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    This volume presents F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Flappers and Philosophers, the author’s first collection of short fiction, originally published in 1920. It gathers eight stories—The Offshore Pirate, The Ice Palace, Head and Shoulders, The Cut-Glass Bowl, Bernice Bobs Her Hair, Benediction, Dalyrimple Goes Wrong, and The Four Fists—into a single, coherent showcase of his early art. The scope of this edition is to reproduce the complete contents of that landmark collection, allowing readers to encounter Fitzgerald’s emerging voice as a writer of short stories and to see how, within a compact form, he began to define the sensibility now associated with early twentieth-century American modernity.

Issued the same year as his debut novel, This Side of Paradise, Flappers and Philosophers situates Fitzgerald at a moment of rapid recognition and experimentation. Several of these stories first reached readers in popular magazines before being assembled in book form, reflecting the vibrant interplay between periodical culture and literary ambition in 1920. The collection demonstrates how Fitzgerald adapted the short story to address contemporary life, condensing social observation, romance, and moral inquiry into pieces designed for immediate impact yet capable of lingering resonance when read together as a curated whole.

The title’s pairing—flappers and philosophers—signals a deliberate juxtaposition of types and tones. On one side stands the modern, socially daring figure associated with youth, fashion, and self-invention; on the other, a posture of reflection, ethical testing, and self-scrutiny. The stories trace encounters between exuberant surfaces and interior reckonings, suggesting that modern pleasure and serious thought were not adversaries but partners in shaping postwar American identity. Across the collection, Fitzgerald frames moments of decision: a dance, a journey, a gift, a wager. Each becomes a lens through which he examines class aspiration, regional difference, and the fragile architectures of reputation and desire.

As a stylist, Fitzgerald balances clarity with musical cadence, economical plotting with suggestive detail. His sentences move swiftly, yet they pause to register a telling object, a color, or a gesture that concentrates meaning. Dialogue is crisp and revealing, while narrative perspective often provides gentle irony without cruelty. Symbolic motifs recur—ice, glass, stages, voyages—linking private choices to broader climates of feeling. The short story form sharpens these effects; compression intensifies implication. Together, the pieces model a way of writing that is urbane without cynicism, romantic without sentimentality, attentive to both the performance of self and the costs of maintaining it.

The Offshore Pirate opens the collection with a spirited adventure that tests assumptions about freedom and glamour. A rebellious heiress aboard a yacht meets a charismatic intruder whose audacity unsettles the rules of her world. The premise foregrounds playacting and courtship, but its underlying interest is in how identity can be tried on, discarded, and reinvented under pressure. Fitzgerald uses the sea as a space of improvisation, where social categories loosen and wit becomes a form of navigation. The story prepares readers for a book in which charm can be a strategy, and performance a means of pursuing authenticity.

The Ice Palace shifts the scene to the stark contrast between a warm Southern upbringing and a bracing Northern city. A young woman travels to visit and evaluate a new milieu, encountering both its allure and its chill. The literal structure of frozen architecture resonates with a more figurative climate of reserve and efficiency. Without revealing outcomes, the story’s initial situation allows Fitzgerald to explore regional sensibilities and the emotional weather they create. He attends to atmosphere—the play of light, temperature, and sound—to suggest that landscapes and interiors shape decision-making as profoundly as personal will.

Head and Shoulders turns to comic romance and social mobility. A bookish prodigy and a chorus girl cross paths, each bringing different currencies of value—intellect, charm, agility—into the exchange. The premise invites reversals and tests of adaptability, demonstrating Fitzgerald’s ease with farce that still touches serious questions about vocation and love. Performance on the stage and performance in the study mirror each other, and the story asks which kinds of talent the moment rewards. The energetic pacing and deft shifts in viewpoint reveal a writer honing the mechanics of scene, timing, and the moral surprises of ambition.

The Cut-Glass Bowl centers on a decorative household object that gradually accrues symbolic weight. Introduced as a gift within a marriage, the bowl refracts the social world surrounding it: hospitality, display, and the subtle pressures of status. Fitzgerald treats the object not as a magical device but as a focal point for attention, gathering associations that complicate ordinary domestic routines. The premise lets him examine how gestures meant to please can carry unintended consequences. His eye for the telling detail—how light plays on facets, how a room organizes conversation—allows the story to investigate memory, possession, and the delicate economy of appearances.

Bernice Bobs Her Hair returns to the social arena of youthful parties and etiquette, portraying a visiting cousin initiated into the rituals of popularity. The premise is simple: instruction in how to flourish during a summer’s whirl of dances. Yet the stakes are anything but trivial, because the codes governing flirtation, fashion, and speech become measures of belonging. The proposed haircut, a symbol of modern style, crystallizes questions of autonomy and conformity. Fitzgerald’s portrayal of peer instruction and subtle rivalry is exact and unsparing, attentive to the way performance can both empower and expose the novice performer.

Benediction offers a change of register, following a young woman who visits her brother at a seminary and encounters a form of stillness unusual in the collection. The premise situates her at a threshold between worldly attachments and a setting devoted to spiritual reflection. Rather than issuing conclusions, the narrative attends to sensation and poise, allowing its protagonist’s responses to unfold with restraint. Fitzgerald brings the same precision he applies to parties and parlors to cloisters and chapels, suggesting that modern experience includes quiet places where intense feeling is measured not by spectacle but by attention and care.

Dalyrimple Goes Wrong and The Four Fists examine character under pressure in complementary ways. In the first, a returning veteran confronts limited prospects and weighs a risky path, raising questions about merit, reward, and the costs of expediency. In the second, a man’s life is punctuated by four abrupt confrontations that become occasions for moral recalibration. Neither piece depends on elaborate plotting; both work through sharp episodes that clarify principle. Fitzgerald’s interest lies in the decisions that define a self and the social conditions that make those decisions harder or easier to sustain over time.

Read as a whole, Flappers and Philosophers demonstrates why Fitzgerald’s short fiction remains vital. These stories map a new social tempo without losing sight of conscience, and they reveal a writer capable of styling pleasure as a form of inquiry. The genres represented here are exclusively short stories, but within that form Fitzgerald ranges from comedy to fable to near-tragic quietude. Their lasting significance stems from their balanced gaze—at once delighted by novelty and attentive to cost. In tracing youth, aspiration, and the fragile beauty of performance, this collection inaugurates concerns that continued to shape his later work.
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    Introduction
F. Scott Fitzgerald (1896–1940) emerged as one of the most resonant voices of twentieth‑century American literature, famed for his lyrical prose and incisive portrayals of the Jazz Age. His novels, including This Side of Paradise, The Great Gatsby, and Tender Is the Night, helped define an era marked by glamour and disillusion. Alongside these books, his short fiction cemented his reputation for acute social observation. The eight stories in this collection—The Offshore Pirate, The Ice Palace, Head and Shoulders, The Cut-Glass Bowl, Bernice Bobs Her Hair, Benediction, Dalyrimple Goes Wrong, and The Four Fists—capture his early mastery, blending wit and romance with a clear-eyed view of class, aspiration, and modernity.
Published around 1920 and gathered in Flappers and Philosophers, these stories arrived at a moment when Fitzgerald’s sudden fame made him a national figure. They show the range that would characterize his career: the playfulness of youthful courtship set against the pressures of class; the allure of modern life tempered by a moral imagination; and a stylistic shimmer that reveals cost beneath spectacle. The pieces became touchstones for readers encountering new social fashions and anxieties. Taken together, they offer a foundational portrait of the restless energy he chronicled across his fiction, while anticipating the deeper tragic undercurrents of his later work.
Education and Literary Influences
Fitzgerald grew up in St. Paul, Minnesota, in a Catholic, Irish American family whose fortunes fluctuated, sharpening his sensitivity to status and insecurity. He attended the Newman School in New Jersey before enrolling at Princeton University, where he wrote for campus publications and musical comedies. The social hierarchies and theatrical culture of Princeton left a lasting imprint on his sense of performance and class display—motifs prominent in his early stories. He withdrew before graduating, entering the U.S. Army during the First World War. The war ended before he saw combat, but the atmosphere of anticipation and thwarted heroism influenced his generation and echoes through his protagonists’ romantic impatience.
Literary influences on Fitzgerald’s early style included the cadences of Romantic poetry—especially John Keats—alongside the polished realism of Henry James and the exacting standards he absorbed from editors at Scribner’s, notably Maxwell Perkins. He also learned to shape narratives for popular magazines, refining brisk openings, vivid scenes, and satisfying arcs without sacrificing nuance. Music, theater, and a growing film culture colored his attention to spectacle and timing. While his friendships and rivalries with other modernists developed later, the sensibility evident in these stories already balanced cultural observation with moral scrutiny, seeking beauty without surrendering to sentimentality or easy judgment.
Literary Career
Fitzgerald’s career began in earnest when This Side of Paradise (1920) transformed him from aspiring writer to literary celebrity. His new prominence opened magazine markets that sustained him financially and widened his readership. In the same year, Scribner’s issued Flappers and Philosophers, a collection containing the eight stories in this volume. These pieces, largely first published in periodicals, distilled the freshness that readers craved: modern slang, swift reversals, and a poised irony toward the rituals of youth. The book announced Fitzgerald as both entertainer and diagnostician of a changing society, able to capture its dazzle while registering its unease.
The Offshore Pirate and The Ice Palace typify Fitzgerald’s interplay of romance and social geography. The Offshore Pirate revels in fantasy and role‑playing, teasing the line between theatrical adventure and sober expectation. The Ice Palace turns to the nation’s internal contrasts, setting a Southern heroine against a stark Northern milieu to explore regional identity, nostalgia, and the chill that modernity can cast over inherited warmth. In both, buoyant scenarios allow Fitzgerald to stage questions about freedom versus belonging, suggesting that youthful autonomy often collides with the obligations of family, class, and place.
Head and Shoulders and Bernice Bobs Her Hair showcase his fascination with performance and public persona. The former uses comic inversion to test assumptions about talent, ambition, and the fickle economy of fame. The latter orbits the dance floor and parlor, observing the competitive choreography of popularity as a young woman confronts the rules of a newly assertive femininity. Hair cutting becomes a symbol of modern self-fashioning, charged with risk and reward. Even while entertaining, these tales examine how social approval is earned, withdrawn, and manipulated in spaces where appearance and reputation exert near-total power.
The Cut-Glass Bowl and Benediction reveal a darker, more reflective register. The Cut-Glass Bowl presents a domestic object as a cold emblem of status, tracing how possessions can magnify vulnerability within marriage. Rather than resort to melodrama, Fitzgerald lets symbolism and incident suggest the corrosive edge of material display. Benediction turns to spiritual experience, following a young woman’s encounter with religious life that complicates her worldly attachments. Without preaching, the story registers the pull between grace and secular desire, demonstrating Fitzgerald’s range beyond parties and parlors toward inward conflict and conscience.
Dalyrimple Goes Wrong and The Four Fists interrogate American ambition through moral trial. In Dalyrimple Goes Wrong, a returning veteran’s disillusion merges with the pressures of success, charting a path where expediency imperils integrity. The Four Fists is episodic, each confrontation serving as a lesson in character, pride, and social standing. Across both, Fitzgerald probes the costs of upward mobility when merit and chance collide. He resists caricature, showing protagonists both culpable and understandable, fashioned by systems that prize achievement while tempting shortcuts—an early articulation of themes he later refined in his novels.
Contemporary readers embraced these stories for their sparkle and immediacy, while critics noted their polish and occasional reliance on clever contrivance. Over time, The Great Gatsby overshadowed the early fiction, yet scholars now emphasize how these 1920 tales form an indispensable workshop for Fitzgerald’s art. Their compression, symbolic economy, and tonal control prepared the way for his later achievements. They also preserve a living record of the Jazz Age’s first glance at itself. Reassessed today, the collection reads as both a period piece and a durable study of desire, power, and the fragile masks people construct to face one another.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Fitzgerald did not cultivate a public role as activist or polemicist, but his work consistently questioned the moral authority of wealth and the mythology of effortless success. He believed serious literature could thrive in popular venues and labored to meet magazine demands without abandoning artistic standards. Essays such as Echoes of the Jazz Age and, later, The Crack-Up reflect his impulse to examine his generation’s exuberance and exhaustion. While skeptical of dogma, he remained committed to craftsmanship—revising meticulously, trusting editors, and defending the writer’s vocation amid commercial pressures. His stories often function as social criticism by dramatizing aspiration’s costs rather than prescribing policy.
Final Years & Legacy
Fitzgerald’s later career moved between celebrated highs and beleaguered stretches: The Beautiful and Damned tested his popularity, The Great Gatsby refined his art, and Tender Is the Night deepened his tragic vision. Financial strain and personal difficulties led him to Hollywood in the mid‑1930s, where he worked as a screenwriter while drafting the unfinished novel The Last Tycoon. He died in 1940 after a heart attack in California. Posthumous reassessment elevated him to the first rank of American writers. The early stories in this collection now stand as essential precursors to his mature novels, illuminating the Jazz Age’s shimmer and the moral shadows it cast.
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    Flappers and Philosophers, published in 1920 by Charles Scribner’s Sons, gathered eight stories that F. Scott Fitzgerald had placed largely in popular magazines earlier that year. It arrived months after his breakout novel, This Side of Paradise, and established him as a leading voice of the new decade. The collection captures a nation pivoting from World War I into the modern, urban “Jazz Age,” a label that would soon be attached to Fitzgerald’s work. Without heavy political argument, the stories register the energies and anxieties of a society reorganizing itself—economically, socially, and culturally—amid shifting ideals of youth, success, faith, and love.

The United States in 1919–1920 experienced rapid demobilization, a short but sharp postwar recession, labor unrest, and the first Red Scare. Confidence and unease coexisted: parades for returning soldiers met headlines about strikes and bomb scares. Fitzgerald’s characters move through this unsettled moment. In “Dalyrimple Goes Wrong,” postwar status and economic frustration collide in ways that expose gaps between public honor and private opportunity. Elsewhere, the glamorous surfaces of wealth and courtship are streaked by uncertainty about what constitutes achievement in peacetime. The collection thus reflects a society renegotiating its metrics of worth as uniforms were shed and civilian life resumed.

Fitzgerald wrote for a thriving magazine marketplace that paid for brisk, accessible fiction reflecting contemporary concerns. The Saturday Evening Post, Collier’s, and similar venues shaped style and subject, encouraging crisp plotting, vernacular dialogue, and topical settings—dance floors, train cars, parlors, and hotel lobbies. Stories like “Bernice Bobs Her Hair” and “The Offshore Pirate” exploit this immediacy: readers could recognize fashions, songs, and social rituals from their own weekends. The magazine context matters historically; it standardized middle-class taste while diffusing new styles across the country. Fitzgerald’s early celebrity rested on this system, which linked authors, illustrators, advertisers, and a growing national audience.

Consumer culture surged after the 1910s: department stores expanded, credit plans spread, and national brands turned objects into emblems of identity. New technologies—automobiles, motion pictures, telephones, phonographs—reshaped leisure and courtship. Fitzgerald’s people signal themselves by possession and performance: roadsters, evening clothes, dance steps. “The Offshore Pirate” stages freedom and romance against a backdrop of nautical leisure, a sign of postwar affluence. The glitter is not only scenic; it indexes a historical moment in which buying power promised reinvention. The collection repeatedly asks whether status acquired through display can bear moral or emotional weight, a question tied to the broader rise of consumer modernity.

The flapper, a widely publicized figure by 1920, embodied changing gender norms: shorter skirts, bobbed hair, public dancing, frankness about pleasure, and a willingness to ignore chaperonage. While not a political manifesto, “Bernice Bobs Her Hair” uses the haircut as a cultural signal—at once fashionable, rebellious, and marketable. It appears just as the Nineteenth Amendment was ratified, formalizing women’s suffrage nationwide in 1920. The story’s social tactics—teaching charm, managing reputations—mirror a period when young women were entering public spaces with new authority yet encountering persistent codes of respectability, gossip, and control, often negotiated in clubs, ballrooms, and burgeoning beauty parlors.

Universities were expanding, fraternities were influential, and collegiate athletics generated headlines and rituals that reached beyond campuses. Fitzgerald’s own Princeton experience furnished idioms of aspiration and exclusion. In “Head and Shoulders” and “The Four Fists,” the manners and myths of college men—intellect, team spirit, initiation, and honor—shape later choices. The university in this era functioned as a gatekeeper to white-collar careers and a training ground for performance in public life. The stories observe how educational prestige circulates as social currency, while also revealing the fragility of those credentials when tested by economic pressure or personal ambition.

Sectional difference—between an agrarian-tinged South and an industrial, immigrant-rich North—remained a potent cultural language in 1920. “The Ice Palace” stages this divide through climate, architecture, and manners. Its northern scenes echo the spectacle of winter festivals such as St. Paul’s long-standing ice palaces, emblems of civic pride and modern organization. The contrast invokes broader histories: the post-Reconstruction South’s attachment to tradition and the North’s association with efficiency and anonymity. Fitzgerald was attentive to how accent, weather, and street plan could encode competing ideals of home, progress, and belonging at a moment when internal migration and travel were increasing.

Questions of class mobility and economic ethics intensified as corporate structures matured. The promise of rising by talent met the reality of limited openings during the 1920–1921 downturn. “Dalyrimple Goes Wrong,” about a decorated veteran who struggles to convert acclaim into security, dramatizes these contradictions without treating them as mere sociology. The story’s tension evokes contemporary debates over merit and corruption that accompanied urban growth. At the same time, fears of disorder—traceable in the Red Scare and sensational crime reporting—colored public discourse. Fitzgerald’s narrative experiments with how a respectable surface can mask pressure to cut corners in pursuit of the American success script.

Prohibition, implemented in 1920 under the Eighteenth Amendment and the Volstead Act, reconfigured public sociability. Drinking migrated to private homes and illicit venues, reshaping etiquette and risk. The collection’s parties, picnics, and improvised gatherings register the new legal landscape obliquely—tones of secrecy, bravado, or ostentation carry special charge when alcohol is restricted. “The Cut-Glass Bowl” uses domestic display and social calls to test the stability of marriages and reputations under shifting norms. The stories neither document speakeasies nor moralize about lawbreaking; instead, they explore how the thrill of transgression and the burden of propriety collide in living rooms and on verandas.

Religion, especially Catholicism, was a significant thread in Fitzgerald’s upbringing and in American life shaped by immigrant communities. “Benediction” takes place around a seminary, juxtaposing devotional ritual with worldly ties. In the 1910s and 1920s, Catholic institutions were expanding schools and charities, while public debates over modernity, sexuality, and censorship sharpened. The story situates its characters within this landscape, attentive to sacrament and conscience without caricature. That attention resonates with a decade that saw both renewed interest in spiritual authority and skepticism toward inherited codes, as readers asked what faith could provide amid war memories, consumer temptations, and rapid social change.

Household objects and architecture served as markers of taste in the 1920s. The proliferation of cut glass, silver, and mahogany in catalogs and department stores expressed status through curated interiors. “The Cut-Glass Bowl” places a decorative object at the center of domestic life, underscoring how material culture can mediate emotion, memory, and obligation. The era’s rising divorce rates and new family roles form a backdrop to the story’s tensions. Fitzgerald’s focus on the symbolic weight of things echoes contemporary advertising, which had learned to attach moral narratives—about success, hospitality, and respectability—to the acquisition and display of goods.

Ideas of masculinity in the early 1920s were being renegotiated under the shadow of the war and the decline of Victorian codes. Boxing, team sports, and campus rituals still promised character formation; office work and the entertainment industry offered alternate scripts. “The Four Fists,” structured around lessons in conduct, engages the period’s fascination with self-help and moral exempla—genres that thrived in magazines and lecture circuits. Rather than endorsing a single ideal, the story measures competing versions of toughness, restraint, and tact. This debate was historical: Americans were deciding whether the “self-made man” was a fighter, a salesman, a scholar, or some composite.

Mass entertainment was transforming. Vaudeville circuits, legitimate theater, and the burgeoning film industry created new careers and new forms of celebrity. “Head and Shoulders” tracks the porous boundaries between highbrow ambition and commercial performance. In 1920, Hollywood was consolidating power, while New York remained a live-performance capital; both depended on touring acts and a publicity machine that could turn novelty into income. The story’s attention to choreography, rehearsal, and audience appetite captures a transitional media ecology in which mobility and market timing mattered as much as talent—and in which reputations could flip quickly under the spotlight of national attention.

Youth culture emerged as a coherent market segment through dance halls, cabarets, and clubs, aided by recorded music and syndicated advice columns. “Bernice Bobs Her Hair” dramatizes the instruction of popularity—small talk, dance-card strategy, grooming—typical of etiquette literature of the day. Such manuals circulated widely, reflecting demand for codified social technique in a mobile society. The story’s setting evokes small-town networks where status was negotiated weekly at public events. It also hints at how mass culture standardized style, bringing distant communities into conversation through the same songs, the same haircuts, and the same scripts for sociability.

Modernist experimentation had entered American letters before 1920, but Fitzgerald’s early style balanced lyricism with narrative clarity suited to mass readership. He admired contemporaries like H. L. Mencken and was edited by Maxwell Perkins at Scribner’s, who championed literary ambition within commercial forms. Against a backdrop that included Sherwood Anderson’s small-town modernity and Sinclair Lewis’s social satire, Fitzgerald’s stories offered glittering surfaces with psychological undercurrents rather than the radical formal breaks of high modernism. This placement in the literary field helps explain both his immediate popularity and the later critical recognition that his seemingly effortless prose encoded pointed cultural observation.

The collection’s maritime capers, winter spectacles, parlors, and campus rooms suggest a nation knit together by rail lines, steamers, and increasingly affordable automobiles. “The Offshore Pirate,” with its coastal leisure, depends on mobility and seasonal tourism—industries rising with disposable income and improved infrastructure. Meanwhile, northern city scenes in “The Ice Palace” reflect municipal modernity: electric lighting, organized festivals, and public transportation. The settings are not travelogues; they are social stages made possible by early twentieth-century logistics. This infrastructural fabric—time tables, hotel registers, telephones—structures chance meetings and rapid reversals that drive Fitzgerald’s plots.

Flappers and Philosophers appeared as the Nineteenth Amendment took effect and as the first licensed commercial radio station in the United States began broadcasting in 1920. Its stories had already proven themselves in periodicals, and the volume consolidated Fitzgerald’s reputation as an interpreter of the present. The book exemplified a pipeline from magazine page to hardcover shelf managed by editors like Perkins and sustained by national advertising and bookstore chains. Contemporary reviewers noted Fitzgerald’s flair and promise; later reprints kept several tales in circulation. The collection thus documents not only an era’s manners but also the media system that amplified them to a broad reading public.
Later readers have treated the book as both cultural artifact and literary statement. During and after the Great Depression, its sheen was often read against economic collapse; postwar critics traced its early formulations of themes developed in The Great Gatsby. Feminist scholarship has examined “Bernice Bobs Her Hair” for insight into gender performance and agency. Regional studies have revisited “The Ice Palace” for its sectional commentary. Across such interpretations, Flappers and Philosophers endures as a portrait of America at a hinge moment—measuring enchantments of modern life against the ethical, religious, and emotional claims that modernity could not fully satisfy.
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    The Offshore Pirate
A rebellious heiress is swept into a seaside escapade by a band of jaunty “pirates” and their charismatic leader, testing her appetite for risk, romance, and self-definition. Light, caper-like tones mask a sly social satire about class, performance, and the lure of reinvention that echoes across the collection.
The Ice Palace
A Southern woman visits her Northern fiancé and confronts an alien climate—literal and social—that challenges her sense of belonging. Luminous and melancholy, the tale probes regional identity and modernity’s chill, questioning whether desire can bridge deep-rooted temperamental divides.
Head and Shoulders
A bookish prodigy and a chorus girl collide in a comic romance where talent, opportunity, and fortune swap places in unexpected ways. Brisk and bittersweet, it examines gender roles, social mobility, and the capriciousness of success with Fitzgerald’s characteristic wit.
The Cut-Glass Bowl
A glittering bowl becomes a household centerpiece and a silent witness to a series of small wounds and unlucky turns that shadow a marriage. Told with cool inevitability, it reads like a moral fable about material display, the costs of status, and the fragility of domestic life.
Bernice Bobs Her Hair
A shy visitor learns the ruthless calculus of popularity from her fashionable cousin and dares a bold transformation to win social standing. Sharply satirical yet empathetic, it dissects performative femininity, youth culture, and the power—and peril—of self-reinvention.
Benediction
A young woman stops at a seminary to see her brother and finds her worldly plans unsettled by quiet rituals and a glimpse of spiritual gravity. Contemplative and restrained, it explores grace, family bonds, and the uneasy border between secular desire and inner calling.
Dalyrimple Goes Wrong
An ambitious young man discovers how quickly shortcuts can pay, blurring the line between enterprise and transgression as he advances. Hard-edged and ironic, the story exposes the self-justifications behind success and the darker seam of the American dream.
The Four Fists
A man’s life is punctuated by four humiliating blows, each arriving at a moral crossroads and redirecting his path. Structured as a set of episodes, it blends satire and parable to ask whether character can be forged through pain, pride, and painful self-correction.
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This unlikely story begins on a sea that was a blue dream, as colorful as blue-silk stockings, and beneath a sky as blue as the irises of children’s eyes. From the western half of the sky the sun was shying little golden disks at the sea—if you gazed intently enough you could see them skip from wave tip to wave tip until they joined a broad collar of golden coin that was collecting half a mile out and would eventually be a dazzling sunset. About half-way between the Florida shore and the golden collar a white steam-yacht, very young and graceful, was riding at anchor and under a blue-and-white awning aft a yellow-haired girl reclined in a wicker settee reading The Revolt of the Angels, by Anatole France.

She was about nineteen, slender and supple, with a spoiled alluring mouth and quick gray eyes full of a radiant curiosity. Her feet, stockingless, and adorned rather than clad in blue-satin slippers which swung nonchalantly from her toes, were perched on the arm of a settee adjoining the one she occupied. And as she read she intermittently regaled herself by a faint application to her tongue of a half-lemon that she held in her hand. The other half, sucked dry, lay on the deck at her feet and rocked very gently to and fro at the almost imperceptible motion of the tide.

The second half-lemon was well-nigh pulpless and the golden collar had grown astonishing in width, when suddenly the drowsy silence which enveloped the yacht was broken by the sound of heavy footsteps and an elderly man topped with orderly gray hair and clad in a white-flannel suit appeared at the head of the companionway. There he paused for a moment until his eyes became accustomed to the sun, and then seeing the girl under the awning he uttered a long even grunt of disapproval.

If he had intended thereby to obtain a rise of any sort he was doomed to disappointment. The girl calmly turned over two pages, turned back one, raised the lemon mechanically to tasting distance, and then very faintly but quite unmistakably yawned.

“Ardita!” said the gray-haired man sternly.

Ardita uttered a small sound indicating nothing.

“Ardita!” he repeated. “Ardita!”

Ardita raised the lemon languidly, allowing three words to slip out before it reached her tongue.

“Oh, shut up[1q].”

“Ardita!”

“What?”

Will you listen to me—or will I have to get a servant to hold you while I talk to you?”

The lemon descended very slowly and scornfully.

“Put it in writing[2q].”

“Will you have the decency to close that abominable book and discard that damn lemon for two minutes?”

“Oh, can’t you lemme alone for a second?”

“Ardita, I have just received a telephone message from the shore——”

“Telephone?” She showed for the first time a faint interest.

“Yes, it was——”

“Do you mean to say,” she interrupted wonderingly, “‘at they let you run a wire out here?”

“Yes, and just now——”

“Won’t other boats bump into it?”

“No. It’s run along the bottom. Five min——”

“Well, I’ll be darned! Gosh! Science is golden or something—isn’t it?”

“Will you let me say what I started to?”

“Shoot!”

“Well it seems—well, I am up here—” He paused and swallowed several times distractedly. “Oh, yes. Young woman, Colonel Moreland has called up again to ask me to be sure to bring you in to dinner. His son Toby has come all the way from New York to meet you and he’s invited several other young people. For the last time, will you——”

“No” said Ardita shortly, “I won’t. I came along on this darn cruise with the one idea of going to Palm Beach, and you knew it, and I absolutely refuse to meet any darn old colonel or any darn young Toby or any darn old young people or to set foot in any other darn old town in this crazy state. So you either take me to Palm Beach or else shut up and go away.”

“Very well. This is the last straw. In your infatuation for this man.—a man who is notorious for his excesses—a man your father would not have allowed to so much as mention your name—you have rejected the demi-monde rather than the circles in which you have presumably grown up. From now on——”

“I know” interrupted Ardita ironically, “from now on you go your way and I go mine. I’ve heard that story before. You know I’d like nothing better.”

“From now on,” he announced grandiloquently, “you are no niece of mine. I——”

“O-o-o-oh!” The cry was wrung from Ardita with the agony of a lost soul. “Will you stop boring me! Will you go ‘way! Will you jump overboard and drown! Do you want me to throw this book at you!”

“If you dare do any——”

Smack! The Revolt of the Angels sailed through the air, missed its target by the length of a short nose, and bumped cheerfully down the companionway.

The gray-haired man made an instinctive step backward and then two cautious steps forward. Ardita jumped to her five feet four and stared at him defiantly, her gray eyes blazing.

“Keep off[3q]!”

“How dare you!” he cried.

“Because I darn please[4q]!”

“You’ve grown unbearable! Your disposition——”

“You’ve made me that way! No child ever has a bad disposition unless it’s her fancy’s fault! Whatever I am, you did it.”

Muttering something under his breath her uncle turned and, walking forward called in a loud voice for the launch. Then he returned to the awning, where Ardita had again seated herself and resumed her attention to the lemon.

“I am going ashore,” he said slowly. “I will be out again at nine o’clock to-night. When I return we start back to New York, wither I shall turn you over to your aunt for the rest of your natural, or rather unnatural, life.” He paused and looked at her, and then all at once something in the utter childness of her beauty seemed to puncture his anger like an inflated tire, and render him helpless, uncertain, utterly fatuous.

“Ardita,” he said not unkindly, “I’m no fool. I’ve been round. I know men. And, child, confirmed libertines don’t reform until they’re tired—and then they’re not themselves—they’re husks of themselves.” He looked at her as if expecting agreement, but receiving no sight or sound of it he continued. “Perhaps the man loves you—that’s possible. He’s loved many women and he’ll love many more. Less than a month ago, one month, Ardita, he was involved in a notorious affair with that red-haired woman, Mimi Merril; promised to give her the diamond bracelet that the Czar of Russia gave his mother. You know—you read the papers.”

“Thrilling scandals by an anxious uncle,” yawned Ardita. “Have it filmed. Wicked clubman making eyes at virtuous flapper. Virtuous flapper conclusively vamped by his lurid past. Plans to meet him at Palm Beach. Foiled by anxious uncle.”

“Will you tell me why the devil you want to marry him?”

“I’m sure I couldn’t say,” said Audits shortly. “Maybe because he’s the only man I know, good or bad, who has an imagination and the courage of his convictions. Maybe it’s to get away from the young fools that spend their vacuous hours pursuing me around the country. But as for the famous Russian bracelet, you can set your mind at rest on that score. He’s going to give it to me at Palm Beach—if you’ll show a little intelligence.”

“How about the—red-haired woman?”

“He hasn’t seen her for six months,” she said angrily. “Don’t you suppose I have enough pride to see to that? Don’t you know by this time that I can do any darn thing with any darn man I want to?”

She put her chin in the air like the statue of France Aroused, and then spoiled the pose somewhat by raising the lemon for action.

“Is it the Russian bracelet that fascinates you?”

“No, I’m merely trying to give you the sort of argument that would appeal to your intelligence. And I wish you’d go ‘way,” she said, her temper rising again. “You know I never change my mind. You’ve been boring me for three days until I’m about to go crazy. I won’t go ashore! Won’t! Do you hear? Won’t!”

“Very well,” he said, “and you won’t go to Palm Beach either. Of all the selfish, spoiled, uncontrolled disagreeable, impossible girl I have——”

Splush! The half-lemon caught him in the neck. Simultaneously came a hail from
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The Ice Palace.
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Head and Shoulders.
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