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A Life in Chains brings together a compelling collection of narratives, essays, and stories that converge on the harrowing realities of slavery and the pursuit of freedom in 19th-century America. This anthology navigates a spectrum of literary styles, from reflective memoirs to incisive social commentaries, providing a multifaceted panorama of the African American experience under the shadow of oppression. The works resonate with diversity, offering both the raw recounting of personal experiences and the imaginative re-interpretations of the stark realities of bondage. Pieces grounded in historical fact, yet presented with profound literary artistry, elevate this collection beyond mere historical recounting to provoke a deep emotional response and critical reflection. Featuring writing from acclaimed figures such as Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington, and Harriet Jacobs, this collection encapsulates pivotal voices from pivotal times. Each author's contribution reflects their unique socio-cultural stance, bridging disparate perspectives across abolitionism and American Civil Rights. The anthology grants readers insight into the intellectual and emotional fortitude required to challenge systemic injustice, thus aligning the collection with transformative movements that redefined the era's literary canon. A Life in Chains offers readers a rare opportunity to engage with myriad perspectives and dialogic interplay within a single curated volume. This anthology invites readers to traverse the landscape of human resilience and the quest for dignity, making it an essential resource for those seeking to understand the historical and literary significance of the struggle against slavery. With its thematic richness and stylistic variety, it serves as both an educational treasury and a testament to the power of literature to inspire change.
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In "Folks from Dixie," Paul Laurence Dunbar presents a rich tapestry of African American life in the South through a collection of poems and short stories. Characterized by his use of dialect, vivid imagery, and poignant themes of racial identity and resilience, Dunbar's work captures the complexity of life for African Americans in the post-Civil War U.S. Drawing from personal experiences and cultural heritage, Dunbar intertwines humor and pathos, establishing a unique voice that reflects the struggles and triumphs of his community. This literary style situates his collection within the broader context of early 20th-century American literature, where voices of marginalized communities began to push against established norms. Paul Laurence Dunbar (1872-1906) was a pioneering figure in African American literature and one of the first African American poets to gain national recognition. Born in Dayton, Ohio, to former slaves, Dunbar's upbringing informed his perspective and writing. His deep understanding of the socio-economic challenges faced by African Americans during his time led him to explore complex themes of dignity, heritage, and the nuanced experiences of black life. "Folks from Dixie" is a compelling read for anyone seeking to understand the cultural landscape of America's past through the lens of a masterful storyteller. Dunbar's lyrical prowess and authentic portrayal make this collection a vital addition to both literary studies and the broader narrative of American history.
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Excellent Women, a seminal work in the canon of 20th-century British literature, artfully intertwines elements of social commentary and character study within its narrative. Set in the post-World War II era, the novel delves into the lives of women navigating a patriarchal society, exploring themes of independence, societal expectation, and personal identity. Written in a sharp, observational style characteristic of its literary context, the book juxtaposes the mundane with the profound, often using wit and irony to critique the status quo. The protagonist, Millicent, embodies the tensions of 'excellent women''Äîthose who excel in their roles yet grapple with their own desires for fulfillment beyond domestic spheres. Authored by Barbara Pym, a notable figure in English literature, Excellent Women reflects her own experiences and observations as a single woman in a male-dominated literary world. Pym'Äôs keen insights were shaped by her extensive academic background, particularly her studies in anthropology, which equipped her with a profound understanding of human relationships. Throughout her life, Pym drew inspiration from her encounters with various social circles, infusing her narrative with authenticity and depth. This novel is highly recommended for those seeking to explore the complexities of gender roles and societal standards in mid-20th century Britain. Pym'Äôs deft characterizations and subtle humor invite readers to reflect on the nuances of everyday life, making Excellent Women a compelling read for scholars and casual readers alike.
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In 'The Man in the Queue,' Josephine Tey introduces readers to a compelling mystery imbued with rich characterization and an exploration of societal norms in early 20th-century England. The narrative unfolds when a man is murdered in a queue outside a theater, thrusting Inspector Alan Grant into a labyrinthine investigation where the public's perceptions and prejudices become critical to solving the crime. Tey's skilled use of dialogue and vivid descriptions paints a lively backdrop, while her innovative plotting invites readers to grapple with themes of justice and morality, establishing this work as a trailblazer in the detective fiction genre. Josephine Tey, a prominent figure in the crime literature sphere, was known for her keen psychological insight and ability to weave historical context into her narratives. Her background as an accomplished playwright undoubtedly contributed to her narrative flair, while her personal experiences with social dynamics would have sharpened her understanding of human behavior. 'The Man in the Queue' showcases her ability to comment on the intricate web of social interactions, revealing the interplay between individual motives and collective assumptions. This novel is recommended for readers who appreciate intricate plots laced with social commentary and character depth. Tey's debut not only engages with suspenseful storytelling but also provides a fascinating lens through which to examine societal constructs of her era. A must-read for mystery aficionados and scholars of literature alike.
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In "A Writer's Diary," Virginia Woolf presents a rich tapestry of her reflections on the writing process, weaving together personal insights and literary musings that illuminate the struggles and joys of the creative endeavor. Written with her characteristic stream-of-consciousness style, this collection showcases Woolf's profound understanding of the artistic psyche and the intricacies of literary craftsmanship. Set against the backdrop of early 20th-century modernism, the diary entries reveal Woolf's engagement with contemporary thought, as she grapples with themes of identity, gender, and the complexities of narrative form. Virginia Woolf, a central figure in modernist literature, was not only an accomplished novelist but also a keen observer of her own creative journey. The diary entries span a period of significant literary evolution, offering readers a glimpse into the mind of a writer who sought to challenge societal norms and elevate the voice of women in literature. Her own struggles with mental health and the constraints of her time shaped her perspectives, providing depth to her reflections on both the art of writing and its implications for personal and societal truth. "A Writer's Diary" is an essential read for anyone interested in the mechanics of writing and the inner workings of a literary genius. Woolf's poignant observations resonate with both aspiring writers and seasoned professionals, making this work a timeless exploration of creativity that encourages readers to ponder their own artistic journeys. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing. - An Author Biography reveals milestones in the author's life, illuminating the personal insights behind the text. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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    When a brother and sister of mixed ancestry contemplate crossing the color line in the post–Civil War South, they enter a perilous corridor where name, appearance, and ambition may open doors even as law, memory, and attachment threaten to close them, and the quiet refuge suggested by the house hidden behind its sheltering cedars becomes a figure for the boundaries that shape identity—visible and invisible, public and private—testing how far aspiration can travel before it is recalled by the claims of kinship, community, conscience, and the seductions of love, and how much silence and reinvention a life can bear in a world organized around a fiction treated as fate, and the possibility of loss.

First published in 1900, The House Behind the Cedars is a realist social novel by Charles W. Chesnutt, a pioneering African American author whose work probes the color line in the United States. Set in the post–Civil War South during the uneasy years after Reconstruction, the book moves between a provincial town and more cosmopolitan circles, tracing how regional custom and national law intersect in everyday life. Without sensationalism, Chesnutt builds a narrative that treats race as a legal and social construct with profound personal consequences, situating his characters within a landscape of manners, professions, and aspirations that feels precise and historically grounded.

In its opening movement, the story follows a young man who has remade himself beyond his birthplace and now passes as white, returning incognito to the community of his childhood. There he seeks out his mother and his light‑skinned sister, secluded in a modest home whose cedar screen symbolizes both shelter and separation, and he urges a new beginning that would bring them into the social world he now inhabits. The premise is at once intimate and social: a family testing possibilities that promise education, security, and romance, yet demand careful navigation of names, histories, and the scrutiny of neighbors and institutions.

Chesnutt’s voice is measured, analytic, and humane, guided by an omniscient narrator that observes people and places with patient clarity. Dialogue carries regional inflection without caricature; scenes unfold in parlors, law offices, and streets where reputation matters as much as truth. The pacing favors revelation through social encounter rather than melodrama, giving the novel a quietly suspenseful mood. Readers encounter finely shaded interior motives alongside the external codes that govern courtship, business, and respectability. The result is an immersive realism that invites close attention to gesture and implication, trusting readers to hear what is said aloud and what is strategically withheld.

At the center stands the theme of racial passing, not as a stunt but as an inquiry into identity shaped by law, custom, and opportunity. The book interrogates how class, education, and gender refract the color line; how family allegiance bears on individual freedom; how desire intersects with public scrutiny. Domestic space functions as a metaphor for privacy and risk, while names and documents mediate access to civic life. The novel’s ethical questions resist easy resolution, pressing on the costs of self‑creation and the claims of solidarity, and asking what it means to owe truth to oneself when truth is weaponized.

Published at the turn of the twentieth century, when segregation was being codified across the South, the novel participates in a broader national debate about citizenship and equality. Chesnutt had already earned attention through short fiction of the 1890s, and here he extends his exploration of the color line into a sustained narrative that tests ideas through character and consequence. Without sermonizing, he exposes the arbitrariness of racial categories and the institutional power that enforces them. The book also reflects the professionalizing currents of the era—law, commerce, education—showing how opportunity is distributed and withdrawn, and how social mobility can amplify both promise and peril.

Today, The House Behind the Cedars remains resonant for readers interested in how identity is constructed and policed, how social mobility interacts with code‑switching, and how love and ambition press against inherited boundaries. Its questions reach beyond any single period: Who gets to belong, on what terms, and at what cost? The novel offers both intellectual engagement and emotional immediacy, rewarding readers who appreciate nuanced character work and historically attentive storytelling. Without revealing outcomes, it promises the bracing clarity of moral inquiry, the ache of difficult choices, and the enduring power of narrative to illuminate structures that still shape American life.
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    Set in the Reconstruction-era South, the story opens in the North Carolina town of Patesville, where a modest dwelling shielded by cedar trees shelters a family living close to the color line. Molly Walden has raised her children, John and Rena, with care and ambition despite the constraints imposed by race. Years earlier, John left home to seek opportunity. When he returns, the quiet street and the house behind the cedars frame a tale about identity, ambition, and the fragile boundaries society erects. The narrative establishes place, lineage, and the social rules that will test both siblings as they make consequential choices.

John reappears as John Warwick, a successful young lawyer who has crossed into white society. He visits Judge Straight, an older attorney who once guided his studies, and then goes discreetly to his mother’s home. There, amid affectionate reunion, John shares a plan for Rena to join him and adopt a new identity. Molly hesitates, wary of risk and change, but John emphasizes opportunity and protection. Rena, bright and poised, weighs loyalty to home against a future with broader horizons. The decision to leave Patesville and pass as white sets the central conflict in motion and defines the siblings’ intertwined fates.

In a neighboring Southern city where John has established his practice, Rena becomes Rowena Warwick and enters a refined social circle. John, a widower, balances his career with care for his young son, Albert, while smoothing his sister’s introduction to new acquaintances. At receptions and carriage rides, Rowena’s grace draws notice, particularly from George Tryon, a well-regarded planter and John’s friend. Their courtship grows through quiet conversations and public outings, building toward a shared future that seems within reach. As invitations and promises multiply, the delicate foundation beneath Rowena’s new life remains unspoken, lending each charming moment a measure of tension.

The calm begins to fray when Tryon travels through Patesville and encounters hints about Rowena’s past. Casual remarks, half-remembered faces, and town gossip plant doubts that he struggles to reconcile with his feelings. The visit illuminates the rigid rules that govern kinship and reputation, and the one-drop logic that threatens happiness. Rena, mindful of her mother and childhood home, feels the pull of old ties while guarding the secret that sustains her new position. Plans that once seemed straightforward must be reconsidered. The strain between affection and convention grows, and the promise of a union stands under a cloud of uncertainty.

John, conscious of his responsibilities as brother and guardian of their shared secret, confronts the implications for his career and family. In conversations with Judge Straight and in guarded exchanges with colleagues, he measures risk against duty. The law, custom, and rumor intersect in ways that could undo years of careful effort. John’s vigilance expands beyond professional maneuvering to familial care, as he shields Albert and manages social appearances. Letters circulate, schedules shift, and the household keeps to cautious routines. As pressure mounts from multiple directions, John’s resolve hardens, even while the path to protecting both dignity and hope narrows.

A summons from home brings Rena back to Patesville, where the shaded street and familiar doorways stir mixed emotions. She tends to urgent family needs, renewing bonds with her mother while attracting attention from neighbors. Frank Fowler, a loyal workingman who long admired her, offers unassuming support. By contrast, Jeff Wain, a contentious local figure, resents her reserve and feeds the town’s idle talk. Rena’s presence rekindles old relationships and exposes new vulnerabilities. She moves between caregiving and self-protection, weighing the expectations of kin and community against the life she has begun elsewhere, aware that every visit risks discovery.

As questions multiply, Tryon seeks clarity. His path crosses with John’s, and their once straightforward friendship acquires uneasy edges. Each man wrestles with honor, affection, and the social codes they cannot ignore. In private meetings and tense conversations, they test the limits of loyalty and truth. Around them, acquaintances amplify whispers into judgments. The broader world presses in, and decisions that seemed private are pulled into public view. Through measured dialogue and restrained gestures, the narrative traces how doubt hardens into confrontation, yet holds back from resolving the conflict. The future of every bond in their circle hangs in a precarious balance.

Rena, drawn to service and steadiness, devotes time to the sick and the poor, extending quiet help where she can. Her work brings solace but also visibility, drawing the attention of those who wish her well and those who do not. Frank’s watchful care stands in contrast to Jeff Wain’s persistent interference. A quarrel deepens into a menacing pursuit beyond the town’s edge, through fields and woodland paths under unsettled skies. The sequence heightens personal risk and moral stakes, as Rena’s choices intersect with fear, courage, and obligation. The outcome hangs suspended, sustaining the story’s tension without revealing its end.

Across these intertwined journeys, the novel traces how aspiration collides with the color line, and how family loyalty contends with social command. The house behind the cedars remains a touchstone, symbolizing refuge, secrecy, and the cost of sheltering truth. By following the siblings from home to wider society and back again, the narrative shows the pressures that shape identity and the limits of reinvention under restrictive laws and customs. Without resolving in these pages how every choice lands, the book’s essence is clear: the human desire for belonging and dignity meets a world determined to measure worth by lineage and appearance.
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    The House Behind the Cedars is set in the U.S. South during the tenuous years after the Civil War, roughly the late 1860s through the 1870s, as Reconstruction gave way to a hardened color line. Its principal locales are Patesville, North Carolina, a thinly veiled Fayetteville where Charles W. Chesnutt spent formative years, and Clarence, South Carolina, a bustling postwar town where new professional opportunities and old caste codes coexist. The time and place are marked by the legal end of slavery, the presence of federal authority, and the rapid reassertion of white supremacy. Social mobility for people of mixed African and European ancestry collides with local customs, church life, and courthouse politics that seek to reimpose racial hierarchy in daily interactions and intimate relationships.

Emancipation and Reconstruction (1863–1877) reshaped Southern law and society. The Thirteenth Amendment (1865) abolished slavery; the Freedmen’s Bureau (1865–1872) provided aid and created schools; the Fourteenth (1868) and Fifteenth Amendments (1870) established birthright citizenship and black male suffrage. Congress’s Reconstruction Acts (1867) installed military districts to enforce civil rights, and black officeholding surged: Joseph Rainey of South Carolina entered the U.S. House in 1870, and local biracial governments functioned in both Carolinas. These reforms opened paths for education, property ownership, and participation in the legal profession that a character like John Warwick exploits. Chesnutt’s setting draws on the brief window when fair-skinned African Americans could plausibly pass or advance professionally, while the fragility of those gains structures the novel’s tension and looming sense of jeopardy.

The end of Reconstruction in 1877 and the rise of Jim Crow between the 1880s and 1900 reversed many gains. Paramilitary intimidation and legal innovation produced disenfranchisement: Mississippi’s 1890 constitution pioneered poll taxes and literacy tests copied across the region; South Carolina’s 1895 constitution implemented similar devices; North Carolina’s 1900 amendment deployed the literacy test with a temporary grandfather clause to eliminate most black voting. Red Shirt campaigns suppressed black political participation in South Carolina in 1876 and in North Carolina in the late 1890s. These measures curtailed jury service, officeholding, and equitable justice. The novel’s atmosphere of precarious respectability and the strategic use of passing mirror this tightening regime, in which legal disabilities and community surveillance make a discovered ancestry professionally ruinous and romantically fatal.

Anti-miscegenation statutes and the social ideology of the one-drop rule structured intimacy and inheritance. Throughout the nineteenth century, Southern states criminalized interracial marriage; the U.S. Supreme Court in Pace v. Alabama (1883) upheld such bans. The 1890 federal census even tabulated mulatto, quadroon, and octoroon categories, revealing an official obsession with fractional ancestry that fed local policing of identity. In many jurisdictions, property rights and legitimacy turned on racial status, and annulments followed any revelation of mixed heritage. The novel’s marriage plot, with its high stakes for Rena’s engagement and John’s concealment, dramatizes this legal and cultural regime: affection collides with statutes, and an unspoken ancestral fact can nullify social contracts, imperil reputations, and place families outside the law’s protection.

Judicial retrenchment consolidated segregation in public life. The Civil Rights Cases (1883) voided the 1875 federal statute that barred discrimination in inns, theaters, and railroads, restricting Fourteenth Amendment reach to state action. Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) then sanctioned separate but equal, legitimizing Jim Crow facilities in transportation, schooling, and public accommodations. These decisions encouraged municipalities and rail lines across the Carolinas to enact and enforce separation policies. While Chesnutt’s plot centers on domestic spaces and courtship, the book reflects a world where the color line governs movement, seating, and service. Characters’ calculations about visibility, travel, and community affiliation make sense against a legal background that magnifies the risks of exposure in any public or quasi-public setting.

Racial violence and coups d’état enforced the color line. The Hamburg Massacre (July 1876, South Carolina) saw armed white men attack a black militia unit, killing several and signaling the Red Shirts’ rise; politician Benjamin Tillman later justified the assault. The Colfax Massacre (April 1873, Louisiana) left dozens of black men dead; the Supreme Court’s United States v. Cruikshank (1876) gutted federal power to prosecute such terror. In North Carolina, the Wilmington insurrection (November 10, 1898), led by Alfred Waddell and Red Shirts, overthrew an elected Fusionist government and killed an estimated 60 or more black citizens after targeting editor Alexander Manly. Chesnutt’s Carolinas are thus saturated with the threat of mob action, explaining the novel’s anxious attention to secrecy, respectability, and escape routes.

Education and class formation among freedpeople shaped aspirations and social stratification. The Freedmen’s Bureau seeded thousands of schools; institutions such as Fisk University (1866), Howard University (1867), and Hampton Institute (1868) trained teachers and professionals. In North Carolina, the State Colored Normal School at Fayetteville was established in 1877 to prepare black educators; Chesnutt taught and served as an administrator in the state’s normal school system before leaving for Cleveland in 1883. This educational infrastructure created a black middle class with manners, credentials, and property, yet hemmed in by racial codes. The novel’s refined domestic spaces, legal ambitions, and courtship customs draw from this milieu, in which education offered mobility but also heightened the peril of social exposure for those of mixed ancestry.

The book functions as a political critique by exposing how law, custom, and violence collaborated to enforce racial caste. It interrogates the legal fictions of separate but equal and the one-drop rule by showing their human costs: broken contracts, constrained careers, and coerced identities. By staging genteel rituals and class aspiration against statutes on marriage, voting, and public space, it reveals how respectability offers scant protection without equal citizenship. The narrative indicts disenfranchisement, anti-miscegenation doctrine, and terror as mutually reinforcing systems that police intimacy and ambition. In doing so, it questions the legitimacy of post-Reconstruction governance in the Carolinas and demonstrates how a modern legal order can mask, rather than remedy, social injustice.
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A STRANGER FROM SOUTH CAROLINA
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Time touches all things with destroying hand[1q]; and if he seem now and then to bestow the bloom of youth, the sap of spring, it is but a brief mockery, to be surely and swiftly followed by the wrinkles of old age, the dry leaves and bare branches of winter. And yet there are places where Time seems to linger lovingly long after youth has departed, and to which he seems loath to bring the evil day. Who has not known some even-tempered old man or woman who seemed to have drunk of the fountain of youth? Who has not seen somewhere an old town that, having long since ceased to grow, yet held its own without perceptible decline?

Some such trite reflection—as apposite to the subject as most random reflections are—passed through the mind of a young man who came out of the front door of the Patesville Hotel[1] about nine o'clock one fine morning in spring, a few years after the Civil War, and started down Front Street toward the market-house. Arriving at the town late the previous evening, he had been driven up from the steamboat in a carriage, from which he had been able to distinguish only the shadowy outlines of the houses along the street; so that this morning walk was his first opportunity to see the town by daylight. He was dressed in a suit of linen duck—the day was warm—a panama straw hat, and patent leather shoes. In appearance he was tall, dark, with straight, black, lustrous hair, and very clean-cut, high-bred features. When he paused by the clerk's desk on his way out, to light his cigar, the day clerk, who had just come on duty, glanced at the register and read the last entry:—

"'JOHN WARWICK, CLARENCE, SOUTH CAROLINA.'






"One of the South Ca'lina bigbugs, I reckon—probably in cotton, or turpentine." The gentleman from South Carolina, walking down the street, glanced about him with an eager look, in which curiosity and affection were mingled with a touch of bitterness. He saw little that was not familiar, or that he had not seen in his dreams a hundred times during the past ten years. There had been some changes, it is true, some melancholy changes, but scarcely anything by way of addition or improvement to counterbalance them. Here and there blackened and dismantled walls marked the place where handsome buildings once had stood, for Sherman's march to the sea[2] had left its mark upon the town. The stores were mostly of brick, two stories high, joining one another after the manner of cities. Some of the names on the signs were familiar; others, including a number of Jewish names, were quite unknown to him.

A two minutes' walk brought Warwick—the name he had registered under, and as we shall call him—to the market-house, the central feature of Patesville, from both the commercial and the picturesque points of view. Standing foursquare in the heart of the town, at the intersection of the two main streets, a "jog" at each street corner left around the market-house a little public square, which at this hour was well occupied by carts and wagons from the country and empty drays awaiting hire. Warwick was unable to perceive much change in the market-house. Perhaps the surface of the red brick, long unpainted, had scaled off a little more here and there. There might have been a slight accretion of the moss and lichen on the shingled roof. But the tall tower, with its four-faced clock, rose as majestically and uncompromisingly as though the land had never been subjugated. Was it so irreconcilable, Warwick wondered, as still to peal out the curfew bell[3], which at nine o'clock at night had clamorously warned all negroes, slave or free, that it was unlawful for them to be abroad after that hour, under penalty of imprisonment or whipping? Was the old constable, whose chief business it had been to ring the bell, still alive and exercising the functions of his office, and had age lessened or increased the number of times that obliging citizens performed this duty for him during his temporary absences in the company of convivial spirits? A few moments later, Warwick saw a colored policeman in the old constable's place—a stronger reminder than even the burned buildings that war had left its mark upon the old town, with which Time had dealt so tenderly.

The lower story of the market-house was open on all four of its sides to the public square. Warwick passed through one of the wide brick arches and traversed the building with a leisurely step. He looked in vain into the stalls for the butcher who had sold fresh meat twice a week, on market days, and he felt a genuine thrill of pleasure when he recognized the red bandana turban of old Aunt Lyddy, the ancient negro woman who had sold him gingerbread and fried fish, and told him weird tales of witchcraft and conjuration, in the old days when, as an idle boy, he had loafed about the market-house. He did not speak to her, however, or give her any sign of recognition. He threw a glance toward a certain corner where steps led to the town hall above. On this stairway he had once seen a manacled free negro[5] shot while being taken upstairs for examination under a criminal charge. Warwick recalled vividly how the shot had rung out. He could see again the livid look of terror on the victim's face, the gathering crowd, the resulting confusion. The murderer, he recalled, had been tried and sentenced to imprisonment for life, but was pardoned by a merciful governor after serving a year of his sentence. As Warwick was neither a prophet nor the son of a prophet, he could not foresee that, thirty years later, even this would seem an excessive punishment for so slight a misdemeanor.
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