so often that it had come to be a sort of joke between them. But now Fulkerson clearly meant business, and March had a struggle to maintain himself in a firm poise of refusal.

"I dare say it wouldn't—or it needn't—cost so very much more, but I don't want to go to New York; or my wife doesn't. It's the same thing."

"A good deal samer," Fulkerson admitted.

March did not quite like his candor, and he went on with dignity. "It's very natural she shouldn't. She has always lived in Boston; she's attached to the place. Now, if you were going to start 'The Fifth Wheel' in Boston—"

Fulkerson slowly and sadly shook his head, but decidedly. "Wouldn't do. You might as well say St. Louis or Cincinnati. There's only one city that belongs to the whole country, and that's New York."

"Yes, I know," sighed March; "and Boston belongs to the Bostonians, but they like you to make yourself at home while you're visiting."

"If you'll agree to make phrases like that, right along, and get them into 'The Round-Robin' somehow, I'll say four thousand," said Fulkerson. "You think it over now, March. You talk it over with Mrs. March; I know you will, anyway; and I might as well make a virtue of advising you to do it. Tell her I advised you to do it, and you let me know before next Saturday what you've decided."

March shut down the rolling top of his desk in the corner of the room, and walked Fulkerson out before him. It was so late that the last of the chore-women who washed down the marble halls and stairs of the great building had wrung out her floor-cloth and departed, leaving spotless stone and a clean, damp smell in the darkening corridors behind her.

"Couldn't offer you such swell quarters in New York, March," Fulkerson said, as he went tack-tacking down the steps with his small boot-heels. "But I've got my eye on a little house round in West Eleventh Street that I'm going to fit up for my bachelor's hall in the third story, and adapt for 'The Lone Hand' in the first and second, if this thing goes through; and I guess we'll be pretty comfortable. It's right on the Sand Strip—no malaria of any kind."

"I don't know that I'm going to share its salubrity with you yet," March sighed, in an obvious travail which gave Fulkerson hopes.

"Oh yes, you are," he coaxed. "Now, you talk it over with your wife. You give her a fair, unprejudiced chance at the thing on its merits, and I'm very much mistaken in Mrs. March if she doesn't tell you to go in and win. We're bound to win!"

They stood on the outside steps of the vast edifice beetling like a granite crag above them, with the stone groups of an allegory of life-insurance foreshortened in the bas-relief overhead. March absently lifted his eyes to it. It was suddenly strange after so many years' familiarity, and so was the well-known street in its Saturday-evening solitude. He asked himself, with prophetic homesickness, if it were an omen of what was to be. But he only said, musingly: "A fortnightly. You know that didn't work in England. The fortnightly is published once a month now."

"It works in France," Fulkerson retorted. "The 'Revue des Deux Mondes[4]' is still published twice a month. I guess we can make it work in America—with illustrations."

"Going to have illustrations?"

"My dear boy! What are you giving me? Do I look like the sort of lunatic who would start a thing in the twilight of the nineteenth century without illustrations? Come off!"

"Ah, that complicates it! I don't know anything about art." March's look of discouragement confessed the hold the scheme had taken upon him.

"I don't want you to!" Fulkerson retorted. "Don't you suppose I shall have an art man?"

"And will they—the artists—work at a reduced rate, too, like the writers, with the hopes of a share in the success?"

"Of course they will! And if I want any particular man, for a card, I'll pay him big money besides. But I can get plenty of first-rate sketches on my own terms. You'll see! They'll pour in!"

"Look here, Fulkerson," said March, "you'd better call this fortnightly of yours 'The Madness of the Half-Moon'; or 'Bedlam Broke Loose' wouldn't be bad! Why do you throw away all your hard earnings on such a crazy venture? Don't do it!" The kindness which March had always felt, in spite of his wife's first misgivings and reservations, for the merry, hopeful, slangy, energetic little creature trembled in his voice. They had both formed a friendship for Fulkerson during the week they were together in Quebec. When he was not working the newspapers there, he went about with them over the familiar ground they were showing their children, and was simply grateful for the chance, as well as very entertaining about it all. The children liked him, too; when they got the clew to his intention, and found that he was not quite serious in many of the things he said, they thought he was great fun. They were always glad when their father brought him home on the occasion of Fulkerson's visits to Boston; and Mrs. March, though of a charier hospitality, welcomed Fulkerson with a grateful sense of his admiration for her husband. He had a way of treating March with deference, as an older and abler man, and of qualifying the freedom he used toward every one with an implication that March tolerated it voluntarily, which she thought very sweet and even refined.

"Ah, now you're talking like a man and a brother," said Fulkerson. "Why, March, old man, do you suppose I'd come on here and try to talk you into this thing if I wasn't morally, if I wasn't perfectly, sure of success? There isn't any if or and about it. I know my ground, every inch; and I don't stand alone on it," he added, with a significance which did not escape March. "When you've made up your mind I can give you the proof; but I'm not at liberty now to say anything more. I tell you it's going to be a triumphal march from the word go, with coffee and lemonade for the procession along the whole line. All you've got to do is to fall in." He stretched out his hand to March. "You let me know as soon as you can."

March deferred taking his hand till he could ask, "Where are you going?"

"Parker House[5]. Take the eleven for New York to-night."

"I thought I might walk your way." March looked at his watch. "But I shouldn't have time. Goodbye!"

He now let Fulkerson have his hand, and they exchanged a cordial pressure. Fulkerson started away at a quick, light pace. Half a block off he stopped, turned round, and, seeing March still standing where he had left him, he called back, joyously, "I've got the name!"

"What?"

"Every Other Week."

"It isn't bad."

"Ta-ta!"
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All the way up to the South End March mentally prolonged his talk with Fulkerson, and at his door in Nankeen Square he closed the parley with a plump refusal to go to New York on any terms. His daughter Bella was lying in wait for him in the hall, and she threw her arms round his neck with the exuberance of her fourteen years and with something of the histrionic intention of her sex. He pressed on, with her clinging about him, to the library, and, in the glow of his decision against Fulkerson, kissed his wife, where she sat by the study lamp reading the Transcript through her first pair of eye-glasses: it was agreed in the family that she looked distinguished in them, or, at any rate, cultivated. She took them off to give him a glance of question, and their son Tom looked up from his book for a moment; he was in his last year at the high school, and was preparing for Harvard.

"I didn't get away from the office till half-past five," March explained to his wife's glance, "and then I walked. I suppose dinner's waiting. I'm sorry, but I won't do it any more."

At table he tried to be gay with Bella, who babbled at him with a voluble pertness which her brother had often advised her parents to check in her, unless they wanted her to be universally despised.

"Papa!" she shouted at last, "you're not listening!" As soon as possible his wife told the children they might be excused. Then she asked, "What is it, Basil?"

"What is what?" he retorted, with a specious brightness that did not avail.

"What is on your mind?"

"How do you know there's anything?"

"Your kissing me so when you came in, for one thing."

"Don't I always kiss you when I come in?"

"Not now. I suppose it isn't necessary any more. 'Cela va sans baiser.'"

"Yes, I guess it's so; we get along without the symbolism now." He stopped, but she knew that he had not finished.

"Is it about your business? Have they done anything more?"

"No; I'm still in the dark. I don't know whether they mean to supplant me, or whether they ever did. But I wasn't thinking about that. Fulkerson has been to see me again."

"Fulkerson?" She brightened at the name, and March smiled, too. "Why didn't you bring him to dinner?"

"I wanted to talk with you. Then you do like him?"

"What has that got to do with it, Basil?"

"Nothing! nothing! That is, he was boring away about that scheme of his again. He's got it into definite shape at last."

"What shape?"

March outlined it for her, and his wife seized its main features with the intuitive sense of affairs which makes women such good business-men when they will let it.

"It sounds perfectly crazy," she said, finally. "But it mayn't be. The only thing I didn't like about Mr. Fulkerson was his always wanting to chance things. But what have you got to do with it?"

"What have I got to do with it?" March toyed with the delay the question gave him; then he said, with a sort of deprecatory laugh: "It seems that Fulkerson has had his eye on me ever since we met that night on the Quebec boat. I opened up pretty freely to him, as you do to a man you never expect to see again, and when I found he was in that newspaper syndicate business I told him about my early literary ambitions—"

"You can't say that I ever discouraged them, Basil," his wife put in. "I should have been willing, any time, to give up everything for them."

"Well, he says that I first suggested this brilliant idea to him. Perhaps I did; I don't remember. When he told me about his supplying literature to newspapers for simultaneous publication, he says I asked: 'Why not apply the principle of co-operation to a magazine, and run it in the interest of the contributors?' and that set him to thinking, and he thought out his plan of a periodical which should pay authors and artists a low price outright for their work and give them a chance of the profits in the way of a percentage. After all, it isn't so very different from the chances an author takes when he publishes a book. And Fulkerson thinks that the novelty of the thing would pique public curiosity, if it didn't arouse public sympathy. And the long and short of it is, Isabel, that he wants me to help edit it."

"To edit it?" His wife caught her breath, and she took a little time to realize the fact, while she stared hard at her husband to make sure he was not joking.

"Yes. He says he owes it all to me; that I invented the idea—the germ—the microbe."

His wife had now realized the fact, at least in a degree that excluded trifling with it. "That is very honorable of Mr. Fulkerson; and if he owes it to you, it was the least he could do." Having recognized her husband's claim to the honor done him, she began to kindle with a sense of the honor itself and the value of the opportunity. "It's a very high compliment to you, Basil—a very high compliment. And you could give up this wretched insurance business that you've always hated so, and that's making you so unhappy now that you think they're going to take it from you. Give it up and take Mr. Fulkerson's offer! It's a perfect interposition, coming just at this time! Why, do it! Mercy!" she suddenly arrested herself, "he wouldn't expect you to get along on the possible profits?" Her face expressed the awfulness of the notion.

March smiled reassuringly, and waited to give himself the pleasure of the sensation he meant to give her. "If I'll make striking phrases for it and edit it, too, he'll give me four thousand dollars."

He leaned back in his chair, and stuck his hands deep into his pockets, and watched his wife's face, luminous with the emotions that flashed through her mind—doubt, joy, anxiety.

"Basil! You don't mean it! Why, take it! Take it instantly! Oh, what a thing to happen! Oh, what luck! But you deserve it, if you first suggested it. What an escape, what a triumph over all those hateful insurance people! Oh, Basil, I'm afraid he'll change his mind! You ought to have accepted on the spot. You might have known I would approve, and you could so easily have taken it back if I didn't. Telegraph him now! Run right out with the despatch—Or we can send Tom!"

In these imperatives of Mrs. March's there was always much of the conditional. She meant that he should do what she said, if it were entirely right; and she never meant to be considered as having urged him.

"And suppose his enterprise went wrong?" her husband suggested.

"It won't go wrong. Hasn't he made a success of his syndicate?"

"He says so—yes."

"Very well, then, it stands to reason that he'll succeed in this, too. He wouldn't undertake it if he didn't know it would succeed; he must have capital."

"It will take a great deal to get such a thing going; and even if he's got an Angel behind him—"

She caught at the word—"An Angel?"

"It's what the theatrical people call a financial backer. He dropped a hint of something of that kind."

"Of course, he's got an Angel," said his wife, promptly adopting the word. "And even if he hadn't, still, Basil, I should be willing to have you risk it. The risk isn't so great, is it? We shouldn't be ruined if it failed altogether. With our stocks we have two thousand a year, anyway, and we could pinch through on that till you got into some other business afterward, especially if we'd saved something out of your salary while it lasted. Basil, I want you to try it! I know it will give you a new lease of life to have a congenial occupation." March laughed, but his wife persisted. "I'm all for your trying it, Basil; indeed I am. If it's an experiment, you can give it up."

"It can give me up, too."

"Oh, nonsense! I guess there's not much fear of that. Now, I want you to telegraph Mr. Fulkerson, so that he'll find the despatch waiting for him when he gets to New York. I'll take the whole responsibility, Basil, and I'll risk all the consequences."
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March's face had sobered more and more as she followed one hopeful burst with another, and now it expressed a positive pain. But he forced a smile and said: "There's a little condition attached. Where did you suppose it was to be published?"

"Why, in Boston, of course. Where else should it be published?"

She looked at him for the intention of his question so searchingly that he quite gave up the attempt to be gay about it. "No," he said, gravely, "it's to be published in New York."

She fell back in her chair. "In New York?" She leaned forward over the table toward him, as if to make sure that she heard aright, and said, with all the keen reproach that he could have expected: "In New York, Basil! Oh, how could you have let me go on?"

He had a sufficiently rueful face in owning: "I oughtn't to have done it, but I got started wrong. I couldn't help putting the best foot, forward at first—or as long as the whole thing was in the air. I didn't know that you would take so much to the general enterprise, or else I should have mentioned the New York condition at once; but, of course, that puts an end to it."

"Oh, of course," she assented, sadly. "We COULDN'T go to New York."

"No, I know that," he said; and with this a perverse desire to tempt her to the impossibility awoke in him, though he was really quite cold about the affair himself now. "Fulkerson thought we could get a nice flat in New York for about what the interest and taxes came to here, and provisions are cheaper. But I should rather not experiment at my time of life. If I could have been caught younger, I might have been inured to New York, but I don't believe I could stand it now."

"How I hate to have you talk that way, Basil! You are young enough to try anything—anywhere; but you know I don't like New York. I don't approve of it. It's so big, and so hideous! Of course I shouldn't mind that; but I've always lived in Boston, and the children were born and have all their friendships and associations here." She added, with the helplessness that discredited her good sense and did her injustice, "I have just got them both into the Friday afternoon class at Papanti's, and you know how difficult that is."

March could not fail to take advantage of an occasion like this. "Well, that alone ought to settle it. Under the circumstances, it would be flying in the face of Providence to leave Boston. The mere fact of a brilliant opening like that offered me on 'The Microbe,' and the halcyon future which Fulkerson promises if we'll come to New York, is as dust in the balance against the advantages of the Friday afternoon class."

"Basil," she appealed, solemnly, "have I ever interfered with your career?"

"I never had any for you to interfere with, my dear."

"Basil! Haven't I always had faith in you? And don't you suppose that if I thought it would really be for your advancement I would go to New York or anywhere with you?"

"No, my dear, I don't," he teased. "If it would be for my salvation, yes, perhaps; but not short of that; and I should have to prove by a cloud of witnesses that it would. I don't blame you. I wasn't born in Boston, but I understand how you feel. And really, my dear," he added, without irony, "I never seriously thought of asking you to go to New York. I was dazzled by Fulkerson's offer, I'll own that; but his choice of me as editor sapped my confidence in him."

"I don't like to hear you say that, Basil," she entreated.

"Well, of course there were mitigating circumstances. I could see that Fulkerson meant to keep the whip-hand himself, and that was reassuring. And, besides, if the Reciprocity Life should happen not to want my services any longer, it wouldn't be quite like giving up a certainty; though, as a matter of business, I let Fulkerson get that impression; I felt rather sneaking to do it. But if the worst comes to the worst, I can look about for something to do in Boston; and, anyhow, people don't starve on two thousand a year, though it's convenient to have five. The fact is, I'm too old to change so radically. If you don't like my saying that, then you are, Isabel, and so are the children. I've no right to take them from the home we've made, and to change the whole course of their lives, unless I can assure them of something, and I can't assure them of anything. Boston is big enough for us, and it's certainly prettier than New York. I always feel a little proud of hailing from Boston; my pleasure in the place mounts the farther I get away from it. But I do appreciate it, my dear; I've no more desire to leave it than you have. You may be sure that if you don't want to take the children out of the Friday afternoon class, I don't want to leave my library here, and all the ways I've got set in. We'll keep on. Very likely the company won't supplant me, and if it does, and Watkins gets the place, he'll give me a subordinate position of some sort. Cheer up, Isabel! I have put Satan and his angel, Fulkerson, behind me, and it's all right. Let's go in to the children."

He came round the table to Isabel, where she sat in a growing distraction, and lifted her by the waist from her chair.

She sighed deeply. "Shall we tell the children about it?"

"No. What's the use, now?"

"There wouldn't be any," she assented. When they entered the family room, where the boy and girl sat on either side of the lamp working out the lessons for Monday which they had left over from the day before, she asked, "Children, how would you like to live in New York?"

Bella made haste to get in her word first. "And give up the Friday afternoon class?" she wailed.

Tom growled from his book, without lifting his eyes: "I shouldn't want to go to Columbia. They haven't got any dormitories, and you have to board round anywhere. Are you going to New York?" He now deigned to look up at his father.

"No, Tom. You and Bella have decided me against it. Your perspective shows the affair in its true proportions. I had an offer to go to New York, but I've refused it."

IV


Table of Contents


March's irony fell harmless from the children's preoccupation with their own affairs, but he knew that his wife felt it, and this added to the bitterness which prompted it. He blamed her for letting her provincial narrowness prevent his accepting Fulkerson's offer quite as much as if he had otherwise entirely wished to accept it. His world, like most worlds, had been superficially a disappointment. He was no richer than at the beginning, though in marrying he had given up some tastes, some preferences, some aspirations, in the hope of indulging them later, with larger means and larger leisure. His wife had not urged him to do it; in fact, her pride, as she said, was in his fitness for the life he had renounced; but she had acquiesced, and they had been very happy together. That is to say, they made up their quarrels or ignored them.

They often accused each other of being selfish and indifferent, but she knew that he would always sacrifice himself for her and the children; and he, on his part, with many gibes and mockeries, wholly trusted in her. They had grown practically tolerant of each other's disagreeable traits; and the danger that really threatened them was that they should grow too well satisfied with themselves, if not with each other. They were not sentimental, they were rather matter-of-fact in their motives; but they had both a sort of humorous fondness for sentimentality. They liked to play with the romantic, from the safe vantage-ground of their real practicality, and to divine the poetry of the commonplace. Their peculiar point of view separated them from most other people, with whom their means of self-comparison were not so good since their marriage as before. Then they had travelled and seen much of the world, and they had formed tastes which they had not always been able to indulge, but of which they felt that the possession reflected distinction on them. It enabled them to look down upon those who were without such tastes; but they were not ill-natured, and so they did not look down so much with contempt as with amusement. In their unfashionable neighborhood they had the fame of being not exclusive precisely, but very much wrapped up in themselves and their children.

Mrs. March was reputed to be very cultivated, and Mr. March even more so, among the simpler folk around them. Their house had some good pictures, which her aunt had brought home from Europe in more affluent days, and it abounded in books on which he spent more than he ought. They had beautified it in every way, and had unconsciously taken credit to them selves for it. They felt, with a glow almost of virtue, how perfectly it fitted their lives and their children's, and they believed that somehow it expressed their characters—that it was like them. They went out very little; she remained shut up in its refinement, working the good of her own; and he went to his business, and hurried back to forget it, and dream his dream of intellectual achievement in the flattering atmosphere of her sympathy. He could not conceal from himself that his divided life was somewhat like Charles Lamb's, and there were times when, as he had expressed to Fulkerson, he believed that its division was favorable to the freshness of his interest in literature. It certainly kept it a high privilege, a sacred refuge. Now and then he wrote something, and got it printed after long delays, and when they met on the St. Lawrence Fulkerson had some of March's verses in his pocket-book, which he had cut out of astray newspaper and carried about for years, because they pleased his fancy so much; they formed an immediate bond of union between the men when their authorship was traced and owned, and this gave a pretty color of romance to their acquaintance. But, for the most part, March was satisfied to read. He was proud of reading critically, and he kept in the current of literary interests and controversies. It all seemed to him, and to his wife at second-hand, very meritorious; he could not help contrasting his life and its inner elegance with that of other men who had no such resources. He thought that he was not arrogant about it, because he did full justice to the good qualities of those other people; he congratulated himself upon the democratic instincts which enabled him to do this; and neither he nor his wife supposed that they were selfish persons. On
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