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“But when the feast is finished and the lamps expire,


Then falls thy shadow, Cynara,


The night is thine.”


 


Cynara—ERNEST DOWSON.




PART I


1


WHEN Verona rang the bell of Stephen Best’s studio at four o’clock that cold afternoon in November, she was conscious of the fact that it was for the last time.


She would not be coming to see Stephen any more.


She had come here so often that everything about that door and the staircase up which she had just climbed (Stephen lived at the very top and there were one hundred and ten steps) was familiar to her. It was all shabby and dusty. A converted house in a shabby square near the Brompton Road. The paint was peeling off Stephen’s door. One glass pane was broken. A piece of brown paper was pasted over the square. Verona remembered the night on which that pane was broken. One of the many gay happy nights she and a lot of the students from the Art School had spent up here with Stephen who was the oldest and the most talented of them all.


For three years, Verona had attended the same classes and lectures as Stephen. There were a number of them who were friends. They knew each other well and went to each other’s homes. None of them had any money. Some of them, like Verona and Margaret Shaw, lived with their parents. The twins, Noel and Evelyn Turner, shared a flat not far from Stephen’s. Geoffrey Harland and his wife—both painters and newly married—had a maisonette in South Kensington. Each in turn held little parties … beer, sandwiches—or sausages. Nobody expected anything better. Nobody could afford it. Apart from the rationing troubles, the pennies had to be saved up for expensive artists’ equipment. Paints, brushes and canvases and framing, were far from cheap these days.


Stephen was the most flourishing of them all, but seemed always the poorest. Most of them were in their early twenties. He was twenty-eight. He had been in the navy for five years of war and had been demobilized with a gratuity, three years ago, after a month in hospital with a slight wound. He had since taken up the life for which he had always longed. An artist’s life. Stephen wanted to paint. He had always painted, and Verona and the others knew that he was marked for big things. He had the flame of genius in him which not even war service and a few gruelling experiences in submarines could extinguish.


But he had by no means ‘got there’ yet. He was still learning; although, in Verona’s opinion he could teach some of his masters.


Stephen did a bit of commercial work—illustrations—book jackets—in order to live. But his ambition was to become a portrait painter. He had painted all the girls in their set in turn. When they were not working, themselves, they sat for him gladly. Everybody wanted to be painted by Stephen. And Verona had sat for him more times than any of them. Everybody knew that. He found her an ideal model. She was his ‘type’. The slender Rossetti type of girl with creamy skin, reddish-brown hair, high cheek bones, large limpid eyes, rather gentle, wistful expression. And the most beautiful hands, Stephen declared, that he had ever seen on any woman. Not only Stephen but all of them had, in turn, drawn Verona’s long slim hands with their perfect oval nails.


Verona, herself did not touch oils. Water colours … delicately expressed landscapes and paintings of some of the old beautiful squares and streets in London, with great attention to detail, were Verona’s speciality. She had no particular belief in herself but she adored painting. It had taken up the whole of her life since she had left school.


At the Academy they said she had promise. Stephen said so. That was the greatest encouragement of all. Stephen of course, was in love with her. Everybody knew it. Verona knew it. And that was what made this afternoon so difficult. So sad. For she was going to marry somebody else. Stephen and her art, her old friends, her old life, would have to recede into the background now. She had chosen a new and quite different sort of life for herself.


This was her farewell visit to Stephen.


She had set out from her home in Hampstead in good spirits and with a certain air of defiance. She was aware of the opposition she would receive from Stephen. She had already had it from some of her friends, who told her frankly that she was about to make an appalling mistake and that she had chosen the wrong man. But she was prepared to stand on her own ground and make her own decisions. And as she travelled in a bus to the Brompton Road, she thought of all the things she would say to Stephen; the arguments with which she would convince him that she was quite right.


But some of the defiance and self-confidence ebbed as she rang that bell outside that well-known door. It wasn’t going to be so easy. She had realized that, when she had told him, on the telephone last night about her engagement to Forbes Jefferton.


He had seemed stunned. There had been none of the usual comeback which one expected from Stephen when he was thwarted or annoyed. No passionate protest. Only that stunned silence. Then he had said:


“I don’t believe it.”


When she had assured him that it was true, he had said, abruptly, that he must see her at once. She told him that she could not get along to the studio until four o’clock on the following day, because Forbes, her fiancé, was staying with her family and not leaving until then. So Stephen, after another silence, had merely said: “Very well … four o’clock tomorrow.”


She started to say something else but he rang off.


She knew, of course, that he was upset.


Later that evening, her greatest friend, Margaret Shaw had telephoned her and protested that she could not possibly marry Forbes. It would smash Stephen’s life. She said he had taken it for granted that she belonged to him. That had upset Verona, but she had immediately parried Margaret’s protests by saying that firstly, nothing could really smash Stephen’s life which was his art, and secondly, that no one had any right to take anybody for granted. She did not belong to Stephen. Just because they had been around a lot together and their friendship had, at moments, become sentimental, there had never at any time been any question of marriage. In fact, Stephen, when he had discussed marriage in general, expressed a distaste for what he called ‘that unhappy state’. In his opinion artists, in particular, should not marry. So often Verona had heard him air views of that kind and state openly that he meant to remain a bachelor until he was at least forty. Then having established himself as a portrait painter, he might consider settling down with a wife and having a family.


“But preserve me from domesticity!” not so very long ago Verona had heard him exclaim, when they had been discussing the forthcoming wedding of a mutual friend. And he had enlarged upon the horrors which awaited the said young painter who had no money, and two furnished rooms. The miseries of domestic drudgery, and possibly, a child. A screaming baby in the studio. No peace, no privacy, no time in which to paint.


Besides, he had said, artists make poor husbands and it would not be fair on the wife. No, Stephen was not a marrying man. Margaret and the others could hardly blame her, Verona, for finding herself a husband.


Yet she felt nervous and even miserable as she waited for Stephen to open the door. She rang twice before he came. Then he flung the door open wide, scarcely looked at her, turned his back, and rather rudely walked back into the studio, palette in one hand, long brush in the other.


“I’m just in the middle of something. Will you excuse me a moment?” he said.


“Certainly,” said Verona.


But her spirits sank even lower as she closed the front door behind her, shutting out the cold biting air and walked into the one and only room in which Stephen worked, slept and ate.


She knew that brusque note in Stephen’s voice. He had never, as far as she could remember, used it to her before. But she had heard it when he spoke irritably to, or about others who displeased him.


She bit at her lips, as she drew off her gloves, dark blue coat and silk scarf which was tied over her head.


It was raw and cold. October had been a warm month but now, the first week of November, the temperatures had suddenly dropped. One might almost have thought there was snow in the air. There had been a slight fog over Hampstead when she left home.


She stood a moment gazing doubtfully around her. It was a very big room, with a skylight, but the light was rapidly fading now. Stephen ought to have stopped painting some time ago, she thought. No doubt he had forgotten to put a shilling in the gas meter, so that he could not turn on the fire. Usually when she came to tea, he had a fire and the kettle boiling all ready for her and had smartened himself up. But there was nothing smart about him today. He wore those old grey flannels which, she had some time ago laughingly told him, were fit for the rubbish heap, and that favourite yellow jersey with the polo collar, which was torn in places and smudged with paint.


She had never before seen him look so slovenly. Yet her heart warmed toward him as she gazed at the tall figure—so much too thin—stooping a little. He wore horn-rimmed glasses through which he peered at the canvas as he worked. His dark rough hair stood up on end. There, Verona thought, stood Stephen the artist … the lovable, highly strung, highly intelligent man with his white-hot love of beauty, his enthusiasm for all things artistic, his dislike of the conventions, of pettiness and meanness and, in particular, of discipline.


His five years of war service in the navy must have been torture to him. Every instinct in him rebelled against service life. But of his own free will he had laid down the painter’s brush and offered himself to a Recruiting Office. He had never held a commission nor wanted one. He served all through as an A.B. His life at sea—fighting against continual sea-sickness and the subjugation of all his ideas and feelings about liberty, independence and peace—had almost beaten him. But he had got through it, grimly refusing to be broken until he was actually carried on a stretcher into hospital, with his wounded leg.


He had courage, and tremendous will power, thought Verona! It was physical strength that he lacked.


How she would miss him! There was nobody else quite like Stephen. She would miss their close association and exchange of ideas. And sometimes she had been near to loving him in the way that he wanted. So passionately and completely that she could almost believe as he did, that marriage was not a necessity and that they should become lovers without any binding and irrecoverable ties.


But she had never quite reached that point. Once or twice during this last summer, his kisses, his caresses, had stirred her to a response which she had found frightening in its intensity. But she could never entirely lose control. She did not share Stephen’s views on marriage, and easy outlook on two people living together in what the Victorians call ‘sin’. She had been brought up in a conventional family and, although herself an artist, she had a strong moral sense. Young couples living together without marriage in a Bohemian atmosphere always seemed to her untidy … and cowardly. If two people loved each other, she believed that they should face the difficulties and drawbacks of married life together courageously. If they were not prepared to do so, they were not really and truly in love. Today as she stood watching Stephen paint she felt even more definitely that she was right and that he was wrong. Yet she had, she frankly confessed to herself, been tempted more than once to throw her cap over the mill and come to Stephen, as he wanted, without reservation.


She remembered the first night that he had ever broached the subject. It was after one of their cheerful parties. The others had gone. She had stood waiting for him to take her home. He had come up to her and with that disarming smile which transformed his thin, pale, rather bony face, he had taken her in his arms and said:


“Don’t leave me, Verona. Stay. All day I have been working on your portrait. I know intimately every detail of your face, your hair, your throat and arms. Every shadow and texture of your skin. All your beauty which is so unearthly. But I want you. All of you. I love you, Verona. Stay and love me. It will be heaven for us both.”


Almost she had stayed, wooed by his voice, the whole unusual personality of the man; the touch of his fine sensitive artists’ hands, his experienced lips. But fighting with her passion was her belief in a way of life which was not his and in her virginity, the importance of which she could not express in mere words; it was just important, that was all.


Terrified of herself, she rushed away from him that night. Next time they met he was as sweet and friendly with her as ever, but coolly apologetic.


“I am sorry about last night,” he had said. “I hadn’t the slightest right to ask you to spend the night with me. You’re a nice girl, Verona, and I am not what is commonly known as a ‘nice man’, I have no morals … at least not what your family or you would call morals. I have my own code of decency. I know what I consider a man should or should not do. In my way, I think I am a decent chap. But I do not believe in marriage and as you are obviously not in accord with that view, I have no right to make love to you.”


For days afterwards she had been unhappy about it, still tempted to give way to him but, always, she managed to keep her head above water. She could not do as he asked. Yet she had a certain amount of sympathy with his views which were largely the views of their friends. She knew that she and Stephen really could not afford to marry. A wife, for instance, in this one room of Stephen’s was unthinkable. And if Stephen was to get on, he must have no ties. He must be able to remain the penurious artist, free to devote himself to his art until he reached the top of the tree. But decent he was … oh, she knew that! However unconventional, Stephen most certainly had his own codes. Nobody could be more kind or more generous. She had seen him spend his last shilling helping to buy materials for a young painter less well off than himself. Neither was he promiscuous. So far as she knew, during the years of their friendship, he had never been interested in any girl except herself. He was extremely fastidious.


And since that night when he had begged her to stay here with him, he had never repeated it. He had made love to her lightly—and without demands. But always he had intimated that one day he hoped she would change her mind and be fulfilled as a woman through him and his love.


Yes, she could see that he had taken her for granted … maybe through his colossal egoism, perhaps only because he wished to believe it.


Whichever way it was, the whole thing was tragic. Because if Stephen had wanted to marry her, she would have married him a long time ago. She had wanted to be completely absorbed in him and possessed by him as he desired.


There was something about Stephen that had always attracted her. Perhaps because he was older by eight years and had seen so much more of life than she had, as well as because she recognized the genius in him, and because he was her master; her intellectual superior. He had taught her so much about art and had been patient with her ignorance, even if aggravated at times by the one great weakness in her character which was her indecision. Not only Stephen but her own family, accused Verona of procrastination; a reluctance to make up her mind. She liked to have it made up for her, and there were moments when this trait made even Stephen cross with her.


“For lord’s sake don’t ask me what I think all the time. Form your own impressions. Shape your own destiny irrespective of anybody else’s opinion, my dear child!” he had cried on one occasion.


Then relented, as he always did with Verona, unable he said, to resist the wistfulness of her beautiful grey-blue eyes and that exquisitely fragile slender grace which was really a snare and a delusion, for Verona was physically stronger than Stephen. During all her twenty-one years she had never suffered from more than the odd headache. But somehow she managed to make people want to protect and advise her, and Stephen most of all.


“I know you but I fall for it, all the time,” he would laugh.


‘Well’, she thought, as she stared at Stephen’s stubbornly turned back. ‘He told me to make up my own mind. And now I have, he can’t blame me.’


She found that she was shivering with cold, Stephen seemed to be unaware of her presence. She felt a little resentful and sorry that she had come. Her mother had never approved of her visits to Stephen Best’s studio but she did not interfere with her daughter. Verona was, as a rule allowed to do as she wanted. Mrs. Lang contented herself with complaining mildly that Verona was ‘a modern girl’, and, in her opinion, modern girls did the most shocking things. But she was quite sure there was no harm in them. All these young people seem to drift in and out of each other’s flats—both men and girls and of course there was no longer such a thing as a chaperone. Nevertheless Verona knew that her mother was thankful that this was to be the last time she would visit Stephen. The whole family had shown delight and even relief when she had accepted Forbes Jefferton’s proposal.


But although Verona had come here prepared to meet with reproach and perhaps sorrow from Stephen, she had not expected this cold hostility. It alarmed and even challenged her. She could never bear anybody to be angry with her.


Stephen continued to be absorbed in his painting.


Timidly, Verona moved up behind him and looked over his shoulder.


This was a portrait of Patsy, the child of the caretaker, who lived in the basement flat. A nine-year-old girl with amazingly light blue eyes, and a wild tangle of ebony curls; an elfin-like charm. She was always dirty and mischievous. Stephen had captured all the mischief and the beauty which had sprung from heaven knew where. Patsy’s father was a drunkard and her Irish mother a slattern. But the portrait was one of the most striking pieces of work that Stephen had ever done. Suddenly Verona had forgot her grievance. All the artist in her was stirred to fervent appreciation.


“Why, Stephen, this is marvellous. It will be the best thing in your exhibition.”


He did not turn to answer her but she saw his shoulders lift in a shrug. He dipped his brush into a jar of turpentine, wiped it on a rag, then stepped back a pace, knocking into Verona. He apologized, still without looking at her, concentrating through his half-shut eyes upon the portrait of the little girl.


Verona’s heart began to beat more quickly. Her pale cheeks coloured. Resentment was returning.


Suddenly she spoke to him with a voice of indignation.


“Can’t we have a fire? It’s icy in here, I am frozen.”


He swung round and faced her. With exaggerated courtesy he bowed and answered:


“I beg your pardon. I haven’t felt the cold. Of course I’ll light the fire at once.”


He took off his glasses, fumbled in his pocket and brought out two half-crowns and a ten shilling note. He scowled and muttered “damn” under his breath.


Verona immediately found her bag and pulled out a shilling.


“I have one, Stephen.”


He took it and then tossed one of the half-crowns into her palm.


She tried to give it back.


“Please don’t bother, I have no more change,” she said.


He refused to accept the coin from her, and busied himself by putting the shilling into the meter.


“Keep the one and sixpence and put it in the poor box when you go to church on Sunday,” he said in an ironic voice, struck a match and lit the gas fire which spluttered noisily. “I am afraid I am not being very hospitable today,” he added. “But I’ll soon put the kettle on, and make you some tea. I don’t think there is anything to eat. Do you mind?”


Verona bit her lip and her whole face screwed up as if she were going to cry. She said:


“What did you mean about me going to church on Sunday?”


He put his hands in his pockets and gave her a long sullen look.


“I presume you will become a regular church-goer, now that you have decided to break all ties with the pagan world of art and become the wife of a highly respectable officer of His Majesty’s Army.”


Verona caught her breath.


“You’re being rather unpleasant, Stephen, aren’t you?”


“No doubt. I can’t say that I’m in the mood to be agreeable.”


“And anyhow,” she added, “why should the world of art be pagan? Are there no painters who go to church?”


He laughed, but it was a bitter laugh, without humour.


“Oh, my dear child, don’t let’s become analytical. I didn’t mean to challenge you into a debate upon ‘should artists or should they not go to church’?”


“No, you were just being offensive,” she said.


“I am sorry,” he said briefly.


She was struggling now against the inclination to weep. She had not known that Stephen could be so unkind. Yet while her eyes, magnified by tears, reproached him through their long silky lashes, she saw suddenly how ill he looked. He was always pale. Today in the grey light of the fading day, he looked deathly. There were deep caverns under his eyes. He had not shaved. His chin showed blue. She was certain that he had not eaten any lunch. In the tiny kitchenette adjoining the studio, there were no signs of food or dirty dishes. He looked as though he had not slept all night, and as though he had been painting for hours in this cold bleak studio.


Stephen Best was never good looking in the accepted sense. He was too thin and angular. His skin seemed stretched over the bones of his face. He had a large nose and a wide mouth with a sardonic twist to it. The hazel eyes, alone, were remarkable. Very large, and of an extraordinary brilliance. One felt that Stephen Best’s eyes had an almost frightening power to penetrate into the depths of people and things.


It was the face of a man who had suffered, one capable of blind renunciation and, as a paradox, of extreme egoism and self-indulgence. A man capable of the best or the worst. But, above all, one who recognized the truth and had a hatred of hypocrisy.


It was this touch of the fanatic in Stephen which had first interested Verona and drawn her to him. She had found it wonderful to meet and talk with a young man who had such profound self-confident beliefs, and a total disregard for the opinion of those around him. He was a thrilling novelty after the ordinary, somewhat suburban types of men, whom she had met hitherto in her life. Once she had started to study art seriously, and come in contact with the other young students of her age, she had found them all quite interesting and sympathetic, and had developed rapidly along her own lines. But the development would not have been as swift and marked had she not become the constant companion of Stephen Best. He had had a tremendous influence on her. But never at any time had he shown her this roughness, this bitterness, which she found so alarming this afternoon.


Yet, as she became conscious of his changed physical appearance as well as his hostility, her heart softened. She could only suppose that he was ill because he was unhappy. He was harder hit than she had expected him to be by the news she had broken to him last night.


She stood gazing at him through the mist of tears, and felt a little frightened. She did not want Stephen to feel that she had, as Margaret put it, smashed his life.


“Oh, Stephen,” she broke out suddenly, tremulously, “Stephen, are you very angry with me?”


He set his teeth. Then he gave an ugly smile.


“What a foolish question, Verona. Why should I be angry. Is one angry because of a volcanic eruption, or a tidal wave, or a tornado? Angry is too feeble a word. No, I’m not angry with you. I am profoundly shocked, that’s all.”


She coloured to the roots of her hair. Her gaze fell before the feverish bitterness of his.


“Why shocked?”


He laughed again.


“I stand corrected. Why indeed should I be ‘shocked’. That is another foolish word—almost as inept as ‘angry’. One is not actually shocked by the volcano, the tidal wave, or the tornado. One receives a violent shock, which throws one off one’s balance. I am a little off mine today. Perhaps that’s why I’m so disagreeable. You look a bit pinched, my dear. Go and warm your hands by the fire while I make your tea.”


The tears dried on her lashes. His icy animosity and displeasure had a stultifying effect upon her. She gave him a desolate look, walked to the fire, knelt down and spread out her fingers to the red warmth which emanated now from the broken asbestos grill.


Stephen Best stood motionless for a moment. His gaze swept her in a hungry tormented fashion. The artist in him marvelled, as always, at the rare beauty of those long, slender fingers, which looked almost translucent in the firelight. At the same time he caught the sparkle of a new ring on her left hand. A discreet solitaire diamond. It was, he presumed, the engagement ring which Forbes Jefferton had given her.


Stephen was a man of acute sensibility and imagination. He visualized this other man, whom he had never met, slipping that ring on to the slender finger and then kissing Verona. Yes, he was certain to have done so in a nice conventional fashion; telling her that he was proud and pleased that she had consented to marry him. And Verona would have kissed him back, saying that she, too, was proud and pleased to become his promised wife. Stephen flayed himself with further flights of imagination. Verona’s fragile, boyishly slim body in Forbes Jefferton’s arms, her wistful mouth lifted for his kiss. The heavy silken lids closed; as Stephen had seen them close when he kissed her.


An almost savage jealousy flared up in the artist and possessed him so wholly that he felt afraid, afraid that he might dart forward, pull the kneeling girl on to her feet, tangling his fingers in that burnt chestnut hair which curled so luxuriantly down to her shoulders, and throttle her … squeeze the life out of that long slender throat which he had so often painted and admired.


“You have the sort of neck which they liked in the days of the Tudors my sweet,” he remembered once telling her. “A little neck like Anne Boleyn’s. I can see it meekly stretched on the executioner’s block.”


She had laughed and shuddered and told him not to be so horrid, and he had laughed with her and then kissed and stroked the beautiful swan-neck with tenderness. But he would never kiss it again. Never laugh with her again; and paint her; criticize her paintings which were of some merit even if they had no genius behind them. Verona was, in his opinion, not a bad artist and would have been better had she worked harder.


Now she was going to be married. Margaret had come here to tell him about it after Verona telephoned. Margaret had been quite upset in her own way. She was Verona’s best friend and she thought that Verona was crazy. She had only met this man a month ago through some cousin of hers who was in the army, and had served under Forbes. Forbes was a regular … he had just got his majority, was aged thirty, served with some distinction during the war, and had quite a row of medals. He had been wounded in the right arm when he was with the Eighth Army during the Rommel campaign.


Verona was crazy, Margaret said, to imagine that she could be happy married to an army officer. She wasn’t the temperament to be pushed around the Empire, following the flag, living a Garrison life, in army quarters. A life amongst a pack of people who, save for the rare exception, were interested only in the army, and promotion, and pensions and games. Not in painting. Such an existence in such a crowd, would bore Verona to death in no time. She was far too intelligent and sensitive. As for the man himself, Margaret had met him at Verona’s house and described him as being “a thoroughly nice, true-to-type English officer.” In Margaret’s estimation, uninspired; but a trifle conceited. But very good looking and, so Margaret gathered, he had small private means; was the only son of a General, with an army tradition behind him.


Verona—an army wife! Stephen almost glared at her, at the inimitable grace of her in a dress which he had never seen before. (He resented that, as he took it for granted it had been hastily purchased to please the eye of Major Jefferton). Grey jersey cloth with a high neck, buttons all down one side and a wide scarlet and grey belt which accentuated the smallness of her waist. Stephen suddenly burst into harsh laughter.


“Quite a military-looking dress, my sweet. I feel there ought to be ‘pips’ on your shoulders. Or a ‘crown’ perhaps, to match your fiancé’s badge of rank. He is a Major, isn’t he?”


She grew very pale, and her heart began to pound. She looked at Stephen through her lashes with sudden hatred.


“I’d better go,” she said in a low voice. “I don’t think it’s going to be a pleasant tea party. I am sorry I came.”


Then suddenly the harsh lines of his tired lean young face relaxed and the muscles of his cheek worked. He took a step forward toward her and caught both her wrists. He had always marvelled at their delicacy. Verona was built on such fragile lines that she seemed at moments to be boneless; it was this ethereal quality which made men want to treat her with a reverence, a gentleness which Stephen, knowing her well, did not think she really deserved. There was quite a firm, shrewd streak in her; a warm sensuality behind that angelic façade of the puritan.


But he loved her. He was crazy about her, and he wished beyond all things that he could have married her and kept her for himself. He did not want to see her marry Forbes Jefferton or any other man. But marriage was not a price he was prepared to pay even for Verona. It would never have been a success. Even had he been prepared to risk it, he would not let her take the risk. Condemn her to drudgery in this sort of home, knowing that he could not settle down to making steady money. He could not tread on his art and his innermost feelings in order to earn the daily bread; and she would get tired of poverty and self-abnegation. In spite of the artist in her, she would tire of his egotism, his dark moods, and their idyllic love would fade to indifference, perhaps in the end turn to dislike. Knowing all these things, he was not prepared to marry Verona. So he must lose her.


He suffered in consequence. He suffered damnably, he told himself, at the sight of that ring on her finger and her new sudden detachment from himself. She had become so much part of his life. It was intolerable to think that this was her last visit; the others would climb these stairs to see him, criticize his portraits, work, discourse and eat with him. But Verona, never again.


Today he recognized something almost sacrificial in the quality of his love for her. He had rejected her for her own sake. It was a grand gesture. But for a moment he was broken against the sharpness of his torment.


He pulled her in his arms and laid his tortured face against the thick sweet-smelling waves of her chestnut hair.


“Verona, Verona!” he groaned her name.


At once she melted and allowed him to embrace her, straining against him, stroking his rough hair with her long slim hands.


“Oh, Stephen, darling, forgive me. I know I have hurt you, and I don’t want to. I don’t want to lose you either. Don’t let’s quarrel. Let’s go on being friends, Stephen, please.”


The word ‘friends’ was like a douche of cold water on the passion that had flamed into life within him. Without kissing her, he let her go, turned and walked toward the kitchenette.


“I’d better put on the kettle,” he said abruptly.


She stood hot and embarrassed, not knowing what to say to him, or what to do. A little sob escaped her. She was frightfully upset about Stephen. Indeed, she did not want to lose his friendship but she could see that it was all going to be difficult—perhaps impossible. He was taking her engagement so badly … much worse than she had anticipated. Yet even as she wiped away her tears and went and sat down in front of the gas fire, shivering with cold and nerves, her pity, her deep feeling for Stephen changed again to resentment.


He was dog in the manger. He did not want himself to marry her and he did not want any other man to have her. It wasn’t fair. A few months ago … less than that, she had been so much in love with him. She would have willingly married him with or without consent of her parents. But he wanted to have his cake and eat it. Well, he could not do that. And this was the result. She had fallen in love with somebody else. With Forbes who was the antithesis of Stephen; every inch a soldier, fresh, handsome, alert, and thoroughly normal. Margaret had worried her last night by suggesting that it was just a ‘rebound’ affair and that she was marrying Forbes because she couldn’t get Stephen. She refused to admit any such thing. She preferred to think that her passion for Stephen Best had been merely an infatuation. Their friendship was real. It had been tremendously exhilarating. But it was not enough. She wanted something more out of life. Marriage, children, a home of her own. And Forbes was prepared to give her all these.


The tears dried on her lashes. She grew calm again. She sat twisting the diamond on her finger, thinking of Forbes and how good and kind he was and how tremendously reliable. Mummy and Daddy adored him. Mummy said that he was a man in a million and although it was a pity, perhaps, that he was in the army, and that she, Verona would not have a settled home, there was quite a lot to be said for Service life; a husband with a position, and a solid background. She had never wanted Verona to get mixed up with what she called a ‘lot of artists’ and had always regretted Verona’s artistic tendencies and the years spent in studying at an Academy of Art.


Well, that was all over now. Forbes Jefferton’s advent into her life had completely changed it.


She sat silent, brooding, whilst Stephen made the tea.
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They had finished tea. Stephen had drunk two cups and eaten a thick slice of bread and cheese, munching ravenously as though he was starving; without looking at Verona.


She ate nothing, but drank her tea. She used to think that Stephen made the best tea in the world; hot and strong; extravagant tea, unmindful of the ration … not those two niggardly spoonfuls that Mummy put into a pot, always saving, always short of tea.


How queer, she thought, that this was the last time she would ever drink Stephen’s tea out of one of the familiar bluey-green china mugs. Those thick china mugs that he used for his guests. No saucers or ceremony here. Just a cheap tin tray bearing the big teapot which had a cracked lid, the blue and green mugs and a rather grubby bowl of sugar. Stephen liked a lot of sugar in his tea. Sometimes he had none and then he went without, unless some friend made an offering to replenish the ration. But he would never save his own. Tea, butter, sugar, he would enjoy them all in full force while they lasted. That was his method. He was a man incapable of petty meanness toward himself or anybody else.


There was so much to admire about Stephen.


Verona, smoking a cigarette, leaned back in her chair and looked at him regretfully. In particular she would miss that quick analytical brain of his. His knowledge.


She looked round the studio, taking a last stock of it. The familiar paintings on the wall, were for the most part oils—portraits by Stephen. There were a few crayon sketches fastened to the wall with drawing pins. Over the mantelpiece, a brilliant pastel of a girl’s head had actually been executed on the white-washed wall itself. She remembered the day he had done that, and how she had told him, solemnly that one day when he was famous, he would have to hack that head right out of the wall, and exhibit it.


She looked at the divan bed in the corner, covered with a piece of Florentine brocade which he had bought in an extravagant moment. By the bed hung a little water colour of Chelsea Embankment. Verona, herself, had painted that. It was one of her best and she had given it to Stephen for his birthday. She remembered with a slight pang that it would be his twenty-ninth birthday next month, and that she would not be here to celebrate it. Strange that she was to be totally separated from Stephen after two long years of close association.


Her travelling gaze wandered from the water-colour to the big wooden table littered with Stephen’s paints, brushes and canvases; then to the shelf under the window which bore all his books. She had read most of them. Some she had given him. He loved books. And he had improved her own knowledge of and taste in literature. He had taught her, for instance, to enjoy Sterne. Tristram Shandy was one of his great favourites. And Jane Austen and Thackeray. They had laughed together over Vanity Fair. She could remember one winter’s afternoon a whole year ago, when he had bought a second-hand copy of Vanity Fair and they had sat together by this spluttering gas fire while she listened to him reading extracts from it to her. There were few modern novels in his library. Only Sparkenbroke by Charles Morgan which appealed, he maintained, to his own morbid, introspective soul, and Theodore Dreiser’s The Genius. He had produced that to Verona as a stark testament to the folly of an artist attempting to settle down to married life and remain faithful to his wife.


Over there by the door stood a radio, a small but good one. Stephen loved music and liked to listen to the symphony concerts. That was another thing which Verona had always enjoyed, listening to good music with Stephen.


She was saying good-bye to all that today. And she could not but realize what a blank it would leave in her life. There would be little opportunity to pursue any of the arts in her future existence with Forbes. At the same time there were things about the old life, about this flat of Stephen’s, for instance, that she would not be sorry to turn her back upon. The sordid side … that fly-blown skylight that was never cleaned, the dust that lay thick on the floor, the stained, torn rugs. Stephen’s ‘char’ neglected him shamefully. It was not his fault. But it was sordid; she had to admit. Hitherto when her mother had argued to that effect, Verona had defended Stephen and their set. They had neither time nor money nor leisure in which to go scrubbing and cleaning. They were all busy with their art, and they must be excused, Verona argued.


Suddenly, as though reading her thoughts, Stephen put down his cup, lit a cigarette and then spoke.


“Sorry I’ve been such a swine, Verona, I apologize. I ought to have shaved, and cleaned up the studio before you came. Mrs. Burton didn’t come this morning. I shall have to find somebody else. She is hopeless.”


“It’s all right, Stephen,” Verona said rather meekly.


“Want any more tea?”


“No, thanks.”


He flicked some ash on to the floor and looked at her with a quality almost of resignation in his large feverish eyes.


“Well, my dear, so this is the last cup of tea we shall ever drink together.”


She gave him a troubled look.


“Oh, Stephen, it may be the last here; yes, I suppose it will be, but not altogether. I mean, surely we shall drink tea in other surroundings.”


“What, am I going to find my way into a Garrison one day and join you in a cup at the Naafi?” he asked, with a short rasping laugh.


Her face flamed with colour.


“Must you go on being horrid?”


He chewed at his lower lip, leaned forward, running his fingers through his thick, rough hair.


“No, I really must make an effort to be civil,” he said.


She sighed.


“Do you find it so difficult?”


“Very. I don’t feel civil or even civilized, at the prospect of you becoming Major Jefferton’s wife.”


The flattery behind those words could not fail to move her and she regretted, genuinely that she had hurt him. At the same time, she experienced a tinge of what might be called a feminine satisfaction in the situation, because once she had been so hurt by Stephen. For months … especially last summer … when her feelings for him had suddenly flamed into passionate love … she had yearned to mould him into the Stephen of her own desires. A Stephen, still the self-same artist, but the more conventional man of her own world, as anxious as she was for marriage and for their love to run along correct orthodox lines.


She could not forbear to reproach him, now, openly.


“You must remember that you wanted it this way.”


He thrust up his chin.


“You mean I wasn’t prepared to buy the licence and the ring.”


“Yes,” said Verona in a low voice.


He looked at her pale and beautiful face which had a new prim expression which infuriated him. But he could not be angry with her, nor refuse to admit the justice of her accusation.


“You’re quite right,” he said roughly. “I did not offer you marriage. I would make an atrocious husband and break any woman’s heart.”


She lifted her reproachful eyes to his.


“Was that your only reason for not marrying me, Stephen?”


He got up, moved to the mantelpiece and leaned his arms against it.


“No, not the only one. But I was thinking of you. As I told you at the time, I have nothing concrete to offer a woman. I do enough in the commercial world to buy food and my paints and canvases, but as you know, I can’t keep that up for long. I want to paint something better and I am prepared to starve while I do it. I could not ask any girl—least of all one like yourself—to starve with me.”


“But if I’d come to live with you, wouldn’t I have starved just the same?” she asked with gentle sarcasm.


He swung round on her.


“I never asked you to come here and share my life and all its difficulties. You could still have gone on living at home, getting on with your own work, and. …”


“Oh, I understand,” she broke in, and she, too, stood up, smoothing down her dress, “so there would have been no obligation on either side. And you would have had no responsibility—just me and my love when you chose to find time for me.”


He looked at her with indignation.


“Why make it sound so one-sided? Why must a woman always think that all the sacrifices are on her side, and that it is the man who is the privileged one? Isn’t love mutual? Wouldn’t there have been privileges, beauties, enjoyments for both of us? Without obligations for me, I admit, but without complications also. We should have both remained free to pursue our own lives as we wished even while we were lovers.”


She twisted her long slender fingers behind her back. Her face was red first and then pale again. She shook her head.


“It would never have worked. I have seen those sort of affairs and they are messy. … I suppose you’ll agree that I am not ‘big’ enough or that I’m narrow-minded and puritanical. Perhaps so. But I’ve always believed in marriage if two people love each other.”


Stephen bowed from the waist.


“You’re perfectly right, and far be it from me to attempt to destroy such an admirable belief.”


Her cheeks grew redder.


“You said that, at the time when it was first broached, that I should ‘live with you’ and I thought that you understood. But I think that you have been harbouring resentment against me ever since.”


“Not resentment. But I have felt disappointed.”


“That you couldn’t get me that way, or that I was not as broad-minded as you wished me to be?”


“Both.”


She gave a short sharp sigh.


“I knew it was hopeless when it all started. Before sex really came into it we were such good friends. And I did love you, Stephen, very much. That’s the tragedy.”


He looked at her with great bitterness.


“Did you?”


“You know that I did!” she said.


He raised his brows.


“Maybe, in a lukewarm way.”


“No, more than that. You know it.”


He set his teeth.


“All right. I’ll believe that you loved me as much as you are capable of loving.”


“You think that’s a feeble way, don’t you?” she exclaimed, “that I’m spineless and cowardly. You think that I ought to have had courage like that model, Pippa Leigh, who went to live with your friend, Paul Simons. And look what happened. She flung up everything; worked like a slave for him; became a general servant, cooking, washing, doing everything. And then when he decided that he was bored and did the Gauguin act and walked out and disappeared in South America what happened to Pippa? She killed herself. You remember how unpleasant it all was? Poor Pippa? I know what I felt about it at the time. …” Verona’s voice cracked. “I thanked God I wasn’t in her shoes.”


Stephen stared at the point of his cigarette. It was growing so dark that they could hardly see each other. Even in the flickering glow of the gas fire. His face looked gaunt. He got up and switched on the electric light. Verona put her hand across her eyes, turned and sat down again. He saw that she was crying.


He felt fantastically tired, and sick of the whole affair. But he was no longer resentful against her and a deep disgust with himself filled his very being; an immeasurable regret. If he had not been as he was, he might have had this gentle and lovely creature as his wife, he thought. She was not really smug and narrow-minded, or a coward. She just happened to be innately chaste. And it was not her fault that the artist in her was second to the conventions, the principles with which she had been brought up. He wished that he could have been otherwise for her sake, as well as his own. But he could not. He must go on painting. It was in him. And until he had reached the summit of his ambition to become a good painter, an acknowledged one, he could not be any woman’s husband, tied to and destroyed by the duties and financial difficulties of matrimonial life.


After a moment, he said:


“Why bring up the Pippa affair? It’s not a parallel, and Paul made her do what I never asked you to do … throw up everything and live with him.”


“Sometimes I wonder if that was not more honest,” she said with a bitterness which Stephen had never before heard from her. He went scarlet.


“Agreed!” he said furiously. “I’m a dishonest and immoral fellow not fit to be your friend. I’m sure your fiancé will endorse that and put paid to any friendship we might have had between us.”


“Oh, dear,” she said mournfully, “I didn’t mean to upset you.”


“You really are behaving childishly!” he snapped. “What did you expect me to say and do about this engagement of yours? Was I supposed to offer my warm congratulations, hang out the flags and thank you for robbing me of the one and only person I have ever really loved!”


Her lips quivered. He added, brutally:


“Don’t cry again for God’s sake.”


And then before she could answer that, he leaned across, took up one of her beautiful hands and laid it against his burning eyelids.


“Sorry, angel … I’m so damnably tired. I don’t really know what I am saying and I’m behaving vilely. I haven’t a leg to stand on. I know all the answers which you have ready. I had my chance with you. I didn’t take it. You had every right to turn down my offer and you have every right to marry this nice chap. I’ve asked for it. But I do want you to believe that one of the many reasons why I didn’t ask you to marry me was because I love you too much to drag you down to the sort of squalor in which I live. When I’m painting, everything else goes out of my head, I don’t care whether the place is clean or tidy, or whether I eat or not. Probably I wouldn’t notice whether you had eaten or whether there was anything for you to eat. You were not cut out for that sort of misery. One day I may be rich and famous and then I could have put you in the lovely setting you deserve. But that may be a long way off. Or it may never come off at all. So why should you wait?”


Verona sat very still. There was an almost frightened look in her soft eyes. She had never felt more uncertain of herself. It terrified her to hear what Stephen was saying. And it was not she who wept now but he. She could feel his scorching tears against her hand. Stephen, the cynic, the man who prided himself upon being hard and unsentimental … wept because he was losing her. And once she had been so much in love with him that he had been the beginning and the end-all of her existence.


It was terrible that things could change this way. Incredible to know that she loved somebody else … somebody so different and, so she liked to tell herself, so much more worth while. Yet was that true? Could she ever love Forbes as much as she had loved Stephen, with that first devastating passion of awakening youth—that unreserved hero-worship that she had given him, when, as a young and unfledged student she had found in him a friend and a teacher?


She felt frightened because he still had the power to stir her, not only to pity because she had hurt him, but to the old searing sorrow because he had not allowed her to share his life.


She trembled as she felt his tears against her flesh. She felt disloyal to Forbes and horribly disturbed and muddled in her emotional consciousness.


But she had nothing to say. There was nothing that she could say, and she felt a little ashamed because she did not love Stephen enough to offer to wait for him indefinitely. She wanted the healthy happiness and security of a normal married life, and Forbes offered it.


Yet in her way, deep down, she still loved Stephen Best. …


Suddenly she cried:


“Oh, don’t be unhappy like this, darling Stephen. You’re making me absolutely wretched. Please don’t!”


There was something so sublimely egotistical in that cry that it appealed to Stephen’s sardonic sense of humour. His moment of weakness passed. His kissed the hand he held, dropped it and stood up. He walked to a green painted chest of drawers, pulled out a handerchief and blew his nose. He said:


“What a monster I am! I’ve no earthly right to make you feel wretched. You ought to be jubilant and celebrating, with this wonderful wedding in sight. When is it to be?”


She did not answer. Her head drooped. There was no humour in her to match his. But he had succeeded as Stephen always did, in dragging her out of a dream and bringing her face to face with reality. There was so much of the materialist in Stephen. It was against that flint-like quality in him that she had first been broken. She had always liked to steep herself in romance, to pretend that things were lovely even when they were not. She had a gift for fantasy. But Stephen saw things as they were and for a time he had made her see them with him and she had even learned to laugh at herself.


“No true artist is satisfied with or deceived by superficial glamour,” he had said, “that is why the best portrait painters do not just reproduce the face which is a mask. They try to depict the soul which lies behind that mask.”


He had converted her to his way of thinking, but only because his influence was so powerful and she had blind faith in him. But now she wanted to go back to her dreams, her natural state of reluctance to probe too deeply, or to face up to the unhappiness which so often besets those who plumb the depths. Stephen said that only a man who first reaches rock bottom and then begins to climb to the highest summit, finds the living ultimate truth and subsequent ecstasy. But perhaps, she thought, not for the first time, she was not strong enough ever to sink to those depths or rise to those heights. The struggle was too much for her. Well, there would be none of that with Forbes. He was just an ordinary cheerful young man who would make few demands on her mentality.


But she was wretched because she had failed not only Stephen, but the artist which she knew existed in herself. She wondered if the day would come when she would get tired of the easy way, and yearn after the bitter sweetness of a struggle at Stephen’s side, no matter how heavy the cost.


But now Stephen’s mood had changed, which it so often did, swinging in a breath-taking fashion from black despair to brilliant gaiety.


He was saying:


“You’re not to sit there brooding and worrying about me, Verona. You’re to be happy. I don’t blame you for anything that you have done. The responsibility is all mine. Marry your nice soldier and be happy, my darling. I’ll even come and dance at your wedding if Mamma will send me an invitation. How’s that for tolerance and friendship? Yes, I’ll shake hands with the bridegroom and frequent your home when you are not serving abroad. Oh, God, Verona, an Army wife! What a fantastic thought. But it has its comic side. Don’t be offended if I laugh. I don’t mean to be offensive. But it is comic, isn’t it? Such a complete and absolute change … for my Rossetti girl. It needs some mental adjustment for me before I can get used to the idea.”


She looked up at him with new resentment. She preferred Stephen to be like this, so that she could feel angry with him and glad that she had chosen Forbes … anything rather than experience the old pain, the rebirth of her former adoration for him.
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