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“There are things in that book that I didn’t know the first
word about,” he said.

I wondered less at his words than at the queer note of
resentment in his voice. He was evidently surprised and slightly
aggrieved at his own ignorance.
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“Does that sort of thing interest you?” I asked.

“It used to.”

“There are one or two rather new things in the book: there
have been some big strides lately in that particular line of research.”
I waited a moment for an answer that did not come; then I said:
“If you'd like to look the book through I'd be glad to leave it with

”

you.

He hesitated, and I had the impression that he felt himself
about to yield to a stealing tide of inertia; then, “Thank you—I'll
take it,” he answered shortly. :

I hoped that this incident might set up some more direct
communication between us ... But something in his past history, or
in his present way of living, had apparently driven him too deeply
into himself for any casual impulse to draw him back to his kind.

(8-9)
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“If you thought I hadn’t come, why didn’t you ride back with
Denis Eady?”

“Why, where were you? How did you know? I never saw you!”

Her wonder and his laughter ran together like spring rills in
a thaw. Ethan had the sense of having done something arch and
ingenious. To prolong the effect he groped for a dazzling phrase, and
brought out, in a growl of rapture: “Come along.” (20)
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There the silence had deepened about him year by year. Left
alone, after his father’s accident, to carry the burden of farm and
mill, he had had no time for convivial loiterings in the village; and
when his mother fell ill the loneliness of the house grew more
oppressive than that of the fields. His mother had been a talker in
her day, but after her “trouble” the sound of her voice was seldom
heard, though she had not lost the power of speech. Sometimes, in
the longer winter evenings, when in desperation her son asked her
why she didn’t “say something,” she would lift a finger and answer:
“Because I'm listening” ; and on stormy nights, when the loud wind
was about the house, she would complain, if he spoke to her:
“They’re talking so out there that I can’t hear you.”

It was only when she drew toward her last illness, and his
cousin Zenobia Pierce came over from the next valley to help him
nurse her, that human speech was heard again in the house ... After
the funeral, when he saw her preparing to go away, he was seized
with an unreasoning dread of being left alone on the farm; and
before he knew what he was doing he had asked her to stay there
with him. He had often thought since that it would not have happened
if his mother had died in spring instead of winter ... (29-30)
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“Zeena, I've done all I could for you, and I don’t see as it’s
been any use. I don’t blame you, nor I don’t blame myself. Maybe
both of us will do better separate. I'm going to try my luck West,
and you can sell the farm and mill, and keep the money—"

His pen paused on the word, which brought home to him the
relentless conditions of his lot. If he gave the farm and mill to
Zeena what would be left him to start his own life with? ...

He drew the lantern nearer and eagerly scanned the fares [on
the advertising sheet]; then the paper [the Bettsbridge Eagle] fell
from his hand and he pushed aside his unfinished letter. A moment
ago he had wondered what he and Mattie were to live on when they
reached the West; now he saw that he had not even the money to
take her there. Borrowing was out of the question ... The inexorable
facts closed in on him like prison-warders hand-cuffing a convict.
There was no way out—none. He was a prisoner for life, and now
his one ray of light was to be extinguished. (54-55)
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She turned on him with a sudden flash of indignation. “You’'d ought
to tell me, Ethan Frome—you'd ought to! Unless you want me to go
too—" .... '

“l guess we'll never let you go, Matt,” he whispered, as
though even the dead, lovers once, must conspire with him to keep.
her; and brushing by the graves, he thought: “We'll always go on
living here together, and some day she’ll lie there beside me.”

He let the vision possess him as they climbed the hill to the
house. He was never so happy with her as when he abandoned
himself to these dreams. Half-way up the slope Mattie stumbled
against some unseen obstruction and clutched his sleeve to steady
herself. The wave of warmth that went through him was like the
prolongation of his vision. For the first time he stole his arm about
her, and she did not resist. They walked on as if they were floating
on a summer stream. (21-22)
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“Is this where Ned and Ruth kissed each other?” she
whispered breathlessly, and flung her arms about him. Her lips,
groping for his, swept over his face, and he held her fast in a
rapture of surprise. ‘

“Good-bye—good-bye,” she stammered, and kissed him again.

“Oh, Matt I can’t let you go!” broke from him in the same
old cry.

She freed herself from his hold and he heard her sobbing.
“Oh, I can’t go either!” she wailed.

“Matt! What'll we do? What'll we'do?”

They clung to each other’s hands like children, and her body
shook with desperate sobs.

Through the stillness they heard the church clock striking

five.

“Oh, Ethan, it’s time!” she cried.

He drew her back to him. “Time for what? You don’t suppose
I'm going to leave you now?”

“If T missed my train where'd I go?”

“Where are you going if you catch it?”

She stood silent, her hands lying cold and relaxed in his.

“What’s the good of either of us going anywheres without the
other one now?” he said.

She remained motionless, as if she had not heard him. Then
she snatched her hands from his, threw her arms about his neck,
and pressed a sudden drenched cheek against his face. “Ethan!
Ethan! I want you to take me down again!”

“Down where?”
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“The coast. Right off,” she panted. “So ‘t we’ll never come up
any more.”
“Matt! What on earth do you mean?”
She put her lips close against his ear to say: “Right into the
big elm. You said you could. So ‘t we’d never have to leave each
- other any more.” (67-68 T#UIZIAE)
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Of late there had been other signs of her disfavor, as
intangible but more disquieting. One cold winter morning, as he
dressed in the dark, his candle flickering in the draught of the ill-
fitting window, he had heard her speak from the bed behind him.

“The doctor don’t want I should be left without anybody to
do for me,” she said in her flat whine.

He had supposed her to be asleep, and the sound of her voice
had startled him, though she was given to abrupt explosions of
speech after long intervals of secretive silence.

He turned and looked at her where she lay indistinctly
outlined under the dark calico quilt, her high-boned face taking a
grayish tinge from the whiteness of the pillow.

“Nobody to do for you?” he repeated.

“If you say you can't afford a hired girl when Mattie goes.” ...

“And the doctor don’t want I should be left without
anybody,” Zeena continued. “He wanted I should speak to you about
a girl he’s heard about, that might come—" (17)
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marriage she developed the “sickliness” which had since made her
notable even in a community rich in pathological instances) (30) &
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“Oh, Dr. Buck—" Ethan’s incredulity escaped in a short laugh.
“Did Dr. Buck tell you how I was to pay her wages?”

Her voice rose furiously with his. “No, he didn’t. For I'd ‘a’
been ashamed to tell Aim that you grudged me the money to get
back my health, when I lost it nursing your mother!”

“You lost your health nursing own mother?”

“Yes; and my, folks all told me at the time you couldn’t do no
less than marry me after—”

“Zeena!” ..

It was the first scene of open anger between the couple in
their sad seven years together, and Ethan felt as if he had lost an

irretrievable advantage in descending to the level of recrimination.
(46)
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Zeena’s native village was slightly larger and nearer to the railway
than Starkfield, and she had let her husband see from the first that
life on an isolated farm was not what she had expected when she
married. But purchasers were slow in coming, and while he waited
for them Ethan learned the impossibility of transplanting her. She
chose to look down on Starkfield, but she could not have lived in a
place which looked down on her. Even Bettsbridge of Shadd’s Falls
would not have been sufficiently aware of her, and in the greater
cities which attracted Ethan she would have suffered a complete loss
of identity. (30)
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Co-dependency Trap in Ethan Frome

Shiro Ikeda

SYNOPSIS

This essay examines the relationships of the three main characters in Edith
Wharton’s Ethan Frome (1911). Apart from the narrator who reconstructs the
events, the main characters are Ethan Frome, Zenobia ( “Zeena” ) Frome, and
Mattie Silver. A critical sled accident occurred twenty-four years ago, when
Ethan was still twenty-eight, Zeena thirty-five, and Mattie twenty, and now they
are all living together in a house.

Ethan has something to say on many occasions, but he cannot express his
ideas verbally and almost always just mumbles a few words. Because of his lack
of communication, he cannot establish a good relationship with other people.
Although he has affectionate feelings toward Mattie, his fancy of spending time
with her simply whirls around in his mind. One such occasion, a devastating one
in his life, is the accident. He is persuaded by Mattie to slide down a slope in the
sled into an elm tree.

Mattie is young and cheerful. She gives a lively air to the Fromes, which
attracts Ethan so much that he feels great affection for her, but it also gives
Zeena a sense of crisis for her peaceful life as Ethan's wife. Mattie tries to take
advantage of him to secure her position as his “wife” in the future. As she is
poor, with no relatives except for Zeena, she has to grab any chance to survive
in the rural society. And the easiest possible target is Ethan. However,
paradoxical as it is, the sled calamity and her injury in it result in securing her
position as a protégée in the house of Ethan Frome.

Zeena’s marriage to Ethan was not based on mutual affection. Just as
Mattie, she just wanted her position as a wife legally. Her status is also
supported by quasi-medical authorities, like medicines from an uncertain company
and “diagnosis” from a doctor who is famous only in rumors. She knows that
these are effective enough to make Ethan believe her physical situation and take
care of her. In this way she assumes complete control of the house. What she
needs in her life is something to control and something to despise.

Analysis of the three main characters’ relationships makes clear that they
are in a co-dependent triangle. They need each other to live, to support, and to
be supported in the strange relationships of co-dependency trap of human
behaviors.
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