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                                            "The Mysterious Stranger," closer in size to a novella, takes up more than half of the book. It is the real gem of this collection and for me, by far, the best piece here. (The four stories in this Dover Thrift Edition, a very easy to find edition btw, span Twain's earliest popularity to his last days, and have greed as a common theme.) "The Mysterious Stranger" is a very odd story. Satan (or, at least his minion nephew, a surrogate dark angel as presented here) is more or less the hero; humankind and religion come in for a deserved blistering drubbing for the race's cruelty, ignorance and hypocrisy. The story takes place in Austria in 1590; it's told from the viewpoint of a boy (actually a grown man reminiscing), who along with his friends are dazzled by and befriended by Satan; they come to realize that Satan is more an observer and agent than a purposely malicious being - sort of the way predators are in the wild. It is only man who preaches morality and in the same breath commits malicious, sadistic cruelty with relish. Morality, ostensibly good, brings with it judgment - and from that rationalizing all manner of righteous brutality. Those with the "moral sense" (humans) are seen as less than beasts, because beasts do not judge. I was perplexed a bit by a writerly conundrum raised by the piece, and that's that witchcraft is sort of mocked as bogus (and Satan, nee Twain, mocks the torturers of witches), and yet Satan is, in fact, practicing withcraft through the whole village, materializing riches and changing people's fates. There is obviously metaphysical intervention going on, so the townspeople actually have some basis for their belief, even though they really don't know it. Or there are those who do, but chose to deny it when money comes their way. It seems religion takes a back seat when cash enters the picture. Evil being the source matters not to those profiting. The story has all the satirical strengths of Twain at his best, masterful storytelling chops and some truly weird and wonderful fantasy conceits --- interwoven with perhaps pedantic, but very powerfully stated arguments about the pettiness of humanity. His analysis of the mob mentality that leads to war sounds eerily like the post-911 era. OK, well the more famous earlier short stories in this collection I found less satisfying. "The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County," the early work that put Twain on the map, is a bit weak now. The punchline is mild and the lead-up is a bit padded. "The $1,000,000 Bank Note" is pretty good. The idea of two rich guys pulling a bum off the street and betting how he will behave or survive reminds me of movies such as "Trading Places" that have similar premises. It too has prescience: the idea of being *perceived* as having real wealth, and the access to all privileges engendered is not so dissimilar to the phony perceptions of wealth of Enron and the dotcom era. "The Man That Corrupted Hadleyburg" has an excellent premise and great ideas, about the deeply rooted corruption of a town whose corruption finally boils to its seemingly pristine surface, but I felt Twain's execution was poor and the story is woefully confusing. I have to admit I bailed on it and may have to retry it another time. It goes against my stickler policy to mark this as "read" since I did bail on one of the stories, but I must move on... The real four-star gem here is "Mysterious Stranger."
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