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About the Book

Mrs Stone changed from a famous, rich American actress to a notorious, very rich American widow. But the transition took years and all that time her youth and legendary beauty slipped away.

So she escapes to Rome. But even the distractions of the Eternal City cannot stop old age wrinkling its way into her life. Frantic, she decides to take a lover; a young and very handsome Italian, being prepared to invest in his body for good return. But the price is too expensive. Not in money, but in her dignity…


About the Author

Tennessee Williams (Thomas Lanier Williams) was born in 1911 in Mississippi where he was brought up before moving to St Louis. He studied at the Universities of Washington and Iowa, and in New York while embarking on a career as a playwright. He achieved popular and critical success with many of his plays including The Glass Menagerie, A Streetcar Named Desire and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. He also wrote a novella, and some collections of poems and short stories. His Memoirs appeared in 1975. He died in 1983.
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Part One: A Cold Sun



 

AT FIVE O’CLOCK in the afternoon, which was late in March, the stainless blue of the sky over Rome had begun to pale and the blue transparency of the narrow streets had gathered a faint opacity of vapour. Domes of ancient churches, swelling above the angular roofs like the breasts of recumbent giant women, still bathed in gold light, and so did the very height of that immense cascade of stone stairs that descended from the Trinita di Monte to the Piazzi di Spagna. All day that prodigally spreading fountain of stairs had collected the sun-crouching multitude of persons who had no regular or legitimate occupation, and gradually, as the sun lowered, this derelict horde had climbed higher, like refugees of a flood climbing into the hills as the floodwater mounted. Now what was left of them crowded upon the topmost steps to receive the sun’s valediction. They took it with an air of reverence on their still faces and hands, for they were nearly all silent and nearly all motionless now. Their livelier members, such as the urchin vendors of false American cigarettes who found the Spanish stairs a convenient place to skip out of sight and reach when occasion demanded, and the more successful mendicants who had wads of filthy paper to count in private, were already abandoning the tiny piazza at the head of the stairs and drifting down streets that would eventually bear them to Via Veneto where the American tourists thronged at this hour.

Among the dissolving assembly on the Piazza Trinita di Monte was the stationary figure of a young man who seemed to be waiting to receive a signal of some kind from the upper windows or terrace of an ancient Palazzo that flanked the higher reaches of the Spanish stairs. His beauty was notable even in a province where the lack of it is more exceptional in a young man. It was the sort of beauty that is celebrated by the heroic male sculptors in the fountains of Rome. Two things disguised it a little, the dreadful poverty of his clothes and his stealth of manner. The only decent garment he wore was a black overcoat which was too small for his body. Its collar exposed a triangle of bare ivory flesh; no evidence of a shirt. The trouser-cuffs were coming to pieces. Naked feet showed through enormous gaps in his shoe leather. He seemed to want to escape the attention which his beauty invited, for whenever he caught a glance he turned aside from it. He kept his head lowered and his body hunched slightly forward. And yet he had an air of alertness. The tension of his figure suggested that he was continually upon the verge of raising his voice or an arm in some kind of urgent call or salutation. But he had been standing there for quite a long time now and no signal had yet been given and the moment had not come for the call or the salutation. His watchfulness and his tension remained unabated, and when presently two figures appeared upon the terrace, five storeys above the level of the piazza, the degree of this attention was even heightened. The terrace of the Palazzo still caught the declining rays of the sun and would continue to catch them for perhaps fifteen minutes after the Spanish stairs had given them up till tomorrow. The figures upon the high terrace were those of two women wearing dark furs, and the collars of these fur coats were turned up about their faces so that from this distance below them they gave an impression of being two exotic giant birds that were commanding a precipice. The young man watched them as anxiously as if they were birds of a predatory nature, likely at any moment to swoop down upon him and gather him up in their talons. While he watched, and apparently waited for something, his mouth tightened with discomfort, and secretly, fearful of betraying a thing so shameful, his long cold fingers crept inside his black overcoat and pressed themselves against the warm, aching centre of his body where hunger was and had been for many days and nights past since he had descended from the shell of a town among the hills south of Rome, and he knew that he would almost certainly sleep with it again. While he knew this, he observed without looking at the figure of an American tourist who had stopped a little space away from him, under the Egyptian obelisk whose cryptic pagan engravings the man was appearing to study. But the young man knew that the hand in the pocket was about to produce a package of cigarettes and that he would offer him one. If accepted, that offer would have a sequence of others, dispelling hunger and every other discomfort for days to come. Still without returning the stranger’s glances, his eyes assessed the value of the camera hung by a leather strap from his shoulder and the gold band at his wrist and even the approximate size of his shirt and shoes. But when the American tourist did exactly as he had expected, he shook his head curtly and moved a few feet away and then resumed his steadfast gaze upon the height of the ancient palazzo: for when a man has an appointment with grandeur, he dares not stoop to comfort …

*

In Mrs Stone there was a certain grandeur which had replaced her former beauty. The knowledge that her beauty was lost had come upon her recently and it was still occasionally forgotten. It could be forgotten, sometimes, in the silk-filtered dusk of her bedroom where the mirrors disclosed an image in cunningly soft focus. It could be forgotten sometimes in the company of Italians who had never seen her as other than she now was and who have, moreover, the gift of a merciful kind of dissemblance. But Mrs Stone had instinctively avoided contact with women she had known in America, whose eyes, if not their tongues, were inclined to uncomfortable candour. Her present companion on the terrace of her apartment was someone she had known intimately as a girl but seen little of since then. They had run across each other that morning in the banking department of American Express. For such encounters Mrs Stone had a stock phrase of evasion. How wonderful to see you, but I am just on my way to the airport! The other party might or might not believe her, it didn’t matter, the important thing was that it released her with the utmost expedition. This morning, however, the phrase had failed to come out. The other woman’s manner was too overwhelmingly aggressive. She cut straight through Mrs Stone’s momentarily paralysed defences. Perhaps the surrender was partially voluntary, for it was true that Mrs Stone had lately felt, and almost admitted to herself, the need of discussing certain things in her life with someone she had known well in the past. There are intervals when a life becomes clouded over by a sense of irreality, when definition is lost, when the rational will, or what passed for it before, has given up control, or the pretence of it. At such times there is a sense of drifting, if not of drowning, in a universe of turbulently rushing fluids or vapours. This was the condition that Mrs Stone had lately been conscious of, and she thought it might solidify or at least clarify things a little if she could talk them over, however indirectly, with someone from her own country with whom she had once had a fairly close connexion. So she had said to Meg Bishop, Yes, come over this afternoon to my apartment and we can talk. I have so much to tell you. But a little while later Mrs Stone became frightened of the impending exposure. It was as though she had consented to undergo a possibly fatal operation and at the last moment had lost the courage to submit to it. Just before it was time for Meg Bishop to arrive at her apartment, Mrs Stone had called up other people. She had filled the apartment with the new acquaintances that she used as a shield against the past. She had hoped there would be no occasion for confidential talk, but Meg Bishop was not so easily put off. She was determined to have the sort of talk that Mrs Stone was now so anxious to avoid, and once more Mrs Stone’s defences proved inadequate before the frontal assault of the other.

Meg Bishop was a woman-journalist who had written a series of books under the basic title of Meg Sees, all dealing with cataclysmic events in the modern world and ranging historically from the civil war in Spain to the present guerrilla fighting in Greece. Ten years of association with brass hats and political bigwigs had effaced any lingering traits of effeminacy in her voice and manner. Unfortunately she did not choose to wear the tailored clothes that would be congruous with her booming, incisive voice and her alert, military bearing. The queenly mink coat that she wore, the pearls and the taffeta dinner gown underneath, gave her a rather shockingly transvestite appearance, almost as though the burly commander of a gunboat had presented himself in the disguise of a wealthy clubwoman. Certainly there was no softness in her of that kind of which Mrs Stone had felt a need. There was probing vision and there was keen analysis, but those were the very things that Mrs Stone wished most to avoid at this moment. She had tried to keep her American guest occupied with the Italians, but no fusion took place. Miss Bishop made it plain that she did not like the look of these people, she confined her greetings to a succession of barely audible grunts as Mrs Stone conducted her from one little group to another, and Mrs Stone became so confused that she could not remember the names of her guests and she got their titles mixed up, and by the time she had staggered through the introductions, much as she dreaded being alone with Meg Bishop, she was too weak to resist the arm that propelled her forcibly out upon the terrace where there was no one to interrupt a talk between them.

Soon as she stepped outside Mrs Stone pretended to find the air uncomfortably chilly but Miss Bishop countered that strategy by insisting that both of them put on their coats. I have got to talk to you, she insisted, and that’s impossible inside. So they got into their furs and came back out. Mrs Stone turned her fur collar all the way up to her cheekbones, but out of that insufficiently flattering shadow her frightened and ageing face had the look of an embattled hawk peering from the edge of a cliff in a storm. She found herself treating Meg Bishop as if she were a brand-new acquaintance. She put on her grand social manner and talked as fast as she could in a strained, artificial tone, pointing this way and that way at various points of the Roman panorama, nearly all of which was visible from the roof of the Palazzo. But Miss Bishop responded with sceptical grunts as if she doubted every word that Mrs Stone was saying. All at once she grabbed hold of Mrs Stone’s hand as it was pointing towards one of the seven hills of Rome and she said to her, Now let’s stop this! At the same time she slipped an arm about Mrs Stone’s waist. The pressure of that arm awoke in Mrs Stone a distasteful memory of the long ago girlhood when they had sometimes shared in a bed in the dormitory of an eastern college. On chilly nights they had embraced for warmth, and then one time there
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