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THE AWKWARD AGE
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INTRODUCTION

Disappointment can harass the confidence necessary for creation but it can also do the reverse and act as a stimulant. For it to revitalize and not crush there has to be a swift abandonment of what brought it about, a candid recognition of having thrust along the wrong path. It was not hubris or even experiment which led Henry James to stray from fiction to plays during the early nineties. Far less sensitive ears than his had detected the shift of social comment from the story to the stage, and for him at that moment it seemed no more than a natural progression that his dialogue should advance from being read to being spoken. All he was certain of, and this only in his kind, humble way, was that his art was singularly capable of picking up the nuances of a darkly altering scene. The wits and the moralists, Wilde, Ibsen and others, saw the old veneer cracking and were far from tentative in their exposure of what lay beneath it. James, the recognized master of surfaces and what they concealed, believed that he had a role among the playwrights who were transforming the turgid Victorian theatre. It was an error and it took him five years and four unproduced comedies, plus the disaster of Guy Domville, to recognize it as such. When he did there was elation rather than despair – ‘It has been a great relief to feel that one of the most detestable incidents in my life has closed.’ He was injured and bewildered as people are when they have, very roughly in his case, been forced to recognize that they have laid claim to what can never be theirs, then healed and renewed. There was pain but no sense of waste. If the novel could not extend itself via the theatre, then the conditions of the play would be employed to carry the talk in fiction to hitherto unsuspected depths. The novel was his unchallengeable ground and no one would dispute his right to strike fresh routes through it.

For all the quickness of recovery, it took Henry James a fair while to fully come to terms with his 1890–95 years of hurt and failure, and label them as his ‘strange sacred time’, as he realized that without all the true creativity which had gone into them and ensured the magnitude of his defeat, there would have been little development in his writing. The experience had virtually hounded him into another ‘originality’, and at fifty-two, when he was so elaborately set in his old ways! He was ageing, the century was ageing, and yet he was beginning! The latent possibilities of his new play-inspired style made him visionary and alert. He changed all his ways. The countryside instead of Kensington, a typist taking down his spoken words instead of the silence of his pen, bicycle rides instead of pavement walks, provincial values and entertainments instead of sophistication. He had retired in order to start again. Rye would provide his perspective for what was occurring in London, Lamb House might well be seen as his retreat by his friends but to him it would be his observatory. Society had reached one of its moments of flux and corruption, and because of what the stage had taught him he would be able to devise a means by which his readers would have to participate in his tale of it if they wanted to know what was happening.

Such a way of writing fiction was all right for Gyp, he said in his Preface to The Awkward Age, but far from all right for a novelist with his reputation. Gyp was the nom-de-plume of Marie-Antoinette de Riquetti de Mirabeau, comtesse de Martel de Janville, a delightful satirical entertainer who wrote almost entirely in dialogue highly readable pieces such as Mademoiselle Loulou and Le Mariage de Chiffon, and who struck James ‘as mistress, in her levity, of one of the happiest of forms’. But, as the sales of The Awkward Age proved, it was not a happy form for Anglo-Saxons who might consume it when it came in the shape of speeches across the footlights, but who would ‘flagrantly reject it when served, so to speak, au naturel’. So accustomed to densely descriptive pages was the novel-reading public that ‘an English, an American Gyp would typographically offend, and that would be the end of her’. The publishers, it was true, had always clamoured for plenty of dialogue of a sort, but they found ‘dialogue organic and dramatic, speaking for itself, representing and embodying substance and form… an uncanny and abhorrent thing…’ Long-running plays made few people want to read what was being declaimed. Perhaps, James thought, he should have allowed the Gyp influence to show. While not pretending that she had no influence, he had kept the fact rather hidden. But although he read her light sketches with enjoyment she was too like the author of the French novel which Lord Petherton and Little Aggie romp over in Tishy Grendon’s tainted house for his readers to think of her in the same breath as himself. Great writers can surprise their admirers by their occasional respect for what the latter would call trash.

The concept of a play-novel began to spin in his imagination even before it became necessary to find a project sufficiently engrossing to obliterate the first-night jeers of Guy Domville. But so much had happened to him during this bewildering last decade of the century that he knew he would have to prepare himself like a writer at the start of his career before he could carry it through. It was not the time to bravely ‘go on’, it was the moment to begin anew. Mortality was everywhere. The theatre venture had run parallel with his young sister’s long illness and death. Alice James had arrived from Massachusetts in 1884 (when he was writing The Bostonians) and had died from cancer of the breast ten years later. Unknown to Henry she kept a diary which, when they later received copies, shocked her brothers. Henry destroyed his, William made no mention of having ever received it. It was courageous about death and caustic about the British. Alice and Henry were devoted and close to each other during these London–Leamington years, and she – and after her death the diary – caused him to reflect on her fate, not as a middle-aged spinster, but as a young woman in a well-to-do family. ‘… in our family group girls seem scarcely to have had a chance… tragic health was, in a manner, the only solution for her of the practical problem of life.’ He had written in his notebook, ‘Youth, the most beautiful word in the language.’ But what happened in youth? If one was a girl either nothing, or the ritual disposal of her purity to a husband.

Turning back the clock for himself, about to try his hand as ‘another’ writer, James began to look at human thresholds. Girls are growing up in his 1896–9 tales and are knowing. Maisie in What Maisie Knew is an aware child who is too young for her brilliant inner life to be darkened by what she knows about the adults who surround her. Leon Edel recognizes Maisie as the little Henry James, precocious, endangered, yet whose innocence is made safe by art. After Maisie comes The Turn of the Screw with Flora and Miles (a dead, seventeen-year-old Miles is briefly recollected by his brother in The Awkward Age). Whether they are polluted or not has long been a matter of necessary speculation. His ‘little book’ is how James described it, for unlike so many of the tales he now intended for the magazines, it hadn’t galloped away with him. A story of similar length was offered to Harper’s Weekly for $3,000, but it burst all bounds before he was a fraction of the path through it and he was obliged to tell the editor that ‘I can’t do the very little thing any more’, and promised to try again. This intended ‘very little thing’ was The Awkward Age, and the reason why it wouldn’t stay little was because he had switched from the pen to the reckless joys of dictation.

Just before leaving London for Rye his right wrist had grown painful. It was while he was working on What Maisie Knew. His brother William prescribed rest for the rheumatic arm and suggested that he should employ somebody to take-down his fiction. Thus, in 1897, there came the purchase which was to bring about an historic development in the English novel, Henry James’s typewriter. Plus, and of equivalent importance, a typist to work it. Play it, one might almost say. There was also the all-important fact that rarely again would the master be alone in a silent room during the hours of creation. From henceforth his mornings would be filled with the sounds of his own voice and the machine. The decided fatigue of long spells of pen and ink vanished, to be replaced by zest as his sentences rolled effortlessly on, or could be made to wander obliquely or fold back into parentheses. Most fascinatingly, this talking-down the tale made it possible for him to weave together the ‘literary’ and the vernacular with an otherwise impossible precision. Slang itself could appear as the mot juste. Dictation soon had a marked effect on Henry James’s conversation which, from the time of The Awkward Age onwards, began to awe, puzzle and dazzle his friends with its circumlocutions. Not nearly enough praise has gone to that key figure of this period, his typist, a young Scot named William MacAlpine, who toiled part-time as a shorthand-reporter and part-time as the near-miraculous person capable of taking-down the master’s ‘late manner’. It enabled James to be ‘Proustian before Proust’, as Edel put it.

But while for the novelist himself it was a swift, undrudging fashion in which to work, for his now long-established readership it was a very different story. The Awkward Age and subsequent novels for them meant getting down to work, and not having the old easy access to a favourite author’s latest delights. In today’s terms there could be an analogy with a good radio play in which the listener has to fill out all kinds of spaces by his own creative processes. James’s public, accustomed to receiving every written action, inflection and description, blanched at this novel minimalism and was equally loath, on the other hand, to make the effort which was necessary to ‘hear’ talk set down with all the complexity and beauty of spoken music. And without any proper understanding of which there was simply no book.

The Awkward Age is approached via a welcomed upheaval in Henry James’s life. With London exhibiting its hollowness, he had a craving for some pretty spot where he could be sociable outside his sacred working hours but out of reach of Society itself. Strong feelings for both cities and the countryside had always run in parallel with him. Cities had their eras of pollution when it was wise to forsake them. Under so many ugly pressures – gross display of wealth, the manipulation of the conventions for every kind of self-protection or advancement, the hypocrisies released by the Wilde trial, and much else – the decent surface had fissured and exposed what lay beneath. It was a sight to force his retreat so as to take stock of what was happening. The for so long toyed-with notion of a house of innocence far from the West End and what it represented was now a matter of urgency. The house would stand for the old values and dignity, and would be as unlike that in The Spoils of Poynton as it would be possible to imagine. Poynton is the temple to the god of acquiring, collecting and amassment. This short novel about a mother who values her objets d’art more than her son’s happiness is James’s preparation for the devastating criticism of society which would be given full expression in What Maisie Knew and The Awkward Age. In these stories it would not be an ageing moralist who condemned the loss of standards and the new vulgarity, but uncomfortably observant adolescents, young girls who were conventionally supposed not to see or hear what was going on.

During the summer of 1897 one of those little avalanches of coincidence which, though not uncommon in life, are best kept out of fiction, occurred to Henry James during a visit to Bournemouth. One day, immediately after reading a volume of the letters of Edward FitzGerald which W. Aldis Wright had edited, James went for a stroll and met and talked with the brother of ‘Posh’ Fletcher, the poet’s fisherman friend. As if this were not coincidence enough, a letter inviting him to FitzGerald’s Suffolk coastline awaited him on his return. It was from an American cousin holidaying at Dunwich. He went, and soon the five of them – the cousin had brought her three daughters with her – were exploring the neighbourhood. Two things had particularly struck James as he read FitzGerald’s letters: the ancient resonance of place-names like Saxmundham, and the constant by-play made by the poet of his forsaking of society for cosy rural seclusion, his reluctance to come up to town, and his comically extravagant preference for being out of things. Although Fitz had been dead for fourteen years his presence seemed to pervade the little east Suffolk towns which Henry James was now seeing in all their remoteness. Extraordinarily remote to him was Beccles.

Soon after his return from Suffolk, James sealed his own withdrawn future by signing a twenty-one years’ lease for Lamb House, Rye, at £70 per annum. The rusticated die was cast. It was there a year later that, now with full mastery of his new ‘spoken’ story-telling art, he poured out to his stenographer MacAlpine The Awkward Age. Ignoring the limits set by magazine editors, he let the long novel flow on until all was said. The creation was swift and was completed between September and December 1898. It opens with Mr Longdon, an elderly bachelor from Beccles (he is fifty-five, the same age as the writer), waking up to the perils threatening society, and closes with his rescuing of a girl from a milieu which has long since made it impossible for her to know the meaning of innocence. The girl is Fernanda Brookenham and she is the grand-daughter of Lady Julia, a woman who was the epitome of the old social virtues, and whom the youthful Longdon hopelessly loved. Fernanda – Nanda – will encounter the not-too-fustian remnants of these virtues at old, quiet, warm-bricked Lamb House which, in the novel, like Santa Casa, has been wafted, lock, stock and gardens, from Rye to Beccles. Mr Longdon has to visit London after an absence of thirty years to gain first-hand knowledge of its moral decline. Henry James has to abandon it after almost as long being part of its intricate social culture to gain a perspective on its failings. The Awkward Age is about the desertion of principle, about being young and growing old, and about what happens to young and old alike when they are caught up in one of society’s periodic ethical scene-shifts.

But as others have pointed out it isn’t just Nanda’s and Mr Longdon’s generations which are at the ‘awkward age’. With the nineteenth century nearly over and the twentieth almost upon them, all the characters are ill at ease and are without the poise of Lady Julia or the certainties of Mr Longdon. Mrs Brookenham, Nanda’s mother, is exquisitely awkward and James’s description of her helplessly running into obstacles, instead of being protected from all danger by her birthright, is just one aspect of the magnificent portrait he has drawn of a woman who is both captivating – and nothing. Her son Harold, light-fingered and runtish, is decidedly awkward to have around. Her husband doesn’t care enough to be awkward about her lover – which is subtly awkward for their friends. The lover, Vanderbank, is made awkward by his own attractiveness which is openly commented upon by both men and women. Mitchy is the awkward creature of the times, the millionaire tradesman’s son who is too rich to be excluded from society. Lord Petherton sponges on him, as does Harold for trifling amounts, and as will the Duchess, in effect, when she captures him and his fortune for her niece Agnesina. The Duchess’s relentless duenna-ship has kept every awkwardness from her Little Aggie, presenting her, immaculate at the altar, to Mitchy, who is not supposed to find Petherton’s subsequent interest in her awkward at all. Only the servants reveal a complete absence of awkwardness as they announce entrances and effect exits, are sharply ordered about, and abide their time. ‘Mrs Brook’ and her set, knowing that they see all, are cold and peremptory with them. James has taken them straight from a drawing-room stage drama of much door-opening.

The complexity into which Mrs Brook and her set, and most of all Mr Longdon, are thrown is as much the result of dawning freedoms as disobedience towards the old restraints. While underhandedly breaking the old rules they have no longing for change. Threatened by it, their response is either cruel and vulgar or, in one of the group’s in-phrases, ‘too beautiful’. (The handsome but invalid Jonathan Sturges, like Vanderbank aged thirty-four, had been James’s guest during the writing of The Awkward Age and had called the Rye fishermen’s ‘What Ho!’ ‘too beautiful’.) Too beautiful intentionally was the talk in Mrs Brook’s salon in fashionable Buckingham Crescent, too deliberately clever and lovely for what lay behind it to show, at least not too realistically. ‘There are more things [to talk about] in London… than anywhere else in the world; hence the charm of the dramatic struggle reflected in my book, the struggle somehow to fit propriety into a smooth general case which is really all the while bristling and crumbling into fierce particular ones,’ said Henry James in his later Preface to the novel. Certainly a ‘fierce particular’ issue which was struggling from the ‘smooth general case’ at this time was that of the New Woman. Vivien Jones has drawn attention to the fact that The Awkward Age appeared at a moment when women’s freedom and education were being hotly debated, and not long after the feminist Mrs Crackanthorpe had instigated in the press a series of articles on female emancipation under the title ‘The Revolt of the Daughters’. James’s sister Alice too had a very radical tongue on such matters, and while his Nanda must not be at all closely connected with a fin de siècle women’s movement, her having her own sitting-room, latch-key, servant, her freedom to visit friends or receive them on her own, smoke, etc., and especially to decide her own future, do point to something stronger than lack of supervision. Though the last thing that she herself wants to be is liberated by such behaviour. Having the terribly unwanted knowledge of the free goings-on all around her, she would far rather be her grandmother Lady Julia than any woman of her own day. Mr Longdon saves her by taking her back with him to the ideals which her contemporaries are challenging. It is these, not he, that she weds.

And then there is the question of money, on the personality-distorting effects of which Henry James is as astute as Jane Austen. Mitchy the shoemaker’s son has £40,000 a year, but the aristocratic Brookenhams, with their town house and their apparently modest place in Gloucestershire (they call it ‘The Hovel’), have had to obtain a modest £ 1,200 a year to stay afloat. The rich but modest-living Mr Longdon pumps Van hard on the Brookenhams’ means. Van is evasive. It is not that he thinks it strange or tasteless that such inquiries should be made on the very first night of their acquaintance but that, as somebody who himself contrives to exist in society on a small salary for which, unlike anyone else in the novel, he works hard, he wants to show Mr Longdon how they forget money at Mrs Brook’s. ‘She must have had something,’ persists the old man, who of course remembers her background. ‘Yes, indeed, she had something – and she always has her intense cleverness. She knows thoroughly how. They do it tremendously well… Oh, they’re all right,’ says Van evasively. Mitchy, much later on, more accurately reflects the group’s hard interest in wealth when he describes Mr Longdon as ‘bloated’.

By then the latter has made up his mind to ‘doter’ Nanda, as the Duchess frankly puts it, and he would similarly doter Van if lack of money restrained him from proposing to her and making her happy. But Van has no intention of marrying his lover’s daughter because she has been sullied by the too-free conduct of the Buckingham Crescent set of which he is the Apollo. Knowing that charmers must charm before the charmed begin to smell a rat, James allows us to like and even admire Van very much, until mounting evidence of his astute self-protection undermines our pleasure in him. Only part of his leisure is spent talking at Mrs Brook’s; there are regular weekends at country houses where her son has witnessed his less cerebral diversions. His sitting-room is crammed with photographic trophies in rich frames, the pin-ups of the age. He doesn’t love Mrs Brook, who is six years his senior though still very beautiful. Intimacy is achieved by the very free stylized talk for which her salon is famous. But she loves him, and so does her daughter Nanda, needless to add. So would any woman. Van exists to receive the kind of love which he cannot return. But Nanda is not ‘any woman’. Her mother knows this and it embarrasses her. Long before Nanda knows that Van will reject her, she has made up her mind to reject him because she recognizes that, ungiving though he is, he is all that her mother possesses, all that she has. Such a profound understanding is further evidence of her undesirable maturity. Nanda has certainly acquired something during her unfortunate wanderings betwixt schoolroom and drawing-room – kindness and wisdom. There is the question of her plainness. Mr Longdon finds it incomprehensible. As she is the image of Lady Julia, how can she be plain? In this, as in every other matter to do with ageing men having to come to terms with changing values, Henry James is speaking highly personally via his alter ego from Beccles.

As he approached his fifties James became more and more preoccupied, not so much with lost youth, as with the varying measurements of childhood’s comprehension of what it was witnessing. Nanda’s was to be the ultimate degree of such comprehension to be placed beneath his microscope. The asexuality of children was part of the preferred Victorian dream and he was then more than ever before drawn to frequent explorations of this fantasy. Neither he nor his sister Alice had been able to refrain from the comparison of English and American girlhoods in particular, with their very differently set standards of freedom, education and protection. The novelist had long observed that in Britain these standards had been so ritualized that an adolescent girl was often neither free, taught nor safe. In much of Europe there was severity under the ritual, and a virgin could still be delivered ignorant to her husband-to-be. That she should be so was indeed the major duty of her mother. English mothers tended towards a conventional acceptance of the rites but did not press the rules. A woman who had been married from the schoolroom might well resent the sudden ageing which could occur when, still under forty, a replica of herself at eighteen, her hair up for the first time and ravishing in her first adult finery, descended to the drawing-room. It was a piquant situation which attracted many writers. It is the opening dilemma of Ouida’s novel Moths when Lady Dolly, aged thirty-four and the toast of the French Riviera, is unable to prevent her sixteen-year-old daughter from joining her. ‘What on earth shall I do with her?’ – meaning, ‘How can I hide her?’ English girls, coming out, were credited with the strengths of innocence, yet it was in ignorance that they were married-off, swiftly to give birth and thus set the entire guarded process in motion once again.

Mrs Brook, Henry James’s most brilliant creation in The Awkward Age, was married-off in her teens, knowing nothing, to a nobody. They had four children, two of whom are kept well out of the story, two of whom provide its threats. Now forty, she sees all too clearly the wastes ahead of her ‘lovely, silly eyes’. Whether the Duchess, her husband’s cousin, was married off to her Italian duke, we are not told. Certainly there appear to have been no wastes either before or during her widowhood. One feels that she made a career out of being a wife and is now making a second one out of being an aunt, a duenna in the grand continental tradition. Henry James is intensely interested in precocity, his Duchess dreads it. ‘Don’t understand, my darling – don’t understand!’ But when Mr Longdon is shown Aggie’s photograph, one of the many in Van’s bachelor rooms, he destroys the artifice by saying, ‘She’s very beautiful – but she’s not a little girl.’ Van then reveals his own sexual sophistication by lightly explaining that Italian girls develop early and, anyway, he never had been able to tell how old or how young girls are. However, he is quite inexperienced in the kind of relationship which is now rushing ahead over cigarettes in his rooms, after rain had forced him and Mr Longdon to leave Mrs Brook’s in a four-wheeler. Their question and answer session leaves them mutually spellbound. What is admitted at this first meeting lays down the ground-plan of all that is to follow. Opening the story by means of the beginning of a friendship between two men so ethically distant that they have to build all kinds of bridges in order to communicate is one of James’s most fascinating devices. Here the old commonplace of fiction – the dramatic conflict ensuing from the injustice of there being one law for men and quite another law for women – is used to bring a startling new impetus to the subject: and this via the creaky old business of chaperonage. Van’s many affairs cannot impair his eligibility or make him impure. For sixteen-year-old Aggie even to have heard (and understood) about affairs could fatally compromise her as a marriage prize. For nineteen-year-old Nanda, a naturally intelligent young grown-up who can truthfully say, as any person her age surely must be able to say, ‘there was never a time when I didn’t know something or other and that I became more and more aware as I grew older, of a hundred little chinks of daylight’, there is no eligibility at all. It has long vanished. Her mother knows it; it is why she no longer makes any semblance of constraint.

Leon Edel suggests that we may see in Nanda and Aggie a double projection of Henry James himself in late adolescence, that part of him which was continentalized by travel and nourished with the forbidden fruit of French novels, and that other side of him which was the serious young literary novice making what he could of his native New England environment when he was Nanda’s age. The young are violated most by conventional forms of social protection, and by the not-so-young’s erotic interest in the stages of their maturing. The manner in which the Duchess promotes a sensual interest in Aggie’s purity, though expert and socially admirable, comes close to that of a bawd. Nanda, on the other hand, with no ‘purity’ to display, emancipated from all this little-girl whiteness, has access to the many shades of existence. This is what terrifies her mother and her circle. Aggie and Nanda, says Henry James in his Preface, ‘were projected as small things, yet finally had to be provided for as comparative monsters’. One of them had been removed ‘from the sphere of the play of her mind’ by early marriage, the other had not.

The Awkward Age is fitted together in ten books or sections which are made to span Mr Longdon’s remembrance of his past and Nanda’s contemplation of her future. His history determines her fate. Although Book One is entitled ‘Lady Julia’, it is really about her unsuccessful lover’s sudden wish to follow up the careers of her descendants after many years. He expects their London to be very unlike his, but is bewildered by the changes. Like Edward FitzGerald, he exaggerates his Suffolk provinciality as he catechizes Van. ‘You do put one through!’ says the young man who finds that although his elderly new friend has no presence, he had ‘somehow an effect’. Mr Longdon pumps him shamelessly for facts. Blatant questions on his income and habits are put in order to loosen him up for the real information required, that on Nanda. It leads Van to a denunciation of London’s vulgarity and corruption which is Henry James’s own criticism of the life he has fled from.


‘But beauty, in London… staring, glaring, obvious, knock-down beauty, as plain as a poster on a wall, an advertisement of soap or whisky, something that speaks to the crowd and crosses the foot-lights, fetches such a price in the market that the absence of it, for a woman with a girl to marry, inspires endless terrors and constitutes for the wretched pair – to speak of mother and daughter alone – a sort of social bankruptcy. London doesn’t love the latent or the lurking, has neither time, nor taste, nor sense for anything less discernible than the red flag in front of the steamroller. It wants cash over the counter and letters ten feet high. Therefore, you see, it’s all as yet rather a dark question for poor Nanda – a question that, in a way, quite occupies the foreground of her mother’s earnest little life.’


This is the ferocious London which jeered at the first night of Guy Domville. Van, who is more part of it than he would wish, and who has already privately likened Mr Longdon to a priest, opens his worldly heart to this probing visitor. ‘You see we don’t in the least know where we are. We’re lost – and you find us.’ It is Mr Longdon’s intention to do more than just find Nanda, he means to save, her, to free her from the smart cant which masquerades as high culture and emotion at Buckingham Crescent.

The florid Anglo-Italian Duchess with her loud and certain pronouncements is the foil to Mrs Brookenham and her now fearful uncertainties. The Duchess has ‘bloomed in the hothouse of her widowhood’, as Van cattily puts it, and now she is exclusively and entirely engaged in damping down the slightest sexual fire in or around her niece. Fanned by marriage, let them rage as they will. ‘Mr Longdon’s impenetrability crashed like glass at the elbow-touch of this large, handsome, practised woman who walked for him, like some brazen pagan goddess, in a cloud of queer legend.’ We hear of her ‘acquired Calabrian sonorities, from her voluminous title down’ and can see her as the perfect Edith Evans role. The Duchess urges Mrs Brook to marry Nanda off… ‘soon… and while you can’. Men won’t marry girls who have been ‘pitchforked into everything’. Mrs Brook defends her failure to prevent Nanda from discovering about life by saying, ‘The sort of men I know anything about… are not looking for mechanical dolls. They’re looking for smart, safe, sensible, English girls.’ Unconsciously she gives herself away. Nanda is not safe. But neither has she been ‘pitchforked’ anywhere; she has gone where she has gone by her own free will – even to Tishy Grendon’s unrespectable house – and as a natural part of growingup. The verbal battles between Mrs Brook and the Duchess are comic and serious, the dialogue sparkling and tender by turn. Mrs Brook’s pitiful situation is seen in all its vulnerability as troubles beset her from every side, to her bewilderment more than anything else. Why is she, Lady Julia’s child, in this position? How did it happen? In her beloved salon is she talking her way into relationships which are superior to affairs, or talking her way out of a disaster? Her helplessness and her wit are entrancing. They make her desirable to the reader but not to her family and friends, not really. She is spellbound by their disenchantment, and alone when they are present. Her predicament is great, but no Mr Longdon comes to save her. She would like her daughter and herself to live together like two intelligent women, neither concerned with what the other does. What is happening to them is happening throughout society – ‘We’re all in the troupe now… and we must travel with the show.’ Nanda ‘has her little place with the circus – it’s the way we earn our living.’ The Duchess is impatient with Buckingham Crescent’s art-form conversations. She has returned to find that ‘most English talk is like a quadrille in a sentry-box’. Like Mr Longdon, she has been away from London long enough to find nothing as it once was. She booms forth on vanished values, not comprehending that she is giving them too foreign an emphasis. She is a monument from Henry James’s wanderings in Italy, and he delights in her stage-worthiness, giving her plenty of good lines.

Her opposite is Mitchy, the boot-manufacturer’s son. He has no pretensions, which is just as well in that circle. He is young, pleasantly ugly, badly dressed and enormously rich. At the beginning of the novel the Duchess insultingly suggests that he might do for Nanda – ‘We must take what we can get, and I shall be the first to take it.’ Not many pages pass before the Duchess takes him for Aggie, he with his tolerance, awkwardness and his ‘little deep-down delicious niceness, and sweet sensibility’, plus, of course, his barnacle-like friend Lord Petherton to bring Aggie out. Nanda does not blame her; it is her way of discovering her identity, and she has a right, at sixteen, to behave badly. James spares the reader not a jot of the coarseness of the Victorian marriage mart, and through Mr Longdon and Nanda he makes a plea for the virtues of the single state. Mr Longdon’s wealth is used, not to catch her but to free her. Asked about marriage, Nanda says, ‘I shall be one of the people who don’t. I shall be at the end one of those who haven’t.’ She goes to live with Mr Longdon, the man who should have been her grandfather, at Beccles in all the serenity of Lamb House. Nanda’s independence is awesome. She has not come out, she has stepped out from all the trammels with which society confines and restricts women, and will do as she likes. It is, if one may be allowed a pun, a wry ending.

Leon Edel sums up this conclusion with characteristic percipience:


Mr Longdon achieved what Henry James had done all his life – harbour within his house, the house of the novelist’s inner world, the spirit of a young adult female, worldly-wise and curious, possessing a treasure of unassailable virginity and innocence and able to yield to the masculine active world-searching side of James an ever-fresh and exquisite vision of feminine youth and innocence. For this was the androgynous nature of the creator and the drama of his novels; innocence and worldliness, the paradisial America and the cruel and corrupt Europe – or in other variations, youthful ignorant America and wise and civilized Europe.

In no earlier novel had James called British society so to account. The Awkward Age records his complete disenchantment.


Just as at a party or gathering one makes a stab at what is actually occurring, what is really being said, below or beyond the flood of talk and sociability, so one must make an effort to see and hear beyond the quicksilver talk and very slow movement of The Awkward Age. It is the surface alone which leads one to the story’s depths, this shimmering surface which rises without warning to glitteringly dangerous points, or lurches into blackness and vulgarity. Mrs Brook’s own talk attracts multiple conclusions which, drawn as they are from the conversation of a woman who uses her own drawing-room as a confessional, make one apprehensive and questioning. The action is sparse, the talk torrential. The diarist Ivy Jacquier, after reading Portrait of a Lady, commented, ‘He writes no novels, it is one long frieze and he depicts a part, and what he does not depict goes on, before and after, like life of which one can only know one part.’ In The Awkward Age it is customary to see only Nanda, Aggie and perhaps Mr Longdon as innocents who are, in their different ignorances, getting to know what is going on. But what of those who think they know, like Mitchy, or are sure they know, like Van and the Duchess, or who cannot bear to know, like Mrs Brookenham? Or, more crucially, the reader himself? The curtain has gone up and will, in Chapter XXXVIII, come down on something perfectly dramatically begun and ended, but with nobody knowing all they should, the reader included. Self-knowledge can be obtained only at a cost, at being defiled by ‘knowing’. A conventional marriage alone permits a young woman to ‘know’, and thus proceed to self-knowledge. Aggie is thrust through the convention by her old-fashioned aunt so that she can break out, not settle down. Nanda, self-aware, dismisses marriage.
RONALD BLYTHE
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NOTE ON THE TEXT

OCTOBER 1898 –JANUARY 1899:

The Awkward Age serialized in Harper’s Weekly, New York, in fourteen instalments. The novel was not then divided into ten books.

25 APRIL 1899:

Published in hardback by William Heinemann, London.

12 MAY 1899:

Published in hardback by Harper and Brothers, New York, when the ten-book arrangement first appeared.

1908:

Published as Volume IX in the New York edition of the Collected Works. Henry James reduced some of the punctuation of The Awkward Age for this edition.

The text of the Penguin edition follows that of the second 1899 issue.

The Preface is the one which Henry James wrote for the 1908 edition of his Collected Works.




PREFACE

I RECALL with perfect ease the idea in which The Awkward Age had its origin, but reperusal gives me pause in respect to naming it. This composition, as it stands, makes, to my vision – and will have made perhaps still more to that of its readers – so considerable a mass beside the germ sunk in it and still possibly distinguishable, that I am half-moved to leave my small secret undivulged. I shall encounter, I think, in the course of this copious commentary, no better example, and none on behalf of which I shall venture to invite more interest, of the quite incalculable tendency of a mere grain of subject-matter to expand and develop and cover the ground when conditions happen to favour it. I say all, surely, when I speak of the thing as planned, in perfect good faith, for brevity, for levity, for simplicity, for jocosity, in fine, and for an accommodating irony. I invoked, for my protection, the spirit of the lightest comedy, but The Awkward Age was to belong, in the event, to a group of productions, here reintroduced, which have in common, to their author’s eyes, the endearing sign that they assisted in each case an unforeseen principle of growth. They were projected as small things, yet had finally to be provided for as comparative monsters. That is my own title for them, though I should perhaps resent it if applied by another critic – above all in the case of the piece before us, the careful measure of which I have just freshly taken. The result of this consideration has been in the first place to render sharp for me again the interest of the whole process thus illustrated, and in the second quite to place me on unexpectedly good terms with the work itself. As I scan my list I encounter none the ‘history’ of which embodies a greater number of curious truths – or of truths at least by which I find contemplation more enlivened. The thing done and dismissed has ever, at the best, for the ambitious workman, a trick of looking dead if not buried, so that he almost throbs with ecstasy when, on an anxious review, the flush of life re-appears. It is verily on recognizing that flush on a whole side of The Awkward Age that I brand it all, but ever so tenderly, as monstrous – which is but my way of noting the quantity of finish it stows away. Since I speak so undauntedly, when need is, of the value of composition, I shall not beat about the bush to claim for these pages the maximum of that advantage. If such a feat be possible in this field as really taking a lesson from one’s own adventure I feel I have now not failed of it – to so much more demonstration of my profit than I can hope to carry through do I find myself urged. Thus it is that, still with a remnant of self-respect, or at least of sanity, one may turn to complacency, one may linger with pride. Let my pride provoke a frown till I justify it; which – though with more matters to be noted here than I have room for – I shall accordingly proceed to do.

Yet I must first make a brave face, no doubt, and present in its native humility my scant but quite ponderable germ. The seed sprouted1 in that vast nursery of sharp appeals and concrete images which calls itself, for blest convenience, London; it fell even into the order of the minor ‘social phenomena’ with which, as fruit for the observer, that mightiest of the trees of suggestion bristles. It was not, no doubt, a fine purple peach, but it might pass for a round ripe plum, the note one had inevitably had to take of the difference made in certain friendly houses and for certain flourishing mothers by the sometimes dreaded, often delayed, but never fully arrested coming to the forefront of some vague slip of a daughter. For such mild revolutions as these not, to one’s imagination, to remain mild one had had, I dare say, to be infinitely addicted to ‘noticing’; under the rule of that secret vice or that unfair advantage, at any rate, the ‘sitting downstairs’, from a given date, of the merciless maiden previously perched aloft could easily be felt as a crisis. This crisis, and the sense for it in those whom it most concerns, has to confess itself courageously the prime propulsive force of The Awkward Age. Such a matter might well make a scant show for a ‘thick book’, and no thick book, but just a quite charmingly thin one, was in fact originally dreamt of. For its proposed scale the little idea seemed happy – happy, that is, above all in having come very straight; but its proposed scale was the limit of a small square canvas. One had been present again and again at the exhibition I refer to – which is what I mean by the ‘coming straight’ of this particular London impression; yet one was (and through fallibilities that after all had their sweetness, so that one would on the whole rather have kept them than parted with them) still capable of so false a measurement. When I think indeed of those of my many false measurements that have resulted after much anguish, in decent symmetries, I find the whole case, I profess, a theme for the philosopher. The little ideas one wouldn’t have treated save for the design of keeping them small, the developed situations that one would never with malice pre-pense have undertaken, the long stories that had thoroughly meant to be short, the short subjects that had underhandedly plotted to be long, the hypocrisy of modest beginnings, the audacity of misplaced middles, the triumph of intentions never entertained – with these patches, as I look about, I see my experience paved: an experience to which nothing is wanting save, I confess, some grasp of its final lesson.

This lesson would, if operative, surely provide some law for the recognition, the determination in advance, of the just limits and the just extent of the situation, any situation, that appeals, and that yet, by the presumable, the helpful laws of situations, must have its reserves as well as its promises. The story-teller considers it because it promises, and undertakes it, often, just because also making out, as he believes, where the promise conveniently drops. The promise, for instance, of the case I have just named, the case of the account to be taken, in a circle of free talk, of a new and innocent, a wholly unacclimatized presence, as to which such accommodations have never had to come up, might well have appeared as limited as it was lively; and if these pages were not before us to register my illusion I should never have made a braver claim for it. They themselves admonish me, however in fifty interesting ways, and they especially emphasize that truth of the vanity of the a priori test of what an idée-mère2 may have to give. The truth is that what a happy thought has to give depends immensely on the general turn of the mind capable of it, and on the fact that its loyal entertainer, cultivating fondly its possible relations and extensions, the bright efflorescence latent in it, but having to take other things in their order too, is terribly at the mercy of his mind. That organ has only to exhale, in its degree, a fostering tropic air in order to produce complications almost beyond reckoning. The trap laid for his superficial convenience resides in the fact that, though the relations of a human figure or a social occurrence are what make such objects interesting, they also make them, to the same tune, difficult to isolate, to surround with the sharp black line, to frame in the square, the circle, the charming oval, that helps any arrangement of objects to become a picture.3 The story-teller has but to have been condemned by nature to a liberally amused and beguiled, a richly sophisticated, view of relations and a fine inquisitive speculative sense for them, to find himself at moments flounder in a deep warm jungle. These are the moments at which he recalls ruefully that the great merit of such and such a small case, the merit for his particular advised use, had been precisely in the smallness.

I may say at once that this had seemed to me, under the first flush of recognition, the good mark for the pretty notion of the ‘free circle’ put about by having, of a sudden, an ingenuous mind and a pair of limpid searching eyes to count with. Half the attraction was in the current actuality of the thing: repeatedly, right and left, as I have said, one had seen such a drama constituted, and always to the effect of proposing to the interested view one of those questions that are of the essence of drama: what will happen, who suffer, who not suffer, what turn be determined, what crisis created, what issue found? There had of course, to be, as a basis, the free circle, but this was material of that admirable order with which the good London never leaves its true lover and believer long unprovided. One could count them on one’s fingers (an abundant allowance), the liberal firesides beyond the wide glow of which, in a comparative dimness, female adolescence hovered and waited. The wide glow was bright, was favourable to ‘real’ talk, to play of mind, to an explicit interest in life, a due demonstration of the interest by persons qualified to feel it: all of which meant frankness and ease, the perfection, almost, as it were, of intercourse, and a tone as far as possible removed from that of the nursery and the schoolroom – as far as possible removed even, no doubt, in its appealing ‘modernity’, from that of supposedly privileged scenes of conversation twenty years ago. The charm was, with a hundred other things, in the freedom – the freedom menaced by the inevitable irruption of the ingenuous mind; whereby, if the freedom should be sacrificed, what would truly become of the charm? The charm might be figured as dear to members of the circle consciously contributing to it, but it was none the less true that some sacrifice in some quarter would have to be made, and what meditator worth his salt could fail to hold his breath while waiting on the event? The ingenuous mind might, it was true, be suppressed altogether, the general disconcertment averted either by some master-stroke of diplomacy or some rude simplification; yet these were ugly matters, and in the examples before one’s eyes nothing ugly, nothing harsh or crude, had flourished. A girl might be married off the day after her irruption, or better still the day before it, to remove her from the sphere of the play of mind; but these were exactly not crudities, and even then, at the worst, an interval had to be bridged. The Awkward Age is precisely a study of one of these curtailed or extended periods of tension and apprehension, an account of the manner in which the resented interference with ancient liberties came to be in a particular instance dealt with.

I note once again that I had not escaped seeing it actually and traceably dealt with – after (I admit) a good deal of friendly suspense; also with the nature and degree of the ‘sacrifice’ left very much to one’s appreciation. In circles highly civilized the great things, the real things, the hard, the cruel and even the tender things, the true elements of any tension and true facts of any crisis, have ever, for the outsider’s, for the critic’s use, to be translated into terms – terms in the distinguished name of which, terms for the right employment of which, more than one situation of the type I glance at had struck me as all irresistibly appealing. There appeared in fact at moments no end to the things they said, the suggestions into which they flowered; one of these latter in especial arriving at the highest intensity. Putting vividly before one the perfect system on which the awkward age is handled in most other European societies, it threw again into relief the inveterate English trick of the so morally well-meant and so intellectually helpless compromise. We live notoriously, as I suppose every age lives, in an ‘epoch of transition’; but it may still be said of the French for instance, I assume, that their social scheme absolutely provides against awkwardness. That is it would be, by this scheme, so infinitely awkward, so awkward beyond any patching-up, for the hovering female young to be conceived as present at ‘good’ talk, that their presence is, theoretically at least, not permitted till their youth has been promptly corrected by marriage – in which case they have ceased to be merely young. The better the talk prevailing in any circle, accordingly, the more organized, the more complete, the element of precaution and exclusion. Talk – giving the term a wide application – is one thing, and a proper inexperience another; and it has never occurred to a logical people that the interest of the greater, the general, need be sacrificed to that of the less, the particular. Such sacrifices strike them as gratuitous and barbarous, as cruel above all to the social intelligence; also as perfectly preventable by wise arrangement. Nothing comes home more, on the other hand, to the observer of English manners than the very moderate degree in which wise arrangement, in the French sense of a scientific economy, has ever been invoked; a fact indeed largely explaining the great interest of their incoherence, their heterogeneity, their wild abundance. The French, all analytically, have conceived of fifty different proprieties, meeting fifty different cases, whereas the English mind, less intensely at work, has never conceived but of one – the grand propriety, for every case, it should in fairness be said, of just being English. As practice, however, has always to be a looser thing than theory, so no application of that rigour has been possible in the London world without a thousand departures from the grim ideal.

The American theory, if I may ‘drag it in’, would be, I think, that talk should never become ‘better’ than the female young, either actually or constructively present, are minded to allow it. That system allows as little compromise as the French; it has been absolutely simple, and the beauty of its success shines out in every record of our conditions of intercourse – premising always our ‘basic’ assumption that the female young read the newspapers. The English theory may be in itself almost as simple, but different and much more complex forces have ruled the application of it; so much does the goodness of talk depend on what there may be to talk about. There are more things in London, I think, than anywhere in the world; hence the charm of the dramatic struggle reflected in my book, the struggle somehow to fit propriety into a smooth general case which is really all the while bristling and crumbling into fierce particular ones. The circle surrounding Mrs Brookenham, in my pages, is of course nothing if not a particular, even a ‘peculiar’ one – and its rather vain effort (the vanity, the real inexpertness, being precisely part of my tale) is toward the courage of that condition. It has cropped up in a social order where individual appreciations of propriety have not been formally allowed for, in spite of their having very often quite rudely and violently and insolently, rather of course than insidiously, flourished; so that as the matter stands, rightly or wrongly, Nanda’s retarded, but eventually none the less real, incorporation means virtually Nanda’s exposure. It means this, that is, and many things beside – means them for Nanda herself and, with a various intensity, for the other participants in the action; but what it particularly means, surely, is the failure of successful arrangement and the very moral, sharply pointed, of the fruits of compromise. It is compromise that has suffered her to be in question at all, and that has condemned the freedom of the circle to be self-conscious, compunctious, on the whole much more timid than brave – the consequent muddle, if the term be not too gross, representing meanwhile a great inconvenience for life, but, as I found myself feeling, an immense promise, a much greater one than on the ‘foreign’ showing, for the painted picture of life. Beyond which let me add that here immediately is a prime specimen of the way in which the obscurer, the lurking relations of a motive apparently simple, always in wait for their spring, may by seizing their chance for it send simplicity flying. Poor Nanda’s little case, and her mother’s, and Mr Longdon’s and Vanderbank’s and Mitchy’s, to say nothing of that of the others, has only to catch a reflected light from over the Channel in order to double at once its appeal to the imagination. (I am considering all these matters, I need scarce say, only as they are concerned with that faculty. With a relation not imaginative to his material the story-teller has nothing whatever to do.)

It exactly happened moreover that my own material here was to profit in a particular way by that extension of view. My idea was to be treated with light irony – it would be light and ironical or it would be nothing; so that I asked myself, naturally, what might be the least solemn form to give it, among recognized and familiar forms. The question thus at once arose: what form so familiar, so recognized among alert readers, as that in which the ingenious and inexhaustible, the charming philosophic ‘Gyp’4 casts most of her social studies? Gyp has long struck me as mistress, in her levity, of one of the happiest of forms – the only objection to my use of which was a certain extraordinary benightedness on the part of the Anglo-Saxon reader. One had noted this reader as perverse and inconsequent in respect to the absorption of ‘dialogue’ – observed the ‘public for fiction’ consume it, in certain connexions, on the scale and with the smack of lips that mark the consumption of bread and jam by a children’s school-feast, consume it even at the theatre, so far as our theatre ever vouchsafes it, and yet as flagrantly reject it when served, so to speak, au naturel.5 One had seen good solid slices of fiction, well endued, one might surely have thought, with this easiest of lubrications, deplored by editor and publisher as positively not, for the general gullet as known to them, made adequately ‘slick’. ‘ “Dialogue,” always “dialogue”!’ I had seemed from far back to hear them mostly cry: ‘We can’t have too much of it, we can’t have enough of it, and no excess of it, in the form of no matter what savourless dilution, or what boneless dispersion, ever began to injure a book so much as even the very scantest claim put in for form and substance.’ This wisdom had always been in one’s ears; but it had at the same time been equally in one’s eyes that really constructive dialogue, dialogue organic and dramatic, speaking for itself, representing and embodying substance and form, is among us an uncanny and abhorrent thing, not to be dealt with on any terms. A comedy or a tragedy may run for a thousand nights without prompting twenty persons in London or in New York to desire that view of its text which it so desired in Paris, as soon as a play begins to loom at all large, that the number of copies of the printed piece in circulation far exceeds at last the number of performances. But as with the printed piece our own public, infatuated as it may be with the theatre, refuses all commerce – though indeed this can’t but be, without cynicism, very much through the infirmity the piece, if printed, would reveal – so the same horror seems to attach to any typographic hint of the proscribed playbook or any insidious plea for it. The immense oddity resides in the almost exclusively typographic order of the offence. An English, an American Gyp would typographically offend, and that would be the end of her. There gloomed at me my warning, as well as shone at me my provocation, in respect to the example of this delightful writer. I might emulate her, since I presumptuously would, but dishonour would await me if, proposing to treat the different faces of my subject in the most completely instituted colloquial form, I should evoke the figure and affirm the presence of participants by the repeated and prefixed name rather than by the recurrent and affixed ‘said he’ and ‘said she’. All I have space to go into here – much as the funny fact I refer to might seem to invite us to dance hand in hand round it – is that I was at any rate duly admonished, that I took my measures accordingly, and that the manner in which I took them has lived again for me ever so arrestingly, so amusingly, on re-examination of the book.

But that I did, positively and seriously – ah so seriously! – emulate the levity of Gyp and, by the same token, of that hardiest of flowers fostered in her school, M. Henri Lavedan,6 is a contribution to the history of The Awkward Age that I shall obviously have had to brace myself in order to make. Vivid enough to me the expression of face of any kindest of critics, even, moved to declare that he would never in the least have suspected it. Let me say at once, in extenuation of the too respectful distance at which I may thus have appeared to follow my model, that my first care had to be the covering of my tracks – lest I truly should be caught in the act of arranging, or organizing dialogue to ‘speak for itself’. What I now see to have happened is that I organized and arranged but too well – too well, I mean, for any betrayal of the Gyp taint, however faded and feeble. The trouble appears to have been that while I on the one hand exorcized the baleful association, I succeeded in rousing on nobody’s part a sense of any other association whatever, or of my having cast myself into any conceivable or calculable form. My private inspiration had been in the Gyp plan (artfully dissimulated, for dear life, and applied with the very subtlest consistency, but none the less kept in secret view); yet I was to fail to make out in the event that the book succeeded in producing the impression of any plan on any person. No hint of that sort of success, or of any critical perception at all in relation to the business, has ever come my way; in spite of which when I speak, as just above, of what was to ‘happen’ under the law of my ingenious labour, I fairly lose myself in the vision of a hundred bright phenomena. Some of these incidents I must treat myself to naming, for they are among the best I shall have on any occasion to retail. But I must first give the measure of the degree in which they were mere matters of the study. This composition had originally appeared in Harper’s Weekly7 during the autumn of 1898 and the first weeks of the winter, and the volume containing it was published that spring. I had meanwhile been absent from England, and it was not till my return, some time later, that I had from my publisher any news of our venture. But the news then met at a stroke all my curiosity: ‘I’m sorry to say the book has done nothing to speak of; I’ve never in all my experience seen one treated with more general and complete disrespect.’ There was thus to be nothing left me for fond subsequent reference – of which I doubtless give even now so adequate an illustration – save the rich reward of the singular interest attaching to the very intimacies of the effort.

It comes back to me, the whole ‘job’, as wonderfully amusing and delightfully difficult from the first; since amusement deeply abides, I think, in any artistic attempt the basis and ground-work of which are conscious of a particular firmness. On that hard fine floor the element of execution feels it may more or less confidently dance; in which case puzzling questions, sharp obstacles, dangers of detail, may come up for it by the dozen without breaking its heart or shaking its nerve. It is the difficulty produced by the loose foundation or the vague scheme that breaks the heart – when a luckless fatuity has over-persuaded an author of the ‘saving’ virtue of treatment. Being ‘treated’ is never, in a workable idea, a mere passive condition, and I hold no subject ever susceptible of help that isn’t, like the embarrassed man of our proverbial wisdom, first of all able to help itself. I was thus to have here an envious glimpse, in carrying my design through, of that artistic rage and that artistic felicity which I have ever supposed to be intensest and highest, the confidence of the dramatist strong in the sense of his postulate. The dramatist has verily to build, is committed to architecture, to construction at any cost; to driving in deep his vertical supports and laying across and firmly fixing his horizontal, his resting pieces – at the risk of no matter what vibration from the tap of his master-hammer. This makes the active value of his basis immense, enabling him, with his flanks protected, to advance undistractedly, even if not at all carelessly, into the comparative fairyland of the mere minor anxiety. In other words his scheme holds, and as he feels this in spite of noted strains and under repeated tests, so he keeps his face to the day. I rejoiced, by that same token, to feel my scheme hold, and even a little ruefully watched it give me much more than I had ventured to hope. For I promptly found my conceived arrangement of my material open the door wide to ingenuity. I remember that in sketching my project for the conductors of the periodical I have named I drew on a sheet of paper – and possibly with an effect of the cabalistic, it now comes over me, that even anxious amplification may have but vaguely attenuated – the neat figure of a circle consisting of a number of small rounds disposed at equal distance about a central object. The central object was my situation, my subject in itself, to which the thing would owe its title, and the small rounds represented so many distinct lamps, as I liked to call them, the function of each of which would be to light with all due intensity one of its aspects. I had divided it, didn’t they see? into aspects – uncanny as the little term might sound (though not for a moment did I suggest we should use it for the public), and by that sign we would conquer.

They ‘saw’ all genially and generously – for I must add that I had made, to the best of my recollection, no morbid scruple of not blabbing about Gyp and her strange incitement. I the more boldly held my tongue over this that the more I, by my intelligence, lived in my arrangement and moved about in it, the more I sank into satisfaction. It was clearly to work to a charm and, during this process – by calling at every step for an exquisite management – ‘to haunt, to startle and waylay’. Each of my ‘lamps’ would be the light of a single ‘social occasion’ in the history and intercourse of the characters concerned, and would bring out to the full the latent colour of the scene in question and cause it to illustrate, to the last drop, its bearing on my theme. I revelled in this notion of the Occasion as a thing by itself, really and completely a scenic thing, and could scarce name it, while crouching amid the thick arcana of my plan, with a large enough O. The beauty of the conception was in this approximation of the respective divisions of my form to the successive Acts of a Play – as to which it was more than ever a case for charmed capitals. The divine distinction of the act of a play – and a greater than any other it easily succeeds in arriving at – was, I reasoned, in its special, its guarded objectivity. This objectivity, in turn, when achieving its ideal, came from the imposed absence of that ‘going behind’, to compass explanations and amplifications, to drag out odds and ends from the ‘mere’ story-teller’s great property-shop of aids to illusion: a resource under denial of which it was equally perplexing and delightful, for a change, to proceed. Everything, for that matter, becomes interesting from the moment it has closely to consider, for full effect positively to bestride, the law of its kind. ‘Kinds’ are the very life of literature, and truth and strength come from the complete recognition of them, from abounding to the utmost in their respective senses and sinking deep into their consistency. I myself have scarcely to plead the cause of ‘going behind’, which is right and beautiful and fruitful in its place and order; but as the confusion of kinds is the inelegance of letters and the stultification of values, so to renounce that line utterly and do something quite different instead may become in another connexion the true course and the vehicle of effect. Something in the very nature, in the fine rigour, of this special sacrifice (which is capable of affecting the form-lover, I think, as really more of a projected form than any other) lends it moreover a coercive charm; a charm that grows in proportion as the appeal to it tests and stretches and strains it, puts it powerfully to the touch. To make the presented occasion tell all its story itself, remain shut up in its own presence and yet on that patch of staked-out ground become thoroughly interesting and remain thoroughly clear, is a process not remarkable, no doubt, so long as a very light weight is laid on it, but difficult enough to challenge and inspire great adroitness so soon as the elements to be dealt with begin at all to ‘size up’.

The disdainers of the contemporary drama deny, obviously, with all promptness, that the matter to be expressed by its means – richly and successfully expressed that is – can loom with any largeness; since from the moment it does one of the conditions breaks down. The process simply collapses under pressure, they contend, proves its weakness as quickly as the office laid on it ceases to be simple. ‘Remember,’ they say to the dramatist, ‘that you have to be, supremely, three things: you have to be true to your form, you have to be interesting, you have to be clear. You have in other words to prove yourself adequate to taking a heavy weight. But we defy you really to conform to your conditions with any but a light one. Make the thing you have to convey, make the picture you have to paint, at all rich and complex, and you cease to be clear. Remain clear – and with the clearness required by the infantine intelligence of any public consenting to see a play – and what becomes of the “importance” of your subject? If it’s important by any other critical measure than the little foot-rule the “produced” piece has to conform to, it is predestined to be a muddle. When it has escaped being a muddle the note it has succeeded in striking at the furthest will be recognized as one of those that are called high but by the courtesy, by the intellectual provinciality, of theatrical criticism, which, as we can see for ourselves any morning, is – well, an abyss even deeper than the theatre itself. Don’t attempt to crush us with Dumas and Ibsen,8 for such values are from any informed and enlightened point of view, that is measured by other high values, literary, critical, philosophic, of the most moderate order. Ibsen and Dumas are precisely cases of men, men in their degree, in their poor theatrical strait-jacket, speculative, who have had to renounce the finer thing for the coarser, the thick, in short, for the thin and the curious for the self-evident. What earthly intellectual distinction, what “prestige” of achievement, would have attached to the substance of such things as Denise, as Monsieur Alphonse, as Francillon (and we take the Dumas of the supposedly subtler period) in any other form? What virtues of the same order would have attached to The Pillars of Society, to An Enemy of the People, to Ghosts, to Rosmersholm (or taking also Ibsen’s “subtler period”) to John Gabriel Borkman, to The Master Builder? Ibsen is in fact wonderfully a case in point, since from the moment he’s clear, from the moment he’s “amusing”, it’s on the footing of a thesis as simple and superficial as that of A Doll’s House – while from the moment he’s by apparent intention comprehensive and searching it’s on the footing of an effect as confused and obscure as The Wild Duck. From which you easily see all the conditions can’t be met. The dramatist has to choose but those he’s most capable of, and by that choice he’s known.’

So the objector concludes, and never surely without great profit from his having been ‘drawn’. His apparent triumph – if it be even apparent – still leaves, it will be noted, convenient cover for retort in the riddled face of the opposite stronghold. The last word in these cases is for nobody who can’t pretend to an absolute test. The terms here used, obviously, are matters of appreciation, and there is no short cut to proof (luckily for us all round) either that Monsieur Alphonse develops itself on the highest plane of irony or that Ghosts simplifies almost to excruciation. If John Gabriel Borkman is but a pennyworth of effect as to a character we can imagine much more amply presented, and if Hedda Gabler makes an appeal enfeebled by remarkable vagueness, there is by the nature of the case no catching the convinced, or call him the deluded, spectator or reader in the act of a mistake. He is to be caught at the worst in the act of attention, of the very greatest attention, and that is all, as a precious preliminary at least, that the playwright asks of him, besides being all the very divinest poet can get. I remember rejoicing as much to remark this, after getting launched in The Awkward Age, as if I were in fact constructing a play: just as I may doubtless appear now not less anxious to keep the philosophy of the dramatist’s course before me than if I belonged to his order. I felt, certainly, the support he feels, I participated in his technical amusement, I tasted to the full the bitter-sweetness of his draught – the beauty and the difficulty (to harp again on that string) of escaping poverty even though the references in one’s action can only be, with intensity, to each other, to things exactly on the same plane of exhibition with themselves. Exhibition may mean in a ‘story’ twenty different ways, fifty excursions, alternatives, excrescences, and the novel, as largely practised in English, is the perfect paradise of the loose end. The play consents to the logic of but one way, mathematically right, and with the loose end as gross an impertinence on its surface, and as grave a dishonour, as the dangle of a snippet of silk or wool on the right side of a tapestry. We are shut up wholly to cross-relations, relations all within the action itself; no part of which is related to anything but some other part – save of course by the relation of the total to life. And, after invoking the protection of Gyp, I saw the point of my game all in the problem of keeping these conditioned relations crystalline at the same time that I should, in emulation of life, consent to their being numerous and fine and characteristic of the London world (as the London world was in this quarter and that to be deciphered). All of which was to make in the event for complications.

I see now of course how far, with my complications, I got away from Gyp; but I see today so much else too that this particular deflection from simplicity makes scarce a figure among the others; after having once served its purpose, I mean, of lighting my original imitative innocence. For I recognize in especial, with a waking vibration of that interest in which, as I say, the plan of the book is embalmed for me, that my subject was probably condemned in advance to appreciable, or more exactly perhaps to almost preposterously appreciative, over-treatment. It places itself for me thus in a group of small productions exhibiting this perversity, representations of conceived cases in which my process has been to pump the case gaspingly dry, dry not only of superfluous moisture, but absolutely (for I have encountered the charge) of breathable air. I may note, in fine, that coming back to the pages before us with a strong impression of their recording, to my shame, that disaster, even to the extent of its disqualifying them for decent reappearance, I have found the adventure taking, to my relief, quite another turn, and have lost myself in the wonder of what ‘over-treatment’ may, in the detail of its desperate ingenuity, consist of. The revived interest I speak of has been therefore that of following critically, from page to page, even as the red Indian tracks in the forest the pale-face, the footsteps of the systematic loyalty I was able to achieve. The amusement of this constatation9 is, as I have hinted, in the detail of the matter, and the detail is so dense, the texture of the figured and smoothed tapestry so close, that the genius of Gyp herself, muse of general looseness, would certainly, once warned, have uttered the first disavowal of my homage. But what has occurred meanwhile is that this high consistency has itself, so to speak, constituted an exhibition, and that an important artistic truth has seemed to me thereby lighted. We brushed against that truth just now in our glance at the denial of expansibility to any idea the mould of the ‘stage-play’ may hope to express without cracking and bursting; and we bear in mind at the same time that the picture of Nanda Brookenham’s situation, though perhaps seeming to a careless eye so to wander and sprawl, yet presents itself on absolutely scenic lines, and that each of these scenes in itself, and each as related to each and to all of its companions, abides without a moment’s deflection by the principle of the stage-play.

In doing this then it does more – it helps us ever so happily to see the grave distinction between substance and form in a really wrought work of art signally break down. I hold it impossible to say, before The Awkward Age, where one of these elements ends and the other begins: I have been unable at least myself, on re-examination, to mark any such joint or seam, to see the two discharged offices as separate. They are separate before the fact, but the sacrament of execution indissolubly marries them, and the marriage, like any other marriage, has only to be a ‘true’ one for the scandal of a breach not to show. The thing ‘done’, artistically, is a fusion, or it has not been done – in which case of course the artist may be, and all deservedly, pelted with any fragment of his botch the critic shall choose to pick up. But his ground once conquered, in this particular field, he knows nothing of fragments and may say in all security: ‘Detach one if you can. You can analyse in your way, oh yes – to relate, to report, to explain; but you can’t disintegrate my synthesis; you can’t resolve the elements of my whole into different responsible agents or find your way at all (for your own fell purpose). My mixture has only to be perfect literally to bewilder you – you are lost in the tangle of the forest. Prove this value, this effect, in the air of the whole result, to be of my subject, and that other value, other effect, to be of my treatment, prove that I haven’t so shaken them together as the conjurer I profess to be must consummately shake, and I consent but to parade as before a booth at a fair.’ The exemplary closeness of The Awkward Age even affects me, on reperusal, I confess, as treasure quite instinctively and foreseeingly laid up against my present opportunity for these remarks. I have been positively struck by the quantity of meaning and the number of intentions, the extent of ground for interest, as I may call it, that I have succeeded in working scenically, yet without loss of sharpness, clearness or ‘atmosphere’, into each of my illuminating Occasions – where, at certain junctures, the due preservation of all these values took, in the familiar phrase, a good deal of doing.

I should have liked just here to re-examine with the reader some of the positively most artful passages I have in mind – such as the hour of Mr Longdon’s beautiful and, as it were, mystic attempt at a compact with Vanderbank, late at night, in the billiard-room of the country-house at which they are staying; such as the other nocturnal passage, under Mr Longdon’s roof, between Vanderbank and Mitchy, where the conduct of so much fine meaning, so many flares of the exhibitory torch through the labyrinth of mere immediate appearances, mere familiar allusions, is successfully and safely effected; such as the whole array of the terms of presentation that are made to serve, all systematically, yet without a gap anywhere, for the presentation, throughout, of a Mitchy ‘subtle’ no less than concrete and concrete no less than deprived of that officious explanation which we know as ‘going behind’; such as, briefly, the general service of co-ordination and vivification rendered, on lines of ferocious, of really quite heroic compression, by the picture of the assembled group at Mrs Grendon’s, where the ‘cross references’ of the action are as thick as the green leaves of a garden, but none the less, as they have scenically to be, counted and disposed, weighted with responsibility. Were I minded to use in this connexion a ‘loud’ word – and the critic in general hates loud words as a man of taste may hate loud colours – I should speak of the composition of the chapters entitled ‘Tishy Grendon’, with all the pieces of the game on the table together and each unconfusedly and contributively placed, as triumphantly scientific. I must properly remind myself, rather, that the better lesson of my retrospect would seem to be really a supreme revision of the question of what it may be for a subject to suffer, to call it suffering, by over-treatment. Bowed down so long by the inference that its product had in this case proved such a betrayal, my artistic conscience meets the relief of having to recognize truly here no traces of suffering. The thing carries itself to my maturer and gratified sense as with every symptom of soundness, an insolence of health and joy. And from this precisely I deduce my moral; which is to the effect that, since our only way, in general, of knowing that we have had too much of anything is by feeling that too much: so, by the same token, when we don’t feel the excess (and I am contending, mind, that in The Awkward Age the multiplicity yields to the order) how do we know that the measure not recorded, the notch not reached, does represent adequacy or satiety? The mere feeling helps us for certain degrees of congestion, but for exact science, that is for the criticism of ‘fine’ art, we want the notation. The notation, however, is what we lack, and the verdict of the mere feeling is liable to fluctuate. In other words an imputed defect is never, at the worst, disengageable, or other than matter for appreciation – to come back to my claim for that felicity of the dramatist’s case that his synthetic ‘whole’ is his form, the only one we have to do with. I like to profit in his company by the fact that if our art has certainly, for the impression it produces, to defer to the rise and fall, in the critical temperature, of the tell-tale mercury, it still hasn’t to reckon with the engraved thermometer face.
HENRY JAMES


BOOK I 
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LADY JULIA


I

SAVE when it happened to rain Vanderbank always walked home, but he usually took a hansom when the rain was moderate and adopted the preference of the philosopher when it was heavy. On this occasion he therefore recognized, as the servant opened the door, a congruity between the weather and the ‘four-wheeler’1 that, in the empty street, under the glazed radiance, waited and trickled and blackly glittered. The butler mentioned it as, on such a wild night, the only thing they could get, and Vanderbank, having replied that it was exactly what would do best, prepared, in the doorway, to put up his umbrella and dash down to it. At this moment he heard his name pronounced from behind, and, on turning, found himself joined by the elderly fellow-guest with whom he had talked after dinner and about whom, later on, upstairs, he had sounded his hostess. It was at present a clear question of how this amiable, this apparently unassertive person should get home – of the possibility of the other cab for which even now one of the footmen, with a whistle to his lips, craned out his head and listened through the storm. Mr Longdon wondered, to Vanderbank, if their course might by any chance be the same; which led our young friend immediately to express a readiness to see him safely in any direction that should accommodate him. As the footman’s whistle spent itself in vain they got together into the four-wheeler, where, at the end of a few moments more, Vanderbank became conscious of having proposed his own rooms as a wind-up to their drive. Wouldn’t that be a better finish of the evening than just separating in the wet? He liked his new acquaintance, who struck him as in a manner clinging to him, who was staying at an hotel presumably at that hour dismal, and who, confessing with easy humility to a connexion positively timid with a club at which one couldn’t have a visitor, accepted, under pressure, his invitation. Vanderbank, when they arrived, was amused at the air of added extravagance with which he said he would keep the cab: he so clearly enjoyed to that extent the sense of making a night of it.

‘You young men, I believe, keep them for hours, eh? At least they did in my time,’ he laughed – ‘the wild ones! But I think of them as all wild then. I dare say that when one settles in town one learns how to manage; only I’m afraid, you know, that I’ve got completely out of it. I do feel really quite mouldy. It’s a matter of thirty years –’

‘Since you’ve been in London?’

‘For more than a few days at a time, upon my honour. You won’t understand that – any more, I dare say, than I myself quite understand how, at the end of all, I’ve accepted this queer view of the doom of coming back. But I don’t doubt I shall ask you, if you’ll be so good as to let me, for the help of a hint or two: as to how to do, don’t you know? and not to – what do you fellows call it? – be done. Now about one of these things –!’

One of these things was the lift in which, at no great pace and with much rumbling and creaking, the porter conveyed the two gentlemen to the alarming eminence, as Mr Longdon measured their flight, at which Vanderbank perched. The impression made on him by this contrivance showed him as unsophisticated, yet when his companion, at the top, ushering him in, gave a touch to the quick light and, in the pleasant, ruddy room, all convenience and character, had before the fire another look at him, it was not to catch in him any protrusive angle. Mr Longdon was slight and neat, delicate of body and both keen and kind of face, with black brows finely marked and thick, smooth hair in which the silver had deep shadows. He wore neither whisker nor moustache and seemed to carry in the flicker of his quick brown eyes and the positive sun-play of his smile even more than the equivalent of what might, superficially or stupidly, elsewhere be missed in him; which was mass, substance, presence – what is vulgarly called importance. He had indeed no presence, but he had somehow an effect. He might almost have been a priest, if priests, as it occurred to Vanderbank, were ever such dandies. He had at all events conclusively doubled the Cape2 of the years – he would never again see fifty-five: to the warning light of that bleak headland he presented a back sufficiently conscious. Yet, though, to Vanderbank, he could not look young, he came near – strikingly and amusingly – looking new: this, after a minute, appeared mainly perhaps indeed in the perfection of his evening dress and the special smartness of the sleeveless overcoat3 he had evidently had made to wear with it and might even actually be wearing for the first time. He had talked to Vanderbank at Mrs Brookenham’s about Beccles and Suffolk;4 but it was not at Beccles, nor anywhere in the county, that these ornaments had been designed. His action had already been, with however little purpose, to present the region to his interlocutor in a favourable light. Vanderbank, for that matter, had the kind of imagination that liked to place an object, even to the point of losing sight of it in the conditions; he already saw the nice old nook it must have taken to keep a man of intelligence so fresh while suffering him to remain so fine. The product of Beccles accepted at all events a cigarette – still much as a joke and an adventure – and looked about him as if even more pleased than he had expected. Then he broke, through his double eye-glass,5 into an exclamation that was like a passing pang of envy and regret. ‘You young men, you young men –!’

‘Well, what about us?’ Vanderbank’s tone encouraged the courtesy of the reference. ‘I’m not so young, moreover, as that comes to.’

‘How old are you then, pray?’

‘Why, I’m thirty-four.’

‘What do you call that? I’m a hundred and three!’ Mr Longdon took out his watch. ‘It’s only a quarter past eleven.’ Then with a quick change of interest, ‘What did you say is your public office?’ he inquired.

‘The General Audit. I’m Deputy Chairman.’6

‘Dear!’ Mr Longdon looked at him as if he had had fifty windows.7 ‘What a head you must have!’

‘Oh yes – our head’s Sir Digby Dence.’

‘And what do we do for you?’

‘Well, you gild the pill – though not perhaps very thick. But it’s a decent berth.’

‘A thing a good many fellows would give a pound of their flesh for!’

The old man appeared so to deprecate too faint a picture that his companion dropped all scruples. ‘I’m the most envied man I know – so that if I were a shade less amiable I should be one of the most hated.’

Mr Longdon laughed, yet not quite as if they were joking. ‘I see. Your pleasant way carries it off.’

Vanderbank was, however, not serious. ‘Wouldn’t it carry off anything?’

Again his visitor, through the pince-nez, appeared to crown him with a Whitehall cornice. ‘I think I ought to let you know I’m studying you. It’s really fair to tell you,’ he continued, with an earnestness not discomposed by the indulgence in Vanderbank’s face. ‘It’s all right – all right!’ he reassuringly added, having meanwhile stopped before a photograph suspended on the wall. ‘That’s your mother!’ he exclaimed with something of the elation of a child making a discovery or guessing a riddle. ‘I don’t make you out in her yet – in my recollection of her, which, as I told you, is perfect; but I dare say I soon shall.’

Vanderbank was more and more aware that the kind of hilarity he excited would never in the least be a bar to affection. ‘Please take all your time.’

Mr Longdon looked at his watch again. ‘Do you think I had better keep it?’

‘The cab?’ Vanderbank liked him so, found in him such a promise of pleasant things, that he was almost tempted to say: ‘Dear and delightful sir, don’t weigh that question; I’ll pay, myself, for the man’s whole night!’ His approval at all events was complete. ‘Most certainly. That’s the only way not to think of it.’

‘Oh, you young men, you young men!’ his guest again murmured. He had passed on to the photograph – Vanderbank had many, too many photographs – of some other relation, and stood wiping the gold-mounted glasses through which he had been darting admirations and catching sidelights of shocks. ‘Don’t talk nonsense,’ he continued as his friend attempted once more to throw in a protest; ‘I belong to a different period of history. There have been things this evening that have made me feel as if I had been disinterred – literally dug up from a long sleep. I assure you there have!’ – he really pressed the point.

Vanderbank wondered a moment what things in particular these might be; he found himself wanting to get at everything his visitor represented, to enter into consciousness and be, as it were, on his side. He glanced, with an intention freely sarcastic, at an easy possibility. ‘The extraordinary vitality of Brookenham?’

Mr Longdon, with the nippers in place again, fixed on him a gravity that failed to prevent his discovering in the eyes behind them a shy reflection of his irony. ‘Oh, Brookenham! You must tell me all about Brookenham.’

‘I see that’s not what you mean.’

Mr Longdon forbore to deny it. ‘I wonder if you’ll understand what I mean.’ Vanderbank bristled with the wish to be put to the test, but was checked before he could say so. ‘And what’s his place – Brookenham’s?’

‘Oh, Rivers and Lakes – an awfully good thing. He got it last year.’

Mr Longdon – but not too grossly – wondered. ‘How did he get it?’

Vanderbank laughed. ‘Well, she got it.’

His friend remained grave. ‘And about how much now –?’

‘Oh, twelve hundred8 – and lots of allowances and boats and things. To do the work!’ Vanderbank, still with a certain levity, exclaimed.

‘And what is the work?’

The young man hesitated. ‘Ask him. He’ll like to tell you.’

‘Yet he seemed to have but little to say.’ Mr Longdon exactly measured it again.

‘Ah, not about that. Try him.’

He looked more sharply at his host, as if vaguely suspicious of a trap; then, not less vaguely, he sighed. ‘Well, it’s what I came up for – to try you all. But do they live on that?’ he continued.

Vanderbank once more just faltered. ‘One doesn’t quite know what they live on. But they’ve means – for it was just that fact, I remember, that showed Brookenham’s getting the place wasn’t a job. It was given, I mean, not to his mere domestic need, but to his notorious efficiency. He has a property – an ugly little place in Gloucestershire – which they sometimes let. His elder brother has the better one, but they make up an income.’

Mr Longdon, for an instant, lost himself. ‘Yes, I remember – one heard of those things at the time. And she must have had something.’

‘Yes, indeed, she had something – and she always has her intense cleverness. She knows thoroughly how. They do it tremendously well.’

‘Tremendously well,’ Mr Longdon intelligently echoed. ‘But a house in Buckingham Crescent, with the way they seem to have built through to all sorts of other places –’

‘Oh, they’re all right,’ Vanderbank soothingly dropped.

‘One likes to feel that of people with whom one has dined. There are four children?’ his friend went on.

‘The older boy, whom you saw and who, in his way, is a wonder, the older girl, whom you must see, and two youngsters, male and female, whom you mustn’t.’

There might by this time, in the growing interest of their talk, have been almost nothing too uncanny for Mr Longdon to fear it. ‘You mean the youngsters are – unfortunate?’

‘No – they’re only, like all the modern young, I think, mysteries, terrible little baffling mysteries.’ Vanderbank had broken into mirth again – it flickered so from his friend’s face that, really at moments to the point of alarm, his explanations deepened darkness. Then with more interest he harked back. ‘I know the thing you just mentioned – the thing that strikes you as odd.’ He produced his knowledge quite with elation. ‘The talk.’ Mr Longdon, on this, only looked at him, in silence, harder, but he went on with assurance: ‘Yes, the talk – for we do talk, I think.’ Still his guest left him without relief, only fixing him, on his suggestion, with a sort of suspended eloquence. Whatever the old man was on the point of saying, however, he disposed of in a curtailed murmur; he had already turned afresh to the series of portraits, and as he glanced at another Vanderbank spoke afresh. ‘It was very interesting to me to hear from you there, when the ladies had left us, how many old threads you were prepared to pick up.’

Mr Longdon had paused. ‘I’m an old boy who remembers the mothers,’ he at last replied.

‘Yes, you told me how well you remember Mrs Brookenham’s.’

‘Oh, oh!’ – and he arrived at a new subject. ‘This must be your sister Mary.’

‘Yes; it’s very bad, but as she’s dead –’

‘Dead? Dear, dear!’

‘Oh long ago’ – Vanderbank eased him off. ‘It’s delightful of you,’ he went on, ‘to have known also such a lot of my people.’

Mr Longdon turned from his contemplation with a visible effort. ‘I feel obliged to you for taking it so; it mightn’t – one never knows – have amused you. As I told you there, the first thing I did was to ask Fernanda about the company; and when she mentioned your name I immediately said: “Would he like me to speak to him?” ’

‘And what did Fernanda say?’

Mr Longdon stared. ‘Do you call her Fernanda?’

Vanderbank felt positively more guilty than he would have expected. ‘You think it too much in the manner we just mentioned?’

His friend hesitated; then with a smile a trifle strange: ‘Excuse me; I didn’t mention –’

‘No, you didn’t; and your scruple was magnificent. In point of fact,’ Vanderbank pursued, ‘I don’t call Mrs Brookenham by her Christian name.’

Mr Longdon’s clear eyes were searching. ‘Unless in speaking of her to others?’ He seemed really to wish to know.

Vanderbank was but too ready to satisfy him. ‘I dare say we seem to you a vulgar lot of people. That’s not the way, I can see, you speak of ladies at Beccles.’

‘Oh, if you laugh at me!’ And the old man turned off.

‘Don’t threaten me,’ said Vanderbank, ‘or I will send away the cab. Of course I know what you mean. It will be tremendously interesting to hear how the sort of thing we’ve fallen into – oh, we have fallen in! – strikes your fresh ear. Do have another cigarette. Sunk as I must appear to you, it sometimes strikes mine. But I’m not sure as regards Mrs Brookenham, whom I’ve known a long time.’

Mr Longdon again took him up. ‘What do you people call a long time?’

Vanderbank considered. ‘Ah, there you are! and now we’re “we people”! That’s right; give it to us. I’m sure that in one way or another it’s all earned. Well, I’ve known her ten years. But awfully well.’

‘What do you call awfully well?’

‘We people?’ Vanderbank’s inquirer, with his continued restless observation, moving nearer, the young man had laid on his shoulder the most considerate of hands. ‘Don’t you perhaps ask too much? But no,’ he added, quickly and gaily, ‘of course you don’t: if I don’t look out I shall have, on you, exactly the effect I don’t want. I dare say I don’t know how well I know Mrs Brookenham. Mustn’t that sort of thing be put, in a manner, to the proof? What I meant to say just now was that I wouldn’t – at least I hope I shouldn’t – have named her as I did save to an old friend.’

Mr Longdon looked promptly satisfied and reassured. ‘You probably heard me address her myself.’

‘I did, but you have your rights, and that wouldn’t excuse me. The only thing is that I go to see her every Sunday.’

Mr Longdon pondered; then, a little to Vanderbank’s surprise, at any rate to his deeper amusement, candidly asked: ‘Only Fernanda? No other lady?’

‘Oh yes, several other ladies.’

Mr Longdon appeared to hear this with pleasure. ‘You’re quite right. We don’t make enough of Sunday at Beccles.’

‘Oh, we make plenty of it in London!’ Vanderbank said. ‘And I think it’s rather in my interest I should mention that Mrs Brookenham calls me –’

His visitor covered him now with an attention that just operated as a check. ‘By your Christian name?’ Before Vanderbank could in any degree attenuate, ‘What is your Christian name?’ Mr Longdon asked.

Vanderbank felt of a sudden almost guilty – as if his answer could only impute extravagance to the lady. ‘My Christian name’ – he blushed it out – ‘is Gustavus.’

His friend took a droll, conscious leap. ‘And she calls you Gussy?’

‘No, not even Gussy. But I scarcely think I ought to tell you,’ he pursued, ‘if she herself gave you no glimpse of the fact. Any implication that she consciously avoided it might make you see deeper depths.’

Vanderbank spoke with pointed levity, but his companion showed him after an instant a face just covered – and a little painfully – with the vision of the possibility brushed away by the joke. ‘Oh, I’m not so bad as that!’ Mr Longdon modestly ejaculated.

‘Well, she doesn’t do it always,’ Vanderbank laughed, ‘and it’s nothing, moreover, to what some people are called. Why, there was a fellow there –’ He pulled up, however, and, thinking better of it, selected another instance. ‘The Duchess – weren’t you introduced to the Duchess? – never calls me anything but “Vanderbank” unless she calls me “caro mio”9. It wouldn’t have taken much to make her appeal to you with an “I say, Longdon!” I can quite hear her.’

Mr Longdon, focussing the effect of the sketch, pointed its moral with an indulgent: ‘Oh well, a foreign duchess!’ He could make his distinctions.

‘Yes, she’s invidiously, cruelly foreign,’ Vanderbank concurred: ‘I’ve never indeed seen a woman avail herself so cleverly, to make up for the obloquy of that state, of the benefits and immunities it brings with it. She has bloomed in the hothouse of her widowhood – she’s a Neapolitan hatched by an incubator.’

‘A Neapolitan?’ – Mr Longdon, civilly, seemed to wish he had only known it.

‘Her husband was one; but I believe that dukes at Naples are as thick as princes at Petersburg10. He’s dead, at any rate, poor man, and she has come back here to live.’

‘Gloomily, I should think – after Naples?’ Mr Longdon threw out.

‘Oh, it would take more than even a Neapolitan past –! However,’ the young man added, catching himself up, ‘she lives not in what is behind her, but in what is before – she lives in her precious little Aggie.’

‘Little Aggie?’ Mr Longdon took a cautious interest.

‘I don’t take a liberty there,’ Vanderbank smiled. ‘I speak only of the young Agnesina, a little girl, the Duchess’s niece, or rather, I believe, her husband’s, whom she has adopted – in the place of a daughter early lost – and has brought to England to marry.’

‘Ah, to some great man, of course.’

Vanderbank thought. ‘I don’t know.’ He gave a vague but expressive sigh. ‘She’s rather lovely, little Aggie.’

Mr Longdon looked conspicuously subtle. ‘Then perhaps you’re the man –’

‘Do I look like a great one?’ Vanderbank broke in.

His visitor, turning away from him, again embraced the room. ‘Oh dear, yes!’

‘Well then, to show how right you are, there’s the young lady.’ He pointed to an object on one of the tables, a small photograph with a very wide border of something that looked like crimson fur.

Mr Longdon took up the picture; he was serious now. ‘She’s very beautiful – but she’s not a little girl.’

‘At Naples they develop early. She’s only seventeen or eighteen, I suppose; but I never know how old – or at least how young – girls are, and I’m not sure. An aunt, at any rate, has of course nothing to conceal. She is extremely pretty – with extraordinary red hair and a complexion to match; great rarities, I believe, in that race and latitude.11 She gave me the portrait – frame and all. The frame is Neapolitan enough, and little Aggie is charming.’ Then Vanderbank subjoined: ‘But not so charming as little Nanda.’

‘Little Nanda? – have you got her?’ The old man was all eagerness.

‘She’s over there beside the lamp – also a present from the original.’


II

MR LONGDON had gone to the place – little Nanda was in glazed white wood. He took her up and held her out; for a moment he said nothing, but presently, over his glasses, rested on his host a look intenser even than his scrutiny of the faded image. ‘Do they give their portraits now?’

‘Little girls – innocent lambs? Surely, to old friends. Didn’t they in your time?’

Mr Longdon studied the portrait again; after which, with an exhalation of something between superiority and regret, ‘They never did to me,’ he replied.

‘Well, you can have all you want now!’ Vanderbank laughed.

His friend gave a slow, droll head-shake. ‘I don’t want them “now”!’

‘You could do with them, my dear sir, still,’ Vanderbank continued in the same manner, ‘every bit I do!’

‘I’m sure you do nothing you oughtn’t.’ Mr Longdon kept the photograph and continued to look at it. ‘Her mother told me about her – promised me I should see her next time.’

‘You must – she’s a great friend of mine.’

Mr Longdon remained absorbed. ‘Is she clever?’

Vanderbank turned it over. ‘Well, you’ll tell me if you think so.’

‘Ah, with a child of seventeen –!’ Mr Longdon murmured it as if in dread of having to pronounce. ‘This one, too, is seventeen?’

Vanderbank again considered. ‘Eighteen’. He just hung fire once more, then brought out: ‘Well, call it nearly nineteen. I’ve kept her birthdays,’ he laughed.

His companion caught at the idea. ‘Upon my honour, I should like to! When is the next?’

‘You’ve plenty of time – the fifteenth of June.’

‘I’m only too sorry to wait.’ Laying down the object he had been examining, Mr Longdon took another turn about the room, and his manner was such an appeal to his host to accept his restlessness that, from the corner of a lounge, the latter watched him with encouragement. ‘I said to you just now that I knew the mothers, but it would have been more to the point to say the grandmothers.’ He stopped before the lounge, then nodded at the image of Nanda. ‘I knew hers. She put it at something less.’

Vanderbank rather failed to understand. ‘The old lady? Put what?’

Mr Longdon’s face, for a moment, showed him as feeling his way.  ‘I’m speaking of Mrs Brookenham. She spoke of her daughter as only sixteen.’

His companion’s amusement at the tone of this broke out. ‘She usually does! She has done so, I think, for the last year or two.’

Mr Longdon dropped upon the lounge as if with the weight of something sudden and fresh; then, from where he sat, with a sharp little movement, tossed into the fire the end of his cigarette. Vanderbank offered him another, a second, and as he accepted it and took a light he said: ‘I don’t know what you’re doing with me – I never, at home, smoke so much!’ But he puffed away, and, seated so near him, laid his hand on Vanderbank’s arm as if to help himself to utter something that was too delicate not to be guarded and yet too important not to be risked. ‘Now that’s the sort of thing I did mean – as one of my impressions.’ Vanderbank continued at a loss, and he went on: ‘I refer – if you don’t mind my saying so – to what you said just now.’

Vanderbank was conscious of a deep desire to draw from him whatever might come; so sensible was it somehow that whatever in him was good was also thoroughly personal. But our young friend had to think a minute. ‘I see, I see. Nothing is more probable than that I’ve said something nasty; but which of my particular horrors?’

‘Well, then, your conveying that she makes her daughter out younger –’

‘To make herself out the same?’ Vanderbank took him straight up. ‘It was nasty my doing that? I see, I see. Yes, yes: I rather gave her away, and you’re struck by it – as is most delightful you should be – because you’re, in every way, of a better tradition and, knowing Mrs Brookenham’s my friend, can’t conceive of one’s playing on a friend a trick so vulgar and odious. It strikes you also probably as the kind of thing we must be constantly doing; it strikes you that, right and left, probably, we keep giving each other away. Well, I dare say we do. Yes, “come to think of it,” as they say in America, we do. But what shall I tell you? Practically we all know it and allow for it, and it’s as broad as it’s long. What’s London life after all? It’s tit for tat!’

‘Ah, but what becomes of friendship?’ Mr Longdon earnestly and pleadingly asked, while he still held Vanderbank’s arm as if under the spell of vivid explanation with which he had been furnished.

The young man met his eyes only the more sociably. ‘Friendship?’

‘Friendship.’ Mr Longdon maintained the full value of the word.

‘Well,’ his companion risked, ‘I dare say it isn’t in London by any means what it is at Beccles. I quite literally mean that,’ Vanderbank reassuringly added; ‘I never really have believed in the existence of friendship in big societies – in great towns and great crowds. It’s a plant that takes time and space and air; and London society is a huge “squash”, as we elegantly call it – an elbowing, pushing, perspiring, chattering mob.’

‘Ah, I don’t say that of you!’ Mr Longdon murmured with a withdrawal of his hand and a visible scruple for the sweeping concession he had evoked.

‘Do say it, then – for God’s sake; let some one say it, so that something or other, whatever it may be, may come of it! It’s impossible to say too much – it’s impossible to say enough. There isn’t anything any one can say that I won’t agree to.’

‘That shows you really don’t care,’ the old man returned with acuteness.

‘Oh, we’re past saving, if that’s what you mean!’ Vanderbank laughed.

‘You don’t care, you don’t care!’ his visitor repeated, ‘and – if I may be frank with you – I shouldn’t wonder if it were rather a pity.’

‘A pity I don’t care?’

‘You ought to, you ought to.’ Mr Longdon paused. ‘May I say all I think?’

‘I assure you I shall! You’re awfully interesting.’

‘So are you, if you come to that. It’s just what I’ve had in my head. There’s something I seem to make out in you –!’ He abruptly dropped this, however, going on in another way. ‘I remember the rest of you, but why did I never see you?’

‘I must have been at school – at college. Perhaps you did know my brothers, elder and younger.’

‘There was a boy with your mother at Malvern12. I was near her there for three months in – what was the year?’

‘Yes, I know,’ Vanderbank replied while his guest tried to fix the date. ‘It was my brother Miles. He was awfully clever, but he had no health, poor chap, and we lost him at seventeen. She used to take houses at such places with him – it was supposed to be for his benefit.’

Mr Longdon listened with a visible recovery. ‘He used to talk to me – I remember he asked me questions I couldn’t answer and made me dreadfully ashamed. But I lent him books – partly, upon my honour, to make him think that, as I had them, I did know something. He read everything and had a lot to say about it. I used to tell your mother he had a great future.’

Vanderbank shook his head sadly and kindly. ‘So he had. And you remember Nancy, who was handsome and who was usually with them?’ he went on.

Mr Longdon looked so uncertain that he explained he meant his other sister; on which his companion said: ‘Oh, her? Yes, she was charming – she evidently had a future too.’

‘Well, she’s in the midst of it now. She’s married.’

‘And whom did she marry?’

‘A fellow called Toovey. A man in the City.’

‘Oh!’ said Mr Longdon a little blankly. Then as if to retrieve his blankness: ‘But why do you call her Nancy? Wasn’t her name Blanche?’

‘Exactly – Blanche Bertha Vanderbank.’

Mr Longdon looked half mystified and half distressed. ‘And now she’s Nancy Toovey?’

Vanderbank broke into laughter at his dismay. ‘That’s what everyone calls her.’

‘But why?’

‘Nobody knows. You see you were right about her future.’

Mr Longdon gave another of his soft, smothered sighs; he had turned back again to the first photograph, which he looked at for a longer time. ‘Well, it wasn’t her way.’

‘My mother’s? No indeed. Oh, my mother’s way!’ Vanderbank waited, then added gravely: ‘She was taken in time.’

Mr Longdon turned half round and looked as if he were about to reply to this; but instead of so doing he proceeded afresh to an examination of the expressive oval in the red plush frame. He took little Aggie, who appeared to interest him, and abruptly observed: ‘Nanda isn’t so pretty.’

‘No, not nearly. There’s a great question whether Nanda is pretty at all.’

Mr Longdon continued to inspect her more favoured friend; which led him after a moment to bring out: ‘She ought to be, you know. Her grandmother was.’

‘Oh, and her mother,’ Vanderbank threw in. ‘Don’t you think Mrs Brookenham lovely?’

Mr Longdon kept him waiting a little. ‘Not so lovely as Lady Julia. Lady Julia had –’ He faltered; then, as if there were too much to say, disposed of the question. ‘Lady Julia had everything.’

Vanderbank gathered from the sound of the words an impression that determined him more and more to diplomacy. ‘But isn’t that just what Mrs Brookenham has?’

This time the old man was prompt. ‘Yes, she’s very brilliant, but it’s a totally different thing.’ He laid little Aggie down and moved away as if without purpose; but Vanderbank presently perceived his purpose to be another glance at the other young lady. As if accidentally and absently, he bent again over the portrait of Nanda. ‘Lady Julia was exquisite, and this child’s exactly like her.’

Vanderbank, more and more conscious of something working in him, was more and more interested. ‘If Nanda’s so like her, was she so exquisite?’ he hazarded.

‘Oh yes; everyone was agreed about that.’ Mr Longdon kept his eyes on the face, trying a little, Vanderbank even thought, to conceal his own. ‘She was one of the greatest beauties of her day.’

‘Then is Nanda so like her?’ Vanderbank persisted, amused at his friend’s transparency.

‘Extraordinarily. Her mother told me all about her.’

‘Told you she’s as beautiful as her grandmother?’

Mr Longdon turned it over. ‘Well, that she has just Lady Julia’s expression. She absolutely has it – I see it here.’ He was delightfully positive. ‘She’s much more like the dead than like the living.’

Vanderbank saw in this too many deep things not to follow them up. One of these was, to begin with, that his friend had not more than half succumbed to Mrs Brookenham’s attraction, if indeed, by a fine originality, he had not resisted it altogether. That in itself, for an observer deeply versed in this lady, was delightful and beguiling. Another indication was that he found himself, in spite of such a break in the chain, distinctly predisposed to Nanda. ‘If she reproduces then so vividly Lady Julia,’ the young man threw out, ‘why does she strike you as so much less pretty than her foreign friend there, who is after all by no means a prodigy?’

The subject of this address, with one of the photographs in his hand, glanced, while he reflected, at the other. Then with a subtlety that matched itself for the moment with Vanderbank’s: ‘You just told me yourself that the little foreign person –’

‘Is ever so much the lovelier of the two? So I did. But you’ve promptly recognized it. It’s the first time,’ Vanderbank went on, to let him down more gently, ‘that I’ve heard Mrs Brookenham admit the girl’s looks.’

‘Her own girl’s? “Admit” them?’

‘I mean grant them to be even as good as they are. I myself, I must tell you, extremely like them. I think Lady Julia’s grand-daughter has in her face, in spite of everything –’

‘What do you mean by everything?’ Mr Longdon broke in with such an approach to resentment that his host’s amusement overflowed.

‘You’ll see – when you do see. She has no features. No, not one,’ Vanderbank inexorably pursued; ‘unless indeed you put it that she has two or three too many. What I was going to say was that she has in her expression all that’s charming in her nature. But beauty, in London’ – and feeling that he held his visitor’s attention, he gave himself the pleasure of freely unfolding his idea – ‘staring, glaring, obvious, knock-down beauty, as plain as a poster on a wall, an advertisement of soap or whisky, something that speaks to the crowd and crosses the foot-lights, fetches such a price in the market that the absence of it, for a woman with a girl to marry, inspires endless terrors and constitutes for the wretched pair – to speak of mother and daughter alone – a sort of social bankruptcy. London doesn’t love the latent or the lurking, has neither time, nor taste, nor sense for anything less discernible than the red flag in front of the steam-roller.13 It wants cash over the counter and letters ten feet high. Therefore, you see, it’s all as yet rather a dark question for poor Nanda – a question that, in a way, quite occupies the foreground of her mother’s earnest little life. How will she look, what will be thought of her and what will she be able to do for herself? She’s at the age when the whole thing–speaking of her appearance, her possible share of good looks – is still, in a manner, in a fog. But everything depends on it.’

Mr Longdon, by this time, had come back to him. ‘Excuse my asking it again – for you take such jumps: what, once more, do you mean by everything?’

‘Why, naturally, her marrying. Above all her marrying early.’

Mr Longdon stood before the sofa. ‘What do you mean by early?’

‘Well, we do doubtless get up later than at Beccles; but that gives us, you see, shorter days. I mean in a couple of seasons. Soon enough,’ Vanderbank developed, ‘to limit the strain –’ He broke down again, in gaiety, at his friend’s expression.

‘What do you mean by the strain?’

‘Well, the complication of her being there.’

‘Being where?’

‘You do put one through!’ Vanderbank laughed. But he showed himself perfectly prepared. ‘Out of the school-room, where she is now. In her mother’s drawing-room. At her mother’s fireside.’

Mr Longdon stared. ‘But where else should she be?’

‘At her husband’s, don’t you see?’

Mr Longdon looked as if he quite saw, yet he was nevertheless, as regards his original challenge, not to be put off. ‘Ah, certainly,’ he replied with a slight stiffness, ‘but not as if she had been pushed down the chimney. All in good time.’

Vanderbank turned the tables on him. ‘What do you call good time?’

‘Why, time to make herself loved.’

Vanderbank wondered. ‘By the men who come to the house?’

Mr Longdon slightly attenuated this way of putting it. ‘Yes – and in the home circle. Where’s the “strain” – of her being suffered to be a member of it?’


III

VANDERBANK, at this, left his corner of the sofa and, with his hands in his pockets, and a manner so amused that it might have passed for excited, took several paces about the room while his interlocutor, watching him, waited for his response. The old man, as this response for a minute hung fire, took his turn at sitting down, and then Vanderbank stopped before him with a face in which something had been still more brightly kindled. ‘You ask me more things than I can tell you. You ask me more than I think you suspect. You must come and see me again – you must let me come and see you. You raise the most interesting questions, and we must sooner or later have them all out.’

Mr Longdon looked happy in such a prospect, but he once more took out his watch. ‘It wants five minutes to midnight. Which means that I must go now.’

‘Not in the least. There are satisfactions you too must give.’ Vanderbank, with an irresistible hand, confirmed him in his position and pressed upon him another cigarette. His resistance rang hollow – it was clearly, he judged, such an occasion for sacrifices. His companion’s view of it meanwhile was quite as marked. ‘You see there’s ever so much more you must in common kindness tell me.’

Mr Longdon sat there like a shy singer invited to strike up. ‘I told you everything at Mrs Brookenham’s. It comes over me now how I dropped on you.’

‘What you told me,’ Vanderbank returned, ‘was excellent so far as it went; but it was only after all that, having caught my name, you had asked of our friend if I belonged to people you had known years before, and then, from what she had said, had, with what you were so good as to call great pleasure, made out that I did. You came round to me, on this, after dinner, and gave me a pleasure still greater. But that only takes us part of the way.’ Mr Longdon said nothing, but there was something appreciative in his conscious lapses; they were a tribute to his young friend’s frequent felicity. This personage indeed appeared more and more to take them for that; which was not without its effect upon his spirits. At last, with a flight of some freedom, he brought their pause to a close. ‘You loved Lady Julia.’ Then as the attitude of his guest, who serenely met his eyes, was practically a contribution to the subject, he went on with a feeling that he had positively pleased. ‘You lost her, and you’re unmarried.’

Mr Longdon’s smile was beautiful – it supplied so many meanings that when presently he spoke he seemed already to have told half his story. ‘Well, my life took a form. It had to, or I don’t know what would have become of me, and several things that all happened at once helped me out. My father died – I came into the little place in Suffolk. My sister, my only one, who had married and was older than I, lost within a year or two both her husband and her little boy. I offered her, in the country, a home, for her trouble was greater than any trouble of mine. She came, she stayed; it went on and on, and we lived there together. We were sorry for each other, and it somehow suited us. But she died two years ago.’

Vanderbank took all this in, only wishing to show – wishing by this time quite tenderly – that he even read into it deeply enough all the unsaid. He filled out another of his friend’s gaps. ‘And here you are.’ Then he invited Mr Longdon himself to make the stride. ‘Well, you’ll be a great success.’

‘What do you mean by that?’

‘Why, that we shall be so infatuated with you that it will make your life a burden to you. You’ll see soon enough what I mean by it.’

‘Possibly,’ the old man said; ‘to understand you I shall have to. You speak of something that, as yet – with my race practically run – I know nothing about. I was no success as a young man. I mean of the sort that would have made most difference. People wouldn’t look at me.’

‘Well, we shall look at you,’ Vanderbank declared. Then he added: ‘What people do you mean?’ And before his friend could reply: ‘Lady Julia?’

Mr Longdon’s assent was mute. ‘Ah, she was not the worst! I mean that what made it so bad,’ he continued, ‘was that they all really liked me. Your mother, I think – as to that, the dreadful, consolatory “liking” – even more than the others.’

‘My mother?’ – Vanderbank was surprised. ‘You mean there was a question –?’

‘Oh, but for half a minute. It didn’t take her long. It was five years after your father’s death.’ This explanation was very delicately made. ‘She could marry again.’

‘And I suppose you know she did,’ Vanderbank replied.

‘I knew it soon enough!’ With this, abruptly, Mr Longdon pulled himself forward. ‘Good-night, good-night.’

‘Good-night,’ said Vanderbank. ‘But wasn’t that after Lady Julia?’

On the edge of the sofa, his hands supporting him, Mr Longdon looked straight. ‘There was nothing after Lady Julia.’

‘I see.’ His companion smiled. ‘My mother was earlier.’

‘She was extremely good to me. I’m not speaking of that time at Malvern – that came later.’

‘Precisely – I understand. You’re speaking of the first years of her widowhood.’

Mr Longdon just faltered. ‘I should call them rather the last. Six months later came her second marriage.’

Vanderbank’s interest visibly improved. ‘Ah, it was then? That was my seventh year.’ He called things back and pieced them together. ‘But she must have been older than you.’

‘Yes – a little. She was kindness itself to me, at all events, then and afterwards. That was the charm of the weeks at Malvern.’

‘I see,’ the young man laughed. ‘The charm was that you had recovered.’

‘Oh dear, no!’ Mr Longdon, rather to his mystification, exclaimed. ‘I’m afraid I hadn’t recovered at all – hadn’t, if that’s what you mean, got over my misery and my melancholy. She knew I hadn’t – and that was what was nice of her. She was a person with whom I could talk about her.’

Vanderbank took a moment to clear up the ambiguity. ‘Oh, you mean you could talk about the other! You hadn’t got over Lady Julia.’

Mr Longdon sadly smiled at him. ‘I haven’t got over her yet!’ Then, however, as if not to look too woeful, he took pains to be lucid. ‘The first wound was bad – but from that one always comes round. Your mother, dear woman, had known how to help me. Lady Julia was at that time her intimate friend – it was she who introduced me there. She couldn’t help what happened – she did her best. What I meant just now was that, in the after-time, when opportunity occurred, she was the one person with whom I could always talk and who always understood.’ Mr Longdon appeared to lose himself an instant in the deep memories to which alone he now survived to testify; then he sighed out as if the taste of it all came back to him with a faint sweetness: ‘I think they must both have been good to me. At the period at Malvern – the particular time I just mentioned to you – Lady Julia was already married, and during those first years she was whirled out of my ken. Then her own life took a quieter turn; we met again; I went, for a long time, often to her house. I think she rather liked the state to which she had reduced me, though she didn’t, you know, in the least presume upon it. The better a woman is – it has often struck me – the more she enjoys, in a quiet way, some fellow’s having been rather bad, rather dark and desperate, about her – for her. I dare say, I mean, that, though Lady Julia insisted I ought to marry, she wouldn’t really have liked it much if I had. At any rate it was in those years that I saw her daughter just cease to be a child – the little girl who was to be transformed by time into the so different person with whom we dined tonight. That comes back to me when I hear you speak of the growing up, in turn, of that person’s own daughter.’

‘I follow you with a sympathy!’ Vanderbank replied. ‘The situation’s reproduced.’

‘Ah, partly – not altogether. The things that are unlike – well, are so very unlike.’ Mr Longdon for a moment, on this, fixed his companion with eyes that betrayed one of the restless little jumps of his mind. ‘I told you just now that there’s something I seem to make out in you.’

‘Yes, that was meant for better things?’ – Vanderbank gaily took him up. ‘There is something, I really believe – meant for ever so much better ones. Those are just the sort I like to be supposed to have a real affinity with. Help me to them, Mr Longdon; help me to them, and I don’t know what I won’t do for you!’

‘Then, after all’ – and the old man made his point with innocent sharpness – ‘you’re not past saving!’

‘Well, I individually – how shall I put it to you? If I tell you,’ Vanderbank went on, ‘that I’ve that sort of fulcrum for salvation which consists at least in a deep consciousness and the absence of a rag of illusion, I shall appear to say that I’m different from the world I live in and to that extent present myself as superior and fatuous. Try me at any rate. Let me try myself. Don’t abandon me. See what can be done with me. Perhaps I’m after all a case. I shall certainly cling to you.’

‘You’re too clever – you’re too clever: that’s what’s the matter with you all!’ Mr Longdon sighed.

‘With us all?’ Vanderbank echoed. ‘Dear Mr Longdon, it’s the first time I’ve heard it. If you should say with me in particular, why there might be something in it. What you mean, at any rate – I see where you come out – is that we’re cold and sarcastic and cynical, without the soft human spot. I think you flatter us even while you attempt to warn; but what’s extremely interesting at all events is that, as I gather, we made on you this evening, in a particular way, a collective impression – something in which our trifling varieties are merged.’ His visitor’s face, at this, appeared to say to him that he was putting the case in perfection, so that he was encouraged to go on. ‘There was something particular with which you were not altogether pleasantly struck.’

Mr Longdon, who, decidedly, changed colour easily, showed in his clear cheek the effect at once of feeling a finger on his fault and of admiration for his companion’s insight. But he accepted the situation. ‘I couldn’t help noticing your tone.’

‘Do you mean its being so low?’

Mr Longdon, who had smiled at first, looked grave now. ‘Do you really want to know?’

‘Just how you were affected? I assure you that there’s nothing, at this moment, I desire nearly so much.’

‘I’m no judge,’ the old man went on; ‘I’m no critic; I’m no talker myself. I’m old-fashioned and narrow and dull. I’ve lived for years in a hole. I’m not a man of the world.’

Vanderbank considered him with a benevolence, a geniality of approval, that he literally had to hold in check for fear of seeming to patronize. ‘There’s not one of us who can touch you. You’re delightful, you’re wonderful, and I’m intensely curious to hear you,’ the young man pursued. ‘Were we absolutely odious?’ Before his friend’s puzzled, finally almost pained face, such an air of appreciating so much candour, yet looking askance at so much freedom, he could only endeavour to smooth the way and light the subject. ‘You see we don’t in the least know where we are. We’re lost – and you find us.’ Mr Longdon, as he spoke, had prepared at last really to go, reaching the door with a manner that denoted, however, by no means so much satiety as an attention that felt itself positively too agitated. Vanderbank had helped him on with the Inverness cape and for an instant detained him by it. ‘Just tell me as a kindness. Do we talk –?’

‘Too freely?’ Mr Longdon, with his clear eyes so untouched by time, speculatively murmured.

‘Too outrageously. I want the truth.’

The truth evidently for Mr Longdon was difficult to tell. ‘Well – it was certainly different.’

‘From you and Lady Julia, I see. Well, of course with time some change is natural, isn’t it? But so different,’ Vanderbank pressed, ‘that you were really shocked?’

His visitor, at this, smiled, but the smile somehow made the face graver. ‘I think I was rather frightened. Good-night.’




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


AwkwardAge/images/9780141921976_003.jpg





AwkwardAge/images/9780141921976_001.jpg
PENGUIN @ cuassics





AwkwardAge/images/9780141921976_002.jpg









AwkwardAge/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





AwkwardAge/page-map.xml
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





