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BUNNER SI STERS

BY EDI TH WHARTON

PART |

In the days when New York's traffic noved at the pace of the
droopi ng horse-car, when society applauded Christine Nilsson at the
Acadeny of Misic and basked in the sunsets of the Hudson R ver
School on the walls of the National Acadeny of Design, an

i nconspi cuous shop with a single showw ndow was intimtely and
favourably known to the fem nine popul ati on of the quarter

bordering on Stuyvesant Square.

It was a very snall shop, in a shabby basenent, in a side-

street already dooned to decline; and fromthe niscell aneous

di spl ay behi nd the wi ndow pane, and the brevity of the sign
surmounting it (merely "Bunner Sisters" in blotchy gold on a bl ack
ground) it would have been difficult for the uninitiated to guess
the precise nature of the business carried on within. But that was
of little consequence, since its fane was so purely local that the
customers on whomits existence depended were al nost congenitally

aware of the exact range of "goods" to be found at Bunner Sisters'

The house of which Bunner Sisters had annexed the basenent was
a private dwelling with a brick front, green shutters on weak
hi nges, and a dress-naker's sign in the w ndow above the shop. On

each side of its nodest three stories stood higher buildings, with



fronts of brown stone, cracked and blistered, cast-iron bal conies
and cat-haunted grass-patches behind twisted railings. These
houses too had once been private, but now a cheap lunchroomfilled
t he basement of one, while the other announced itself, above the
knotty wistaria that clasped its central bal cony, as the Mendoza
Famly Hotel. It was obvious fromthe chronic cluster of refuse-
barrels at its area-gate and the blurred surface of its curtainless
wi ndows, that the famlies frequenting the Mendoza Hotel were not
exacting in their tastes; though they doubtless indulged in as nuch
fastidiousness as they could afford to pay for, and rather nore

than their | andl ord thought they had a right to express.

These three houses fairly exenplified the general character of
the street, which, as it stretched eastward, rapidly fell from
shabbi ness to squal or, with an increasing frequency of projecting
si gn-boards, and of sw nging doors that softly shut or opened at
the touch of red-nosed nen and pale little girls with broken jugs.
The middle of the street was full of irregular depressions, well
adapted to retain the long swirls of dust and straw and tw sted
paper that the wind drove up and down its sad untended | ength; and
toward the end of the day, when traffic had been active, the
fissured pavenent forned a nosaic of coloured hand-bills, |ids of
tomat o- cans, ol d shoes, cigar-stunps and banana skins, cenented
together by a layer of nmud, or veiled in a powdering of dust, as

the state of the weather determ ned.

The sole refuge offered fromthe contenplation of this

depressing waste was the sight of the Bunner Sisters' window |Its
panes were always wel | -washed, and though their display of
artificial flowers, bands of scalloped flannel, wre hat-franes,
and jars of hone-nade preserves, had the undefinable greyish tinge
of objects long preserved in the show case of a nuseum the w ndow

reveal ed a background of orderly counters and white-washed walls in



pl easant contrast to the adjoi ning dinginess.

The Bunner sisters were proud of the neatness of their shop

and content with its hunmble prosperity. It was not what they had
once imagined it would be, but though it presented but a shrunken
i mge of their earlier anbitions it enabled themto pay their rent
and keep thensel ves alive and out of debt; and it was |ong

since their hopes had soared higher

Now and t hen, however, anobng their greyer hours there cane one

not bright enough to be called sunny, but rather of the silvery
twilight hue which sonetinmes ends a day of storm It was such an
hour that Ann Eliza, the elder of the firm was soberly enjoying as
she sat one January evening in the back room which served as
bedroom kitchen and parlour to herself and her sister Evelina. 1In
the shop the blinds had been drawn down, the counters cleared and
the wares in the window lightly covered with an old sheet; but the
shop-door remai ned unl ocked till Evelina, who had taken a parcel to

the dyer's, should cone back.

In the back rooma kettle bubbled on the stove, and Ann Eliza

had laid a cloth over one end of the centre table, and placed near
the green-shaded sewing | anp two tea-cups, two plates, a sugar-bow
and a piece of pie. The rest of the roomrenmined in a greenish
shadow whi ch discreetly veiled the outline of an ol d-fashi oned
mahogany bedst ead surmounted by a chronp of a young lady in a

ni ght -gown who clung with eloquently-rolling eyes to a crag
described in illuminated letters as the Rock of Ages; and agai nst

t he unshaded wi ndows two rocking-chairs and a sew ng- machi ne were

si | houetted on the dusk

Ann Eliza, her small and habitually anxi ous face snoothed to

unusual serenity, and the streaks of pale hair on her veined



tenpl es shining glossily beneath the | anp, had seated herself at
the table, and was tying up, with her usual funbling deliberation
a knobby object wapped in paper. Now and then, as she struggled
with the string, which was too short, she fancied she heard the
click of the shop-door, and paused to listen for her sister; then
as no one cane, she straightened her spectacles and entered into
renewed conflict with the parcel. [In honour of sone event of

obvi ous inmportance, she had put on her doubl e-dyed and triple-
turned bl ack silk. Age, while bestowing on this garnment a

pati ne worthy of a Renai ssance bronze, had deprived it of

what ever curves the wearer's pre-Raphaelite figure had once been
able to inpress on it; but this stiffness of outline gave it an air
of sacerdotal state which seened to enphasize the inportance of the

occasi on.

Seen thus, in her sacranental black silk, a wisp of |ace

turned over the collar and fastened by a nosaic brooch, and her
face snoothed into harnony with her apparel, Ann Eliza | ooked ten
years younger than behind the counter, in the heat and burden of
the day. It would have been as difficult to guess her approxinmate
age as that of the black silk, for she had the sane worn and gl ossy
aspect as her dress; but a faint tinge of pink still lingered on
her cheek-bones, like the reflection of sunset which sonetines

colours the west long after the day is over

When she had tied the parcel to her satisfaction, and laid it

with furtive accuracy just opposite her sister's plate, she sat
down, with an air of obviously-assuned indifference, in one of the
rocki ng-chairs near the wi ndow, and a nonent |ater the shop-door

opened and Evel i na entered.

The younger Bunner sister, who was a little taller than her

el der, had a nore pronounced nose, but a weaker slope of nmouth and



chin. She still pernmtted herself the frivolity of waving her pale
hair, and its tight little ridges, stiff as the tresses of an
Assyrian statue, were flattened under a dotted veil which ended at
the tip of her col d-reddened nose. |n her scant jacket and skirt
of black cashnere she | ooked singularly nipped and faded; but it
seenmed possi bl e that under happier conditions she mght still warm

into relative youth

"Way, Ann Eliza," she exclainmed, in a thin voice pitched to
chronic fretful ness, "what in the world you got your best silk on

for?"

Ann Eliza had risen with a blush that nade her steel-browed

spect acl es i ncongruous.

"Why, Evelina, why shouldn't I, I sh'ld like to know? Ain't
it your birthday, dear?" She put out her arnms with the awkwardness

of habitually repressed enotion

Evelina, w thout seeming to notice the gesture, threw back the

j acket from her narrow shoul ders

"Ch, pshaw," she said, |ess peevishly. "I guess we'd better

give up birthdays. Mich as we can do to keep Chri stnmas nowadays."

"You hadn't oughter say that, Evelina. W ain't so badly off
as all that. | guess you're cold and tired. Set down while | take

the kettle off: it's right on the boil."

She pushed Evelina toward the table, keeping a sideward eye on
her sister's listless novenents, while her own hands were busy with
the kettle. A noment |ater came the exclamation for which she

wai t ed.



"Way, Ann Eliza!" Evelina stood transfixed by the sight of

the parcel beside her plate.

Ann Eliza, trenmulously engaged in filling the teapot, lifted

a | ook of hypocritical surprise.

"Sakes, Evelina! Wlat's the natter?"

The younger sister had rapidly untied the string, and drawn
fromits wappings a round nickel clock of the kind to be bought

for a dollar-seventy-five.

"Ch, Ann Eliza, how could you?" She set the clock down, and

the sisters exchanged agitated gl ances across the table.

"Well," the elder retorted, "AINT it your birthday?"
"Yes, but--"
"Well, and ain't you had to run round the corner to the Square

every norning, rain or shine, to see what tinme it was, ever since

we had to sell nother's watch last July? Ain't you, Evelina?"

"Yes, but--"

"There ain't any buts. W' ve always wanted a cl ock and now

we've got one: that's all there is about it. Ain't she a beauty,
Evelina?" Ann Eliza, putting back the kettle on the stove, |eaned
over her sister's shoulder to pass an approving hand over the
circular rimof the clock. "Hear how | oud she ticks. | was afraid

you' d hear her soon as you cone in."

"No. | wasn't thinking," nurmured Evelina.



"Well, ain't you glad now?" Ann Eliza gently reproached her.
The rebuke had no acerbity, for she knew that Evelina' s seening

i ndi fference was alive with unexpressed scrupl es.

"I"'mreal glad, sister; but you hadn't oughter. W could have

got on well enough wi thout."

"Evel i na Bunner, just you sit down to your tea. | guess
know what 1'd oughter and what |1'd hadn't oughter just as well as

you do--1'"mold enough!"

"You're real good, Ann Eliza; but | know you've given up

somet hi ng you needed to get nme this clock."

"What do | need, I'd like to know? Ain't | got a best black

silk?" the elder sister said with a laugh full of nervous pl easure.

She poured out Evelina's tea, adding some condensed mlk from
the jug, and cutting for her the |largest slice of pie; then she

drew up her own chair to the table.

The two worren ate in silence for a few nonments before Evelina
began to speak again. "The clock is perfectly lovely and | don't
say it ain't a confort to have it; but | hate to think what it nust

have cost you."

"No, it didn't, neither,"” Ann Eliza retorted. "I got it dirt
cheap, if you want to know. And | paid for it out of alittle

extra work | did the other night on the nachine for Ms. Hawkins."

"The baby-wai st s?"

"Yes."



"There, | knewit! You swore to nme you'd buy a new pair of

shoes with that noney."

"Well, and s'posin' | didn't want 'em-what then? |[|'ve

pat ched up the old ones as good as new-and | do declare, Evelina

Bunner, if you ask me anot her question you'll go and spoil all ny
pl easure.”
"Very well, | won't," said the younger sister

They continued to eat without farther words. Evelina yielded

to her sister's entreaty that she should finish the pie, and poured
out a second cup of tea, into which she put the last |unmp of sugar
and between them on the table, the clock kept up its sociable

tick.

"Where'd you get it, Ann Eliza?" asked Evelina, fascinated.

"Where'd you s' pose? Wiy, right round here, over acrost the
Square, in the queerest little store you ever laid eyes on. | saw
it in the window as | was passing, and | stepped right in and asked

how nuch it was, and the store-keeper he was real pleasant about

it. He was just the nicest man. | guess he's a Gernan. | told
himl couldn't give nuch, and he said, well, he knew what hard
times was too. Hi s nane's Rany--Hernman Rany: | saw it

witten up over the store. And he told nme he used to work at
Tiff'ny's, oh, for years, in the clock-departnent, and three years
ago he took sick with sone kinder fever, and lost his place, and
when he got well they'd engaged sonebody el se and didn't want him
and so he started this little store by hinmself. | guess he's rea

smart, and he spoke quite like an educated nan--but he | ooks sick."

Evelina was listening with absorbed attention. |n the narrow



lives of the two sisters such an epi sode was not to be under-rated.

"What you say his nane was?" she asked as Ann Eliza paused.

"Herman Rany."

"How old is he?"

"Well, | couldn't exactly tell you, he | ooked so sick--but |

don't b'lieve he's nmuch over forty."

By this tine the plates had been cleared and the teapot

enptied, and the two sisters rose fromthe table. Ann Eliza, tying
an apron over her black silk, carefully renoved all traces of the
meal ; then, after washing the cups and plates, and putting them
away in a cupboard, she drew her rocking-chair to the [anp and sat
down to a heap of nending. Evelina, nmeanwhile, had been roaning
about the roomin search of an abiding-place for the clock. A
rosewood what-not with ornamental fret-work hung on the wall beside
the devout young lady in dishabille, and after nuch wei ghi ng of
alternatives the sisters decided to dethrone a broken china vase
filled with dried grasses which had | ong stood on the top shelf,
and to put the clock in its place; the vase, after farther

consi deration, being relegated to a small table covered with bl ue
and white beadwork, which held a Bible and prayer-book, and an
illustrated copy of Longfellow s poens given as a school -prize to

their father.

Thi s change having been made, and the effect studied from

every angle of the room Evelina languidly put her pinking-nmachine
on the table, and sat down to the nonotonous work of pinking a heap
of black silk flounces. The strips of stuff slid slowy to the
floor at her side, and the clock, fromits conmandi ng al titude,

kept tine with the dispiriting click of the instrunent under her



fingers.

The purchase of Evelina's clock had been a nore inportant

event in the life of Ann Eliza Bunner than her younger sister could
divine. In the first place, there had been the denorali zing
satisfaction of finding herself in possession of a sum of noney

whi ch she need not put into the comon fund, but could spend as she
chose, without consulting Evelina, and then the excitenment of her
stealthy trips abroad, undertaken on the rare occasions when she
could trunp up a pretext for leaving the shop; since, as arule, it
was Evelina who took the bundles to the dyer's, and delivered the
purchases of those anobng their custonmers who were too genteel to be
seen carrying honme a bonnet or a bundle of pinking--so that, had it
not been for the excuse of having to see Ms. Hawkins's teething
baby, Ann Eliza would hardly have known what notive to allege for

deserting her usual seat behind the counter

The infrequency of her wal ks nade themthe chief events of her
life. The nmere act of going out fromthe nonastic quiet of the
shop into the tumult of the streets filled her with a subdued
excitenent which grew too intense for pleasure as she was swal | owed
by the engul fing roar of Broadway or Third Avenue, and began to do
timd battle with their incessant cross-currents of humanity.

After a glance or two into the great show wi ndows she usually

all oned herself to be swept back into the shelter of a side-street,
and finally regained her owm roof in a state of breathless
bewi | dernment and fatigue; but gradually, as her nerves were soot hed
by the familiar quiet of the little shop, and the click of

Evel i na' s pi nki ng-machi ne, certain sights and sounds woul d detach



thenselves fromthe torrent along which she had been swept, and she
woul d devote the rest of the day to a nmental reconstruction of the
di fferent episodes of her walk, till finally it took shape in her

t hought as a consecutive and hi ghl y-col oured experience, from

whi ch, for weeks afterwards, she would detach some fragnentary

recollection in the course of her |ong dial ogues with her sister

But when, to the unwonted excitement of going out, was added

the intenser interest of |ooking for a present for Evelina,

Ann Eliza's agitation, sharpened by conceal ment, actually preyed
upon her rest; and it was not till the present had been given, and
she had unbosoned herself of the experiences connected with its
purchase, that she could | ook back with anything |ike conmposure to
that stirring nonent of her life. Fromthat day forward, however,
she began to take a certain tranquil pleasure in thinking of M.
Rany's small shop, not unlike her owmn in its countrified obscurity,
though the | ayer of dust which covered its counter and shel ves nade
the conparison only superficially acceptable. Still, she did not
judge the state of the shop severely, for M. Rany had told her
that he was alone in the world, and | one nen, she was aware, did
not know how to deal with dust. It gave her a good deal of
occupation to wonder why he had never nmarried, or if, on the other
hand, he were a wi dower, and had lost all his dear little children;
and she scarcely knew which alternative seened to nmake himthe nore
interesting. In either case, his life was assuredly a sad one; and
she passed many hours in specul ating on the manner in which he
probably spent his evenings. She knew he lived at the back of his
shop, for she had caught, on entering, a glinpse of a dingy room
with a tunbl ed bed; and the pervading snell of cold fry suggested
that he probably did his own cooking. She wondered if he did not
often nake his tea with water that had not boiled, and asked
hersel f, al nost jeal ously, who | ooked after the shop while he went

to market. Then it occurred to her as likely that he bought his



provisions at the sane narket as Evelina; and she was fascinated by
the thought that he and her sister might constantly be neeting in
total unconsciousness of the |ink between them \Wenever she
reached this stage in her reflexions she lifted a furtive glance to
the clock, whose |oud staccato tick was beconming a part of her

i nnost bei ng.

The seed sown by these long hours of neditation germni nated at

last in the secret wish to go to narket sone norning in Evelina's
stead. As this purpose rose to the surface of Ann Eliza's thoughts
she shrank back shyly fromits contenplation. A plan so steeped in
duplicity had never before taken shape in her crystalline soul

How was it possible for her to consider such a step? And, besides,
(she did not possess sufficient logic to mark the downward trend of
this "besides"), what excuse could she nake that would not excite
her sister's curiosity? Fromthis second query it was an easy

descent to the third: how soon could she manage to go?

It was Evelina herself, who furnished the necessary pretext by
awaki ng with a sore throat on the day when she usually went to
market. It was a Saturday, and as they always had their bit of
steak on Sunday the expedition could not be postponed, and it
seenmed natural that Ann Eliza, as she tied an old stocking around
Evelina's throat, should announce her intention of stepping round

to the butcher's.

"Ch, Ann Eliza, they'll cheat you so," her sister wailed.

Ann Eliza brushed aside the inputation with a smle, and a few
m nutes |later, having set the roomto rights, and cast a | ast
gl ance at the shop, she was tying on her bonnet with funbling

hast e.

The norning was danp and cold, with a sky full of sulky clouds



that would not make room for the sun, but as yet dropped only an
occasional snowflake. In the early light the street |ooked its
meanest and nost negl ected; but to Ann Eliza, never greatly

troubl ed by any untidiness for which she was not responsible, it

seenmed to wear a singularly friendly aspect.

A few m nutes' wal k brought her to the market where Evelina
made her purchases, and where, if he had any sense of topographica

fitness, M. Rany nust al so deal

Ann Eliza, meking her way through the outskirts of potato-
barrels and fl abby fish, found no one in the shop but the gory-

aproned but cher who stood in the background cutting chops.

As she approached himacross the tesselation of fish-scales,
bl ood and saw dust, he laid aside his cleaver and not

unsynpat hetically asked: "Sister sick?"

"Ch, not very--jest a cold,” she answered, as guiltily as if
Evelina's illness had been feigned. "W want a steak as usual
pl ease--and ny sister said you was to be sure to give ne jest as

good a cut as if it was her," she added with child-Iike candour

"Ch, that's all right.” The butcher picked up his weapon with
a grin. "Your sister knows a cut as well as any of us," he
remar ked

In another nmoment, Ann Eliza reflected, the steak woul d be cut

and wrapped up, and no choice left her but to turn her disappointed
steps toward honme. She was too shy to try to delay the butcher by
such conversational arts as she possessed, but the approach of a
deaf old lady in an antiquated bonnet and mantle gave her her

opportunity.



"Wait on her first, please,” Ann Eliza whispered. "l ain't in

any hurry."

The butcher advanced to his new custoner, and Ann Eliza,

pal pitating in the back of the shop, saw that the old |lady's
hesitati ons between |iver and pork chops were likely to be
indefinitely prolonged. They were still unresol ved when she was
interrupted by the entrance of a blowsy Irish girl with a basket on
her arm The newconer caused a nonmentary diversion, and when she
had departed the old | ady, who was evidently as intol erant of
interruption as a professional story-teller, insisted on returning
to the beginning of her conplicated order, and wei ghing anew, wth
an anxi ous appeal to the butcher's arbitration, the relative
advant ages of pork and liver. But even her hesitations, and the
intrusion on themof two or three other custoners, were of no
avail, for M. Rany was not anong those who entered the shop; and
at last Ann Eliza, ashamed of staying |onger, reluctantly clained

her steak, and wal ked home through the thickening snow.

Even to her sinple judgnent the vanity of her hopes was plain,
and in the clear |ight that disappointnent turns upon our actions
she wondered how she coul d have been foolish enough to suppose
that, even if M. Rany DID go to that particular market, he

woul d hit on the sane day and hour as herself.

There foll owed a col ourl ess week unmarked by farther incident.

The ol d stocking cured Evelina's throat, and Ms. Hawki ns dropped
in once or twice to talk of her baby's teeth; some new orders for
pi nki ng were received, and Evelina sold a bonnet to the lady with
puf fed sl eeves. The lady with puffed sl eeves--a resident of "the

Square," whose nane they had never |earned, because she al ways

carried her own parcels home--was the nost distinguished and



interesting figure on their horizon. She was youngi sh, she was

el egant (as the title they had given her inplied), and she had a
sweet sad snmile about which they had woven nany histories; but even
the news of her return to town--it was her first apparition that
year--failed to arouse Ann Eliza's interest. Al the small daily
happeni ngs whi ch had once sufficed to fill the hours now appeared
to her in their deadly insignificance; and for the first tinme in
her | ong years of drudgery she rebelled at the dull ness of her

life. Wth Evelina such fits of discontent were habitual and
openly proclained, and Ann Eliza still excused them as one of the
prerogatives of youth. Besides, Evelina had not been intended by
Providence to pine in such a narrow life: in the original plan of
thi ngs, she had been neant to marry and have a baby, to wear silk
on Sundays, and take a leading part in a Church circle. Hitherto
opportunity had played her false; and for all her superior
aspirations and carefully crinped hair she had remai ned as obscure
and unsought as Ann Eliza. But the elder sister, who had | ong
since accepted her own fate, had never accepted Evelina's. Once a
pl easant young nan who taught in Sunday-school had paid the younger
M ss Bunner a few shy visits. That was years since, and he had
speedi |y vanished fromtheir view Wether he had carried with him
any of Evelina's illusions, Ann Eliza had never discovered; but his
attentions had clad her sister in a halo of exquisite

possibilities.

Ann Eliza, in those days, had never dreaned of allow ng

herself the luxury of self-pity: it seemed as nuch a personal right
of Evelina's as her elaborately crinkled hair. But now she began
to transfer to herself a portion of the synpathy she had so | ong
bestowed on Evelina. She had at |ast recogni zed her right to set
up sone | ost opportunities of her own; and once that dangerous

precedent established, they began to crowd upon her nenory.



