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Deep in her soul—deeper than any appetite for renunciation—was the sense that life would be her business for a long time to come.

Henry James, The Portrait of a Lady







[image: Penguin Walking Logo]


Part One






I

It had been a day of agitations and alarms, of smoke and steam and grit. Even yet she felt, did Mrs Osmond, the awful surge and rhythm of the train’s wheels, beating on and on within her. It was as if she were still seated at the carriage window, as she had sat for what seemed impossibly many hours, gazing with unseeing eyes upon the placid English countryside flowing away from her endlessly in all the soft-green splendour of the early-summer afternoon. Her thoughts had sped along with the speeding train but, unlike the train, to no end. Indeed, she had never registered so acutely the mind’s unstoppable senseless headlong rush as she had since leaving Gardencourt. The great snorting and smoking brute that had paused with brusque impatience at the meek little village station and suffered her to take her place in one of its lattermost compartments—her fingertips still retained the impression of hot plush and greasy leather—now stood gasping after its mighty efforts under the high, soot-blackened glass canopy of the throbbing terminus, disgorging on to the platform its complement of dazed, bedraggled travellers and their jumbles of baggage. Well, she told herself, she had arrived somewhere, at least.

Staines, her maid, had hardly stepped down from the train before she flew into an altercation with a red-faced railway porter. Had she not been a female it might have been said of Staines that she was a fellow with a heart of oak. She was tall and gaunt, a person all of angles, with long wrists and large feet, and a jaw that put one in mind of the blade of a primitive axe. In the years that she had been in Mrs Osmond’s employ, or, given how closely they were conjoined, better say in the years that they had been together, Staines’s devotion to her mistress had not wavered by a jot. In their long period of exile in the south her forbearance had extended to putting up with the Italian market and the Italian kitchen, and, which required an even more saintly fortitude, with Italian plumbing. Indeed, such was her steadfastness that on occasion Mrs Osmond—Isabel—found herself longing wistfully for even half a day’s respite from her servant’s unrelenting, stone-hard solicitude. In their recent travels together the chief token and proof of Staines’s loyalty had been a permanently maintained state of vexedness, not only in face of the impudence of porters, cab-drivers, boot-boys and the like, but also against what she considered her mistress’s wilful credulousness, deplorable gullibility and incurably soft heart. Now, as the maid, her bonnet fairly wagging from the force of her indignation, stood berating the porter for unspecified shortcomings—as a Londoner she was exercising her right to quarrel with her own kind, in her own city—Isabel moved away with that wide-eyed blandness of manner she had perfected over the years at the scenes of so many similar confrontations between Staines’s will and the world’s recalcitrance.

She longed for the hotel and its stilly-breathing cool and shadowed spaces, in which she might sit perfectly immobile for a long time and let her reeling mind run down of its own accord. She would rest if only she could stop thinking, but how to effect that marvellous trick? The death of her cousin Ralph Touchett on a recent eve in his mother’s house at Gardencourt—extraordinary to reflect that there had been an exact, measurable moment, marked by a click on the clock, when for him eternity had begun—had left her with a hard task to solve, like an exercise in geometry or algebra. The solution she was required to derive was no more or less than to find a fit mode by which to mourn the young man’s passing. In truth, her cousin could no longer have been described as young, but that was how she thought of him, and no doubt how she would think of him always. Perhaps that was the main part of her difficulty, that it seemed a scandal to shed tears for a person whose life had been so marked by the slow vastation of a wasting illness that he could hardly have been said to have had a life at all. Thinking this, she at once chided herself. Who was she to judge the quality of any life, however brief or burdened? Behind the chidden thought, however, lay a darker, irrepressible formulation, which was, that the intensest living Ralph had done he had done through her, by way of a passionate vicariousness, watching in smiling wonderment from his seat at the ringside her breath-taking flights, her spangled swoopings, to and fro in the powdery light high up, oh, so high up, under the big, the tremendous, top. To have lived through someone else, even someone he professed to adore, that had been the height of Ralph’s triumph, and the depth of his failure. How she wished now she had been capable of that greatness he had hoped for in her, those loftier leaps, those ever more graceful pirouettes in mid-air, those weightless landings on one braced toe, those sweeping bows with swan’s-neck arms widespread. If she had lifted him up, she had also let him down. What he could not have expected, what he could not have imagined possible for one so firmly balanced as she, was the great, the catastrophic, plunge from airy heights that had been precipitated by her marrying the perfectly wrong person.

Behind her now she heard an unmistakably solid step, and a moment later Staines loomed at her shoulder, her scant plumage ruffled and crackling, and she readied herself for the inevitable rebuke.

‘Why, there you are, ma’am!’ the maid said loudly, for she had a voice as large and forceful as the rest of her. ‘I was looking for you everywheres among all this pushing and pulling crowd.’

‘I merely walked on,’ Isabel mildly protested, offering a mitigating smile. Staines, however, was in no mood to be mollified, and her mistress waited, almost with interest, to know how she herself should be implicated in that recent struggle on the platform, of which she had experienced no more than a hard glare from the porter’s soiled eye and a muffled oath directed at her departing back.

‘The gall of that fellow!’ the maid said now, puffing out her cheeks in the way she did when she was wroth. ‘Well, he got a piece of my mind, I can tell you.’ Here she made a marked pause, as she notched the barb to her bow-string, and when she resumed it was in a tone seemingly more of regret than reproval. ‘Of course, if he’d have known you was in mourning I have no doubt he would have presented a very different attitude.’

This time Isabel reserved her smile to herself. The maid’s veiled yet pointed reference was to the dispute she and her mistress had engaged in, before departing Gardencourt, over the matter of a mourning band, a dispute in which, unusually, the more determined of the two combatants had been forced to concede. It was to all intents a perfectly acceptable circlet of black crape that the servant had proffered, with a matchingly solemn mien, and it was a question as to which of them had been the more surprised when Isabel had declined, politely but firmly, to allow it to be pinned high up about the sleeve of her travelling coat. After a second of shocked silence the maid had begun to remonstrate, but her remonstrances proved to no avail; it was one of those instances, few but momentous, when the mistress showed her steel and the maid prudently stepped back. Mrs Osmond would not wear a mourning band, and that, incontestably, was that. Staines had sulked, of course, and had bided her time, until now, when her mistress’s flashing blade was safely back in its scabbard and she could risk a retributive shot. ‘Yes, I’m sure,’ she said, with a sort of toss of the head in her tone, ‘I’m sure even a ruffian of his sort would have shown a bit of respect for a person’s loss, if he’d only of been able to see the evidence of it.’

To this Isabel did not respond; she had found, over the years, that a remote and unemphatic silence was often the most effective counter to her maid’s insinuative provocations. In truth, she was not certain herself why she had refused, to the point of vehemence, to have the thing on her sleeve. Perhaps it was that to her it would have been somehow to claim too much to make such publicity of her sorrow; that it would have been a breach of common decency—a breach, even, of common modesty. On the other hand, she was sure Ralph himself would be only too delighted to behold her draped from top to toe in black bombazine, complete with jet veil and broad sash, but only so that he could tease her and laugh at her in his fond, ironical fashion. So perhaps, after all, she thought now, she should have consented to the harmless convention of the band, if only to afford Ralph’s spirit a moment of amusement in the place he dwelt in now, that realm of shades where surely he would welcome the opportunity for even the most wan of smiles. He had given her so much, and had asked so little in return.

Coming out at last from the cinder-smelling confines of the station, she felt as if she had dived into some clear light vaporous medium that was at once more and less than air. She had lived for so long amid southern harshnesses that London looked to her almost immaterial, with no sharp edges to it at all. Even in sunlight, as now, the city had a pearly sheen, and its shadows were the deepest shade of mauve. The crowds, too, weaving their endlessly shifting tapestry to and fro before her, had to her eye a quality of dreamy vagueness, as if all these people, despite the determination of their step and the fixity of their forward gaze, were not entirely certain of their destination, as likewise they could not quite remember their setting-off place, and yet minded not at all, in either case. Already she felt smoothed down and soothed; she had not been aware, before arriving in it, how achingly she had yearned for the strangely tender accommodations of this great metropolis of the north. She did not know London, not with any intimacy; she had spent time here, on visits, but for the most part she had viewed it not through her own eyes but through the eyes of others—those of her husband, of Ralph Touchett and his mother, of her friend Henrietta Stackpole; of painters, too, and of poets and novelists—so many!—the Dickenses and Thackerays, the Byrons and the Brownings, all the bards who had sung to her, in the far-off city of Albany where she had passed the years of her youth, of this magically distant Land of Cockaigne.

Before she discerned the man himself her ear was caught by the sound of his weeping. It was a strange, unhuman sound, and at first she looked about for some wounded creature nearby, a fledgling gull, perhaps, fallen from the edge of some high parapet and mewling for its mother. But, no, it was a man. He was burly and broad but not at all strong-looking, with a big box-shaped head and hair of a fiery ginger shade and curly ginger whiskers. He had positioned himself at the corner of the wide thoroughfare that led the way out of the station precincts. She did not think she had ever seen or heard a grown man crying like this, copiously, helplessly, unstaunchably. His washed-blue eyes were red-rimmed, and his swollen and glistening nether lip trembled like a baby’s. He wore a collarless shirt, an ancient pair of moleskin trousers shiny with grime, and a jacket of rusty serge that was much too small for him and pinched him under the arms and left his frail white wrists defencelessly exposed. He stood in one spot but kept turning his body first in one direction and then the other, caught it seemed in a trance of convulsive indecision. Beside him on the pavement was a shapeless bundle of something tied up in a knotted rag. It had seemed at first he was wearing shoes, but now that Isabel looked more closely she saw that his feet were bare but thoroughly caked with black, tar-like dirt. The coppery brightness of his whiskers, through which dark glinting rivulets of tears were coursing, and the pulpy paleness of his lightly freckled skin, somehow added to and intensified, for her, the sorrow and abjection of the spectacle he made; it was as if he had been flayed of a protective integument, and his flaming hair were blushing for him to be so nakedly and shamefully on show.

‘Oh, look, that poor creature!’ she breathed, laying a hand on her maid’s arm to stay her. ‘We must do something to help him.’

Staines, however, was unimpressed, and barely cast a glance in the direction of the weeping man where he stood sobbing and shaking and rocking. ‘There’s no helping them as can’t help themselves,’ she said, with a sniff, and went resolutely on, despite her mistress’s restraining touch. Isabel, after a moment’s hesitation, had no alternative but to follow her, albeit with a troubled heart. It was strange—surely Staines, who most likely had sprung from the same depths of society as had the weeping man, was the one in whom the urge to render him succour should have been strongest, instead of which she had turned her face against him, with lips compressed into a white line. And yet it was understandable, after all: the maid’s instincts were those of a still-uninfected person spurning a doomed victim of the plague. To Isabel, however, whose store of bullion in the bank guaranteed her immunity, it was plain that her duty lay precisely in helping such as he, the unfortunate and fallen ones of the world. But the rules were the rules: they applied in both directions, downwards as well as upwards, and she knew the impossibility of disobeying her servant and going to the weeping man even if it were for no more than to press a coin shamefacedly into his hand.

In the hansom cab, the choosing of which was a right Staines naturally arrogated to herself, Isabel sat hard by the open window to have the benefit of what freshness the city air could offer. After her moment of mild exaltation on exiting the station she had relapsed once more into her former state of diminished numbness. The lingering rhythm of the train was replaced by the harshing of the cab’s steel-rimmed wheels on the metalled roadway. She viewed the panorama of the city passing in the window as if it were a running series of exhibits under glass. She felt dulled and dazed, like one who after a long illness is taken out for a supposedly invigorating ‘spin’. They had crossed the park and come out into the cacophonous bustle of Knightsbridge. She glanced at Staines sitting opposite her stiffly upright with her big jaw stolidly set and her sceptical gaze fixed upon the passage of brightly bedecked shop-fronts. ‘Are you happy to be amid familiar sights?’ she asked. ‘I mean, are you happy to be home, even if only briefly?’

The maid turned upon her a stare as stony as adamant. ‘What, you mean London?’ she said. She gave herself a scornful sort of twitch, bridling her bony shoulders. ‘This’—directing the tip of her sharp nose at the fashionable parade of parasols and silk hats along the busy pavement—‘this is not my London, ma’am.’

To this rebuff Isabel responded with her smile of practised vagueness, and once again retreated into herself, as into the folds of a capacious, all-covering cape. She could never be annoyed with Staines, not fully; she knew that what appeared in the young woman a large, unremitting and ill-tempered disdain was no more than a mask for an incapacity to show her ever-marvelling appreciation of Isabel’s tolerance and loyalty. For the maid loved her mistress, incoherently, inexpressibly, and would be willing, as she might say herself, to walk barefoot over burning coals, if thereby she might strike up for Isabel a spark of needed warmth. Acknowledging this fact to herself for the thousandth time, Isabel found her thoughts turning back to the somehow related matter of the weeping man. It was true, she had never witnessed a grown-up human being display in public such helplessness, such haplessness, such raw infantile grief, yet now it occurred to her, who had lately suffered so many blows to the spirit, to wonder why it was not more common, why it was not an everyday occurrence, to be witnessed at any time at any street corner—why were we not all given to periodic outbursts of public wailings? For in the scale of things, she was sure, the weight of the world’s sorrow would sink the balance so sharply that the pan on that side would make a brassy bang on the counter-top. Indeed, she felt at this moment that she might direct the cab to stop, and leap down and run back and take her place beside that poor soul and pour out her own distress upon the commonplace air; but of course she did not.

How had the man arrived at such a sorry pass? From the intense manner of his weeping it might have newly dawned on him how desperate were his circumstances, yet it was not lately he had stumbled into such wretched straits, that much was plain. Perhaps some fresh misfortune had just befallen him. It seemed to Isabel that he was bewailing not the particular but the general, as if today at last all of his misfortunate and bedevilled life, if it merited to be called a life, had come to a head somehow and overwhelmed him. Should she have defied Staines and offered him, if nothing else, at least a word or two of comfort? She suspected there would be no comforting a sorrow such as his, yet that suspicion, however strong it might be, did not exonerate her. Was it not her duty, from her place of vantage, to reach down a hand to the crushed and helpless, to the ones who might have soared but instead had plummeted from the sky and lay now with broken wing, flailing and twitching on the pavement at her feet? Her spirit, the better part of her, moaned in sympathy with the weeping man, yet in another cold and calculating region of her consciousness the necessary defences were already being erected. What, after all, could she have done for the poor wretch? What comfort would a word of hers have brought to him? Money, yes, she might have given him money, and a large portion of it, at that; but even her silver would not have saved him, for surely he was beyond saving. No: as well hope to help the lost souls in Hades. And yet.




II

At the hotel in Dover Street she declined the suite of rooms that had been prepared for her, requesting instead only a single chamber for herself, and a bed for her maid. This caused a consternated flurry, and the manager himself was called in to deal with the matter. He was a plump smooth person with waxed moustaches, wearing a frock-coat and sporting a rich dove-grey cravat stuck with a diamond pin. He assured the ‘dear madam’ it was a suite that had been ordered: the command had come from Gardencourt by telegraph that morning. Isabel detected the hand of Ralph’s mother—Mrs Touchett, practical lady though she was, would not be capable of imagining anyone putting up in anything less than a fleet of hotel rooms—but insisted nevertheless on her own preference. There followed an ostentatious consultation of the register, accompanied by frowns and sighs and a rapid twirling of moustaches, and at last she was led to a pleasant first-floor room, where chintz reigned in flowery triumph, and two tall windows, curtained with gauze, gave on to the narrow busy street below. Isabel, despite the manager’s lingering air of mild affront, said this would do very nicely, and went and stood at one of the windows with her back turned, savouring the evocative fragrance of dusty muslin, until the man, murmuring politenesses, consented to withdraw. Meanwhile Staines took charge of the delivery of the luggage—the only tangible outcome of her clash with the station porter, Isabel noted, was a broken clasp on a pigskin dressing-case and a bad dent in a hat-box—and the disposition of her mistress’s ‘things’.

In the street outside the sun was shining, for the afternoon still lingered—the seemingly endless journey from Gardencourt, first by dog-cart along the Thames, with their luggage piled on a four-wheeler behind them, and then on the hurrying train from Pangbourne, had in reality taken somewhat less than two hours in total. Isabel, parting the faintly crepitant curtains, stepped into the bay of the window and leaned her forehead against the glass to bathe a moment in its sharp chill smoothness. Staines had completed the unpacking and stowing, and now withdrew to her own quarters, and stillness descended upon the room like a fall of dew. Letting her eyes close, Isabel dipped into the dark behind her lids as if into the mossy coolness of a forest pool. Yet she could not linger long, for in that darkness she was sure to meet the padding, yellow-eyed, implacable creature that was her conscience. Strange: she it was who had been wronged, grievously wronged, by her husband, and by a woman whom she had considered, if not her ally, then not her enemy either, yet it was she herself who felt the shame of the thing. Or was her failure to live up to her cousin Ralph’s hopes and expectations—reasonable hopes, legitimate expectations—was that the thing the trace of which the beast from the forest was following? She did not know, she could not think: so many things were interpenetrated and beyond her strength to separate and assess singly, on their own merits, their own demerits. She felt within her all the shrinkings of a sinner, only she could not identify the sin.

But if a particular sin could not be singled out, she had plenty of possibilities at her disposal nonetheless. There was pride, yes indeed, pride, and vanity, and complacent self-absorption, though goodness knew she had been dragged away from the looking-glass roughly enough by Gilbert Osmond and Serena Merle, her husband and his—but Isabel could not find a term that might suitably be applied to the ineffable Madame Merle. Isabel was well aware of the danger of succumbing to the sinner’s secret love of self that glories in the sackcloth and under the soft fall of ashes. ‘Adored’ was the last word the dying Ralph Touchett had uttered in her hearing, and it came to her now that she had taken it for granted that she would always be adored by someone, without having to adore in return—that was complacency, that was vanity, that was pride, all of which affects had gone a long way to sustain her notion of herself as a singular figure, and a force in the world, or at least her miniaturised version of the world. And so she had been allowed to live along, happily, in the house of herself, which, as she acknowledged now, was no more substantial in dimensions than a doll’s house.

Happily? The word caught her up, and brought her back sharply to the reality surrounding her, the reality of sunlight, of street, of passers-by, of the whole strange busy transaction of being alive. She had lived long years with her husband—they had not been many, the years, but they had been long—crouched in the cramped confines of the little model dwelling that she had so handily fashioned. Had she been happy? At first, perhaps; but that contented first had soon given way to a lamentable second, which state had itself lately ended with such violent abruptness that her nerves still vibrated from the blow, like the tines of a tuning fork. Now she posed again the question she had been asking herself since she had departed from Italy to come and be at her cousin’s deathbed, the question of how much of the truth about the real nature and circumstances of her marriage she had known all along without letting herself know she knew it. If she had committed a great wrong, against herself and others, perhaps that was precisely it, that she had willed her own ignorance. But how, she inwardly cried, how could she have avoided it, with her husband and Madame Merle so actively abetting her in her purblind state, holding the veil firmly drawn over her eyes, the wonderfully scented, silken veil? And the fact was, of course, that her husband had not been with her in that little house, but had been outside it all along, standing upright and at his leisure, with his hands in his pockets, and only leaning down to peep in at her amusedly now and then where she sat huddled with her arms circled about her knees and her head so sharply inclined she could see little more than the tips of her toes.

She sighed, there at the window. She was weary. She put up her hands and pressed her fingertips to her brow. ‘Headache’ seemed nowadays for her the name of a permanent state of being. She turned and walked back into the room and stood vaguely at a loss at the foot of the vast high slightly frightening bed. Would she be able to sleep upon such an expanse of feathers and springs, of ticking and wool, of linen and satin? Should she summon Staines to fetch her a sedative? There was bound to be a chemist’s shop nearby that would be open. No, she must not come to depend on artificial palliatives, but must get by on the exertions of her will alone. If she could not force herself to sleep she could at least command rest. Yet the thought of lying here for hour upon hour gazing upwards sightlessly into a depthless dark filled her suddenly with a sort of anguish. She set a hand to the bedpost and gripped it tightly and bade herself be calm. Tonight would be only another night among nights; it would pass, and another day would come. She went and drew open the wardrobe, instinctively avoiding her own eye in the mirror set into an inner panel of the door, and chose an evening-gown at random. Not five minutes later she was downstairs, enquiring for directions to the dining room. Yes, she would have a table; no, there would be no one joining her.

It was early, and she thought at first the small dim room was empty. How expectant the chairs and tables seemed, bedecked with silver and crystal and linen and carefully arranged in ranks, like so many dancers ready to plunge into a waltz and tensely awaiting the first crashing chord from the orchestra. The maître d’ appeared—another frock-coat, another grey cravat plumped up like a pigeon’s chest—and she was murmuringly led to a place in the corner and deftly seated, although, despite the man’s soft obsequiousness of manner, she had momentarily the sense of having been screwed down into her chair, like a cork forced into the neck of a bottle. Restaurants always reminded her a little of the schoolroom, if an unusually democratic and well-appointed one, where she had been sent to receive lessons in some of the finer and more venerable social disciplines. She was handed the menu, and glancing about, as one does when this small ceremony is being enacted, she spied at a table in the corner diagonally across from hers a gentleman of somewhat stout appearance, bearded and balding, who was reading a newspaper with the aid of a pair of pince-nez. He was, she judged, on the brink of his middle years, though still displaying an aspect of youthful vigour, despite the marked rotundity that strained the buttons of the lower half of his waistcoat. This waistcoat was the sole slightly remarkable aspect of himself that he presented to the world’s inspection, for while his jacket and his flowing bow tie were mutely black, and his starched collar was a pillar of pristine whiteness, his gaily sported vest—which is what it would be called at home—was composed of alternating vertical stripes of sky-blue and buttercup-yellow satin. Such a splash of colours set her to wondering what he might be—a man of the theatre, perhaps, an actor-manager, or even a playwright? She could see from the skill with which he had folded his newspaper for ease of propping against the water jug that he was well-accustomed to dining alone. Feeling her eye on him now he lifted his head and regarded her with cool directness over the steel rims of the nippers clipped to the bridge of his nose. She essayed a small smile, which he did not return, not out of coldness or unfriendliness, it seemed, but as if he considered a reciprocal gesture of politeness on his part would be superfluous. He went on looking at her for some moments, quite still and calm and not at all intrusively, but taking her in, merely, as she immediately was. Did he know her, had they met at some time, somewhere? He seemed in a way familiar, but she had come to a stage in her life when everyone seemed so who stepped out of the passing crowd for long enough to be held steady and fixed upon for a moment. Yet she had the impression, caught there in the unblinking beam of those preternaturally wide-open, glossy-grey and somewhat protuberant organs, that she was being checked and assessed—no, reassessed; she might have been a portrait that he, the portraitist, had come upon unexpectedly, hanging on the wall of a gallery he had chanced to wander into, and in front of which he had paused, looking to see how his composition had weathered with the years, and what time had done to the quality of the pigment.

At home—that was how it had come to her, that the man’s waistcoat would be called a vest at home. She sat back on her chair, marvelling at herself. It seemed to her she had long since ceased to think of that foundered behemoth on the far side of the Atlantic as anything like home. But is it not to there, to home, that the injured child runs, for safety and solace? And what was she once more, if not a child, and injured?—no matter what indignant protests might be lodged by the side of her that was grown-up and healthily sound. Injured, yes, injured and—she was compelled to confess it—homeless.

The waiter came and she gave her order, and had forgotten what it was before the young man had turned away with the retrieved menu in his white-gloved hand. Her mind was upon the morrow, and now she realised that there was a telegram she had forgotten to send. She summoned what she thought was the original waiter, although he turned out to be a different one—there seemed to be so many of them, and all seemed to look alike—and requested him to bring to the table a telegraph form and a pencil. Her first appointment next day was to be at the bank, and at lunchtime she hoped to see her friend—or, rather, she should say, her acquaintance, since she had no more right to intimacy with the lady than that—Miss Florence Janeway, at her home in Fulham. The call to the bank would be tedious at most, with the usual flutterings and flummeries, but Miss Janeway was an altogether different prospect, even though it was Isabel herself who had proposed the visit, which the telegram she was about to write would reconfirm. It appeared she needed to talk to someone, a thing she had never needed before, if by talk was meant a laying out of facts and feelings so that they might be considered with the benefit of an additional pair of eyes, another instrument of measuring and placing and judging. Was that what she expected, was that what she hoped for, of Miss Janeway? There were others in this city she could turn to, one of whom was her friend—and she verily was her friend, by any standards—namely Henrietta Stackpole, with whom she was to put up tomorrow night, at her lodgings in Welbeck Street, before setting out on her return journey to Rome. Miss Stackpole, however, the good, the decent, the ever-sensible Henrietta, was too much vexed at Isabel over too many things for Isabel to think of employing her as a sounding board. No, Henrietta would have to be left to ‘cool’ for at least another day. What Isabel needed was the long, indeed the remote, perspective of Miss Janeway, who, she anticipated, would neither accuse her nor let her off. And yet, for all that, the question remained why she must have anyone either to lay a charge against her or pronounce her innocent. If she felt in need of a confessor, the naves of numerous of the churches in London were lined with confessionals.

She knew very well, of course, that it was herself she wished to converse with, only her voice had gone so weak and her hearing so faint that she would have to do so through the open channel of some other, if need be, even if that other were not very much more than a blank stranger. It was a risk, it was a perilous risk, but one she had to take.

Now the two indistinguishable waiters appeared simultaneously at her table, one with the telegraph form and the other with her fish. She scribbled a message to Miss Janeway, then turned her attention to her plate. The morsel laid across it was grey in hue, and smeared over with a beige sauce upon which a firm yet shivery skin had already formed. The hermits of the desert could hardly have been less the gourmand than Isabel Osmond, but all the same she never ceased to wonder at the inventiveness of English chefs in transforming perfectly presentable produce into messes of a kind that a French or Italian schoolboy would descend to sampling only on a dare. She probed the fish cautiously with her fork and separated off a flake of flesh uncontaminated by sauce and chewed upon it with the gloomy resignation of a ruminant. Looking to that other table across the way, perhaps with the intention of exchanging an empathetic glance with her fellow-suffering fellow-diner, she found to her surprise that the portly gentleman had vacated his table. She could not understand how he had managed to depart without her noticing. He seemed to have consumed nothing, and the only proof of his having been there at all was the folded newspaper he had left behind him, still expertly propped against the jug. She felt an obscure sense of disappointment at being so curtly abandoned to the solitude of the sombre room. Yet what had she hoped for, what did she imagine she had missed? She would hardly have entertained the friendly advances of a man she did not know, however considerate or courtly he might have proved to be, while seated all alone at a hotel dining table. Yet the way he had looked at her, with that calmly candid, undeflectable gaze, had seemed to offer—what? Not sympathy, certainly, which anyway she would have rebuffed; some form of sustenance, then? The word came to her, but she was not at all sure what it meant, in the context of the two of them sitting here isolated from each other and as far from direct contact or communication as the dimensions of the room would allow. But definitely, mysteriously, she did miss him, now that he was gone. It was as if she were an invalid making her feeble way over difficult terrain, who had found suddenly that a hand that had been sustaining her for so long she had ceased to notice its support had suddenly been withdrawn, leaving her to totter on alone. Absurd, absurd, she told herself. What a fantasy to weave about a person she had never seen before, and would most likely never see again!

The waiter came and took away her plate.




III

The great grey stone edifice seemed to look down upon the sunlit street with its nostrils flared in pained reprehension and disdain. The tall doors admitted her willingly enough, however. Inside, there was a cathedral hush, and high-collared pale young men in black tended their desks with a positively priestly intentness and devotion. Having given her name, she was shown into an oak-panelled waiting room, where after a matter of moments there appeared a lofty person of wintry aspect with a very long and very sharp white nose, who announced himself as Mr Goresby. Although his title, as she half heard him say, was under-manager for something or other, it was apparent from the measured stateliness of his carriage that he was keenly aware of himself as possessed of a large authority. He shook Isabel’s gloved hand gravely and made a stiff bow. He offered his condolences on the sad demise of ‘young Mr Touchett’, then cleared his throat and remarked the clemency of the weather. Behind the chill blandness of his look she detected a faint but lively gleam—So this, she imagined him saying to himself, this is the famous young heiress of whom we have heard so many words spoken and so much exclaimed.

They sat down at a small circular table, and tea was brought. She had not been offered this refreshment, and had she been she would have declined it, for she did not wish to spend more of her morning in this distinctly oppressive pantheon than she could help. It was only a bank, she knew, as impersonal and detached as an institution could be, yet it brought to her mind certain things she would rather not have been reminded of, such as the burdensomeness of her wealth, which by an intricate web of connections made the burden of her sorrow for her cousin Ralph’s death harder still to bear. Mr Goresby, stirring his tea, was now enquiring politely as to her immediate plans: would she be travelling back to Rome, where he understood she had her principal residence, or were there further business affairs she must attend to in London? She replied that she would set out for Rome the following evening, then was surprised to hear herself add that she might stop in Paris for a day or two on the way. She frowned, and glanced aside; she could not think from where had come the idea of Paris—it had popped into her head at just that moment—and wondered at herself for it. What was there in Paris to detain her? Was it merely a ruse to delay her return to Rome and all that awaited her there? If so, she would not lack for cities along the way that would be more than happy to offer hospitality to a moneyed young woman—‘widow’, she realised with surprise, indeed with shock, was the word that had first occurred to her; it was an absent-minded tribute to her late cousin, as she supposed, but also perhaps, in a frightening way, a pointer to a darker thought, a darker wish, at the very possibility of which she felt herself begin guiltily to blush.

Now she set down her cup and, with a firmness which, as she was aware, verged on the rude, brought the talk abruptly round to the piece of business that was the reason for her being there. She wished, she announced, to withdraw a sum of money, in cash. Mr Goresby raised his eyebrows calmly and said that of course he would be happy to facilitate the transaction—he would attend to it personally. However, when Isabel mentioned the sum she intended to withdraw, he flinched in a manner that caused the cup and saucer he was holding to make a brief but definite rattle.

‘My dear Mrs Osmond,’ he breathed, ‘that is a very large sum, to be taken out, in cash.’

This gave her pause, and she experienced a flash of misgiving, so that now it was her turn to flinch. The truth was that she had no object in mind in making the withdrawal, and had fixed upon the amount by a whim. In fact, it was only now, seeing the bank official’s startlement, that she asked herself why she should wish to take upon herself, upon her very person, such a tangible store of money—what did she intend to do with it? She did not know. Had the impulse, which she had not questioned until now, sprung from a primitive urge for safety and assurance by way of amassing and hoarding? She was surprised at herself, but her sense of sheepishness only compelled her to put on a bolder, even a more brazen, front, and she looked Mr Goresby firmly in the eye and repeated her request, and reaffirmed the amazing amount. He swallowed with some difficulty—she saw the wobble of his Adam’s apple—and with the ghost of a queasy smile excused himself and rose, and creaked his way to the door, where he paused a second and glanced back at her over his shoulder, still with that uneasy spectral smile, then made a soundless exit.

This time she was left unattended for some minutes in the room’s faintly ticking, surreptitious silence. She sat very straight on the chair, both hands resting on the clasp of the black silk reticule that she held balanced on her knees, and tried to think of nothing at all. She felt very light, almost weightless, as if she were levitating somehow a fraction of an inch above the chair on which she was seated. She thought of her schooldays, and of waiting in a cold room to face the wrath of authority over some misdemeanour committed unwittingly yet unamenable to being explained away. Why had she been so foolish as to come here today—what childish compulsion had she thought to appease? Well, she was paying for her rashness now.

And she would have to go on paying for some time yet. Presently Mr Goresby returned, accompanied by a second official, in morning dress and spats, whose name was Grimes. Where Mr Goresby was tall and thin, Mr Grimes was short and stout, though it was clear the latter stood upon a higher rung of the fiscal hierarchy than his gaunt colleague. He approached Isabel with a curiously springing, one might almost say a bouncing, step, chafing his hands together in a washing motion, a broad but decidedly nervous smile puckering his bewhiskered chubby cheeks. He said that Mr Goresby had informed him of her desire to make a withdrawal, in cash; he mentioned the sum she had specified; he pursed his lips. That was a large and, dared he say it, a potentially perilous quantity of banknotes for a lady to be carrying with her through the city’s busy streets. He cast a dubious look at the silken purse on which her hands rested. Did she have someone waiting for her outside the bank, preferably in a private carriage, a relative, perhaps, a male relative, or even a servant, one whom she could trust and whose protection, whose strength and protection—in fine, whose brawn, although he did not use so brash a word—she could depend on? She had not? Ah. Mr Grimes exchanged a glance with Mr Goresby. They both displayed the marks not only of anxiety but of embarrassed discomfiture. Isabel rose to her feet. For how much longer would she have to endure this absurd torment, a torment that was all the more acute by virtue of the fact that the painful yet faintly comical predicament she had blundered into was of her own making?

‘Please, gentlemen, you mustn’t concern yourselves,’ she said, producing, from a hitherto unsuspected histrionic capacity within her, a brilliant smile. Then, continuing to play the player and desperately improvising, she went on to declare that her husband awaited her at a lawyer’s office not three minutes’ walk from the bank. The fact was—she widened that theatrically mendacious smile another notch—a house, a delightful little place in Dover Street, yes, Dover Street, had unexpectedly come up for sale, and they must fairly snatch at it, while the chance was there. ‘The owner is going abroad at once, and we have been given until midday today to agree the purchase and make a down payment as a mark of our intent. So you see why I am here.’

She looked from one to the other of the worried faces before her; it would have been impossible to say on which of the two visages was registered the deeper doubt. Nevertheless, there she was before them, a smiling customer, and a highly valued one at that, with every right to withdraw however large a portion of her own substantial fund she wished, and in whatever form she cared to specify. So, after a whispered exchange between the two officials, Mr Goresby departed, leaving Mr Grimes to escort Isabel out of the waiting room, across the building’s nave-like floor, up a broad marble staircase resembling a frozen waterfall, and into his unexpectedly poky little office, which smelt of candle grease and stale tobacco smoke. There the two of them waited for ten of the longest minutes it seemed to Isabel she had ever endured, until at last Mr Goresby reappeared, bearing before him in both hands, as if it were the Grail itself, a leather case containing a big white crackling bundle of legal tender. A document was produced and laid on Mr Grimes’s desk, and Isabel was handed a pen with which to inscribe her signature. In the hush while she signed she could hear, above the scratching of the pen, the stertorous breathing of Mr Grimes and Mr Goresby’s lighter and therefore somehow more anxious-sounding aspirations. Now came another moment of awkwardness, when she enquired as to the provenance of the attaché-case in which the notes were stored, and was informed that it was Mr Goresby’s personal property. Oh, but then, she exclaimed, how was she to repay him for the sacrifice? Would he allow her to recompense him the value of the case, so that he might replace it with a new one? This brought on a prolonged clearing of throats and a casting down of eyes, and Isabel felt herself flush in the shaming realisation of having committed a gaffe. Mr Goresby said that perhaps she would find an opportunity to return the case to him at some future date, but that in the meantime she must accept it as a token of the bank’s concern for her safety and peace of mind—here he demonstrated how securely the flap of the case could be fastened—and also as a gesture of appreciation and goodwill on his own part, a gesture in which of course he would include Mr Grimes, his superior, as he generously, and no doubt advisedly, added. Then both men bowed to her, smiling as if in pain, and walked her between them out of the office, down the staircase and across the echoing marble hall to the tall front door. She felt, with the case under her arm, like a once-favoured niece being sent out into an unwelcoming world by two sadly disappointed, disapproving uncles. Once outside and released, she paused for a moment on the top step and took in a slow deep draught of the morning’s mild air. How lucky it was, she suddenly thought, that Staines had not been with her—there was that, at least.




IV

Yet as she walked along in the still tentative sunlight of the early-summer day her agitation began to abate and she found herself able to think back over the past hour with only the faintest after-shudder of shame. And, indeed, why should she be at all ashamed of having allowed herself so harmless an adventure? If she had lied, about the purchase of the fictitious house in Dover Street, her lie had been one of convenience, and had hurt no one; if she had been frivolous, her frivolity had not been without a dash of daring; if she had been irresponsible, her irresponsibility had been in some sense an affirmation of the fact of her freedom. And freedom, for Isabel, was and always had been a significant quality, perhaps for her the most significant of all, for how was life to be in any way tolerable if one were trapped and trammelled on all sides? In the implications of that question lay the reason, or at least part of the reason, for her being here, on this hazy London morning, with a satchel stuffed full of legal tender under her arm. The conditions in which she had lived these past years, the years, that is, of her marriage—so surprisingly, so shockingly few!—had made it imperative that something of hers, something exclusively her own, should be affirmed, and its latitudes exercised, however narrow such latitudes might be. She was not of so coarse a cast of mind as to imagine that mere money constituted the temple of liberty, although it was perhaps one of its pillars, but such were the restrictions within which she had been struggling, like a lamb caught up in a hedge of thorns, that even the little gambol she had indulged in at the bank could seem a wild dance of ecstatic vernal release.

The air was so still that she heard faintly afar the chimes of Big Ben: it was midday already, and she was due to take luncheon at Miss Janeway’s house in a little less than an hour. She had intended to return to Dover Street and request that the attaché-case be stored securely in the hotel safe, but there would not be time for that now. She found a cab rank and, having named her destination, which lay in the depths of Fulham’s maze of back-streets running out to the river, she mounted the high seat of the hansom and settled herself with the case clutched tightly to her side. Her bravado was diminishing by the moment; she no longer conceived herself a gay corsair bounding off upon the main with her bag of booty, but acknowledged instead how reckless and foolhardy she had been in imagining that she could blithely entrust herself and her treasure to the dangerous shoals and reefs of the city’s public thoroughfares. She pictured an eye-patched brigand of the streets leaping up at her with a flashing blade held fast in his teeth and snatching the case out of her grasp and plunging back into the passing crowd as swiftly as he had come. And would it not serve her right to be thus set upon and piratically robbed?

However, here was the broad calm vista of the Mall, and the Palace nobly presiding off at the end of it, and then Constitution Hill flanked on both sides by ample trees powdered with young June’s tender foliage in a score or more shades of gauzy green. Lulled by the softness of the scene and the whir and warble of the cab-wheels on this smooth straight stretch of roadway, Isabel felt her heart, which had been struggling within her like a cat in a bag, settling back to its accustomed muted beat. Her thoughts winged their way idly here and there, alighting at last on Miss Janeway. Isabel had first encountered this admirable lady at a meeting in a somewhat dingy hall in Wigmore Street to which she had gone, not entirely willingly, in the company of her friend Henrietta Stackpole. She could not now remember what the purpose or the topic of the meeting had been—it was years ago, when she was still unmarried—but she retained the impression of an atmosphere of muted ardency, and of a passionate glister in the eyes of the preponderantly female audience rustling excitedly all about her. Miss Stackpole, dear Henrietta, was a journalist of a particular American stamp, in that she judged it incumbent on the people and places she proposed to write about to convince her of their worthiness before she would so much as dip her pen in the inkpot. She had only a slightly exaggerated notion of her status as a commentator on the ways, and wiles, of the English at large, although there were some unkind natives of the realm who had been heard to mutter that she was no more than a purveyor of social tittle-tattle to the ever-avid ears of leisured ladies in New York, Boston and San Francisco; and certainly it was nothing less than the truth that she did often supply copy to the less intellectually high-toned of the American monthlies, for a body had to live, after all, as she would remark—with a sigh.

At the close of the meeting the pair had come out into the darkness and drizzle of the late-autumn evening, and on the pavement under the glass awning there was such a flexing and ballooning of black umbrellas that it seemed a flock of night-winged birds was about to take flight and flap away over the rooftops. In the midst of the twittering crush Henrietta’s eye had fallen on Miss Janeway. The two greeted each other with measured warmth—Henrietta ‘was not the kissing kind’, as the saying has it, and neither, decidedly, was Miss Janeway—and Isabel was drawn forward and introduced as ‘Miss Isabel Archer of Albany’, rather like, as she forgivingly thought, a prize exhibit at a rural fair. Miss Janeway’s smile was friendly enough, but the hand she offered Isabel was cool outside with an impression of brittleness within, like a bundle of twigs bound up in a vine leaf. She was a dry neat person, lean and tall, as tall as Isabel herself, with prematurely silvered hair, which, along with the powdery-pink smoothness of her skin, gave to her an ageless aspect. She spoke with a firm light voice, and was, as Isabel soon detected, slightly hard of hearing.

Isabel and Miss Stackpole were staying during that earlier visit to the city—Isabel had come up from Gardencourt then, too, but in far happier circumstances—at a funny little hotel on Cavendish Square, and since by now the rain had given way to fog, Henrietta would not hear but that Miss Janeway should accompany them thither and partake of a glass of hot port to dispel the evening’s autumnal vapours, before setting out on her long homeward journey to Fulham. So they had proceeded to the Portland Palace, as the little hotel grandly styled itself, and sat for half an hour, the three of them, in the cramped downstairs parlour, where they were ministered to by an elderly, rheumatical and tremulous night waiter, who stumbled on the mat and spilled port over his knuckles and shook his head and sighed in deprecation of his own unhandiness. Miss Janeway—it was rumoured that in her youth she had gone under the sobriquet of ‘Florrie’, but this Isabel found impossible to credit—was, as quickly became clear, a person of pamphlets and polemics, of parades and protests: in a word, a member of that species, still rare at the time, known as the New Woman. However, she had none of the fearsomeness of which this novel and partly mythical phenomenon, this latter-day Amazon, is so often accused; she was not shrill, she was not strident, and as for argumentativeness, no one could have been more measured, more downright placid, in the expression of her opinions than this somewhat distant, drily humorous, middle-aged silver-haired bluestocking. Isabel had long ago forgotten what it was they had talked about that night, as the fire hissed and muttered in the hearth and the fog came up and rolled itself against the windows, like so many thick wads of steel shavings. The conversation, whatever it concerned, had been brief, for Miss Janeway had soon put aside her glass, from which she had taken no more than the merest sip, and rose, saying she must not miss her omnibus, for it would be the last one of the night. As she was leaving, standing in the hotel doorway and struggling to unfurl a refractory umbrella, she had half turned back to Isabel and said something that the girl—for she could still be thought a girl in those days—was to remember in aftertime with a pang that had never lost its point.

‘You seem to me, Miss Archer,’ said the lady, ‘a person possessed of a large potential; do be careful not to under-spend your resource.’

Henrietta had gone back to the parlour to fetch a pair of gloves that Miss Janeway had forgotten, and so had not been present to hear this piece of advice, if that was what it was, delivered. And, indeed, it was in her absence that her two friends had exchanged between them a look that would not have been allowed them, Isabel considered, had they not been alone. It was a look, on Miss Janeway’s side, of more force and penetration that the shared moment and the words spoken seemed to warrant, although Isabel had returned it with an equal force, and, she believed, an equal candour. Afterwards, when Miss Janeway had been swallowed in what was rapidly turning into that dense variety of fog known, mysteriously, as a ‘London particular’, and Henrietta had retired to her room to apply a final polish to an article on the English sport of beagling for the New York Interviewer, Isabel had returned to the parlour and sat in solitude for a good half of an hour beside the dreamily diminishing fire. Her thoughts moved, as thoughts do, in large loose loops, but at least once in every round they revisited, like a planet at its perihelion, the question of what precisely Miss Janeway’s portentous remark might have been meant to mean. The words themselves were perfectly plain and clear, but was the formulation into which she had set them intended as advice or admonition, as challenge or condescension, as encouragement or the expression of a deep doubt? Whichever it was, Isabel had never forgotten the moment, there in the hotel’s flickeringly lighted vestibule, on the threshold of night and fog, with the woman’s calmly piercing eye fixed on her. She suspected, she strongly suspected, that the way in which she had conducted her life in the intervening years would represent a serious falling short of the expectations, however tentative and circumspect, that had seemed implied by Miss Janeway’s injunction. She felt she had overspent herself, to the point of emotional and spiritual bankruptcy—but was it so? Had she not, on the contrary, withheld and hoarded the resources she should have lavished on others? She tried to recall the Biblical lesson of the talents and its exact purport, but it became confused in her mind with the parable of the camel and the needle’s eye, and in the end she gave it up. The air was so mild, and the leafing trees so lovely, as they passed by Hyde Park Corner, that the darkness of her thoughts could not but be lightened.

Miss Janeway’s house proved hard to find. The narrow streets between Fulham Palace Road and the waterside, although pleasantly appointed with handsome bow windows and lilac trees in lavish, tender-blue blossom, all appeared much alike, and her driver, whom she had hired for his experienced and confident aspect—his whiskers were particularly impressive—was plainly unfamiliar with the area. He had to stop frequently to ask for assistance from such denizens of the neighbourhood as would deign to be thus accosted, and whose help in every case somehow turned out to be singularly unhelpful. As they went blunderingly along, Isabel could hear the fellow muttering to himself on his high perch behind her, and it occurred to her to wonder if he might not have a secret bottle up there that he had been resorting to for comfort and fortification in the toils of this trying odyssey they were bound upon. At last there came into sight a policeman, in a tall helmet and a broad belt, stationed on a corner by a red pillar box and rocking himself pensively on the balls of his notably extensive feet, who, having paused to give his moustaches a flourishing wipe to right and left with the side of a thumb, pointed them with ponderous assurance in the direction of Cedar Street. When they pulled up at last at number seven, Isabel realised that her long sojourn abroad had left her incapable of dealing with the baffling intricacies of shillings and pence, and she could not be sure if the fare being demanded of her was as grossly inflated as she suspected it to be. She thought to delay paying, so as to consult Miss Janeway in the matter, but instead surrendered utterly, and on the spot fumbled the coins out of her purse—oh dear, was that a florin or a half-crown?—and handed up, with face averted, what she judged to be more or less the demanded amount of jingling silver and copper. She dearly wished Staines had been with her—Staines would have known exactly how to deal with a bibulous cabman—but the maid had requested the morning free in order to visit her sister, her only surviving relative, at her abode in Hackney. Mrs Gilhooley, for such was the sister’s name, was married to an Irishman, a hod-carrier by trade, although Isabel was not entirely sure what the carrying of hods entailed, or, indeed, what a hod itself was, exactly. There had come into existence, during the years when Staines and her mistress were residing abroad, a numerous brood of little Gilhooleys, although Cissy—Mrs G.—loved them all as if, according to her sister, ‘they was each of them but the one and only’. Isabel had insisted the darlings must have a coin apiece as a token of her warm if necessarily distant regard, but when the money was proffered to her, Staines, inevitably, had set her face and hidden her hands firmly behind her back, saying in a loud voice, with her gaze fixed on a spot an inch above the top of Isabel’s head, that Madam should not think of frittering her wealth away upon ‘them little scallywags’. This kind of tussle, which was commonplace between the two, amused Isabel as often as it irritated her. Today, however, she had been startled when, the contest having barely been joined, the maid had suddenly abandoned her stance of defiance and, with a moan of apology and distress, had made as if to embrace her, saying, in a thickened voice, ‘Oh, but, ma’am!’ It was only then, taking a small step backwards, that Isabel became aware of the warm spots of moisture speckling her cheeks, and realised that she had, unknowingly and all unaccountably, begun to weep.
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