

  

     

  




AUTHOR’S NOTE


I wrote this book originally in 1944. Nearly all the characters were taken from real people and incidents that had occurred during the war. I knew many of the artists who lived in Chelsea during the twenties and thirties, whose behaviour shocked and intrigued us.


Today the colourful personalities like Simon Prentis would evoke little comment but at the time they were sensational.


 


“The dark quick stream of passion swirling past,


Widening ripplewise to form


Its own tumultuous tide,


Passion immersed, encompassed by itself,


Too deep, too dark for comprehensive thought, 


Yet lo! a gleaming shaft of sun can find


 An echoing light,


Gold tip the crested waves, pierce through the 


sombre depths.


To love!


The love which all must seek because it is Divine.”




  CHAPTER ONE ~ 1943


The old-fashioned doorbell pealed in the passage.


“One cupful of flour – one ounce of butter – ” Fenella repeated to herself.


The bell pealed again.


“Oh, bother!”


She walked to the kitchen door, wiped her hands on the towel hanging behind it and went to answer the bell. 


As she reached the hall, Nanny appeared at the top of the stairs.


“Is that you, dearie?” she asked. “I was afraid no one had heard it.”


“It’s all right, Nanny,” Fenella called out. “Don’t come downstairs.”


“Good morning. Could I speak to the owner?”


The sunshine glittered in Fenella’s eyes, blinding her a little, so that it took her a moment to see who was standing outside the door. The voice was low and rather charming with a cool note of authority in it.


Fenella blinked and saw a tall man in uniform behind him and waiting in the drive was a camouflaged car with a uniformed driver at the wheel.


“Will you come in?” she asked after a moment’s hesitation.


“Thank you.”


The Officer walked past her and stood in the shade of the hall waiting, she fancied, a little impatiently for her to lead the way. She smiled at him and then seeing his expression realised that he had mistaken her for the maid.


It was not surprising, Fenella thought swiftly. She had been cooking all the morning and she was wearing a big enveloping white apron, now slightly stained and crumpled and her sleeves were rolled up above the elbow.


“This way,” she said demurely.


She led him into the small sitting room where the fire, lit only a short time ago, made the room somewhat dark and unwelcoming.


“I will tell Miss Prentis you are here,” Fenella said in what she hoped was a respectful retainer’s voice.


With that she closed the door on him.


‘I wonder what he wants?’ she thought. ‘Anyway, it will do him good to cool his heels a bit while I get ready.’


In her bedroom Fenella powdered her nose and smoothed the waves of her dark hair on either side of her forehead, pulled down the sleeves of her yellow jumper and slipped on the leaf-green cardigan that toned with her checked skirt.


‘Now I look more like the occupier,’ she told herself as she proceeded slowly and with some dignity downstairs to the sitting room.


She opened the door and saw that her guest had his back to her. He was standing looking down at the fire, his hands holding onto the mantelpiece and his coat and cap put tidily on a chair near the window. 


He held the rank of Major she noted swiftly.


‘Good shoulders,’ Fenella thought to herself appraisingly and, as he turned, good looking,’ she added, ‘but it’s a hard face, hard and unyielding.’


“How do you do,” she said out loud. “I am Fenella Prentis. I think you wanted to see me.”


He stared at her for a moment before he smiled, a slow attractive smile that transformed his face.


“I must apologise,” he said coming forward and holding out his hand. “It was the apron that deceived me.”


 “It was quite understandable,” Fenella said, “and if you took me for the servant you were quite right. It’s my job nowadays.”


“I hope you will forgive me,” he said releasing her hand. “And now, if I may introduce myself, my name is Ransome and I have called to ask if I may billet some of my Officers here.”


Fenella stared at him in dismay.


“But that’s impossible!” she cried. “Who would look after them?”


“I was going to ask you to do that,” he answered, “although I hope it will only be for a short time.


“We are building a camp the other side of the village as you may have heard. We expected it to be ready when we moved in, but unfortunately our expectations have not been realised. I can accommodate most of the men in the farmers’ barns, but there does not seem to be many houses in the village suitable for the Officers.”


“There are very few,” Fenella agreed. “What about Wetherby Court?”


“Sir Nicholas Coleby’s place?” Major Ransome asked. “I am afraid that is too far away. You see, we have to be on the spot and at the moment we are extremely limited with petrol.”


“But I don’t know how we can have anyone here,” Fenella said. “The house is tiny and my father comes home on leave fairly frequently so that I cannot offer you his room.”


“He is in the Services?” Major Ransome asked.


Fenella nodded.


“Yes, in the R.A.F., although not operational. He is in charge of the camouflage department at the Air Ministry.”


“Prentis,” Major Ransome repeated the name thoughtfully, “I suppose your father is not by any chance Simon Prentis?”


Fenella smiled.


“That’s right.”


“Good gracious! He’s a very famous person. I didn’t know he lived in this part of the world, I thought he had a studio in London.”


“Oh, he gave that up years and years ago,” Fenella said. “He could not bear the noise of the traffic and the feeling of being cramped, so he bought this house. It was only a farm then and he added on the barn to make himself a studio. It looks big from the outside, but that’s due to the barn and the rest of the house is really very small. But I’ll show it to you if you like.”


“That’s very kind of you,” Major Ransome said. “You must understand, Miss Prentis, that I hate having to billet ourselves on reluctant civilians, but it has to be done. We have to sleep somewhere.”


“But of course.”


Fenella led the way from the sitting room into the small oak-beamed hall and then opened a door on the right.


The building that was Simon Prentis’ studio had been beautifully converted from a three century old barn using the oak beams wherever possible.


The windows that were let into both sides of it managed to admit the maximum amount of light without being unduly obtrusive.


The floor was polished and covered with soft-toned rugs and there was an open fireplace and plenty of big comfortable-looking armchairs and inviting sofas.


There was, as might be expected, a model’s throne and an easel, but otherwise the room was very unlike the usual artist’s studio.


“It’s charming,” Major Ransome exclaimed.


“My father is rather different from most painters,” Fenella said. “He likes to work with everyone around him.”


“It’s certainly a marvellous place,” Major Ransome said approvingly, “and I shall hope very much to have the privilege of meeting your father. I am a great admirer of his works, in fact I’m proud to say that I own one of his pictures.”


“Which one?” Fenella asked curiously.


“‘A Girl Laughing’. It was the picture of the year in 1936.”


“Oh, I remember it,” Fenella said. “Inez modelled for that one and it was painted just before Daddy married her.”


She spoke coolly and dispassionately, but Major Ransome gave her a quick glance before saying,


“She was certainly lovely. I have never seen hair of such a wonderful colour.”


“Yes, Daddy always chooses redheads as his models – but of course you know that.”


“I’ve always heard that was so,” Major Ransome replied, “but I didn’t know if it was just gossip.”


“Oh, no, it’s quite true,” Fenella answered. “Daddy only admires red-haired women. Moo and I are a great disappointment to him.”


“Moo?” the Major questioned.


“My sister. She is at school now, she comes home at teatime.”


“I had no idea that Simon Prentis had a family, hence my curiosity.”


“Oh, there’s quite a lot of us one way and another. Now perhaps you would like to see the bedrooms?”


Fenella led the way upstairs. As she had said, the house was very small although particularly charming. Nearly all the bedroom ceilings were sloping, the small-paned windows opening outwards under the gables that gave the house its name.


In the front of the house there was Simon Prentis’s room, far the largest and most luxurious of the bedrooms with a bathroom opening out of it.


There were also two others, smaller and inexpensively furnished, one used by Fenella and the other by her sister. At the back there were the two nurseries and a small bedroom decorated with photographs of football and cricket teams.


“This is my brother Raymond’s room,” Fenella announced. “He is at sea, so I suppose that if you must billet someone on us he could sleep here.”


“I wonder if Raymond would mind very much if I personally occupied his room.”


“You mean you would come here yourself?”


“If you will let me.”


“You will be very uncomfortable. You realise we have no servants at all now. There is only Nanny and me to do everything.”


“You cannot get any help?”


Fenella shook her head.


“Not locally. You see, they don’t approve of us in the village of Creepers, in fact,” she added, “if you want the truth I don’t suppose it will do your reputation any good to stay in this house.”


“I think my reputation will stand it,” he replied and his tone was as serious as hers, “but thank you for thinking of me. I appreciate it.”


“I am only warning you. You don’t know this part of the country, I presume.”


“Not well, but I expect it is like most other parts of rural England, a bit narrow-minded.”


Fenella laughed.


“Just a little, although Simon Prentis and family take a lot of swallowing, you know.”


“I thought all artists were allowed any amount of licence.”


“Not in Creepers.”


They shook hands and Rex Ransome said he would be back later.


*


“It’s no use, Nanny,” Fenella said wearily, “they can commandeer the entire house if they want to and after all, Major Ransome seemed quite a nice man. He will only be here for breakfast and dinner and he says he will send a batman up to do his room.”


“This used to be a free country,” Nanny grumbled.


“No country’s free in wartime,” Fenella replied.


“That’s obvious!” Nanny snapped, taking the hot plates off the range and carrying them into the dining room.


Fenella smiled a little ruefully to herself as she turned back towards the oven and drew out the shepherd’s pie, now browned crisply.


Few people realised that Simon Prentis had six children. Kay, it was true, his eldest daughter and the only child of his first wife Flavia did make the most of being Simon Prentis’s daughter when she went on the stage and later drifted into films.


Arline’s family, Simon had married her in 1920, were less spectacular, which was not surprising for Arline herself had hated the type of self-assertion that must feed its vanity on newspaper cuttings and photographs in the illustrated press.


The daughter of a respectable and wealthy Scottish family, she had defied her parents when she was only nineteen when they had refused to allow her to marry a man who was noted for his Bohemian unconventional ways.


Surprisingly enough they had been extremely happy. Arline, for all her youth and inexperience, was a strangely sensible and self-sufficient young woman.


She was content to accept Simon as he was, trying neither to change nor convert him to more conventional standards. If he was unfaithful to her during the twelve years of their married life, she never showed by word or deed that she was aware of it.


Arline had few friends and had no confidantes, but there were some wise people who wondered just how much of his success Simon owed to her.


For it was Arline who had the practical brain, who remembered to despatch the paintings once they were finished, who kept Simon in touch with the right critics and the fashionable exhibitions.


Yet, when she died, the vast public who adored Simon and who ate up every detail of his exotic Bohemianism hardly gave a thought to the passing of his wife.


Arline died when Moo was born. It was an unnecessary death brought on by sheer carelessness, by Simon insisting that they left their return from the Continent until the last moment and by crossing the English Channel in a violent storm and without bothering to reserve a cabin.


When Arline arrived back at their house in London and Simon handed her over to Nanny, she had already crossed the danger line. Pneumonia set in, Moo arrived with much unnecessary pain and difficulty and Arline released her never very strong hold on life.


It was doubtful if Simon realised at first what had happened to him. He was distraught with a grief that seemed slightly exaggerated and theatrical.


But it was a selfish grief and he showed it when he enquired of all and sundry what he, Simon Prentis, should do with four children on his hands, all of whom except perhaps the eldest were quite incapable of looking after themselves.


Kay by this time was just leaving school, but she had spent most of her childhood with her mother’s relations, somewhat flashy suburban people of whom Arline had never approved.


Simon did not really consider her one of his difficulties, but Raymond of eleven, Fenella aged seven and a baby a month old certainly had to be considered.


It was Nanny who took charge of the household then and who told Simon that London was no place for ‘the poor motherless lambs’ who wanted a breath of ‘God’s good air’ if they were to be brought up healthy and strong.


At Four Gables the children knew nothing and heard less of what was happening in the great world outside. All they knew of their father was that he would appear suddenly like a typhoon, sweep into the house and galvanise the whole place into noisy tempestuous action.


Then he would go as suddenly as he had come, leaving a strange calm and quiet behind, so that they were not certain whether they missed him or were merely relieved at his absence.


It was difficult indeed for them to form an independent opinion, for Nanny made no bones about her feeling in the matter.


Once, half seriously, half laughingly, Simon accused her deliberately of putting the children against their father. Nanny had faced him defiantly.


“I’ll lead no child in my charge into the devil’s ways,” she said.


“So that’s what you think of me,” Simon had challenged her.


“I was never good at lying,” Nanny retorted sturdily.


As Fenella grew older, she began to resemble very closely her dead mother. Simon often felt a strange pang as he came upon her suddenly or watched her walk into the room.


Only one thing was lacking. Her hair was dark, not red, and being Simon it was impossible for him to admire or find real beauty save in a red-haired woman.


Moo also was dark, but she had a very different type of looks from her elder sister. From the moment she was born Moo had been what Nanny called ‘a picture-book baby’.


As Raymond said once,


“Moo is exactly like a box of chocolates, large, succulent, soft-centred ones, tied up with the thickest and most glossy satin ribbon.”


Nobody could help liking Moo and she was as pleased as a small friendly puppy with the attention she received.


The arrival of Timothy and Susan after their father had married Inez in 1936 had really made very little difference. Simon Prentis’s marriage had meant just nothing to his children.


There had been so many women after Arline’s death in and out of his life that one more or less could not be expected to stir them, even though he put a gold ring on her third finger.


The county were slightly scandalised, of course, at what they heard about Simon Prentis, but he certainly had a name and they were prepared to forgive him a good deal because he was reputedly a genius.


But their tentative gestures of friendship were stillborn from the moment Simon Prentis came to Four Gables to live. The stories that were told about him after he arrived were, of course, incredible, fantastic and malicious.


A great many had no foundation in fact, but many, unfortunately, were true.


One, which never failed to be related with bated breath to every newcomer who had not heard it before, was when a local dignitary, Lady Coleby, an elderly woman who owned the neighbouring estate and was undoubtedly one of the most important people in the district, came to call.


She had been shown by an inexperienced maidservant straight into the barn where Simon was at work.


As usual most of the household were with him. Raymond and Fenella were playing table tennis in a corner of the big room, Moo was singing to her dolls and accompanying herself by strumming on a toy piano.


Simon was standing back from his easel when the visitor was shown in, the maid merely making from the doorway a mumbled sound that nobody heard.


He had half-turned towards the newcomer and there was no doubt that she must have felt a quick gasp of admiration and perhaps even coquetry was not wholly lost in that withered bosom.


At any rate, she had moved forward with a sweeter smile than was usually seen on her narrow straightened lips. 


Then, as she held out her hand, an astounding thing happened.


Simon had swooped towards her, taking her arm in his firm grasp and pushing her a few steps to the right.


“Tell me,” he had shouted. “Tell me what you think? Is that shadow under the left breast green or purple? I’ve painted it green, but don’t hesitate to say if you think I am wrong.”


The startled visitor, conscious of being hurried across a slippery floor, bewildered, yet undeniably aware of the proximity and grip of this giant-like Adonis, had looked with widening eyes across the room to where on the model throne Inez reclined.


Lady Coleby was not to know that she was Simon’s wife, although if she had it would have made little difference.


All she was aware of in that horrifying breathless moment was that she was staring at the recumbent naked body of a young woman posed on a divan of purple plush across which was thrown a Spanish shawl.


Everyone in the painting world was to exclaim later at the daring of the picture – an indescribable riot of colour that no other painter would have ventured to use with a red-haired model.


It had been a much-criticised painting, but not from the angle that the County considered it, that had been something entirely different, for the question of morals had superseded all thought of whether purple plush and crimson flowers were legitimate against the red of a girl’s glowing hair.


That incident, alas, had, of course, prevented a large number of people from calling at Four Gables, but the few who did go out of curiosity had found Simon’s indifference to their condescension almost more difficult to accept than his morals.


While the County might eventually have accepted Simon, they would never have accepted Inez, not, as Raymond put it, ‘in a million years.’


She was beautiful, there was no denying that, but she had only to open her mouth for her accent to betray her and the empty banality of her mind to appal those who had been expecting at least something amusing.


Why Simon had married her remained a mystery until Timothy was born five months after the ceremony had taken place and then a number of people pitied Simon because he had ‘done the right thing’.


The marriage was doomed to failure from the beginning. In fact after Timothy arrived they each led their own lives until the war and the imminent danger of air raids frightened Inez into leaving London and taking up her residence at Four Gables.


Simon’s desire then to go into the Services and to do his bit to the best of his ability brought them together for a fleeting and not very convincing reunion.


Susan was born in 1940 and immediately she was about again Inez announced that she had had an offer of a film contract in Hollywood.


A year later she wrote to Simon to say that she was divorcing him in Reno as there was someone she particularly wanted to marry. The divorce would not be valid in the United Kingdom, but she thought that it was unlikely she would ever return.


She wished him the best of luck and sent her love to the children.


But Fenella was not thinking of Simon as she carried the shepherd’s pie from the kitchen into the dining room.


The children were waiting, their bibs tied round their necks, Susan in her high chair next to Nanny who sat at one end of the table while Fenella sat at the other.


She put the dish down on the table and was just going to take her place when she heard the front doorbell ring.


It rang insistently and loudly, as if someone had tugged imperiously and with an unusual strength at the long chain that hung from the lintel down beside the warm old red brick of the wall.


“I wonder who that is?” Fenella said, looking at Nanny.


“I’ll go, dearie,” Nanny said, half rising in her chair.


It was then Fenella heard Simon’s voice calling her name so that it echoed along the passage and seemed to fill the low-ceilinged dining room.


“Fenella! Fenella! Where are you?”


Everything in the small hall with its low oak-beamed ceiling was dwarfed in comparison with Simon Prentis.


In his blue Air Force uniform he looked a giant and his vivid colouring was intensified so that he stood out with an almost poster-like flamboyance against the simple cottage surroundings.


Fenella, hurrying forward to kiss her father, noticed that he was not alone and, with a sinking in her heart, took stock of the stranger he had brought with him.


‘The usual type!’ she thought and then added, ‘A little older than most.’


“How are you, my dear?” Simon asked her.


He accompanied his kiss with an ardent smack on her behind and then, throwing his cap and heavy overcoat down on a chair, he enquired,


“Well, what about lunch?”


“But, Daddy,” Fenella exclaimed in dismay, “you never let me know you were coming!”


“Didn’t let you know! Of course I did,” Simon Prentis retorted. “I sent you a wire, at least I gave one to my secretary. Don’t say she forgot!”


“Now did you give it to her, Daddy?” Fenella asked. “Or did you merely think of doing so?”


Simon ran his fingers through his hair.


“Damn it, I believe I did forget!”


“You are hopeless,” Fenella said, with the air of one stating a fact rather than making an accusation.


She turned towards the newcomer.


“I am afraid we are not giving you a very enthusiastic welcome.”


“Elaine, this is my daughter Fenella,” Simon said simply.


Fenella, taking a soft rather limp hand in hers, thought,


‘I dislike her – I wonder why?’


Elaine, whoever she was, was certainly very attractive. Her vivid red hair, cut pageboy style, was offset by a jaunty black velvet tam-o’-shanter.


She was fashionably thin and her tightly fitting black coat and skirt accentuated the fact. She had too, Fenella noted swiftly, the type of face that most artists admire, pronounced features with the heavily moulded eyes and rather prominent lips.


“You had better make a cocktail, Daddy,” Fenella said, “while I see what I can find you for lunch. The children are having shepherd’s pie, but I don’t suppose you would like that.”


“God forbid!” Simon Prentis ejaculated piously.


“Well, I’ll go and look in the larder, but I cannot promise miracles, so don’t expect them.”


“I want to wash first,” Elaine answered.


“I will show you the bathroom,” Fenella said. “Will you come upstairs?”


She led the way while Elaine followed behind her in what Fenella sensed was a sulky silence.


‘I wonder who she is?’ Fenella mused. ‘I hope Simon paints her, because we need some money badly. I am afraid you will have to sleep in my room,” she said aloud as they reached the door of her bedroom. “I will move my things immediately after lunch. We are rather cramped here and, although the house looks big, it is really inconveniently small.”


Elaine moved disdainfully towards the looking glass set on the plain oak dressing table.


“Do you live here all the time?” she asked. “It must be pretty deadly for you.”


“I am used to it,” Fenella answered, “but I am afraid that you will find it rather quiet.”


She went out of the room and closed the door behind her.


‘She is one of the worst,’ she thought as she went downstairs. ‘I hope Daddy has not got a long leave. This sort of thing is really awfully bad for Moo.’


She hurried into the kitchen and going to the store cupboard took a precious tin of tongue from her invasion store on the top shelf. It took her a few minutes to make a salad to go with it.


Luckily Nanny had already grated some carrots for the children and she used these, adding beetroot and chopped cabbage heart until the dish looked quite attractive.


There were three eggs, which she had collected from the fowls early that morning and these she made into a small omelette, adding some cheese and herbs in the way that she knew her father liked best.


She ran along the passage to the barn. Simon and Elaine were sipping their cocktails in front of the fire, which had just been lit.


“Luncheon’s ready, such as it is,” Fenella announced gaily, “and do hurry because you have an omelette and it will spoil if you keep it waiting too long.”


Simon was in good spirits, Fenella thought as she watched him walk towards the dining room humming to himself, moving with that particularly buoyant lilt in his step which was characteristic of him.


While they were eating, she put the coffee on to boil and carried upstairs the suitcases that had been left in the hall. She noted that Elaine’s was of expensive leather, her initials stamped on it in gold.


When the coffee was ready, she carried it into the studio, arranging it on a small table by the fire. As she had expected, as soon as her father had drunk a cup, he announced that he was going to change.


Fenella gave her father five minutes upstairs alone and then she knocked on his bedroom door.


“Come in,” he called out.


As she entered, he remarked, 


“Oh, it’s you!” with a note of surprise as though he had expected someone else.


“Can you bear to talk business for a moment?” Fenella asked him.


“No, I can’t,” Simon replied. “And, if you are going to ask for money, my girl, you can save your breath.”


“But, Daddy, I need to have some.”


Simon wrinkled his brow and looked at her.


“This ‘Daddy’ business is rather overdone,” he said unexpectedly. “It makes me feel a hundred and eighty at least. What about being modern and calling me ‘Simon’? That goes for Moo as well.”


“It sounds so unnatural,” Fenella protested. “We always have called you ‘Daddy’.”


“I know, I know, but it makes me feel damned old. I don’t like it.”


“I don’t think you need worry about getting old,” Fenella said with a smile. “Besides, it doesn’t matter for a man.”


“Yes, it does,” Simon retorted.


“All right then – ‘Simon’, but if I do this for you I expect you to do something for me and that is to write me out a cheque at once.”


“But I can’t, Fenella – it’s no use nagging me.”


“Now look here,” Fenella said, “we cannot live on air and you have not sent me any money for nearly four months. What’s more, you haven’t answered any of the letters I have written to you about it.”


“I know, I know,” Simon answered testily, “but I haven’t got the money.”


He shouted the last words at her.


Fenella walked across to the window and looked out. It was always disturbing when her father shouted at her. It was silly of her to mind because she knew that he meant nothing by it.


Yet she recognised that she must hold her ground and after a moment she turned away from the window to face him, resolution written clearly in the expression on her small face.


“I am sorry,” she said quietly, “but you have got to listen to me. We owe nearly two hundred pounds in the neighbourhood. People round here don’t like us, no one knows that better than you. What is more they always have been, always will be, distrustful of artists and they think that they are improvident and they are not far wrong.”


She paused for breath and then went on,


“Moo’s school fees have not been paid, and as for Nanny, she has not had any wages for a long time. The children need new clothes and I cannot get those on credit because we haven’t got accounts at the London shops at the moment. That is the position, Simon, and you have to face it.”


Simon looked across the room at her, opened his mouth to bellow, then changed his mind and said nothing.


Fenella thankful for his restraint had no idea that it was due to the fact that at that moment she looked so exactly like her mother as to hurt Simon with an almost unbearable sense of loss.


That was how Arline had spoken when she had meant to get something, quietly, clearly, but with an unmistakable Scottish determination that kept her unswervingly to the point however hard her husband might try to prevaricate or evade it.


“There’s only one thing to do,” he said, standing up, “I must start painting at once. Boggis has been worrying me for a picture for months and months. Well, I will give him one and that should set us on our feet for a bit.”


“If you will start it right away,” Fenella said, “I will telephone Mr. Boggis and I know he will give me an advance on it.”


“Give you an advance?” Simon asked, half angrily. “Who is painting this picture?”


“You are,” Fenella replied, “and if you don’t hurry over it the Prentis family will be begging their bread from door to door and that won’t do your publicity any good.”


“Damn you, you are a slave driver!” Simon shouted, but he caught his daughter round the shoulders and gave her a bear-like hug. “I am the worst father in Christendom. Nanny is right in all she has ever said about me, but I will turn over a new leaf right away, although I don’t suppose this change of heart will last long.”


He laughed at his own inconstancy and then he went downstairs whistling cheerily, leaving Fenella to pick up his clothes, which had been scattered negligently on the floor and on the bed and put them away in the wardrobe.


Downstairs, Elaine pouted petulantly when Simon told her that he wanted her to model for his latest picture.


At the same time she was secretly delighted. All through her short but ardent love affair with the handsome Simon she had been hoping that he would suggest painting her and had been slightly piqued when the invitation had not been forthcoming.


The publicity and fame that was always the perquisite of Simon’s models was payment enough for the boredom and weariness of the sittings.


“I have the very dress upstairs in my box,” she said. “It’s a white chiffon. Why don’t you do an all-white picture, Simon? It would be original.”


“Original!” Simon snorted. “It’s what every would-be portrait painter does in his second year at an art school. For goodness sake, woman, talk of things you know about, not of art, of which you know nothing. Now let me see.”


He walked up and down the studio rubbing his hands and fingers through his hair.


“You are much too thin to be done naked unless I want to give the public a lesson in anatomy.”


“Don’t be so ridiculous, Simon,” Elaine said furiously. “I have a wonderful figure, everybody says so.” 


“You have a fashionable figure, my dear. That is a very different thing. To me you appear to be giving an impersonation of life in the occupied countries.”


“If you go on like this,” Elaine pouted, “I will not sit for you at all.”


“Oh yes you will,” Simon replied. “You are delighted to do so and don’t I know it. It’s not every woman who loves Simon Prentis who has the opportunity to model for him, I can promise you that.”


“I think you are detestable and unbearably conceited.”


“Why shouldn’t I be?” Simon asked. “Is there anyone to touch me in the art world at the moment? You know there isn’t. And there is no one, my dear little fool, who can make you as famous as I am going to make you and well you know it. Come here. Sit on that chair and let’s see how you look.”


He posed her in various positions, unsatisfied and critical until she became really exasperated with him.


“Go and put your white dress on then,” he said at length. “I expect I shall loathe it, but I am damned if I paint that coat and skirt. I always did hate redheads in black, it’s too obvious.”
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