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TIIE TORTRAIT OF A LADY.

L.

lzaner had not seen much of Madame Merle sinee her mar-
riage, this lady having indulged in fregnent absences from Rome,
At one time she had spent six months in England ; st another
she had passed a portion of & winber in Paris, She had made
numereus visits bo dislant [riends, and pave conniemance to the
iden that for the fotare she should be o legs inveterate Roman
than in the past. As she had been inveterate in the past only
in the sense of constantly having an aparfment in one of the
sumniest niches of the Pineian—an apartment which oflen stood
empty—this guggested a prospect of almost constant absence ;
a danger which Isabel at one period had been much inclined
to deplore.  Familiarity had modified in some degres her first
impression of Madame Merle, but it had not essentially altered
it ; there waz atill a kind of wonder of admiration in it
Madame Merle was armed at all points; it was a pleasure to
SEE B PETEON 80 cmnlnlﬂialy aquip]:m] for tha socinl battle. Sha
carried her flag disercetly, but her weapons were polished steel,
and she used them with & skill which struek Tsabuol 45 more and

more that of a veteran. She was never weary, never overcome
YOL. I B



2 THE TORTRAIT OF A LADY,

with disgrust ; she vever appeared to need resl or eonsolation.
She had her own ideas; she had of old exposed a grent many
of them to Tsabel, who knew alse that under an appeatnes of
extreme self-control her highly-cultivated friend eoncealed a rich
sensibility,  But her will was mistross of her 1ife s there was
something brilliant in the way she kept going, 1t was ag if zhe
had learned the secret of it-—as if the art of life were some
clever trick that she had guessed. Isabel, as she herselfl grew
older, beesme acquainted with rovalsions, with dizgost ; there
were days when the world looked blaclk, and she asked herself
with some peremptoriness what it was that she was prelending
to live for. ller old habit had been to Jive by enthusissm, to
fall in love with suddenly-perecived possibilitics, with the idea
of & new attempt.  Ag o young girl, she used to proceed from
one little exaltation to ibe olher; there wem searecly any dull
places between, Dul Madame Merle had suppressed enthusi-
asm; she fell in lowe now-n-days with nothing ; she Hved
entively by renson, hy wisdom. There were hours when Izaheal
would have given anything for Iessons in this art; if Madame
Merle had heen near, she would have made an appeal to her
She had become aware more than before of the advantags of
being like that—of having made one's aolf a firm surface, 2 sorf
of corselot of silver. DBut, as 1 say, it was not till the winter,
during which we lately renewed acquaintance with our heming,
that Madome Merle made a continuous stoy in Rome. Tsahbel
now saw mmore of Ter than she had done since her merriaze ; hut
by thiz time Isabel’s meeds and inclinations had eonsideralily
changed. It was not at present to Madame Merle that she would
have applied for instroetion ; she had lost the desire to know
this lady’s claver trick. If she had troubles she must keep them
to herself, and if life was difficalt 1t would not make it essier to
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eonfess hersell beaten,  Madame Merle was doubtless of grest
use to herself, and an ormament to any eircle; bot was she—
wonld she be—of use to others in periods of refined embarrass-
ment?  The best way to profit by Madame Merle—this indeed
Izabel had alwaya thooght—was to imitate her; to be as firm
and hright as she. Bhe recognised no embarrassments, and
Teahel, considering this fact, determined, for the fifiieth time, to
brush aside her own, It seemed to her, too, on the renewal of
an intercourse which had virtually been interrupted, that Madame
Merle waa changed—1ihat she pushed to the extrems a sertain
rather artificial fear of being indisercet, Ralph Tonchett, we
know, had been of the opinion that she was prone to exaggera-
tion, to forcing the note—was apt, in the vulgar phrase, to over-
do it. Isabel had never admitted this charga—had never, indesd,
quite undemstood it ; Madame Merle'z conduet, to hier perception,
always bore the stamp of good tasbe, was always *‘ quiet.” TButb
in this matter of not wishing to inirude upon the inner life of
the Osmowd family, it at Inst ocenrred to our heroine that she
overdid it a little, That, of course, was not the hest taste ; that
was rather violent. She remembered too mueh that Taabel was
marrisl ; that she had now other interssts; that though she,
Madame Merle, had known Gilbert Osmond and his little Pansy
very well, better almost than any one, she was after all not ons
of them. 8he was on her guand; she never spoke of their
affairs till she was asked, even pressed—as when her opinion
was wanted ; she had n dread of seeming to meddle. Madame
Merle was as candid as we know, snd one day she ecandidly
expressed this dread to Tsabel

“T mnst be on my guanl,” she said ; “ T might 20 easily, with-
out suspecting it, offend you. You wonld be right to be offended,

even if my intention should have been of the purest. I must
B2
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not forget that T knew your hnsband long befors you did; 1
must not ot that betray me. If you wore a silly woman you
might be jealons. You are not a silly woman ; T know that
perfectly.  DBut neither am I; thevefore I am determined not to
get into troable. A lithle havm is verey soon done ; a mistake is
made before one knows ih. (M eourse, i I had wished to make
lova to your hushand, I had ten years to do it in, and nothing
to prevent ; so it fan't Likely I shall berin to-day, when I am =0
mueh less attractive than 1 was. Buk if T were to ATOOY you
by seeming o fake a place that docsn’t belong to me, you
wouldn't make that refleetion ; you would simply say that I was
forgetting certain differences. I em determined not to forget
them.  Of course o good friend isn't always thinking of that;
one doean't sugpect one's friends of injustice. T don't suspect
you, my dear, in the least ; but I suspect human pature, Don't
think T make myself unsomfortable ; I am not always watching
myself. 1 think T sufficiently prove it in falking to youas T do
now. All I wish to say is, however, that if you were to he
jealons—that ia the form it would take—I should be sure to
think it was a little my fault. It certainly wouldn't be your

¥ _ 55

husband’s,

Isabel had had fhree years to think over Mra. Tonchett's
theory that Madane 3erle had made Gilbert Qumond's marrisge.
We koow how she hiad at first veccived it Madome Merle might
hiave made Gilbert Osmend's warriage, but she eertainly had not
made Isabel Archer'z. That was the work of—Isalel scarcely
knew what : of nature, of providence, of forbone, of the eternal
mystery of things It was firue that her aunt’s complaint Lad
been not s0 much of Madame Merle’s activity as of her dupli-
eity ; she had brought about the marriage and then she had
denied her guitt, Suech guilt would not have been great, to



