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1. The Virgin

DAFFODIL! How old are you?”

With some curiosity I glanced across our
frugally laid table at my dear adoptive aunt. Surely she knew my
age at least as well as I!

“Nineteen, ma tante,
nearly twenty.”

“Twenty! Good God, twenty!” For a moment she
hesitated, her teeth toying with chop. Then she asked me to pass
the salt, fixing me with her round, frozen-blue eyes, her fine
full-breasted figure bent slightly forward. I passed her the salt.
She hummed and ha'd. Evidently she was finding difficulty in
telling me whatever was on her mind. What could it be?

“Daffodil!”

“Ma tante,
darling?”

“What do you—know?”

“What do I know?” I repeated dreamily. “The
Chinese philosopher said: those who know do not tell: those who
tell do not know.”

“Stop that!” ma tante
said smartly. “Don't show off to me. What I'm asking is what you
know about the facts of life—”

“What every young girl ought to know.”

“Now take sex, Daffodil.”

“I'm against it.”

Ma tante pished. She
didn't approve of flippancy on that holy subject.

“What do you mean, against it? Wait a minute
while the girl brings the cheese.”

“It's too hot for cheese, ma tante.”

“I'll have my bit of cheese, hot or not
hot”

“I'm an impregnable fortress, ma tante; you're wasting your time.”

“Yes. Well, I'm sure I don't like these
conversations. They're from a sense of duty, Daffodil, not a dirty
mind. When was the last time we talked about such things? When you
were thirteen, and you had to be told? And
if there's anything you want to know now, ask me, and I'll tell you
if I can.”

But in theory, anyhow, there was nothing
ma tante could teach me.

Lunch was over and I began to think of going to
my work. But ma tante was not yet done
with me.

“Next year you'll be twenty-one,” she said with
melancholy, “and you can say adoo to me if you want to; you'll be
your own mistress—”

“But, darling!” I cried aghast, “you don't
think I'd ever for a moment dream of parting from you. We're as
one, and indivisible as the Siamese twins, for ever and ever, till
death us do part. What should I do without you?”

Her round blue eyes unfroze, and I, too, felt
for a horrid moment as if all this might end in tears. What was the
matter with us? The cheese, the heat?

“You might get married, Daffodil.”

“What a masochist you are, darling.”

“Don't you call me names, miss! And that
Brian—” I sighed. “You know that we're just partners in a studio,
we share the expenses of models—”

“What else do you share?”

“Nothing,” I snapped. “You must really try to
believe that nowadays a girl can be on friendly terms with a man
and not necessarily be his bedfellow. And as for marriage, even if
I wanted to get married, can you see the son of the Bishop of
Spinchester marrying me, a penniless foundling?”

I got up and collected my hat. I really must be
going.

“Rubbish!” ma tante
exclaimed. “With your coloring and your figure you could marry the
Bishop himself.”

It was terribly hot in our little dining-room,
and I suddenly saw that ma tante was
looking tired, worn, almost her age.

“Darling, you're run down; you want a change.
Why don't you go away?”

She started, glancing at me curiously.

“Well, I never! Fancy you saying that! As it
happened, I did get a letter this morning....”

Uncanny how often two females living together
in close intimacy guess each other's most private thoughts. Perhaps
ma tante had not herself suspected it, but
all this talk had been leading up to the suggestion that she dash
over to England for a week or so, to stay with the sister, Annie,
whose husband had the milk route. A good boy (aged fifty-eight);
he'd never given Annie a moment's anxiety. There was something
respectable about them too, that would be soothing after the years
on the Continent. o Ma tante was far from
being narrow-minded, but all the same, this Paris life, artists,
and so on....

“But how'll you do alone, Daffodil? And
whatever sort of mischief will you be getting into?”

“That's my trouble about you, darling.” I put
my arms around her neck and kissed her suddenly under the ear,
where it always made her squeak. “How do I know you are not going
to put ideas into Edwin's head, and then
what will Annie have to say about it?”

Ma tante purred but
protested.

“No, I'm too old, Daffodil. I'm on the shelf. A
few years ago, perhaps,—but not with the family. But I don't like
leaving you, I really don't.”

“You can go, ma tante
darling, if you promise to be good.”



But it wasn't settled so easily as that.
Suppose I was up to my tricks? Tricks? I knew well enough what she
meant.

“Ma tante darling,
I've had nearly twenty years' practice at sleeping alone in a
bed.”

“Adam and Eve needed no bed in the Garden of
Eden. It's a lot easier to get in the family way than out of it,
Daffodil, as you ought to realize. Yes,” ma
tante said darkly, “one minute's pleasure, nine months'—”

“You know perfectly well I'm a pure girl, and
intend to remain so. I can't help it if it sounds
eccentric....”

“There may be something in it,” ma tante mused. “I daresay
it'll come back to fashion sooner or later. Purity, I mean.”

“And that's where I shall score.”

“Well, it's one way of scoring. Going misdre, I call it. However, as long as you declare
your suit, I suppose you're paid.”

“Chastity's the one original suit left worth
playing. I shall play it—to win.”

“How you do talk, I'm sure,” ma tante said, with a touch of pettishness. She
hated such words as chastity or virgin, preferred to convey them by
meaningful silence or a roundabout phrase. “Very well, then, my
dear, I'll go and start packing. But if you'll take my advice,
you'll keep your eye on that young man. Parsons' sons are always
the worst.”

“He's a bishop's son, ma
tante. There's a subtle difference.”

“Horsefeathers!” said ma
tante, or words to that effect.

2. The Left Bank

“AHH, merde! I have
the feet full of ants!”

Lolette, the model, rolled her eyes and her
body trembled impatiently. It was so hot in the studio that I
envied her her nakedness, and wondered if Brian, dressed in a
shirt, a pair of worn grey trousers and espadrilles, was cooler
than I. The wax model I was working on would not come right.
Lolette, for all her academic beauty, was useless to me, and I knew
that this figurine would never be cast in bronze and sold in the
art departments of the great stores.

“Ah, merde!”

“Lolette,” I said severely, “do you realize
that Monsieur is the son of a great church dignitary... a
bishop?”

To be sure Brian had nothing of the church and
nothing of the —dignitary about him,—and, if possible, even less of
the artist; he looked (what he was) an excellent amateur footballer
and had the regular, handsome, godlike features of those heroes of
fiction who are continually and heartily exchanging spots of beer
with their friends, and outwitting with ease incredibly ferocious
and detestable villains. But even at nineteen I had discovered that
a man's soul did not necessarily correspond to his physical
appearance. Brian did not drink beer.

Lolette held the pose in spite of pins and
needles. Such was discipline, and I admired her. Brian painted on,
remorselessly.

“A bishop! If he were the son of an ant-eater,
it would be more useful,” Lolette muttered between clenched teeth.
Darling Brian, he painted so badly, too, and because of his
charming personality none of his friends (and I least of all) dared
tell him so. As for selling his pictures, that was beside the
question, even geniuses starved; to starve is a prerogative of
genius.

“Be a good lass, Lolette,” Brian said. “Hold
the pose another couple of minutes, and then I've finished for the
day.”

“So have I,” I said. “This isn't the
temperature to deal with wax.”

“Ah, merde! Two
minutes, they can be as long as two hours.”

“Oh, very well.” Regretfully Brian broke away
from his work and Lolette got down stiffly from her eminence. “Any
good?” he grinned across at me.

“No good at all.” I didn't want to crab our
mutual model, for his sake, but Lolette was wasting my time.
Patience. It would be my turn to choose the next.

“I'm sorry, Daffodil. What is it? The
heat?”

“Perhaps.”

Lolette was meandering about the studio in her
body, unstiffening her joints: Brian had no mercy; the word is
unknown to that godlike type of man. Lolette's unstiffening was a
long process, she had no qualms about displaying her person. Wasn't
she a very clean model indeed? She wouldn't have missed her
Saturday bath for nine francs ninety. To be sure today was Friday,
and certain faint marks I observed were due to disappear on the
morrow. She halted in front of Brian's canvas and sniffed. Poor
Brian! But he did not seem to mind. And presently having stodged
his eyes with his masterpiece he came across to me. My formless
lump of wax conveyed nothing to him—there was nothing to convey.
“It's five o'clock,” said Brian. “What about tea?” I arose and
unlocked a cupboard and got out a bottle of port, a bottle of
imitation (but potent) absinthe, a box of biscuits, and glasses. As
if a bell had been rung steps sounded on the stairs. I got out more
glasses. Our studio was very chic, it had
its own private water tap. I let the water run long so that we
might drink cold. Before I had finished my preparations the door
opened, and three representative French artists entered. I breathed
a small sigh of relief; after all, it might have been six or
seven.

Our visitors grouped themselves about the room.
Brian washed his hands at the tap, Lolette stretched her naked
modesty in our chief ornament, a wicker easy-chair. I served
drinks.

Vinel could paint, he was a genius, but was
inclined to be unclean. Janigaud occasionally sold a picture which
was a good thing, for he was married and had two children. He was
quite dependable too. There is so much nonsense talked about
artists. Vinel was the most painstaking and hard-working man I have
known. Janigaud was disgustingly respectable. His unique vice was
luxuriousness. Fanotin was still tied to his mother's
apron-strings, elastic though they might be; he was only a few
months older than I.

Even Lolette had a husband whose bed she shared
more often than not. He was a plumber. Hence perhaps the weekly
bath.

Glasses securely in hand, the visitors gathered
around Brian's canvas, praising it sedulously, (1) out of gratitude
to their host; (2) because if they didn't they could naturally
expect no praise from him.

Brian was not deceived by their remarks. He
smiled comfortably.

“Never mind. I can always end up as a pavement
artist.”

“In Paris,” said Vinel, “pavement artists wear
silk drawers.”

“Or none at all,” said Fanotin, with the kind
of wit characteristic of his years. But I blushed. It had been so
hot that morning—even when I was dressing, and visibility in the
studio was—well, high. I pulled down my skirt as far as it would
go.

After the picture, its original became the
center of attraction. References were made to our Lolette's past,
and prophecies were hazarded about her future. Lolette began to
enjoy herself. This was the language she understood and she ably
occupied their attention. Except Fanotin's. He came and sat on the
floor beside the very ancient rocking-chair upon which I had draped
myself. He was a beautiful youth, the despair of his parents who
idolized and spoiled their only child, and he grossly profited by
their love. He was slight and effeminate in appearance, but he had
iron wrists and bought his clothes from a London tailor. He wore a
silk shirt and pale beige trousers and brown Bond Street shoes, and
he was so clean and comely to behold that I was ashamed of our
dusty floor. He took my hand and brushed it with his lips.

“Dear Daffodil, how beautiful you are today.
The heat suits you; it gives you an appearance of languor, and your
eyes are larger than ever. You have no right to such brown eyes
with that daffodil hair—what is the word? Gossamer, as if each hair
had been separately dipped in golden nectar. Do you know, Daffodil,
do you know that you are the loveliest thing in Paris?”

“Dear Fanotin, it gives me such pleasure to
listen to you.”

“And when I hold your hand and look into your
eyes as I am doing now, I cannot help dreaming, however painful it
is for me, of a fairy's bedroom in some Mediterranean castle, and a
balcony overlooking the sea. Moonlight, of course, one must have
moonlight as nothing better has been invented. And you in my arms,
you in your silver body and my naked arms about you. Oh, my adored
Daffodil, I would kiss your lips and then your sweet breast and
then—”

“You would awake from your delicious
dream.”

“—and then your lips again, and from being cold
they would grow warmer and warmer and burning hot, and your teeth
would part and—”

“You would awake from your delicious
dream.”

But I am afraid I may have been blushing again,
he said it all so nicely, and he clasped my hand with urgent
pressure, and moved round so that his head leaned against my
knee.

“Daffodil, Daffodil darling, I have something
to say to you, my sweet, something quite particular....”

“Does it concern a bed, a fairy's bed?”

“Intimately.”

“Then, dear Fanotin, I'm afraid—”

“But you are so hard, Daffodil, so cruel. It
isn't flower-like to be so cruel. And I who want to offer you the
first fruits—”

“Oh, oh, first fruits! But who doesn't know
that you were very nearly a father when you were sixteen, and it
was only thanks to some clever friends that you weren't? Darling
Fanotin, be probable.” He frowned delightfully, a sheik painted on
ivory.

“You're a dreadful creature, Daffodil, and no
flower at all. Flowers permit one to finish one's sentences. I was
about to say the first fruits of my soul.”

“But there's nothing I would more happily
accept than the first fruits of your soul.”

“Transmitted uh—physically—” he appealed, and I
have no doubt at all that he was not easy to refuse. Nevertheless I
refused, gently and with suitable flattery. He sighed profoundly
and in an excess of defeatism (assumed or otherwise) released my
hand which I let fall gently, languorously, upon his head. His hair
waved as it listed, and was most pleasant to the caress. Yes, he
was the prettiest boy....

“Daffodil,” he whispered, “I want to paint your
portrait.”

My laughter shattered our tenuous web of talk.
“Fanotin, Fanotin, that's not worthy of you. At least you must
first learn to paint. Why, at present I wouldn't allow you to paint
my front door. You must think of a more tempting and a likelier
lure.”

“I can paint twenty times as well as that lump
Brian,” he sulked, “and what's more, I can give him a stroke a
hole. Daffodil, why do you treat me so abominably? What is the
matter with me? I'm young, I know, but so are you, and I'm sure you
are not the sort of girl who stipulates gray hair in her lover.
Look at Brian.”

“Brian isn't my lover,” I reminded him
serenely. “I have no lovers, neither gray-haired nor dark-haired
nor fair-haired; and I want no lovers.”

“Narcissism,” he fumed. “You are telling me
that you are sufficient unto yourself.”

The disgusting cuckoo-clock left by a previous
tenant cuckooed seven times. Lolette went. Vinel borrowed a last
cigarette. Janigaud shuddered slightly as his eyes once more fell
on Brian's canvas. Fanotin leaned disconsolately against the
door-post. Brian looked hungry. I yawned.

In a few moments we were alone.

“They're decent fellows,” Brian offered
handsomely, “if they are Frenchmen, and if
they do think my painting's muck. What do
you think of it, Daffodil?”

“I like it, you know, Brian dear. Of course
we're all only learning—”

Brian grinned delightfully.

“Nothing further is necessary. I say, I'm most
frightfully hungry. Come and split a steak with me somewhere.”

But I explained that was impossible, I couldn't
leave ma tante alone the last evening. As
far as that was concerned, Brian countered, there was no reason I
should put myself out for a silly old dowager of her kind.

“But, Brian, she's a darling. I adore her.”

“Oh, I say, Daffodil, don't tell me-”

“But I do. She's the only person I love in the
world.”

“And Fanotin?” He glanced round at me
impudently, and I chided him as he deserved. Fanotin indeed! I
proposed that he should join ma tante and
me; but he was doubtful.

“I don't think the old lady likes me so
much.”

“She won't if you treat her as an old lady.
Yes, you had better come, Brian, if only to reassure her about
us.”

“About us? What about us? Oh, the silly old
creature she must be! I see what you mean.”

“She finds it hard to believe in a relationship
so pure as ours.”

“You're a damned pretty girl, of course,” Brian
admitted. “But well convince her easily enough if that's all that's
the matter. Leave it to me, Daffodil. Now if I were a fellow like
Fanotin—”

“Can he really give you a stroke a hole?”

Brian looked deeply disgusted. “Is that what he
said? He's certainly pretty hot; some of these Latins... I suppose
he was making love to you all the time he was camping out on the
floor by your rocking-chair?”

“Well, really, Brian dear, I suppose he
was.”

“He would be,” said Brian.

I put on my hat and sighed, but inaudibly. “He
does it remarkably well,” I said.

3. Alone in Paris

WITH ma tante departed
a certain sense of security. There was nothing specific, but a
pretty girl, alone, in Paris, must in the nature of things have a
perilous time of it if ever she has the misfortune to display the
slightest weakness.

Yes, there was a subtle difference since her
departure. Fanotin's eyes, automatically yearning, rested on me
with a touch of possessiveness as if now it were only a question of
time. And Brian became fraternal and protective.

On Sunday, he and I went alone together by
train to a little town called l'Isle Adam, where there is a beach
on the banks of the Oise, and we spent the day in the water. It was
a joy to see Brian's beautiful athlete's body, his skin as white as
mine, and I took the keenest professional interest in the movement
of his muscles, the shape of his shoulders, the fall of his narrow
hips and flat thighs. I determined to use him for my next figurine
and I memorized hard. But once or twice he caught my eyes fixed on
him rather too intently perhaps for modesty, and there was a
vaguely uncomfortable moment. I dared not tell him I was borrowing
him, for he would never have consented to appear in bronze; he
wasn't at all the kind of man who displays his body with pride and
enjoys being photographed in indecent and revelatory trunks—wrongly
revelatory; a man's body, is far more interesting than a woman's
from the sculptor's point of view, but it can stand a cachesexe even less.

We had a humble supper of beer and beef in a
brasserie with music, and then Brian began
to grow depressed. He was so poor, and his formidable father, the
Bishop of Spinchester, C. Spinach, Brian disrespectfully called
him, was so utterly disapproving of Brian's plunge into the world
of art. For the first time he confided in me that when he broke
away from the ecclesiastical home in which he had been brought up,
he was himself well on the way for a parson. He was also an
international rugby player. The muscular Christian business of
which I had heard a great deal at school.

...”But there you are,” Brian said gloomily,
“when it came to the point I discovered I had no vocation—that's
the technical way of saying that I couldn't get the slightest kick
out of the game or out of parsoning. C. Spinach was wild. The
Church is a regular family pursuit of ours. But I couldn't stand
it, the talky-talky to the old ladies and the bedroom eyes of the
young ones. They can't resist a curate, I wonder why. Perhaps
because the clergy are notoriously prolific and one must be
prolific with something? Do you think that's the explanation,
Daffodil?” He grinned at me naughtily.

“It's a very ingenious one,” I murmured.

“Of course C. Spinach went off the deep end.
Called it treachery, ingratitude, and threatened to cut me off with
a round of toast. The old gentleman's a topper as long as one is of
his way of thinking, but the moment one strikes out—ugh! So I sold
a car I happened to possess, blackmailed Uncle George and came here
to paint. I've made the money last until now, and taking you into
partnership, Daffodil, has helped a lot, but I can see signs of the
end. And then? Ignominious surrender? I must eat, with my appetite,
whatever else happens, and. the sale of my pictures so far hasn't
brought me in the price of a croissant.”

Silently I agreed with him about his appetite,
and wondered if I dare ask him a question that had always puzzled
me. Brian was a darling but I honestly didn't think he would ever
be able to paint, and I couldn't imagine anybody normal investing
in a picture of his. I wasn't much good myself, but thanks to
Slutsky—the cleverest dealer on the Left Bank—a market of sorts had
been created for my figurines. Concierges
liked t [...]
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