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    A gloved hand hesitates between duty and desire, and an entire world trembles in that pause. Edith Wharton’s The Age of Innocence turns this poised moment into a sustained meditation on the costs and comforts of belonging. In rooms warmed by decorum and chilled by scrutiny, small gestures bear heavy meanings, and the future is negotiated in polite phrases. The novel’s tension rests not on melodramatic upheavals but on the quiet pressure of expectation, the subtle negotiations of conscience, and the fragile architecture of reputation. It invites readers to notice what is withheld as carefully as what is displayed.

This book is a classic because it marries social history with psychological precision, capturing a vanished milieu while exposing timeless conflicts. Its artistry—measured prose, unsparing irony, and sustained emotional intelligence—has secured its place in the American canon. The Age of Innocence crystallized Wharton’s reputation as a master of manners fiction, extending the tradition of realist exploration of society’s codes. It endures not merely as a period piece but as a study of how individuals navigate communal ideals. Generations of readers have returned to it for its elegance of craft and its penetrating understanding of love constrained by custom.

Written in the late 1910s and published in 1920, The Age of Innocence reflects Wharton’s retrospective gaze upon the 1870s New York of her youth. The novel received the 1921 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, and Wharton became the first woman to be so honored. Set during the Gilded Age among the city’s entrenched elite, the narrative asks what it costs to uphold a carefully cultivated order. Its historical perspective is crucial: Wharton reconstructs a world on the cusp of modernity, made legible through objects, rituals, and reputations, yet she writes from a later moment that understands how swiftly such worlds can vanish.

The story opens with Newland Archer, a young lawyer impeccably placed within New York’s upper crust, engaged to the seemingly flawless May Welland. Their union promises continuity and approval, until the arrival of May’s cousin, the Countess Ellen Olenska, whose European experiences and unconventional poise unsettle the city’s codes. The ensuing drama unfolds at the dinner table, in opera boxes, and during formal calls—spaces where decisions must be made without ever appearing to disrupt propriety. Without relying on sensational turns, the novel draws its power from how these characters measure obligation, truth, and self-knowledge within a rigid social theater.

Wharton’s purpose is both documentary and diagnostic: to record the textures of Old New York and to examine the moral calculus that sustained it. She presents its ceremonies with a connoisseur’s eye—menus, bouquets, visiting cards—and then studies how such finery disciplines feeling. Her vantage point is double; she knows the codes intimately yet observes them with the distance of hindsight. As a result, the book reads like a conversation between memory and critique. It preserves the charisma of a cohesive society while asking whether its harmony rests upon quiet exclusions, and what it means to be loyal to a code that constrains.

Formally, the novel is a triumph of controlled perspective. Wharton’s omniscient narrator aligns closely with Newland Archer’s perceptions, so readers experience the seductions and blind spots of a privileged insider. Irony accrues not from ridicule but from exactness: social scenes unfold with choreographic clarity, and the smallest details—an invitation, a glance, a pattern of seating—become decisive. The prose is supple and poised, shaping atmosphere without ostentation. This disciplined style allows moral questions to surface organically from action. By trusting her readers to register nuance, Wharton creates a drama of conscience in which the loudest conflicts occur within the quietest rooms.

The Age of Innocence achieved wide acclaim upon publication and has remained central to discussions of American realism and the literature of manners. Its Pulitzer recognition affirmed its cultural reach and artistic accomplishment. Over time, it has inspired adaptations for stage and screen, notably a 1993 film directed by Martin Scorsese, which introduced new audiences to Wharton’s world. Scholars consistently teach the novel for its historical insight and its technique of social analysis. Its fusion of intimate feeling with structural critique has offered a model for later explorations of class, gender, and tradition, cementing its status as a key work of twentieth-century fiction.

Among its abiding themes are the tensions between appearance and authenticity, innocence and experience, and the individual’s aspirations versus communal obligations. The novel probes how people construct identities in public while guarding private longings, and it considers the ethical weight of keeping faith with others. It also investigates the uses of memory—how a society sustains itself through stories it tells about its own goodness, and how individuals create personal myths to make difficult choices bearable. Throughout, Wharton illuminates the way power circulates through etiquette, the roles prescribed to women and men, and the fragile bargains that maintain harmony.

Wharton’s New York is an ecosystem governed by signals—flowers that speak, visits that legislate, dinners that confer legitimacy. The city’s elite stabilizes itself through repetition and surveillance, yet that very stability creates fertile ground for yearning and resistance. By embedding readers within this ecology, the novel demonstrates how environments shape desire as surely as desire strains against them. Its historical setting is precise without being quaint; the book never treats the past as a costume but as a lived structure of belief. The result is an intimate understanding of how an era’s etiquette can both protect and imprison.

As a landmark of social fiction, the novel has influenced how writers and critics think about depicting class and custom, particularly in historical settings. It offers a template for portraying institutions without sacrificing the complexity of individual choice. Its emphasis on interiority, rendered through calibrated narration, has kept it central in conversations about point of view and moral ambiguity. Readers learn not only about a particular time and place but also about the narrative strategies that can reveal their hidden logics. In this way, the book’s impact extends beyond its subject to the craft of the novel itself.

Contemporary audiences encounter in The Age of Innocence questions that remain sharply relevant: How do communities define belonging? What do people owe to the past, to family, to themselves? In an era still preoccupied with image, reputation, and the costs of visibility, the novel’s scrutiny of performance feels fresh. Its characters navigate pressures that echo modern life—career expectations, public judgment, the negotiation of private commitments in a world of constant observation. Wharton’s restraint invites readers to practice patience and empathy, to weigh competing goods rather than simple binaries, and to recognize compromise as both refuge and wound.

Ultimately, The Age of Innocence endures because it holds complexity with grace. It evokes a lost world while refusing nostalgia’s haze, honors loyalty while acknowledging its price, and finds poignancy in choices that are both right and insufficient. Wharton’s art lies in showing how a life can be exemplary in public yet unsettled in private, and how even careful decisions cast long shadows. For today’s readers, the novel offers beauty, intelligence, and ethical depth. It remains compelling not for any grand revelation but for its exacting attention to how people live with the consequences of what they can and cannot say.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    In 1870s New York, society gathers at the opera, where appearances and alliances are carefully watched. Newland Archer, a promising young lawyer from a prominent family, is engaged to May Welland, whose innocence and pedigree embody the ideals of their world. The evening's routine grace is disrupted by the return of Countess Ellen Olenska, May's unconventional cousin, whose European separation has already stirred rumor. Through this setting, the novel introduces a tightly knit community that polices itself through manners rather than laws. The opening frames the central tension between public expectations and private feeling, situating the characters within an elaborate, self-protective social order.

As Archer's engagement becomes the season's news, the families maneuver to reinforce their standing. Ellen's presence tests their tolerance, and some propose to exclude her from formal gatherings. Archer, valuing fairness and image, urges that she be received, enlisting the van der Luydens, arbiters of Old New York, to signal acceptance. A ceremonial dinner restores Ellen's social footing while revealing the mechanisms of prestige and exclusion. Archer positions himself as both insider and mediator, confident that decorum can absorb disruption. The narrative follows the rhythm of calls, visits, and rituals, showing how each gesture carries weight and how reputation shapes community decisions.

Behind the courtesies lie serious questions about Ellen's marriage abroad and the possibility of divorce. Family lawyers consult Archer, placing him between professional duty and personal sympathy. He learns that a public legal break would invite scandal, affecting everyone connected to her. Ellen's candid manner contrasts with the guarded speech around her, and Archer finds himself drawn to her independence even as he advises caution. The elders counsel restraint, emphasizing collective stability over individual relief. Gradually, Archer recognizes how the law, like etiquette, serves the same end: preserving a settled order. The issue of divorce becomes a lens on the society's limits.

Seeking clarity, Archer supports advancing his own marriage plans, believing decisiveness will affirm his loyalties. A trip to Florida to visit the Wellands underscores the mutual expectations binding the couple and their households. Meanwhile, Ellen sets up a modest home that reflects her wish for autonomy within acceptable bounds. Their conversations grow more searching, yet they remain punctilious about convention. Archer confronts the dissonance between his ideals and the life mapped out for him. The narrative balances polite scenes and unspoken tensions, tracing how small choices, an invitation, a visit, a postponement, accumulate into decisive turns that neither etiquette nor intention can fully control.

With plans realized, domestic routines form around visits, dinners, and obligations that leave little room for ambiguity. Archer continues his professional ascent, and May fulfills expectations with grace and steadiness, emblematic of the trust their world places in continuity. Encounters with Ellen occur within carefully monitored spaces, from drawing rooms to quiet walks, where conversation hints at possibilities not taken. Travel and brief separations throw these connections into relief without breaking them. The novel maintains a discreet distance, noting gestures and pauses that communicate as strongly as declarations. Archer measures his choices against what can be sustained without open rupture.

The social calendar shifts to summer resorts and autumn returns, carrying the characters through a cycle of gatherings. Financial tremors among acquaintances, including a widely discussed scandal, expose the fragility beneath polished surfaces. A family health crisis draws relatives together and gives Ellen a renewed role within the clan, though her unconventional status remains unresolved. Archer's inner restlessness, pressed by circumstance rather than confession, sharpens as familiar rooms begin to feel confining. The narrative dwells on settings, parlors, clubs, seaside lawns, that stage the conflict between inherited patterns and untested desires, showing how public spaces regulate even the most private calculations.

Turning points arrive quietly: a conversation that clarifies loyalties, a promise worded with care, an invitation accepted or declined at cost. Elders act to settle uncertainties, using influence to steer outcomes toward stability. May's steadfastness and tact gain definition, revealing her awareness of the stakes and of the network that safeguards her world. Archer faces decisions that pit aspiration against duty, with every option exacting a different kind of loss. The story emphasizes mutual consideration as much as self-denial, framing choice less as dramatic rebellion than as a negotiation within boundaries. Moments of resolve reshape connections without open confrontation.

A resolution consistent with the society's principles takes shape, and time begins to soften immediate urgencies. Careers advance, households expand, and the city itself evolves, shifting from older venues to grander institutions that symbolize a new order. Ellen's path diverges quietly from the routines of Old New York, leaving behind impressions rather than scenes. Archer's life assumes a recognizable form, measured by adherence to roles he once questioned. The narrative moves forward by implication, letting years compress into recollection. Change arrives not as rupture but as gradual accommodation, and what was once fiercely defended becomes, for a new generation, mere history.

By aligning intimate choices with communal pressures, the novel presents a portrait of a culture that values harmony over candor and continuity over reinvention. Its central message concerns the power of social forms to define happiness and the cost of maintaining them when feeling diverges from rule. Without exposing confidences, it shows how people honor one another through restraint, and how such restraint can both protect and constrain. The Age of Innocence thus distills a moment when tradition governs ambitions and when courage takes the shape of consideration, leaving readers with a measured understanding of desire shaped by duty.
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    Edith Wharton’s The Age of Innocence is set largely in New York City during the early 1870s, at the opening of the Gilded Age. The novel’s geography maps the elite world of Fifth Avenue brownstones, Washington Square, and Gramercy Park, with seasonal migrations to Newport, Rhode Island. The story begins at the Academy of Music on East 14th Street, an emblem of old New York society, during a performance of Gounod’s Faust—a Paris premiere of 1859, popular in New York after 1863. Steamship travel connected these circles to London and Paris, while Central Park, nearing completion by the mid-1870s, framed fashionable promenades.

The novel portrays the tight-knit “Knickerbocker” establishment—old Dutch and English-descended families such as the fictional Van der Luydens—whose authority rested on lineage, real estate, and rigid codes of conduct. Their world prized ritual: visiting cards, carefully curated dinner lists, opera boxes handed down through generations, and charity balls that affirmed hierarchy. The period’s social life was policed by hostesses modeled on figures like Caroline Schermerhorn Astor, and by arbiters such as Ward McAllister. Within this milieu, propriety regulated courtship, marriage, and reputation, encapsulating the tension between personal desire and communal expectations that the novel dramatizes with historical precision.

The post–Civil War economy accelerated industrial expansion, corporate consolidation, and urban growth from the late 1860s through the 1880s. Railroads knit the continent, exemplified by the 1869 golden spike at Promontory Summit, while magnates like Cornelius Vanderbilt built transportation empires; financiers such as J. P. Morgan began to orchestrate capital markets. New York’s wealth multiplied through banking, import-export firms, and dry-goods houses. This prosperity amplified social stratification and forged a divide between “old money” and new industrial fortunes. The novel mirrors this divide by depicting a caste that values pedigree over entrepreneurial wealth, even as its members invest in the very enterprises reshaping the nation.

Cultural dominance in the 1870s centered on the Academy of Music (opened 1854), whose limited “stock boxes” signaled belonging among New York’s old elite. Excluded industrial fortunes later financed the Metropolitan Opera House, opened in 1883 at Broadway and 39th Street, to challenge that monopoly. Ward McAllister and Mrs. Astor defended the older institution, while spectacles like the 1883 Vanderbilt ball displayed new money’s power. The novel’s opening at the Academy of Music, with attention to boxes and seating hierarchies, captures the moment before the Metropolitan shifted cultural capital—dramatizing how venues encoded social rank and controlled access to prestige.

Marriage and divorce laws in New York formed a decisive backdrop. Through the nineteenth century, New York permitted absolute divorce only on the ground of adultery, a restriction that endured until 1966. Legal separations could be obtained for cruelty or desertion, but remarriage was barred. Ecclesiastical disapproval, especially within elite Episcopalian circles, compounded the stigma. Private detectives, corroboration rules, and public scandal made divorce perilous. The Countess Olenska’s contemplated divorce reflects these conditions: her European experience exposes more liberal attitudes toward marital dissolution, while New York’s legal and social architecture traps her in a system designed to preserve family reputations over individual well-being.

The 1870s also saw sensational trials that shaped opinion. The 1875 Beecher–Tilton case, in which journalist Theodore Tilton accused prominent Brooklyn preacher Henry Ward Beecher of adultery with Elizabeth Tilton, riveted the nation; the civil jury deadlocked, but reputations were permanently altered. Newspapers such as the New York Times and the Brooklyn Eagle reported lurid testimony, revealing how accusations of sexual misconduct could consume public attention and ruin social standing. Wharton’s narrative invokes this atmosphere of scrutiny: Ellen Olenska’s rumored improprieties, and the community’s obsession with appearances, mirror the era’s fascination with scandal and its punitive social consequences.

Women’s economic rights in New York improved incrementally under the Married Women’s Property Acts of 1848 and 1860, allowing wives to hold separate property and earnings. Yet guardianship, inheritance conventions, and social power remained male-dominated, and a wife’s mobility—legal and financial—was constrained by custom. Alimony and custody were unevenly granted and often conditioned by moral judgments. The novel filters these realities through Newland Archer’s legal perspective and the Mingott family’s maneuvering: the law’s letter hovers in conversation, while the law’s spirit is enforced in drawing rooms. Ellen’s vulnerability—despite wealth and title—exemplifies how status could not fully shield women from structural dependency.

Immigration reshaped New York across the mid-to-late nineteenth century. Castle Garden, the city’s immigration station from 1855 to 1890, processed millions, primarily from Ireland and German states in these decades. Labor conflicts, tenement overcrowding, and charitable responses accompanied this influx. Federal laws like the Page Act (1875) and the Chinese Exclusion Act (1882) signaled tightening national boundaries. While the novel’s elite rarely interact with newcomers, their philanthropy and distance from immigrant neighborhoods expose a segregated city. The insularity of Fifth Avenue parlors stands against the demographic transformation occurring south of 14th Street, highlighting the chasm between patrician rituals and urban realities.

Municipal politics in the period were dominated by Tammany Hall. William M. “Boss” Tweed’s ring controlled contracts and patronage until investigative reporting by the New York Times and cartoons by Thomas Nast in Harper’s Weekly precipitated indictments in 1871. Tweed was convicted in 1873; his downfall revealed massive fraud in public works. The old families in Wharton’s world largely avoid overt political engagement, preferring private governance through social sanction and philanthropy. This studied apoliticism, depicted in the novel’s cultivated quiet, underscores how elite stability coexisted with machine rule—a city run by two systems: public patronage below, private etiquette above.

The Panic of 1873, triggered by the collapse of Jay Cooke & Company and overinvestment in railroads, initiated a six-year depression in the United States. Banks failed, construction halted, and unemployment surged in 1873–1879. New York financiers recalibrated portfolios to safer bonds and blue-chip railroad securities, while social calendars, paradoxically, endured. The novel’s atmosphere of material security—houses, servants, European travel—exists beside an economy vulnerable to shocks. Wharton’s portrayal of families guarding assets and reputations suggests a defensive posture born of volatile markets: stability is manufactured through exclusivity, even as external financial risk threatens inherited certainties.

Transatlantic marriages, linking American wealth to European titles, marked the era. Heiresses such as Jennie Jerome (married Lord Randolph Churchill in 1874) and later Consuelo Vanderbilt (married the 9th Duke of Marlborough in 1895) symbolized exchanges of cash for status. Social climbers staged lavish entertainments—often at Delmonico’s—to gain recognition from the old guard. Ellen Olenska’s European ties, and the aura of foreign courts surrounding her, align with this phenomenon, though her case also shows the costs of such alliances. The novel scrutinizes how international prestige could dazzle New Yorkers while exposing them to different, sometimes harsher, marital conventions and scandals.

Ward McAllister (1827–1895) formalized upper-class ritual through the Patriarchs, an exclusive dancing assembly founded in 1872 that curated guest lists for balls at Delmonico’s. With Mrs. Astor, he later popularized the notion of the “Four Hundred,” publicized in 1892 as the number that could fit in her ballroom. These institutions regulated access to society by codifying behavior and lineage. In the novel, polite calls, dinner invitations, and opera boxes function as instruments of social governance—precisely the mechanisms McAllister celebrated. The emphasis on who is received, and under what conditions, reflects this era’s bureaucratization of respectability and its gatekeeping theatrics.

Urban development transformed the elite’s environment. Central Park, designed by Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux after an 1857 competition, reached near-completion by the mid-1870s and offered carriage drives and skating ponds. Fifth Avenue evolved into a corridor of mansions, while gaslights, improved sewerage, and new department stores changed daily life. Elevated railways began operation in the late 1860s and expanded through the 1870s, accelerating northward residential shifts. In Wharton’s world, however, the favored mode remains the private carriage, and the tempo of calling hours resists the city’s increasing speed—a contrast underscoring the elite’s desire to insulate time as well as space.

Philanthropy served as both moral duty and social theater. Organizations such as the Association for Improving the Condition of the Poor (founded 1843) and the Children’s Aid Society (1853) mobilized donations and volunteer work from elite women, who organized fairs, bazaars, and charity balls. The Charity Organization Society of New York (1882) later advocated “scientific charity.” Such endeavors reinforced class hierarchies while providing a public language of benevolence. The novel depicts hostessing, subscriptions, and committee memberships as extensions of status. Acts of giving—carefully publicized—help maintain cohesion among families, even as they skirt structural causes of poverty visible elsewhere in the city.

International events shaped elite itineraries and sensibilities. The Franco–Prussian War (1870–1871) and the Siege of Paris disrupted fashionable winter seasons and altered European court politics, while the proclamation of the French Third Republic in 1870 recast Parisian society. Americans continued to study art, music, and manners abroad; steamship crossings became faster after the successful 1866 transatlantic cable. In the novel, Ellen’s Parisian past and cosmopolitan acquaintances signal exposure to looser European salons. Set against New York’s controlled drawing rooms, these references show how global upheavals and cultural capitals influenced taste and conduct, even as old New York tried to police its boundaries.

The novel functions as a critique of social control mechanisms that privileged lineage over individuality. It exposes how reputational surveillance—exercised through invitations, opera boxes, and family councils—imposes collective discipline with quasi-legal force. The rigid divorce regime, and the Episcopal-inflected moral climate, particularly constrain women: Ellen Olenska’s choices are circumscribed not only by statute but by ostracism. Newland Archer’s legal training cannot reconcile private ethics with public ritual, revealing the hollowness of a system that extols innocence while punishing candor. By staging conflicts in parlors rather than courts, Wharton illuminates how power operates invisibly, yet decisively, within elite institutions.

The book also indicts class complacency amid urban inequality and political corruption. Old New York’s fastidious apoliticism—set against Tammany rule, industrial volatility, and mass immigration—appears as a refusal of civic responsibility. The Academy of Music’s exclusivity, the Patriarchs’ curated lists, and dynastic marriages reproduce privilege while claiming cultural guardianship. By contrasting European scandals with American prudery, Wharton shows that “innocence” is a myth sustained by exclusion and silence. The social order resists innovation—from the Metropolitan Opera to new capital—until compelled by spectacle or utility. The narrative thus reveals a polity governed by etiquette rather than justice, and by fear of change rather than principle.
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    Edith Wharton (1862–1937) was an American novelist, short-story writer, and critic whose work defined the social novel of the Gilded Age and its aftermath. The first woman to win the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, she combined exacting social observation with formal control, producing narratives that dissect privilege, desire, and the costs of conformity. Her career encompassed fiction, travel writing, design criticism, and reportage, and she lived a transatlantic life between the United States and Europe. From the turn of the twentieth century onward, Wharton emerged as a central figure in American realism and a keen interpreter of the rituals and restraints of elite society.

Born into a wealthy New York milieu, Wharton received a private education that emphasized languages, literature, and the arts, supplemented by prolonged stays in Europe. Early and voracious reading shaped her sense of form, while exposure to classical and continental traditions sharpened her eye for architecture and manners. She began publishing poems and stories in magazines in her youth, and her interest in space and taste led to a foundational work of design theory, The Decoration of Houses, co-written with Ogden Codman Jr. That book articulated her preference for clarity, proportion, and historical awareness—principles that would later inform the structure and texture of her fiction.

Wharton’s first volumes of short fiction, including The Greater Inclination and Crucial Instances, established her as a writer of polished technique and moral nuance. Her major breakthrough came with The House of Mirth in the mid-1900s, a novel whose portrait of New York high society drew wide readership and critical debate. The book set the pattern for her social novels: exact social settings, psychological penetration, and an unsentimental view of ambition and constraint. During these years she also formed an important literary friendship with Henry James. Their conversations and correspondence reinforced her commitment to craft, point of view, and the international dimensions of realism.

Across the 1910s and early 1920s, Wharton demonstrated striking range. Ethan Frome offered a stark New England tragedy, The Custom of the Country charted ruthless social ascent, and The Age of Innocence examined codes of Old New York; the latter brought her the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction. She published travel books such as Italian Villas and Their Gardens and works of criticism, as well as ghost stories and novellas. Her sentences balance irony and sympathy, and her interiors—rooms, gardens, cities—function as moral landscapes. Readers and reviewers alike recognized her authority on the interplay of taste, money, and marriage within modernizing American and European societies.

Settling for extended periods in France, Wharton reported on and participated in civilian relief during World War I. She organized workrooms for women, supported housing and assistance for refugees, and wrote journalism and essays that documented the conflict’s impact, collected in volumes such as Fighting France. Her efforts brought official recognition in France, including honors for humanitarian service. This period broadened her subject matter and deepened the ethical concerns of her fiction, as questions of duty, displacement, and endurance entered her narratives. The war years also solidified her identification with transatlantic culture, a perspective that informed both her nonfiction and later novels.

Wharton continued to publish prominently through the 1920s and early 1930s. Story cycles like Old New York revisited earlier eras with archaeological precision, while novels such as Twilight Sleep, The Children, Hudson River Bracketed, and The Gods Arrive explored modernity’s nervous energies and artistic vocation. She also reflected on her life and art in the memoir A Backward Glance. Beyond books, her design sensibility endured: at The Mount, her home in Lenox, Massachusetts, she applied the compositional principles advanced in The Decoration of Houses to architecture and gardens. The estate became a working laboratory for her belief that environments shape character and narrative.

In her later years Wharton made France her primary home, maintaining an active literary life until her death in the late 1930s. She left a body of work that remains central to studies of American realism, the Gilded Age, and transatlantic modernity. Critics read her as both satirist and moral historian, attentive to the aesthetic and economic pressures that govern intimate choices. Her novels and stories continue to inspire stage and film adaptations and are widely taught. The Mount operates as a museum and center for letters, reflecting her dual legacy in design and literature, while her wartime example anchors a record of public engagement.
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On a January evening of the early seventies, Christine Nilsson[1] was singing in Faust[2] at the Academy of Music in New York.

Though there was already talk of the erection, in remote metropolitan distances "above the Forties," of a new Opera House which should compete in costliness and splendour with those of the great European capitals, the world of fashion was still content to reassemble every winter [1q]in the shabby red and gold boxes of the sociable old Academy. Conservatives cherished it for being small and inconvenient, and thus keeping out the "new people" whom New York was beginning to dread and yet be drawn to; and the sentimental clung to it for its historic associations, and the musical for its excellent acoustics, always so problematic a quality in halls built for the hearing of music.

It was Madame Nilsson's first appearance that winter, and what the daily press had already learned to describe as "an exceptionally brilliant audience" had gathered to hear her, transported through the slippery, snowy streets in private broughams, in the spacious family landau, or in the humbler but more convenient "Brown coupe[3]." To come to the Opera in a Brown coupe was almost as honourable a way of arriving as in one's own carriage; and departure by the same means had the immense advantage of enabling one (with a playful allusion to democratic principles) to scramble into the first Brown conveyance in the line, instead of waiting till the cold-and-gin congested nose of one's own coachman gleamed under the portico of the Academy. It was one of the great livery-stableman's most masterly intuitions to have discovered that Americans want to get away from amusement even more quickly than they want to get to it.

When Newland Archer opened the door at the back of the club box the curtain had just gone up on the garden scene. There was no reason why the young man should not have come earlier, for he had dined at seven, alone with his mother and sister, and had lingered afterward over a cigar in the Gothic library with glazed black-walnut bookcases and finial-topped chairs which was the only room in the house where Mrs. Archer allowed smoking. But, in the first place, New York was a metropolis, and perfectly aware that in metropolises it was "not the thing" to arrive early at the opera; and what was or was not "the thing" played a part as important in Newland Archer's New York as the inscrutable totem terrors that had ruled the destinies of his forefathers thousands of years ago.

The second reason for his delay was a personal one. He had dawdled over his cigar because he was at heart a dilettante[4],[2q] and thinking over a pleasure to come often gave him a subtler satisfaction than its realisation. This was especially the case when the pleasure was a delicate one, as his pleasures mostly were; and on this occasion the moment he looked forward to was so rare and exquisite in quality that—well, if he had timed his arrival in accord with the prima donna's stage-manager he could not have entered the Academy at a more significant moment than just as she was singing: "He loves me—he loves me not—HE LOVES ME!—" and sprinkling the falling daisy petals with notes as clear as dew.

She sang, of course, "M'ama!" and not "he loves me," since an unalterable and unquestioned law of the musical world required that the German text of French operas sung by Swedish artists should be translated into Italian for the clearer understanding of English-speaking audiences. This seemed as natural to Newland Archer as all the other conventions on which his life was moulded: such as the duty of using two silver-backed brushes with his monogram in blue enamel to part his hair, and of never appearing in society without a flower (preferably a gardenia) in his buttonhole.

"M'ama ... non m'ama ...[5]" the prima donna sang, and "M'ama!", with a final burst of love triumphant, as she pressed the dishevelled daisy to her lips and lifted her large eyes to the sophisticated countenance of the little brown Faust-Capoul, who was vainly trying, in a tight purple velvet doublet and plumed cap, to look as pure and true as his artless victim.

Newland Archer, leaning against the wall at the back of the club box, turned his eyes from the stage and scanned the opposite side of the house. Directly facing him was the box of old Mrs. Manson Mingott, whose monstrous obesity had long since made it impossible for her to attend the Opera, but who was always represented on fashionable nights by some of the younger members of the family. On this occasion, the front of the box was filled by her daughter-in-law, Mrs. Lovell Mingott, and her daughter, Mrs. Welland; and slightly withdrawn behind these brocaded matrons sat a young girl in white with eyes ecstatically fixed on the stagelovers. As Madame Nilsson's "M'ama!" thrilled out above the silent house (the boxes always stopped talking during the Daisy Song) a warm pink mounted to the girl's cheek, mantled her brow to the roots of her fair braids, and suffused the young slope of her breast to the line where it met a modest tulle tucker fastened with a single gardenia. She dropped her eyes to the immense bouquet of lilies-of-the-valley on her knee, and Newland Archer saw her white-gloved finger-tips touch the flowers softly. He drew a breath of satisfied vanity and his eyes returned to the stage.

No expense had been spared on the setting, which was acknowledged to be very beautiful even by people who shared his acquaintance with the Opera houses of Paris and Vienna. The foreground, to the footlights, was covered with emerald green cloth. In the middle distance symmetrical mounds of woolly green moss bounded by croquet hoops formed the base of shrubs shaped like orange-trees but studded with large pink and red roses. Gigantic pansies, considerably larger than the roses, and closely resembling the floral pen-wipers made by female parishioners for fashionable clergymen, sprang from the moss beneath the rose-trees; and here and there a daisy grafted on a rose-branch flowered with a luxuriance prophetic of Mr. Luther Burbank's far-off prodigies.

In the centre of this enchanted garden Madame Nilsson, in white cashmere slashed with pale blue satin, a reticule dangling from a blue girdle, and large yellow braids carefully disposed on each side of her muslin chemisette, listened with downcast eyes to M. Capoul's impassioned wooing, and affected a guileless incomprehension of his designs whenever, by word or glance, he persuasively indicated the ground floor window of the neat brick villa projecting obliquely from the right wing.

"The darling!" thought Newland Archer, his glance flitting back to the young girl with the lilies-of-the-valley. "She doesn't even guess what it's all about." And he contemplated her absorbed young face with a thrill of possessorship in which pride in his own masculine initiation was mingled with a tender reverence for her abysmal purity. "We'll read Faust together ... by the Italian lakes ..." he thought, somewhat hazily confusing the scene of his projected honey-moon with the masterpieces of literature which it would be his manly privilege to reveal to his bride. It was only that afternoon that May Welland had let him guess that she "cared" (New York's consecrated phrase of maiden avowal), and already his imagination, leaping ahead of the engagement ring, the betrothal kiss and the march from Lohengrin, pictured her at his side in some scene of old European witchery.

He did not in the least wish the future Mrs. Newland Archer to be a simpleton. He meant her (thanks to his enlightening companionship) to develop a social tact and readiness of wit enabling her to hold her own with the most popular married women of the "younger set," in which it was the recognised custom to attract masculine homage while playfully discouraging it. If he had probed to the bottom of his vanity (as he sometimes nearly did) he would have found there the wish that his wife should be as worldly-wise and as eager to please as the married lady whose charms had held his fancy through two mildly agitated years; without, of course, any hint of the frailty which had so nearly marred that unhappy being's life, and had disarranged his own plans for a whole winter.

How this miracle of fire and ice was to be created, and to sustain itself in a harsh world, he had never taken the time to think out; but he was content to hold his view without analysing it, since he knew it was that of all the carefully-brushed, white-waistcoated, button-hole-flowered gentlemen who succeeded each other in the club box, exchanged friendly greetings with him, and turned their opera-glasses critically on the circle of ladies who were the product of the system. In matters intellectual and artistic Newland Archer felt himself distinctly the superior of these chosen specimens of old New York gentility; he had probably read more, thought more, and even seen a good deal more of the world, than any other man of the number. Singly they betrayed their inferiority; but grouped together they represented "New York," and the habit of masculine solidarity made him accept their doctrine on all the issues called moral. He instinctively felt that in this respect it would be troublesome—and also rather bad form—to strike out for himself.

"Well—upon my soul!" exclaimed Lawrence Lefferts, turning his opera-glass abruptly away from the stage. Lawrence Lefferts was, on the whole, the foremost authority on "form" in New York. He had probably devoted more time than any one else to the study of this intricate and fascinating question; but study alone could not account for his complete and easy competence. One had only to look at him, from the slant of his bald forehead and the curve of his beautiful fair moustache to the long patent-leather feet at the other end of his lean and elegant person, to feel that the knowledge of "form" must be congenital in any one who knew how to wear such good clothes so carelessly and carry such height with so much lounging grace. As a young admirer had once said of him: "If anybody can tell a fellow just when to wear a black tie with evening clothes and when not to, it's Larry Lefferts." And on the question of pumps versus patent-leather "Oxfords" his authority had never been disputed.

"My God!" he said; and silently handed his glass to old Sillerton Jackson[6].

Newland Archer, following Lefferts's glance, saw with surprise that his exclamation had been occasioned by the entry of a new figure into old Mrs. Mingott's box. It was that of a slim young woman, a little less tall than May Welland, with brown hair growing in close curls about her temples and held in place by a narrow band of diamonds. The suggestion of this headdress, which gave her what was then called a "Josephine look," was carried out in the cut of the dark blue velvet gown rather theatrically caught up under her bosom by a girdle with a large old-fashioned clasp. The wearer of this unusual dress, who seemed quite unconscious of the attention it was attracting, stood a moment in the centre of the box, discussing with Mrs. Welland the propriety of taking the latter's place in the front right-hand corner; then she yielded with a slight smile, and seated herself in line with Mrs. Welland's sister-in-law, Mrs. Lovell Mingott, who was installed in the opposite corner.

Mr. Sillerton Jackson had returned the opera-glass to Lawrence Lefferts. The whole of the club turned instinctively, waiting to hear what the old man had to say; for old Mr. Jackson was as great an authority on "family" as Lawrence Lefferts was on "form." He knew all the ramifications of New York's cousinships; and could not only elucidate such complicated questions as that of the connection between the Mingotts (through the Thorleys) with the Dallases of South Carolina, and that of the relationship of the elder branch of Philadelphia Thorleys to the Albany Chiverses (on no account to be confused with the Manson Chiverses of University Place), but could also enumerate the leading characteristics of each family: as, for instance, the fabulous stinginess of the younger lines of Leffertses (the Long Island ones); or the fatal tendency of the Rushworths to make foolish matches; or the insanity recurring in every second generation of the Albany Chiverses, with whom their New York cousins had always refused to intermarry—with the disastrous exception of poor Medora Manson, who, as everybody knew ... but then her mother was a Rushworth.

In addition to this forest of family trees, Mr. Sillerton Jackson carried between his narrow hollow temples, and under his soft thatch of silver hair, a register of most of the scandals and mysteries that had smouldered under the unruffled surface of New York society within the last fifty years. So far indeed did his information extend, and so acutely retentive was his memory, that he was supposed to be the only man who could have told you who Julius Beaufort, the banker, really was, and what had become of handsome Bob Spicer, old Mrs. Manson Mingott's father, who had disappeared so mysteriously (with a large sum of trust money) less than a year after his marriage, on the very day that a beautiful Spanish dancer who had been delighting thronged audiences in the old Opera-house on the Battery had taken ship for Cuba. But these mysteries, and many others, were closely locked in Mr. Jackson's breast; for not only did his keen sense of honour forbid his repeating anything privately imparted, but he was fully aware that his reputation for discretion increased his opportunities of finding out what he wanted to know.

The club box, therefore, waited in visible suspense while Mr. Sillerton Jackson handed back Lawrence Lefferts's opera-glass. For a moment he silently scrutinised the attentive group out of his filmy blue eyes overhung by old veined lids; then he gave his moustache a thoughtful twist, and said simply: "I didn't think the Mingotts would have tried it on."
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Newland Archer, during this brief episode, had been thrown into a strange state of embarrassment.

It was annoying that the box which was thus attracting the undivided attention of masculine New York should be that in which his betrothed was seated between her mother and aunt; and for a moment he could not identify the lady in the Empire dress, nor imagine why her presence created such excitement among the initiated. Then light dawned on him, and with it came a momentary rush of indignation. No, indeed; no one would have thought the Mingotts would have tried it on!

But they had; they undoubtedly had; for the low-toned comments behind him left no doubt in Archer's mind that the young woman was May Welland's cousin, the cousin always referred to in the family as "poor Ellen Olenska." Archer knew that she had suddenly arrived from Europe a day or two previously; he had even heard from Miss Welland (not disapprovingly) that she had been to see poor Ellen, who was staying with old Mrs. Mingott. Archer entirely approved of family solidarity, and one of the qualities he most admired in the Mingotts was their resolute championship of the few black sheep that their blameless stock had produced. There was nothing mean or ungenerous in the young man's heart, and he was glad that his future wife should not be restrained by false prudery from being kind (in private) to her unhappy cousin; but to receive Countess Olenska in the family circle was a different thing from producing her in public, at the Opera of all places, and in the very box with the young girl whose engagement to him, Newland Archer, was to be announced within a few weeks. No, he felt as old Sillerton Jackson felt; he did not think the Mingotts would have tried it on!

He knew, of course, that whatever man dared (within Fifth Avenue's limits) that old Mrs. Manson Mingott, the Matriarch of the line, would dare. He had always admired the high and mighty old lady, who, in spite of having been only Catherine Spicer of Staten Island, with a father mysteriously discredited, and neither money nor position enough to make people forget it, had allied herself with the head of the wealthy Mingott line, married two of her daughters to "foreigners" (an Italian marquis and an English banker), and put the crowning touch to her audacities by building a large house of pale cream-coloured stone (when brown sandstone seemed as much the only wear as a frock-coat in the afternoon) in an inaccessible wilderness near the Central Park.

Old Mrs. Mingott's foreign daughters had become a legend. They never came back to see their mother, and the latter being, like many persons of active mind and dominating will, sedentary and corpulent in her habit, had philosophically remained at home. But the cream-coloured house (supposed to be modelled on the private hotels of the Parisian aristocracy) was there as a visible proof of her moral courage; and she throned in it, among pre-Revolutionary furniture and souvenirs of the Tuileries of Louis Napoleon (where she had shone in her middle age), as placidly as if there were nothing peculiar in living above Thirty-fourth Street, or in having French windows that opened like doors instead of sashes that pushed up.

Every one (including Mr. Sillerton Jackson) was agreed that old Catherine had never had beauty—a gift which, in the eyes of New York, justified every success, and excused a certain number of failings. Unkind people said that, like her Imperial namesake, she had won her way to success by strength of will and hardness of heart, and a kind of haughty effrontery that was somehow justified by the extreme decency and dignity of her private life. Mr. Manson Mingott had died when she was only twenty-eight, and had "tied up" the money with an additional caution born of the general distrust of the Spicers; but his bold young widow went her way fearlessly, mingled freely in foreign society, married her daughters in heaven knew what corrupt and fashionable circles, hobnobbed with Dukes and Ambassadors, associated familiarly with Papists, entertained Opera singers, and was the intimate friend of Mme. Taglioni; and all the while (as Sillerton Jackson was the first to proclaim) there had never been a breath on her reputation; the only respect, he always added, in which she differed from the earlier Catherine.

Mrs. Manson Mingott had long since succeeded in untying her husband's fortune, and had lived in affluence for half a century; but memories of her early straits had made her excessively thrifty, and though, when she bought a dress or a piece of furniture, she took care that it should be of the best, she could not bring herself to spend much on the transient pleasures of the table. Therefore, for totally different reasons, her food was as poor as Mrs. Archer's, and her wines did nothing to redeem it. Her relatives considered that the penury of her table discredited the Mingott name, which had always been associated with good living; but people continued to come to her in spite of the "made dishes" and flat champagne, and in reply to the remonstrances of her son Lovell (who tried to retrieve the family credit by having the best chef in New York) she used to say laughingly: "What's the use of two good cooks in one family, now that I've married the girls and can't eat sauces?"

Newland Archer, as he mused on these things, had once more turned his eyes toward the Mingott box. He saw that Mrs. Welland and her sister-in-law were facing their semicircle of critics with the Mingottian APLOMB which old Catherine had inculcated in all her tribe, and that only May Welland betrayed, by a heightened colour (perhaps due to the knowledge that he was watching her) a sense of the gravity of the situation. As for the cause of the commotion, she sat gracefully in her corner of the box, her eyes fixed on the stage, and revealing, as she leaned forward, a little more shoulder and bosom than New York was accustomed to seeing, at least in ladies who had reasons for wishing to pass unnoticed.

Few things seemed to Newland Archer more awful than an offence against "Taste," that far-off divinity of whom "Form" was the mere visible representative and vicegerent. Madame Olenska's pale and serious face appealed to his fancy as suited to the occasion and to her unhappy situation; but the way her dress (which had no tucker) sloped away from her thin shoulders shocked and troubled him. He hated to think of May Welland's being exposed to the influence of a young woman so careless of the dictates of Taste.

"After all," he heard one of the younger men begin behind him (everybody talked through the Mephistopheles-and-Martha scenes), "after all, just WHAT happened?"

"Well—she left him; nobody attempts to deny that."

"He's an awful brute, isn't he?" continued the young enquirer, a candid Thorley, who was evidently preparing to enter the lists as the lady's champion.

"The very worst; I knew him at Nice," said Lawrence Lefferts with authority. "A half-paralysed white sneering fellow—rather handsome head, but eyes with a lot of lashes. Well, I'll tell you the sort: when he wasn't with women he was collecting china. Paying any price for both, I understand."

There was a general laugh, and the young champion said: "Well, then——?"

"Well, then; she bolted with his secretary."

"Oh, I see." The champion's face fell.

"It didn't last long, though: I heard of her a few months later living alone in Venice. I believe Lovell Mingott went out to get her. He said she was desperately unhappy. That's all right—but this parading her at the Opera's another thing."

"Perhaps," young Thorley hazarded, "she's too unhappy to be left at home."

This was greeted with an irreverent laugh, and the youth blushed deeply, and tried to look as if he had meant to insinuate what knowing people called a "double entendre."

"Well—it's queer to have brought Miss Welland, anyhow," some one said in a low tone, with a side-glance at Archer.

"Oh, that's part of the campaign: Granny's orders, no doubt," Lefferts laughed. "When the old lady does a thing she does it thoroughly."

The act was ending, and there was a general stir in the box. Suddenly Newland Archer felt himself impelled to decisive action. The desire to be the first man to enter Mrs. Mingott's box, to proclaim to the waiting world his engagement to May Welland, and to see her through whatever difficulties her cousin's anomalous situation might involve her in; this impulse had abruptly overruled all scruples and hesitations, and sent him hurrying through the red corridors to the farther side of the house.

As he entered the box his eyes met Miss Welland's, and he saw that she had instantly understood his motive, though the family dignity which both considered so high a virtue would not permit her to tell him so. The persons of their world lived in an atmosphere of faint implications and pale delicacies, and the fact that he and she understood each other without a word seemed to the young man to bring them nearer than any explanation would have done. Her eyes said: "You see why Mamma brought me," and his answered: "I would not for the world have had you stay away."

"You know my niece Countess Olenska?" Mrs. Welland enquired as she shook hands with her future son-in-law. Archer bowed without extending his hand, as was the custom on being introduced to a lady; and Ellen Olenska bent her head slightly, keeping her own pale-gloved hands clasped on her huge fan of eagle feathers. Having greeted Mrs. Lovell Mingott, a large blonde lady in creaking satin, he sat down beside his betrothed, and said in a low tone: "I hope you've told Madame Olenska that we're engaged? I want everybody to know—I want you to let me announce it this evening at the ball."

Miss Welland's face grew rosy as the dawn, and she looked at him with radiant eyes. "If you can persuade Mamma," she said; "but why should we change what is already settled?" He made no answer but that which his eyes returned, and she added, still more confidently smiling: "Tell my cousin yourself: I give you leave. She says she used to play with you when you were children."

She made way for him by pushing back her chair, and promptly, and a little ostentatiously, with the desire that the whole house should see what he was doing, Archer seated himself at the Countess Olenska's side.

"We DID use to play together, didn't we?" she asked, turning her grave eyes to his. "You were a horrid boy, and kissed me once behind a door; but it was your cousin Vandie Newland, who never looked at me, that I was in love with." Her glance swept the horse-shoe curve of boxes. "Ah, how this brings it all back to me—I see everybody here in knickerbockers and pantalettes," she said, with her trailing slightly foreign accent, her eyes returning to his face.

Agreeable as their expression was, the young man was shocked that they should reflect so unseemly a picture of the august tribunal before which, at that very moment, her case was being tried. Nothing could be in worse taste than misplaced flippancy; and he answered somewhat stiffly: "Yes, you have been away a very long time."

"Oh, centuries and centuries; so long," she said, "that I'm sure I'm dead and buried, and this dear old place is heaven;" which, for reasons he could not define, struck Newland Archer as an even more disrespectful way of describing New York society.
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It invariably happened in the same way.

Mrs. Julius Beaufort, on the night of her annual ball, never failed to appear at the Opera; indeed, she always gave her ball on an Opera night in order to emphasise her complete superiority to household cares, and her possession of a staff of servants competent to organise every detail of the entertainment in her absence.

The Beauforts' house was one of the few in New York that possessed a ball-room (it antedated even Mrs. Manson Mingott's and the Headly Chiverses'); and at a time when it was beginning to be thought "provincial" to put a "crash" over the drawing-room floor and move the furniture upstairs, the possession of a ball-room that was used for no other purpose, and left for three-hundred-and-sixty-four days of the year to shuttered darkness, with its gilt chairs stacked in a corner and its chandelier in a bag; this undoubted superiority was felt to compensate for whatever was regrettable in the Beaufort past.

Mrs. Archer, who was fond of coining her social philosophy into axioms, had once said: "We all have our pet common people—" and though the phrase was a daring one, its truth was secretly admitted in many an exclusive bosom. But the Beauforts were not exactly common; some people said they were even worse. Mrs. Beaufort belonged indeed to one of America's most honoured families; she had been the lovely Regina Dallas (of the South Carolina branch), a penniless beauty introduced to New York society by her cousin, the imprudent Medora Manson, who was always doing the wrong thing from the right motive. When one was related to the Mansons and the Rushworths one had a "droit de cite" (as Mr. Sillerton Jackson, who had frequented the Tuileries, called it) in New York society; but did one not forfeit it in marrying Julius Beaufort?

The question was: who was Beaufort? He passed for an Englishman, was agreeable, handsome, ill-tempered, hospitable and witty. He had come to America with letters of recommendation from old Mrs. Manson Mingott's English son-in-law, the banker, and had speedily made himself an important position in the world of affairs; but his habits were dissipated, his tongue was bitter, his antecedents were mysterious; and when Medora Manson announced her cousin's engagement to him it was felt to be one more act of folly in poor Medora's long record of imprudences.

But folly is as often justified of her children as wisdom, and two years after young Mrs. Beaufort's marriage it was admitted that she had the most distinguished house in New York. No one knew exactly how the miracle was accomplished. She was indolent, passive, the caustic even called her dull; but dressed like an idol, hung with pearls, growing younger and blonder and more beautiful each year, she throned in Mr. Beaufort's heavy brown-stone palace, and drew all the world there without lifting her jewelled little finger. The knowing people said it was Beaufort himself who trained the servants, taught the chef new dishes, told the gardeners what hot-house flowers to grow for the dinner-table and the drawing-rooms, selected the guests, brewed the after-dinner punch and dictated the little notes his wife wrote to her friends. If he did, these domestic activities were privately performed, and he presented to the world the appearance of a careless and hospitable millionaire strolling into his own drawing-room with the detachment of an invited guest, and saying: "My wife's gloxinias are a marvel, aren't they? I believe she gets them out from Kew."

Mr. Beaufort's secret, people were agreed, was the way he carried things off. It was all very well to whisper that he had been "helped" to leave England by the international banking-house in which he had been employed; he carried off that rumour as easily as the rest—though New York's business conscience was no less sensitive than its moral standard—he carried everything before him, and all New York into his drawing-rooms, and for over twenty years now people had said they were "going to the Beauforts'" with the same tone of security as if they had said they were going to Mrs. Manson Mingott's, and with the added satisfaction of knowing they would get hot canvas-back ducks and vintage wines, instead of tepid Veuve Clicquot without a year and warmed-up croquettes from Philadelphia.

Mrs. Beaufort, then, had as usual appeared in her box just before the Jewel Song; and when, again as usual, she rose at the end of the third act, drew her opera cloak about her lovely shoulders, and disappeared, New York knew that meant that half an hour later the ball would begin.

The Beaufort house was one that New Yorkers were proud to show to foreigners, especially on the night of the annual ball. The Beauforts had been among the first people in New York to own their own red velvet carpet and have it rolled down the steps by their own footmen, under their own awning, instead of hiring it with the supper and the ball-room chairs. They had also inaugurated the custom of letting the ladies take their cloaks off in the hall, instead of shuffling up to the hostess's bedroom and recurling their hair with the aid of the gas-burner; Beaufort was understood to have said that he supposed all his wife's friends had maids who saw to it that they were properly coiffees when they left home.

Then the house had been boldly planned with a ball-room, so that, instead of squeezing through a narrow passage to get to it (as at the Chiverses') one marched solemnly down a vista of enfiladed drawing-rooms (the sea-green, the crimson and the bouton d'or), seeing from afar the many-candled lustres reflected in the polished parquetry, and beyond that the depths of a conservatory where camellias and tree-ferns arched their costly foliage over seats of black and gold bamboo.

Newland Archer, as became a young man of his position, strolled in somewhat late. He had left his overcoat with the silk-stockinged footmen (the stockings were one of Beaufort's few fatuities), had dawdled a while in the library hung with Spanish leather and furnished with Buhl and malachite, where a few men were chatting and putting on their dancing-gloves, and had finally joined the line of guests whom Mrs. Beaufort was receiving on the threshold of the crimson drawing-room.

Archer was distinctly nervous. He had not gone back to his club after the Opera (as the young bloods usually did), but, the night being fine, had walked for some distance up Fifth Avenue before turning back in the direction of the Beauforts' house. He was definitely afraid that the Mingotts might be going too far; that, in fact, they might have Granny Mingott's orders to bring the Countess Olenska to the ball.

From the tone of the club box he had perceived how grave a mistake that would be; and, though he was more than ever determined to "see the thing through," he felt less chivalrously eager to champion his betrothed's cousin than before their brief talk at the Opera.

Wandering on to the bouton d'or drawing-room (where Beaufort had had the audacity to hang "Love Victorious," the much-discussed nude of Bouguereau) Archer found Mrs. Welland and her daughter standing near the ball-room door. Couples were already gliding over the floor beyond: the light of the wax candles fell on revolving tulle skirts, on girlish heads wreathed with modest blossoms, on the dashing aigrettes and ornaments of the young married women's coiffures, and on the glitter of highly glazed shirt-fronts and fresh glace gloves.

Miss Welland, evidently about to join the dancers, hung on the threshold, her lilies-of-the-valley in her hand (she carried no other bouquet), her face a little pale, her eyes burning with a candid excitement. A group of young men and girls were gathered about her, and there was much hand-clasping, laughing and pleasantry on which Mrs. Welland, standing slightly apart, shed the beam of a qualified approval. It was evident that Miss Welland was in the act of announcing her engagement, while her mother affected the air of parental reluctance considered suitable to the occasion.

Archer paused a moment. It was at his express wish that the announcement had been made, and yet it was not thus that he would have wished to have his happiness known. To proclaim it in the heat and noise of a crowded ball-room was to rob it of the fine bloom of privacy which should belong to things nearest the heart. His joy was so deep that this blurring of the surface left its essence untouched; but he would have liked to keep the surface pure too. It was something of a satisfaction to find that May Welland shared this feeling. Her eyes fled to his beseechingly, and their look said: "Remember, we're doing this because it's right."

No appeal could have found a more immediate response in Archer's breast; but he wished that the necessity of their action had been represented by some ideal reason, and not simply by poor Ellen Olenska. The group about Miss Welland made way for him with significant smiles, and after taking his share of the felicitations he drew his betrothed into the middle of the ball-room floor and put his arm about her waist.

"Now we shan't have to talk," he said, smiling into her candid eyes, as they floated away on the soft waves of the Blue Danube.

She made no answer. Her lips trembled into a smile, but the eyes remained distant and serious, as if bent on some ineffable vision. "Dear," Archer whispered, pressing her to him: it was borne in on him that the first hours of being engaged, even if spent in a ball-room, had in them something grave and sacramental. What a new life it was going to be, with this whiteness, radiance, goodness at one's side!

The dance over, the two, as became an affianced couple, wandered into the conservatory; and sitting behind a tall screen of tree-ferns and camellias Newland pressed her gloved hand to his lips.

"You see I did as you asked me to," she said.

"Yes: I couldn't wait," he answered smiling. After a moment he added: "Only I wish it hadn't had to be at a ball."

"Yes, I know." She met his glance comprehendingly. "But after all—even here we're alone together, aren't we?"

"Oh, dearest—always!" Archer cried.

Evidently she was always going to understand; she was always going to say the right thing. The discovery made the cup of his bliss overflow, and he went on gaily: "The worst of it is that I want to kiss you and I can't." As he spoke he took a swift glance about the conservatory, assured himself of their momentary privacy, and catching her to him laid a fugitive pressure on her lips. To counteract the audacity of this proceeding he led her to a bamboo sofa in a less secluded part of the conservatory, and sitting down beside her broke a lily-of-the-valley from her bouquet. She sat silent, and the world lay like a sunlit valley at their feet.

"Did you tell my cousin Ellen?" she asked presently, as if she spoke through a dream.

He roused himself, and remembered that he had not done so. Some invincible repugnance to speak of such things to the strange foreign woman had checked the words on his lips.

"No—I hadn't the chance after all," he said, fibbing hastily.

"Ah." She looked disappointed, but gently resolved on gaining her point. "You must, then, for I didn't either; and I shouldn't like her to think—"

"Of course not. But aren't you, after all, the person to do it?"

She pondered on this. "If I'd done it at the right time, yes: but now that there's been a delay I think you must explain that I'd asked you to tell her at the Opera, before our speaking about it to everybody here. Otherwise she might think I had forgotten her. You see, she's one of the family, and she's been away so long that she's rather—sensitive."

Archer looked at her glowingly. "Dear and great angel! Of course I'll tell her." He glanced a trifle apprehensively toward the crowded ball-room. "But I haven't seen her yet. Has she come?"

"No; at the last minute she decided not to."

"At the last minute?" he echoed, betraying his surprise that she should ever have considered the alternative possible.

"Yes. She's awfully fond of dancing," the young girl answered simply. "But suddenly she made up her mind that her dress wasn't smart enough for a ball, though we thought it so lovely; and so my aunt had to take her home."

"Oh, well—" said Archer with happy indifference. Nothing about his betrothed pleased him more than her resolute determination to carry to its utmost limit that ritual of ignoring the "unpleasant" in which they had both been brought up.

"She knows as well as I do," he reflected, "the real reason of her cousin's staying away; but I shall never let her see by the least sign that I am conscious of there being a shadow of a shade on poor Ellen Olenska's reputation."
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In the course of the next day the first of the usual betrothal visits were exchanged. The New York ritual was precise and inflexible in such matters; and in conformity with it Newland Archer first went with his mother and sister to call on Mrs. Welland, after which he and Mrs. Welland and May drove out to old Mrs. Manson Mingott's to receive that venerable ancestress's blessing.

A visit to Mrs. Manson Mingott was always an amusing episode to the young man. The house in itself was already an historic document, though not, of course, as venerable as certain other old family houses in University Place and lower Fifth Avenue. Those were of the purest 1830, with a grim harmony of cabbage-rose-garlanded carpets, rosewood consoles, round-arched fire-places with black marble mantels, and immense glazed book-cases of mahogany; whereas old Mrs. Mingott, who had built her house later, had bodily cast out the massive furniture of her prime, and mingled with the Mingott heirlooms the frivolous upholstery of the Second Empire. It was her habit to sit in a window of her sitting-room on the ground floor, as
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