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			Advance Praise for The Vanishing of Carolyn Wells

			“The Vanishing of Carolyn Wells is a remarkably compelling narrative about this astonishingly prolific author who had great success in numerous genres. While I have never been a great fan of Ms. Wells’s mystery novels, the sprightly and perceptive prose of Rebecca Rego Barry’s worthwhile study has convinced me to give her another try.”

			—Otto Penzler, proprietor of The Mysterious Bookshop

			“Through her skillful and delightful first-person narration, Rebecca Rego Barry, a bibliophile and rare book expert, unravels the mysteries surrounding Carolyn Wells’s lost legacy. With meticulous research and intriguing insights, Barry offers a gripping portrait of a literary luminary whose impact has been all but erased. A poignant reminder of the transient nature of fame and the enduring power of rediscovery, Wells’s enigmatic disappearance from literary history will captivate you.”

			—Laurie Gwen Shapiro, author of The Stowaway: A Young Man’s Extraordinary Adventure to Antarctica

			“An engrossing biography that reads like a detective novel. Author Rebecca Rego Barry takes readers on a riveting journey to reveal the extraordinary life of Carolyn Wells, a twentieth-century mystery writer who penned more than 150 books. This book is a gift to all of us who want to see more women’s legacies reclaimed, nurtured, and shared.”

			—Allison Gilbert, co-author of Listen, World!: How the Intrepid Elsie Robinson Became America’s Most-Read Woman

			“Carolyn Wells was an important successor to Anna Katharine Green, the ‘mother’ of American crime fiction, and Wells’s large body of work deserves reappraisal. Her 1913 Technique of the Mystery Story was a milestone in the study of the genre, and even if it were not suffused with her love of Sherlock Holmes, it is profitable reading today. Thank you, Rebecca Rego Barry, for bringing Ms. Wells back into the spotlight!”

			—Leslie S. Klinger, editor of The New Annotated Sherlock Holmes: The Complete Short Stories and series editor of the Library of Congress Crime Classics
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			For CMB & JRB

			…The powerful play goes on, and you may contribute a verse.

			-Walt Whitman
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			Introduction

			Mark Twain’s seventieth birthday bash at Delmonico’s in New York City on December 5, 1905, was the literary event of the year, attended by the likes of Willa Cather, Andrew Carnegie, Rex Beach, John Burroughs, and William Dean Howells. Carolyn Wells had not only scored one of the 175 invitations, but a request to read an original poem for the occasion.

			She arrived at table E that fair evening escorted, per the seating arrangement directions printed in a keepsake booklet, by a handsome, tuxedo-clad novelist and playwright named Thompson Buchanan. Carolyn too was the picture of loveliness, in an off-the-shoulder striped gown evocative of old-fashioned candy sticks. She recognized Frances Hodgson Burnett, author of The Secret Garden, one seat over, but did anyone recognize her? Forty-three years old and still living under her parents’ roof in the quaint commuter town of Rahway, New Jersey, she was both a literary upstart and a late bloomer.

			In a black-and-white photo taken that night, however, Carolyn exudes confidence, her merry eyes meeting the camera head-on,1 a slight smirk at her lips, jewels dripping from her neck. She appears to fit right in, and seems—to me, at least—to be saying, “I earned this. I belong here.”
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			Carolyn Wells (center) at Mark Twain’s birthday party in New York City, 1905. Credit: Byron Company, 93.1.1.3709, Museum of the City of New York

			At the appointed time—hers was the penultimate address—Carolyn left her seat, gazed at the assembled revelers, maybe nodded to her bestie Gelett Burgess across the room, and waited for the evening’s MC, Colonel George Harvey, editor of Harper’s Weekly, to introduce her. “I was unable to find in Mr. Gilder’s dictionary a word in which poetical piquancy and perverseness are satisfactorily blended,” he announced. “So I go straight to the point and express my gratification in being able to present to you Miss Carolyn Wells.”

			When the applause subsided, Carolyn read:

			My poem is divided into three cantos. The first canto is as follows:

			First Canto

			RHYMES WRITTEN UPON THE OCCASION OF MARK TWAIN’S PASSING HIS SEVENTIETH SMILESTONE.

			The real origin of Mr. Clemens’s pseudonym of “Mark Twain.”

			Humor and Wit aimed their

			Shafts in the dark;

			With this result—

			The Twain hit the Mark.

			Second Canto

			GREETING TO MARK TWAIN FROM HIS CONTEMPORARY HUMORISTS

			Your humor’s a searchlight.

			Ours but a spark;

			They call us humorists—

			God save the Mark!

			Third Canto

			To-night our shafts of wit fly wide,

			Yet we admit it—

			To-night we’d rather be beside

			The Mark than hit it!

			A TOAST TO MR. CLEMENS AND COLONEL HARVEY

			A Health to the Twain.2

			To a modern ear, this all sounds very odd.3 Maybe it did then, too, but Carolyn had catapulted to literary success with wordplay: nonsense verse, puns, limericks, riddles, puzzlers. A shy child, due in part to hearing loss caused by a bout of scarlet fever at age six, she crafted books of juvenilia à la the Brontë sisters but not much else for another three decades. College was within her grasp but didn’t appeal to her, nor did marriage.

			The part-time position of town librarian, however, seemed perfect, particularly since, as she admitted, Carolyn spent most of her time reading every book and magazine in the collection. She could also remain comfortable at home with her family, as would have been the expectation for a middle-class maiden of her time. At some point during her quiet, twelve-year stretch at the Rahway Public Library, she started pitching magazine editors, initially with children’s stories and poems. She parlayed each modest success into another; when one editor sputtered, “no women contributors,”4 she dared to write back to him, and to others, until rejections became acceptances.

			Within a few years, Carolyn’s light verse was appearing in both children’s magazines and in many of the chic and cheeky “little magazines” (not for children) of the 1890s. Her first book was published in 1896, and by 1902, she felt sufficiently busy with her children’s book work to quit her library post. She was forty, and she was about to embark on a second career, if not a second life, having broken into the literary establishment by sheer force of will. Scores of books—children’s, young adult novels, satires, mysteries, books of trivia, crosswords, anthologies—and movie treatments would follow, and would then, within a few decades, be utterly forgotten.
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			I first learned of Carolyn in the spring of 2011. For most of my life, I’ve been drawn to books, especially old books.5 So it’s not particularly surprising that I ended up dabbling in antiquarian books, earning a master’s degree in something called “book history,” and editing a magazine for book collectors. That year, my husband tagged along with me to the New York Antiquarian Book Fair, and while I was inspecting the wares in another dealer’s booth, he was over at stand B24 surreptitiously buying a first edition of Henry David Thoreau’s 1854 nature classic, Walden, as a birthday present for me.

			Even in a slow economy, it was an expensive book, one I had coveted since falling in love with Walden in eleventh-grade English. I don’t think I’ve ever been as stunned by a gift as I was by that one.

			As old books often do, this one had an interesting provenance. Two bookplates are affixed inside. The one on the pastedown, where bookplates are typically adhered, bears the name of English critic and poet Sir Edmund Gosse (1849-1928). I recalled using a pretentious quote of his in my thesis. He was also, I later learned, persnickety about bookplates.6 His, he explained in Gossip in a Library (1891), had been designed by Golden Age illustrator Edwin Austin Abbey and depicts “a very fine gentleman of about 1610, walking in broad sunlight in a garden, reading a little book of verses.”

			In a way, Gosse’s jaunty ex-libris matches the bookplate that faces it on the free front endpaper. It too is pictorial and whimsical—a Renaissance-styled woman holding the Lincoln Imp, a gargoyle-like statue that resides at London’s Lincoln Cathedral, in her hands like a Teacup Yorkie. A name runs along the bottom in blackletter font: Carolyn Wells. I had no idea who she was, and the bookseller’s catalog note, slipped into the clamshell box that secured the rare volume, shed no light. From another clipping tucked into the back I could tell that someone, likely Carolyn, had once purchased it for $150.7
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			Two versions of Carolyn Wells’s bookplate. Credit: (L) Rebecca Rego Barry, (R) Courtesy of Honey & Wax Booksellers

			Carolyn’s name stuck with me because there were few serious female book collectors in the early twentieth century, so when I noticed that same name—as an author, not an owner—while browsing 1920s-era first editions at rare book fairs over the ensuing six or seven years, I was perplexed. It took me a while to catch on to the fact that they were one and the same, and it all finally clicked in 2018 when I heard that the Detective Crime Club Classics would be issuing a reprint of Murder in the Bookshop by Carolyn Wells. Because the 1936 novel centers on a stolen rare book, and several scenes take place in a private library and an antiquarian bookshop, it is one of her more collectible titles among bibliophiles, worth four figures in fine condition. Given my daily occupation of reading and writing about rare books, I figured this was my chance to find out more about Carolyn, as an author and as a collector.

			The trouble was, although she wrote so much, there is little written about her. Obituaries, yes; contemporary reviews, sure. Several vintage crime bloggers have shared posts about her mysteries, and concise accounts appear in several reference books. Academia has all but ignored her, excepting a handful of academic essays and articles over the past two decades. More recently, she has been included in two anthologies of note: The Big Book of Female Detectives, edited by Otto Penzler (2018) and In the Shadow of Agatha Christie: Classic Crime Fiction by Forgotten Female Writers, edited by Leslie S. Klinger (2018). Until now, no biography has been attempted. Carolyn was almost entirely erased from the annals of literary history. Why, I wondered.8

			The short answer is, there is no “Carolyn Wells archive” to mine, no central repository where her “papers” are stored in thirty or so buff-colored boxes on metal shelves in a climate-controlled bunker. Biographers and scholars rely on paper trails, and hers had simply vanished—trashed? Burned? Sold? Moldering in an attic somewhere? She had made arrangements to bequeath her rare Walt Whitman editions to the Library of Congress (LC)—where they still reside—upon her death in 1942, but it appears that no plans were made for her voluminous correspondence, her manuscripts, typescripts, and her own copies of her books—the kinds of documentation that comprise an author’s inner sanctum—not to mention the “curios” she collected and whatever else9 filled the Manhattan duplex she lived in for twenty-five years. How had that happened?

			I intended to find out and retrieve whatever traces remained of her life and legacy. I turned up bits and pieces from private and institutional collections across the country in more than a dozen states. This was a puzzle that came together with the aid of digitized books and newspapers but also collectors, antiquarian booksellers, archivists, and librarians, all of whom helped me get closer to a woman writer who was both “too much” and not enough—i.e., extraordinarily prolific, but in genres not taken seriously at the time or for decades after. For that reason, this bit of literary sleuthing offers, I hope, more than just a fresh and exciting10 tale of an author lost to history and now rediscovered. It considers this important question: who gets remembered?
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			Chapter 1

			Jersey Girl(s)

			Searching for “Carolyn Wells” online offers something of a false start, which may be true of most historical figures. Google dredges up a handful of brief biographical sketches in the usual places—Wikipedia, Britannica, Encyclopedia.com—plus a few literary sites, e.g., the Poetry Foundation, Project Gutenberg, and Fantastic Fiction. Deeper in the search results, a New York Times obituary surfaces and then a mention in the New Yorker. But the basic details, like her birth date, her death date, and the number of books she wrote, differ among them. Sometimes, her name is misspelled as “Caroline.” Her hometown, however, was not only clear but familiar: Rahway, New Jersey, lies about twenty-four miles south of where I grew up, both bedroom communities in the shadow of New York City, the publishing capital of the world.

			Carolyn, according to the web bios, had been the librarian at Rahway Public Library (RPL) for more than a decade. That seemed like the right place to launch a literary investigation. Their website unfortunately yielded no more than a short paragraph with at least two inaccuracies, but an email to the reference librarian in the fall of 2020 was promptly returned, even though the library was still closed to the public due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Norma Wine had bad news and good news for me. The bad news: in 1999, Hurricane Floyd flooded the former RPL building11 and destroyed many historical records. The good news: the library retained a special collection of eighty “original editions”12 of Carolyn’s books in its appointment-only “History Room.”

			Eighty antiquarian books in a locked room sounded inviting (and like a setting Carolyn might have parlayed into a mystery). I fantasized about the volumes that had been presented to the library by Carolyn as they rolled off the press, about the notes and inscriptions within each that I would discover, one day, when the pandemic was over and the library had reopened to researchers.

			In the meantime, the librarian had contacted the town historian, a man named Al Shipley, on my behalf. Shipley called right away with an offer to help, followed by a packet of reading material that arrived by mail. I told him I intended to visit Rahway in the spring to see the collection of books at RPL and to seek out Carolyn’s former home and her gravesite, which the web database Find a Grave had indicated was there. Until then, in the deep, dark winter of 2021,13 I began verifying the basic facts of Carolyn’s life in digitized reference sources, archival finding aids, newspaper interviews, magazine profiles, and her 1937 memoir, The Rest of My Life—an ex-library copy ordered online for $4.71—and laying the groundwork for the adventures ahead.
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			“Although by all the laws of God and my Colonial gubernatorial ancestors I ought to have been born in New England, an inscrutable decree ordained that I should first see the light in a gay and airy little town in middle New Jersey,”14 Carolyn writes in that memoir. Is that a sneer I hear? Or perhaps just a bit of light snobbishness, the kind the preeminent New Yorker Dorothy Parker, who happened to be born in Long Branch, New Jersey, while her parents were on vacation, also teased about. More of that sentiment crops up in this later quote from Carolyn: “New Jersey never reared anybody very interesting.”15 But she was wrong.

			Carolyn was born on June 18, 1862. Her parents, William Edmund Wells and Anna Woodruff Wells, both of whom could trace their English ancestry back for generations, were conventional and prosperous; middle class, if not upper middle class; Presbyterian; and residing in an Italianate Victorian home on Elm Ave. in Rahway. William commuted to Newark and New York City to sell real estate and insurance.

			Carolyn was the second child in the family—although her elder brother, Frank, had died in infancy. Next came Alice, nicknamed Allie, around 1865. Sadly, Allie also died in childhood, aged three. She and Carolyn, then six, had contracted scarlet fever, evidenced by a bright red rash, fever, and sore throat. In the nineteenth century, several outbreaks of this bacterial infection occurred, primarily targeting children. Physicians of the time did not yet understand how infection worked, nor did they prescribe particularly useful curatives—sometimes they induced purging, or they encouraged the consumption of acidic beverages like lemonade and buttermilk. In a home like the Wells’, the local doctor surely made a house call. Although we do not know how he treated the sisters, Allie ultimately succumbed to the illness, and Carolyn developed deafness (mostly in her right ear) that worsened throughout her life. The disability would require, in her words, “excruciating”16 treatments such as one that necessitated running red hot wires up her nose, and another to remove her turbinates, an “agony I would not wish on my worst enemy—if I had one.”17

			Carolyn mentioned her deafness in interviews throughout her life as something she bore behind a fake smile. She devotes a few pages to the topic in her memoir, but the quirky, nonlinear collection of her favorite memories and anecdotes generally eschews the personal in favor of the professional. Her family history merits scant attention; her other siblings, for example, go unnamed: Walter F. Wells, born in 1870, and Ida Eloise Wells, born in 1874, rounded out the Wells family. I found out about the former from a newspaper article and the latter from a headstone.

			What Carolyn does record of her childhood seems intended to project a self-image of literary genius. By eighteen months, she knew the alphabet. By three years old, she could read “as fluently as I do today from any book or newspaper.”18 At six, she wrote and bound a miniature book of poetry. In elementary school, she aced the spelling bee. In high school, she graduated as senior class valedictorian.19 She did not, however, choose to continue her education at college, flippantly claiming she did not want to move away and make her own bed. Instead, she remained in Rahway and set her own course of study: German, French, history, botany, and three summers’ worth of Shakespeare with Dr. William J. Rolfe in Amherst, Massachusetts.

			The memoir jumps from one topic to the next and offers very few dates or details; names are withheld unless they are of the caliber to be dropped. Carolyn knew she was avoiding what she called “vital statistics” and even includes a brief interlude of dialogue in which one of her “dearest cronies” begs her to share more of her personal history. So begins a section that reads like a narrative family tree, from Adam de Welles, a fourteenth-century baron, to Thomas Welles, the first treasurer of Connecticut and its fourth governor, to her father, William Wells, whom she describes as “entitled to Shakespeare’s splendid term, marble-constant.”20

			If I visualize Carolyn’s biography as a 1,000-piece puzzle, her memoir allowed me to get a start on the outline and to fit some individual pieces together. In those clusters, she begins to emerge. Carolyn was, unsurprisingly, intelligent and witty. Also, quite privileged financially and socially, yet not without hardships that cemented within her a kind of stoicism and perseverance. Carolyn also felt driven to travel—by car, train, and ocean liner in due course—and to imagine a fuller life than what was meant for a woman coming of age in the late nineteenth century.

			Carolyn writes of her parents as one would write fondly about decent, deceased parents, but her wider family remained elusive. I learned early in the research that Carolyn never had children of her own, having married for the first time at age fifty-five. What about her siblings, the ones that hadn’t died in childhood? Obviously, neither was still alive in 2020, nor their children, but I couldn’t help imagining that some relative existed who could fill in the blanks or might even have Carolyn’s old things stored in an attic or a basement somewhere.21

			In early March of 2021, while seeking information about Carolyn’s friendship with Thomas Edison, I came across two articles in Brooklyn papers from January of 1913. They announced that Walter Farrington Wells would become the new general manager of the Brooklyn Edison Co., but both also mention, near the end, that Walter had a famous sister, the “authoress”22 Carolyn Wells, “whose literary talents and lively verse have gained her celebrity.”23 It was a moment of research kismet; searching for the words “Carolyn Wells” and “Edison” had turned up a new sibling! And a new sibling meant the possibility for more relatives.

			Walter died in 1958, at the age of eighty-eight. His New York Times obituary omits Carolyn but does mention a daughter (using only her married name, Mrs. Kenneth M. Bevier) and three grandchildren. I was elated. There was a slim chance those grandchildren would be alive, octogenarians at least. From there, I plugged away at Google, Ancestry.com, Find a Grave—any site that might point me toward the next generation. Because Walter’s daughter remarried after her first husband’s early death, the path took a few turns, but I did finally end up staring, crestfallen, at the obituaries of Louis Wells Bevier, who had died less than a year prior, aged ninety, and his sister, Betty, who had died in 2018, aged eighty-six.

			The death notices did, however, offer a slew of names to track down.24 I started with Louis’s daughter, Lisa, because I thought she might be close to my age and therefore easily found on Facebook, which was true. On March 23, I sent her an out-of-the-blue message indicating I was writing about her great-great-aunt and that I would love to chat. Three days later, having not heard back, I sought out one of the other names buried in the obituaries: Phyllis Gibson, Louis and Betty’s remaining sibling, the last of Walter’s three grandchildren, and the great-niece of Carolyn Wells. I suppose I was wary of making contact, worried that she might be compromised by age, or that her children would be angry that some pushy writer was bugging her. (Also, I was only about 95 percent sure I had the right Phyllis or a correct mailing address.) But this was my chance to connect with someone who had been known to Carolyn, who might even have met her—a last living link.

			On March 26, 2021, I mailed a letter to Phyllis, announcing my intention to write a biography of her great-aunt. I made a little ritual of it: printing, signing, walking it to the mailbox, and asking the universe to indulge this whim.
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			The oversized envelope Al Shipley had sent after our initial phone call back in December 2020 contained photocopied pages from local history books and magazines, some of which he had authored; a copy of the New Jersey Office of Historic Preservation Historic Sites Inventory Individual Structure Survey Form (1981) for Carolyn’s former residence; copies of two related items he had purchased on eBay; and a four-page, handwritten list in alphabetical order of Carolyn’s books in the RPL collection, from Abeniki Caldwell to The Wooden Indian. I was glad of two things: that Carolyn’s home had been acknowledged by preservationists, and that town officials hadn’t forgotten her name. She is, after all, one of Rahway’s most famous historical residents.25

			Rahway is a suburb of New York, located about twenty-two miles southwest of Manhattan and only five miles from Staten Island. During the time Carolyn lived there, the population hovered between 7,000 and 10,000. Residents worked in mills (felt) and factories (music boxes, later cereal). Due to its central location, the town became a major stagecoach and railway stop between New York City and Philadelphia, which Carolyn would use to her advantage once she began to stretch her wings.

			A humorist mocking suburbia in the New York Times in 1909 takes aim at the Garden State—Hoboken,26 Newark, and Rahway: “I have often wondered where Carolyn Wells got her inspiration from—whether it came from Rahway or from Carolyn Wells. Some day I mean to get a long distance away and ask her through a megaphone.”27 But Carolyn liked it well enough, calling it a “pleasant, green-treed town”28 and describing how she could walk to school and the library.

			When I visited Rahway on a blazingly hot day in May of 2021, I found it to be a standard New Jersey suburb—tightly packed with houses, cars, delis, pizzerias, shrubs, and tidy lawns. The RPL remained closed, but the librarians were back at work, and Shipley had agreed to show me the sights now that we’d both been vaccinated.

			When Shipley arrived, I was immediately put at ease by his progressive bumper stickers and his Rutgers polo. Seventy-something and balding, he resembles John Lithgow and has the sweet demeanor to match. Shipley grew up in Rahway and has been interested in its history for decades. A longtime public schoolteacher, he retired early in 2003 and took on the job of town historian. One of his first projects was unpacking the collection that would become the Rahway History Room in 2004. “Even if nobody comes, I’ll just sit up here and do research,” he thought at the time. Instead, they arrived in droves.29

			Essentially a conference room lined with shelving for books and archival boxes, the second-floor space is open to researchers once a week or by appointment. Shipley and I chatted for a few minutes about my progress, and he showed me one of his eBay prizes: a card game called G-Men: Carolyn Wells’ Fascinating Mystery Game. Produced in 1936, it is “a game of intense interest, for four players, in which the capture of the PUBLIC ENEMY is a thrilling objective. It challenges and tests your skill as a card player.” This was one of the moments when it dawned on me how famous Carolyn had been; famous enough that Milton Bradley licensed her name for a game.

			Shipley set me loose on the bookshelves, chockful of colorful bindings—most of the books had long lost their dust jackets. In fact, many aren’t first editions, but rather the cheaper reprint hardbacks that followed a year after each of Carolyn’s mysteries (this era is still mostly pre-paperback). So, while the RPL collection is impressive in its quantity, it is not the set of personally inscribed first editions bequeathed to her hometown library that I had groundlessly anticipated.

			In the back corner of the room, a locked glass display cabinet beckoned. Shipley was happy to open it and share its contents, which included a few first editions in dust jackets and some oversized and/or flimsy material too delicate to shelve. Out of one plastic sleeve came something I hadn’t heard of: “In Arcady,” a libretto by Carolyn Wells, set to music by Joseph McManus and published by Broadcast Music (now BMI). From several news articles, I gathered that Carolyn had dabbled in theater (she dabbled in just about every genre). Here was material proof of those efforts. Dominating the cabinet’s bottom shelf was a large, illustrated book whose title I didn’t recognize. Beauties (1913), with its decorative cover depicting a fashionable woman of the early twentieth century, is an early coffee table book. It showcases the color plates of the once very famous American illustrator Harrison Fisher (1877-1934). Carolyn supplied supplemental verse. For me, both items were “discoveries” at this early stage in the research, but minor in comparison to what I saw next.

			Propped up on a middle shelf of the cabinet was a worn-looking typescript, with both a rusty paper clip and a straight pin affixed to the top left corner. Shipley placed it on the table for me to peruse. At first, I wasn’t sure what I was looking at exactly. It’s a messy, seven-page document titled “The Greatest Detective Story In The World,” exhibiting uneven ink, X-ed out words, and manuscript insertions. In the upper right corner, hastily scribbled in black ink are Carolyn’s name and address. Was it a quickie mystery she had penned for one of the many magazines she wrote for?

			An order confirmation dated August 15, 1997, tucked at the back of the stack, following what appeared to be a set of carbon copies, provided some answers by way of the Boston Book Company’s note describing it as “an unpublished chapter of autobiography, in which Wells discusses her belief that Shakespeare’s plays were written by the Earl of Oxford. Undated, c. 1935.” Shipley didn’t know much about it, suggesting that a former librarian might have purchased it. For $375, according to the receipt.

			Unpublished? That drew my attention. But first, what it is: a brief essay/book review of J. Thomas Looney’s “Shakespeare” Identified (1920). Looney is noted for having originated the theory that Edward de Vere, the Earl of Oxford, is the true author of William Shakespeare’s works. Carolyn writes that his book “is a clear and convincing argument that cannot be ignored or disbelieved. That is, it cannot be ignored or disbelieved by a thinking reader.” She goes on and on, ultimately branding Shakespeare a “moron-minded poacher”30 and calling for the removal of his monument from Westminster Abbey.31

			It’s true this piece of writing does not appear in her published memoir. Curiously, though, what I thought were carbon copies of the essay were actually carbons of cleaner, typed pages that had been slightly reworked to match the style of her memoir, leading in with “There is another great piece of work I should like to accomplish during the rest of my life…” and then launching into the Oxfordian argument. The fact that this alternate version had been repaginated is another clue to its planned inclusion in her memoir, but, although Shakespeare does appear ten times in the book, there is only one brief mention of the debate in which she equates belief in the Stratfordian with “faith in Santa Claus.”32

			Why the section was withdrawn from her book is unknown, and possibly unknowable. The archival records of the house that published her memoir, Lippincott’s, does not retain anything related to this title. I might have guessed the chapter had been lost; otherwise, surely Carolyn would have insisted on publishing it elsewhere. How this one section of the memoir manuscript ended up with a book dealer in Boston is also mysterious, but then, considering that her “archive” had been dispersed upon her death, it’s inevitable that pieces surfaced and migrated, even all the way back to Rahway. It was an exhilarating find for my first on-the-ground research trip in two years.

			Shipley locked up the cabinet and the History Room, and we left the library. The next stop on the Carolyn Wells mini tour was her childhood home. We hopped into his car for the three-minute drive to 196 Elm Ave., formerly 98 Elm Ave., where the large, white house Carolyn lived in for nearly fifty years occupies a corner lot looking much the way it did in her time. It’s imposing, and quite pretty, with gables, gingerbread trim, and a cupola topping its third floor.

			The house was built around 1865, according to the NJ Office of Historic Preservation document Shipley had given me. William E. Wells purchased it in 1871, when Carolyn was nine and Walter just one. Prior to that, the family had lived in another home on Seminary Street for a short time, and prior to that, at the Woodruffs’ home, crowded with extended family, in Rahway for the duration of the Civil War.

			According to a late nineteenth-century description of it, the structure was set on an acre of sparsely wooded land. The house contained thirteen rooms, twenty closets, high ceilings, marble sinks, and cornice moldings, plus amenities like a gas range and laundry in the basement, all of which still sounds luxurious a century on. The shutters are black, as original, but the doors have been painted bright crimson; a postcard circa 1910 shows them to have been white. The house lost one of its two piazzas at some point in history.

			I snapped a few photos from various angles, trying to evade wires that marred the view. It was rumored that the residence was currently uninhabited and possibly, vaguely, for sale, so Shipley and I lingered on the sidewalk while he described what happened to the house after Carolyn sold it, circa 1919-20. Dr. George L. Orton bought it and utilized it as a medical office with his family home upstairs, as did his sons, Drs. Foster and Stuart Orton, for more than fifty years. When Shipley was a kid in the 1950s, the Ortons were his doctors. He recalled the waiting room as a beautiful, Victorian-style parlor; the Ortons were keen on retaining as much of the original detail as possible. When the house changed hands again in 1980, Dr. Anthony Colalillo took over the space, and although it is no longer used as a doctor’s office, the same family retains it today. Shipley said he and others in town are hopeful that the next steward of the Carolyn Wells house will continue to preserve the home’s historic character.
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			The Wells house in Rahway, New Jersey. Credit: Rebecca Rego Barry

			Back in the car, we headed toward our third stop: the Rahway Cemetery. Along the route, we stopped for just a moment to catch sight of the old Rahway Library—not the one that had been flooded in 1999, but an earlier library building, the one where Carolyn had been employed for twelve years. The red brick structure on Irving Street is now an arts exhibition space called The Gallery Space. The only reminder of its former life is a small, elegant sign curving around a circular window: Rahway Library Incorporated 1864.

			The Rahway Cemetery is located next to The Merchants and Drovers Tavern Museum, where Shipley works. Some of the museum’s most popular interpretive programs include tours of the cemetery. The burial ground is 300 years old, so the distinguished dead include Revolutionary War soldiers and a signer of the Declaration of Independence. Shipley skipped those as we drove the narrow path directly to the Wells plot, and once there, he got out, and maybe by habit, began to pull the weeds and long grasses that had cropped up around the tombstone Carolyn shares with her husband. But the heat of the day, the sun now directly overhead, put a quick end to his endeavors.

			It’s a rather ordinary thick gray slab. Severe, actually. Nothing at all that evokes her fame or her whimsy. I stood before it and quietly paid my respects, asking forgiveness for the biography I was then planning to undertake. Carolyn “always hated biography,” she states in her memoir. “The writer invariably finds it necessary to plaster the subject with praises, flattery and adulation and to invest him with all the Christian graces.”33 Noted.

			Carolyn’s grave is surrounded by those of her Wells and Woodruff relatives. Her parents share a headstone nearby. Frank and Allie, both of whom died so young, also share. Walter isn’t here (he is interred in Staten Island, I would later learn), but another small, blocky marker indicates the grave of another Wells: Ida Eloise, born in 1874 and died in 1902. Carolyn was eleven and a half when Ida was born and perhaps served as “mother’s helper” in bringing up this last Wells. Yet Ida’s name never appears publicly connected with Carolyn, so their relationship, and Walter’s too, to some extent, are blank slates.

			Was it a matter or privacy not to name her siblings in her memoir or in published interviews? Was there a reluctance to dwell on topics considered morbid, particularly given her national reputation as cheerful and witty? I knew I’d have to get beyond the fluff of her memoir—which she herself said shared all the deficiencies of biography34—to truly find Carolyn. I left Rahway with a renewed will to dig deeper.
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			Chapter 2

			In the Library

			On April Fools’ Day, 2021, I received an email from a woman named Phyllis Gibson who is—no joke—Carolyn Wells’s great-niece. Incredibly, I had located the right Phyllis, and not only was she alive and well, she was excited to hear about my project. “It was such fun to get your letter,” she wrote. My heart fluttered as I scanned her words.

			Phyllis was born in May of 1935, which means she was just shy of seven when Carolyn died. Her elder siblings, now gone, had regaled Phyllis with tales of visiting Great Aunt Carolyn’s library, but she is unsure if she ever had the pleasure. She did know, off the top of her head, a bunch about Carolyn’s writing career: limericks, mysteries, her young adult series featuring Marjorie and Patty Fairfield. “The first two series, according to my mother, were written for her.”35 She said her daughter and her niece both had full sets of the Patty books, and that her niece and her son liked to browse in bookshops for old copies of Carolyn’s books. She, too, had a handful of books in her possession, some of which had belonged to her mother. Again, I began to imagine warm inscriptions that might reveal something of Carolyn’s personal and familial relationships.

			Six paragraphs into the email, I paused and held my breath.

			“What I do have is her autograph book, ‘At the Sign of the Mermaid.’ In it are autographs of…Theodore Roosevelt (she ate at the White House as they were very good friends), a painting by Winslow Homer, Mark Twain, a Gibson Girl drawing…the original boy and girl of the Campbell Soup ads and oh, so many more. My mother enlisted my daughter to try and help her figure out who all the signers were but did not succeed.” Short of telling me she had Carolyn’s private diaries or ten boxes of her letters, the news that this autograph album had been preserved was thrilling. It was, as one prominent scholar and book collector later told me, a treasure long thought lost.

			Autograph albums were all the rage at the turn of the twentieth century, but Carolyn’s was something quite different. It was a record of her literary and artistic friendships—all “good friends” she points out36—each of whom contributed a drawing, a sketch, or some verse, and, of course, an autograph. Carolyn had not only described the “Mermaid” in her memoir but illustrated the book with some of the most impressive pieces, including those of James Montgomery Flagg,37 Rudyard Kipling, and, as Phyllis had mentioned, Mark Twain and Charles Dana Gibson.

			Phyllis offered to chat further or to meet up and show me the Mermaid. Flabbergasted by her kindness and her active interest, I replied with some more information about me and my findings so far and indicated that I would love to visit her and behold the Mermaid.

			Phyllis and I became pen pals—she even photocopied portions of her mother’s unpublished family history and mailed them to me—and we also covered a lot of ground in a mid-April phone conversation. She had just reread Carolyn’s memoir, so we discussed its stream-of-consciousness style. We talked about her grandfather (Carolyn’s brother), who had worked for Thomas Edison; she has fond memories of him carrying around a little pocket diary in which he always scribbled notes in shorthand. I hesitantly brought up the maid who inherited what might be called Carolyn’s “estate,” and she knew all about that. “This woman who took care of Carolyn was her maid, her companion, her secretary, her everything,” she said. There was never any ill will on her mother’s part about it, she added. Besides, “Mother got the Mermaid.”

			Phyllis said she had always been aware of her relation to the famous author, and because she had shown the most interest in the Mermaid, her mother had bequeathed it to her. She recalled how her mother would bring out the Mermaid and let the grandchildren look at it, as she pointed out famous contributors. So that generation also grew up understanding the literary side of its family’s history.

			For my part, I was able to share a few tidbits of information unknown to Phyllis, culled from the months of research I had already put in. The house in Rahway, for example, she thought was gone. I was glad to report otherwise and promised to send a picture of it. I referred to the early films Carolyn had scripted, which surprised her. I was also able to answer some basic questions about Carolyn’s husband, Hadwin Houghton, of whom very little is known. I offered to email clips of the two short obituaries I’d managed to uncover. “I’ll put it all in my files,” she told me.

			Establishing that the family did not miraculously have an attic full of Carolyn’s manuscripts or memorabilia, I went back to searching for said items, putting feelers out to antiquarian booksellers, special collections librarians, and archivists.38 One of the first I heard back from was Jolie Braun, the curator of modern literature and manuscripts at Ohio State University (OSU) Libraries in Columbus. For reasons not immediately clear, since Carolyn had no connection with Ohio, OSU has what I believe to be the largest collection of Carolyn Wells material in the world, though it is not actually large, if we’re comparing it to other authors’ archives. The collection is a random assortment, spanning Carolyn’s entire career and includes full typescripts of several of her later mysteries, including Murder in the Bookshop and The Visiting Villain, with handwritten notes and corrections. The curator sent me a couple dozen snapshots to give me a sense of the collection, as I didn’t know if or when I’d be able to get to Columbus to see it all in person.

			Certainly, the most compelling piece is a handmade miniature book, now splotchy with age, titled “One Year at Our Boarding School.” The palm-sized, hand-stitched booklet, made circa 1868, contains a preface which states: “The author of this book would say—that if it meets with such approval as did that little magazine ‘The children’s weekly,’—she will be perfectly satisfied.”

			It immediately reminded me of the Brontë family juvenilia—those diminutive books and magazines that Charlotte and her siblings had produced decades earlier for their amusement.

			The author, as written in red ink on the cover, is “Carrie Wells.” On the preface page, she is C. B. Wells. I pulled out the packet Phyllis had sent containing her mother’s very thorough accounting of their family history—names, dates, and excerpts from letters and diaries going back hundreds of years. I had perused it but hadn’t given it my full attention. Now I paged through, looking for a record of Carolyn’s birth: “June 18, 1862—Carrie Wells born, Wed. Morn 9 o’clock. Not being able to foresee her brilliant future career as Carolyn Wells, author and humorist, no special bells were rung. The parents were just very grateful that she was well formed and healthy and that she continued to grow and survived.”39

			In The Rest of My Life, Carolyn writes, “I have in my possession a complete book which I wrote at the age of six, and also bound it, made a frontispiece, complete with tissue paper leaf over it and a chapter index, all done in red ink.”40 This is very likely that book. The description is not a perfect match, lacking the frontispiece and tissue paper, but the red ink is right, and it does look like the work of a six-year-old. But how would it have landed in Ohio?

			I forwarded a snapshot of the tiny title page to Phyllis. She replied, “Funny, I don’t think she went to boarding school.” I, too, hadn’t seen any mention of that anywhere, so the boarding school narrative was pure imagination. Putting it to paper and self-publishing, albeit in an edition of one, had revealed Carolyn’s literary aspirations.

			At some point, “Carrie” must have decided that she needed a more grown-up name and took on Carolyn. The middle initial B fell from use, and what it originally stood for is still unknown to me.

			The OSU trove contains several other bits and bobs that flesh out Carolyn’s early life. For one, there’s a lovely undated photo of her wearing a simple, summery, white eyelet dress, her curly brown hair in a loose up-do. Perhaps it was taken on one of the trips recorded in the family history—the Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia in 1876, or the World’s Fair in Chicago in 1893, or one of the summers spent in Asbury Park, Lake Hopatcong, the Catskills, the Thousand Islands, the Adirondacks, or the White Mountains.41

			In September 1892, Carolyn and eight friends spent a week in the beach town of Spring Lake, New Jersey.42 This inspired her to write and illustrate a book called “Nine Nuns in a Nunnery,” the typescript of which—with original art and photos—is also part of the OSU collection. Covered in what may be decorative wallpaper (now detached) and bound with staples, it is a humorous narrative of a girls’ getaway that begins: “Seven Nuns left Rahway on the 3-12 train, leaving one and yet none (nun) on the platform, disconsolately watching their departure. (To elucidate this pun, please apply to any nun).”43

			Carolyn lists the nuns like actors in a play: the chaperone, the stoker, the camera fiend, the snuffer, the peeler, the wandering minstrel, the poet, the scullery maid, and the cook. Next to each, she has penned a name; Carolyn was the cook. Are the women “nuns” because they were all unmarried? I can’t help but wonder. There are blurry photos of them posing on the beach, covered neck to toe, plus hats. A cyanotype, or sun print photo, shows the “Nunnery,” a.k.a., the house where they stayed, with its horse and buggy parked in front.

			“Nine Nuns” was never published, and probably was never meant to be published. Like the boarding school booklet, this was a personal project and feels like something that had been very special to Carolyn, perhaps saved to memorialize a fun week at the beach with her best friends. It is also interesting to note that in her second Patty book, the series for which she would become so well-known, the family takes a trip to Spring Lake.

			Carolyn had turned thirty that year, and any way you look at it, she hadn’t accomplished very much so far. She hadn’t attended college; she hadn’t married, as her parents would surely have encouraged; and she hadn’t yet published anything. From various accounts, it appears she spent a good deal of time with a social club in Rahway called the Ilderan Club, plus church fundraisers and amateur theatricals—the kind of activities she would later ascribe to the character Patty Fairfield. At home, Carolyn may have helped with housekeeping and entertaining, but the family had a live-in maid for the onerous work.

			What else was there for her? As Mary Roberts Rinehart, her future competitor in the mystery-writing world, recalled in her own autobiography, “Unmarried women of good family had practically no resources.”44 Carolyn’s niece put in this way: “The young women from this and similar homes didn’t go outside for careers or paid positions in offices but they surely earned their keep at home, cooking, canning, dressmaking, hooking rugs, painting China.”45

			But, beginning in 1890, Carolyn did take a job as her hometown’s librarian. It was a genteel position, and one she felt passionate about, but it was a paid position, nonetheless. If it caused strife in her household, she doesn’t say. I picture her in that little red brick building in Rahway, three days and three nights per week, as she reports in her memoir, having “full sway over the library affairs” and ordering “any and all books and magazines I wanted.” Carolyn said she felt “joy and pride” in her work, although she also admitted to spending most of her time there reading.46 “I romped like mad through Dickens and Thackeray, Scott and Hardy, Trollope and Jane Austen. I reveled in the Elizabethan poets, essayists and humorists.”47

			She had always enjoyed reading, although she clarifies in her memoir that neither her family nor her childhood home were bookish. “There were books in my home, some of them in sets; the bedrooms boasted a few volumes on their tables, but in no sense was there a library.”48 She further states that her father discouraged her “uncensored and unchecked gorging of printed pages.”

			This may be why she vividly recalls acquiring her first “real” books. First there was a free almanac from a druggist’s that contained the unabridged text of The Taming of the Shrew. She asked her father about it, and since he sanctioned this type of reading, he offered to buy her a complete Shakespeare when he was next in New York. Carolyn was too impatient for that and ended up buying her own collected edition for one dollar from a local bookseller. The binding was ornate but the printing poor. Still, it was recalled fondly.

			Once Carolyn discovered the public library, probably in her early teens, there was little her father could do to curtail or influence her reading, however. More than sixty years later, looking back as a famous author, she recognized the impact her local library had had on her intellectual development. “[T]o this monument in my life I want to pause right here to pay tribute,” she writes, particularly to its first president, Mrs. William C. Squier, who was “rather more than one hundred per cent efficient.”

			Carolyn apprenticed under Squier—“my guide, philosopher and friend in literary matters”—and soon had a very plum job: “Every book worth having we bought; every periodical worth reading we subscribed to, and the librarian sat in the middle and read her way out.”49

			Squier had noticed Carolyn’s aptitude and encouraged it.50 Carolyn never forgot that. The library’s unrestrictive atmosphere gave her the freedom to read broadly—a necessity for any writer. It also set her on a path to acquiring her own personal library, something that would continue in many forms throughout her life.

			The library trustees further supported Carolyn by sending her on a trip with the American Library Association to visit “all the Eastern libraries of repute.” She saw the Library of Congress, the Boston Public Library, the New York Public Library, the Morgan Library, and several college libraries, including Amherst College Library and the Widener Library at Harvard. She called out the Boston Athenaeum as the “coziest place in the world to read.”51

			Carolyn acted as the town’s librarian for twelve years, but that is not all she was doing between 1890 and 1902. Her avid reading, particularly of all the various literary journals launched in the “Gay Nineties,” inspired her to try her hand at writing.
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			Carolyn Wells, ca. 1895. Courtesy of Lisa B. Armstrong

			I have pinned down Carolyn’s first published piece of writing. At least, I think I have. When posed the question in a book called My Maiden Effort: Being the Personal Confessions of Well-Known American Authors as to Their Literary Beginnings (1921), her reply is something I know to be incorrect, and her memoir gives a different, though unspecific, answer that nevertheless leads me in the right direction. Whether it was a memory issue or something else, the recasting here and elsewhere reminds me that Carolyn is not always a reliable narrator.

			Carolyn writes that an English family had moved to Rahway and she became friendly with the daughter, who showed her how to pitch her poetry to the editors of Puck magazine. Based in New York—in the beautiful Puck Building on Lafayette Street—Puck was a weekly humor magazine admired for its colorful political cartoons and amusing verse. It had been around for more than a decade before Carolyn took her friend’s advice and mailed a “four-liner” (a poem with four-line stanzas) to Puck. According to Carolyn, that first attempt was accepted, although she provides no title or date of publication.

			In the digitized archive of Puck, the earliest piece under Carolyn’s name was published in June of 1893. It’s titled “To the Dialect Poet:”

			Oh, poet fin du siècle!

			Thou happy, happy man,

			Whose bubble, reputation,

			Is blown from Pipes o’ Pan!

			The public raves about you,

			Your verses, how they sell!

			And if the grammar’s bad enough

			Your pipes pan out quite well.52

			The following July, another poem, “Western Verse,” appeared 
in Puck. Both seemed to prick the balloon of high-art poetics, a harbinger of the razor-sharp wit she would wield for decades to come.

			Then, as luck would have it, Carolyn found herself at the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago that summer, where Puck had its own building and was printing a World’s Fair Puck edition. “Immediately I owned that building, by right of adoption,”53 she writes in her memoir. She dashed off verses after sightseeing with her cousins and then bombarded the editor with her efforts.

			Carolyn claimed that her accepted contributions to the World’s Fair Puck were so numerous that she filled a scrapbook with the clips.54 I only found five, published between August and October, two of which appeared on the magazine’s front page. Still, it seems to have invigorated her. “[T]o me it was the opening of a new world, a world which I was ever after to inhabit. A world of creative work, a world of production, which even though a poor thing, was my own,” she wrote.55

			Was “To the Dialect Poet” the first though? Depending upon the official publication date of the June 1893 issue of Puck, it might not be—if we are splitting hairs. She also published a very short piece titled “A Chromo in Prose”56 in Vogue on May 20, 1893, possibly predating Puck. “Chromo” is the lament of a girl who longs to wear her old gown because “it has a pocket in it.”57 She published several poems in Vogue over the next few years.

			More so even than the library job, publication revealed that it was possible to have another, different, more fulfilling life than the one she, or her parents, had imagined. She didn’t quit her day job or move out of her childhood home, but she did continue to write, develop relationships with fellow literary types, and submit her work to editors; some of these early pieces landed in Life and the British satire magazine Judge.

			Her correspondence with the editor of the short-lived, avant-garde magazine called The Lark earned her a lifelong friend and collaborator. The Lark was launched out of San Francisco in May of 1895 by Gelett Burgess, a Bostonian who craved a more bohemian existence. One scholar called him “the most iconoclastic bibelot editor of the late 1890s”58—bibelot being a word used to describe the ephemeral, “proto-Modernist,” or “little” magazines that were published in the shadow of Harper’s, Scribner’s, and The Atlantic.

			Burgess was, for much of the twentieth century, well known for a short, silly poem called “The Purple Cow,” which appeared in The Lark’s first issue:

			I never saw a purple cow

			I never hope to see one;

			But I can tell you, anyhow,

			I’d rather see than be one!

			It is only slightly overstating it to say that Burgess spun an entire career from those lines.59 Carolyn was smitten. She wrote of The Lark, “Its pages lilt like Pippa’s song, giving out only joie de vivre through the medium of a limitless and illimitable imagination.” She offered her pen to Burgess, who replied with an officious outline of his editorial policies: “Only the joy of life, no advertisements, no satire, no criticism; no timeliness and no women contributors.”

			No women contributors? Anyone else might have balled up his letter and seethed, but Carolyn declared it stimulating. “I, who never did take life, or men, or the things men say seriously, sent him instead a contribution.”60 In fact, she spent the next year pitching him and receiving rejections in return. “He not only rejected my poor verses, but he spurned them, he hooted at them.”61 Then, in June of 1896, her name appeared on the masthead under his and that of three other men. All of the pieces within the issue are unsigned, but hers is a funny bit about solistry, which is palmistry for your feet. She had finally won him over—and not only that, but two other women would be allowed entrée that year: illustrator Florence Lundborg (who designed covers) and future novelist Juliet Wilbor Tompkins.

			The monthly only lasted two years, but by the end, Burgess and Carolyn were chummy enough that he had given her the nickname H.R.H. the Princess Perilla, and she had contributed several pieces, including a Chaucerian-style parody of Burgess’s “Purple Cow.” In No. 19, published in November 1896, Burgess writes a four-page paean to Perilla, reviewing their voluminous correspondence is a way that is certainly suggestive of romance. Pausing over the “sea-green sheets” in his possession—Carolyn used bluish-green stationery throughout her life—Burgess’s summary of their letters is a wink in print. “And when I speak of the Game of Correspondence, I mean that superfine phase where the writers are man and maid, and both unmarried.” Indeed, they were both as yet unmarried. Burgess goes on: “Perilla asserts that her ‘letter-writing self’ is a creature quite different from her common, or garden self, and that she writes me things she could never say. She might treat me cavalierly enough face to face, but she melts in a drop of ink,62 and her pen is a key to unlock secret doors never opened to friends on week days.”63

			Was Burgess just teasing? Or did their initially contentious correspondence become flirtatious over time? I’d like to think so. I’d like to think Carolyn had a love affair, even if it would have been a long-distance relationship, while she was young and finally beginning to come into her own. But, of the many letters they must have written to one another, most are gone—burned, trashed, lost, or tucked away in an inaccessible private collection somewhere. The only letters between them that I could locate are at the Bancroft Library at the University of California in Berkeley, which holds the Gelett Burgess Papers. Sadly, there are only nine, from the 1930s.

			The odd thing about these nine letters is that they are to Carolyn from Burgess—they made their way from Carolyn’s apartment in New York City, presumably after her death, into the antiquarian book trade, and finally into this collection in 1979, when the library purchased them from Black Sun Books.

			These nine aren’t nearly as playful as Burgess had depicted their earlier correspondence; then again, he was well into his sixties by then, and she was turning seventy. He writes of bad investments and good books. Burgess was living in France and struggling financially. He tells her that 1932 “has been the worst year of my life.” The letters reveal their deep connection as old friends—and maybe just a bit more. One opens with “Dearestold [sic] Thing,”64 while another closes with this line: “Good night, Mrs. Wells, I have loved thee in my fashion.”65

			The two remained close their entire lives (Burgess outlived Carolyn by nine years), and The Lark held a special place in Carolyn’s heart, so much so that she devoted an entire chapter to it in her memoir. The kind of work she did for The Lark and continued to do for Puck—tricky poetic forms, whimsical prose, and all manner of ‘nonsense’—appealed both to her intellect and her impishness. She was the right person at the right time, and within just a few years, became “one of the most prolific female little magazinists,” writes Kirsten MacLeod in her 2018 book, American Little Magazines of the Fin de Siècle: Art, Protest, and Cultural Transformation.66

			Carolyn contributed to a slew of ephemeral magazines—she dubs them “freak” magazines67—almost no one remembers today: The Philistine, The Lotus, The Savoy, The Fly Leaf, Whims, The Bauble, Miss Blue-Stocking, Noon, Shadow, and The Cornhill Booklet.68 In my searches for archival material through WorldCat, a resource that crawls through thousands of libraries’ collections all at once, I was excited to locate several letters of hers to the editor of John-a-Dreams, another short-lived litmag featuring short stories and “dramatic vignettes,” at Wichita State University Libraries in Kansas, as part of the archives of the Corell Publishing Company. Carolyn reports in her memoir that she wrote for the New York-based monthly whose claim to fame is having published some of Booth Tarkington’s early work, but I haven’t put my hands on anything with her byline. However, her letters to the enigmatic editor, who signed his correspondence, “John-a-Dreams,”69 are worthy of publication.

			In her first letter to him on August 25, 1896, she all but accuses him of plagiarizing a story she had published in Lippincott’s in April (“The Vivisectionist”). Still, she wants to know how to submit material to them.70 In her next letter, she sends one dollar for a year’s subscription “out of pure charity…for I don’t believe your magazine will ever amount to much anyway.”71 Mr. John-a-Dreams made the mistake of asking where else she had published, so, in the next letter, she lists the magazines she is currently writing for and adds, “Do I set my trumpet to my lips and blow? Aye, but you asked….” She also alerts him to some typos. On September 30, she critiques the hell out of a poem in the magazine. “I have a habit, villainous bad, of saying what I think.”72 Within the context, her remarks are verbal jousts that give a good sense of what Carolyn’s correspondence was like in this era—but I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d never sold a poem to them.

			Some might call these little magazines faddish or inconsequential, but they made a mark on literary culture, not only by introducing voices and forms not otherwise heard or seen in the mainstream literary media, but in paving the way for the next wave of little magazines, notably Margaret Anderson’s The Little Review (1914–1929). In the final issue of The Lark, Burgess and his coeditor Bruce Porter anticipated as much. “This movement asserted itself as a revolt against the commonplace,” they wrote. “Little enough good has come of it that one can see at present, but the sedition is broached, and the next rebellion may have more blood to spill.”73

			The Chap-Book, which they referenced, was another contemporary vehicle for that brand of revolt. It first appeared in May of 1894 and was more successful than The Lark, although it only lasted only four years itself. Launched by Harvard grads Herbert S. Stone and Hannibal Ingalls Kimball, who sought their fortune in Chicago, the magazine was at first meant to be something of an advertising and publicity organ for Stone & Kimball’s new publishing firm, but it took on a life of its own, showcasing the work of artists like Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec and Aubrey Beardsley and writers such as Paul Verlaine, Robert Louis Stevenson, and Henry James. It was innovative and aesthetic, but not so much that it put off middle-class readers. Its circulation reached 16,500 at its height.

			It’s hard to know if Carolyn, like Willa Cather, was submitting work to The Chap-Book because no documentation survives. The Newberry Library in Chicago holds a sizeable Stone & Kimball archive, but Carolyn is nowhere to be found. Which is difficult to fathom, because she certainly had dealings with the company—Stone & Kimball became her first book publisher.
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			In March of 2021, a member of the Roxburghe Club, a bibliophilic society in San Francisco, contacted me about a Zoom presentation I was giving about the life of Carolyn Wells. “By amazing coincidence,” he wrote to me via email, “I recently purchased an interesting letter from Wells to H.I. Kimball dated 4/24/1896.”74 He inquired if I knew anything else about Carolyn’s relationship with Stone & Kimball, considering that the letter seems introductory in nature and yet they published her first book, At the Sign of the Sphinx, at the end of that year. I recalled a passing mention in her memoir and promised to investigate. In the meantime, he sent a scan of the letter, and it bowled me over. In it, Carolyn writes that she heard The Chap-Book is moving to New York and might be in need of an assistant editor. “If so, I would like to be considered an applicant for such a position. This may sound presumptuous and probably is. But I am told you are nothing if not practical and if this is true, you will admit that a bright woman is better than a dull man, and much cheaper.”75 She really cut to the chase. She goes on to present herself as a voracious reader, with 14,000 volumes at her disposal (the Rahway Public Library), who has published some verse and stories. “But I am very sure my talents are those of the editor rather than the author.”76 She concludes by praising the magazine and requesting his courteous reply.

			There is no record of his reply, but three major events result from this letter. First, now that she had become acquainted with one of the editors, she funneled content to The Chap-Book. Her first piece, “Charades,” appeared the following September. She recounts in her memoir that during her summers studying Shakespeare with Dr. William J. Rolfe, she and the Rolfes stayed at the same boarding house and passed the time reading and devising charades—not charades as in the pantomime game, but word games akin to riddles. Apparently, they had advised her to make a collection of them. She may have just been waiting for a publisher to come along and ask.

			Second, in November, Stone & Kimball issued At the Sign of the Sphinx, a collection of ninety-nine of her charades in a small hardcover with a decorative Egyptian-themed binding. “Miss Wells’ polished mazes of verbiage contain so much more than one expects to find that one wonders how she ever did it, until the brain totters,”77 hailed a Buffalo newspaper. The Saint Paul Globe reported, “They have all the beguiling fascination we expect in charades and one is led on ‘to try just one more!’”78

			Third, Kimball relocated to New York and retained Carolyn as editor of a new little magazine called The Daily Tatler. The way she tells it, she visited his office, and they were “lamenting the lack of really original sin in the imitative periodicals of the day, and we concluded that the only completely unbeaten track was that of a literary daily.”79 (It has been called the first literary daily.) It debuted on November 7, 1896 and sold for 2¢ a copy.80 She bragged that night to the editor of John-a-Dreams, with whom she had been corresponding all autumn: “I wonder if you would be interested to know that I am one of the Editors of ‘The Daily Tatler’ which we yesterday sprung upon an unsuspecting public.”81
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			The Daily Tatler, 1896. Courtesy of the Grolier Club

			The Tatler was “a small, eight-page affair, entirely literary, and delightful in every way,” Carolyn recalls in her memoir. At meetings she was the lone woman among a “mob of gentleman…I occupied the early English editorial chair and giggled at the funny things that were said.”82 She also claimed to be “perhaps the largest contributor thereto.”83 But the Tatler only lasted for thirteen issues, through November 21. Wells blamed the “soul-harrowing rush of a daily” for its quick demise, but some critics also found it to be “flippant” and “malicious.” In answer to her critics, she sent a “Post-Mortem Statement” to the editor of The Chap-Book on January 18. “There were those who saw fit to howl and have us in derision, and then when better judges were better pleased, our detractors found themselves seated on the step next to the sublime,” she wrote.84 Take that!

			Carolyn then turned her attention to another bespoke magazine project, this one a collaboration with Gelett Burgess and Oliver Herford, the British-American author and illustrator. “Herford and Gelett were stars of Gilded Age media, the late night TV comedians of their day,” wrote author and editor Steven Heller in 2022.85

			Like Burgess, Herford became Carolyn’s lifelong pal. They called their brainchild Enfant Terrible!, and the masthead included an illustration of Burgess’s famous “Goops” comic characters. The two men held the title of “Governor” (i.e., editor), and Carolyn “Governess.” The inaugural issue of the proposed quarterly appeared on April 1, 1898,86 published by R. H. Russell in an illustrated, four-page newsprint format. The vibrant blue and white cover makes it seem as though the paper was meant for children or, at least, meant for children in the same way that Lewis Carroll or Shel Silverstein are meant for children. Limericks and light verse are coupled with funny little cartoonish illustrations. There’s also a full page of book advertisements.

			Sadly, Enfant Terrible! ceased publication immediately after the first issue. When, in 1936, Carolyn wrote a retrospective of Herford for The Atlantic, she briefly mentions it among the many other magazines and books he worked on, including, in the 1920s, Life. Herford also illustrated several of her books, including her second book, The Jingle Book (1899); Idle Idyls (1900), which was also dedicated to him; and A Phenomenal Fauna (1902).

			While the Tatler folded and Enfant Terrible! never had the chance to grow, Carolyn’s brief editorship of both put her in the company of the very few women editors or publishers of little magazines.87 I can’t help but see her work in this medium, and especially in these two periodicals, as the first of many instances in which she was ahead of the literary curve throughout her life. As we’ll get to in later chapters, it happened again with her innovative young adult series; her mysteries; and even with crossword puzzles. In all of these cases, it feels as if she put in the early work, but the enduring recognition went to the generation that followed, who admittedly improved upon her work but stood on her shoulders, nonetheless.
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