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Introduction



by Cynthia Griffin Wolff


PERHAPS the most remarkable thing about Edith Wharton’s fiction is the wide range of subjects it addresses. Some of the full-length novels, like Ethan Frome and Summer, deal with the natives of the impoverished New England hill country. Others, like The House of Mirth and The Custom of the Country, chronicle the sweeping ruthlessness of America’s turn-of-the-century nouveaux riches—an insensitive horde that plundered and vandalized wherever there was a profit to be made. Still others, like The Age of Innocence, scrutinize the rigid pieties of New York’s fading “aristocracy,” the Yankee and Dutch families whose money and power declined after the Civil War. Wharton wrote a “problem” novel about a New England mill-town (The Fruit of the Tree); she wrote a war novel (A Son at the Front); she even wrote a murder novel of sorts (Twilight Sleep). Wharton has often been characterized as a superb satirist; and although it is true that there is a powerful satiric element in most of the major fiction that she wrote, there is something else as well, something more subtle, perhaps, and more delicate: the capacity to understand the nuances of human pain. Much of Wharton’s satire proceeds by demonstrating the ways in which a corrupt social system will inevitably distort character and curtail the possibility for happiness. Indeed, perhaps the universal characteristic in all of Wharton’s work is a profound concern with the ever-changing relationship between individual liberty and social context.


Wharton wrote scores of short stories, and they draw upon the full range of the full-length fictions; what is more, within the context of these more limited works, she was able to experiment with still other forms (she wrote a substantial number of “ghost stories,” for example). All bear her unique stamp—a scrupulous attention to the interplay between individual character and the society that works to shape and constrain it; yet in the shorter fictions, the scope is necessarily more narrow. Thus while a novel can sweep through long periods of time and many strata of society, the short stories generally focus upon a single crucial insight: sometimes this insight is available to the characters themselves (often tragically so); at other times, however, only the reader is able to comprehend the full implications of the small drama that has been played out within the tale.


“After Holbein” is something of a tour de force, a story in which the characters can comprehend little or nothing of their actual circumstances (circumstances that are revealed slowly and horrifyingly to the reader). One might call it a ghost story, for Anson Warley and Mrs. Jasper are but phantoms of a time long past, some species of the living dead. Yet the story does more than merely shock the reader; it raises interesting questions about the spectral world in which these aged shadows enact their drama. What were its values? Are the customs to which the couple cling an adequate or complete rendering of the full amplitude of the now-vanished society in which they spent the better part of their lives, or are Anson Warley and Mrs. Jasper doomed to this form of minor madness because they failed to grasp those elements of their background that might have provided some enduring value?


The short New England tale “The Angel at the Grave” raises some of the same questions (and indeed, might also be deemed a kind of ghost story). One “ghost” is the reputation of the once-distinguished scholar Orestes Anson. Yet there is possibly another “ghost” here, the young woman who “had been born, as it were, into a museum, and cradled in a glass case with a label; the first foundations of her consciousness being built upon the rock of her grandfather’s celebrity.” Angels at a grave are generally pieces of sculpture, graceful and unchanging figures in stone; and it is, perhaps, to this fate that Paulina is eventually brought. Other American authors like Jewett and Freeman had written poignantly about the fate of rural spinsters. Wharton’s story gives the conventional formula a wry twist. Did Paulina sacrifice her own life for a noble cause, or is she—despite the lofty trappings of academic distinction—really no more than the counterpart of those other lonely New England women?


The remaining stories in this collection focus upon the urban and the cosmopolitan worlds. “Xingu” may be the most lighthearted piece of satire Wharton ever wrote. It takes aim at pretentiousness, snobbishness, and above all the kind of “gotten-up learning” that tries to pass itself off as “culture.” Yet even “Xingu” has a sober side and one which is characteristic of much in Wharton’s best work. The shallow group who have erected false standards of self-esteem are all women: one might even say (after a merely superficial reading of the tale), that Wharton had a paradoxically anti-feminist streak in her work. Yet what may seem to be misogynism is, in fact, a subtle, often brilliantly compelling form of satire.


As a woman writer, Wharton did not have direct access to the arenas of power; the women of Wharton’s era rarely became doctors or lawyers or business people, and at a time when the stock exchange in New York seemed to many the very center of the universe, women were explicitly barred from it. Thus, if a woman wished to write social satire, she was constrained to demonstrate the ways in which a corrupt public world eventually disrupted the domestic world. This might seem a crippling handicap; however, in Wharton’s deft hands, it became a strength. Precisely because they had very little real power in the fast-paced world of high finance or international government, women were often the most brutally wounded casualties of duplicity, brutality, and greed in the society as a whole. Wharton created any number of heroines who are difficult to admire (however much we may sympathize with their plight). Lily Bart in The House of Mirth is passive, indecisive, and narcissistic; Undine Spragg in The Custom of the Country is manipulative, callous, and crudely ambitious. Insofar as a reader is called upon to judge them, the conclusion would have to lean strongly in the negative direction. Yet Wharton would enjoin the intelligent and perceptive reader to make a further observation. Each of these women is, in large measure, the product of a society in which she must live, but over which she has little or no control. Thus the flaws in such women—the grotesque mutilation of character that they display—become a measure of the moral disease that has permeated the environment that spawned and nourished them. Fully conscious of her own method, Wharton described it in her autobiography, A Backward Glance:


In what aspect could a society of irresponsible pleasure-seekers be said to have, on the “old woe of the world,” any deeper bearing than the people composing such a society could guess. The answer was that a frivolous society can acquire dramatic significance only through what its frivolity destroys. Its tragic implication lies in its power of debasing people and ideals. The answer, in short, [to the problem of focusing the satire], was my heroine, Lily Bart.


Not surprisingly, Wharton uses the same method in her short stories. The women’s club in “Xingu” is a parody of any authentic intellectual activity, and its members are self-deceiving and silly and vain. Yet one must, perhaps, ask a larger question about even this frothy little tale. What alternatives were they offered? Were they silly by choice—by laziness and default; or would some more strenuous scholarly ambition on their part be inevitably doomed to defeat by society’s restrictions concerning “proper” activities for females?


The poignant tale of Alice Waythorn presents the case in its boldest and bleakest mode. Within the story, it is her husband who has the shocking and unwelcome realization: “She was ‘as easy as an old shoe’—a shoe that too many feet had worn. Her elasticity was the result of tension in too many different directions. Alice Haskett—Alice Varick—Alice Waythorn—she had been each in turn, and had left hanging to each name a little of her privacy, a little of her personality, a little of the inmost self where the unknown god abides.” Yet he cannot make the one step further to complete the insight; he was not the victim of this violation—he was a perpetrator of it and one of the trio of men who benefited from it. And it is these men, not the vague and dimly fashioned woman whom each had married in turn, that shaped the society in which such violations could become the norm.


“Roman Fever,” perhaps Wharton’s single most popular short story, also deploys this mode of satire by refraction. Mrs. Slade and Mrs. Ansley have been competing with each other for more than twenty years; now their daughters, Babs and Jenny, are continuing the competition. Yet the stakes are not clear (as they might be in a business transaction), nor is the eventual outcome. Who was the winner in this convoluted game? Within the fiction, the women perceive each other quite imperfectly. Can an astute reader make a more accurate assessment? It is a bold stroke on Wharton’s part to have the story conclude with a startling revelation. For what, in the end, are we to infer? Can there ever be a winner in a competition that has been defined in the way this one has?


“Souls Belated,” “Autres Temps . . .,” and “The Last Asset” are the most ambitious pieces here, for all address a complex and ultimately unsolvable paradox. On the one hand, all human beings require some relatively stable social system within which “identity” can be defined; we need significant and well-defined roles to play, and we need rules and standards to guide our judgment and shape our actions. Above all, perhaps, we need the assurance of order and continuity that only a coherent community can provide. On the other hand, the rules of any effective social system will inevitably limit our behavior. Some (like the prohibition against murder or theft) seem so clearly necessary that people scarcely ever question their validity. However, the validity of other rules is less clear, for they may have both a positive and a negative element. The marriage contract, for example, can serve to facilitate the kind of trust and commitment between a man and a woman that is the only basis for a vital and nourishing relationship; it becomes the foundation upon which a child’s well-being often depends; more trivially, perhaps, it simply “signals” to other people that a particular man and woman have the right to intimacy, privacy, and respect. Yet the very arrangement that ought to offer support is sometimes cruelly constraining. When love has ceased, men and women sometimes violate the network of rights and obligations that marriage has conferred upon them; sometimes they are driven to the extremity of dissolving the contract altogether. Yet such a sundering of social order is never without painful consequences: children are divided in their loyalties; friends and acquaintances are thrown into uncertainty about how to respond; and even the parties who sought “freedom” may find its consequences almost as painful as the constrictions of an unhappy marital union.


Could society exist without binding marriages? The result might be a chaotic state in which identity itself could not be sustained. Should men and women be forced to remain in marriages that have sunk into irretrievable misery? The result might be a desolation and despair so profound that even life itself loses value. Can a “rule” be formulated that will precisely define the circumstances under which this contract can be broken—a rule that can cover all the concomitant disruptions and uncertainties? Probably not. Thus this most delicate and intimate of society’s regulations must remain agonizingly uncertain, the benefit in each case measured against the loss, with no easy or comprehensive answer readily available. We require the marriage contract, and at the same time we are painfully—perhaps intolerably—constrained by it. Some such paradox as this lies at the heart of “Souls Belated,” “Autres Temps . . .,” and “The Last Asset.” And each of these stories concludes not with an answer, but with an intriguing set of questions.


In “Souls Belated,” Lydia and Gannett have decided to flout society’s restrictions: Lydia has left her husband to enjoy “freedom” with the man she truly loves. Yet even as the story begins, the reader realizes that “freedom” has brought at least as much discomfort as it has brought joy. The lovers are sharing a compartment on a European train with a fellow passenger, and when he gathers himself to go, thereby leaving them in what might be cozy and romantic intimacy, “Lydia’s eye regretfully followed the shiny broadcloth of his retreating back till it lost itself in the cloud of touts and cab-drivers hanging about the station; then she glanced across at Gannett and caught the same regret in his look. They were both sorry to be alone.” Having fled the restrictions of society, Lydia and Gannett feel a perverse need for the presence of others: being together and in love is somehow not enough. To some extent the problem is superficial. A conversation à deux can be delightful, perhaps, only when it has been snatched out of the buzzing world of friends’ gossip and the clamoring want of family members. Gannett is more willing than Lydia to give voice to the dilemma; having renounced the rule-bound context of their former lives, they must discover or create another context. “We can’t travel forever, can we?” he asks. Yet the problem of context is only one component of their increasing discomfort. Lydia feels herself to be a “compromised” woman; that is, even though virtually none of the people they meet have the least glimmering of the situation, she has so absorbed the values of the world in which she was reared that she carries its injunction within her. No flight from that world can ever expunge its values from her sense of self. Thus she is left in a peculiar quandary. If Gannett marries her, she can never be certain that he has done so “freely.” He may love her and wish to declare that love by pledging a lifelong fidelity; however, he may merely feel guilty at having placed her in so awkward a situation—may marry her out of pity or a sense of duty. Moreover, she reflects pensively, if they defied marriage itself by their elopement, are they not merely hypocritical now to submit to marriage as a capitulation of sorts?


This story ends in a set of ambiguities. Do they really “love” each other? Can love even be measured under such irregular and stressful circumstances? And will their marriage be happier than the one Lydia left, or has the pain and disruption all been expended on an empty hope and blasted dreams?


“Autres Temps . . .” also addresses the aftermath of divorce, but it does so with different questions in mind. Its central character, Mrs. Lidcote, had extricated herself from the misery of an unhappy relationship many years before the story opens; and she did so not by running away with a lover, but merely by legally dissolving her marriage during an era when divorce stigmatized a woman and caused the members of polite society to shun her company. Thus she has spent a long time alone and pursuing an unobtrusive existence in Europe, having left her daughter Leila in the legal custody of the father. Now these many years later, Mrs. Lidcote has learned that Leila herself has been divorced and remarried, and the mother feels at last that she can be of use to her daughter—can comfort Leila in what must have become a state of exile and unhappiness. Yet an immense surprise awaits her return; Leila seems to require no such comforting: she and her friends bustle about their activities with unperturbed cheerfulness. Husbands and wives can now be discarded or exchanged, it would seem, with no real distress and no apparent loss of society’s acceptance or approval. Times have changed. Mrs. Lidcote’s traumatic experience is the product of a fogotten world and a former time (autres temps). Some major social revolution appears to have taken place. But if it has, its consequences may not extend far enough to affect Mrs. Lidcote’s situation; for although Leila does not suffer reprisal for her behavior, people still seem to remember her mother’s “shameful behavior,” and for reasons that are not altogether explicable, they still treat her as something of an outcast—or so she feels. Is it she who cannot change, or has change not been so sweeping as it first appeared? And insofar as standards have altered, have they altered for the better: is the easygoing attitude Leila and her friends adopt toward their own marriages really a sign of “progress”? Can it be that the notorious Mrs. Lidcote can find some sort of happiness now? The story raises all these questions and more, but readers must formulate the answers for themselves.


“The Last Asset,” yet another story concerning the aftermath of divorce, focuses not upon the divorcing couple, but principally upon the child—lovely Hermione Newell. Hermione’s mother—brash, coarse-minded, and unscrupulous—has come to the conclusion that her daughter is her “last asset,” the last valuable item Mrs. Newell has to offer the world in exchange for readmittance. If the daughter marries into a distinguished, highly respectable family, her mother will once again have some “place” in society. Thus Mrs. Newell is passionately concerned to have Hermione marry the Comte Louis du Trayas, a young man who has proposed to her, but whose family looks upon the marriage with misgivings. Wharton’s story is narrated from the point of view of a disinterested outsider, Paul Garnett, to whom Mrs. Newell has appealed for assistance in bringing the negotiations to a successful conclusion. At first, Garnett is merely repelled by the mother’s callous attitude toward her innocent, likable child. What possible good could be served, he wonders, by sacrificing Hermione in this way? Yet as the story moves along, he begins to realize that the situation is vastly more complicated that he has supposed. The young woman and her suitor appear to be genuinely in love, and the repugnant errand upon which the mother has sent him takes on a somewhat different tone. Probably no clear moral definition of his role is possible. If he aids Mrs. Newell in her unscrupulous use of the girl, he will bear some responsibility for the triumph of tawdriness: the mother’s ruthless use of Hermione will go unpunished—will indeed be rewarded. If he refuses aid, the girl herself might suffer terribly. The story concludes, then, not with a tidy answer, but with a series of questions, both for Garnett and for the reader.


Superbly skilled in dissecting the elements of emotional subtleties, moral ambiguities, and the implication of social constrictions, Wharton not infrequently allows a short story to conclude with just such uncertainties as those that can be found in this collection. This tactic is one evidence of her skill as a writer: the dilemmas that she examines are not time-bound—not limited to the world of America’s upper classes in the early twentieth century. They are dilemmas that beset all human beings and haunt all social arrangements. The explicit components of any given problem may differ from person to person and from age to age. Yet the fundamental configuration of the problem will remain the same. Wharton’s ability to locate that configuration and to probe its timeless implications is the measure of her lasting achievement as an artist.
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I.


FROM the table at which they had been lunching two American ladies of ripe but well-cared-for middle age moved across the lofty terrace of the Roman restaurant and, leaning on its parapet, looked first at each other, and then down on the outspread glories of the Palatine and the Forum, with the same expression of vague but benevolent approval.


As they leaned there a girlish voice echoed up gaily from the stairs leading to the court below. “Well, come along, then,” it cried, not to them but to an invisible companion, “and let’s leave the young things to their knitting”; and a voice as fresh laughed back: “Oh, look here, Babs, not actually knitting—” “Well, I mean figuratively,” rejoined the first. “After all, we haven’t left our poor parents much else to do . . .” and at that point the turn of the stairs engulfed the dialogue.


The two ladies looked at each other again, this time with a tinge of smiling embarrassment, and the smaller and paler one shook her head and coloured slightly.


“Barbara!” she murmured, sending an unheard rebuke after the mocking voice in the stairway.


The other lady, who was fuller, and higher in colour, with a small determined nose supported by vigorous black eyebrows, gave a good-humoured laugh. “That’s what our daughters think of us!”


Her companion replied by a deprecating gesture. “Not of us individually. We must remember that. It’s just the collective modern idea of Mothers. And you see—” Half guiltily she drew from her handsomely mounted black hand-bag a twist of crimson silk run through by two fine knitting needles. “One never knows,” she murmured. “The new system has certainly given us a good deal of time to kill; and sometimes I get tired just looking—even at this.” Her gesture was now addressed to the stupendous scene at their feet.


The dark lady laughed again, and they both relapsed upon the view, contemplating it in silence, with a sort of diffused serenity which might have been borrowed from the spring effulgence of the Roman skies. The luncheon-hour was long past, and the two had their end of the vast terrace to themselves. At its opposite extremity a few groups, detained by a lingering look at the outspread city, were gathering up guide-books and fumbling for tips. The last of them scattered, and the two ladies were alone on the air-washed height.


“Well, I don’t see why we shouldn’t just stay here,” said Mrs. Slade, the lady of the high colour and energetic brows. Two derelict basketchairs stood near, and she pushed them into the angle of the parapet, and settled herself in one, her gaze upon the Palatine. “After all, it’s still the most beautiful view in the world.”


“It always will be, to me,” assented her friend Mrs. Ansley, with so slight a stress on the “me” that Mrs. Slade, though she noticed it, wondered if it were not merely accidental, like the random underlinings of old-fashioned letter-writers.


“Grace Ansley was always old-fashioned,” she thought; and added aloud, with a retrospective smile: “It’s a view we’ve both been familiar with for a good many years. When we first met here we were younger than our girls are now. You remember?”


“Oh, yes, I remember,” murmured Mrs. Ansley, with the same undefinable stress.—“There’s that head-waiter wondering,” she interpolated. She was evidently far less sure than her companion of herself and of her rights in the world.


“I’ll cure him of wondering,” said Mrs. Slade, stretching her hand toward a bag as discreetly opulent-looking as Mrs. Ansley’s. Signing to the head-waiter, she explained that she and her friend were old lovers of Rome, and would like to spend the end of the afternoon looking down on the view—that is, if it did not disturb the service? The head-waiter, bowing over her gratuity, assured her that the ladies were most welcome, and would be still more so if they would condescend to remain for dinner. A full moon night, they would remember . . .


Mrs. Slade’s black brows drew together, as though references to the moon were out-of-place and even unwelcome. But she smiled away her frown as the head-waiter retreated. “Well, why not? We might do worse. There’s no knowing, I suppose, when the girls will be back. Do you even know back from where? I don’t!”


Mrs. Ansley again coloured slightly. “I think those young Italian aviators we met at the Embassy invited them to fly to Tarquinia for tea. I suppose they’ll want to wait and fly back by moonlight.”


“Moonlight—moonlight! What a part it still plays. Do you suppose they’re as sentimental as we were?”


“I’ve come to the conclusion that I don’t in the least know what they are,” said Mrs. Ansley. “And perhaps we didn’t know much more about each other.”


“No; perhaps we didn’t.”


Her friend gave her a shy glance. “I never should have supposed you were sentimental, Alida.”


“Well, perhaps I wasn’t.” Mrs. Slade drew her lids together in retrospect; and for a few moments the two ladies, who had been intimate since childhood, reflected how little they knew each other. Each one, of course, had a label ready to attach to the other’s name; Mrs. Delphin Slade, for instance, would have told herself, or any one who asked her, that Mrs. Horace Ansley, twenty-five years ago, had been exquisitely lovely—no, you wouldn’t believe it, would you? . . . though, of course, still charming, distinguished . . . Well, as a girl she had been exquisite; far more beautiful than her daughter Barbara, though certainly Babs, according to the new standards at any rate, was more effective—had more edge, as they say. Funny where she got it, with those two nullities as parents. Yes; Horace Ansley was—well, just the duplicate of his wife. Museum specimens of old New York. Good-looking, irreproachable, exemplary. Mrs. Slade and Mrs. Ansley had lived opposite each other—actually as well as figuratively—for years. When the drawingroom curtains in No. 20 East 73rd Street were renewed, No. 23, across the way, was always aware of it. And of all the movings, buyings, travels, anniversaries, illnesses—the tame chronicle of an estimable pair. Little of it escaped Mrs. Slade. But she had grown bored with it by the time her husband made his big coup in Wall Street, and when they bought in upper Park Avenue had already begun to think: “I’d rather live opposite a speak-easy for a change; at least one might see it raided.” The idea of seeing Grace raided was so amusing that (before the move) she launched it at a woman’s lunch. It made a hit, and went the rounds—she sometimes wondered if it had crossed the street, and reached Mrs. Ansley. She hoped not, but didn’t much mind. Those were the days when respectability was at a discount, and it did the irreproachable no harm to laugh at them a little.


A few years later, and not many months apart, both ladies lost their husbands. There was an appropriate exchange of wreaths and condolences, and a brief renewal of intimacy in the half-shadow of their mourning; and now, after another interval, they had run across each other in Rome, at the same hotel, each of them the modest appendage of a salient daughter. The similarity of their lot had again drawn them together, lending itself to mild jokes, and the mutual confession that, if in old days it must have been tiring to “keep up” with daughters, it was now, at times, a little dull not to.


No doubt, Mrs. Slade reflected, she felt her unemployment more than poor Grace ever would. It was a big drop from being the wife of Delphin Slade to being his widow. She had always regarded herself (with a certain conjugal pride) as his equal in social gifts, as contributing her full share to the making of the exceptional couple they were: but the difference after his death was irremediable. As the wife of the famous corporation lawyer, always with an international case or two on hand, every day brought its exciting and unexpected obligation: the impromptu entertaining of eminent colleagues from abroad, the hurried dashes on legal business to London, Paris or Rome, where the entertaining was so handsomely reciprocated; the amusement of hearing in her wake: “What, that handsome woman with the good clothes and the eyes is Mrs. Slade—the Slade’s wife? Really? Generally the wives of celebrities are such frumps.”


Yes; being the Slade’s widow was a dullish business after that. In living up to such a husband all her faculties had been engaged; now she had only her daughter to live up to, for the son who seemed to have inherited his father’s gifts had died suddenly in boyhood. She had fought through that agony because her husband was there, to be helped and to help; now, after the father’s death, the thought of the boy had become unbearable. There was nothing left but to mother her daughter; and dear Jenny was such a perfect daughter that she needed no excessive mothering. “Now with Babs Ansley I don’t know that I should be so quiet,” Mrs. Slade sometimes half-enviously reflected; but Jenny, who was younger than her brilliant friend, was that rare accident, an extremely pretty girl who somehow made youth and prettiness seem as safe as their absence. It was all perplexing—and to Mrs. Slade a little boring. She wished that Jenny would fall in love—with the wrong man, even; that she might have to be watched, out-manoeuvred, rescued. And instead, it was Jenny who watched her mother, kept her out of draughts, made sure that she had taken her tonic . . .


Mrs. Ansley was much less articulate than her friend, and her mental portrait of Mrs. Slade was slighter, and drawn with fainter touches. “Alida Slade’s awfully brilliant; but not as brilliant as she thinks,” would have summed it up; though she would have added, for the enlightenment of strangers, that Mrs. Slade had been an extremely dashing girl; much more so than her daughter, who was pretty, of course, and clever in a way, but had none of her mother’s—well, “vividness,” some one had once called it. Mrs. Ansley would take up current words like this, and cite them in quotation marks, as unheard-of audacities. No; Jenny was not like her mother. Sometimes Mrs. Ansley thought Alida Slade was disappointed; on the whole she had had a sad life. Full of failures and mistakes; Mrs. Ansley had always been rather sorry for her . . .


So these two ladies visualized each other, each through the wrong end of her little telescope.





II.


FOR a long time they continued to sit side by side without speaking. It seemed as though, to both, there was a relief in laying down their somewhat futile activities in the presence of the vast Memento Mori which faced them. Mrs. Slade sat quite still, her eyes fixed on the golden slope of the Palace of the Cæsars, and after a while Mrs. Ansley ceased to fidget with her bag, and she too sank into meditation. Like many intimate friends, the two ladies had never before had occasion to be silent together, and Mrs. Ansley was slightly embarrassed by what seemed, after so many years, a new stage in their intimacy, and one with which she did not yet know how to deal.


Suddenly the air was full of that deep clangour of bells which periodically covers Rome with a roof of silver. Mrs. Slade glanced at her wrist-watch. “Five o’clock already,” she said, as though surprised.


Mrs. Ansley suggested interrogatively: “There’s bridge at the Embassy at five.” For a long time Mrs. Slade did not answer. She appeared to be lost in contemplation, and Mrs. Ansley thought the remark had escaped her. But after a while she said, as if speaking out of a dream: “Bridge, did you say? Not unless you want to . . . But I don’t think I will, you know.”


“Oh, no,” Mrs. Ansley hastened to assure her. “I don’t care to at all. It’s so lovely here; and so full of old memories, as you say.” She settled herself in her chair, and almost furtively drew forth her knitting. Mrs. Slade took sideway note of this activity, but her own beautifully cared-for hands remained motionless on her knee.


“I was just thinking,” she said slowly, “what different things Rome stands for to each generation of travellers. To our grandmothers, Roman fever; to our mothers, sentimental dangers—how we used to be guarded!—to our daughters, no more dangers than the middle of Main Street. They don’t know it—but how much they’re missing!”


The long golden light was beginning to pale, and Mrs. Ansley lifted her knitting a little closer to her eyes. “Yes; how we were guarded!”


“I always used to think,” Mrs. Slade continued, “that our mothers had a much more difficult job than our grandmothers. When Roman fever stalked the streets it must have been comparatively easy to gather in the girls at the danger hour; but when you and I were young, with such beauty calling us, and the spice of disobedience thrown in, and no worse risk than catching cold during the cool hour after sunset, the mothers used to be put to it to keep us in—didn’t they?”


She turned again toward Mrs. Ansley, but the latter had reached a delicate point in her knitting. “One, two, three—slip two; yes, they must have been,” she assented, without looking up.


Mrs. Slade’s eyes rested on her with a deepened attention. “She can knit—in the face of this! How like her . . .”


Mrs. Slade leaned back, brooding, her eyes ranging from the ruins which faced her to the long green hollow of the Forum, the fading glow of the church fronts beyond it, and the outlying immensity of the Colosseum. Suddenly she thought: “It’s all very well to say that our girls have done away with sentiment and moonlight. But if Babs Ansley isn’t out to catch that young aviator—the one who’s a Marchese—then I don’t know anything. And Jenny has no chance beside her. I know that too. I wonder if that’s why Grace Ansley likes the two girls to go everywhere together? My poor Jenny as a foil—!” Mrs. Slade gave a hardly audible laugh, and at the sound Mrs. Ansley dropped her knitting.


“Yes—?”


“I—oh, nothing. I was only thinking how your Babs carries everything before her. That Campolieri boy is one of the best matches in Rome. Don’t look so innocent, my dear—you know he is. And I was wondering, ever so respectfully, you understand . . . wondering how two such exemplary characters as you and Horace had managed to produce anything quite so dynamic.” Mrs. Slade laughed again, with a touch of asperity.


Mrs. Ansley’s hands lay inert across her needles. She looked straight out at the great accumulated wreckage of passion and splendour at her feet. But her small profile was almost expressionless. At length she said: “I think you overrate Babs, my dear.”


Mrs. Slade’s tone grew easier. “No; I don’t. I appreciate her. And perhaps envy you. Oh, my girl’s perfect; if I were a chronic invalid I’d—well, I think I’d rather be in Jenny’s hands. There must be times . . . but there! I always wanted a brilliant daughter . . . and never quite understood why I got an angel instead.”


Mrs. Ansley echoed her laugh in a faint murmur. “Babs is an angel too.”


“Of course—of course! But she’s got rainbow wings. Well, they’re wandering by the sea with their young men; and here we sit . . . and it all brings back the past a little too acutely.”


Mrs. Ansley had resumed her knitting. One might almost have imagined (if one had known her less well, Mrs. Slade reflected) that, for her also, too many memories rose from the lengthening shadows of those august ruins. But no; she was simply absorbed in her work. What was there for her to worry about? She knew that Babs would almost certainly come back engaged to the extremely eligible Campolieri. “And she’ll sell the New York house, and settle down near them in Rome, and never be in their way . . . she’s much too tactful. But she’ll have an excellent cook, and just the right people in for bridge and cocktails . . . and a perfectly peaceful old age among her grandchildren.


Mrs. Slade broke off this prophetic flight with a recoil of self-disgust. There was no one of whom she had less right to think unkindly than of Grace Ansley. Would she never cure herself of envying her? Perhaps she had begun too long ago.


She stood up and leaned against the parapet, filling her troubled eyes with the tranquillizing magic of the hour. But instead of tranquillizing her the sight seemed to increase her exasperation. Her gaze turned toward the Colosseum. Already its golden flank was drowned in purple shadow, and above it the sky curved crystal clear, without light or colour. It was the moment when afternoon and evening hang balanced in mid-heaven.


Mrs. Slade turned back and laid her hand on her friend’s arm. The gesture was so abrupt that Mrs. Ansley looked up, startled.


“The sun’s set. You’re not afraid, my dear?”


“Afraid—”


“Of Roman fever or pneumonia? I remember how ill you were that winter. As a girl you had a very delicate throat, hadn’t you?”


“Oh, we’re all right up here. Down below, in the Forum, it does get deathly cold, all of a sudden . . . but not here.”


“Ah, of course you know because you had to be so careful.” Mrs. Slade turned back to the parapet. She thought: “I must make one more effort not to hate her.” Aloud she said: “Whenever I look at the Forum from up here, I remember that story about a great-aunt of yours, wasn’t she? A dreadfully wicked great-aunt?”


“Oh, yes; Great-aunt Harriet. The one who was supposed to have sent her young sister out to the Forum after sunset to gather a a night-blooming flower for her album. All our great-aunts and grand-mothers used to have albums of dried flowers.”


Mrs. Slade nodded. “But she really sent her because they were in love with the same man—”


“Well, that was the family tradition. They said Aunt Harriet confessed it years afterward. At any rate, the poor little sister caught the fever and died. Mother used to frighten us with the story when we were children.”


“And you frightened me with it, that winter when you and I were here as girls. The winter I was engaged to Delphin.”


Mrs. Ansley gave a faint laugh. “Oh, did I? Really frightened you? I don’t believe you’re easily frightened.”


“Not often; but I was then. I was easily frightened because I was too happy. I wonder if you know what that means?”


“I—yes . . .” Mrs. Ansley faltered.


“Well, I suppose that was why the story of your wicked aunt made such an impression on me. And I thought: ‘There’s no more Roman fever, but the Forum is deathly cold after sunset—especially after a hot day. And the Colosseum’s even colder and damper.’ ”


“The Colosseum—?”


“Yes. It wasn’t easy to get in, after the gates were locked for the night. Far from easy. Still, in those days it could be managed; it was managed, often. Lovers met there who couldn’t meet elsewhere. You knew that?”


“I—I daresay. I don’t remember.”


“You don’t remember? You don’t remember going to visit some ruins or other one evening, just after dark, and catching a bad chill? You were supposed to have gone to see the moon rise. People always said that expedition was what caused your illness.”


There was a moment’s silence; then Mrs. Ansley rejoined: “Did they? It was all so long ago.”


“Yes. And you got well again—so it didn’t matter. But I suppose it struck your friends—the reason given for your illness, I mean—because everybody knew you were so prudent on account of your throat, and your mother took such care of you . . . You had been out late sight-seeing, hadn’t you, that night?”


“Perhaps I had. The most prudent girls aren’t always prudent. What made you think of it now?”


Mrs. Slade seemed to have no answer ready. But after a moment she broke out: “Because I simply can’t bear it any longer—!”


Mrs. Ansley lifted her head quickly. Her eyes were wide and very pale. “Can’t bear what?”


“Why—your not knowing that I’ve always known why you went.”


“Why I went—?”


“Yes. You think I’m bluffing, don’t you? Well, you went to meet the man I was engaged to—and I can repeat every word of the letter that took you there.”


While Mrs. Slade spoke Mrs. Ansley had risen unsteadily to her feet. Her bag, her knitting and gloves, slid in a panic-stricken heap to the ground. She looked at Mrs. Slade as though she were looking at a ghost.


“No, no—don’t,” she faltered out.


“Why not? Listen, if you don’t believe me. ‘My one darling, things can’t go on like this. I must see you alone. Come to the Colosseum immediately after dark tomorrow. There will be somebody to let you in. No one whom you need fear will suspect’—but perhaps you’ve forgotten what the letter said?”


Mrs. Ansley met the challenge with an unexpected composure. Steadying herself against the chair she looked at her friend, and replied: “No; I know it by heart too.”


“And the signature? ‘Only your D.S.’ Was that it? I’m right, am I? That was the letter that took you out that evening after dark?”


Mrs. Ansley was still looking at her. It seemed to Mrs. Slade that a slow struggle was going on behind the voluntarily controlled mask of her small quiet face. “I shouldn’t have thought she had herself so well in hand,” Mrs. Slade reflected, almost resentfully. But at this moment Mrs. Ansley spoke. “I don’t know how you knew. I burnt that letter at once.”
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