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McTeague

A Story of San Francisco

by Frank Norris

CHAPTER 1

It was Sunday, and, according to his customon that day,
McTeague took his dinner at two in the afternoon at the car
conductors' coffee-joint on Polk Street. He had a thick
gray soup; heavy, underdone neat, very hot, on a cold plate;
two kinds of vegetables; and a sort of suet pudding, full of
strong butter and sugar. On his way back to his office, one
bl ock above, he stopped at Joe Frenna's sal oon and bought a
pitcher of steambeer. It was his habit to | eave the

pitcher there on his way to dinner.

Once in his office, or, as he called it on his signboard,

"Dental Parlors," he took off his coat and shoes, unbuttoned
his vest, and, having cramred his little stove full of coke,
| ay back in his operating chair at the bay w ndow, reading

t he paper, drinking his beer, and snoking his huge porcelain
pi pe while his food digested; crop-full, stupid, and warm
By and by, gorged with steam beer, and overcome by the heat
of the room the cheap tobacco, and the effects of his heavy
meal , he dropped off to sleep. Late in the afternoon his
canary bird, inits gilt cage just over his head, began to
sing. He woke slowy, finished the rest of his beer--very
flat and stale by this tine--and taking down his concertina

fromthe bookcase, where in week days it kept the conpany of

seven volunes of "Allen's Practical Dentist," played upon it



some hal f-dozen very nmournful airs.

McTeague | ooked forward to these Sunday afternoons as a
peri od of relaxation and enjoyment. He invariably spent
themin the same fashion. These were his only pleasures--to

eat, to snoke, to sleep, and to play upon his concertina.

The six lugubrious airs that he knew, always carried him
back to the tinme when he was a car-boy at the Big Dipper

M ne in Placer County, ten years before. He renenbered the
years he had spent there trundling the heavy cars of ore

in and out of the tunnel under the direction of his father
For thirteen days of each fortnight his father was a steady,
har d-wor ki ng shift-boss of the nine. Every other Sunday he
became an irresponsible aninmal, a beast, a brute, crazy with

al cohol

McTeague remenbered his nother, too, who, with the help of

t he Chi naman, cooked for forty miners. She was an
overworked drudge, fiery and energetic for all that, filled
with the one idea of having her sonrise inlife and enter a
prof ession. The chance had cone at |ast when the father

di ed, corroded with alcohol, collapsing in a few hours. Two
or three years later a travelling dentist visited the m ne
and put up his tent near the bunk-house. He was nore or

| ess of a charlatan, but he fired Ms. MTeague's anbition
and young McTeague went away with himto learn his
profession. He had learnt it after a fashion, nostly by

wat chi ng the charl atan operate. He had read nany of the
necessary books, but he was too hopelessly stupid to get

much benefit fromthem

Then one day at San Franci sco had conme the news of his

nmot her' s death; she had |eft himsone noney--not nuch, but



enough to set himup in business; so he had cut | oose from
the charl atan and had opened his "Dental Parlors" on Pol k
Street, an "accommodation street” of small shops in the

resi dence quarter of the town. Here he had slowy collected
a clientel e of butcher boys, shop girls, drug clerks, and
car conductors. He made but few acquai ntances. Polk Street
called himthe "Doctor" and spoke of his enornmous strength.
For McTeague was a young giant, carrying his huge shock of
blond hair six feet three inches fromthe ground; noving his
i mense |inbs, heavy with ropes of nuscle, slowy,
ponderously. Hi s hands were enornous, red, and covered with
a fell of stiff yellow hair; they were hard as wooden
mal l ets, strong as vises, the hands of the old-tine car-boy.
Oten he dispensed with forceps and extracted a refractory
tooth with his thunb and finger. H's head was square-cut,

angul ar; the jaw salient, like that of the carnivora.

McTeague's mi nd was as his body, heavy, slowto act,
sl uggi sh. Yet there was nothing vicious about the nan.
Al t oget her he suggested the draught horse, imensely

strong, stupid, docile, obedient.

When he opened his "Dental Parlors,” he felt that his life
was a success, that he could hope for nothing better. In
spite of the name, there was but one room It was a corner
roomon the second floor over the branch post-office, and
faced the street. MTeague nade it do for a bedroomas well,
sl eeping on the big bed-1ounge against the wall opposite the
wi ndow. There was a washstand behind the screen in the
corner where he manufactured his nmoulds. |n the round bay
wi ndow were his operating chair, his dental engine, and the
novabl e rack on which he laid out his instruments. Three

chairs, a bargain at the second-hand store, ranged



t hensel ves against the wall with military precision
underneath a steel engraving of the court of Lorenzo de

Medi ci, which he had bought because there were a great nany
figures in it for the noney. Over the bed-Iounge hung a
rifle manufacturer's advertisenment cal endar which he never
used. The other ornaments were a snall narbl e-topped centre
tabl e covered with back nunbers of "The Anerican System of
Dentistry,” a stone pug dog sitting before the little stove,
and a thernoneter. A stand of shel ves occupi ed one corner
filled with the seven volunmes of "Allen's Practica

Dentist.”™ On the top shelf MTeague kept his concertina and
a bag of bird seed for the canary. The whol e place exhal ed

a mngl ed odor of bedding, creosote, and ether.

But for one thing, MTeague woul d have been perfectly
contented. Just outside his window was his signboard--a
nodest affair--that read: "Doctor MTeague. Dental Parlors.
Gas Gven"; but that was all. It was his anbition, his
dream to have projecting fromthat corner w ndow a huge

gil ded tooth, a nolar with enornous prongs, sonething
gorgeous and attractive. He would have it sone day, on that
he was resol ved; but as yet such a thing was far beyond his

neans.

When he had finished the |ast of his beer, MTeague slowy
wi ped his Iips and huge yell ow nustache with the side of his
hand. Bull-1like, he heaved hinself |aboriously up, and,

going to the wi ndow, stood |ooking down into the street.

The street never failed to interest him It was one of
those cross streets peculiar to Western cities, situated in
the heart of the residence quarter, but occupied by small

tradespeopl e who lived in the roons above their shops.



There were corner drug stores with huge jars of red, yell ow,
and green liquids in their wi ndows, very brave and gay;
stationers' stores, where illustrated weeklies were tacked
upon bull etin boards; barber shops with cigar stands in
their vestibul es; sad-I|ooking plunmbers' offices; cheap
restaurants, in whose wi ndows one saw piles of unopened
oysters wei ghted down by cubes of ice, and china pigs and
cows knee deep in layers of white beans. At one end of the
street McTeague coul d see the huge power-house of the cable
line. Imrediately opposite himwas a great market; while
farther on, over the chimey stacks of the intervening
houses, the gl ass roof of sone huge public baths glittered
like crystal in the afternoon sun. Underneath himthe
branch post-office was opening its doors, as was its custom
between two and three o' clock on Sunday afternoons. An
acrid odor of ink rose upward to him COccasionally a cable
car passed, trundling heavily, with a strident whirring of

jostled glass w ndows.

On week days the street was very lively. It woke to its
wor k about seven o'clock, at the tinme when the newsboys made
their appearance together with the day |aborers. The

| aborers went trudging past in a straggling file--plunbers'
apprentices, their pockets stuffed with sections of |ead

pi pe, tweezers, and pliers; carpenters, carrying nothing but
their little pasteboard |unch baskets painted to inmtate

| eat her; gangs of street workers, their overalls soiled with
yell ow cl ay, their picks and | ong-handl ed shovel s over their
shoul ders; plasterers, spotted with [ine fromhead to foot.
This little arnmy of workers, tranping steadily in one
direction, nmet and mngled with other toilers of a different
description--conductors and "swi ng nen" of the cable conpany

going on duty; heavy-eyed night clerks fromthe drug stores



on their way home to sleep; roundsnmen returning to the
precinct police station to nmake their night report, and
Chi nese mar ket gardeners teetering past under their heavy
baskets. The cable cars began to fill up; all along the
street could be seen the shopkeepers taking down their

shutters.

Bet ween seven and eight the street breakfasted. Now and
then a waiter fromone of the cheap restaurants crossed from
one sidewal k to the other, balancing on one palma tray
covered with a napkin. Everywhere was the snell of coffee
and of frying steaks. A little later, following in the path
of the day | aborers, came the clerks and shop girls, dressed
with a certain cheap smartness, always in a hurry, glancing
apprehensi vely at the power-house clock. Their enployers
foll owed an hour or so later--on the cable cars for the nost
part whi skered gentlenmen with huge stonachs, reading the
norni ng papers with great gravity; bank cashiers and

insurance clerks with flowers in their buttonhol es.

At the sane time the school children invaded the street,
filling the air with a clanor of shrill voices, stopping at
the stationers' shops, or idling a nonent in the doorways of
the candy stores. For over half an hour they held
possessi on of the sidewal ks, then suddenly disappeared,

| eavi ng behind one or two stragglers who hurried along with
great strides of their little thin | egs, very anxious and

preoccupi ed.

Towar ds el even o' clock the |adies fromthe great avenue a
bl ock above Pol k Street made their appearance, pronenading
the sidewal ks | eisurely, deliberately. They were at their

nmorning's marketing. They were handsone wonen, beautifully



dressed. They knew by nane their butchers and grocers and
veget able nmen. From his wi ndow McTeague saw themin front
of the stalls, gloved and veiled and daintily shod, the
subservi ent provision nen at their elbows, scribbling
hastily in the order books. They all seened to know one
anot her, these grand |ladies fromthe fashi onabl e avenue.
Meetings took place here and there; a conversation was
begun; others arrived; groups were forned; little inpronptu
receptions were held before the chopping bl ocks of butchers
stalls, or on the sidewal k, around boxes of berries and

fruit.

From noon to evening the popul ation of the street was of

a mxed character. The street was busiest at that tinme;

a vast and prolonged murnur arose--the ningled shuffling of
feet, the rattle of wheels, the heavy trundling of cable
cars. At four o' clock the school children once nore swarnmed
t he sidewal ks, agai n di sappearing with surprising
suddenness. At six the great honmeward march commenced; the
cars were crowded, the | aborers thronged the sidewal ks, the
newsboys chanted the evening papers. Then all at once the
street fell quiet; hardly a soul was in sight; the sidewal ks
were deserted. It was supper hour. Evening began; and one
by one a multitude of lights, fromthe denoniac glare of the
druggi sts' wi ndows to the dazzling blue whiteness of the
electric gl obes, grewthick fromstreet corner to street
corner. Once nore the street was crowded. Now there was no
t hought but for amusenent. The cable cars were | oaded with
theatre-goers--nen in high hats and young girls in furred
opera cloaks. On the sidewal ks were groups and coupl es--the
pl umbers' apprentices, the girls of the ribbon counters, the
little famlies that |lived on the second stories over their

shops, the dressnmakers, the small doctors, the harness-



makers--all the various inhabitants of the street were
abroad, strolling idly fromshop wi ndow to shop w ndow,
taking the air after the day's work. G oups of girls

coll ected on the corners, talking and | aughing very | oud,
maki ng remarks upon the young nen that passed them The
tarmal e nen appeared. A band of Sal vationists began to sing

before a sal oon.

Then, little by little, Polk Street dropped back to
solitude. Eleven o' clock struck fromthe power-house clock
Li ghts were extingui shed. At one o'clock the cable stopped,
| eaving an abrupt silence in the air. Al at once it seened
very still. The ugly noises were the occasional footfalls of
a policeman and the persistent calling of ducks and geese in

the closed market. The street was asl eep

Day after day, MTeague saw the sane panorama unroll itself.
The bay wi ndow of his "Dental Parlors” was for hima point

of vantage from whi ch he watched the world go past.

On Sundays, however, all was changed. As he stood in the
bay wi ndow, after finishing his beer, wiping his lips, and
| ooking out into the street, MTeague was consci ous of

the difference. Nearly all the stores were closed. No
wagons passed. A few people hurried up and down the

si dewal ks, dressed in cheap Sunday finery. A cable car went
by; on the outside seats were a party of returning

pi cni ckers. The nother, the father, a young man, and a
young girl, and three children. The two ol der people held
enpty lunch baskets in their laps, while the bands of the
children's hats were stuck full of oak |eaves. The girl

carried a huge bunch of wilting poppies and wild flowers.



As the car approached M Teague's w ndow t he young nan got up
and swung hinself off the platform waving goodby to the

party. Suddenly MTeague recogni zed him

"There's Marcus Schoul er," he nuttered behind his nustache.

Mar cus Schoul er was the dentist's one intimate friend. The
acquai ntance had begun at the car conductors' coffee-joint,
where the two occupied the sane table and nmet at every neal.
Then they nmade the di scovery that they both lived in the
same flat, Marcus occupying a roomon the floor above
McTeague. On different occasions MTeague had treated
Marcus for an ulcerated tooth and had refused to accept
paynent. Soon it cane to be an understood thing between

them They were "pals."

McTeague, |istening, heard Marcus go up-stairs to his room
above. In a few nminutes his door opened again. MTeague
knew t hat he had cone out into the hall and was | eaning over

t he bani sters.

"Ch, Mac!" he called. MTeague cane to his door

"Hul l o! 'sthat you, Mark?"

"Sure," answered Marcus. "Come on up."

"You cone on down."

"No, come on up."

"Ch, you cone on down."

"Ch, you lazy duck!" retorted Marcus, com ng down the



stairs.

"Been out to the diff House on a picnic," he explained as
he sat down on the bed-lounge, "with ny uncle and his
peopl e--the Sieppes, you know. By dam! it was hot," he
suddenly vociferated. "Just look at that! Just | ook at
that!" he cried, dragging at his linp collar. "That's the
third one since norning; it is--it is, for a fact--and you
got your stove going." He began to tell about the picnic,
tal king very loud and fast, gesturing furiously, very

excited over trivial details. Mar cus could not tal k w thout

getting excited.

"You ought t'have seen, y'ought t'have seen. | tell you, it
was outa sight. It was; it was, for a fact."
"Yes, yes," answered MTeague, bewi ldered, trying to follow

"Yes, that's so."

In recounting a certain dispute with an awkward bicycli st,
in which it appeared he had becone invol ved, Marcus quivered

with rage. "'Say that again,' says | to um 'Just say that

once nore, and "--here a rolling explosion of oaths--

you'll go back to the city in the Mdbrgue wagon. Ain't |

got a right to cross a street even, 1'd like to know,
wi t hout being run down--what?' | say it's outrageous. 1'd
a knifed himin another minute. It was an outrage. | say

it was an OQUTRAGE. "

"Sure it was," MTeague hastened to reply. "Sure, sure."

"Ch, and we had an accident," shouted the other, suddenly
of f on another tack. "It was awful. Trina was in the sw ng

there--that's ny cousin Trina, you know who | nean--and she



fell out. By damm! | thought she'd killed herself; struck
her face on a rock and knocked out a front tooth. It's a
wonder she didn't kill herself. It IS a wonder; it is,

for a fact. Ain't it, now? Huh? Ain't it? Y ought t'have

seen. "

McTeague had a vague idea that Marcus Schoul er was stuck on
his cousin Trina. They "kept conpany" a good deal; Marcus
took dinner with the Sieppes every Saturday evening at their
hone at B Street station, across the bay, and Sunday
afternoons he and the famly usually nade little excursions
into the suburbs. MTeague began to wonder dimy how it was
that on this occasion Marcus had not gone honme with his
cousin. As sonetinmes happens, Marcus furnished the

expl anati on upon the instant.

"I prom sed a duck up here on the avenue I'd call for his

dog at four this afternoon.”

Marcus was O d Gannis's assistant in alittle dog

hospital that the latter had opened in a sort of alley just
of f Polk Street, some four blocks above O d Gannis lived in
one of the back roons of MTeague's flat. He was an

Engl i shman and an expert dog surgeon, but Marcus Schoul er
was a bungler in the profession. Hs father had been a
veterinary surgeon who had kept a livery stable near by, on
California Street, and Marcus's know edge of the di seases of
donestic ani mal s had been picked up in a haphazard way, nuch
after the manner of MTeague's education. Sonmehow he
managed to inpress Ad Gannis, a gentle, sinple-ninded old
man, with a sense of his fitness, bewildering himwth a
torrent of enpty phrases that he delivered with fierce

gestures and with a manner of the greatest conviction.



"You' d better conme along with ne, Mac," observed Marcus.
"We'll get the duck's dog, and then we'll take a little

wal k, huh? You got nothun to do. Cone along."”

McTeague went out with him and the two friends proceeded up
to the avenue to the house where the dog was to be found.

It was a huge mansion-like place, set in an enornous garden
that occupied a whole third of the block; and while Marcus
tranped up the front steps and rang the doorbell boldly, to
show hi s i ndependence, MTeague renai ned bel ow on the

si dewal k, gazing stupidly at the curtained w ndows, the
mar bl e steps, and the bronze griffins, troubled and a little

confused by all this massive |uxury.

After they had taken the dog to the hospital and had |eft
hi mto whi nper behind the wire netting, they returned to
Pol k Street and had a gl ass of beer in the back room of Joe

Frenna's corner grocery.

Ever since they had | eft the huge mansi on on the avenue,

Mar cus had been attacking the capitalists, a class which he
pretended to execrate. It was a pose which he often
assuned, certain of inpressing the dentist. Mrcus had

pi cked up a few half-truths of political econony--it was

i mpossible to say where--and as soon as the two had settled
thenselves to their beer in Frenna's back room he took up
the theme of the | abor question. He discussed it at the
top of his voice, vociferating, shaking his fists, exciting
hinself with his own noise. He was continually making use
of the stock phrases of the professional politician--phrases
he had caught at sone of the ward "rallies" and

"ratification neetings." These rolled off his tongue with



i ncredi bl e enphasi s, appearing at every turn of his

conversation--"Qutraged constituencies," "cause of |abor

"wage earners," "opinions biased by personal interests,”
"eyes blinded by party prejudice.” MTeague |istened to

hi m awestruck.

"There's where the evil lies," Marcus would cry. "The
masses nust learn self-control; it stands to reason. Look at
the figures, look at the figures. Decrease the nunber of

wage earners and you increase wages, don't you? don't you?"

Absol utely stupid, and understandi ng never a word, MTeague

woul d answer:

"Yes, yes, that's it--self-control--that's the word."

"It's the capitalists that's ruining the cause of |abor,"
shout ed Marcus, banging the table with his fist till the
beer gl asses danced; "white-livered drones, traitors, with
their livers white as snow, eatun the bread of w dows and

orphuns; there's where the evil lies."

Stupefied with his clanor, MTeague answered, waggi ng his

head:

"Yes, that's it; | think it's their livers."

Suddenly Marcus fell calmagain, forgetting his pose all in
an instant.

"Say, Mac, | told my cousin Trina to come round and see you
about that tooth of her's. She'll be in to-norrow, |

guess. "



CHAPTER 2

After his breakfast the foll owi ng Monday norning, MTeague

| ooked over the appointnents he had witten down in the
book-sl ate that hung agai nst the screen. H's witing was

i mense, very clunsy, and very round, with huge, full-
bellied I's and h's. He saw that he had nade an appoi nt nent
at one o' clock for Mss Baker, the retired dressmaker, a
little old maid who had a tiny rooma few doors down the

hall. It adjoined that of Ad G annis.

Quite an affair had arisen fromthis circunstance. Mss
Baker and O d Grannis were both over sixty, and yet it was
current talk anongst the | odgers of the flat that the two
were in love with each other . Singularly enough, they were
not even acquai ntances; never a word had passed between
them At intervals they nmet on the stairway; he on his way
to his little dog hospital, she returning froma bit of
marketing in the street. At such tines they passed each
other with averted eyes, pretending a certain pre-
occupation, suddenly seized with a great enbarrassnent, the
timdity of a second chil dhood. He went on about his

busi ness, disturbed and thoughtful. She hurried up to her
tiny room her curious little false curls shaking with her
agitation, the faintest suggestion of a flush com ng and
going in her withered cheeks. The enotion of one of these
chance neetings remained with themduring all the rest of

t he day.

Was it the first romance in the lives of each? Dd Add



Granni s ever renenber a certain face anongst those that he
had known when he was young G anni s--the face of sonme pal e-
haired girl, such as one sees in the old cathedral towns of
Engl and? Did Mss Baker still treasure up in a seldom
opened drawer or box some faded daguerreotype, some strange
ol d-fashioned |ikeness, with its curling hair and high

stock? It was inpossible to say.

Mari a Macapa, the Mexican wonman who took care of the

| odgers' rooms, had been the first to call the flat's
attention to the affair, spreading the news of it fromroom
to room fromfloor to floor. O late she had nade a great
di scovery; all the wonmen folk of the flat were yet vibrant
withit. dd Gannis came hone fromhis work at four

o' cl ock, and between that tine and six Mss Baker would sit
in her room her hands idle in her lap, doing nothing,
listening, waiting. Odd Gannis did the sane, drawing his
armchair near to the wall, knowi ng that M ss Baker was upon
the ot her side, conscious, perhaps, that she was thinking of
him and there the two would sit through the hours of the
afternoon, listening and waiting, they did not know exactly
for what, but near to each other, separated only by the thin
partition of their roonms. They had cone to know each
other's habits. dd Gannis knew that at quarter of five
precisely Mss Baker nmade a cup of tea over the oil stove on
the stand between the bureau and the wi ndow. M ss Baker
felt instinctively the exact nonment when O d G annis took
down his little binding apparatus fromthe second shel f of
his clothes closet and began his favorite occupation of

bi ndi ng panphl et s--panphl ets that he never read, for al

t hat.

In his "Parlors" MTeague began his week's work. He gl anced



