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1

ALL day it had been raining in Rome.

Cold, fine rain that changed to sleet. It was growing colder. Everybody thought there would be snow for Christmas which was only another two weeks ahead.

The young girl who was walking across the Bridge of Sant’ Angelo shivered although she wore a warm, polo-necked jersey under her black, shiny mackintosh. A yellow silk scarf anchored her hair against the wind, but her face was soon drenched. She had to pull out a handkerchief and wipe her eyes as she walked quickly past the deep arched gate of the Orso.

It was then that the rain seemed to stop with miraculous speed and from the rift in the darkness of the sky there came a shaft of sunlight. Against this sudden translucent goldenness which was so much a feature of Rome, the frowning walls of the old castle looked wonderful. Magnificent, the girl thought and smiled. It was as though a storm within her heart had also passed and the world became suddenly brighter.

There were crowds on the bridge, and along the busy brightly lit thoroughfare as she passed down into the Via di Tordimona. The air was rich with the sonorous sound of the bells tolling the hour from the great churches.

It was the hour she loved. The hour that for so long now she had been able to call her own; to get away from the big palazzo where she had been living as an au-pair girl since June. When she could forget her two exacting little pupils, Francesca and Tullia. The hour when she could be herself, and go to him.

It was a never-failing joy to her—this afternoon walk to his studio. It had, in fact, become her whole life. She had learned that the emotions of a lifetime are easily piled into a few short moments. It had been like this ever since she met him. It seemed impossible now that she could ever have heard his name with equanimity; that just before she first met him she had helped her pupils get into their party dresses and combed their shiny black curls, and prepared them to be sketched by the Duchessa’s latest protégé—a young English painter whom they called Dominic—and felt indifferent when she heard the name.

‘The Duchessa had prattled a lot about the Englishman. She praised his genius as a portrait painter and seemed amazed that the English girl now living under her roof had never heard of him. The girl excused herself on the basis that she did not move in artist’s circles in England, and knew little about pictures although she appreciated good art, and had learned much more about it since she came to Rome, with all its endless store of art treasures in museums and galleries.

She had also felt that she was justified in not knowing Dominic’s name, because he had, apparently, been travelling for the last three years. His mother was Brazilian and his father English. He had been educated in England but later studied art in Paris.

He had money of his own and was by no means the struggling artist type; neither was he in any real need of the Duchessa’s patronage. But she was a friend of his mother’s and was a worldly, busy socialite—one of the leading hostesses in Rome who liked to produce ‘lions’ at her parties. Dominic was her latest lion. Dominic had agreed to do some quick sketches of her two daughters who were certainly beautiful little girls, with enormous eyes and that particular type of Italian beauty which the children lose quickly once they grow older.

The English girl hurrying through the damp and now sunny afternoon thought of her first meeting with the artist.

She could visualise him coming into the salon, portfolio under one arm; slight, not very tall, rather pale, but with an impressive head and bright challenging eyes. He looked, as the Duchessa said, as though he himself might be an Italian because of the darkness of his eyes, the olive of his skin and that mass of thick black waving hair.

It had been a warm September afternoon when he first came to the Del Farice Palazzo. He wore light blue linen slacks, a blue shirt open at the neck and had an old linen coat flung over his shoulders. There was nothing formal about Dominic. He had struck the English girl at once as being entirely indifferent to public opinion, absorbed in himself and his art. He cared for nothing and nobody—which was, of course, what made him different and so interesting.

He had interested her from the start. She sat without moving watching him draw the heads of the little Del Farice sisters. He worked with astonishing speed. He made an exact portrait of the two children and when he finished the frown that sat on his face while he worked changed into a sudden brilliant smile. He handed the work to the au-pair girl and said:

“There you are! Aren’t they an angelic pair!”

She had looked down at the beautifully drawn heads and sighed deeply.

“How marvellous! You have made them look like two of Raphael’s angels.”

He had laughed.

“I’m no Raphael—I assure you.”

“What are you?” she had asked.

“Just myself,” he had answered rather haughtily. He had a supreme vanity which somehow took the wind out of one’s sails. He fascinated her. He had fascinated her right from the start. What was more he behaved to her in a curiously insolent way which had made her at times angry, then amused, and finally gripped her imagination to such an extent that she could not think about anything or anybody but him. Nor could she do anything without wanting him to know about it.

He took entire control of her artistic education. She had re-visited the Sistine Chapel and seen all the wonderful art collections in Rome with Dominic as her guide and teacher. She had once thought she had a mind of her own. At home (the little ordinary English home that now seemed so many thousands of miles away) she used to be criticised because she refused to listen to other people or change any of her views. But for Dominic she changed most of them.

It had all started when he had asked her to go to his studio in the Via di Tordimona and allow him to paint her portrait.

She had gasped: “You can’t want to paint me!”

“I wouldn’t have asked you if I hadn’t wanted it,” he had snapped back.

He had looked quite angry. She had learned that Dominic could look very angry if his wishes were crossed. She had never met a man more spoiled—he was disgracefully egotistical. Yet whereas one might resent it in most men, one didn’t resent it in Dominic. He was a law unto himself—different from anybody else and because he had so much charm when he chose to exert it—a positively devilish charm. Even the Duchessa who was married to one of the most handsome and wealthy titled men in Italy and supposed to be in love with her husband, had felt Dominic’s magic. To the English girl, he had many wonderful qualities apart from his brilliance as a painter. He was moody, of course, but in the right mood he could be generous and kind. He also seemed to enjoy a certain reputation which he had of making love to the pretty women who sat for him. But the Duchessa had no intention of going as far as that, and she very soon got tired of lionising Dominic; so Dominic came no more to the Del Farice Palazzo. But the English girl went on seeing him.

To her absolute astonishment—and she hadn’t yet got accustomed to it—he seemed to want to see her—a lot of her. She attracted him. He said so. He cut her short every time she tried to protest that she was ordinary.

“You are not, my dear. You’re quite unusual. So small yet you have a natural dignity and aloofness which I find disarming. Glorious eyes too. Green as emeralds. One doesn’t often see that shade of green. You have what I call a ‘kitten face’. That flat little nose, your big mouth and those long-shaped eyes—very kitten-like, and endearing. But unlike kittens you don’t scratch. You’re gentle. You also have a damn good brain. I can talk to you and you understand and make intelligent conversation which is more than I can say of my girlfriends. All those beautiful spoiled girls in my mother’s set out in Brazilia or here in Rome. Girls who are like your Duchessa—shallow, empty-headed and trying frantically to get one up over someone else all the time with their new clothes, new cars or new jewels. My little au-pair girl has nothing. Only her sweet self. I find it delightful.”

He said many such things when she was with him. She alternated between being immensely flattered and rather cross—the latter because she felt there was a touch of patronage about his flattery. Yet she was staggered to find that she didn’t want to stop him flattering her. For the first time in her life, and she was twenty-two, she had met a man with whom she could—and did—fall hopelessly in love.

‘Hopeless’ seemed the keynote to the whole affair. She knew that, but shut her mind to the future. He had warned her that he was not a marrying man (not that she ever imagined for a moment that Dominic would propose marriage to her). He had impressed it upon her that he was only a bird of passage in Italy and never stayed anywhere for long. He travelled from country to country, always able to enjoy the best that life could offer. He had plenty of money and need not rely on selling his pictures. Painting to him was a glorious hobby. He could paint when, where and who and what he wished; which was so much better, he told her than having to paint for a living. For then it became an inglorious profession—a prostitution of art—then one had to paint to please the public rather than one’s self and one’s soul.

Dominic talked a lot about his soul. He was interested in metaphysics, philosophy, all kinds of religions, almost anything but politics. He couldn’t bear political discussions. He had little use for the minor problems, as he called them, of the average Englishman. Dominic had been born and brought up an Englishman. His father had once taken an active part in the political field, but Dominic was his mother’s rather than his father’s son—something of a dilettante. He had accepted an English education only because it had been forced upon him. He hated discipline in any shape or form.

He was the sort of person that seemed to the girl, who fell so completely under his spell, larger than life. A character out of a book. The type she had never expected to meet. Certainly not one she had expected to admire. But it was as though Dominic had put a potion into the first glass of wine she ever drank with him in that big luxurious studio of his at the top of a tall narrow house with great windows looking over the roof-tops across Rome.

She could not stop thinking about him—or longing for the next moment when she could see him. She would sit motionless while he painted or sketched her in a hundred different attitudes. She had become, so he told her, his favourite model. She soon grew used to seeing those paintings or sketches of her head and shoulders (and soon her whole body) in a dozen different poses.

Already one small painting of her in a scarlet woollen dress holding a black cat in her arms, had been bought by a well-known Italian director of a local art gallery. It had amused Dominic to make the green eyes of the cat and of the girl almost synonymous. When he had finished the work he had said to her:

“Actually those eyes of yours are extraordinarily incongruous. There’s only a very small amount of ‘cat’ in yours, my darling. It’s just the way you have of curling up and keeping warm and when you are happy I can almost hear you purr. But cats are sly and treacherous. You could never be either.”

“But cats are very independent and I have always been accused of wanting to walk alone,” she argued.

“I think the way our parents and friends at home see us differs entirely from the way we are regarded by the outside world,” he had said.

Certainly that was true of herself. Since she first fell in love with Dominic, all of her old spirit of independence seemed to have vanished. All that desire to be left alone or to enjoy introspection. Now she depended on another human being. Body and soul belonged to him.

This afternoon as she hurried towards his studio in the brief dying light of the December sun—she felt that same constriction of the heart—the same tightening in her throat—that she always experienced when she was on her way to Dominic.

How long would this continue? When would it all end? It mustn’t end. In the beginning when he used to tell her that she must never fall in love with him, she had accepted it. She had assured him that she would conduct this affair in a practical modern spirit. Heaps of young people enjoyed intimate associations which were purely temporary. The ‘love me for ever’ theme was old-fashioned—outdated. Sensual love was wonderful while it lasted, but it was not deathless.

She had agreed with all these theories, and never let Dominic think her possessive. She knew quite well that other models came to his studio and that not only had there been other loves in his life but there were likely to be many more. If he preferred her company to the rest even for a little while, she should be grateful and content.

But she wasn’t.

Her feelings suddenly underwent a change—a considerable change—a short time after she first fell in love with Dominic. Of course all her visits to Dominic’s studio were secret. Her Italian employer knew nothing about them; nobody at home knew. She had never so much as mentioned Dominic’s name either to her parents or her dearest friends. It was rather warm and exciting to have a secret love-affair. It made her feel in tune with her old ideas about independence. Why should she have to account to anybody for what she did? She was over-age. She had a right to a life and a love of her own.

But the secrecy and the excitement and the intense pleasure of loving and being loved by Dominic were gradually lost in a dark cloud of doubts and anxieties. She began to feel very unhappy. Panic tore at her every time she left him, wondering when she was going to see him again. She had learned that when walking to the studio she could feel like a person bewitched and float on magical wings—the wings of anticipation and desire. But when she walked away, she moved slowly and fearfully as though in a fog, crushed by a terrible sensation of insecurity that spoiled everything for her.

She could no longer feel happy in this love; no longer accept the fact that the day would come when it must all end.

Her terror of losing Dominic became a nightmare. She slept badly. She ate so little that she lost half a stone in weight and had to take in the bands of her skirts, and put up the hem of her dresses because they suddenly hung down far below her knees—she had grown so thin. Fortunately her mother was not there to take note of the change in her and the Duchessa was much too busy to notice whether the au-pair girl was thin or fat, rosy or pale. She was good with the children and taught them excellent English and that was all that mattered to the Duchessa.

Nobody, least of all Dominic, was aware of how the girl suffered. Even a man less egotistical than Dominic might find it difficult to realise what anguish such an affair could cause a woman. Men do not feel the same way about things; and this girl who until now had reached the age of twenty-two without having had her emotions stirred, suffered in particular.

The intensity of her own feelings frightened her. She did not want to love any man so much. It would have been all right if he had felt the same way, but she knew that he didn’t. She was also frightened that he would guess and become irritated by her slavish devotion. So far she had managed to conceal it. He didn’t like jealous and exacting women. He had told her so. So she showed neither jealousy nor the wish to pin him down. But she wanted with all her heart to chain him to her. She needed to know that he would never leave her—needed it until she reached the pitch of despair.

Why, why, she asked herself on this December day did she love Dominic so much? She knew all his faults. She was not so stupid as to be blinded by his immense charm, his fascinating personality—his talents. There were so many other qualities that she admired and which attracted her. His extraordinary generosity. For instance, he was surprisingly kind and thoughtful to those less fortunate than himself.

He filled his studio with impoverished artists—many of whom he financed. She knew that. She had met some of them. He was equally kind to the old and infirm. There was a caretaker in the block of flats where he rented his studio whose wife had been taken ill and died suddenly leaving the man with six small motherless children. It had been Dominic who paid for a splendid funeral because the family wanted it, with all the Italian love of ceremony and morbid interest in the trappings of burial. He supplied the man with enough money to engage a foster-mother, and sent the whole family into the country. He was always paying bills for the poor and there were many really poor people in Italy. The girl who saw this side of him loved him for it. Other rich men couldn’t be bothered, but Dominic—so critical of the wealthy members of his own class and often so insolent and chilling to them—seemed to have boundless sympathy for the underdog.

He had, the girl often told herself, a golden heart. Yet that goodness in him did not extend to the women in his life. She knew that, too. He frequently loved and rode away. He couldn’t be bothered with his lovers once he grew tired of them. Then he became ruthless.

It was that knowledge that frightened her so much; the certainty that the day of reckoning must come for her.

For the moment it did not seem that the day was at hand because he seemed still to be deeply interested in her. Any time that she could get away from the Del Farice, she was invited to spend with him. They went out together constantly. They had been to every café or restaurant in Rome worth going to. He introduced her to the gay night-life as well as to Rome’s intellectual delights. He had, in fact, educated her—mentally and physically.

There had even come a day—a night—when he had held her in his arms up in the warmth of his studio which she loved so much with its smell of paint and turps and all the trappings of Dominic’s art—and told her that he really loved her.

“I really do,” he had said. “There’s something about you which has made you necessary to me and no other woman has ever been that before. ‘Little Cat’ …” (that was his pet name for her. Little Cat.)

When she heard what he said she felt as though her very heart leaped out of her body with joy. She began to feel a sudden hope that she need not be afraid of loving him. For the first time she was utterly, blissfully happy.

They had turned out the lights. They lay together on the big divan watching the leaping light of the log fire cast blue, freakish shadows on the high ceiling.

The curtains were drawn. Halfway down the wall through the enormous windows the girl could see the stars. The big cold stars that glittered so dramatically over Rome. She could hear the eternal tolling of the bells. Otherwise there was silence.

In a few moments she would have to let Dominic take her home. Yet this studio was really home to her—much, much more so than the Del Farice Palazzo; or the other home in England where she had been born and bred, never dreaming that she could ever experience anything as intense or wonderful as this love. It was a never-failing wonder and amazement to her that a man like Dominic should have become her lover.

Dominic was her life now. The very fact that until now she had believed in virginity and disliked the promiscuous affairs indulged in by so many of the girls and boys of her own generation bound her to him. To him it probably meant little or nothing. But to her it was of enormous importance and proof of how very much she loved him. That evening she was his as she had never been before. She was excruciatingly happy.

That had been a month ago. For her a wonderful period of time. Their hours together had never seemed more perfect and Dominic had never seemed more tender or more in love with her.

Then a fortnight ago, for the first time since their affair began, he broke their usual afternoon appointment. He had always been good about keeping appointments. He had never so far let her down. He could be cruel she was certain, but for some reason he had never been cruel to her. She had not as usual gone to the studio.

He had sent her a note by hand.


“Cara mia. Don’t come today. I have to fly to Paris suddenly on business. Will let you know when I get back.”



It was signed with the initial ‘D’. It was the first and only note he had ever written her. She knew that he never wrote letters—particularly love-letters.

He did not communicate with her for ten days. It was terrible for her. Rome seemed dead and life utterly empty. The children irritated her and every time the telephone rang she hoped that it was for her—might be from him. But it was not. She kept wondering what kind of business had called him to Paris. She kept telling herself that it wasn’t her affair what he did or where he went and that she had no right to probe into his private life, yet she had been so much part of that life for the last two months, how could she suddenly stand apart from it and behave as though he did not matter to her.

She suffered as she had never suffered before. She was appalled by her own capacity for experiencing such pain. It degraded her. She found it in no way uplifting.

She began to feel violent jealousy. She was petrified in case he never came back. Indignant because he behaved with such apparent indifference towards her. Furious because she felt he owed her more consideration, because of all that she had been to him. Then when she remembered how much less it must mean to him, she stopped being angry and just went down, down into the depths of misery again.

She made herself ill and finally retired to bed with a temperature which, the Duchessa said, was a touch of Roman fever.

Then suddenly Dominic telephoned to her from Paris and the whole world changed. It was still degrading in a way to have to realise what power he had to hurt—or delight her; what complete mastery he had over her. When she heard his voice over the wires her whole body burned.

“How are you, Little Cat?”

“Fine,” she lied and laughed and was gay because that was what he liked.

“I shall be back in Rome on Saturday morning,” he said.

Mentally she counted. Thursday, Friday, Saturday. Three more days to go. Three days too long. But she laughed again.

“Terrific. I’ll be round at the studio at four as usual.”

“Of course,” he said.

Then silence. Did she or did she not feel some constraint between them; or was it just that Dominic didn’t want to say too much over the phone. Men were more cautious than women.

“Everybody’s out,” she said hopefully.

But he did not take advantage of this.

“See you on Saturday,” he said. “Au revoir, Little Cat.”

She started to speak again, but the line went dead.

For a long time she couldn’t bring herself to return to the salon where she had left the two children and continue their English lesson, her heart was beating too fast. She kept repeating to herself:

“Thursday, Friday, Saturday. Oh Dominic—Dominic!”

The next seventy-two hours seemed the longest of all. She was completely distracted, and even afraid that something might happen to detain him in Paris. How awful it would be if she got to the studio and didn’t find him there! He might have an accident, but she would never know, or she might just hear about it casually, long afterwards, from the Duchessa who knew Dominic’s mother.

The au-pair girl pictured her reunion with Dominic—a dozen times or more she pictured it and felt suffocated by the intensity of her feelings as she dwelt on the thought of their first embrace. His first long kiss on her hungry lips. He was such a marvellous lover. Or, of course, knowing Dominic, he might react quite differently and instead of embracing her, pick up a block and piece of charcoal, scowl at her and say:

“Don’t move. Stay where you are. Don’t move—that look on your face—I must try and capture it.”

He had done this sort of thing several times in the past. She had had to curb her impatience to fly into his arms.

There came an awful moment when the Duchessa asked her to take the two children to their aunt on Saturday. She lived on the other side of Rome. The chauffeur would drive them there and bring them back for supper.

For the first time since she had come to the household, the au-pair girl rebelled and did not fall in with her employer’s wishes.

“Oh please, if you could possibly do without me … I have made an important appointment … I rather want to keep it …,” she stuttered and stammered, her cheeks fiery red.

The Duchessa seemed surprised and rather put out.

“Is it so important?”

Frantically, the au-pair girl thought up an excuse. A relative was arriving unexpectedly in Rome she said—just passing through—she had promised to go to the airport and see her …

In the end the Duchessa relented and said that one of the maids could take the children to their aunt. The au-pair girl breathed again.

Not to be able to go to the studio on Saturday and welcome him home would have been a disaster. She could not have borne it.

Now here she was taking the familiar route to the studio, feeling as though she was walking on air. She had been in love with Rome for a long time, but at this moment it seemed a city of such light and splendour that she was dazzled by it.

The Tiber flowed under the bridges like dark mottled gold. The outline of the Palatine and the Capitoline hills were darkly exquisite against the sky which was now heavenly blue. The clouds were gradually vanishing.

She wondered what Dominic would want to do this evening.

They would, of course, spend a few hours in the studio. Then perhaps he would take her to one of their favourite restaurants on the tiny Piazza of Sant’ Ignazio where they would eat fettucini—Dominic’s favourite pasta—with a carafe of red wine. And after the fruit and coffee, Dominic would probably pull out a block and start to sketch for the hundredth time, an antique fountain or a carved stone archway or some lovely little house behind wrought-iron gates, where there were ruined lichen-covered statues and moss-covered stone seats and an air of decay still beautiful in the sun, or this afternoon in the fading light which added to the air of romance and mystery.

Forever, the girl thought, Rome belonged to Dominic and to herself.

Oh Dominic, Dominic!

She came to the house in which he had rented his big studio from a young Florentine painter who had spent the late autumn here, and was now back in Florence.

She climbed the steep staircase, her high heels clattering on them and echoing. It was a long climb to the studio. There was no lift, but she didn’t care.

Dominic—Dominic, she kept repeating his name softly to herself.

It was her custom to walk straight into his studio—he had given her that right. He would be there waiting for her. He had said that he would be home this morning.

She would find him painting, or lying on the divan with his hands locked behind his dark, untidy head and a cigarette between his lips. When he got tired of work he liked to lie like that and, as he put it, contemplate. She could picture him—that slim body in the familiar, narrow slacks and polo-necked jersey—often black—which he wore for work. There was a certain restless grace and agility about him which at times reminded her of a ballet dancer. He was rarely still. His moments of ‘contemplation’ were brief.

Often she wondered what went on in his mind. Often when she was physically close to him she felt mentally far apart, and as though she lay in the arms of a stranger. Often she had felt that it was foolish and futile to love Dominic too much or try to get too close to him. But this afternoon she rushed into the studio full of anticipation—eager—radiant.

She stopped dead on the threshold. One quick glance around the big high-ceilinged room told her that Dominic was not there. But the caretaker whose family Dominic had befriended was on his knees, washing the floor. For one horrified moment, she stared down at him. He greeted her in Italian, smiling, then rose to his feet and wrung the water from his floor-cloth into a bucket.

“Where is the Signor, Antonio?” she demanded.

He shrugged his shoulders. He did not know, he said, but he pulled a letter out of his pocket.

“For you, Signorina.”

She was no stranger to Antonio. He accepted the fact that she was always here, and was the English Signor’s very special model.

She took the letter gingerly as though it burnt her fingers.

“How did this come?” she asked, thankful that she could speak the man’s language. “Who gave it to you?”

“The Signor, himself.”

“He has been here?”

“Yesterday he came, Signorina, but he packed and left in a hurry.”

A wave of nausea passed over her. She went cold—ice cold. She began to breathe fast. She stared at the caretaker a little crazily.

“What do you mean, Antonio, he left in a hurry?”

The Italian looked unhappy. He was, like all Italians, in love with love and did not like to see the beautiful English signorina look so upset. Shrugging, he waved a hand around the studio. She saw its emptiness. It was painfully clean, too. Antonio had almost finished washing and dusting. All the pictures had gone from the walls. The many portraits that he had painted of her as well as of other girls. It hit her hard. A knockout blow—seeing this emptiness and order, those blank walls on which there were marks of discolouration, showing where the pictures once used to hang.

The caretaker with unusual delicacy of feeling picked up his bucket and started to walk out of the studio thinking that the signorina might want to be alone. She let him go, but called him back.

“What time did the Signor come here? When did he leave again?”

“He came about midday,” Antonio said. “He left just before half past one in a big car with a chauffeur; possibly a hired one, Signorina, I do not know, but I helped carry the luggage into the car and I heard the Signor say to the driver: ‘Back to the airport now.’”

It seemed that the Signor was catching a plane. Further than that he could not say.

He went out and shut the door.

The girl went on standing still for a moment clutching her letter. She was afraid to open it although she told herself that it was quite obviously a letter of ‘good-bye’. A good-bye that Dominic had not had the courage to say in person.

The terrible suddenness of the break and the extreme bitterness of her disappointment, after being so happy, crushed her. She found it painful to breathe. How she had run up those steep stairs! Dear God, up as though to the stars! Dear, dear God, what an anticlimax! This cold empty studio—all that the coldness and emptiness meant.

She forced herself to walk to the divan and sat down. She dared not read her letter, yet she must. She must see what he had to say to her, what excuse he had to offer for doing this dreadful, cowardly thing?

Only three days ago he had spoken to her on the telephone and told her that he would come back this morning and that he would see her this afternoon at the usual time. What could possibly have happened during those three days to make him change his mind and return only to pack and go away again without seeing her? She felt that this must be one of her nightmares and that she would soon wake up and see him come through the door as he had done dozens of times with a long loaf of bread under one arm, and a bottle of wine, and one of the small black cigars that he enjoyed smoking, between his lips. He would put the bread and the wine on the table and say:

“Here’s the saucer of cream for my Little Cat.”

She looked down at the envelope. He had written her full name. It looked frighteningly formal to her. Dominic had a large rather untidy writing for a man. She grit her teeth and tore open the envelope. She felt she would be incapable of taking in the words unless she said them aloud so she began to recite the letter. It was untidy with several words crossed out, but that was typical of Dominic. He was an untidy person.

“My dear—” it began, “I don’t quite know what to say to you. I feel all kinds of a rat for walking out on you. I didn’t mean it to happen this way. That, I swear. I know I warned you that marriage is not for me, but I also admit that with you I outran the usual distance of any love-affair I have ever had. I told you I loved you. That was right, but also wrong. I can’t really love anybody completely. I am not capable of it. That’s my loss, but we are what we are and few can change. You, on the other hand, love too much. You sink the ship with so many gifts, my darling. You gave me far too much. I am grateful, but I couldn’t give back as much.

I really did mean to go on seeing you and being happy with you and, I hope, making you happy, until your job in Rome ended as you said it would do this summer. But what happened in Paris changed everything. My mother arrived—it was because of her that I originally went over. As you know, my father died when I was young and my mother married again—a Brazilian younger than herself whom I very much disliked so for a long time I haven’t seen much of Mama. The husband was killed in a car smash a short while ago since when she has been ill and unhappy. I am very fond of her and would have stayed with her if I hadn’t thought that she would probably marry again because she’s still barely fifty and very beautiful. But she has cancer and only four or five months to live. She came to Paris to see a specialist in whom she had great faith, but he could do nothing. I was appalled to see her looking so thin and sick, and half drugged. There was a nurse with her. I promised to go back to Brazil and stay with her until she doesn’t need me any more.

So the parting of the ways has come for us, my dear, and I don’t suppose we shall ever meet again. I acknowledge my cowardice, but I just couldn’t face you, Little Cat. You are somehow too vulnerable. I thought a scene would tear us both in pieces so I’ve run away from it. I couldn’t even warn you on the telephone. I’m a selfish brute, but not brutal enough perhaps. I really did mean to see you right up to the end and that is why I didn’t write to the Palazzo. I knew you would come to the studio.

Try to forgive me. At least I’m not in love with anybody else—I promise you that—nor likely to be. You were very generous and sweet to me. I thank you, and in my fashion I loved you.

Don’t be unhappy. I should hate that.

Dominic”

 

Slowly the girl folded the letter, put it back into the envelope and dropped it into her bag. It took some time before the whole significance of it reached her and then, much as she had loved the man, she could not fail to see the appalling egotism in every line. He had known she would go to the studio. Yes, of course, but he couldn’t face her. Oh God, what a thing to do.
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