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Chapter One

Godfrey Mann made a bet with himself as the hansom approached the tall brilliantly lit house in Brook Street. Midnight. If any one of the many marriageable girls to whom Lady Augusta would introduce him had by midnight said one thing that was fairly to be described as worthwhile, then he would stay on dutifully going through quadrille and waltz, cotillon and galop.

But if—a quiver of excitement caught him feather-light at the throat—if by midnight there had been only insipidities about the heat or, worse, hectic stupidities about the Season, then it would be such excuses as would come easily from a licensed eccentric like an artist and a stroll back home with a cigar through the Haymarket.

No more than that, he promised himself. No more than dip his wings swallow-like in the black water.

The hansom joined the tail of the line of carriages outside the house. Godfrey reached up and paid the driver and then, stepping out, made his way along towards the awning that stretched across the pavement and the broad lane of carpet under it leading to the wide open door. Light streamed out, clear and golden. Faintly from inside came the sound of music, elegant and bouncily rhythmic. His nostrils caught a hint of the scent from the big tubs of freely blossoming gardenias he could obliquely see in the marble-floored entrance hall.

Looking ahead, he failed to notice until he brushed against it a small form down beside the railings just outside the swathe of radiance from the open door. It was a gutter child, one of three or four crouching in the shadows, eyes wide fixed on the olympian comings and goings.

‘Gi’ us a ha’penny, sir,’ came at once the piping request.

Godfrey dug in his pocket, found a coin and tossed it to the child, boy or girl it was hard to tell from the shapeless and tattered garment it wore.

He went up into the house. And on the stairs, standing in the slow-moving line of guests waiting to greet Lady Augusta and Sir Charles, he found that all his prognostications—and hopes—about what sort of talk he would hear were being fulfilled to the letter. The two girls just ahead of him, ignoring their solidly fat chaperone flicking steadily at herself with a broad lace fan, were exhaustively discussing the subject of ices. The ices at the dance they had been at earlier in the week had been the most wonderful they had ever eaten, the very newest thing, the peak of the confectioner’s art. Would they, or would they not, find them again when they got to the tea-room?

Well, there were two who were not going to lose him his wager.

Nor would any of the three somewhat older girls who had now arrived with their mother on the stairs immediately below him. He had a feeling he knew who the mother was. A Mrs General MacSomething. No doubt any of her daughters would be considered a respectable match for a young man of twenty-four with an income of his own, even if he did choose to spend his time painting pictures. And no doubt, for all their giggling and nudging over the tall cavalry officer with that extraordinary bush of moustache just at the turn of the stairway above them, they would when it came to it fall quietly in with the wishes of Mrs General MacWhatever and secure themselves a solid footing on the social ladder. Unless any of them were, as was equally possible, to run off in a sweet-toothed swirl of romantic love with some such blackguard as that cavalryman.

Across the turn of the stairway another fragment of conversation came to his ears. A desiccated-looking woman in totally unbecoming eau-de-Nil, who had been a connection of his mother’s, a Lady Emmeline Otway, was talking to a plump companion in canary-yellow silk trimmed with black velvet.

‘Yes, Lady Augusta always chooses them to match. Such taste. Always so right.’

Godfrey glanced round, wondering what Lady Augusta, whom he was half-inclined to respect but of whose taste he had no particularly high opinion, chose always with such care. Was it the chandeliers that swung above, loaded as could be with sparkling faceted slips of glass? No, there was not even a pair of them. The carpets? What he remembered of the carpets here was thickness and richness of colour but no especial art in the matching.

Lady Emmeline, when her father had died, so the family story went, had gone through his library separating male from female authors. Of what would she approve? Matching Brussels lace trouserlettes for the legs of the pianos? No, Lady Augusta was never that sort of fool.

‘My dear,’ the woman in the canary-yellow was saying now, ‘I have tried with my own two. But when I got the calves to agree the heights were always wrong. So I got two of a height and made the spindly one wear padding. But he complained that a street boy stuck a pin in him because he looked false and gave notice.’

Lady Emmeline could be heard to hiss shock at the risqué turn the conversation had taken. But her plump acquaintance prattled happily on.

‘And Lady Augusta has six—my dear, I’ve counted—six footmen all alike as statues’.

Godfrey sighed. The two girls in front of him had progressed from comparing the merits of ices to comparing the merits of bands. At Lady Melchester’s the band had kept abominably bad time. What was the use of music if it were not in perfect time?

Tonight. In the Haymarket. The passing of the doxies. Their hard feckless faces, painted doors promising to open at a touch and lead swiftly down.

No, whatever happened, he would slip away before midnight. Only to see that world of theirs.

And then he was bowing over Lady Augusta’s plump, wrinkled, much ringed hand.

‘Well, Godfrey, so we are to be honoured tonight?’

‘Your wish is my command,’ Godfrey answered, wondering as he often had in the past just how much of the sarcastic there was in Lady Augusta.

‘But I hear that you yourself have been honoured by the Queen,’ she went on. ‘Your picture in the Academy bought. It cannot often happen that an artist begins so happily.’

‘I was indeed honoured.’ Godfrey replied.

‘And well recompensed, I hope.’

‘Her Majesty gave six hundred pounds for it,’ Godfrey said.

‘Six hundred pounds? Then we can no longer think of you as a mere amateur.’

‘I had hoped that you would not. Painting is my whole life.’

‘That we certainly knew. It has kept you out of Society so much. This must be the first entertainment you have come to here in the year you have been back from your travels.’

‘I am afraid it is.’

‘Well, now that we have you I shall make you earn your keep on the dance floor.’

‘I shall be only too delighted,’ Godfrey said, bowing his departure.

But Lady Augusta laid a plump shiny-skinned hand on his arm.

‘No, before you go,’ she said. ‘There is one girl that I shall insist that you dance with.’

Godfrey steeled himself. Why should there be here one girl who could be singled out for him to dance with? Who, if he knew anything of Lady Augusta, would be someone he could talk with, someone she had seen even as a suitable match for him?

‘I shall, of course, be happy to dance with any lady you introduce me to,’ he said.

‘She is a niece of mine, or rather of my husband’s,’ Lady Augusta explained.

‘I did not know you had a niece. Is she very young?’

‘No. She must be much your own age.’

Godfrey felt a new interior qualm.

‘But she has been in America,’ Lady Augusta went on. ‘And indeed she has done there things quite as extraordinary as anything in that extraordinary country.’

Godfrey raised an eyebrow in mild acknowledgement of the extraordinariness of America. He felt the onset of a sharp depression.

‘Yes,’ Lady Augusta added. ‘Or I might have said she has done things as extraordinary as the things you yourself have done.’

‘Lady Augusta.’

He pretended to a tone of shocked reproof.

‘Well, I will tell you,’ his hostess said. ‘She has become a doctor.’

‘A doctor? A woman? But—’

‘Yes, you may well express bewilderment. But in America all things are possible. Or so they tell me. And Elizabeth has qualified as a doctor.’

‘I shall be most interested to meet her,’ Godfrey said, and realised that he had meant it.

‘You shall.’

Again he bowed farewell and the solid stream on the staircase was able to move forward once more.

He went, as Lady Augusta had wanted him to, into the ballroom and had little difficulty in finding partners since any large entertainment of Lady Augusta’s could not but include numbers of family friends of his. And, as he had foreseen, not one of them had anything worthwhile to say. They varied from the youngest, who were almost entirely speechless, to the oldest, who talked without stop and said nothing. But they were all of them of the same mould: the iron-edged mould of Society that decreed what they should think and what they should think of themselves at each stage upwards in the path it laid out for them.

But they troubled him less than they might have done. He had Lady Augusta’s newly-risen niece to think about. And she was matter for thought indeed. A young woman of much his own age and yet—unheard of—a doctor. Or, to be accurate, not quite unheard of. There was, surely, that Mrs Garrett Anderson, who had slipped through some loophole in the law to qualify as a medical practitioner. But all the same for a woman to seek to adopt that profession …

But was he allowing prejudice to hobble him? Perhaps he had been.

He smiled at his proneness to fall into the trap that he had in his own person so often been the victim of.

‘A penny for that thought, Mr Mann,’ said his partner of the moment, one of the older ones who had been prevented from chattering ceaselessly only because they had been dancing a more than usually strenuous waltz.

‘Forgive me,’ Godfrey said. ‘I was thinking of another young lady.’

‘That I shall find hard to forgive, unless I am to learn her name.’

‘Ah, but I don’t wholly know it.’

‘Worse and worse. You have glimpsed her riding in the Park and have been irretrievably smitten?’

‘No, I have never seen her. And I never go to the Park.’

‘Yes, I know of your bearishness, you horrid creature, and, if it were not that I am so intrigued by this mysterious fair one, you would hear more from me on that.’

‘She may not even be fair,’ Godfrey said. ‘In fact, I rather suspect she cannot be.’

‘But who is this? You are to tell me at once.’

‘I will. She is a niece of Sir Charles’s and—’

‘Ah, you need say no more. I know well whom you mean. Miss Elizabeth Hills. Or am I to say—but it sounds so altogether ridiculous—Dr Elizabeth Hills? Or Miss Doctor?’

‘Whatever title she is to have, you have found the lady.’

‘She was easy enough to find. All the gentlemen can talk of no one else since she came to London.’

‘And you? You know her?’

‘I have seen her. And I will have to admit that you do her an injustice in supposing her not fair.’

‘Indeed?’

‘But I can happily report that she does speak with a distinct Yankee intonation.’

‘Which, as she comes from America, is not altogether surprising.’

‘I see you are to be one of the gentlemen that defend her.’

Well, Godfrey reflected, it would seem that he was to be. The more he thought about what she had done, and the more such prattles as his present partner talked against her, the more he began to see that she might be quite a remarkable person. The blood, the bile, the bowels, all that was in the human body: to understand them and to know what to do for some at least of their ills. Yes, remarkable.

Happily the waltz came to an end before he had had more openly to espouse the cause of Miss or Dr Hills. He bowed to the prattler and slipped his watch from his waistcoat pocket. Already half-past eleven. Was he going to reach his midnight appointment with himself without having met the girl who was bound to settle the wager in favour of remaining till dawn in the world of politeness? And did he, in fact, now really want that to be the way of it?

‘Ah, Godfrey, there you are. I was beginning to think you had been ungracious enough to leave already.’

It was Lady Augusta. Godfrey turned.

And at once he knew that the girl at Lady Augusta’s side must be the American doctor. She was certainly to be granted the description ‘fair’, he conceded. She was of medium height with a generous womanly figure, wearing a somewhat plain dress in a grey watered silk with a little white lace on the full bodice that seemed particularly to suit her. But it was not this that made her someone bound to attract attention. It was not even, he thought, particularly the fullish regularly featured face in its frame of smooth dark hair. It was her eyes. They were large and grey and they shone with a light that was not the sparkle of excitement but a steady pouring-out of luminosity that seemed to bathe everything they looked at in a radiance at once calming and softly penetrating.

She made you feel she saw you, completely and steadily. And the effect was exhilarating.

Lady Augusta introduced him.

‘And you are to dance,’ she said. ‘You are both altogether too serious, too set on high things. We have a duty to amuse ourselves as well, let me tell you.’

So they danced. And, as the dance was a cotillon, there was no opportunity at first to talk. But as soon as the music ceased Godfrey suggested an ice and they went down to the tea-room. The ices—were these that latest thing in the art, Godfrey wondered—took more than a little getting in the crush, but eventually he and this wonder from America were seated on each side of a little table by a pair of open french windows looking out at the dark garden of the big house.

‘So you come to us from across the Atlantic?’ Godfrey said.

She smiled, the luminous grey eyes darkening with a flicker of amusement.

‘You mean to say “So you are a doctor?”, I think.’

‘I—I hesitated to broach the subject. To be altogether frank, I am not sure of my feelings on it.’

‘Then you are a singularly unusual person.’

Godfrey felt himself suppressing a blush.

‘You do me too much credit,’ he said hastily. ‘I will confess that when I talked of you to my partner in the waltz not long ago she placed me at once in the camp of your committed defenders.’

‘But you are not one of them?’

‘It is that I must really take time to consider just what it is you have done,’ Godfrey replied.

‘Then it’s as I thought. You are unusual. Most people, you know, condemn me out of hand. And even those who champion me, I sometimes think do so from motives that are little credit to them.’

Godfrey felt yet more at a loss in front of this directness.

‘In one thing at least you have certainly been calumniated in my hearing,’ he said, by way of temporising. ‘You have not very much of the American in your voice.’

‘That’s scarcely surprising. My parents went there only just before I was born. They spoke the English of England.’

‘And they are cousins of Sir Charles?’

‘They were. My mother died some four years ago, and my father, who was older, last January.’

‘I am sorry to hear it. But was it—was it perhaps your mother’s early death that gave you the idea of studying medicine?’

‘That is perceptive of you, Mr Mann. Yes, it was. My poor mother. She suffered much, and, I believe, did not seek treatment as soon as she ought to have done because of an altogether irrational dislike, or fear, of medical examination, particularly at the hands of a man.’

‘I begin to make up my mind on the vexed question of the propriety of Miss Hills’ vocation,’ Godfrey said.

And then he had the greatest of difficulty in not smiling once more at his own thoughts, because the clock at the far end of the long tea-room began at that moment to strike midnight.

For perhaps a quarter of an hour more they continued to talk, with Elizabeth sketching out for him the course of her career which had begun at a medical college for women then recently founded in New York.

Did she mean to practise medicine here? he asked. No, that was impossible. Foreign qualifiers had been specifically excluded from practising in Britain by an Act of 1858. Yet she intended to stay. She had no family in America, and Sir Charles and Lady Augusta were being very kind ‘for all that they cannot bring themselves even to think about my studies, much less approve of them’.

So she would regard them only as having been a beneficial education? She bridled quickly at this, a little bright colour showing itself on her full face. No, she had not gone through all that she had—and it had not been easy, and it had not always been pleasant—for it to be let to go to waste ‘like the Latin that a gentleman must have learnt, once’.

Then Sir Charles came up, slight of figure, with scanty hair well brushed across his head, always smiling. It appeared that Elizabeth, at the orders no doubt of Lady Augusta, was to be introduced to other young men. And was to dance with them.

Godfrey, having made his bow, turned and looked down the length of the tea-room at the ornate clock standing on the far mantelpiece. He could just make it out as reading twenty minutes past twelve.

‘Sir Charles,’ he said, ‘I am going to excuse myself, early though it is. A painter depends on the light and I should be at my easel in good time tomorrow. So good-night and thank you.’


Chapter Two

With steps that he could not prevent getting faster at every stride, Godfrey walked through Hanover Square and into Regent Street. There he pulled his cigar-case from his pocket. But at once he thrust it away again without opening it. This was not the contemplative stroll he had falsely promised himself.

Faster and faster he hurried past the blankly shuttered shops of what was so often described as ‘the most fashionable street in the world’. The delicate and costly objects in the fancy watchmaker’s would have been so many pebbles to him now had everything behind its shutters been showered on him at once. Past luxurious haberdashers and hosiers, past the ‘Fancy Stationer’ and the ‘Fancy Staymaker’. Past the new photographers’ shops, past the music shops, the shawl shops, the French glove shops. Past perfumery and point-lace, past milliners, jewellers and confectioners. And then at last he was in Regent Circus and in a minute had turned into the Haymarket.

Its garish length lay open before him. Under the strong gas lights the pavements were, even at this hour, as crowded as midday. Men, almost all smoking, their tall black hats rakishly set catching the light, strolled back and forth, giving off even at a distance an air of swaggering excitement. And the women —Paphians from first to last, he thought—were in their different ways as brazen. In flashing satins and silks, with faces white-washed or painted, the most obtrusive of them flaunted their way through the very thick of the throng. At the mouths of the side-streets others, less gaudy, lurked, dimly seen shapes in light-coloured gowns, pale-faced, often bonnetless or with a few bright and broken artificial flowers in their hats. And, at a yet lower level, dodging in and out of the strollers there were the young ones, creatures whom Godfrey succeeded in not letting his thoughts dwell on, girls of twelve and thirteen, generally dressed in horribly inappropriate cast-offs far too big for them, begging half the time, half the time importuning.

Occasional loud laughter floated up and talk noisy as if the speaker were in a dense-packed gin-palace. Drawn to it all, Godfrey plunged in, subduing his pace to the easy stroll of those around him. He felt excitement running up and down arms and legs. But, he told himself, there would be no more than that. The curious joy that came over him merely to bathe in this atmosphere was, he said to himself, all that he wanted. And besides, an artist had a duty not to spend his powers in dissipation.

Added to which, he admitted with a wry smile, he was a little afraid. Afraid not only of disease, but of any commerce at all, even of conversation, with these beings from, as it were, another world, a Hades with customs quite different from those of this earth.

At his smile a voice spoke close beside him in the mingled brilliance and dark shadow of the harshly gaslit street. ‘You look good-natured, dear. D’you want to come with me then?’ Without turning to look, he shook his head in brief negative. A little to his relief, the woman—she had sounded as if she were forty at least—paid him no further attention.

But he continued to move slowly through the crowd, drinking in the scene almost like a horse watering, breathing deeply, letting its essence invade him. He glimpsed through the open doors of the Grand Turkish Divan men lolling on sofas with the silk-brilliant women leaning intimately over them. His ears caught a pearl-thread of laughter. He went through the peristyle of the theatre where the press was even thicker and where the harlots’ soft signalling kissing-sounds seemed to float in the air everywhere like butterflies.

Turning to stroll back up, he saw ahead of him an ancient shapeless bent-backed creature, tattered and greasy rags dropping from her, hopping and hobbling along beside a tall girl in a cream-coloured cotton gown with a wide straw hat whom he had noticed earlier. Cacklingly the crone was demanding money and the girl was attempting to walk away. At this moment a tall man with an eye-glass, apparently attracted, veered across the pavement. The old woman at once scrambled her way round so that she was progressing backwards in front of the young whore and between her and her prospective catch. In an instant the girl’s hand dipped into her pocket and Godfrey caught the tiny silver flash of a coin passing. The old gin-sodden creature backed quickly away and the whore exchanged a few words with the tall man who turned and walked beside her.

Godfrey followed them as if drawn by a fine unbreakable thread. And it was all too possible, he thought, that the life-full straight-backed swaying girl ahead would come in the end to practise the same act of petty blackmail that she had just been victim of. Then the harlot as she turned into Panton Street put back her head and laughed aloud at something her companion had said to her. And there was in that pealing sound, Godfrey could not but register, only joy.

He stood at the corner watching them, and, as he had expected, before long they went in at the door of an accommodation house. He turned away and once more floated with the idling darting-eyed crowd, drifting eventually into one of the cafés in Coventry Street to take a cup of coffee. In the foyer there was a small shining mahogany counter with displayed on shelves behind it knick-knacks of various sorts evidently designed as trifling gifts. A big-bosomed woman in a black silk dress with harsh high-piled golden hair was there to serve.

‘Lovely night, dearie,’ she said to him.

‘Yes. Yes, it is. A fine night.’

‘But hot. Lord, ain’t it hot? Enough to put a girl all in a sweat only sitting here.’

She laughed. And into Godfrey’s mind came a picture of her body, big-breasted, wide-hipped, milkily white, and covered in a light sheen of sweat.

‘It is hot,’ he said.

‘Well,’ the vendeuse returned, ‘there’s only one thing to do, they say, when you’re as hot as this.’

‘Oh, yes?’

Godfrey began to think of a retreat.

‘To get hotter, dear. Get yourself some nice little creature and forget whether it’s hot or cold, rain or shine. That’s what they say.’

‘Yes, yes. I suppose it is.’

The vendeuse laughed again, richly and coarsely. Godfrey smiled.

‘I’ll tell you what you want to do, dearie. You want to buy one of these trifles here. Make a lovely present for a girl, they do. Why, you’ll only have to step out into the street and they’ll be round you like bees round a honey-pot. Nice looking chap like you.’

For a moment, an absurd moment, Godfrey thought of buying something—one of those glove-cases—and making it a present. To Elizabeth Hills.

‘No, No, thank you. Good evening.’

He stepped quickly out into the night again and made his way wanderingly on past coffee-shops with their plain little notices saying ‘Beds To Be Had Within’, past wine-vaults, past oyster-rooms bright with scarlet lobsters and crabs on their stone slabs, with pickled salmon on beds of green fennel, with yellow finnan haddocks, with the tubs of oysters on their walls and their busy flannel-aproned assistants. Eventually he turned into the little dark lanes north of Coventry Street.

Somewhere here at one moment in the quietness something just down a narrow unlit way—half a faintly moving figure, half a sound—arrested his attention. He stopped and peered into the dark, and then discovered it was two doxies, one standing keeping watch, the other squatting to urinate. He hurried away. Yet the glimpsed tableau, hard though he tried to thrust it from his mind, refused to leave him, dwelling there like a soft persistent ghost.

Indeed, when outside a discreetly-lit house in Tichbourne Street opposite the darkened shape of Kahn’s Anatomy Museum a lurking individual in a very skimpy frock-coat with a stovepipe hat broken at the brim murmured to him as he passed, ‘The poses plastiques inside, sir, you’re very welcome to step in’, he almost did so, if only to dispel with cruder flavours the lingering ghost-taste. But he was too quick with himself. He jerked out his habitual ‘No. No thank you’ and turned sharply back towards the lights of Coventry Street.

And it was there that the mulatto woman made a set against him.

She was a tall well-built creature, in her thirties as well as he could judge thinking of it afterwards, and she wore a somewhat tattered but gaudily bright dress of crimson satin with neither mantle nor bonnet. She had come up as he had re-entered Coventry Street, and, as she had seemed quite indisposed to alter her course, walking straight towards him with her big eyes rolling whitely in her thick-lipped bronze face, he had at almost the last moment stepped sharply aside himself.

It was this abrupt movement that seemed to draw her particular attention to him.

‘What you wanna step away from me fo’?’ she demanded in a loud free tone.

Godfrey ignored it. But the mulatto swung back and presented herself directly in front of him.

‘What fo’ you do that?’ she demanded again. ‘You ‘fraid of a woman like me? You don’t wanna have it ‘cept with a girl white as snow, is it?’

Godfrey thought afterwards that things might have been different if he had attempted some jocular answer. But instead he tried to dodge past the burly creature. And this she was not having. She put out both her large bronze hands and gripped him by the elbows.

‘Let me go,’ he said with sudden heat.

‘I ain’t gonna let you go, darlin’. You’re gonna come along wi’ me. You’re gonna have me if it’s the las’ blessed thing you do.’

With a sharp tug Godfrey freed himself, and, without consideration of dignity, lunged round and ran. It was not easy however to make any fast progress through the sauntering night crowd. And the big mulatto woman seemed able to run every bit as fast as he, making wild grabs from time to time at his coat-tails and yelling after him a stream of abusive and obscene epithets.

Once, when a pair of drooping-mustachioed passers-by playfully attempted to detain his pursuer, he did begin to draw away. But at that moment his hat, which had been gradually slipping forward down his sweaty forehead, tipped right off. He stooped to retrieve it and the mulatto broke free of the two playful gentlemen and with a great cry of ‘I’ll get you between my legs yet, you bugger’—a cry which turned heads for yards all round—she lunged forward once more.

This is ridiculous, Godfrey thought, dodging and slipping his way through the crowd.

He determined to put a quick end to the farce. There was a turning on his left and he decided to take it and, where the press of people would be less, really make good speed.

And it seemed that his plan was going to succeed. The narrow street he had dodged into was entirely empty, though dark. He took a great gulp of warm night air and began to stride out as he had not done since running races at school.

Behind him, already more distant, he heard a shriek of frustrated rage from the mulatto. He pounded onwards. And then he put a foot on some slimy thing on the dark cobbles and crashed heavily to the ground, leaving himself hopelessly winded and shocked almost to fainting.

How long he would have lain there he did not know, nor whether the mulatto would have come up and claimed her prey at last. But in half a minute or less he heard a soft voice, with a noticeable Irish accent to it, saying something about was he badly hurt. And then he felt hands taking his head and raising it up a little.

‘No, no,’ he managed to reply. ‘I do not think I am much hurt.’

‘Ah, but you came a terrible cropper,’ the Irish girl said. ‘I was after having a piddle just further along and I saw it plain.’

By now he was on his knees, feeling the squelchy rubbish in the gutter soaking into his trousers. He looked up at the girl, the Irish doxy to judge from her coarse speech. In the dark he could see little beyond a dress of some light-coloured stuff, dark straight hair beneath a pale bonnet and a white blur of a face.

He pushed himself to his feet, took a deep breath and felt somewhat better.

‘Thank you’, he said. ‘It was most kind.’

The girl stooped quickly, picked up his hat from where it had rolled away, brushed it against the arm of her dress and held it out to him.

‘You’re a gent,’ she said. ‘D’you want to be kind to a girl?’

‘Of course, of course,’ Godfrey said, in his still confused state mistaking her meaning and pulling out his gold-purse.

‘No, dear, put that away,’ the girl said in her soft Irish voice. ‘You can keep it till after.’

‘But—But—’

‘You come along with me. We’ll go to a nice house. I’ll give you a good time.’

Godfrey found himself enmeshed suddenly in a web of cold reluctance. He felt in a turmoil still from his encounter with the mulatto. He had as a fixed principle a determination not to risk disease in this way. He had all his unexamined fears of any actual contact with the denizens of the dark world, for all that it fascinated him. And yet that fascination was powerful.

‘Come on now,’ the soft voice cajoled. ‘Are you timid?’

‘No, no. It’s not that.’

‘Sure, it isn’t. But what is it then? We could have a nice bit of supper. You could send out.’

Godfrey, condemning himself as weak, seized on this. After all, he reflected, he had wanted refreshment when he had entered the café and had been deterred by the importunities of the vendeuse. He had had only an ice at Lady Augusta’s. After such a shaking he ought to take something reviving. And then afterwards he could give the girl some money and bid her goodnight. There need be no hard feelings. A man was entitled to do as he pleased.

‘Yes, yes. Good. I’ll come.’

‘There’s a good house only a step round the corner.’

Bemused, and yet with a feeling of holy daring, Godfrey followed his rescuer. In two minutes he found himself standing beside her as she knocked on the door of a modest-looking house.

A stoutish neat enough woman opened to them.

‘Ah, it’s you Lisa,’ she said as the light from the hallway spread across the narrow pavement.

‘You’ve a room free?’ asked the girl called Lisa.

‘Yes, yes. The second floor front.’

She turned to Godfrey.

‘It’s a good room, sir,’ she said. ‘You’ll find everything to your liking.’

She lowered her voice.

‘It’s thirty shillings.’

‘Yes, yes. That’s all right.’

Godfrey followed Lisa up a carpeted staircase with the plump landlady bringing up the rear. He wondered whether, had she not been behind him, he would not have turned and run out into the street again. On the second floor Lisa opened a door and went ahead of him into the room.

He entered and looked about. There was a Turkey carpet, and long curtains at the windows. A decent armchair stood near the empty fireplace, in which someone had placed a paper decoration. Two other chairs stood against a wall on either side of a three-legged table covered with a dark-green cloth. In a corner there was a wash-stand with a towel laid neatly across the jug on it. The wide brass bedstead was covered with a white lacework counterpane.

Godfrey turned quickly to the landlady.

‘Would it be possible to get some supper?’ he said.

‘Anything you like, sir. Anything you like. I can send out for anything.’

Seeing Godfrey hesitate, she stepped in rapidly.

‘Champagne, sir, of course. And to go with it, how about a nice lobster?’

‘Yes, yes,’ Godfrey said. ‘That will be excellent.’

Then he recollected himself and turned, with a little embarrassment, to the girl, Lisa.

‘That is—That is, my dear, if it suits you?’

‘I like lobster fine,’ she answered.

And then the landlady withdrew, closing the door with care behind her. Godfrey stood and looked more closely at his companion under the light of the gas-chandelier. She was, as he had already seen, dark-haired and pale of face. But he saw now that, while by no means coarse, she was really not at all pretty. Not only was her complexion too wan, but her nose, sharp as a blade, had a pronounced hooked bend to it, as if at some past time it might have been broken. The mouth too was small and crookedy. Indeed, she would have been downright ugly if it had not been for her expression that, in the quick yet not hasty flicker here and there of the eyes and the poised-to-dart mobility of the crooked mouth, conveyed a vivacity and even intelligence more than ordinary.

If he was looking at her, she was equally regarding him.

‘Why, your coat is all messed, and your trousers too,’ she said. ‘Here, I’ll brush them.’

And immediately she dropped to her knees and began to flick with taut-stretched fingers at the filth on the trousers. Her treatment was effective too.

‘But you’re getting it all over your hands,’ Godfrey said.

‘Ah, isn’t it dirt only? Where’s the harm in that? I’ve touched enough of it in my time.’

In a few moments more she had finished, and Godfrey, glancing down at his knees, saw that the trousers were in an almost tolerable state.

‘Thank you, thank you, it’s very good of you,’ he said stammeringly.

‘Take off your coat now,’ Lisa replied.

After a fractional hesitation Godfrey did so. For a moment he wondered what he would do when they brought in the supper. And then he thought, with a smile at his own naivety, that this was no place for scruples of that sort.

He began to feel more at ease, and watched Lisa happily as she tackled the stains and smears on his coat in the same quick manner as she had dealt with the trousers.

‘How is it that you come to be what you are?’ he asked, almost without realising that he had spoken.

‘A whore?’

The quick eyes looked at him with, he thought, a flick of scorn for his circumlocution.

‘Yes. That.’

‘And why wouldn’t I be? Doesn’t it keep me well enough? Better than if I was a servant girl.’

‘But—’ Godfrey said. ‘But, well, how did you come to it in the first place?’

‘How did I come to fall, you’d like to say,’ Lisa answered, a smile half of malice, half of genuine amusement turning up the corner of her crookedy mouth. ‘Ah, it was no fall at all. Down in Southwark where me mother and father lived when they came from Ireland, it was one room for all of us and childer in plenty. You soon learnt what goes on between a man and a woman. Or boy and girl, I ought to say.’

‘I suppose so,’ Godfrey said. ‘A terrible life certainly.’

‘A bad life when we were hungry and cold, and ill too often enough. But not such a terrible life. You learnt quick to enjoy yourself when you could. And making love was the easiest way of doing that. Cheaper than gin, and better generally.’

‘I see.’

Godfrey had never before thought of the reasons behind the life that he had occasionally gone fascinatedly to watch, diving down some dark covered passage too narrow for two people to pass in it and coming into the courts and yards behind the rows of outwardly respectable shops in the roads the traffic went along. But he saw now indeed.

‘So that was the way of it,’ Lisa went on, unconcernedly pouring water into the basin and washing her fingers. ‘What you’d learnt as girls and boys all in the same bed together you found would bring you money. Maybe at first it was only to get into the gardens at Cremorne or to a masked ball. But they were a taste of life, and soon you learnt how to pick up a flat that’d pay better than that.’

‘Yes,’ said Godfrey, thinking that he now was ‘a flat’ and indeed had been to a few masked balls. But before he had had time to ask himself what he felt about that there came a thumping knock on the door and a small untidy girl of thirteen or fourteen entered with a large tray.

‘That’ll be a guinea for the champagne and half a guinea for the lobsters,’ she said as she banged her burden down on the table.

Godfrey suspected that he was being charged more than he ought to be. But he nevertheless took out his purse.

The girl left, bobbing at him for the sixpence he had given her for herself. Lisa bolted the door behind her.

For an instant Godfrey flushed and almost demanded that she should draw the bolt back again. But he reflected that he could easily enough get out when the time came and said nothing.

They ate sitting opposite each other at the little table. Godfrey began by being ravenously hungry and then abruptly could stomach no more. He drank more than his share of the champagne. He tried as well to find indifferent matters to talk about, the heat, the appointments of the room. Why, he reflected sharply, in a moment I shall be asking her if she knows of the latest ices.

And then he could keep it up no longer.

‘But don’t you detest it, all the different men? Aren’t they sometimes brutal?’ he burst out.

Lisa gave him her crooked quizzical smile.

‘You take your luck,’ she said. ‘And you soon enough learn how to deal with the ones who want to hurt you. Besides, there’s good and bad in everything. And there’s plenty good in this.’

‘Good?’ he exclaimed with involuntary heat.

‘Good, of course,’ Lisa said. ‘Wait till I show you.’

And in an instant she had leapt up and was pirouetting round the room, swaying her somewhat thin body and looking back at him with a sharp mocking sensuality.

Then, as suddenly, she had flung herself down backwards on the edge of the bed, kicked her legs wide, tossed up the skirt of her dress and her chemise, revealing that she wore no drawers, and was displaying to Godfrey a sight he had in fact seen only once before and that in a single confused glimpse.

He stood up, but did not move from the table.

‘Come on, come on,’ Lisa said.

She held out her arms.

‘Give us a kiss.’

This was the time to go, Godfrey thought. But, no, it was not. That time had passed. He had meant to leave, when their supper was quite completed, with a polite word of regret. He could not leave now: it would be a cowardice.

And besides he was inflamed for the strumpet lying in front of him.

With unsteady strides, as if he was walking the deck of a ship, he crossed towards her. For a moment he stood in front of her, looking down at the dark triangle of hair and the wide-spread pink parting inside it. When, at seventeen, he had had that sudden summer tumble in his bedroom at home with the maid, Hannah, there had been nothing like this. It had been a clumsy embrace, a falling to the floor, two sets of hands groping, not really knowing what they were about, and then the near-furtive actual business, never afterwards repeated, never again referred to by either of the participants. Then, he had seen little enough. Now, all there was to see was being paraded under his eyes.

He almost fell on top of her, his mouth dabblingly seeking hers. And at once he felt her tongue, sharp and hard as a spoon, probing between his lips. And then her fingers were working at his trousers and after a few moments’ wrestling both trousers and under-trousers were sliding down towards his ankles.

And then, to his immense and immediate shame, he uncontrollably ejaculated.

He lay for a little heavily on her, rapidly subsiding into quiescence.

‘I—I’m sorry,’ he muttered.

‘What’ve you got to be sorry about? Sure, to spend as quick as that, it’s a kind of compliment to a girl.’

‘But—But I ought to have …’

‘There’s time enough. I’m not one of your double-journey double-pay girls. You stay as long as you like. The room’s yours.’

He pushed himself upright and stood, a sorry figure in his own eyes, with trousers and under-trousers in a hopeless tangle at his feet.

‘And you,’ he said ‘You’ve got it all over you.’

At this she burst into frank laughter.

‘Dear God,’ she spluttered, ‘is it worse to have it on me belly than to have it in me quim?’

And the very openness of her laughter conquered him in spite of himself.

‘I suppose it’s not,’ he said. ‘I suppose it’s not. You must pardon me. To tell you the truth, I’m not very experienced in these matters.’

‘You’d no need to tell me that,’ she answered.

But her smile as she said it, coaxing and friendly, robbed the words of any sting.

Then she swung herself fully up on to the bed and rolled across the lacy counterpane to its far side.

‘Now you take all those blessed trousers off,’ she said. ‘Take off that waistcoat and that shirt and that funny white tie with it. And I’ll pull off me dress and me shimmy and then you come here beside me. And we’ll begin.’


Chapter Three

It was not until past four in the morning that Godfrey left Lisa and set out to walk through Leicester Square and along the Strand to the studio he had found a year before on the riverside at Gillingham Place by Blackfriars Bridge. Though the sun was up, the streets that had been so thickly warm the night before were cool now. He buttoned his coat—he had taken no paletot the night before, setting out for Lady Augusta’s —and struck out at a good pace.

He found himself experiencing an unexpected sensation of total well-being. And, though he felt that he ought not to let his thoughts dwell on the night he had just spent, he could not help letting them do so.

His original nervous fears and that schoolboyish débâcle he dismissed. It was their later—what to call them? their criminal conversation? their amours?—it was their secret couplings that rose up in his imagination. Each time they had at last come together it had seemed to him that unimagined doors were breaking open. Lisa’s fingers, thin and hard, had prowled over his body, setting up in the deepest recesses of his mind feelings and emotions that he could recall only as thunderous bursts of rare colours. And he in his turn had learnt little by little to explore her, and had experienced a fierce and heart-beating pride when he had realised that he was stirring her as she stirred him.

But now abruptly in the dawn he asked himself if Lisa had been play-acting. Could it be? Did they not say that all whores were dead to passion, mere machines? Were they? If they were, then would it be to the wives, the ladies whom he had never been able to picture to himself unclothed, that true unfeigned passionate excitement came? To some wives at least? It was not easy to imagine.

Across his path when he reached the church of St Martin-in-the-Fields a procession of waggons bound for the market at Covent Garden slowly lumbered loaded with carefully heaped dark-green cabbages, pale-green peas in nets, feathery piles of freshly pulled carrots, immense mounds of globular white turnips. From a light spring-van bringing up the rear he caught a delicious whiff of strawberries, picked no doubt scarcely an hour earlier.

Suddenly anger scoured through him. The world ought to be innocent, he thought. There ought to be simplicity and pure goodness everywhere.

He looked down at his coat and trousers. The mire they had picked up in his fall had not been, he saw now, entirely removed by Lisa’s ministrations. He was disgusting, smirched with foulness. He held his hands up in front of his face. There had been no soap on the wash-stand there. Of course, there would not have been.

But this would be the only time in his life, he vowed. It would be blotted from the book as effacingly as that other more hasty, less horribly knowing incident with Hannah the maid had been. It would be as if the night past had never existed.

He must lift himself away from the mire. He would set off on another course. He would somehow direct these feelings into better channels. Yes, that was it. Miss Hills. Elizabeth. There was a person who could be his equal. He had admitted that to himself last night, before the madness had gripped him. And that too was something he would never succumb to again. Never. Deliberately to go staring and lip-licking over the lewd and disgusting. It was unworthy of a man. It was, above all, unworthy of an artist, a being who should strive in everything for purity, for true beauty.

Tomorrow he would call on Lady Augusta. He had left the ball early: he owed her an apology. And he would hope to meet Elizabeth. Miss Hills.

He was round at Brook Street at eleven. He had taken a bath as soon as he had got back to his studio, in cold water, bringing up the pails himself from the tap in the yard, taking precautions not to wake the boy he kept to run errands and clean his brushes, clumsy drinking-eyed Billy, fast asleep in his truckle-bed in the low-ceilinged basement kitchen. And in the tub, lifted with care into its place instead of being reverberatingly dragged there, he had scrubbed and scrubbed at his flesh with a hard brush, accepting with grim pleasure the rawness and the cold. And then he had plunged into his bed—rightly narrow—and had forced himself into sleep.

But he had risen in good time to make a careful toilet before setting out. Not today the shirt worn with collar unbuttoned, the flowing loosely-knotted necktie, the velveteen jacket. Instead he shaved with the greatest care, standing before the somewhat spotted mirror in his bedroom and cursing the poorness of the light that came through the single small square of window. Then, naked for a moment, he had put on first clean body-linen, and next a white shirt, its pearly studs discreetly gleaming, with a smart upstanding Piccadilly collar. Some wrestling with the links in the stiffly-starched cuffs had mercifully left no mark. Then there had followed his new tight striped trousers, carefully braced to the right hang. Next he had chosen a tie, one of the very smallest bows for summer, and, after two attempts, he had got it into the neat flat knot he liked. Then the waistcoat, free from the effects of the inexpert pawings of Billy, thank goodness. He had dealt with his hair next, applying the Rowland’s Macassar that he now seldom used and getting the oiled hair to part accurately in the centre of his head. Then there had been the shoes, the polishing of which was perhaps the only thing young Billy did with any regular success. Over the shoes had gone white spats, after a little irritating work attempting to efface a long streak of what looked like rose madder from his brushes. And finally, when the spotted mirror had seemed to show that everything was as it should be, the morning coat of light grey tweed with the ivory-coloured buttons that still pleased him. And he was in armour complete.

Just at the corner of the new bridge he had bought a carnation from the flower-girl who customarily stood there, her big oval bloom-crammed basket at her feet.

‘Thank you, yer honour,’ she had said.

He had forgotten that she was Irish. The sound of those lilting syllables had made him purse his lips in sharp remembrance.

However, getting down from his hansom in Brook Street, for the second time within twenty-four hours, he felt that at least everything outward about him was as it should be.

Yes, said the footman who had gone to ask, Lady Augusta would receive him. He followed the man—was he one of the six with matching calves?—to the morning-room. And there was Lady Augusta, plump and pink of face, a crinoline of blue trimmed with magenta billowing plangently round her. And there beside her, in a deep green dress with a green-and-white striped bodice that set off magnificently the deep curve of her bosom, was Elizabeth Hills.

Godfrey felt he could hardly look at her. She seemed to him so much to embody the highest feminine virtues, grace, gentleness and both maturity and innocence. She might indeed understand the workings of the human frame, but she could not know the workings of the human mind. What could such a person as she know of the inner tortuosities that had led him where he had gone after he had left her the night before? Her very unusualness, this choice of such a profession, was after all, as he had learnt from her own lips, only an excess of womanly tenderness springing from the sufferings of her mother.

They talked of the ball. Godfrey contrived to drag up from a memory that he had not consciously filled details of the affair which he hoped it would please Lady Augusta to hear praised. He did not dare attempt to say anything expressly designed for Elizabeth’s ear.

Lady Augusta listened to his compliments for almost ten minutes. Then a sharper glance came into the eyes in that pink puffy face.

‘But to hear all this,’ she exclaimed, ‘when last night you said that you had to leave early so as to have light for your wretched painting.’

Godfrey felt an acute shame. Ordinarily he would have passed over Lady Augusta’s slightly malicious attack with a laugh. But the memory of what it was that had caused him to make that excuse to leave was iron-hard.

Yet rescue came from an unexpected quarter.

‘Ah, your painting, Mr Mann,’ Elizabeth broke in, in her quiet voice enriched with its slight American accent, ‘I had hoped to ask you about that last night.’

‘Lady Augusta would call it my daubing,’ Godfrey said, still not wholly on his balance.

A swift look of plain displeasure came into Elizabeth’s luminous grey eyes.

‘I hope you do not apply that description to your work yourself,’ she said.

Lady Augusta laughed.

‘Now, Godfrey,’ she mocked, ‘you must take care what you say in Elizabeth’s presence. She is a serious young lady, don’t forget.’

‘And I am a serious young man. You have often enough rebuked me for it.’

‘Well,’ said Elizabeth, ‘I tell you frankly I am glad to hear you make the claim. I shall never rebuke you on that score.’

Godfrey smiled.

‘May I venture to hope, however,’ he said, ‘that, if you see the need, you will not hesitate to rebuke me wherever rebuke is required.’

‘Ah, Godfrey,’ said Lady Augusta, ‘you make the request lightly enough, but I warn you you are likely to rue it.’

‘Oh come, you are painting Miss Hills as a real dragon.’

‘Don’t you be so sure that she is not,’ Lady Augusta declared.

Before Godfrey had a chance to reply other callers were announced. While they were being introduced he thought about the exchange that had just taken place. Lady Augusta’s warning he dismissed. It pleased her to pretend that anybody with a spark of independence was a monster. But the request he had made to Elizabeth, almost without thinking, caused him to look at himself now with more than a little wryness. What if she should, by some unimaginable chance, learn how he had conducted himself last night? Her rebuke then would be absolute.

However, he had said that the events of the night were to be blotted out, and blotted out they would be.

‘And you still have not told me about your painting.’

Elizabeth had left the others and come straight over to him.

‘And,’ she added now, ‘you are to tell me about it without false modesty. I hear that the Queen has bought your picture in the Academy, and for six hundred pounds.’

‘Yes, that is true. And it has been an enormous encouragement. A practical one too. I had a letter only a few days ago from Herr Pohlmann, who is our leading art-dealer here, asking what other work I was doing. And after many a year of steady discouragement from such people as my family trustees that falls sweetly on the ear.’

‘So you have been persistent. I like to hear that.’

Elizabeth smiled at him. He bathed in the light of those grey eyes.

‘But, tell me, what is the subject of your painting in the Academy?’ she went on. ‘Aunt Augusta likes to pretend she can never remember. She says it is something to do with some ancient and obscure Italian poet.’

Godfrey laughed.

‘She is wrong, and she is right,’ he said. ‘My subject is from Goethe, from his poem “Tasso”. I call the picture “Torquato Tasso Leaving the City of Ferrara”.’

‘Oh, dear,’ said Elizabeth. ‘I am afraid you will have to write me down as a hopeless American provincial. It all means nothing to me, except that I find I have the impression that Goethe is a writer to be avoided.’

‘Yes, I suspect—whisper it not—that Her Majesty did not know the subject was from his work.’

‘Then he is disreputable?’

Elizabeth looked at him sharply, with the beginnings even of distaste.

‘No. Goethe was a very great man, even the greatest Germany has produced. But I must confess his private life was not perfect.’

Again Elizabeth looked uneasy.

‘I know very little of literature,’ she said. ‘But it seems to me plain that a writer cannot be truly great if his manner of living leaves anything to be desired.’

Into Godfrey’s mind there flashed the vision—unbidden, unwanted—of just what the life of one promising young painter had left to be desired the night before. And the vision was uncomfortably precise.

‘It is a difficult subject,’ he said at last, and decidedly lamely.

‘Well, I am altogether inexperienced in such matters. So let us leave them to a better time. And in the meanwhile tell me instead just what Torquato Tasso—was that it?—was doing leaving the city of Ferrara.’

Godfrey, storing away this confirmation of the blessed inexperience of this moment-by-moment more admirable girl, addressed himself with considerable enthusiasm to explaining to her about the poet Tasso. He expanded on the troubles that had beset him in sixteenth-century Italy and what the great Goethe had seen his life as signifying. He entered headlong on the feelings that had caused him himself, after his years of study in Germany, to choose this particular incident to embody in paint.

‘You see, Goethe—you must forgive me for so frequently mentioning his name, but he is a poet of supreme beauty and a supreme quester for truth—you see, Goethe wrote of Tasso as a man who could not come to terms with the world that surrounded him but who, by his poetry, was able to find a better way. I try to show the moment of Tasso’s leaving Ferrara as the moment of his decision. I have sought to convey all that that meant, the seeing of the world around one for what it is, mean, sordid, dulled and muddied, and the decision, at whatever cost, to take the higher brighter path.’

He came to a tumultuous full stop.

‘But—But you ought to see the picture,’ he burst out again, feeling the importance of this girl, this unknown quantity at every instant becoming more and better known, understanding this, his deepest belief. ‘You must see the picture—if I may suggest it. The picture is what conveys it all. What I hope conveys it.’

‘Mr Mann,’ Elizabeth said, looking at him full, with the light pouring from her grey eyes, ‘I will see your picture. I shall see it at the earliest opportunity.’

The words were sweet. But there was something in her tone, something unmistakable, which robbed him of his fullest triumph. There was a note of doubt.

‘I fear I have spoken too wildly,’ he said, hoping that this and nothing more had been the cause of her hesitancy.

‘No,’ she answered. ‘No, it is better to speak wildly and to bring the truth to light, whatever it is, than to be circumspect and hide it. That I believe.’

‘And I.’

He hoped by the fervour he put into the two short words to win what he felt he had not succeeded in gaining so far, this clear-sighted creature’s whole approval.

But he was to be left in doubt at that moment as to how far he had done so.

‘Elizabeth.’

It was Lady Augusta.

Elizabeth was quick to turn and answer her, quicker than Godfrey altogether liked.

‘My child, you must not talk to Mr Mann all morning. Indeed, I wonder whether you should be let talk to Mr Mann at all.’

‘Oh, I do not think he will too much influence me.’

Were the words a jest? They did not quite sound as if they altogether had been. But it was too late to find out now.

‘Lady Augusta,’ Godfrey said, resigning himself, ‘I am to blame for having kept Miss Hills to myself for far too long. And I have prolonged my visit past the courteous.’

He bowed over the pink shining beringed hand. Lady Augusta gave him a smile that said that nonsense was nonsense, and he turned to leave.

But, just as he had reached the door, Elizabeth came sweeping across to him.

‘Mr Mann,’ she said, in a voice that had a quiet intensity to it which quickened him as if, poring over an old document, he had made a discovery of blazoning importance.

‘Mr Mann, I would not like you to leave under a misapprehension over my attitude to your picture. I say this only because I know you attach the greatest importance to it, and I do you the justice of being equally serious.’

‘Miss Hills—’ he began.

But she cut him short.

‘No, you would make a mistake even more mistaken. Mr Mann, I must tell you: I cannot sympathise with such a work as you have described. It seems to me folly—’

She checked herself. But her determination broke through and she went on, her grey eyes shining with redoubled fervency.

‘No, I will say it. It is folly. It seems to me folly, the greatest, to refuse to accept the world around you and not to try to change it where it needs changing. It seems to me wrong, wrong, to seek to soar away instead on a pale hunt for an ideal Beauty.’

Godfrey raised a hand in protest.

‘No, let me say it. Mr Mann, if that is all your paint-brush attempts, then to me a scrubbing-brush is infinitely preferable.’
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